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			For all of our teachers and all of our children.

		

	
		
			Republic of Vietnam 

			Central Highlands 

			Somewhere near Pleiku

			December, 1969

			Mouse did not like doing this particular kind of dirty work. For one thing it seemed impersonal. Secondly, he hated going out to the bush in the middle of this ever-scarier goddamn war, even if it was for a short, special assignment. 

			A whole world of explosions shook him as the firebase artillery sent out what sounded like a sonic BOOM! Yeah, Mouse thought, hurrying his paces, let’s move scary second up to first. He needed to get the inside job done and haul ass back to Nha Trang on the big Sikorsky chopper he’d gotten a lift on before the Viet Cong gooks figured out where their targets were hiding—mostly poor grunts barely old enough to shave who didn’t have the same incentive or talent that had landed Mouse in the Nam himself.

			Much as he took pride in his work ethic, Mouse knew what set him apart was the way he could work a crowd. This particular job, though, was an exception—no audience allowed—but he did have a knack for this sort of wet work and, as Uncle Louie would say, anything worth doing was worth doing well. 

			Mouse couldn’t agree more, not when the timing was so perfect he should be calling his bookie to bet big at the Jersey tracks. This was it. Right place, right time, now that some genius up in the tri-border of Burma-Laos-Thailand had brought in those master Hong Kong chemists to cook up a super high-grade No. 4, 90–99 percent pure heroin. 

			Fuckin’ world-class, thoroughbred horse. 

			No wonder the GIs were buying it as fast as guys like him could supply it. He wasn’t a user himself but if he had to live in a shithole like this . . . 

			Mouse shuddered as another blast went off, reminding him what a lucky SOB he was. Not only did he have the right string pullers to keep him off the front lines, that world-class, thoroughbred horse was ready to explode out the gates and onto the US market. Air America and their free-agent fly-for-hires, they were his kind of guys. Sure, sure they had their share of do-gooders making food drops and all that, but it was the rule twisters getting on board to help transport the drugs that lived on his side of the street. It was a high-stakes game, but the higher the stakes, the bigger the payoff, and this one was gonna make him a killing.

			All he had to do was play it right and every crazy dream he’d ever had would come true. 

			Trouble was, everybody else along the way wanted to make their own dreams come true.

			Which brought Mouse to his latest assignment: a certain Ranger major inside the firebase tent he was on his way to visit. True, the major was a pleasant enough guy. He’d been cooperative, followed instructions, and anytime they needed to move the opium and heroin he cleared the way so those filthy tribespeople making the runs from the poppy farms near Laos could have safe passage on the trails that ran through the Highlands. Like everybody else in on the operation, the major always got his payoff, right down to the last dime. The major was getting “short” though, short on the days he had left on his tour of duty, and inevitably fools like him got greedy when it was nearing time to go home. Same old story. These guys just couldn’t be happy with what they had, and somehow justified their stealing with the same old bullshit: I’ve done my job, taken the risks and want an extra-big payoff before I go home. You’d think it was a fuckin’ Christmas bonus they were counting on to buy little Timmy that train set and the wife a flashy ring to make up for all the gook poon they’d gotten on the side in the Nam. 

			Too bad this major had pinched some of the good stuff. Then—so sad—he flapped his lips about it, trying to find somebody interested in a private sale. That made him greedy and stupid. This guy was for certain bad to the bone when it came to combat situations but a total dumbass when it came to figuring out when to back off and shut up, or “stand down,” as they put it around here. Well. The beauty of doing it this way was that it just looked like the major had made himself a bad morale problem with the troops while sending a message to the guy taking the major’s place. Two birds, one stone. Mouse, he could dig it. Made him want to pop his fingers and put that little jivy bebop swagger in his step while he hummed some Bobby Darin or smooth Dean Martin so anybody watching would think he was cool. 

			Performer that he was, that was the fuel that usually got him going, but instead he took a quick glance in all directions to make sure nobody was around for the show. 

			Enter the Zippo. His one inheritance from his father.

			Mouse pulled his good luck charm from his pocket, palmed it. Thumb to flint: Flick. 

			And just like that: Zap.

			He’d never been able to explain it, exactly, but it felt like he split off, like part of him left his body but hung around to direct the other part that stayed stuck inside his skin—like he was starring in the same movie he was directing. Yeah, it was a lot like that, and usually it was a pretty cool feeling. Unless he screwed up. And he really hated that because it just made him want to slap himself stupid and call “Cut!” but by then it was too late. 

			Wouldn’t happen this time, though. Not only was Uncle Louie counting on The Mouse, there was too much riding on getting this right so Corporal Mike “Mouse” Gallini could move up and into the big time. Big, BIG time, not some non-commissioned officer crapola with those NCO guys thinking they could make the army a career and work their way up through the ranks. 

			Mouse flicked the Zippo once more for good measure, and then put it back into his pocket in exchange for the baseball he’d brought along. He cheerfully tossed the ball up and caught it as he entered the Ranger major’s tent, flaps parting like curtains against the dimly lit interior on an overcast day, revealing a convincing stage with all the right army props: lantern, table, chair, cot, bottle of Jack. The major in his custom-made, tiger-stripe fatigues.

			“Mouse, my man, how’s it hanging?”

			Same dumb greeting every time he saw him; the guy really needed some new lines. Mouse grinned, flashing his “What’s up, doc?” teeth.

			“Good to see you, Major,” he said, pleased with the casual sound of his delivery. “Getting short, I hear. None too soon either, since word has it there’s been some fraggings up this way. Bad shit but good timing for you to get your ass back to the world safe and sound.” 

			“Absolutely, Mouse, two weeks and a wake up. What can I do for you?”

			“Remember you told me you pitched in the Sally League down South? I got a ball for you to sign for my uncle and another for the nephew, ’zat okay?”

			“No problem, Mouse, my man, happy to oblige.”

			With a director’s detachment Mouse watched the ball leave his hand. 

			The major snatched the baseball out of the air, showing off. He signed it, tossed it back. “And the other?”

			“This one here’s a real hard ball, Major,” Mouse warned, both watching and feeling his smile widen with anticipation. “Could you just sign it with . . . Thief?”

			As the grenade soared high into the air, the major reflexively reached up—only to realize what was coming at him, and the last words he would ever hear. 

			The observer in Mouse couldn’t resist a last, fleeting look at the major’s bulging eyeballs before instinct kicked in and Mouse dove from the tent. He landed behind some sandbags, legs pulled up tight, hands over his ears. 

			Perfect timing: the next round of firebase artillery exploded just as the fragmentation grenade did its job. 

			More perfect timing: no sooner was the fragging job done than his splitting off sensation happened again, only in reverse. The whole thing had become familiar by now, but he hadn’t talked about it to nobody, not ever, because he knew they’d think he was crazy. And maybe he was. But at least he was a successful, hard-working looney tunes. And that counted for something. After all, he had just made Uncle Louie proud, and that wasn’t easy to do.

			Still, the part of him that wanted to watch could have cost him, big time, which made him almost as stupid as the Ranger major. 

			Almost. 

			The grenade had turned the major into jelly. Mouse’s legs were of the same substance as he wobbled to the latrine, able to pass for any other front-line grunt in his soiled army fatigues. His were just splattered with random pieces of the major instead of gook juice, not that anybody here could tell the difference. He wanted to get back to his regular quarters near Nha Trang, bad, take a three-hour shower; but for now he was stuck. Scrub, scrub. Frantically scrubbing at the stink with cold water so he could change into the extra fatigues he’d brought along. Now that his trumped-up transport assignment was done he had to hurry to catch that Sikorsky chopper he rode in on. 

			Mouse abruptly stopped in mid-scrub. He had company. Sort of. In the background he could hear that goddam Janis Joplin again, wailing like a couple of cats going at it to Take another little piece of my heart . . .

			“Shut up, bitch,” Mouse muttered and clamped his hands over his ears. Only that made the singing louder, louder, LOUDER until he thought a rocket attack or a swarm of gooks coming under the wire had to be better than listening to Janis screech.

			The singing suddenly stopped. 

			His brain flipped back to normal. Just like changing a radio station. 

			Mouse waited . . . waited a little more. 

			Once he figured it was safe, he blew out the breath he’d been holding.

			He didn’t know for sure because it hadn’t happened yet, but if he had one honest-to-god fear worse than death, it was that once there wasn’t another little piece of his heart to still take, the music in his head would never turn off. He’d be stuck on KRZY, and that’s when he’d go absofuckinlutely bat-shit PSYCHO. 
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			The Mekong River

			Republic of Vietnam

			March, 1970

			If the Mississippi is “Ol’ Man River,” then the Mekong is the elder grandmother of rivers, flowing from her birth on the high Tibetan plateau down through China, Burma, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam. She has carried for millennia the commerce, dreams, and blood of histories and civilizations. Truly a marvel. Almost as marvelous as you. 

			That was Katherine Lynn Morningside’s very personal explanation of where she was now, provided by the lover she was with. J. D. Mikel kissed her soundly as they lay entwined on a hammock stretched across the private deck of a Chinese-style sampan. A boat expertly crafted of the finest teak and finely outfitted with a low, throbbing diesel engine, muffled for quiet running. So quiet their intimate sighs startled an answering call from a night bird gliding across the warm waters.

			The teak wood of the boat glowed in the light of many, many candles all around the decks. The boat appeared more like a moving temple to a river goddess. Kate felt like a goddess. One that had been consumed by the man who lay naked beside her, their bodies still slick and wet from their lovemaking.

			“You love this river, don’t you?” Kate stretched her arm toward the smooth-flowing waves. They glistened beneath the light of a bright quarter moon, silver as the glint of the bracelet on her left wrist. A special gift from JD. He had given it to her long before procuring the sampan to take them someplace up north for a “time to meet the family” first visit.

			“You, I love.”

			The words were spoken so softly she wondered if stardust made her imagine that the elusive J. D. Mikel had actually said them.

			“Did you just say . . .?”

			He silenced her question with a kiss that left no doubt. 

			There was no one and nothing to hear or see them beyond a faint carpet of stars overhead, raw jungle on either side, and two mostly invisible hands on deck—the boat pilot and an exceptionally talented cook. It was like sailing on a private yacht in the Mediterranean, except they were going up one of the most exotic rivers in the world in the middle of a war zone, which only served to spike the giddy kind of high Kate was riding, inducing a secretive smile. 

			Pulling away, he asked, “What?”

			Smart girls did not give up their secrets and she was a very smart girl.

			“The boat has stopped. Care for a swim?”

			They rolled out of the hammock and, holding hands, dropped into the water. It was like being wrapped in cool, flowing silk all over her skin, then his skin all over and inside hers. She thought his eyes looked different—still the striking green of a 7 Up bottle, but they had turned childlike with delight as he brought his finger up to his lips. Silence. Then he turned her by the waist and there, looking at her, was a river dolphin. It rose up higher in the water until it arced over them, its skin ghostly white and glowing. 

			JD made a clicking sound, whistled, only for the dolphin to click and whistle back. It spun, leaped completely out of the water, creating a moon rainbow. Then down it dropped without a splash, and was gone.

			“We have been blessed with a visit and a song from the River Goddess.” His tone of reverence, soft against Kate’s ear, slid darkly to a bitter, low pitch. “The American river patrol boats chase them and shoot them for fun now. You rarely see them anymore. She could even be one of the last of her kind.” 

			There was still so much she did not know about JD, but his conflicted feelings about being employed by the country of his citizenship, by virtue of his American father, and his deep kinship with Vietnam, where he had been raised, were no mystery. 

			“I hope not,” was all she could say, and she meant it.

			“Come on. We’d better get back on the boat before it leaves without us.”

			Rather than return to the hammock on deck, they went to their private quarters and immediately fell into bed to pick up where they had left off. And then, later, after a sumptuous picnic of quail eggs and shrimp, a scented yellow melon and French macarons with a chilled rosé on the mattress, she propped her head on his chest. It was impossible to stop looking at him. He was a ridiculously gorgeous man. Even the slightly raised birthmark behind his right earlobe—what she recognized as a strawberry hemangioma, which could be hereditary and demanded a full, body-skin exam from his personal nurse—was like an intimate secret that only added to his allure. But Kate knew that what made him so irresistible was not on the surface; it came from the unknowns underneath that made him tick. Like the dolphin and the many other things of nature that JD had shared with her, things that went beyond his nearly obsessive fascination with Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book.

			He had once recited the entirety of it to her by memory. 

			“How do you know so much about the sea and the jungle and all the wild creatures you like so much, even those snakes that make my skin crawl?” She gave a little shiver. “Did you learn about them in school?” 

			He smiled. Cryptically, of course. “School can only teach so much. One’s real education is mostly derived outside the classroom.” 

			“But you did go to school?” she persisted. 

			“Certainly. An excellent school. Just not the kind you went to in California.” 

			Indeed, she had come a long way from Del Mar. Not that her education had ended there. “Don’t forget Paris,” she whispered, and immediately wished back the reminder.

			It was because of Paris and a mutual friend, an older man she had met there as an exchange student in college over ten years ago, that they were together now. The mutual friend was also the reason she had no concerns about getting pregnant. JD knew she had been told she couldn’t conceive. He did not know a botched abortion arranged by their mutual friend was the reason for it.

			“I never forget Paris.” He paused and then asked, “Should we talk about it? About Phillip?”

			“No, not now.” They could venture into the complications of their affiliation with that mutual friend, Phillip Jordan, later. The moment was too perfect to spoil. “I would much rather talk about you. Tell me about your school. When you were a little boy.” She imitated JD’s earlier clicking noise to the dolphin. “Talk to me.”

			The candles they had lit were flickering, giving his eyes a distant cast. “I was sent away after my mother died.” 

			“That must have been very hard.”

			“Yes.” He paused again. “It was a very difficult time, and a difficult school, but I was fortunate to be taken in.”

			“Like a boarding school?” she coaxed.

			“Yes, like a boarding school. Except it was a monastery with monks for teachers.”

			“Like a Catholic monastery in Italy?” She was confused. He hadn’t mentioned living outside Vietnam as a child, and while they hadn’t discussed religion, she was pretty sure JD wasn’t Catholic. “Or maybe France, since that’s where your mother was from?”

			“No, no. An Asian monastery with Asian monks.” He laughed. “And thank Buddha for that.” 

			Kate walked her fingers up JD’s chest, past scars and other evidence of violent encounters she would not ask about, and tapped the small dimple in his chin. “Tell me more. Just a little bit.” When he hesitated she considered a different angle—turning it to the Chinese step-brother she was on her way to meet. Other than JD’s adulation of him, what she knew could fit into a thimble. “Did Zhang go to the same school?”

			“Actually, he did. You might even say that’s how I got accepted. It was something of a tradition that went back generations for the men on my step-mother’s side of the family. Zhang was a superlative student.”

			“And you?”

			“Let’s just say I wasn’t Zhang. But I tried to compensate where I could with my lessons.” 

			“Like in linguistics?” She still couldn’t get over JD’s mastery of Asian dialects and other languages—a list that ran longer than her arm—or the way he sometimes entertained her by translating overheard conversations while out and about in Nha Trang. Amazingly, there was a plethora of world travelers who availed themselves of the oceanside paradise, despite the inconvenience of a war. 

			“Yes and no and not exactly,” he responded, “and because I’ve tired of playing twenty questions for the night, I will tell you a story about the way my schooling started. But only if you promise, no more questions.”

			“Cross my heart, hope to die, stick a needle in my eye.”

			She hand signed each promise should she welch.

			“Very well,” JD agreed, and began, “I was seven when I was taken to a temple. It was, and still is, a secret monastery near the border of China where I was left to wait outside the gates, alone, until they opened. They looked enormous to me as a little boy, and because they really are massive, they still do. As it turned out, I was left outside those gates for two full days before they opened.”

			“Two days! How could anyone leave you there for two whole days, all alone, without any food or water. That’s terrible.”

			“It wasn’t quite as bad as it sounds. A rain barrel was outside the gates, so I had water, and Zhang showed me a nearby Asian pear tree where I could jump to reach the pears, and then a lychee tree I could climb if I got tired of the pears. So I had food, I had water and, even though he’s denied it, I strongly suspect Zhang was watching out for me from the forest nearby the whole time. Of course, thinking he was there only made me want to prove how brave I could be and pass what I understood to be a test of endurance. The worst part was getting wet when it rained, and then I got cold . . . All right, the truth is, the very worst part was not having my favorite blanket to hide under when I got a little scared at night.”

			Kate tried to imagine a little JD attached to a blanket that he had not been allowed to take to a faraway place after losing his mother. How she died, he had not told her, and she wouldn’t ask no matter how much she wanted to know. Holding her silence, Kate said all she needed to as she reached for the silk sheet that had fallen to the floor and pulled it over them, then threw one of her legs protectively over his. 

			In response JD drew her closer and went on, “When the gates finally opened—and it did seem a lot longer than two days, I can tell you that—I was greeted by two young monks, who took me inside to meet the abbot of the monastery. At least, that’s what they said, and I was so happy to get inside, where they fed me some soup and all the hot tea I wanted, that I didn’t care that I had to wait another day and night before another monk showed up and announced, ‘The abbot has summoned you,’ and then took me to a private chamber. And there he sat, the abbot, looking for all the world like somebody’s great-great-grandfather in a long robe and bare feet. The way he smiled you couldn’t help but smile back. He had to be the oldest man I’d ever met, but he got up and he moved so fluidly, stood so erect when he came to greet me, that he seemed ageless. And he smelled good. Like incense. But he didn’t say anything, just motioned for me to come sit across from him on the floor. And that’s how we sat for what seemed forever, while he just looked at me, until I began to wonder if this was some other kind of test to find out how long I could go in a silent staring contest without being the first to break and start talking.

			“Finally, the abbot spoke to me first. He had such a calm voice, and such a gentle manner about him, that when he asked about my life before coming there, I started talking. And talking. Maybe because I was so young and out of my element, or maybe because Zhang had told me that the monks were wise and kind, especially the abbot, I told him everything. I told him about Maman dying, about how much I loved The Jungle Book because she had read it to me since my earliest memories, and how I liked to draw all the animals, especially Kaa the snake.”

			JD stopped there and Kate waited, waited some more, until she couldn’t stand it. “And then what,” she pressed. “What happened next? Tell me!” 

			JD gave her a look that informed her that she had broken her promise to not ask more questions, and he had just won the game.

			Too late, she clamped her hand over her mouth.

			JD chuckled, sifted his deeply tanned fingers through her hair. It was long and blond, and she never tired of the contrast between his dark to her light, his yang to her yin, as JD had put it. Their East-West differences were many, and she relished them all. She had always grown easily bored with the familiar, while the unfamiliar and the risky were like a narcotic and she could never get enough.

			No wonder she was hooked. She could never tire of this man. He was, in fact, the only man she had ever worried might tire of her first. Not that she would ever let that happen.

			Just as she was about to try another means of persuasion, JD rolled out of bed, extended a hand and said, “Let’s dance.”

			He was, as with all things JD, an accomplished dancer, and he knew she was a sucker for all his smooth moves and firm handling, whether on a dance floor or barefoot on the sand, whether a tango or the latest craze, with a band or a record or a radio; but this time he pulled out all the stops.

			A slow dance while he held her gaze and sang, “Can’t take my eyes off of you . . .” 

			It was like something out of a dream, and she was wondering if it could even be real, hearing JD sing, “I love you, baby—” when an abrupt knock sounded at their cabin door.

			“Major Mikel, are you in here?” demanded a military-crisp voice. “Please state if you are in here before we come in.”

			“Dammit,” JD muttered, before snapping back, “Yes. Yes, I am in here. Do not open the door. I will answer it shortly. Remain at your post.”

			Then, to Kate, he whispered, “I’ll take care of this. But first, let’s take care of you.”

			Back to bed she went, this time solo under the sheets, followed by a pillow JD plopped over her head. He left her with the warning, “Stay put,” before uttering a crude profanity that told Kate how completely pissed off he was—JD rarely swore, at least not in front of her—and strode naked to the door. She was too curious not to peek out from under the pillow and listen to the curt conversation that commenced.

			“Major Mikel?”

			“Yes?”

			“Our apologies, sir.”

			“For what?”

			A short, awkward clearing of the throat from the marine she could just barely make out on the other side of the threshold.

			“For interrupting your travels, sir. Sir, we have been given orders to bring you immediately to a meeting.”

			“And that would be where? And with whom?”

			“The Ambassador is expecting your arrival and we have been dispatched to ensure you are on time. That is all we are authorized to say.”

			JD plowed a hand through his hair, so dark it was nearly black. He had a very fine ass. 

			“Very well. I’ll meet you on deck in fifteen minutes.”

			“But, sir, this is an urgent command. The helicopter is waiting.”

			“Then it can wait twenty minutes . . . Captain.”

			“But—”

			“Or we can make that an hour.”

			“Sir, yes, sir. We will—”

			“That is all.” 

			JD shut the door and turned around, his front side as impressive as his back. And she should certainly know, just as she knew the way he moved on absolutely silent feet across the floor boards that creaked when she walked over them. It was eerie, a little unnerving. Sometimes she felt as if she had lost her heart to a ghost. Or a demon according to Gregg, a dear friend who did not share her fondness for JD, and who was thankfully safe again in California since serving his year as a drafted psychologist at the 99KO—the army’s frontline psych unit in Nha Trang.

			JD joined her under the silk sheet, put the pillow behind their heads, and sighed deeply. “You heard. Duty calls. I’m sorry. Phillip has rotten timing.”

			Their mutual friend from Paris, Phillip Jordan, ex-ambassador to France. He still preferred to be called the Ambassador, even if his position on the world stage had moved in more clandestine directions. Kate couldn’t help but wonder if the timing of his summons was deliberate. She and Phillip had a complicated relationship, more complicated than JD would ever guess. He knew some—after all, Phillip was the one responsible for their meeting to begin with—but she wasn’t secure enough, at least not yet, to tell JD everything he deserved to know before they took their own relationship to where she longed for it to go. And where it definitely seemed to be heading, given this trip to meet Zhang, JD’s only living relative. 

			She lay in JD’s arms while he studied her wrist. Her left wrist, where he had slipped on the silver bracelet the first time they made love. It matched the one he still wore. These are my Montagnard tribal friendship bracelets. They are very special to me. I never take them off. And then he had. Just the one she had worn ever since.

			“I don’t want to leave you, Kate.”

			Then don’t, she wanted to say. Kate knew she would bite off her tongue before she made such a mistake. Smart girls knew better than to corner a man who wasn’t meant to be put on a leash. 

			Instead she risked confronting the elephant in the room. “Do you think he’s set up a meeting because he knows we’re together?” 

			JD considered her question for a moment and then shook his head. “If Phillip had a problem with us being together he wouldn’t have connected us in the first place. He does nothing by accident. He knew what would happen. Well, some of it, at least.” 

			Their borrowed time passed much too quickly, as time with JD always did, before he had to dress for the summons she tried not to resent, or question the real purpose of.

			“I’ll be back,” he said, with a kiss to her forehead.

			“Okay, you will be Bach, I’ll be Beethoven, and we will make beautiful Mozart upon your return.”

			She loved to make him laugh. JD laughed now, and as if he were a magician pulling substance from air, he handed her a small, white clamshell stone. She recognized it as a playing piece from the highly complex game of Go, an Eastern, war-like game of strategy that put chess on a par with tiddly-winks. This stone in particular belonged to the centuries-old game board JD kept in his little hideaway bungalow on an island off the coast of Nha Trang. Although JD didn’t seem to have many possessions, or any real wish for them, the exquisite game board with 360 stones, divided between black and white, was something he dearly prized.

			“For my lady.” He bowed as he folded the game piece into her palm. “Keep it safe, as I will always keep you.”

			He was gone before Kate could form a response. Her head felt as if it had filled with ether, her arms reached for the heavens—and the silver bracelet trickled down her wrist as she squeezed the Go stone in her palm. 

			She knew what this was: he would now be short a stone, and this was JD’s way of saying his complex life was incomplete without her. Tangible proof that Agent J. D. Mikel most certainly was in love with Katherine Lynn Morningside, and the evidence of it as solid as a rock.

			She could already hear the too-good Dr. Gregg Kelly say in disgust, Kate, you are dancing with Satan. 

			And so what if she was? 

			Kate tapped out a French Gauloises from her pack beside the bed and lit up. JD would share it with her, while Gregg would wrinkle his nose and cite the new health warning on American cigarette labels.

			She blew a smoke ring into the air and laughed. 

			Life was too short to be as pure as Gregg. She would rather be in league with the devil, who played life with the intention of winning, rather than playing not to lose. Winning always involved risks. Hindsight was always 20/20. And while some risks would inevitably falter or fail, she was banking on this one to pay off extremely well. 
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			Saigon, RVN 

			Later that night

			It was raining again in Saigon. Sitting alone in the back of a long, black Cadillac limousine, JD finished rifling through General Glen Claymore’s briefcase. After returning it to the exact spot where the general had left it momentarily untended—on the generous leather seat facing his—JD watched heavy drops bounce off the tarmac as a black-ops helicopter landed.

			Sheets of brilliant light points from the rotor blast illuminated Claymore solicitously extending a large umbrella over the man emerging from the chopper. Phillip Jordan wore his past ambassadorship with the same aplomb he wore his clothes: an elegant, English bespoke suit, with custom-made shoes from an Italian cordwainer who catered to the feet of the world’s most privileged. Even from where he sat JD could see the shine of Phillip’s shoes, the precision, the perfection of shirt, coat, trousers, tie. Like everything else about him, they befitted Phillip’s aristocratic bearing and impeccable taste, which extended to an array of exquisite women. 

			The subject of their mutual attachment to Kate had thus far been carefully avoided. Do you think he’s set up a meeting because he knows we’re together? Although JD had initially dismissed the idea, he wasn’t completely sure. There was a lot he wasn’t sure about lately, and that was disturbing. Uncertainty could be deadly—and so could the kind of distraction that had caused him to be so attuned to Kate he hadn’t even heard the Green Berets who had come on board until they were already knocking at the cabin door.

			The doors swung open on either side of the limo. Phillip got in on JD’s right, Claymore to his left. They took their places on the expansive seat across from him, Claymore’s briefcase like another occupant facing JD. The doors shut in tandem; guards remained outside at attention, rigid silhouettes, dark against the glass.

			JD wasn’t in the mood for pleasantries. 

			“Why are we here? Or, more specifically, why am I here instead of on the boat?” With Kate, he silently added with a sharp glance at Phillip.

			“Always a pleasure to see you as well, JD.” Phillip shook out his silver hair. It was still thick, a lion’s mane, his skin, even his hands, unlined in an almost preternatural way. He had always lived a life of privilege in the inner circles of power, but also a life of service to his country—or at least to those that ran the country. Despite their difference in age he and JD shared a long history that blurred the lines between family, ambition, and duty. Especially duty since Phillip had hired him for the handling of secretive US agendas for the CIA. Phillip was not publically associated with the CIA, and he did not answer to them. 

			The CIA, quite privately, answered to him.

			When JD didn’t reply, Phillip checked his pocket watch. “Let’s get to it, Glen,” he instructed Claymore. “You have the materials I requested?”

			“Yes, sir,” Claymore responded. Then, to JD, “As I’m sure you’ve surmised, we have a situation that goes beyond all the latest, goddamn grenade fraggings taking out our officers and NCOs, but we think they may be related.” Claymore pulled a file from the briefcase he hadn’t wanted to get wet and which JD had inspected the second Claymore went to greet Phillip.

			Even if his snooping was to be expected, grumbling, “We always have a damn situation” clearly was not.

			The other two men exchanged looks. 

			JD took the extended file, said briskly, “Explain.” Yes, better to keep his eyes on the enclosed intelligence and pretend his attention wasn’t elsewhere. 

			Phillip sighed softly. “You will excuse us now, Glen. I will take it from here.”

			“Sir, I—”

			“Now.”

			“Sorry, sir, excuse me,” Claymore mumbled, and took his four stars out of the limo with him. 

			Then it was just JD and Phillip and the rain on the roof.

			Phillip slightly bowed his head. “I regret the situation, JD. The circumstances, all of it, I wish were otherwise. This operation would be messy enough without certain complications . . . ” His long pause, punctuated by the rain, gave JD time to reflect. 

			It was not a comfortable reflection. This was one of the few people JD truly admired and trusted—at least until Kate had entered the picture. And yet, Phillip was the one responsible for that, so what wasn’t there to trust? JD slightly bowed his head in return, knowing the monks at the monastery who had taught and trained him—and, worst of all, his brother Zhang—would be disappointed in his suddenly behaving like a petulant adolescent who was angry because his personal life had to take a backseat to the sense of duty with which he had been raised. 

			As large as the backseat was in the limousine, the space felt a little too intimate and cramped with what was not being said. 

			“I’m sure you wouldn’t have brought me here unless the situation dictated such an urgent meeting,” JD replied. “Shall we discuss what is in the file?”

			“Actually, JD, what is not in the file is why it’s so critical to have you handling this case. It involves your step-brother Zhang.”

			JD’s eyes narrowed. “What about Zhang? He’s been dead twenty years.” A great deal of care and strategy had been necessary to create that particular myth. He had confided in Phillip when he was still young and naïve, but had never since worried the divulgence was misplaced.

			“Yes, well, let’s hope there aren’t many who’ve since discovered that appearances aren’t always what they seem. Especially not a foreign national from Corsica we know as The Pale Man and his main man on the ground, who wouldn’t be hard to pick out of a line-up, do you think?”

			JD glanced at the file photo of an Asian tribesman with a snake tattooed across his face. “So,” he asked, “what do The Pale Man and pretty boy here have in common that involves my brother?” 

			“The Pale Man intends to take over the opium trade in Southeast Asia and possibly has the means to do so.” 

			JD felt a muscle work in his cheek, just above his jaw. It was clenched as tightly as his brother Zhang’s hand of protection over the poppy fields that flourished in the Golden Triangle—where Burma, Laos and Thailand met and the Mekong River abetted the transport of the region’s major cash crop: opium. The CIA had established an ever-increasing role in the Asian opium/heroin trade after France made its exit from Vietnam. JD didn’t like it but he understood it made good fiscal sense from the CIA’s perspective. That put Phillip right in the middle, intervening before another war behind the scenes could get started.

			Phillip searched through Claymore’s briefcase and kept talking. “Something seismic is happening to this whole thing. Something all the way from here to the Hong Kong heroin labs, to the Corsicans moving it in and out of Europe, to the movement and shipping of the product worldwide, and that includes some very enterprising mob bosses in the US. Everything is shifting, everything. We need to get this under control.” 

			He extended a second picture that JD had somehow missed in his earlier prowling.

			That bothered him. A lot. Missing anything in his profession could easily cost him his life, or someone else theirs. Judging from another soft sigh across the seat, Phillip had already surmised his top asset in Southeast Asian clandestine affairs was not at the top of his game. 

			“The Pale Man.” Phillip tapped the color photo that revealed a striking lack of color in the subject under discussion. “Also known as Paulu Salvatore Luna, from one of the oldest families in Corsica. I haven’t seen him in a while, not since Kissinger and I met with him in Austria, but he contacted me this morning. He was very specific about the time and coordinates.”

			“For what?”

			“A meeting with you.”

			“He would know me?”

			Phillip delivered an eloquent shrug. “One can only surmise he has made it his business to know of you. Certainly not easy, but he would have his means, fiscal and otherwise. And surmising that, one might also entertain the possibility he has connected the dots between you and your not-so-deceased brother Zhang.”

			JD did some swift mental calculations. It was entirely possible that a highly motivated, well-connected, unscrupulous world player could manage it. As for what Phillip was inferring . . .

			“Are you asking me to go in so I can act as a liaison?”

			“Not exactly.”

			“Then do you want me to get rid of him, this Pale Man, when I see him? Is that what this is about?”

			“Were it that simple.” 

			As Phillip launched into the critical specifics and nuances of the players and plotting involved, JD could only think, And there goes the rest of my private cruise up the Mekong with Kate. There goes asking Zhang for his blessing. The tribal bracelet on his wrist glinted a reminder of when he first realized he was getting in too deep. Guys like him couldn’t have a woman like Kate, but he had been weak and human and now he wanted even more of what he couldn’t have. He needed to send her back to the mission hospital, apologize for spoiling . . .  

			“. . . and so the many layers of The Pale Man’s connections, the complexities of—JD?” 

			Well-manicured fingers snapped and JD blinked. “Yes, the complexities of . . .?”

			Phillip folded his arms. Shook his stately head. “I asked you to keep an eye on Katherine, to help keep her safe. Not to fall in love with her.” 

			Was it that obvious? He had barely admitted it to himself before professing it to a woman he never should have smelled, tasted or touched. For both their sakes, Kate should have stayed in California and never signed on as a surgical nurse in Vietnam.

			Lying came very easily to JD when necessary; it was, after all, a very big part of the job. Lying was quite necessary now, and yet he remained silent.

			Phillip leaned forward. He actually looked sympathetic. 

			“Of course, how could you not, and how could I have made the grave mistake of thinking you less than human? I would have married her myself if I hadn’t been already married, but that only made me an adulterer and Kate much too young to realize I was bad news for an innocent like her. You, however, JD, are far more dangerous to her than simple bad news. You know it and I know it. Your dead girlfriends know it. Does Kate?” 

			The unthinkable words were out before JD could stop them.

			“I want to resign.”

			Phillip blinked several times but recovered himself quickly with an indulgent chuckle. “Oh, that’s rich.”

			 “I’ll do this assignment, but after that, I’m out. Someone else can do the dirty work so the rest of you can stay clean.” 

			JD could not tell if Phillip’s little smile was one of bemusement, disdain, or pity. 

			“I know you to be many things, J.D, but naïve has never been one of them.” 

			JD stared at him, hard.

			“Very well, if you can complete this assignment without getting killed, which will be trickier than usual with your head somewhere between the clouds and up your ass, I will do what I can on your behalf.” Phillip tapped on the window. As the door opened and an outside umbrella beat back a sheet of rain, he left with an ominous wave of his hand. “Just be warned, my young friend. Wild predators like you don’t do well in domestication, no matter how alluring their keepers may initially seem.”

			JD stared at Phillip’s retreating back, soon obscured by the wash of rivulets and fogging glass. Phillip was right. Kate was a distraction he couldn’t afford. At least, not yet. 

			As the abbot would have said, one must have the patience to wait until the mind is settled and the water becomes clear. 

			And once it was? He would ask for Zhang’s blessing and hope Kate was willing to give up life as she knew it for a man whose shadowed past would chase them, but whose heart would always be true.
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			Undisclosed Location

			1100 Hours

			JD had been waiting nearly one hour as instructed after being dropped exactly at the coordinates received. He’d spent far too much time touching his bracelet, checking his watch, and reassuring himself that Claymore had seen that Kate was safely escorted back to the mission hospital.

			He had to get his mind off that boat with Kate. If he wanted to see her again he had to keep himself safe until this last job was over. For now he was completely alone and surrounded by miles and miles of dense, highland bush, no sign of civilization beyond the newly created landing zone where a black chopper was descending.

			It had no ID and dropped into the LZ on powerful rotors that were more silent than any JD knew to exist. JD took his cue and greeted the man who emerged from the craft.

			“J. D. Mikel, is it?” The voice had a sandpaper quality. Thin and scratchy, it suited the rest of him.

			“Yes and a pleasure to meet you, sir.” JD bowed slightly. 

			The Pale Man nodded. His self-ordained title was apt. He was pale as a porcelain plate and wore all white: a long-sleeved, tropical linen shirt and matching trousers, with a protective straw hat to shield as much of his face as possible, with dark sunglasses hiding his eyes. He seemed nearly an albino but not quite. 

			The Pale Man smiled now and his yellowed teeth were like the old ivory of an aged tiger.

			He signaled and four guards spilled from the chopper. Two were armed with short, ugly, powerful German automatics and had the look of South Africans. Behind them were two Asians that JD identified as Cambodian Hmong by their traditional clothing and the accents he picked up in a quick, conspiratorial exchange. They were much smaller than the South Africans but contained a lithe, smooth strength that would serve them better in this environment than the brutally strong build of the others, that would endure only so long in this kind of jungle.

			Both Cambodian guards’ faces were intricately tattooed with snakes; one matched the picture of the man from the intelligence files. 

			His host had come highly insured. JD’s body tensed and a premonition moved through his psyche like something with dark wings as the strange Pale Man led the way. 

			JD fell in step slightly behind him, the formidable group of guards so close he could smell their collective muscle, differentiate their individual scents. Eventually they emerged from the dense double canopy and crossed a small, arched bridge over a swift-flowing stream and moved past a large, black stone. It was a sculpture, JD realized, with a cobra carved inside. It stood sentry beside an iron gate which opened into a garden. 

			The guards hung back and did not impose their presence on the garden’s perfection. A small wonder stood in its center—a carved teak palace of perfect proportions. JD ascended the highly polished stairs with The Pale Man and paused on the landing, where a pair of carved jade doors fronted two large, porcelain vases filled with flowering ginger.

			The Pale Man swung open the double doors, revealing a cool, dark interior space. They both stepped out of their sandals and left them at the door. As JD’s eyes adjusted he could see the fine rugs, the carvings and furnishings, all museum quality antiquities. An enormous gong and a breathtakingly beautiful Go board were set up near a lotus pond.

			By way of invitation The Pale Man gestured to the pond’s other side where a gathering of batik-cushioned chairs invited contemplation. Indeed, JD was caught by the vision of several extraordinary carp swimming amongst the floating, bright-pink lotus blossoms and verdant green leaves. The carp were large, very old and exquisitely colored in shining, iridescent deep blues and whites and pale gold. 

			He bowed toward them. “They are remarkable,” he said.

			Aged tiger teeth glistened past an approving smile. “Ah yes, they are, aren’t they? I had been told you have a fine consideration and appreciation of the Oriental.” There was a pause and then abruptly, “I would gift you one. Which would you have?” 

			JD hesitated. This was a swift and ruthless player. The offered gift would be nearly impossible for even a very wealthy man to repay. It would also be extraordinarily rude to refuse and, under the circumstances, dangerous; yet to accept imposed a heavy debt.

			“I would take the pale gold one,” JD carefully responded, “but given she is only a component of the entire piece, I would have to take all of them. Taking her alone would flaw the composition and make it common—still lovely, of course, but common, as Wu Tao-Tzu would have said.” Such a reference to Wu, JD knew, would place his adversary in an awkward position if he was a true student of the Asian arts, for how could he possibly contradict anything the great Tang Dynasty master painter would have said? When The Pale Man responded with an unguarded expression of surprise, JD seized the advantage. “Therefore, I can only assume you have something of more value you want to speak to me about?”

			“Well spoken.” The thin, papery voice reminded JD of a snake’s warning hiss. This one was particularly cunning, hiding behind the veil of politeness. “Wu Tao-Tzu would have certainly complimented you. A drink?”

			“Tea, please.”

			“Also well spoken.” The Pale Man nodded to a servant who disappeared into the dark hallway as silently as he had appeared. Again The Pale Man gestured to the batik cushion. “You have had fine teachers I see.”

			JD did as he was bid and made the appropriate response to the compliment. “I have been fortunate in my teachers, but of course am still not worthy of them.”

			As they sat in silence while waiting for the tea, The Pale Man removed his sunglasses. His nearly colorless eyes appeared like glassy, pink halos around the black marble of his pupils.

			JD noticed The Pale Man staring at the tribal bracelet on his wrist and felt strangely violated. There was no other word for it, nor any rationale for the kind of gut reaction that had kept him alive more than once. He discreetly covered his wrist. The Pale Man nodded slightly, indicating the action had been noted.

			The tea arrived, the ceremony flawlessly performed. The teapot and small jade cups were of the finest quality and the tea, exceptional. JD knew he could not say the same of his maneuver with the bracelet and sought to reestablish the balance of their lunge and parry.

			“You honor me with this,” said JD, “and your tea is worthy of its cup.”

			The older man nodded. “It comes from one of my own plantations.”

			“From Lamdong I would say, south slope. A very fine Iron Buddha, tie guan yin.” JD took another small sip of the extraordinary tea he knew was worth a staggering sum, as would be a rare, vintage wine. “I myself grow a Longjing, the Dragon Well, near there on a north-facing slope.”

			“Again I say your teachers were very fine.” The Pale Man smiled his tiger smile again. “Perhaps you would someday sell me your Longjing plantation . . . or perhaps trade it for something of value?”

			“Perhaps.” JD smiled back.

			“I am now expanding my farming interests into other lucrative crops.”

			“The war provides many opportunities.” 

			“Yes,” agreed The Pale Man. “And I will be establishing my operations from north down to the south with our friends in Air America, and then to Europe through the usual family channels in Marseille, and the USA. In order to ensure this—and I always like to ensure things—I would appreciate your and your Ambassador’s cooperation.” He turned the full ferocity of his smile on JD and clapped his hands. 

			The servant with the tea service appeared again, this time with a domed silver tray. JD’s earlier premonition barreled full force into his psyche, the dark wings converging into an ominous black mass.

			“Usually, I would offer perhaps one of her lovely ears or a finger to show my sincerity,” explained The Pale Man, “but in her case, as you said of the golden carp, it would ruin the overall beauty of the composition to mar her. And I certainly would not want to do that, especially if I have to keep her. Now, please allow me to offer some proof that she is already mine.”

			The servant removed the domed lid. 

			JD’s breath stopped.

			Centered on the tray was the severed head of the sampan’s boat pilot. Between his teeth was the silver bracelet JD had given Kate.
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			Nha Trang, Vietnam

			Dr. Israel “Izzy” Moskowitz stared out over the South China Sea, his army-owned ass planted in the white sand fronting one of the world’s most beautiful beaches, and counted his days until he could go home.

			“Way too many,” he muttered, and told himself not to sulk. Just because he missed his girlfriend Margie who was living in Hawaii, just because he missed Gregg, his partner in crime who was back in California, and just because he missed his family in New York, that was not enough reason to feel sorry for himself.

			He was, after all, a lot more alive than the thousands of other good American boys who had been sent home in body bags. He was, at least so far, somewhat saner than the marching line of traumatized troops who kept the beds at the 99KO filled and his days as a psychiatrist busier than Macy’s the day after Thanksgiving. He was happy with some Jack and weed instead of being strung out on the hard stuff like the guys he was treating at the drug groups. And he was no longer sweating because of the sizzling hot weather that had greeted him when he arrived last May, just as he had survived Nha Trang’s monsoon season from September through December, when his sheets felt like a wet towel at night and everything smelled like mildew. 

			It was a large country, and the rainy season shifted depending on your whereabouts, but no matter where or when, he was always prepared to take cover—whether under a poncho or in a bunker. As for what went on under the covers, that was pretty much a solo endeavor unless he counted a picture of Margie and the pair of red silk panties he had slipped off during their last, frantic act of goodbye.

			That had been in Hawaii after a certain someone arranged their rendezvous six months ago. Six very, very long months ago, and Margie’s poor panties were almost in tatters from his repeated washings. But. He had a little less than three months to tough out, the torrential rains were only sporadic, and he was all alone in his special spot on the beach—which left the best part of all: being alone meant he wasn’t in the presence of that certain someone and all the messed-up crap that inevitably came with him. 

			“Hey. Wake the fuck up.”

			Startled, Izzy leaped to his feet and glared at the bad news he had apparently summoned. 

			“You know I hate it when you do that. You shouldn’t sneak up on people, JD. It’s rude.”

			“Sorry, Izzy,” he said, as if he really meant it.

			Knowing what a consummate actor JD could be, and especially knowing JD didn’t show up unless he needed something, which typically involved unpleasant business, Izzy folded his arms—as if they could protect him from whatever was coming next.

			JD bowed his head. He took a deep breath and then lightly touched Izzy’s shoulder. “I need your help.” 

			There was the barest, slightest suggestion of a whisper of stress in his voice. No one would have heard it except someone who had spent the last ten years in training for hours and hours a day, listening for the subtlest levels of human emotion and feelings.

			Izzy felt as if he had just taken an elbow to the solar plexus. JD’s body and voice had never betrayed any emotion, not even in a worst-case scenario. If anything, he seemed to thrive under pressure—like some Jimi Hendrix equivalent of sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll, only with bombs, M-16s, and the ravages of war. 

			Izzy’s hands had shaken like crazy the first month he was here, which wasn’t surprising since he had no sooner finished his residency as a child psychiatrist than the army drop-kicked him to the Nam. He had worked hard to get his fears and stress under control and his hands had quit shaking. This would be an answer to prayer if he still prayed, considering steady hands were critical for the medical procedures he sometimes had to perform. But now, like a bad déjà vu moment, he could feel a fine tremor working its way from the inside out, that primitive hot shot of warning just before—

			“Kate is missing.”

			“Missing?” Izzy repeated. “What do you mean, missing? Like, Shirley can’t find her at the mission, or—or like—”

			“Like she was on a private boat with me. I was called away. The pilot was killed and she was taken in my absence by someone who is now using Kate as bait.” 

			Bait. Izzy knew all about being used as bait. JD hadn’t hesitated to use him and Gregg for exactly that same purpose to track down a monster and pick their brains along the way, completely indifferent to the fact they didn’t belong anywhere outside a psych unit, much less in the jungle, after the army snatched them both right after graduation—Gregg with his surfboard and PhD from USC; Izzy with his Columbia University MD. God only knew why JD decided they were the “consultants” he had to have—and whatever JD wanted, JD got from Command—but after what he had put them through, neither of them wanted to get anywhere near J. D. Mikel again. 

			This was different, though. This was Kate. Gregg would go nuts.

			“What can I do?” 

			“Pick Gregg up for me at the hospital LZ at 0900 hours tomorrow. He’s on his way.”

			*

			Dr. Gregg Kelly stared out of the chopper as it neared the 8th Field Hospital’s landing zone. His stomach churned bile and it felt as if a hand was clamped around his wind pipe. It had from the moment he heard JD’s voice on the phone. 

			That was three days ago. He had been traveling non-stop ever since.

			Gregg still could not believe this was happening. Going home after spending a year at the army’s psych unit for the frontline troops had been like crawling over glass to reach some grand and glorious Mecca. Okay, so maybe home hadn’t quite turned out to be as grand and glorious as he remembered it, but never did he dream he would no sooner be discharged than turn right around and return to Nha Trang. As for why, this was his worst nightmare. 

			And boy, did he know about nightmares.

			The chopper landed and Gregg smiled for the first time in what felt like ages at the mock salute that greeted him. He dropped his duffel and gave his best buddy a bear hug, and then held him at arm’s length. Even in faded fatigues and with dark circles under his eyes, Izzy looked good—harder, leaner, tougher than when they had said goodbye; but overall he looked good for a hard-working physician who put in crazy hours at a psych unit.

			“How many days now, pal?” Gregg asked.

			“Eighty-two, so that moves me from eternity to just forever—not that I’m counting.” 

			In a familiar gesture, Izzy pushed up his black, horn-rimmed glasses. His owlish brown eyes looked wiser, older, sharper, and the skin that had been pale upon first arriving in Vietnam bore a nice, golden tan. Not much lighter than Gregg’s skin, still fresh from the California sun. 

			“Man, am I glad to see you, Iz. Just not under these circumstances.”

			“Same here. I wish I could say something besides I’m sorry.”

			“Sorry doesn’t even come close to how JD’s going to feel when I get through with that bastard.” Gregg’s jaw clenched so tightly it was a wonder he didn’t break a molar. No need to elaborate. What could he say that Izzy didn’t already know? That JD had stolen the girl Gregg had adored since grade school? That JD was sketchy, manipulative, and had nearly gotten both Izzy and him killed after dragging them into a crazy, undercover assignment to nab a psycho who made Norman Bates look like Mary Poppins? Izzy knew all that and more. It was part of the glue that bound them as friends and colleagues who had gone through hell and back together.

			“He’s expecting us at headquarters and—” Lightning cracked overhead and Izzy produced a military-issue poncho, tossed it to Gregg, then draped himself with an identical one as the clouds immediately belched out pouring, windy, buckets of rain.

			With no more words they fell into step and made their way across the familiar grounds of the 8th Field Hospital. It wasn’t any prettier than when Gregg left. The “grounds” were still composed of metal cat tracks laid on top of soaked sand that supported a variety of crude structures. Everything had the ugly, utilitarian simplicity of the temporary, even though it had all been here now for a decade. The endless war was always “almost at an end,” or, at least, victory was always a light at the end of the tunnel, but for most of the war-torn patients at this hospital the tunnel had collapsed and they would no doubt spend the rest of their lives recovering from the trauma. 

			Gregg was no exception, and yet he was grateful to be returning as a civilian with the freedom to leave tomorrow if he wanted, even if the idea of going anywhere without Kate after this was beyond unthinkable. 

			“Have you heard from her since you left?” asked Izzy.

			“A few short letters, a postcard, all of them sounding remarkably chirpy about the mission. No mention, of course, of JD. Guess she figured that wouldn’t be welcome news. After all, how many times did I warn her, loud and clear, to keep her distance from a guy who was nothing but trouble and stick with someone she could trust?”

			That would be him. Kate should have listened but she never listened to reason, and now she was paying the price he would gladly pay for her. He felt no satisfaction in saying “I told you so” when her safety was in question, and just thinking of what she could be subjected to made him feel sick. But once they got her back—and they would; he couldn’t think otherwise or he’d go crazy—then yeah. Then he might be tempted to privately gloat while seizing the chance to move in once his competition was drop-kicked out to the South China Sea on the black-ops chopper he had ridden in on.

			Gregg shook his head and more rain poured off the top of his poncho liner and down his face, everything around them gray in the rain amidst a sea of mud, metal and various army-green vehicles. As they entered the headquarters, still helmed by Colonel Kellogg, the CO, a hard knot asserted itself in the pit of Gregg’s stomach. The HQ was standard military, clean and unfussy, but with nice décor in a 60s Winnebago kind of way. The small desk in front was manned by an armed MP who immediately came to attention.

			“Greetings, sir. And what is your business here, sir?”

			“Oh hell, Conley,” growled the roly poly sergeant major at the slightly larger desk to the MP’s right. “It’s just the shrinks here to see the CO, not the goddamn NVA. Good to see you, Doc Moskowitz, and this must be Cap’n Kelly here with the long surfer hair.”

			“Just Gregg please, Sarge. I’m a civilian now.” His new status came out with more emphasis than Gregg intended. He wondered if it was a knee-jerk reaction after being unexpectedly greeted by an MP. “Mind if I ask what’s up with the extra security since I left?”

			“Colonel Kellogg’s been pretty jumpy since the fragging we had last month. He’s got another guard just inside his office there.” 

			Gregg looked over at Izzy. “Fragging?”

			“It’s kind of a new, very low-morale phenomenon: rolling a fragmentation grenade under an NCO’s or officer’s bed—or somewhere they can’t get out—while the soldiers doing it aren’t likely to get caught. I guess that extends to headquarters now. It’s pretty crazy, especially with the new heroin thing going on.”

			“You got that right, Doc,” the sarge agreed. “This whole damn war’s turning so crazy, pretty soon we’ll be needing more shrinks here than troops.” He hitched a thumb in the direction of Kellogg’s office. “You better go in.”

			Gregg didn’t need a second invitation. He was ready to get in JD’s face. Still, the closer they stepped to Kellogg’s office the harder his stomach knot became. Then harder still when a second MP barred the door, combat boots firmly planted at the entry, M-16 drawn across his chest.

			“Stand down, Clark!” boomed the over-amped voice of Kellogg. 

			The guard stepped aside. Kellogg enthusiastically waved them closer, greeted them like some long-lost old uncle. “Well if it’s not my favorite shrinks. Come in and join us for some pastries and coffee. I had it prepared just for this occasion—” 

			“That will be all, Colonel,” interjected an all-too-familiar voice. It belonged to the much decorated General Glen Claymore, who emerged from a far corner of the room. “You are dismissed. Take your security blanket with you.”

			“But sir,” Kellogg protested, “it was my understanding that—”

			“All you need to understand is that you’re no longer needed here and you are to clear the room. Close the door behind you and clear the office on your way out. You may return to the building when we leave and not a moment before.”

			“Sir, yes, sir. If you want any pastries—”

			“Out!” 

			The next thing Gregg knew their host was gone from his own office, orders were being barked in the reception area, and then the only sound he could hear was a roaring in his ears as his gaze fixed on a movement in the farthest, most shadowed corner of the room.

			The knot in his stomach took on the weight and size of a bowling ball. Gooseflesh prickled the back of his neck. He could not have selected more appropriate attire for the man in the black poncho, cloaked like a bat, with the same panther-green eyes, slick black hair, and deeply tanned skin marked with strange scars and welts and stories behind them that Gregg did not care to know.

			If he had learned one thing about J. D. Mikel, the more distance you kept, the safer you were. Hard as he and Izzy had tried to drive that one fact home to Kate . . .

			“You bastard.” Gregg immediately ate up the distance between him and JD until they stood almost toe to toe. He tapped JD hard in the chest. “You damn bastard. What do you have to say for yourself?”

			“All I can say is take your best shot.” JD lifted his perfectly chiseled chin, opened hands in defeat that Gregg knew could rip his still-beating heart out before his knees had time to hit the floor. “Take as many as you want. I won’t hit back.”

			Leave it to JD to ruin even this. Gregg dropped his clenched fists and went for the jugular instead.

			“Go to hell. You’re not worth it.”

			“Agreed.” 

			Up close Gregg realized there was something different about JD’s eyes. They were still that striking green of a 7 Up bottle, but there was something off, that seemed almost . . . vulnerable, anxious?

			Human. That was it. They were on common ground for a change. 

			“Captain Kelly, Captain Moskowitz, may I ask you to take a seat, please?” The general’s request was really an order. Gregg’s first impulse was to do the army thing and obey without question; his second impulse was to tell Claymore to shove it because Gregg Kelly was a free man now and was here of his own volition.

			“It’s Doctor Kelly now, General. And the only situation I want to discuss is between me and Mikel.”

			“What you want?” Claymore repeated. The sound of a fist striking the desk coincided with Claymore’s low roar. “Now you listen up and you listen to me, Doctor Kelly. I can do this gentleman to gentleman or it can go another way entirely. Like all draftees, now that you’ve completed your active duty, you, Doctor Kelly, are presently in the US Army inactive reserves. Look around you, Doctor Kelly. You are not in sunny California. You are not in civilian life with palm trees and lawyers. I am God and the law here in this theater of war. I can and I will activate your ass as of right now to active duty, put you in uniform, bust you down to private, and court martial you in five minutes along with your pal Moskowitz for insubordination if you fail to sit down, shut your mouth, and listen up immediately.” 

			Claymore paused. He pointed to the two chairs fronting Kellogg’s desk. 

			Izzy sat. His eyes begged Gregg to do the same. Gregg hesitated and then followed suit. Claymore parked himself in Kellogg’s executive chair. Then JD did something more alarming than Claymore’s anything-but-idle threats: J. D. Mikel, always under control and calling the shots, who would still be standing if the entire world and everyone in it fell down around him, plowed a hand through his perfect hair, straight and black as a crow’s wing, and began to pace. 

			Claymore smiled grimly. “So now that all the pleasantries are out of the way, are we clear about who is running this very precise E&E operation and who will be following any and all orders issued by me or any other superior, particularly Agent Mikel?”

			It felt like nails coming up in his throat, but Gregg’s innate sense of self-preservation forced a “Yes, sir,” which Izzy promptly echoed. 

			“Very well, then. Mikel?”

			JD quit pacing but he kept a slight distance from the desk as he moved into automatic pilot and a tumble of spook/military jargon poured out, things like “precise E&E above the 17th parallel involving MRF and bringing smoke up, to include Arc Light if necessary . . .” that Gregg found incomprehensible. 

			It did not matter anyway since once again he was on a journey to hell against his will with Beelzebub as his guide. 

			“Look, could we just cut to the chase?” Gregg interjected. “Tell us what happened to Kate and how she fits into this mess.” 

			Either it was a trick of the lighting or JD grimaced.

			“Basically we are dealing with some low-level criminals—river pirates—who are running a heroin transport operation up and down the Mekong. Apparently they thought they could buy some protection by nabbing Kate and want to negotiate some kind of ‘treaty’ with the military to continue their drug operation without interference in exchange for her safe return. The general is giving us everything we want or need—fast boats on the river, choppers on call—whatever it takes. Right, General?”

			“Right. You guys have nothing to worry about. Just follow Mikel’s direction and everyone will be fine, including the young woman all of you want to see safely returned.”

			Gregg exchanged a look with Izzy. They would both do anything to get Kate home, which was the ace the general was presently playing—in addition to the whole damn deck he had threatened them with—yet this was a too-familiar song and dance that sounded like complete bullshit. Nobody outside this room had any idea where they were going, or what they were doing, and they would be completely on their own once JD was calling the shots. 

			Which he already was. 

			“So where do we come in?” Izzy, asking the obvious. “You know we’ll do whatever it takes to help find Kate, but we’re just a couple of shrinks. You want us to deal with some demented or strung out soldiers? Fine, sign us up. But I fail to see what we bring to this particular table when it comes to rounding up pirate drug dealers who aren’t even part of the war. Do you want Gregg to help them figure out what went wrong in their childhood while I jab some sodium pentothal up their spines if the talk therapy doesn’t work?”

			Now it was JD and Claymore who exchanged glances. Claymore shrugged. Apparently the hell if he knew. 

			Just as obviously, JD did.

			“Here’s how it’s going to work: we go down to the Delta, the three of us, and we make our way up the river with some stops along the way so the two of you can do some drug groups—you know, outreach, intervention, however you want to call the psycho-whatever you do. I can fake it, but you guys are the real deal, so that gives us credibility with the troops wherever we stop. We’ll make our first stop at Can Tho since they’ve had recent trouble with drugs and fraggings, and we follow the leads up the drug food chain from there. It should be easy. I connect the dots to the druggies, then I find their dealers. I then find their dealers’ suppliers, find the right supplier, and bang, bang, bang, we find the pirates, grab Kate, then boom, boom, boom, I’ll eliminate the pirates, and we all say bye-bye again. Simple as that. Got it?”

			“Uh . . .” Izzy trailed off.

			“Yeah,” Gregg filled in flatly. Somewhere in all that bang, bang, bang and boom, boom, boom a lot was left out, and something ugly was waiting for them. But no matter how dicey JD’s grand scheme was this time, they really had no choice if Kate was in danger. If being the operative word. JD could never be trusted to tell them what was really going on. The guy just shoveled out the bullshit and it always sounded right, only to turn out to be more smoke and mirrors; and behind the smoke and mirrors there was inevitably something really bad waiting to happen. Hell, JD wasn’t actually in the military at all and didn’t even take orders from the general, as far as Gregg could tell. If anything, it was the other way around. JD was like some independent government entity that operated by a different set of rules he made up as he went along. 

			For all Gregg knew, Kate was stashed away in a luxury villa in Monaco waiting for JD to finish his latest mission, and she was simply the cheese to trap JD’s two favorite mental health rodents into a scheme that had everything to do with a heroin ring and this crazy fragging shit, and nothing to do with her.

			“Well, we’ll no doubt have a few questions to ask once all this sets in.” Gregg gave a fake smile. “But if that’s all for now, might Doctor Moskowitz and I be excused to await further orders? If history is an indicator, you won’t have any trouble locating us when you’re ready.”

			JD nodded. “I need the two of you to meet me back here at 0700 tomorrow. Izzy, I already have this cleared with Colonel Kohn, so clocking in at the unit today is optional if you want to start packing. Gregg? A couple of sets of your old fatigues are in Izzy’s quarters so you can dress the part and not look like CID to the troops and make them paranoid. Till then, if you go to the mission remember that Shirley still thinks Kate is on holiday with me, and that’s the way we need to keep it. Make up whatever excuse you want for being back here, but Shirley needs to stay in the dark.”

			Gregg knew that was probably true. He also knew that while Kate hadn’t written him much, Shirley had. Shirley, who was way too sexy to be a missionary and way too young to be a widow. He should just play it safe and not see her until this was over.

			Yeah, sure. Like that was really going to happen.

			Izzy saluted Claymore. Gregg didn’t bother. JD apparently needed them too much for whatever reason, that may or may not involve Kate, for the general to make good on his threats just yet. 

			The reception area was vacant. Gregg and Izzy distanced themselves as quickly as possible without breaking into a dead run against the pelting rain which felt infinitely better than sharing breathing space with the men they had left behind. 

			At least they had their ponchos to protect them against the elements outside. They had absolutely nothing to protect them from the powers within.
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			Although given a pass for the day, Gregg and Izzy headed for the closest thing either of them ever had to a home in Nha Trang: a metal Quonset hut known as the 99KO—the army’s psychiatric unit placed in a combat zone and part of the 8th Field Hospital.

			The 99KO, as they both knew too well, was no stranger to mortars and rockets from the VC since Camp McDermott, a giant supply base, wasn’t far away and they were right next door to the airfield. What would greet them upon entering the unit was anyone’s guess, but some things remained predictable: there would be fourteen beds lined up and down the main room, filled with psychiatric casualties, many in restraints, and the medical professionals who cared for them—psychiatrists, psychologists, psychiatric social workers, psychiatric nurses, and assorted techs and specialists, all doing very dangerous work. 

			There was no locked ward and the patients had been trained to kill people. 

			“One of our guys was nearly taken out last week,” Izzy told Gregg as they neared the unit.

			“Anybody I know?”

			“New guy. A psych tech. He got lucky and only lost an eye.” 

			Gregg nodded. “Yeah, really great kind of lucky.”

			Izzy shivered, and it wasn’t from the cool rain. He and Gregg had seen more than one colleague sent home in a body bag, compliments of the very soldiers they were here to serve. 

			At the sound of a scream tearing past the Quonset’s metal and splitting the drizzling air, Izzy paused. “Sure you want to go in there?”

			Gregg opened the door. “After you.”

			Inside the unit was bedlam, even to Izzy’s trained eye and inured sensibilities from working in what was basically an insane asylum. For the vast majority of the population, merely entering a psychiatric ward would be at best unnerving and, for many, terrifying. Humans tended to reject what they feared, and fearing what was different or strange was a normal response. But those fascinated by the study of the mind, who gravitated to mental health work with a sense of intrigue, couldn’t resist peeking into Pandora’s dark box, where inner demons and psychoses resided.

			Even now he saw Gregg, pulled like the tides by the moon, moving steadily toward the small group of staff that surrounded a small, thin GI in dirty, torn, jungle fatigues. The soldier was frothing blood at the mouth and snarling, barking, and screaming. His eyes bugged out, almost spinning around in his head, and his facial muscles crawled with agitation. He was dripping with sweat or fever. His shredded shirt revealed a bleeding chest, where he continued to tear at his own flesh with his nails. His screams and agitation had set off the rest of the patients, many of them joining in with their own bellows and howls. 

			Izzy spied Colonel Kohn, the unit’s CO, hunched over one of their newer corpsmen unconscious on the floor, bleeding from his nose and mouth. 

			“Izzy,” Kohn shouted over the mass hysteria, “thank God you’re here. Quick, grab the benzo while—” 

			Another psych corpsman, built like a linebacker, went flying through the air from a strike to his chest by the small, mouth-frothing GI. It was so spectacular and unbelievable that Izzy could only stare in stunned silence. The whole room seemed caught in some kind of momentary paralysis, unable to act.

			Except for Gregg. He opened both hands and walked straight for the rabid soldier while he spoke in that slow, soothing voice that could lull a monster to sleep.

			“Take it easy, just take it easy there, okay? Hey, I know you. You’re Pete. You remember me, don’t you? I’m Doc Kelly. We hung out together awhile back, over at Camp McDermott. Pete, listen, no one here is going to hurt you . . . ”

			“Careful, Gregg,” Izzy warned while edging closer to Sally, the head nurse, who was slowly backing away in the direction of the meds. As she went for a benzo syringe, Izzy instructed, “Double it.”

			While Izzy subtly maneuvered his way closer to the syringe Sally was frantically preparing, Gregg kept moving closer to the reason for it.

			“Gregg, don’t go there. We’ve got this,” said Kohn to Gregg, his own tone more father to son than commander to troop.

			Gregg ignored him and reached for the patient they had to get into restraints.

			He leaped directly at Gregg and grabbed him in a big bear hug and started laughing hysterically, spraying Gregg’s face with bloody spittle while another corpsman moved in to grab him from behind.

			In a heartbeat the soldier whirled around and sank his teeth into the backup’s forearm like a dog tearing into a piece of steak. Gregg pounced, wrapping his arms around the attack machine and falling backwards so they all crashed to the floor with the corpsman on top, blood spurting from his gaping wound while Izzy came in with the double dose of benzo. He went for the crazed man’s thrashing leg and made a direct stab into the muscle, plunging the knock-out juice into his system.

			Even with enough benzo to drop an elephant the bizarre snarling and barking and snapping teeth continued for another full thirty seconds before the powerful drug kicked in and finally slowed him and then stopped everything as cold and hard as a dropped rock.

			“Okay, good work!” Kohn clapped his hands twice. “Now everybody up and let’s get him off Gregg.” 

			They peeled off like a football pile up. When they got to Gregg at the bottom, his face was covered with saliva and blood, his nice civilian clothes ripped.

			“Welcome back, Gregg.” Colonel Kohn clapped Gregg on the shoulder and then looked him over, shook his head, and kept shaking it. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, son.”

			Kohn left it at that. He didn’t ask Gregg what he was doing here. No doubt he knew enough to say no more and let his head shaking do all the talking. He went right to the bleeding corpsman, saying, “That was a brave thing to do. Now let’s get you over to the ER.” 

			Once they had their newest patient in restraints and all the other patients settled down, some with extra meds and others with just a snack and something to read, Izzy and Gregg took a break at the nursing station. While Kohn inspected the damage to Gregg’s face, the best medicine of all appeared. Izzy watched as the sweet tempered KO, the unit’s beloved mascot dog, nudged Gregg’s hand. 

			“KO!” he exclaimed, getting on his knees to embrace her. “How’s my girl? Did you miss me? Are you still taking care of everybody else around here?”

			Kohn chuckled. “She’s still the best therapist we have, Gregg. But you’re an awful patient. How does the nose feel? You took it with you before I could finish checking it out.” 

			“I can breathe okay and it hurts more than it does to sit, but I don’t think it’s broken.” He tongued a chipped front tooth. “What the hell happened, anyway?” He kept nuzzling KO. 

			“A few minutes before you came in the guy was delivered on a stretcher off an evac and we started to take off the restraints to get him to bed. That’s when he exploded. Just went off like a time bomb. You pretty much saw what happened next.”

			“ER just called.” Sally, reporting with the latest, pulled up a chair and joined them. “The total damage came to fifty stitches, two concussions and a fractured nose, but other than that, both our guys are going to be okay.” 

			Kohn sighed wearily. “Gregg, what you did probably saved us from no telling what, but you need to be more careful.”

			“I knew the guy.” Gregg reluctantly let go of KO to rejoin them at the table and press a cold Pepsi to his swollen lips before wincing. “He was at the clinic a couple of times before I left and he should have been evaced out of here then. I guess a friendly face kept him from at least biting mine off but, I’ve gotta say, I have never seen anyone quite like that. You?”

			“Not me,” said Kohn. “And here I thought I’d seen it all.”

			“Same here,” agreed Sally.

			“I think it could be Bell Syndrome.” Izzy reached back into the catalog of his nearly eidetic memory that filed information with the precision of a military drill team. At least it had until the army yanked him out of Columbia University Hospital and planted him here. Sometimes it seemed the memory pictures were blurry now. Was it from stress, overload, self-medicating, sleep deprivation? All of the above. 

			“I’ve never heard of it,” said Sally. 

			“It’s rare, an extreme form of agitation,” Izzy explained. “Life threatening. Bodies literally burn themselves up with their own internal agitation. That’s why we saw a soldier who couldn’t have been more than 125 pounds soaking wet throw someone twice his size around. It’s like he has superhuman strength on top of being impervious to pain, so he’s not very responsive to drugs to slow him down. Let’s be sure to stay on top of those ice baths, so he doesn’t burn himself up before a specialist can see him.” Izzy nodded at Colonel Kohn. “Thanks for calling the chief down in Saigon to send up a neuro-specialist to take a look.”

			“Hopefully he can help him.” Then Kohn did some more head shaking at Gregg. “And God help you for coming back here. I don’t know the details. Honestly, I’m glad I don’t. But you and this other crazy guy—” He wagged a finger at Izzy. “Watch each other’s backs. And that’s an order.”
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			Izzy commandeered a jeep from the motor pool and got behind the wheel.

			“When did you start driving?” Driving was a new skill Izzy had picked up since Gregg last saw him, cabs and subways and shoes having been the native New Yorker’s primary means of transport prior to being drafted. 

			“Right after you left, since it was either that or constantly be looking for someone else to drive me around. You’re not nervous, are you?”

			“What, that you might kill us before JD has a chance? Nah.” Gregg tongued his chipped front tooth. It didn’t hurt but the damn thing was already driving him nuts. So was the little hitch of nervous energy that had him shaking his leg like a maraca, and it didn’t have anything to do with how well Izzy may or may not drive. “How has Shirley been?” he ventured.

			“As well as can be expected. I think running the mission helps her focus on doing something meaningful instead of dwelling on the past.”

			They exchanged a knowing look. Shirley had seen the unthinkable, her husband murdered by a patient they had opened their doors to—the mission turned no one away, including the VC on the QT. Gregg had spent several evenings walking and talking with her afterwards, and that’s when they began forging a closer relationship. They had become real friends. She was Kate’s friend, too. 

			“Do we tell her anything about Kate?” 

			Izzy pushed up his black horn rims with a finger and then took a sharp left onto Highway 1, away from the hospital and airfield. He opened his mouth to respond just as a tremendous explosion concussed behind them, close enough to shake the road they were on.

			“They’re after the airfield again,” Izzy yelled over yet another blast and sped up. “I’m going to keep going, get us as much distance as I can. Hang on!” Another rocket exploded, and then another and yet another BOOM, so close they could feel the heat blast even as the jeep accelerated down the highway. 

			As quickly as the mortar fire had started, it stopped. Izzy glanced over at Gregg and kept speeding ahead. “Maybe I’ll be a cabbie instead of a psychiatrist when I get back to New York. Fastest ride in town.”

			Gregg’s short reprieve in the states had softened him up enough to mess with his tolerance for the kind of life/death moments they had just escaped. He forced a laugh through jangled nerves.

			“Maybe the army should draft more cabbies than they already have to lower the body count.”

			The wailing of sirens sounded behind them, signaling the All Clear. Gregg hadn’t been gone long enough to think that meant it was actually safe. It was never safe in a war zone, not even in a city as cultured as Nha Trang. Izzy let up on the gas and nodded, as if by mutual agreement they would pretend nothing had happened. Just another day in the life.

			“Now regarding Shirley,” Izzy said, picking up where they’d left off. “I think we say exactly what JD told us. The less Shirley knows the better. We don’t want to put her in a compromised position if anyone comes asking questions.”

			“Agreed. I hate it when the bastard is right.” Gregg couldn’t shake off nearly getting blasted to bits as easily as Izzy. Of course, Izzy was more in practice, having gone nearly ten straight months without the advantage of an extended, stateside reprieve. If you could call it that. 

			As they moved ahead, Gregg worried about the 99KO, Colonel Kohn, all the patients in the unit. They didn’t have the benefit of escaping in a jeep from unlucky hits meant for the nearby airfield at Camp McDermott. 

			“I hope there weren’t any . . .” He did not say casualties, but he didn’t have to.

			“Me, too,” his friend simply agreed and kept driving, silently reminding Gregg that while brothers of war were sworn to leave no man behind there were situations you simply could not fix. The best you could do was keep your own ass alive to help those who might need you down the road.

			Peace Mission Hospital was a welcome sight when Izzy cruised under an archway and continued along the long, curving drive of what could pass for an old French country estate. The red-tiled roofs, light-blue shutters and white stucco exteriors of the separate hospital wards could have been anywhere in the south of France. The mission residence proper was just as Gregg remembered it. A large, sweeping veranda, protected by the second floor above, beckoned with intimate groupings of rattan seating, with plump muslin cushions, slow turning fans overhead, several French doors that led into guestrooms, and the welcoming centerpiece of an old, bright-red door with huge pots of ginger flowers in snowy whites and brilliant scarlet on either side. Fiery rivulets of bougainvillea climbed the walls, creating an effect like something out of a nineteenth-century watercolor painting. 

			As Gregg got out of the jeep, his high anxiety ticked up another notch. His heart was pounding as he took the steps. He should have brought Shirley flowers.

			Izzy knocked, the door swung open and there she was—the much-too-young widow. Her face lovely but gaunt. She had lost weight. Her eyes were haunted and her affect flattened with grief. 

			“Izzy, how nice—” Then she saw Gregg. At first she just looked at him with those deep, brown-gold eyes. Then her face suffused with warmth, glowing as if a candle had been lit in a dark window. Shirley immediately threw her arms open, exclaiming, “Gregg, what are you doing here? Never mind, I don’t care! I’m so glad to see you!” 

			He held her in a long, long hug that was like a deep, silent conversation between them.

			Shirley was the first to break away. She tentatively touched his bruised cheekbone with gentle fingertips that stirred something in him that was hungry for more.

			“What happened to you? Were you in the explosions, or . . . Actually, what are you doing here? I thought you just accepted a new position to teach at UCLA.”

			“I’m not starting till next fall, so . . .” Gregg shrugged. He had tried to come up with a plausible excuse that Shirley could buy and, stretch of the imagination though it was, hopefully she would. “I thought I might do a little post-doctoral research and get a jump on the old ‘publish or perish’ routine. In a moment of absolute brilliance”—Gregg rolled his eyes, making her laugh; a lilting sound, and damn was it sweet to his ears—“I decided publishing a paper about self-care for exhausted doctors and therapists in punishing environments would get me off to a nice start with the psych department. And where better to authenticate and extend my findings than here? As an objective academic, you realize, not an exhausted doctor like Izzy who can obviously use a nice little getaway to help me with my, um, research. Hope you don’t mind I decided to drop in on you unannounced.”

			“Are you kidding? I’m thrilled! How long are you here?”

			“I’m not sure.” That much was true. “Izzy managed a little time off, so we’re heading up to Saigon tomorrow. But my first order of business was to stop by and see you—well, second order of business.” He grinned, exposing his chipped tooth. “I swung by the unit first to see Colonel Kohn. They had a real welcome party waiting.”

			“That’s right, nothing but the best for Gregg. Even the VC welcomed him back with a nice incoming event.” Izzy gave Shirley a quick hug. “Would it be too much of an imposition to ask for an early happy hour? Besides our rather challenging drive out, we know you make the best G and Ts in town.”

			“I always have a bottle of Tanqueray with your names on it.” She paused, and so did her smile. “I’m sorry, Gregg, but Kate’s not here to join us.”

			“No?” Gregg feigned surprise. “Is she in town getting supplies?”

			“Not exactly.” Shirley smoothed her skirt, distractedly brushed a finger through her hair. It was shoulder length and coppery, and Gregg was momentarily sidetracked by the movement. “Let me fix those drinks first and then I’ll fill you in. Veranda or parlor?”

			The parlor had a lot of bad memories. Despite the rain that had started again, Gregg and Izzy said in unison, “Veranda.”

			“Good choice,” Shirley agreed. “Make yourselves at home and I’ll be quick.”

			As the three of them sat on the veranda, gin and tonics in hand, with a delicious plate of sandwiches Shirley had brought out, they watched the rain move down the mountain and over the sea. Across the bay the smoke from the rocket attack was still rising into the darkening clouds. Gregg experienced the too-familiar feeling of being inside a war while your life went on without you. It was all so weird—what he had left behind; what he had come back to—and did it get any weirder than sitting by a flower garden with a good friend and a beautiful woman, enjoying cocktails over a breathtaking view, and knowing just across the way people you saw a few hours ago could be dead? Or not. There was no rhyme or reason to who got lucky, who was killed, who survived and who didn’t. 

			He and Izzy got lucky. They might not be so lucky the next time. All the more reason to put aside the bombing incident and relish the moment, the quiet of the oncoming dusk, the sense of sanctuary and security the mission always seemed to provide, and especially the company he had to keep. He was having a very hard time keeping his eyes off Shirley. He could see what the strain of grief and a world of responsibility had done in a matter of months, emphasizing their weight around her mouth and eyes. If he was having nightmares, God only knew what her nights were like. 

			Gregg savored another long sip of his drink. The scent of fresh lime, the balmy air, the blooming jasmine in the garden and the sound of small waves breaking on the beach . . . There was, surprisingly, so much he had missed about this place. Just as there was a lot of crap he hadn’t been prepared to deal with once he returned home. 

			“How are your parents, Gregg?” Shirley’s voice brought him out of his reverie.

			“They’re fine, thanks for asking.” The last thing he wanted to talk about. “And when do you expect Kate back?”

			“I was expecting her next week, but I received a telegram yesterday saying she would be delayed. Odd. The message didn’t say for how long. Or why.” Then she added apologetically, “I’m sorry, Gregg, but she’s on some kind of trip with JD. I didn’t want to tell you because . . . I know how much you adore Kate.”

			What was left unsaid, what all three of them knew, was that Kate didn’t adore him the same way at all. She loved him, no doubt of that, but Kate’s love for Gregg Kelly lacked the chemical intensity she and JD had generated on sight.

			“Shirley, it was worth the trip just to see you.” When Shirley beamed in response, Gregg realized that was not completely untrue. “Besides, I should have let you and Kate know in advance I was coming.”

			“Why didn’t you?”

			“It was a spur of the moment decision. You know me, a bon vivant at heart.”

			“No,” she said quietly, her eyes meeting his. Gregg could have sworn that under all that softness was something less than saintly. “I guess I didn’t know that about you.”

			Izzy cleared his throat. “So, Shirley, how are the kids doing in the children’s ward?”

			“The same. Too many orphans with too many napalm burns and not enough arms and legs.” She looked from Izzy to Gregg again, where she rested her gaze. “They still talk about the last time you two were here acting like clowns. I hope you’ll be visiting long enough to come again and spend a day with the children.”

			She touched his hand. The light contact affected him like a match put to a fuse that ran from the backs of his knees, shot through his groin, and went off like dynamite in his skull. The force of his reaction was unexpected. It was fantastic.

			And so wrong. This was Kate’s best friend and boss. The woman’s husband had just been murdered last summer. She was still vulnerable and emotionally fragile. 

			“I’ll be sure to make time for another visit,” he promised, and hoped nothing happened to keep him from it. Like getting killed first.

			“Thank you, Gregg. The children need more than their physical wounds tended. I’ve asked the church to send us a pastoral therapist, but so far there have been no takers for the position. Of course, it doesn’t help that whether in or out of church, few if any are in favor of this ungodly war.” 

			She removed her hand. Raised her empty glass. “Gentlemen, another round?”

			*

			The sun was setting when Izzy drove them away from the mission, bouncing over ruts and throwing mud against the sides of the jeep en route to the old villa that served as their officer’s quarters. Hopefully it was still there. He hazarded a glance at Gregg. Shirley had applied a compress to his swollen cheek and the ice from the gin and tonic had reduced the swelling around his mouth. Maybe it was the gin on top of jet lag that had caused Gregg to be unusually withdrawn since leaving. 

			“You’re awfully quiet. Second thoughts about being here already?”

			Gregg shook his head. “I was thinking of what Shirley said about needing a child therapist, but even the churchgoers giving the casualties of war a cold shoulder. When I got off the plane in my jungle fatigues the first thing I saw was a big ‘Welcome Home Gregg’ sign. It didn’t quite prepare me for some protesters and a tomato hitting me in the back, or so much hostility from strangers holding peace signs.”

			“God, Gregg, I had no idea. I’m really sorry that happened to you.”

			“Yeah, well, it could happen to you, too, so be prepared.”

			“But you are happy there at home, right? I mean, that’s what we live for, getting back to The World. And you’ve got that great professorship waiting next fall at UCLA. I remember you saying that was your dream job.”

			Gregg shrugged. “Things aren’t always how we envision them.”

			The rain had stopped and something in Gregg’s voice caused Izzy to pull over to the side of the highway, across from the beach where the moon hovered paper white over the lapping waves. He turned off the engine. On the little transistor radio he had looped over the mirror the Armed Forces station played some Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young in the background.

			“You want to talk about it?” 

			Gregg was staring at the radio. “That song. ‘Four Dead in Ohio.’ It says everything about our country right now—the division, the hate, the violence, the racial divide, the political cesspool. All the things that are wrong in our little slice of The World.” Greg gave a short, humorless laugh. “And here we are, so desperate to get back to it.”

			“I don’t understand.” And Izzy really, truly didn’t—or maybe he really truly did not want to. Something had happened to Gregg in the six months he had been gone, something beyond a single, ugly incident that had leaked an uncharacteristic cynicism into his good nature. “I mean, before you left all we talked about was getting back, and all the things you were going to do for both of us since I couldn’t go with you. Like surf Sano and Swami’s, cruise the boardwalk in Del Mar. Go to a Dodger’s game and forget this place.”

			“Yeah, I know, and I did all those things.” Gregg looked away from the radio and straight at Izzy. “And believe me, I wished more than anything you were with me. That would have made a big difference I’m sure. But the memories I kept trying to recreate, they weren’t the same. There I was, sitting on my board at Sano and it’s beautiful and sweet—and I’m just empty, lonely, sick, constantly remembering you and the rest of the guys, wondering what’s going on at the clinic, thinking about Kate and how much better everything would be if she had come home with me.” He shook his head, shrugged. “Who knows, maybe that’s just a load of crap I was feeding myself about Kate, because in the end you’re still just left with yourself. And the self that came back ‘home’”—he made quote marks—“did not belong anywhere anymore with anyone. Even when I was offered my faculty position, I felt flat, empty, and all I could ask myself was ‘How could you feel homesick for fucking Vietnam?’” 

			“You’re not saying you actually missed being here, are you?” 

			“What I’m saying is that . . . everything is still there. But the world we left, Izzy, it’s gone.” Gregg paused, looked out at the sea. “Gone,” he repeated softly. “Or maybe it’s the same and it’s who we were before coming here that’s gone. I need to tell you something. Something I did that I’m ashamed of. It’s bad.” 

			Izzy touched his shoulder and wished they were back on the veranda, the ice clinking in their frosty glasses, Gregg’s eyes resting on Shirley instead of wearing a haunted expression that was ripping away at his own cherished fantasies of returning home. “You know you can tell me anything. What happened?”

			“I hadn’t been back that long, not quite three months. Didn’t have my own apartment yet, though I should have. I wasn’t sleeping well. Realized I wasn’t adapting the way I thought I would but wasn’t telling anyone—like, who would I tell, who would understand? But my mom, she knew I was struggling and tried to do something nice for me. This was right after Thanksgiving, just a week later, and everyone’s tired of turkey by now, so she and my dad decided to throw a party and went all out with the All American stuff I love—barbeque, burgers, dogs, shrimp, salmon—and invited my aunts and uncles, my grandpa, the neighbors, guys I had played ball with all my life. They’re all there. And my folks put the big color TV out on the patio, like we could all pretend we’re at the drive-in on a Friday night, just before twilight when the screen is showing those hot dogs running around and making you want to race to the concession stand, while the kids are swinging on the swings before the first feature gets started. Only, instead of the drive-in commercials, Walter Cronkite came on for the CBS Evening News. It was all about My Lai and Lt. Calley, that whole horrible mess. And then something came on about the body count, shit they do every night. And my Uncle Larry, he said something about this generation of soldiers. He says, ‘Not you Gregg, of course, but all these good for nothing hippie dope heads they draft, killing women and children, they aren’t what we were made of in WW Two’—” 

			Gregg smacked the windshield with his fist. “Izzy, I threw my beer at the goddamn TV. And then I grabbed another one and threw again, and it exploded right through the TV—my mom’s beloved color TV—and I yelled, ‘What the hell! Fuck you, Uncle Larry! Fuck all of you,’ I told them. ‘You’re watching a goddamn real war on TV, not a John Wayne movie! Those are real men, dying every day, and you’re listening to a body count like it’s a baseball score, for fuck’s sake, while you complain about the poor kids who would rather be anywhere but there? And you actually have the gall to question what they’re doing and play judge and jury, while you eat a burger and knock back a beer because you can be so self-righteous about your own service and spit on ours?’” 

			Gregg took a serrated breath. “I lost it, Izzy, completely and totally lost it. I broke down, threw another couple of beers and then my gramps and Dad got a hold of me, dragged me into the house. It all seemed so crazy, so crazy, sad and dirty and wrong. So wrong. I just wasn’t sure who was more wrong—them or me?” 

			While Gregg struggled to pull himself together, Izzy nodded, stayed silent, just listening. He wanted to ask what was on the news that was being kept from the troops, but there would be time for that later. Maybe. Everyone was on borrowed time. Anyone here, more than most. 

			“I’m so sorry, Gregg.” 

			“That’s what I told my mom, but no amount of sorrys can ever take back what I did. And not even a million sorrys can change what this war has done. You should see all the burnt-out, strung-out Vets at the beach. Just sitting, stoned out of their minds, hanging together, a lot of them wearing their jungle fatigues—or, instead, growing their hair out and pretending they never were here, never in the Nam ’cause everybody hates them, they think. And it might not be everybody but plenty do. Iz, people are ashamed of us because they are ashamed of the war, and what we’re doing over here. Hell, most of us who got sent over here hate this war as much as they do, but it’s like they blame us for how they feel. I mean, I get it. You and I, we can talk about this, see the displacement, the rationalizations, psych it out, so to speak. But the guys going back, they . . .” 

			Gregg trailed off. He was quiet for a moment, then continued, “The ones going back, so many of them have no one to relate to, nothing but their memories, all by themselves. I have my family there but nothing’s the same. It’s like there’s something that separates you from everybody. I don’t know if it goes away. My gramps, he was WW One, and he says no, but that you eventually get used to it and it fades. All I know is that I feel ten times better here being with you than I did at home and, in a really twisted way, I was almost relieved when JD called so I had a reason to get out of there and come back. Just how messed up is that?” 

			Izzy searched for some words of consolation, but he felt like he needed some consoling himself after having his best friend basically say he had contracted the Bubonic Plague in the air they shared and there was no cure for their mutual affliction.

			“I honestly don’t know what to say, Gregg, except I appreciate you telling me how it is. And I hope you can be as kind to yourself as you are to those you counsel, and as patient as you would be with me if I was the one telling you all this instead. It could happen. Tell you what, let’s talk this out some more at our old home away from home, okay? We’ll check on the unit, make sure they didn’t take a hit, then head to the villa, since I’ve got some good dope and Jack stashed in my room. You know, the villa never gets hit, but if it did there’s plenty of good stuff elsewhere to help us shake off the day.” 

			Gregg impatiently backhanded the moisture in his eyes, then slapped Izzy some skin. “Dr. Moskowitz, it is clearly apparent why you graduated at the top of your class, especially with regard to psychopharmacology.” 

			Izzy didn’t feel as proud as he had once been of that distinction. War had a peculiar way of putting one’s achievements into an acid-trip-like prism. Really, how much did it mean to spend the first thirty years of your life striving for excellence when it could all be taken away by a random and malicious darkness of fate that cared not a whit for right or wrong? Again and again he had seen it happen. Some guy racing to the nearest bunker only to get blown to bloody, dismembered bits. Here one second, gone the next. It could have happened to their jeep on the way to the mission today. Better make the most of whatever time you’ve got because next time it could be you.

			It was in that spirit that Izzy turned up the little transistor radio. Bob Dylan, “Rainy Day Women #12 & 35.” A title as appropriate as the rain that had begun to slash down again, the lyrics agreeing that everybody must get stoned! 

		

	
		
			The board must be square and represents the laws of the earth. The lines must be straight like the divine virtues. There are black and white stones, divided like yin and yang. Their arrangement on the board is like a model of the heavens.

			—Ban Gu (32-92 AD), in Yi Zhi (The Essence of Go)
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			The Desire for Nurture

		

	
		
			Why I Am Here

			I have been given my first assignment. The monks have said that I am to write down why I am here. The room I’m in feels warm. And the warm air feels good on my shaved head. The robe they gave me to wear feels good, too. Yes, I think the monks are nice. And they like to play games!

			My favorite monk said after I write my story, we can play a game of Go. So here is my story.

			I am here because my new step-brother named Zhang came here and his grandfather came here and my father needed someplace to get rid of me. I know because he told me so. I remember exactly when I knew he would get rid of me because it was the day before Maman’s birthday. Here is how it happened . . .

			I had waited until after dinner to remind him. “Maman’s birthday is tomorrow.”

			My father said nothing. He did not look up from the big book he was reading.

			My heart was pounding because I was scared of what he might do. Still, I made myself say it again. 

			“Maman’s birthday.”

			SILENCE

			I knew what that meant because Maman had told me. His silence was a way of punishing us. But I could not, WOULD not, be quiet this time. It was too important. 

			“I said, Maman’s.”

			He took the big, heavy book and slapped it against the side of my head. I fell down. My ear hurt. It buzzed like bees inside my head. He stood up and he looked like a giant staring down at me. I tried to stop crying but couldn’t. 

			Then my father leaned over me. And when he talked his voice had the strange, quivering sound it makes when he goes into what Maman calls his quiet rage. And I remember every word he said and I will always remember every word.

			He said, “She is deceased. She killed herself six months ago. She was weak and cowardly, as you are. She ruined my life and she ruined you. She is dead and gone and she has no birthday. Never say ‘Maman’ or her name in this house ever again. I only wish she had taken you with her because every time I look at you I see her.”

			I tried to run away but he hit me with the book again and I fell down again. This time it was worse. I knocked over his Go board. That made him madder than ever. And I remember and I will always remember every word he said then, too.

			He said, “Tomorrow her rooms will be emptied. Every last thing of hers will be taken away or burned. I want nothing here to remind me of her. That will be how I celebrate her birthday, by wiping away every vestige of her memory. Now, I have found another suitable woman to marry from a respected Chinese family. You will meet her soon. And you will not mention your mother. Not tomorrow. Not the next day. Not ever again.”

			I ran to my room and I heard him shout at my nanny, “Leave him!” when she must have tried to follow me. I was glad she did not come so I could cry alone in my pillow. But I did not cry as long as I thought I would. Father was going to empty out Maman’s rooms in the morning. He would have the servants do it, and even if they noticed some things missing, they would not tell on me. Our servants were much, much nicer to me than Father. And they knew what I had seen the day Maman died. 

			One reason my favorite game is Go is because I once beat my father at it. He could not believe I beat him. He would not speak to me for a week after. The next time we played I lost on purpose, and after that we never played again. I decided it was because of what he calls “strategy.” That is one of his favorite words, and now I would use strategy to play another game he did not know we were playing. There are ten golden rules to playing Go and there were three rules I could use against him now:

			
					A move must respond to the opponent’s. (I would sneak into Maman’s room.) 

					The greedy do not get success. (I would only steal a few of Maman’s things but they would all be special.)

					Be unhurried to enter opponent’s territory. (I would start once everyone was asleep.) 

			

			I was worried I would fall asleep and not wake up in time, but that did not happen. I was too excited making my plan to sleep a wink and 1, 2, 3—I beat Father, I beat him, I beat him again! 

			The jungle behind our house was still dark with shadows but the sun was coming up and so I was careful to go slowly along the path where Maman and I would walk. There could be snakes on the path and I did not want to step on one of them. The birds were starting to sing and I knew from their songs that all was safe around me. No scary creatures were moving through the bush and so I kept following the trail that twisted and turned all the way down to the water. I sat on the big, smooth rock above the river where Maman and I would always go swimming. I had brought my treasures with me and from my pack took out a candle and a tin of biscuits, Maman’s favorites. Then I took out the little box of matches from my pack to light the candle, just as the sun tickled the tops of the trees with its long, yellow fingers, as Maman would say. I struck the match and lit the candle. It was Maman’s favorite and smelled like jasmine. And then I reached inside my pack again and took out the carved wooden box. It smelled like sandalwood. I opened the box. Inside were as many of her favorite things as I could fit. But the most important thing I had stolen was her small, bound copy of The Jungle Book that she had read and read to me while we would eat her favorite chocolate biscuits from the tin. 

			Everything was here but her. There was a place inside me that hurt worse than anything had ever hurt before. I thought she would always be here. Maybe she was and I just couldn’t see her. So I called to her, “Maman!” 

			She did not answer. So I stood up on the rock and reached for the sun’s yellow fingers and remembered how her fingers would stroke my hair. I called for her again, louder, so she could hear me calling, “MAMAN!”

			When she did not answer I curled up on the rock with her biscuits and the candle and all her little things I had stolen and I cried for her to come hold me. And when she did not, I tried to find her in The Jungle Book because she had told me secrets of life were hidden in there for boys like Mowgli to find.

			And when I opened the book a secret fell out. It was a white handkerchief with small letters stitched on the corner, and a red print in the middle as if she had kissed it for me. And where it fell out there was a picture of Bagheera the panther, and the last story I remembered her reading. I read it alone now. But I felt a breeze and could hear her voice in the wind that touched my sore ear.

			On the trail that thou must tread 

			To the threshold of our dread, 

			Where the Flower blossoms red; 

			Through the nights when thou shalt lie 

			Prisoned from our Mother-sky, 

			Hearing us, thy loves, go by; 

			In the dawns when thou shalt wake 

			To the toil thou canst not break, 

			Heartsick for the Jungle’s sake; 

			Wood and Water, Wind air Tree, 

			Wisdom, Strength, and Courtesy, 

			Jungle-Favour go with thee!

			And that is why I am here. 

			Can we play Go now?

		

	
		
			7

			JD folded the handkerchief that hinted of Kate’s perfume—a time-in-a-bottle scent of jasmine tinged with sandalwood. He knew Gregg and Izzy were suspicious of his motives, of whether he was telling the truth or not. Couldn’t blame them on that. And it was entirely possible that, despite his reassurances, they could all end up dead. 

			Including Kate if he didn’t get his head in this game. And it was a game. It was always a game for the players involved and this game had gone in directions he had never seen coming. The fact he no longer wanted to play held about as much water as a shot glass.

			He would be on a boat again tomorrow, only this time with the two men who did not trust him but he trusted completely, which put them in rare company. Phillip and Zhang were on his short list too, but even Phillip had slightly slipped in the ranks. JD couldn’t deny it had more to do with Kate than anything else.

			He looked around his little island abode, a short boat ride away from Nha Trang. Kate was the only one he had brought here. She had admired his beloved Go board, now short a white stone, and he touched the centuries old gift from the abbot as if it held some divining power to guide him to her whereabouts. But no, all he had left of her was the handkerchief, a few toiletries, a silk robe. He put them all away as carefully as he had his mother’s treasures, and thought of the best way to execute his plans for tomorrow, then the day after, and the day after that.

			Bang, bang, bang. Boom, boom, boom. If only it would all go according to plan they would be gold.

			He knew better. The game of Go had taught him much about the art of war, and as Sun Tzu had said in his treatise by the same name, Success in warfare is gained by carefully accommodating ourselves to the enemy’s purpose. The Pale Man’s purpose was clearly to win while entertaining himself in the process. The question was, how to carefully appear to accommodate his demands while out-strategizing him without getting caught?

			The answer had yet to present itself beyond a few potential counter-moves. The lines that had been drawn and players involved could all easily change without warning. The best he could do right here, right now, would be to get a decent night’s sleep, since there would be precious little of it come sunrise. 

			As if he could sleep. He may as well head back into Nha Trang, check out a lead from a trusted source. It wasn’t much, but it was something: a club where the NCOs liked to hang out, get drunk, find some action. His informant said word had it there was a guy on the inside who had some kind of leverage on the gravy train that ran from Nam to Little Italy and fed the stateside junkies from there—many of them returning hooked from where the white stuff originated. Connecting the dots was a lot like anticipating where to place Go stones, and this was as good a place as any to start.

			Strange name, this new guy. If there really was such a guy, since rumors were rife, pay dirt less likely than a rat scoring a round of triple crème brie.

			*

			Mouse headed for his favorite table at his favorite club, The Drunken Dragon. He went there early on Friday nights to get the two for one—unless he was on a pickup. He never sloughed off his responsibilities, no fuckin’ way. His work ethic was solid. Just like his cousin Tony, the closest thing he had to a brother, who should be here any minute.

			Before anyone else beat him to it, Mouse claimed the corner spot on the right where he could get his back to the wall like an old-time cowboy gunslinger and, as the night wound up, watch the action. This club had a reputation for hard guys, a lot like those he hung with back home. The kind who would agitate and get each other going until they were ready to rumble. Difference was, the old-timey NCO running the club here would come out with a bat and a couple of no-nonsense muscle heads and they would steer the cowboys outside. Then you could watch them bloody each other up. 

			“Hey, douche bag, stop chewin’ your lip and save it for dinner.”

			“Yo, Tony!” Mouse got up and would have greeted his cousin with several kisses but that wasn’t cool in gook-land, so he punched his shoulder instead.

			“You order our usual yet?” Tony asked.

			“Just got here.”

			“Good, ’cause tonight we celebrate and order the best.”

			“Oh yeah? How come?”

			“How come is ’cause Uncle Louie is pleased, real pleased, with the job you’ve been doing. He wants you to take over for me now that I’m close, seein’ as how you keep everything running like clockwork.” Tony gave him a wink. “That’s what he said. ‘Mouse keeps it all running like clockwork. Tick-tock-tick.’ You watch the table. I’ll get the drinks.”

			As Tony elbowed his way to the bar, Mouse couldn’t help but grin. Uncle Louie was partial to Tony, and that was okay since they were actual blood related on Tony’s father’s side, while Mouse barely squeaked in as a pity case on his mother’s. He’d always worked extra hard to be accepted, and he hated being pitied almost more than anything, but now here he was, coming into his own, and making Uncle Louie proud. And not just because he had special talents when it came to teaching lessons. You better believe he kept this operation running like Big Fuckin’ Ben. From the time they got notification the mules were coming down from Laos—tick—and picked a firebase in the mountains where they could land the plane or planes, depending how much product—tock—he was ALWAYS there to make sure it got loaded up and flown down to Cam Rahn Bay or Ton San Shut and then prepared for jet transport back to The World—tick.

			But what had really put him over the top, one of the best evers, was his very own big idea of stashing the product into coffins, delivered right to New Jersey. And hadn’t he been the one to suggest they have him transferred from Saigon to the transport battalion in Nha Trang to expand the distribution sites for the #4 top grade and make their export business less vulnerable? 

			Tock and Done.

			The fat cat contractors were making huge dough on the war, so why not the family? Connections counted, especially old Corsican connections, and Mouse knew that just like he would for Tony’s whole family, he would do anything for Uncle Louie. Which he pretty much had. Uncle Louie had been the one to arrange for his draft notice, sending him right to US Army transport school. Sure, he hated all the army bullshit, but hey, the money he was promised was over the moon; and just like Uncle Louie said it would happen, Mouse made it through Army Transport School—a corporal even—was sent directly to RVN, and Tony showed up with “special orders” at the transfer barracks. Just like that, he moved Mouse and his duffel to a quiet little place with cool fans, a room of his own, and laid everything out so Mouse could be his second-in-command. 

			And now he was about to leapfrog his way to the top o’ the heap!

			Tony landed a tall Bloody Mary with all the fixings in front of Mouse, along with a beer chaser. 

			“Salute,” Tony hailed him. “To my cousin Mike Gallini. The Mouse is The Man.”

			“You honor me.” Mouse could feel himself getting a little choked up. 

			They kicked the first round back pretty good and were on the second, laughing about good times, both old and more recent. “Oh, oh, remember that night when you first got here and I surprised you with them hookers—” 

			“Prettiest hookers I’d ever seen,” Mouse assured him. “First gook poon I ever had, too.” Just thinking of all that poon made him want some more. He couldn’t get it for free back home, at least not with anyone he’d want to do it with, but here even good looking guys like Tony paid for it. 

			Mouse started scanning the room, only for Tony to turn all business. 

			“Listen, I have two years in here. It’s hell; it’s a war. But it’s a helluva payday if you don’t get greedy, or get stupid and get hooked on the stuff. You’ve done everything right so far, Mouse. That’s why Uncle Louie’s making you the next in line for my job. So no funny stuff once I leave, okay? Play it straight and you go home rich. You go home respected. Fuck around and, you know, the Corsica side of the family . . .” Tony visibly shuddered. “No loose ends here. Keep it totally tight. There’s plenty of money to pay off transport, air, and security. You follow the orders that get handed down from ‘The Man’ and Uncle Louie will be happy. And as we all know . . .” Tony raised his hands like a conductor. 

			“When Uncle Louie ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy.” Mouse nibbled at his lower lip. He might have flunked out of high school without some encouragement sent to a certain teacher, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t ambitious. Maybe he could make Uncle Louie even prouder. Step up to the plate, make an impression on The Man issuing the orders from the top of the food chain here. When he hazarded the suggestion, Tony shook his head like some spastic.

			“No. No, no, no. You will never meet The Man and you don’t want to meet The Man. You don’t want to know who it is. You don’t even want to get curious. Remember Cousin Vinnie?”

			“Yeah. When he came back home, right after you left to take his place, his voice was funny. Like a girl.”

			“That’s ’cause he got curious. He wanted to meet The Man. Instead he met this gang of freaks and they all had these snakes tattooed on their faces—”

			“C’mon, Tony, you’re messin’ with me. You think I’m dumb as I look? Nah, don’t answer that—” 

			“Listen, you little shit.” Tony grabbed a fist of Mouse’s shirt and yanked him within an inch of his face. “They cut off his balls and sent him home.” Tony’s hot whisper went up Mouse’s nostrils and lodged in his lungs. “A little lesson on curiosity that Uncle Louie didn’t get too worked up about since Vinnie fucked up. You ain’t gonna fuck up like that, capisce? Now, I’m arranging a meeting with the new major passing us our orders, and then we need another meeting with the head of RVN transport. But most important, you’re making a little demonstration to keep the guys reporting to you in line. Then after everybody knows I’m passing the torch to you, I go home. Once I’m there, promise me, no funny business.”

			Mouse swallowed the beer chaser still in his throat. Ever since he was six and Tony was ten, Tony had tried to watch out for his kid cousin with the little mousy face and a fucked up jaw, but he couldn’t always be around when Mouse needed protecting. 

			This felt a lot like that. Mouse palmed the Zippo in his pocket for reassurance.

			“Sure, Tony, sure.” Mouse wasn’t sure if the noise around them had gotten louder or if the memories were trying to turn on the KRZY radio station in his head. Raising his voice, he promised, “No funny business.”

			“And no curiosity, okay? Because curiosity could kill the mouse. Or worse.”

			Tony let go of his shirt and tossed back the last of his drink before landing the glass on the table. He got up. Threw down some bills. 

			“That’s for some poon to get you relaxed for your new job. It might be gook poon, but at least it’s poon.” Then he reached into his own pants pocket and flipped a few Trojans into Mouse’s lap. “Just in case. You don’t want to pick up any souvenirs—especially since I hear Uncle Louie has a niece on the wife’s side he wants to set you up with when you get back.”

			Tony made kissy lips. And he was gone.

			Mouse let out the breath that still smelled of Tony’s vodka-and-beer-laced warning. He took just a moment, trying to decide if he should stay or leave, depending on whether the noise was coming from inside or outside of his head. 

			There was a guy standing in front of a jukebox in the corner and the next thing Mouse heard was “WAR, what is it good for?” and he figured it was good for a lot. Maybe even his sanity since KRZY never played Edwin Starr and he hadn’t had to listen to Janis screech since right after he fragged the greedy major at the firebase last December. Merry Christmas. 

			Mouse reached for the remains in his glass. Besides all the opportunities this war was providing career-wise, it was good for something else: he wouldn’t have to worry about the unrelated relation he’d met at a family baptism a few years ago. Jesus, Uncle Louie’s niece was homely. He was nothing special to look at himself thanks to his teeth and his jaw, but maybe he would rather have his balls cut off than have to worm his way out of a set-up with a two-ton mamma who could stop traffic with her face if she didn’t step in front of a bus first and total it.

			Shit. The beer was gone. So was his second Bloody Mary. Nothing in Tony’s glasses neither. Double shit. He’d have to order another one—no, two—it was still two for one and even if he wasn’t a Jew, he was a thrifty SOB.

			Maybe one reason Uncle Louie wanted to set him up with his wife’s fat, ugly niece. Mouse was good with money. He should have been a fuckin’ accountant.

			He started to get up to place his order at the bar, then stopped in mid-rise.

			That’s when he saw her. A new girl taking orders. She had golden skin and was small, of course, because she was a gook. They were all small. But God, what a face and beautiful, long, black silky hair. 

			Their eyes met.

			She was coming his way.

			He could hardly look at her she was so beautiful, and when she asked to take his order her voice was like an angel’s. Her English was good. She even called him “sir,” giving him the respect he deserved but didn’t always get. Mouse managed to mutter, “Two beers. Please.”

			She bowed slightly, turned, and he stared, transfixed, as she moved from table to bar and back again, his two beers arriving on her little tray. She poured one in a tall, cold glass and when she smiled at him that way . . . When she said, “My name is Missy . . .”

			That was fuckin’ it. Sure he’d had plenty of gook poon, but they were all whores. Who wanted to care about a whore, much less a gook whore? But this woman. This woman was so beautiful and so hot he was hard just watching her walk. 

			He followed Missy with his eyes everywhere she went. He guzzled both beers fast, just so she would come back. This time he didn’t avoid her gaze, even if she was so beautiful it was like staring at the sun—and when she asked if he wanted another . . .

			Boing.

			He could have been in one of those silly-ass cartoons, with his heart springing out of his chest. She smiled at him and he could only nod like a fuckin’ idiot.

			Mouse did not recall uttering a single word beyond “beer . . . please” in their entire exchange before Missy again made her way back with her little tray and the two more beers he didn’t really want but had ordered anyway to get her back to his table. 

			That’s when she was stopped. The two loud assholes at the next table put their arms out, stopped her cold and took HIS BEERS for God’s sake, and one of the fucks started saying that he wanted a dance with her. Then the jerk got up, grabbed her, swung her around while his buddy whistled and swatted at her butt.

			Fuckin A. Mouse pushed back his chair. Stood on surprisingly steady feet. He looked at her. She looked right back at him, straight in the eyes and mouthed: Help. Me. Please.

			Mouse grabbed his empty, long-neck bottle, leaped forward, swung the fat end of the glass sideways at the asshole still sitting, broke his nose, and then planted the remaining jagged end down on the head of the guy pawing the girl. 

			His girl.

			Okay, so it wasn’t exactly one of those Asian things where a man owes you his life forever once you save it, but Mouse knew in that moment that Missy was meant to be his.

			The commotion brought out the old NCO and his flunkies. They knew Mouse. That got him out of any trouble. They threw out the two loudmouths, but then the old guy fired Missy on the spot. 

			Her pleading did no good. “But my family, they need money. Please. I make no more trouble, I promise. Promise!”

			“Sorry, Missy, but you’re just too damned pretty. This is the second time you’ve brought trouble this week, and God knows we have enough of that without your help. I know it’s not your fault, so here . . .” The old NCO shelled out a stack of ones, a few tens—Mouse was counting with one part of his brain while the other wondered how he could knock out the NCO and steal the rest of his money to give Missy who was getting fired for being too pretty.

			She took the money. Bowed. Said, “I so sorry. Thank you.”

			Then she threw a look at Mouse that just melted him into a puddle of nothing, simply said again, “Thank you. You good man,” before turning, starting for the exit, back straight as a royal flush.

			Mouse really admired that. And despite his methods for getting a job done, making a name for himself in the business, he liked to think he was a good man—at least in the ways that counted. 

			Missy realized that about him. Just as Mouse realized if he was dumbstruck before, he was shit out of luck now because she was taking every little piece of his heart right out the door with her. 

			“How can you fire her?” he demanded. “She didn’t do nothin’ wrong.”

			“Listen, she’s a nice girl and I like her. Everybody does. Just a little too much. I know she needs a job, Mouse, but I’m no social worker. I got to let her go. You want to help? You offer her a job.”

			Mouse remembered how she looked at him with those beautiful, exotic, dark eyes like he was her hero. Like she saw beyond the teeth he had hated for all the ridicule he took—until they started earning him some professional respect.

			Well, just so happened he was getting promoted. And if Missy needed a job?

			He was her man. 
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			It was 0700. Gregg and Izzy were at the 8th Field’s LZ as ordered, dressed as ordered, and nursing some major hangovers judging from their red-rimmed eyes. Or, JD supposed, it could be lack of sleep. His own extended lack of sleep was not evident in the mirror or in the mind and body trained to withstand conditions that would readily break 99.9 percent of the population—including Gregg and Izzy. But they were mentally tougher than most, tougher than even they realized, and he’d take that over physical endurance in a heartbeat. Plus, they were loyal to Kate, which trumped their distrust of him. 

			Or, maybe not. The nod of encouragement he gave as the chopper descended was met with a shaking head, a visible shudder. Well, JD supposed, he couldn’t blame them for their reluctance to get in after their last little adventure, and he certainly wasn’t about to tell them that this one was shaping up to be even more precarious. He needed them for reasons they would never guess, reasons that he had not even relayed to Phillip. They had spoken only an hour ago, made arrangements for sustaining communications. He had wondered if the little guy named Mouse, who didn’t look like much but had made one hell of a mess with that broken beer bottle at The Drunken Dragon, bore mention. His instinctive decision was no. It wasn’t that the guy was important, being so far down the food chain, but he wanted to protect his internal resources that Phillip didn’t have a direct line to himself. They were like stones on a Go board, part of his arsenal of gamesmanship. Or—were he playing a game of poker instead—he wouldn’t show his hand to a friendly rival, now, would he?

			As much as he had always counted Phillip as an ally, he had begun to wonder if there were undercurrents of rivalry he should not ignore. That whole send off in the limo—“Wild predators like you don’t do well in domestication, no matter how alluring their keepers may initially seem”—hinted at more than a concerned warning. If Phillip’s true intent was to rescue Kate himself, by virtue of JD’s own hard work to get there first, it wouldn’t be the first time Phillip had taken credit for some mission he had overseen from a safe distance.

			That had never bothered him before. JD knew it shouldn’t bother him now. So he told himself that the important thing was that Phillip was as invested in getting Kate back as the other man who loved her—correction, men, plural. He couldn’t forget about Gregg, glaring at him through blurry eyes as the chopper descended.

			As for the meeting in the limo with Phillip, it wasn’t about Kate. She wasn’t even missing at that point. It was about keeping the poppy fields out of The Pale Man’s reach for reasons of national security. Kate’s subsequent kidnapping had only ratcheted up the stakes, albeit higher than Neil Armstrong taking his giant leap last July.

			*

			Kate wasn’t sure what day it was, what month, or how long she had been here. Wherever here was. All she knew, as she drifted in and out of consciousness, was that she was in a room without windows, so she had no idea if it was day or night. 

			Her head felt stuffed with cotton; so did her parched mouth. Kate touched it. At least she thought she did. Her hand felt detached and so did her brain. The skin surrounding her mouth was tender, as if she had been gagged, or had tape ripped off. She could see in the dim light emanating from the floor that her wrists were rubbed raw from the rope the snake faces had bound her with. Snake faces? Where had that come from? She touched a pink mark on her left wrist, where JD’s silver bracelet was missing. Which meant—what? 

			That you haven’t been here long enough for the marks to go away. That maybe you’re not hallucinating but—

			A sound came from the door, just past the candles lined up and down like soldiers standing guard around the plump mattress she was on. That’s when she realized. Someone had undressed her. All she had on was a thin slip. Her ankles were sore, as if she had been thrashing against restraints. Yet a quick glance assured her both feet were free. This could be her chance to run—if only she didn’t feel so sick and dizzy.

			A click came from the door which took forever to open. Time was elastic and she didn’t trust her body to cooperate with the fuzziness of her brain, shouting orders to get out, get out. Her nostrils quivered at the scent belonging to the cadaver-like, pale thing that liked to play with her hair. Yes. That she remembered.

			He was entering the room now. He was calling to her, “Good morning, and how is my lovely Katherine feeling today? It’s early. My apologies, but we haven’t much time before our company arrives, and we do want to make you presentable for him, agreed?”

			Kate commanded herself to pretend sleep. To endure whatever her keeper had in mind to make her presentable while she tried to clear her head, make some kind of a plan and take him off guard.

			First came the feel of cold fingers applying something wet, thick, and soothing to her ankles. Then his ministrations moved upward. He stopped just above her knees, tugged her slip back into place to cover them up. 

			She heard the strike of palms, clap-clap, then faded out again. She was vaguely aware of make-up being applied to her face. Slightly more aware of a brush, then familiar, spider-like fingers caressing her hair.

			Her stomach lurched. Her spine arched. She came off the mattress and so did the watery contents of her stomach, directly projected into a face the color of a porcelain plate.

			At first he appeared stunned. But then he calmly produced a wash cloth that, for all she knew, he had bathed her with, and wiped his face. Tossed it onto a flickering candle. Smiled.

			His teeth were the color of those of an aged tiger. 

			“Ah, sleeping beauty awakens. Would you care for some tea? With breakfast, perhaps, to replace what you’ve so generously shared with me, your host?”

			Kate had difficulty forming the thought, the word: “Host?” 

			“But of course, how could you possibly think otherwise?” 

			How can I not? she wanted to say, but only managed to gesture to the candles, the windowless room. Her ankles.

			“Oh, that! Please, believe me that things are not what they seem.” He took her hands in his, a gentle gesture that still felt revolting. “You were brought here for safe keeping. You were delusional when you arrived and the doctor I brought in determined you had been shot up with a dangerous amount of opiates. Heroin, he suspected.”

			Her blurry gaze settled on what appeared to be a number of puncture marks on the interior of her arm. Clearly she was still doped up, but even a doped up nurse knew a recent injection site when she saw one.

			“Yes,” he confirmed, “I’m afraid we were forced to administer a sedative. Actually, several over the past few days. But I assure you it was for your own good. You see, in your delusional state you tried attacking me.” He tapped the traces of a line of scratches on his face, just under his eyes. They weren’t normal eyes looking at her—barely a color at all—but it could be the candles making her think of a rabbit with irises pale as cotton candy. “And then you ran. So fast the men I sent after you nearly lost you in the jungle, and that would have been . . .” He sighed dramatically. “A tragedy. You see, my dear, we have a number of snakes in the surrounding area, many deadly. There is even a legendary, enormous Burmese python said to be a man-eater, but such a snake would at least have the courtesy to squeeeeze its prey to death before sloooowly taking its time to consume its nice, tasty meal.” 

			As if from a distance Kate heard JD’s voice reciting his favorite passage from The Jungle Book: “Kaa was everything the monkeys feared in the jungle, for none of them knew the limits of his power, none of them could look him in the face, and none had ever come alive out of his hug.”

			And then she was drifting again, dreaming, assuming reptilian shape even as she remained Kate the nurse, dissecting a very bizarre vision while it sounded as if another voice, the voice of the pale creature, was reading her a disturbing bedtime story.

			The python watches the girl. She is running. She runs well for a human. Long strides, eating up the ground along the jungle path. She looks determined more than frightened, although the snake can clearly scent the thick aroma of fear. She has made it further than she did the last time. The snake closes its eyes and its tongue and body can tell it everything that’s happening. The increased carbon dioxide means the girl’s heart and lungs are laboring. The scent of her sweat shouts that her adrenal, flight-or-fight system is pouring adrenaline into the body to counter her fear that she is slowly losing ground to the pursuit. Through the ground and up the tree and all the way out to the heavy branch where the massive snake rests there are tiny vibrations that say so clearly to the snake that there are four other predators in pursuit who are moving quickly, yet almost leisurely in their sureness of success, like a pack of wolves after a baby pig. There is no possibility that their prey will escape. It is easier, really, to let her run until her heart is bursting with exhaustion. 

			She actually takes down the first human predator with a kick to the crotch and a crushing punch to his throat, but then the three others are upon her. They tie her and carry her back the way she came.

			The huge muscles of the snake stir. It begins to uncoil and then stretch and slide into the waning sunlight. The men have left behind their dying companion. The python blinks its pitiless, glittering red eyes. Yes, the girl would have been tasty, but the one she hurt will do . . .  

			Clap-clap.

			Kate could feel herself coming up and up from dark blue waters. No, they were the glass green of a 7 Up bottle. She must be swimming again in JD’s eyes. 

			Her own eyes hurt, pained from some light source beyond her lids. She forced them open to a slit.

			Where am I now? 

			She lay in a very large and comfortable low bed with a filmy mosquito net and a ceiling fan turning slowly above her. The blades were carved teak. She turned her head to the right and looked through dappled light where, just beyond a balcony, she could see an exquisite garden filled with flowers. She heard a trickling fountain. A small breeze rustled the leaves and a wind chime faintly sounded. 

			Kate took a deep breath. For a moment she felt almost lucid and tried to get up, only to feel herself sinking again into a delicious blue dreaminess.

			She dreamed of swimming with dolphins.

			When she woke again the light had changed. It seemed late in the afternoon, almost evening. She could smell jasmine. This time when she opened her eyes, her vision was extraordinarily sharp. There were raindrops on the leaves just outside the open French doors. She wanted to kiss them, drink their dew.

			But she was distracted by the sound of the fountain, the wind chime, and the sun making tiny prisms in the drops on the dark-green leaves. She inhaled the intoxicating scent of the flowers . . .  

			And something else. Cologne. The scent of aromatic grass. Guerlain Vetiver. How could she ever forget it? How could she ever forget him?

			Tears formed in the corners of her eyes and she prayed she wasn’t hallucinating. She prayed he really had come for her. That he would rescue her and that the sound of his voice was real. 

			“My sweet love, I am so sorry,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed. And it was there that he lifted her left hand and returned the silver bracelet to her wrist with a tender, apologetic kiss. 
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			Mouse could not believe his luck. When he’d first come to the Nam he was ready to hate everything about it, but he didn’t. He liked the smells, the movement, the colors, the exotic trees and plants, and the bright flowers everywhere. The women were beautiful and hey, he was a big guy here, walking around in his jungle boots and half a head taller than the gook guys. Man, did he love that. But if he’d thought things were good before, life had suddenly turned un-fuckin’-believably grrreat.

			First the big promotion in the works. And then, to top that off, Missy was officially his. Not that they’d gone all the way. Hell, she wasn’t a whore; but that single, lingering kiss was like something from the movies after he walked her home from The Drunken Dragon. Down the neon main streets they’d gone, then winding through little back alleys, walking and talking and holding hands—hers so tiny, he felt like a GIANT holding it, fuckin’ A—and somewhere along the way he had offered her a job to make up for the one she’d lost for being too pretty. That’s when Missy came through big time, and he wasn’t talking T&A—at least, not yet. He could be patient for something worth waiting for, and the way Missy looked at him with those beautiful, exotic dark eyes, like he was her hero, made her worth the wait. 

			Besides, he needed her for more than the usual. Turned out Missy had some proper schooling. Even came from a well-to-do family before things turned sour and their fortunes went south—while certain members of the family went north. She hadn’t told him all the details, but he’d hit the jackpot with a drop-dead gorgeous, classy assistant who could type, take dictation, work an adding machine, speak French, answer phones in nearly perfect English, and organize like nobody’s business. When she’d told him she could do all that, he believed her. He could spot a liar a mile away, mostly because he knew so many, and this girl was the real deal. Of course, he still would have given her some kind of job, even if she couldn’t do any of that stuff, but with all those skills, Missy was going to make him look good, free him up for more of what he did best.

			Which brought him to the little demonstration he had to make once Tony showed up. Which would be . . .

			Mouse looked at his watch. Tick. Tock. Tick.

			Right about now. 

			Tony pulled up in a jeep at their meeting place—a deserted steel Quonset with a handy helicopter landing pad far enough from Nha Trang to not attract attention, close enough to report in for the army bullshit at Camp McDermott to keep up the ruse when necessary. He and Tony stayed under the wire like the rest of the guys in their own “special unit.” Always dressed in combat jungle fatigues so they wouldn’t stand out, just like the master sergeant on the take, the head of the NCO Club, and the colonel in charge of transport on their side. There were others, like the RVN transport colonel, one of the richest fucks in the whole country, who got his piece of anything coming in or going out. Tony was supposed to make that intro tomorrow.

			Mouse told himself it would all be okay—he wasn’t gonna mess up his big chance—and hailed his cousin with a wave. 

			“Yo, Tony!”

			Tony pretended to roll drums, followed by a cymbal crash. “Ready for the show?”

			Like that scale symbol for justice in a courtroom—and Mouse had seen a few only for nothing to stick—he weighed the props and instruments of his trade up and down. Portable phonograph in one hand; tool chest in the other. Everybody had to start somewhere and he’d worked his way up from the runt getting beat to a pulp after school to the runt tormenting the same pack of bullies. One day he’d be the fat cat getting driven around in a limo like Uncle Louie, too. Just thinking about it had him conjuring a vision of Missy all dolled up in the backseat, looking like a million bucks, and giving him head while a liveried driver tooled them around Manhattan. Oh. Man. Talk about some incentive. He was gonna knock this performance out of the park, showcase his skills, make a name for himself with this operation . . . and somehow figure out how to keep Missy while staying clear of Uncle Louie’s fat, ugly niece.

			Three more jeeps and a truck convoyed in behind Tony. A bunch of guys in fatigues got out, threw down the back of the truck, and out flew another guy trussed up like a pig. Mouse recognized him as another Jersey transplant whose last name of Fisher had gotten abbreviated. Wouldn’t be the last thing getting abbreviated on him today. 

			“Yo, Charlie,” Tony called, “I see you caught the Fish.”

			“Oh yeah,” said Charlie. “Got him all comfy and ready to go.”

			Tony walked over and kicked the man on the ground, hard, in the back. Fish screamed, then started whimpering and crying, “Tony, Tony thank God you’re here. We can clear all this up. Tony, I swear they got it all wrong. You and me, we go back—back to Jersey, Tony, come on you know—”

			“Yeah, I know,” growled Tony. “And what I know is you know something you ain’t saying, Fish. I got ears like the big bad wolf, the better to hear the dirt with, and I got eyes everywhere, the better to see you with, and, Fish, you been doing something you ain’t owning up to. Now you and me and The Mouse, we gonna do something about that.” 

			Mouse stepped forward and, music to his ears, the Fish started screaming. “NO! NO! Please, Tony, please . . .” His last please came out like an unending ple-e-e-eeeease that finally ended with him sobbing. “I’ll do anything, Tony, anything. Please, come on, old times, you and me. Let’s talk, I can explain everything—”

			“That’s right, Fish. We are gonna talk. Inside.”

			Inside the Quonset it was dark and cool, but Mouse could feel the sweat popping out from his underarms and the back of his neck. It was kind of like stage fright before a performance, and the more important the audience, the more nervous he got. He was just more nervous than usual because he didn’t know if this new thing with Missy might mess with his process, but, nah, he wasn’t gonna even let himself think it. He’d done this enough to know that once he got started and into the zone, all that nervous-Nellie shit would go away. He’d be fine. 

			Certainly finer than the Fish.

			“Okay, Charlie, you and the guys get him ready,” Tony instructed and flipped a switch. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting a yellowish glow on the bare cement floor in the cavernous space. While the Fish screamed and begged for mercy as he was brought in, even his burly escorts struggling to hang onto him while he flipped and flopped like some overcooked manicotti, Tony hitched a thumb to a small side room. He and Mouse entered and closed a door with stick-on gold letters that spelled: PRIVATE.

			Mouse was familiar with the office by now, with the army-issue desk, the files all in order on top of it, a shitload of boxes neatly stacked on the floor, the bookcase against a plain wall—except for the splatter of dried blood Mouse knew was behind the bookcase—and the official-looking swivel chair with nice, wooden arms and a padded, black-vinyl seat that Tony was extremely protective of as its official owner.

			Tony pulled the chair away from the desk, gave the seat a twirl, and pointed Mouse to it. “Check it out, Mouse. See how it feels. Won’t be long and it’s all yours.”

			He had tried it out once when Tony wasn’t looking, because Tony didn’t put up with nobody sitting at his desk, like they were claiming squatters’ rights and gunning for his position.

			Some idiot had actually tried that once. Hence the paint job behind the bookcase.

			Mouse sat. He liked it. A lot. Made him feel like he’d just shot up a few inches, giving him the edge of height and the commanding presence he felt born to, even if outward appearances disagreed. Sometimes he didn’t even want to go back to the States. This was one of those times. Sitting at the big desk in the commander’s chair, imagining Missy taking dictation in one of those slinky silk dresses, with her little butt situated at the corner of the desk, swinging a shapely leg while she wrote down what he told her until she looked at him with those exotic eyes and . . .

			Shit. He was nursing a boner in Tony’s chair. That was not cool. Not with Tony in the room, anyways, and thank Jesus, God, and Mary, Tony was busy pulling down a book from the bookcase. Then whap, there it was. An accounting book labeled December, 1967, staring Mouse straight in the eyes from the desk where Tony had dropped it.

			“See this? This was the first ledger I got handed down when I came here.” Tony flipped the book open and ran a finger down the neatly printed entries, pointing out invoices of receivables, exports, the whole mother lode of the operation in dollars and cents, painstakingly recorded in black and white. “Now it’s gonna be your job, Mouse. You keep the books perfect, not a penny out of place. Everything copied and sent home. Never mess up this stuff. Rocky Z. who came over right before me? Dumb shit. He didn’t last no time. Thought he could be clever and cook the books. Try to grease your pockets under the table and not much left to put in them once you get your hands cooked in oil. And the moral of the story is . . .?”

			“Don’t cook the books or they cook you.”

			Tony clapped him on the shoulder. “Mouse, you gonna do great, even better than me. I know you got a head for details and more ambition to work your way up than I was born with. Not to mention . . .” Tony cocked his head in the direction of the noise outside the closed door. “You got a talent, Mouse. Real talent. Shit, just watching you go to work gives me goose bumps.”

			“Thanks, Tony. But you know, if it wasn’t for you and your pop and Aunt Rosa, no telling where I’d be.” 

			“Hey, don’t say shit like that, Mikey. We’re family. You know that.”

			What Mouse knew was that he’d had a family, one of his own—until he rolled down the window of the car and his papa had turned and shouted, “I told you not to roll down the goddamn window!”

			And Papa didn’t see the garbage truck that hit the car with the whole family in it.

			Only one of them escaped because he flew out of the window that he shouldn’t have rolled down and made Papa so mad he turned around. Things went a little fuzzy after that, but the next thing little Mikey knew he was landing right on his chin, then he rolled and rolled before he got up with his face and arms and legs all bleeding and his jaw hanging down like a Halloween skull. All he could do then was watch while the car burst into flames. 

			And that was the first time It happened.

			He was watching, but he wasn’t there. Like when he rolled part of him had floated out and stuck around to watch without feeling anything, while the mangled little boy who killed his whole family got put into a hospital before getting taken to his new home. Once he was there, Aunt Rosa, his mamma’s sister, she never blamed him. Her husband, Uncle Jimmie, he never blamed him. Tony never blamed him. Maria and Anna, his other two cousins, they never blamed him neither.

			For a long time he didn’t talk, and not just because his jaw was wired. He couldn’t feel a thing. He just watched and listened and told his body what to do when it had to do something like suck a straw or poop. Then, little by little, he started feeling something again. Maybe it was all that love and not blaming him from Aunt Rosa and his cousins, and even Uncle Louie being nice to him when he came to talk business with Uncle Jimmie.

			But that didn’t stop all the abuse once he got healed up and went to school, especially when he reached sixth and seventh grades and had to walk the daily gauntlet without Tony around to knock some heads when Mouse got pelted with the usual insults, spit ons, ear twists, nuggies and knees in the groin until . . .

			The day before his twelfth birthday It happened again. And after that, he learned It could be a good thing. Problem was, he couldn’t always control It. But he had gotten better with practice and discovered he could call on certain memories to trigger the hocus-pocus of leaving his body to watch and direct from a safe distance, then come back with that special sensation of relief once he got past doing whatever he had to do that he couldn’t feel too personal about. Things like working over then offing dipshits who got out of line. Didn’t bother him at first, but in the past couple of years that KRZY radio dial had started messing with his head, and then that bitch Janis Joplin got in on the act, talking about taking another little piece of his heart.

			Nobody knew about any of this, not even Tony. And Mouse wasn’t about to tell him now while he needed to make like that Certs breath mint commercial where he could split into “Two! Two! Two Mikes in One!”

			Especially since Tony might decide it was more like “Sometimes you feel like a nut, sometimes you don’t . . .”

			Uh-uh, no way was Mouse telling Tony, and he never would. Because if he did, Tony wouldn’t be reassuring him they were family and moving things along by saying, “Now let’s get out there so you can show your stuff and make all the guys about to report to you piss their pants. Once you’re done and they’re cleaning up, we’ll head back here and get down to business. Whatcha say?”

			“I say . . .” Mouse took a deep breath, got up from the chair that would soon be all his, and reclaimed the props and tools he had dropped at the door. “It’s show time.”
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			The guy called Charlie and their other muscle guys had the Fish tied up in a chair. There was a wire around his neck and barbed wire ringing his forehead, like the stained-glass picture of Christ with his crown of thorns that had always fascinated Mouse at mass back home. Every Saturday night as long as he could remember, and then on Sundays once he was an altar boy.

			The priest had liked him a little too much.

			That was just one of the memories Mouse had to call on that had stacked up like bad pennies burning a hole in his pocket, and depending on the stage and cast involved, he carefully selected the memory that would fuel his best performance.

			Sometimes picking and choosing wasn’t the easiest, but the music? He had his 45s ready and that much never changed. Sure, he tried to sound cool with all the latest slang, but when it came to the music, forget The Stones, The Beatles, all those other Brits—they weren’t built to last. Not like his idols. Sinatra, Martin, Bennett, Darin, those cats’d be around till the second coming.

			The Fish’s shirt was off and he was barefoot, his feet tied with more barbed wire to a board.

			Mouse deposited his toolbox next to the chair, quickly set up the phonograph with records in just the right order, and Tony promptly began to make the formal introductions—or tried to, only to slap the shit out of the Fish when he wouldn’t shut up.

			“Now let’s try this again. For you new guys here, this is Mike Gallini. He’s my man and now he’s your man. His word is the word coming down from the top. He don’t like you, you are gone. Make him unhappy with you?” Tony nodded to the toolbox. “Don’t let it get there, believe me. Back home everyone knows The Mouse—just don’t call him that till he gives you permission.” And then in reverse, “Mouse, you already met some of these guys—Charlie, Buck, Cal,” and on down the line Tony went with introductions to a group of new recruits. “They work in transport by day, your local muscle day or night. These are your boys, always on call and cleared by the Top Sergeant . . .”

			Tony continued on and Mouse caught snippets, “. . . and this here is our chopper man, Chief Warrant Officer Schmidt. He handles air along with Mac here. Mac is with Air America. Handles any air anywhere, even all the way to Burma. Good man. Flying us up today to the Highlands. Got a tour. Meet the new major handing us our orders. Pick up a load off the mules and bring it back . . .”

			Mouse caught the gist but he couldn’t afford to be distracted by details when he had a production to put on. He had started out crude, but once he took the leap, it was like greatness had been thrust upon him. Even before he could legally buy a beer Uncle Louie realized he had the equivalent of nuking Hiroshima with the threat of unleashing The Mouse on those who got out of line. 

			The performance was one thing; summoning the magic to help him perform was another, and that’s what he had to do now. 

			Mouse tuned out Tony and focused on the ritual of very carefully reaching into his pocket, and then twice popping the metallic clink of his treasured Zippo that had been his dad’s. He lit the flame, stared at it for a second and . . . zap. Mouse welcomed the sensation of leaving his body so he could watch and direct the other part that went to the phonograph, dropped down the first 45, with the rest of the stack on automatic.

			Strains of “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” filled Mouse’s ears and flooded his brain. The audience around him, the room they were in, receded and it was just him following direction while he and The Voice limbered up together. Crack knuckles. Roll his head, get it loose around his shoulders. 

			Brushes on snare. Piano. Tap. Tap. Tap.

			A little soft shoe shuffle to the tool box. Hammer. A couple of big nails and a nice slide on the knees. Tap. Tap. Tap.

			The sound of a shriek cut into his focus, and for payback Mouse hit the last nail to foot harder, and then turned up the volume. Soft shoe to the tool box and there it was, the perfect instrument for the perfect song. Under my skin. And that’s where the probe was being tap, tap, tapped into the Fish, when the next 45 dropped down and a horn section broke in, revved it up a notch. Mouse heard the direction to wait for it . . . wait for it . . .

			And there it was. Right on cue he was suddenly spinnin’ while he kept grinnin’, until his foot connected with the barbed wire wrapped around Fish’s forehead in perfect time to Dino crooning, Ain’t that a kick in the head!

			It was like modern art where the paint flew from a brush and splattered wherever it landed on canvas. Mouse was in the zone, and if it weren’t for messing with his timing, or the way Fish was strapped into the chair, Mouse would have brought out the drill to make “quote” quite the “hole in the boat” . . .

			Mouse continued dancing, spinning, gliding, immersed in the music as he worked over the Fish—but not so much that the room would go completely black—until his performance culminated in what had become his new signature song, the best ever, and for this one, this one, Fish could have a moment’s reprieve while the automatic replay was set, because the director was telling him, You’re gonna be at this awhile.

			Mouse bent down, face to face with the Fish who was sobbing, tears running from his eyes and snot from his nose. With a crook of his finger, Mouse signaled Tony over to get what information he needed. And as the orchestra accompanied his grand finale, Mouse sang in time to the beat while altering the lyrics to suit the occasion:

			Now Fish, the end is near 

			It’s time to face the fact it’s curtains

			You ain’t a friend, that much is clear

			In this case, that much is certain . . .

			Regrets, you got ’em, too

			Like too few screws to mention

			I gotta do what I gotta do 

			And see it through, no exemptions . . .

			Now it’s time, that you knew

			I could bite off more than I can chew

			And through it all, don’t you doubt

			I’ll eat it up and spit it out . . .

			Mouse chomped down on the Fish’s right ear, got the whole thing back in his molars and started grinding while Tony extracted information amidst horrific screams and frantic thrashing. Once Fishy talked, Mouse pulled back, tore off the whole ear in his mouth, and landed it in Fish’s lap. The Fish was done. Mouse took his nose and other ear anyway for the demonstration, then put a fork in him. 

			As Tony unbound the Fish, and what was left of him slithered to the floor, Sinatra sang back-up to a truly inspired performance that had Mouse’s audience stunned into silence as he flung abreast his arms and belted out:

			And just to think I did all that

			And as you saw, not in a shy way

			Oh no, that’s just not me

			To let thieving punks hit the highway

			For what’s a guy, what has he got?

			If not honor, he’s left with naught

			I let ya know, how I truly feel 

			So get it straight, I’m not who kneels

			Let the record show 

			Fishy took his blows and

			Did it Mike’s way…

			Yes, he did it MY WAAAY!
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			JD wished he could say he was pleased with their progress, and under other circumstances he might have been. Gregg and Izzy had been real troopers, doing a couple of drug groups while he scrambled for more information and followed orders not even Phillip knew about, and now here they were, heading for My Tho, about five hundred kilometers, a little over three hundred miles, from Nha Trang. 

			As promised, Phillip and Claymore had provided everything he asked for, no questions asked. Their present mode of transport was a Navy Swift boat about fifty feet long with only a five-foot draft. While not so great off shore in any kind of heavy chop or swells, on the ever shifting shallows of the Mekong and its tributaries, this boat was king.

			The boat had been “stealthed,” with the highest camouflage technology, an engine so muffled he could hear Izzy puking overboard twenty feet away, and a highly select crew in camo he knew to be an amphibious version of the Special Operations people he dealt with in the Highlands. JD likened them to the human version of a panther. Lithe and lethal. Built for speed and strength and endurance. Anyone expecting Hollywood versions of tough guys would be disappointed at first glance since they seemed almost physically normal. They were not hugely muscled or especially strong looking, but anybody stupid enough to antagonize one would realize in the short seconds before they were torn apart that these creatures operated at a completely different level of speed, cunning and lethality.

			Just his kind of guys for a typical assignment. But there was nothing typical about any of this and, as reluctant as Izzy and Gregg were to get anywhere near him, he was grateful to have them both on his team. 

			His many attempts at conversation since leaving Nha Trang had not been successful. They didn’t have much time before landing at their appointed drop-off near My Tho, so he would try again. Something they could discuss besides Kate, since that would only antagonize Gregg. What they needed was some common ground to dissipate the tension and funnel it where it needed to go.

			JD made his way to Izzy and handed him a clean towel. He’d had the foresight to bring several sleeves of crackers along, knowing Izzy’s propensity for vomiting at the drop of a hat.

			“Sorry I’ve been too caught up with my own stuff to ask you about yours. How’s Margie doing?” JD was quite aware of how Margie was, but he would keep that to himself. 

			Izzy accepted the saltines. At least he didn’t suspect poison. “Still safe and sound in Hawaii. She got her promotion to major.”

			“Tell her congratulations for me.”

			“If I get the chance, I will.”

			JD didn’t bother making false promises. “I’ll do everything I can to get you back to Margie and make up for the letters I’m sure you’re already missing.”

			“Look, JD,” Izzy said between dry chews, “I know you put a word in to get Margie that promotion. That was a decent thing to do.”

			“As much as I appreciate being referred to as decent, Margie got that promotion on her own. She earned it. She deserved it. And I’m really glad she’s in Hawaii instead of here. Bad as it was during her deployment, I don’t need to tell you it’s gotten a lot worse in a very short time.” 

			“Gregg says sentiments in the states are raging. What do you know on your end of the table, JD? Something tells me you have a little more intel on all that than we do.”

			Gregg had joined them at the mention of his name. He and Izzy had a tendency to mirror each other’s expressions and movements—probably from shadowing each other’s backs—and the look they gave him now was like the double slap of a gauntlet. A challenge to tell them something they didn’t know before they took it to their graves. Maybe things were turning a corner. At least they were open to having an actual conversation as opposed to the lengthy silences in his presence that would serve them well if they ever decided to become monks.

			“Okay,” JD agreed. No one else was near but he lowered his voice anyway. He of all people knew there were listening ears everywhere, even when you couldn’t see them. “The whole heroin thing is a huge embarrassment to the military. Gregg saw what’s going on first-hand when he was back home—and sorry it wasn’t longer, Gregg, really I am—but as you can attest, we’ve already lost the PR war in the states. Even President Johnson said we lost it when we lost Walter Cronkite, and things have only ramped up since Nixon was elected. No favors from Cronkite there either. As for the fraggings, they’ve made matters even worse, and the top brass is doing everything possible to keep what they can under wraps. After all, it’s pretty hard to argue that soldiers killing their own leaders are enjoying ‘high morale’ and ‘winning the war.’” 

			JD paused. As shrinks these guys were professionally trained to keep secrets, so he wasn’t worried about that. His primary concern was giving them the burden of information that could be considered useful to a source even more nefarious than himself.

			“They didn’t talk about the fragging thing while I was back,” Gregg offered. “I hadn’t even heard about it until Izzy mentioned it to me.”

			“It’s not like I know that much and what I do know doesn’t sit well. Mostly I get my information from the soldiers I counsel and, as one of them put it, ‘there’s a whole lotta lying going down, with most of it coming from the top.’”

			“Can’t argue with that,” JD muttered just loud enough for them to hear.

			“Yeah, don’t you know it,” Gregg agreed. “Ever since the whole Hamburger Hill debacle last year it was like forget all that victory, ‘light at the end of the tunnel’ bullshit. Still . . .” Gregg shook his head. “Killing a commanding officer? That’s pretty messed up, even if he is an asshole.”

			“Actually, given the low level of morale, I don’t know why any self-respecting general would be all that surprised. This whole ‘death from friendly fire’ is nothing new in the history of war.” 

			Gregg’s cocked eyebrow and Izzy’s squint behind his black horned rims told JD he had their attention and, for once, not in a bad way. This was where he needed them to be. On some kind of common ground, with Gregg feeling disenfranchised at home and Izzy the intellectual with nearly perfect recall, ever curious to learn something he didn’t know. 

			“Are you saying the fragging doesn’t surprise you?” Izzy prompted.

			“Not really. The fragging is a subtle form of mutiny, and mutiny is nothing new. What is new to this particular war is the sudden uptick in friendly fire incidents aimed at unit leaders, the patrol leading NCOs and officers. Pretty much in line with what you’ve heard in your counseling sessions, Izzy. The message they’re sending is that they know the war is a farce at this point, that no one expects the US to win, and they just want to survive instead of being sacrificed for nothing—which is why most of the fraggings are taking place in rear-echelon areas.” He shrugged. “Rolling a grenade is an easy, untraceable way to get the job done. But again, nothing really new here other than the means of delivery.”

			“So basically, what you’re saying is that this fragging thing is the combat troops’ version of ‘fuck it, I’m totally done with all the bullshit.’”

			The way Gregg summed it up reminded JD of an elephant doing a pirouette in a telephone booth. Inelegant but right on the money spilling out of the payphone. Money and war. The two were inseparable, with those considered dispensable always paying the ultimate price.

			“Correct. If there’s one common thread, the targets appear to be green officers or NCOs ambitious for medals and promotions, even if it means going out on an ill-advised mission. One that’s likely to sacrifice troops in exchange for some kills.” 

			“The kill too often being US troops and not the enemy,” Gregg surmised.

			Izzy moved closer into their confidential huddle. “Know what else I’ve heard? One of the soldiers I counseled told me there’s even an underground GI newspaper offering bounties from units to get rid of certain unpopulars. You know anything about that, JD?”

			“Enough to know that I haven’t seen my name listed. Yet. Thanks, guys.” He gave them the semblance of a smile and estimated they had two minutes to wind this up before the boat moored at its destination point in My Tho. Once there he would disappear to do his thing while they did theirs. “Listen, before we split up here, I just want you both to know that I respect the value for life you’ve worked hard to keep in a really misguided war that doesn’t value much of anything—including the people they’re supposedly fighting for. Believe it or not, I do have some values myself. And I especially value your expertise and willingness to use it to help us find . . .” Reluctant as he was to introduce her name to a conversation that had gone better than he had hoped, JD finished quietly with, “Kate.” 
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			The My Tho drug group was taking place in a typically dreary, stark room at the appointed army medical facility. The drug groups they had done since being tapped by JD weren’t the first to which Izzy had applied his counseling skills. He’d already done several at Camp McDermott for the troops who were at risk of becoming junkies. But he was a child psychiatrist by training, trained in clinical assessment and diagnosis, and child psychotherapy and play therapy, and didn’t feel entirely comfortable, whereas Gregg clearly excelled. 

			It was a relief to settle back, to watch and learn from the expert in his therapeutic element. As for JD, he had disappeared as soon as they disembarked, but at least he provided an escort to drop their things at their temporary, utilitarian quarters. 

			After a quick meal at the officers’ mess, he and Gregg met with an impressive number of soldiers in need of help, assembled on their behalf. Word had been sent ahead and the medics, squad leaders and platoon leaders had, in military terms, “invited” anyone at risk, or identified as a serious drug user, to attend the group. Nobody looked particularly strung out on drugs in the large circle of chairs that he and Gregg had hastily arranged, but Izzy knew why. It was because they were strung out by the war, and the drugs were so cheap and so readily available that no one was ever strung out from not having drugs. 

			As per Gregg’s earlier request, JD had made sure a Teac stereo with a tape player and good speakers was set up with the music Gregg had specifically requested. Gregg hit the play button and the sounds of Marvin Gaye and “What’s Goin’ On?” filled the air and sounded off the concrete floor. 

			What’s goin’ on, what’s goin’ on?

			It was their language; it was their music. Any resentment about being “invited” to discuss their drug issues with a couple of shrinks visibly dissipated as crossed arms relaxed and heads started nodding to the beat and the lyrics, and especially to the plaintive, moving voice, with which some of them started singing.

			Gregg didn’t rush it, his timing impeccable as he slowly lowered the volume until the music faded to a soft background loop and his own voice, damn near as beautiful as Marvin Gaye’s, asked, “Okay, guys, what’s going on? That’s all we’re here to talk about—no judgments, no preaching, no orders, none of that crap. So let’s just go around the room one time. Just say your hometown. No names, just hometown. Me and this other guy here ”—he hooked a thumb at Izzy to his left—“we’re both docs, sworn to silence, so whatever gets said here is as confidential as it’s going to get in this, uh, army.” 

			Gregg made a funny face and rolled his eyes at his mention of “army.” Everyone laughed in return. Considering the audience and venue, Gregg’s ability to work the crowd was right up there with the time Izzy saw Lenny Bruce give a knock-out performance at Carnegie Hall in the midst of a blizzard that couldn’t keep the crowds away. He remembered the date well: February 4, 1961. His twenty-first birthday.

			“Del Mar, California,” said Gregg, getting the dialogue going. “Just call me Doc Del Mar. And this is my partner, best shrink in the Nam.”

			“Who, me?” Izzy pointed to himself and got a handful of chuckles. “Okay, I’m Izzy . . . uh, I mean Brooklyn. Doc Brooklyn.” Inspired by Gregg’s ability to reach these kids, he tried to connect with them himself and quickly added, “What’s going on? I hate it here. I’ve been here since last May; getting close, but kind of worried about going home since nobody there has any idea what I’ve really been through. What about you?” Izzy looked to his immediate left. It was a skinny black kid holding a black soul stick and tapping the carved, clenched fist on the end against his thigh to the background music. 

			“Bronx,” said the young man in a soft voice. “Bronx.” 

			“Hey, Bronx, what’s going on?” asked Gregg. Just simple, no bullshit. “What’s going on, man?”

			He hesitated, then apparently came to a decision and slapped the stick hard against his thigh. “Bad shit going on, Doc. They fucking with us all the time.”

			Around the circle, nods and affirmations.

			“Fucking patrols to nowhere, no sleep, guys getting shot, brothers dying, blown up, it’s fucked up, man. You come back from the trenches and some motherfuckin’ lifer NCO at a desk tells you get your haircut. Motherfucker. Makes you feel like smoking his ass. Has happened. We all know it. We all thinking about it. Then you go back out again and some goddamn newbie LT out for a medal wants to lead a hunt out to nowhere to boost his body count and kill your ass? Fuck it. Smoke him. If not for the weed and some good dope . . .” 

			“Ride that horse . . .” 

			“Got that . . .”

			“Right on . . .”

			More affirmations from the group.

			And so it went all around the circle, almost to the end—until the meeting room’s door flew open then slammed behind the guy who staggered in, accompanied by the wafting smell of some heavy, Southeast-Asian dope. 

			His uniform indicated he was a PFC, and from appearances had chosen the draft over going to prison or possibly a mental ward. Izzy still couldn’t get over the irony that while he was being drafted from the psychiatric program at Columbia Medical School there were guys being drafted out of mental hospitals so the draft boards could make their quotas. This newest attendee could be one of them, though he would fit in better with the pockets of AWOL guys in Saigon living on the streets with his stringy blond hair, a stupid-looking ratty mustache, and sloppy oversized fatigues with stains. Bad skin, red buggy eyes. What a dirty mess. He giggled.

			“Sorry, sorry.” He belched out a breath so strong it was a wonder they didn’t all get stoned just smelling it. “Sssorry, I’m late,” he slurred around a thick tongue, and almost fell down as he plopped into the last available chair. 

			Izzy had never seen a guy look so strung out or so evidently doped up; and he had seen his share.

			“Hey, man, it’s okay,” Gregg said gently. “We were just going around the circle and saying where we’re from and what’s going on. It’s easy and you’re welcome here, so listen in and you can—”

			“And you can fuck off. They made me come.”

			“Hey, hey, these guys cool,” interjected the one called Bronx, who was joined by “Yeah, brother, lay off. Shut the fuck up,” murmurs of agreement.

			The guy looked around with bleary eyes, but must have been coherent enough to get the vibe. He nodded. 

			“Okay, okay. They cool, I get it . . . I get it . . . I get it.” 

			Then he shut up and just started nodding as the last two guys finished opening up about their own “what’s going on,” with the last one asking the fried stoner, “What about you, man?”

			Apparently too out of it to form a reasonable answer he started muttering some existential tangent that strangely reminded Izzy of Lenny Bruce at his Carnegie Hall best.

			Gregg turned up the music.

			Brother, brother, brother, came out of the speakers, you know we got to find a way . . .

			Gregg stood up. “Okay, guys, just talk to the guy sitting next to you, just for a couple of minutes. Tell him, not me, not anybody else, tell him what you are using, why, and how bad it is. Got it? Two minutes and all he does is listen. No advice, no shit, just listen for two minutes. No judgment. I’m going to turn up the music so I can’t hear what you’re confessing, okay? Just be as honest as you can for two minutes, only two minutes, and I’ll say stop. Then one minute of silence and we listen to the music. After that, it’s your turn to be the listener for two minutes. Got it? I’m the timer so . . . Go.”

			Izzy watched them follow Gregg’s directions, saw how powerful the moment was. These guys, who had come in so alone and angry and defensive, were actually talking with each other for real. Even the dope head that came in at the end and obviously needed rehab the most.

			*

			After the session a good number of the attendees hung around for a personal word, rapping some more with their neighbor, or to help put up chairs and get the room squared away. All in all, Gregg was happy with what they had accomplished. Were they here on their own terms he would have suggested a few follow-up meetings, rather than push ahead to the other drug groups JD had lined up—unless he scrapped their itinerary to accommodate a change in plans, which he had a way of doing. As for what he was doing now or where he had gone, who knew?

			That left his “team members” at loose ends for the evening. Gregg wasn’t sure where their escorts had gone after taking them to their quarters, which was basically two bunks with mosquito nets at the end of an otherwise abandoned hootch. JD had been very explicit about their not wandering off to explore the city of My Tho. Gregg wondered why. No reason to sit and stew in the hootch. My Tho was an old Chinese trading town and had been a center of commerce for French Indochina. It would likely have some nice, colonial-style architecture. If he had it to do all over again, maybe he would be an architect instead. He loved old buildings. It made him sick to see so many blown to crumbling piles of mortar, the stories and lives behind them reduced to napalm-dusted wind.

			But as much as he wanted to see the water market and canals of My Tho, Gregg knew that mostly he hated taking orders from JD. Being used like a sock puppet, with JD commanding the sock, always pissed him off. It made him want to do exactly the opposite of whatever JD told them to do, even on the outside chance it was for their own good. But if it was, how would they know, since he rarely deigned to tell them for what or why?

			Gregg was about to ask Izzy for ideas when a couple of the guys who had left came back in and offered them a ride into town.

			“Least we can do, Doc Del Mar,” said the lanky one who had called himself Dallas.

			“That’s right.” The one called Bronx pointed the carved, clenched fist of his soul stick at Izzy. “The Bronx ain’t gonna desert a cool Brooklyn brother.” 

			Gregg and Izzy exchanged glances. Before Izzy could be a good Boy Scout and take a pass, Gregg said, “Hell, yeah, really appreciate it guys.”

			Gregg wasted no time jumping into the back of the jeep Dallas was driving, Bronx riding shotgun up front. Izzy was slower to get in, next to Gregg, confirming his reluctance with a whispered, “You sure about this? If JD finds out, he’s going to be pissed.”

			“Good. All the better if he sees us himself in town.”

			Just as Dallas cranked the engine and hit the gas, out of the corner of his eye Gregg noticed the really messed up druggie hanging in the shadows of the building with two other guys. Most likely pushers. He had done enough drug-group counseling as a therapist to know when the junkies came out the pushers would be outside waiting, like jackals at a kill.

			Although it wasn’t rainy season in this particular region, several drops hit the canvas roof and Dallas turned up the transistor radio hanging over the rear view mirror. While they sang along with CCR wanting to know “Who’ll Stop the Rain?” a deuce and a half truck pulled out from the clinic right in front of them. Their little caravan hadn’t gone far when the shriek of a rocket tore through the air. 

			An enormous, explosive concussion hit, and the ground shook beneath the jeep, shrapnel banging the sides and hurtling in all directions. Then another huge blast shook the ground, and what had to be a big, jet-fuel tank sent up a gigantic, orange-red fireball and monstrous black ball of smoke into the sky. 

			Rockets exploded everywhere. Outgoing artillery started up. The air turned to sonic thunder. The deuce and a half in front of them slammed to a stop and Gregg watched in horror as Dallas swerved in response, so close he was certain they would be crushed against the truck—

			They came to a screeching halt. Nobody moved. Then Gregg heard screaming and registered that there were people in the back of the truck. Their jeep had escaped by mere inches and Izzy and Bronx were already scrambling out. As they raced to help whoever was trapped in the truck, Gregg leaned over the seat to grab Dallas and was in the midst of saying, “Great job, man, let’s go—” when he noticed a piece of splintered wood protruded from Dallas’ temple, like the end of an arrow aimed through an apple. 

			Dallas wasn’t moving. 

			Gregg shook his arm. “Dallas?”

			A trickle of blood dripped off the jagged tip and onto Gregg’s hand.

			“Fuck!” Gregg hurled the profanity skyward and leaped from the jeep just as CCR finished their tune and another blast hit. While Izzy and Bronx helped some guy who landed wrong off the ground, Gregg raced to the truck driver’s side and threw open the door. He wasn’t sure if the driver was dead or just unconscious, but the soldier next to him was moaning. Gregg yelled for help and Bronx came running to assist. He managed to extricate the wounded passenger while Gregg pulled the driver out, praying more flying projectiles wouldn’t do them both in before he could at least determine if the guy was breathing.

			He was. Izzy showed up then, yelling, “Let’s move!” and between him and Gregg they half-dragged, half-carried the driver back towards the clinic and the safety of sandbags and bunkers. Bronx was just ahead of them, his shoulder supporting his own charge who was conscious enough to stumble along. Gregg took a quick look back to ensure they hadn’t left anyone behind. 

			They had. Dallas. 

			Then another round came down, right on top of the deuce and half. The concussion was so intense it dominoed them all to the ground.

			Gregg lay there, shaking with adrenaline. His ears were ringing. He could feel the billowing heat licking over them just as another BOOM vibrated through his body, barely audible with his ears ringing ever louder while he saw their jeep catch fire. 

			“Stay here!” he yelled at Izzy, and realized he couldn’t hear his own voice. Even as he prayed he hadn’t gone deaf it seemed like a selfish prayer. There was a family in Texas who would soon get the news their son had died. He had to get Dallas out and sent home so his family could properly grieve their loss. It was important he did that for them, did it for Dallas, and did it for himself because it was the right thing to do. 

			Just as Gregg was getting to his feet the jeep blew and there was nothing left of Dallas to send home. There was only the brightness of hot, jagged metal coming straight towards Gregg’s face. 

			Gregg dove back to the ground. What the hell was he doing here? Why had he come back to this nightmare? His personal nightmare in Del Mar suddenly didn’t seem so daunting. He’d forgotten so quickly what this really was like, being in war. 

			The ground quit shaking. The flying projectiles stopped flying. The ringing in his ears continued but remained at the same buzzing hum. He thought he could hear blips of distant yelling and screaming, and maybe that was the “All Clear” siren going off; which was no guarantee of it being clear at all, since it often proved an invitation for more attacks once the troops came out of their bunkers to claim the wounded.

			He watched Bronx slowly get to his feet. And just then he felt another blast and absorbed another BOOM.

			Gregg only saw Bronx standing there for a moment. The piece of broken metal that sliced into him was so big, sharp and fast that it completely cut him in half.

			Bronx remained there for too long with his upper torso gone. His severed remains fountained onto the wounded passenger he had been helping. Then what was left of Bronx toppled over with a wet smack on the road where they had been driving minutes before. 

			Gregg looked over at Izzy. His arms were wrapped over his head. The unconscious driver had come to and was making the sign of the cross while his mouth moved as if he was praying out loud, but Gregg’s ears were still ringing too loud to hear any words. 

			Gregg felt a hand grip his shoulder. He hadn’t been aware of anyone coming to help them, hadn’t heard anything but the buzzing in his ears overriding what he presumed was the faint litany of prayers. But now he could smell the distinct perfume of marijuana wafting on the acrid fumes of burning wood, metal, human remains and gasoline. And when he looked up there was the drugged-out mess he had last seen making a deal to get his next fix.

			The mess shook his ratty head and said something.

			“What? I can’t hear you!”

			Druggie moved his hands then, signing, Can you hear this?

			Yes, Gregg signed back. He was fairly fluent, having worked with deaf children in his residency.

			Then wake the fuck up, signed the doper. And the next time I say don’t leave? Don’t. Leave. You aren’t in California anymore, Scarecrow. Use your brain and remember you’re in a damn war. 
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			He’d had to reinvent himself so many times on assignments like this that JD had lost track of who, what, and where he had become over the years. Sometimes he rather enjoyed it, entering into a completely new life. Other times, he couldn’t wait to get back into his own skin. He had begun training when he was still a young boy at the monastery and immediately loved pretending to be someone he imagined himself to be. It was like being an actor, only with real props and real people who didn’t realize they were part of the play. 

			But he had been doing this, playing these roles, for a very long time now. Perhaps that’s why he had recently tired of the game, the constant pressure and challenges, and felt this unfamiliar urgency to get out before it was too late, to build a life with Kate, have a house, adopt some kids, learn how to mow a lawn.

			All the things someone like Gregg would take for granted. At least before getting shipped over here. Looking at him now, with his all-American good looks, his all-American degrees, and all-American sensibilities, albeit tinged with a newly acquired cynicism about the way the world worked, JD could not imagine a species more different from himself.

			And yet, maybe he was becoming more like Gregg and Izzy than he wanted to admit. Otherwise, why would he have risked blowing his cover and run like the wind in his junkie’s disguise to make sure they were still in one piece? He never would have done that before he met them. He wondered how much they had to do with what they would probably call an “identity crisis.” 

			Now that the “All Clear” had sounded twice and he detected no threats in the immediate vicinity, and now that he was assured Gregg and Izzy had escaped the harm inflicted in every direction around them, JD signed, You and Izzy get this guy up and head to the unit. I’ll take care of the others and follow behind you. Okay? Now get going.

			JD didn’t wait for an agreement, signed or vocalized. As he staggered over to move the split torso to the side of the road for pick-up, Izzy and Gregg moved past him with their wounded charge.

			Even without anyone else to watch, JD made a show of struggling to stay on his feet while he got the last survivor to his, then shuffled forward, slurring as they went, “Hey, man, got any good shit to sell?”

			*

			His first assignment in the art of disguise had been as a shoeshine boy. The monks had prepared him in advance by teaching him how to become a mirror, which he practiced for endless hours at school before they sent him to the Raffles Hotel in Singapore. A senior brother shadowed him, providing advice and basic necessities in private while he focused on what was a crucial and highly dangerous mission that required a young boy who could pass for being no older than ten. 

			To become a mirror he watched a specific shoeshine boy at the Raffles Hotel. Initially they did not look much alike beyond their size, but he and the senior brother managed a close proximity with a coloring agent applied to his skin, some discreet make-up to his face, with particular attention given to the focal point of his eyes—eyebrows threaded to make his eyes appear more slanted, brown contacts. He watched how the boy walked, talked, gestured and ate. He watched and mirrored how he talked with clients and his boss. He cut his hair the same as the boy and he twisted his left ear like the boy and blinked his eyes when he talked like the boy. He watched how the boy dressed and how his shirt had a cleverly sewn hidden pocket and how fast his hands could move when he stole. Then he begged the boy to let him learn and begged the boy to show him how to shine the shoes; and he did all the boy’s work and then he became the boy’s best helper; and then he gave the boy a sum of money to go away for a while and the boss didn’t even notice he was not the boy.

			Now he had the boy’s job. Then, when the man who always wanted a “special” shine from the boy in his suite at Raffles came, he could not tell the difference from the boy he had so enjoyed the last time. He was so at ease and eager for his pleasure that he sent his bodyguard away in order to enjoy his “shine” in private. JD made sure it was his last.

			Next he had been a cook’s helper at a fine hotel in Hong Kong for three months, waiting for a certain regular guest to arrive. It was possible to use a kind of venom as an ingredient in the favorite dish of the distinguished guest. 

			He had several more assignments that in conventional schools would be termed an internship, or perhaps apprenticeship, and in this particular area of study—as in the strategic game of Go—he excelled. It made up for the areas in which he struggled. Growing up in his brother’s shadow wasn’t easy. Zhang had excelled at everything. But Zhang, the step-brother who had adopted him, who believed in him in a way his own father never had, instilled such belief in an unwanted boy that he actually started to believe in himself. 

			Eventually he would become a drover on a huge sheep station in Australia where the owner apparently died from the bite of an eastern brown snake. He became a horse wrangler, and a famous guest at the ranch was apparently pitched from what had always been a gentle horse and broke his neck. He had been a smelly goat herder, a carpenter’s assistant. He had worked in brothels. For some of these he worked for a long time, staying in character, and he practiced his language skills, becoming ever more nuanced in local idiom and tone. Often he had been handicapped; sometimes a crippled soldier or fisherman, or mentally slow. 

			He aspired to be among a class of people who were invisible. To become one of the unseen multitude, passed unnoticed by everyone every day and, most importantly, never remembered. In his anonymity among the unseen, he could observe and listen and then, when necessary, find the place and moment in time to strike, kill, and disappear. 

			His teachers and the abbot had gleaned the ways of death from various cultures and centuries of study. The Shaolin had been front and center. It was they who earned and suffered the fame and notoriety of doing the dirty work of imperial dynasty after dynasty. But it was the Shadow Monastery, unseen and unknown, that generation after generation silently toppled kingdoms, warlords, banks and now corporations and governments.

			Indeed, his had been quite the education. And it wasn’t from USC.

		

	
		
			When starting, the best strategy is to spread the pieces far apart and stretch them out, to encircle and attack the opponent, and thus win by having the most points vacant. The next best strategy emphasizes cutting off the enemy to seek advantage. In that case the outcome is uncertain and calculation is necessary to decide the issue. The worst strategy is to defend the borders and corners, hastily building eyes so as to protect oneself in a small area.

			Huan Tan (c. 43 BC–28 AD), in Xin Lun
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			The Blood on the Thorn of the Rose

		

	
		
			The Thousand Nights

			My lessons at the monastery were hard. Everything was hard. It was hard to wake in the chill before dawn every morning and run. It was hard to be the smallest and weakest. It was hard to be the slowest in learning the ideograms and the calligraphy and the brush strokes. It was even hard to pull the bow to shoot the arrows. But it was especially hard to catch up to learning the slow and the fast choreography of the martial arts that the temple had created and honed and refined and kept secret for hundreds of years. Each of the monks was a lethal weapon in full daylight or in darkness. Indeed, many of our lessons were at night so we might learn to move silently like shadows over, through and under walls, gates, doors, windows—any small opening. 

			I had excellent teachers, the most silently renowned in all of Asia’s temples. They taught me to be like a rat slipping through any crack or hole; how to walk in absolute silence across wood, tatami, stone or straw. All the animals I had watched as a small child had skills I strove to emulate. Patience was imperative. It was only with patience that I learned to remain absolutely still, barely breathing, while my fellow monks passed by, not even aware of my scent for their finely tuned senses to perceive. The abbot had told me I would learn to creep through grass and jungle like a panther, move through windows quieter than moths’ wings, and pounce on my unsuspecting fellow acolytes from angles not expected. And I did. But always I walked into every lesson and every test at every level in the shadow of the memory of Zhang. Was it true what the monks said? That my brother could literally run up walls and over roof tops? That he was even able to fly through trees?

			No matter how hard or how long I tried, I could never be that good. But I did try.

			When I was eleven, I learned to track a panther. It was not for a student to ask why, but the reasoning was clear: anyone who can track a panther can easily track another human, and tracking other humans was essential to the work for which we were being trained. I have a story about tracking the panther but it is long and so it will wait. Suffice it to say that, were it not for Zhang following me unawares, I would be missing a hand if not two, and quite possibly the rest of me would have been digested as well.

			By the time I turned twelve, I had sufficiently proven myself to be taken to the abbot, who said I was ready for The Thousand Nights.

			“The Lesson of the Thousand Nights” was not really a thousand nights. It only seemed that long. It was exactly 108 nights and one day more, and it was one of the required lessons to become a fully ordained monk. All the students had to overcome a number of ordeals in the course of their education, but this one was feared above all. Many students never returned to the school after being led into the caves, and rumor had it that when they emerged they had done so without their minds, for the darkness that lived in the cave devoured their sanity.

			Would I lose my mind, too? Would I, too, never return to the monastery, which had become my true home? I would do anything to never return again to the house of my father, where I was not wanted by him, and where my mother had died. 

			The small lamps that had been prepared for my arrival flickered in the slow-moving air of the deep cave. One by one they went out. Each of the hundred lamps had a precisely different level of oil so that over the course of just three days and nights it became ever darker. This allowed my eyes to adjust, of course, but this kind of seeing was with eyes dependent on light. Soon, maybe within hours, there would be only darkness. At least I would have food and tea brought to me, except . . . never to the same place. This would force me to learn to see without my eyes while finding the tea and food—to “see” with my nose and ears and hands and skin and, according to my teacher, eventually my skin would see and so would my mind. I kept to the schedule and rhythm of the monastery because, far off, I could faintly hear and also feel the vibrations of the great bells. I also kept to the schedule because teacher said this would better enable my mind to keep itself in order and thus keep the fear at bay. The fear would be out there waiting for my mind to become weak. It lived in the dark of the cave.

			I could hear Teacher coming with the tap, tap, tap of his stick. Then I could not hear anything. Teacher went silent, walking on cat feet, and then, suddenly, he was sitting in front of me.

			Have you practiced, small one? he asked.

			Yes, Teacher, I have practiced walking everywhere I can with my eyes closed and followed my nose.

			You have fallen.

			How could Teacher know, I wondered. Teacher was blind. He lived in darkness and had for most of his long life. His eyes had been taken by an enemy as a lasting punishment. Teacher had learned to live and then to kill in the dark. The revenge and punishment he visited on his tormentor was said to have been far worse than blindness.

			Yes, Teacher, I have fallen many times. But I have found my way to many places throughout the cave with no light.

			You must learn to see the darkness as a kind of shining, keep your mind open, manage the fear. There will be tests. I will be coming every day for your lessons. 

			I could hear his robe as he stood but he walked away on cat feet and I could not tell where or when he left. 

			I was hungry. I was thirsty. I could smell the soup, already taste the ginger and carrots in it, and I was parched for the tea whose minty fragrance lured me . . . It was all just an arm’s length away, coming from behind a locked door. I had been given a small bamboo tool, like a pick, to manipulate the mechanism of the lock in the darkness, but the day before I had been impatient, so hungry for the soup, and the tea so enticing, that my stomach ruled my mind and my hands and—I snapped the stem of the pick. I’d cried in frustration for I knew there was no second chance that day. Teacher had not given me another pick on this visit, but I managed to find part of the stem. I worked the lock. Click. I had it! I nearly sobbed in relief and joy and hurriedly pushed open the door and—

			No. NO. NO! Yet again my mind had been a slave to my stomach and in my haste to pounce, I lost another day’s meal. The soup and tea  had been placed exactly in a spot so if I became impatient the containers would tip over. Hadn’t Teacher taught me just yesterday that one never knows exactly what is behind a door? And didn’t I know the ten golden rules of Go better than my own name? How could I forget: Make thick shape, avoid hasty moves. 

			Even as I railed against my stupid, stupid stomach that had won out over the discipline of my mind, I fell to the ground and lapped up what I could. There was precious little remaining, and I just wanted to lie there and think of all the things I would eat when I left the cave. I thought of giving up, of telling Teacher I could not go on. But what if they sent me back to my father? I could never return there, and especially not in shame. And then I thought of The Jungle Book. I wondered, what if I was Kaa or Bagheera or Baloo? I would hunt. There were rats, bats and insects in the cave. And there was water. I could hear it. Smell it. I could see it with my ears and nose.

			I satisfied my hunger, my thirst.

			The days quickly became times of waking and times of sleeping, guided by the bells to indicate if the sun was rising or setting. While I was not afraid of the dark, fears of losing my way in the cave or of being forgotten were the phantoms that came out to tease me. 

			Teacher taught me great things in the cave. There was a kind of high-pitched whistle that seemed to bounce off the walls of the cave, and my ears learned to see how far away the wall was. Teacher said bats had taught him how to see this way. Teacher taught me to use a stick in ways that made it seem like a magic wand that could see ahead and to the side, and soon I was able to walk faster and faster. And since I was a boy who loved to run, I began running through the dark cave, whistling with my stick and following the paths I had mapped out in my mind. At some point the darkness changed from an empty void to a world filled with sounds and smells, and my skin would tingle from the sense of security and excitement I had found in this cave, my womb.

			And then one day—it was my ninety-ninth day there to be exact, and I knew this from keeping to the schedule of the monastery and from the number of scratches I had made on a rock to keep track of the days—Teacher had an unexpected new lesson. He announced: 

			I have brought a man who is a thief and another man who is innocent. When the thief stole a woman’s necklace, she scratched his face. Now both men will tell you their stories . . .

			Both men proclaimed their innocence, but I knew better. I told Teacher: It is the man to your left.

			That is correct. Teacher sounded pleased. And how did you know?

			I could hear his breath change and the tremor ever so slight in his voice; and his heart beat; and I could smell his sweat and the way his odor changed.

			Something else? asked Teacher.

			I sat in the shining darkness remembering all that I saw with my mind when the men had each told their story. 

			Yes! He touched his cheek in the dark where he is scratched and there is the slight scent of blood.

			Good, said Teacher. Tomorrow I bring a convicted murderer. He will be left to wander the caves until he dies as his punishment, or in mercy you can use your knife.

			I had practiced on wounded animals to relieve them of their pain, and there were competitions with my peers where I could have killed them, or vice versa, but we always stopped at knife point. I realized this, too, was a test. Although the choice was mine, Teacher would approve of courage and action, but not complacency or fear. I desperately wanted his approval. And I needed to know for myself if I was capable of taking another human life. Anyone incapable of crossing that line would fall short of the Shadow Monastery’s reputation for producing fierce, intelligent warriors, unrivaled even by Shaolin Temple standards. This gave me the fortitude to isolate that one seething, cold part inside myself where I had gone when I very calmly stole my mother’s belongings before Father could have them all destroyed, and in my heart I had known that if it meant I could have Maman back, I would not hesitate to kill my father as he slept.

			Teacher brought the convicted man to the cave. His eyes were not accustomed to the dark; he stumbled and swore and screamed out his innocence, hurting my ears with his lies and his noise. I took out my knife. I had sharpened it in preparation for this test and the hilt felt sturdy in my palm. Oddly, as I grasped the knife, my hand was steady and did not tremble as I had expected. No sweat popped from my pores. My breathing was even and steady. In my mind I envisioned from where I stood now to when the act was complete, like a rainbow with a foregone conclusion, and all that was missing was a decisive act that could be achieved in mere seconds if performed correctly and with conviction. Indecision would be messy and painful for us both; if I was taking his life, it had to be absolute and quick. 

			He never saw or heard me coming. Even knowing I had granted the man a swift rather than lingering death, once it was done my hands began to shake. I had trouble catching my breath. But I cleaned things up as well as I could and prepared him for presentation to Teacher. I’m not sure if it was nerves from a potential critique, relief that it was done, or that the actuality of my actions caught up with me, but I vomited violently afterwards. Even after receiving Teacher’s “well done, small one” approval, I could not eat the soup that was brought to me, but the next day I could. I had exactly eight days left of The Thousand Days.

			On the last day Teacher said I had done as well as my brother Zhang. And as a result I would soon venture out on behalf of the monastery. It was a special assignment that required a boy about my age, and a successful mission would be well rewarded. It would help feed and educate and sustain us all. I would have to go to Singapore—and upon hearing this I did not want to go. The monastery had been my home since arriving at the age of seven. I was now twelve. 

		

	
		
			14

			The first time Mouse discovered his unique ability to scare the shit out of a bully twice his size he had been twelve years old. He knew that because It happened the day before his birthday.

			Two older boys had been having a good time at his expense, and while good times at his expense were at least weekly if not daily, this went way beyond the usual. They were in a deserted alley. He should have known better than to take a short cut home. One bigger boy had Mouse’s hands above his head and was sitting on them, while the other jerked his pants down and was laughing like a fuckin’ hyena, intent on shoving a big firecracker up his ass.

			Something snapped. He split off, just like he had the first time when he got thrown from the car and watched it explode with his whole family in it. Only this time when he stepped outside his body he realized it was him who was about to explode if he didn’t do something fast. That’s when he felt a super-human shot of something kick in and he heard the instructions clear as could be in his head. 

			The one thing he had free—his mouth and the teeth that were constantly a source of taunting—opened wide as he lurched forward and chomped through fabric and into flesh until Mouse tasted blood. Just like that the tables turned, and the boy who had been sitting on his hands was now captive to him. The unlit firecracker was forgotten amidst yelps and curses while both the older boys tried to unclamp his teeth.

			It had a voice and the voice told Mouse that if he let go for a second the firecracker would only be starters for payback. It also told him the advantage of the unexpected had given him the upper hand, and that upper hand was something he must never let go of again.

			Both boys lost part of a cheek after school in the alley that day. One went home with blood dripping down his pants. The other had a chunk of his face, just under his cheekbone and above his lip, bit off and spit out. Scarred—and scared—for life.

			The feeling of power was indescribable. So was the sensation of It going in reverse while he danced all the way home.

			No one never, ever, tried messing with “The Mouse” as he became known after that. “The Mouse” was a form of respect now. Any other name calling stopped. No pushes or spit ons or bloody noses. And definitely no firecrackers.

			Mouse’s twelfth birthday was the best ever. So was the thirteenth and fourteenth and so on, until he hit seventeen and Uncle Louie called him in.

			The rest, as they say, is history.

			Which brought Mouse here, where he never expected to be, not even in his wildest: in a beautiful beach resort called Nha Trang that made the Jersey shore look like a toilet. Now Tony was gone. He was in charge and had rented a cute little bungalow where Missy was setting up house while helping him with business. Fuckin’ A, what a week! Fine by him if he never went back to Jersey. Tony and Uncle Louie and the rest of the guys could have it. With all his local muscle saying “how high?” when he said “jump!”—especially after that nice little demo on the Fish—it hadn’t taken them two seconds to get the business end of the old base moved closer for his convenience. Missy had helped find a new office: an out of the way Quonset at Camp McDermott, way over by the Mental Health Clinic where nobody wanted to go. Beyond convenience for the nooners he was planning on soon, it was good logistics. Nha Trang was getting to be a really big, in-country distribution site. He could air transport product out of the Cam Ranh Bay airbase just a little south, and other times out of Tan Son Nhut airbase near Saigon, further south still. It was already working out great, having the two sites, and with all the extra product about to come down, parceling it out not only made them less visible, they had room to expand. Was he a genius or what? 

			Actually, he couldn’t take all the credit; no way and he knew it. Finding Missy at just the right time was like striking gold and hitting oil all in one lucky roll of the dice. On top of everything else, Missy had local connections, ears to the ground. Uncle Louie was impressed, just like the RVN transport colonel would be when he arrived any minute. Their first meeting had gone smooth as buttah; this one would go even bettah, the way everything was clicking faster than Sammy Davis Jr. could tap, tap, tap. 

			The number of GI addicts was growing day by day, and that was gravy on top of the dough from shipping the new, top-of-the-top-grade #4 back home. He’d already gotten his raise—personally delivered by Uncle Louie to Aunt Rosa, with orders to go buy her and Anna and Maria a whole new wardrobe—on top of a promised bonus that just might be earmarked for the new lady in his life, now that Mr. and Missy Mouse were playing house.

			Mouse wondered if he was in love. Maybe that was why he wasn’t pushing harder for some poon and had been content with those hot, sweet kisses that had him beating off when she wasn’t looking.

			Maybe that’s why he didn’t want Missy to see him doing some of his best work, which was exactly what he planned to do now that the chopper was descending with the RVN transport top dog, Colonel Vo. Missy told him it sounded like “Vah” not “Voh,” just like Pho was “Fah” not “Foe,” which was the local soup he could eat seven days a week, especially if she was cooking it.

			“Colonel Vo.” Mouse greeted him with a bow, legs together and head down, just like Missy had taught him. None of that bowing at the waist crap like a European pansy or Beverly Hillbillies square-dance shit.

			“Mr. Gallini. A pleasure to see you again.” The RVN colonel returned a short bow. His English was even better than Missy’s, and hers was good. Mouse was guessing Vo spoke French too, since that seemed standard for upper-class Vietnamese. As for his taste in music, who would have guessed by looking at the guy? Short, thin. Manicured nails. Fancy, tailored uniform almost sagging from all the medals he’d gotten from somewhere, and it sure hadn’t been from any action in the field. “And how thoughtful that you asked for a few favorites of mine for the production I am quite looking forward to. Your reputation does precede you. No pressure, of course, but I must report back to the man we all take our orders from. He is even more curious than I about what to expect. But again, no pressure. Shall we proceed?”

			Mouse willed all thoughts of Missy gone and blessed his ability to slip into business mode when the occasion warranted. That presently included humoring the colonel with a stack of 45s that Mouse would never have picked. 

			Once they were in the old Quonset, with pretty much everything removed from the office and into his new one, the latest stupid dickhead skimming off the top and thinking he’d never get caught was now bound up just like the Fish, with the addition that his jaw was wired open. While setting up the phonograph, Mouse tried to ignore the pressure all that “no pressure, of course” had intentionally planted. He knew how this shit worked—this was a test. Vo wanted to see if he could keep his cool under pressure. He was fine, but his muscle guys were a little twitchy in a way they hadn’t been with Tony. The last thing he needed was a nervous audience; then again, he needed the colonel to appreciate the new boss’s special ability to keep his guys in line.

			As for this little demo? They were all about to have a religious experience. He fingered the Zippo in his pocket, brought it out, popped it twice, then clink and Poof. 

			Mouse hit the phonograph release switch. Down dropped the colonel’s first request. As organ music filled the room, Mouse draped a sash around his neck in the semblance of a priestly ornamental stole and went about setting up his version of communion. While Procol Harum launched into the lyrics of “A Whiter Shade of Pale,” Mouse raised his hands and repeated the lyrics that announced themselves in his head:

			And so it is this morning

			As the thief has told his tale

			That his face, at first quite handsome

			Will turn a lighter shade of pale…

			Upon his utterance of “pale” the colonel burst into applause. Ignore him, whispered the voice, and so Mouse did. Just like he ignored his guys joining in with Vo like it was their cue. With extreme care he produced a chalice where a small, waxy, solid block with a faint garlic odor resided. 

			Mouse went down the line, offering it with a reverence reserved for communion wine. One by one they stopped clapping and moved a respectful distance away, their own faces turning the color of ash. When he got to the colonel, the second record dropped down, right on time. Meeting the colonel eye to eye, Mouse sang directly to him:

			You know that he has been untrue

			You know what happens to a liar

			So when I say to you

			Vo, we gonna need some pliers . . .

			The colonel stepped back, his slanty eyes suddenly as big and round as one of those ugly troll dolls with the frizzed-out hair. Even if he wasn’t a Door’s fan himself, Mouse had to admit “Light My Fire” was about as suitable as a song could be for the chemistry lesson at hand. Hard to believe a guy who almost dropped out of high school could learn to love chemistry so much, but when chemistry could create something as goddamned miraculous as Willie Pete, then God bless chemistry. 

			Mouse made his way back to his make-shift altar. No dancing this time, not when he had a block of white phosphorous to dispense—and it wasn’t going into one of the tunnels the gooks had honeycombed across the whole damn country. Just throw in a couple of Willie Pete grenades and Boom and Wow: no more vermin. The instant heat, the instant eating up of any oxygen, and then a nice, white, super-dense smoke that could just eat your lungs—what a freak out. Especially with the bonus prize of those white-hot globules that smattered out and burned and kept burning and burning. You could even pour water right on it. Water meant nothing to this shit, not since those backroom boys at Dow tweaked the recipe so that it could melt your meat like butter and keep on going right down to the bone and through your nerves. 

			No wonder that as soon as he mentioned using it on most guys, it was all over. They were more than ready to blab and blab about what they had done, what everyone else had done or taken, or who was even talking about cheating The Mouse. 

			This guy tied up in front of him, for example. 

			“Confession is good for the soul,” Mouse intoned over Morrison wailing about a funeral pyre. “And now, my child, go in peace.” 

			And one piece of Willie Pete the size of a communion wafer, delivered with a pair of tongs onto the wayward sinner’s left thigh, ignited the fabric of his pants and smoked its way past skin and nerves, and ate into his leg bone while he bucked and writhed in agony, shrieking with his wide-open mouth.

			Then he shrieked louder. He had to know what was coming, with his eyes bugged out and screaming as loud as anyone can with their mouth wired open, as Mouse approached with another piece, held by a dental appliance.

			He paused to make the delivery, wanting to time it with the last record the colonel had requested, and pointed at the men reporting to him. “You see this poor fuck? He tried to build himself up into somebody important, somebody who don’t play by the rules. He’s not lookin’ so important now, is he? Anybody else here with any big ideas about going independent will talk with Willie Pete, same as him. Got it? Pass the word.”

			As the needle connected with the vinyl and “Viva Las Vegas” wound up the show, Mouse thought of the priest who had liked him too much. Maybe some extra communion was in order. So was wrapping the ornamental sash around the mouth, billowing out white phosphorous smoke.

			But even with all the theatrics, Mouse didn’t feel like he was finishing with quite the same splash as his little demo with the Fish, and it didn’t help that KRZY was trying to break in early. Janis was competing with Elvis in his head. Hopefully the rumor Missy had passed along about a couple of traveling shrinks trying to infiltrate the system by cozying up to users would help compensate for any disappointment Colonel Vo might feel about his performance. Especially if he didn’t appreciate the wit it took to wind the final lyrics up with: “Viva Las Laos! Viva Las Laos! Viva, Viva, Las Laos!!!”

			*

			Later that night, Mouse nursed the beer Missy had brought him. He appreciated how she would touch his shoulder, disappear for a while to arrange a few more things in their little bungalow or mess around in the kitchen, then return with another beer, no questions. He was okay now, but it had taken longer than usual to feel right in his head again once the show was over and the RVN colonel was gone.

			Finally, he patted his lap and said, “Missy, have a seat.”

			It seemed like she hesitated a moment, but the next thing he knew she was on his lap, her arms around his neck. And just like his Aunt Rosa after Uncle Jimmy got home from a long day or night from working for Uncle Louie, she simply said, “You had long day. Everything okay?”

			“I think so, but . . . I’m not sure, Missy.”

			“No? Somebody mean to you? I poke his eyes out!” She tapped the hollows just under his own eyes and he snickered. She was funny but, even better, she was grateful for everything, and with Tony gone, at least he had one person around here he could trust.

			“I don’t know what it is,” he confessed, “but something don’t smell right. Tony told me to keep the books clean, the guys straight, do my job and all that. Just stay away from The Man at the top of the food chain here and deal with whoever he sends down. This Colonel Vo—”

			“Good, you say his name right, very important. And you bow like I show you?”

			“Yeah. Thanks. Think I got points for that. But anyways, the last thing this Vo says to me is, ‘Against strong positions, play safely.’ Then he bows, like he just gave me some special, secret handshake ’cause he likes me, then gets in his chopper and takes off. You got any idea what that was about? Maybe some goo…uh, Asian thing I should know about?”

			Missy ducked her head and was quiet in that nice way she had when she was thinking, and then looked up with a smile. She cupped his cheeks, just like his Aunt Rosa did before she pinched the shit out of them and showed her affection by telling him to eat, eat!

			“It is important rule for game of Go,” Missy explained. “I teach you. But first . . .” She bounded off his lap, and before he could grab her back she was already making her way to the kitchen. “You eat.”

			“What’s for dinner?” Mouse called after her. “Besides another beer.”

			Missy poked her too-pretty head around the corner and grinned. “Your favorite. Bun Tit Nuong.”

			Mouse’s stomach rumbled in anticipation of one of his favorite dishes. He still couldn’t pronounce it, but he was salivating already for the caramelized BBQ pork, the vermicelli noodles, the spices. Like everything else here the combinations were exotic and wonderful. 

			He just wished he didn’t have this hunch that something wasn’t right. Even worse was this awful sense of dread that if Missy found out about KRZY she might leave him—along with Tony and everybody else, too—and if that happened, God help them all. 

		

	
		
			15

			Kate was sick. She had been sick for at least a week; how long exactly was impossible to tell. She only knew that she faded in and out of agony, kept scratching as if she had hives, and had such horrific stomach cramps she ended up with a drip for dehydration. 

			Today, though, the IV had come out and Phillip was smiling, saying, “Good girl, that’s my Katherine,” when she managed to eat the soup he fed her and not throw it back up.

			He was sitting at her bedside now, reading, unaware she had awakened from her latest nap. Perhaps today they would talk. He had said he would explain everything once she was up to it, but until then a serious conversation could wait. 

			She had a lot of experience at the waiting game with Phillip Jordan. Ever since he had pulled up beside her on a street in France, calling to her, “Catherine!” It was a case of mistaken identity as he believed her to be a young starlet by the last name of Deneuve who had made a splash in a movie called The Twilight Girls. Despite a slight difference in age and citizenship, she being several years older and recently arrived from UCLA for a semester abroad, and the different spelling of her name, the resemblance was so remarkable that it wasn’t the first time she had been stopped this way. 

			It was, however, the first time a chauffeur-driven car with flags attached had offered her a ride.

			What if she had just said “no”? That one fateful decision was the beginning of the ride of a lifetime, with more twists than The Giant Dipper in Belmont Park; and even knowing that decision had ultimately landed her in a strange room in God knows where with all the symptoms of opiate withdrawal, she could never regret that the man who became her first lover was with her now. God, she was so grateful to have Phillip this near—close enough to touch his arm.

			The book was immediately put beside a waiting tray with more soup. And flowers.

			Kate buried her nose into the warmth of his neck and inhaled the scent she associated with Phillip, and Phillip alone. No one wore Guerlain Vetiver quite like him, or Savile Row like him, or thought like him, or had a worldview that blew out the borders of her mind like him. His finely chiseled face and body, made for polo matches on kingly estates, remained so ageless there had to be another portrait of Dorian Gray aging somewhere on his behalf. Perhaps the pale, cadaver-like thing that had said she was his guest had made a bad trade with the devil while Phillip shrewdly negotiated another kind of deal.

			While Phillip stroked her hair and whispered, “That’s my Kate . . .” she took comfort in knowing that nothing could touch her or hurt her as long as he was here. Her head was still not completely clear, but at least she could feel him body and bone and knew he was real and not a delusion.

			She also knew it was time for them to talk. Really talk.

			“Are you sure?” he asked. “We can wait another day. Here, let’s feed you some more soup—” 

			“It’s not like you to avoid the inevitable, Phillip. And that makes me nervous.” Kate pulled away to meet him eye to eye. She had always likened his to a shade between steel and stormy weather, gray with a hint of blue. They were softer than usual, more like warm flannel to wrap up in while outside raged a monsoon. “Should I be?”

			His hesitation confirmed as much, but he said, “It’s complicated. And all that matters right now is that you are safe.” 

			“Where?” She gestured to the opulent surroundings, with a filmy mosquito net surrounding the plush bed, a ceiling fan turning slowly above her. The fountain, the wind chimes, so familiar now, and the scent of sweet jasmine outside the open French doors. It made her wonder if she had dreamed or hallucinated the earlier room without windows, and what seemed a thousand lit candles surrounding her on the floor. If so she could have also imagined the pale creature who reminded her of Gollum.

			“We are the guests of a certain associate that you may or may not recall meeting.”

			“Oh.” Apparently he had been real. “He’s a friend of yours?” 

			“I wouldn’t go so far as that, but our families have known each other for some time. He comes from a long line of Corsicans with a great deal of influence on the international landscape, with quite a bit of it here in Southeast Asia. Unfortunately, Paulu inherited some rare skin disorder with an equally unfortunate tendency to be abrasive. On the positive side, he’s always been eager to provide some assistance that may be rewarded down the line.”

			“Paulu.”

			“Yes, Paulu Salvatore Luna, his given name. But everyone knows him as The Pale Man—for obvious reasons.”

			Kate wished she hadn’t thought of him as a creature, something less than human. Especially when Phillip added, “Of course, I can never completely repay him for what he did on my behalf when I was halfway across the globe and learned you were missing. Paulu used his considerable resources—some less than savory, I must admit, but thank God he has them—to locate those responsible for your disappearance from the boat. He worked very quickly, Kate, and called in favors beyond even mine to grant. He took care of the kidnapper’s ransom, then took care of those holding you hostage; and then he took care of you until I could get here. You were under a doctor’s care. I understand you were not yourself much of the time.”

			She thought she remembered hearing that before. There was a place on her arm she started to scratch but Phillip caught her hand. 

			A scab. How did she get a scab there? So many jumbled pieces that didn’t want to fit in a memory that had too many gaps. Surely Phillip could help fill some in. 

			“How did you find out I was missing? Who contacted you?”

			Phillip was suddenly busy flipping over the book he had been reading. The Magus. John Fowles. She recalled it being one of Phillip’s favorites—a dark and twisted look at head games on an island where what was real and what was not became increasingly sinister and blurred.

			“JD,” he said. “Of course.” 

			“Of course!” she repeated, though not flatly the way Phillip had said it. “Where is he? Why isn’t JD here?” 

			“Because he’s looking for you.”

			“What? You didn’t tell him . . . didn’t . . . Phillip, he must be worried sick. I’m sure you must have your means and . . .”

			As Phillip stared at her, his expression inscrutable, she tried to make sense of what made no sense at all: JD had contacted Phillip. Phillip had contacted The Pale Man—Paulu. Paulu had found her. Phillip was now here. And JD was still looking for her.

			“What’s going on, Phillip?” 

			He took her hands in his and held them as one does when delivering the kind of news that drops the unsuspecting to their knees. 

			“You will know soon enough. But first, tell me, Kate, how long have you known JD?”

			“That’s a ridiculous question. You introduced us. This May it will be a year.” Even as she said it, there was an edge to her tone that snuck in without permission, like a twelve-year-old so longing to be a teenager that when asked her age it wasn’t twelve, it was “I’ll be thirteen in a few months.” 

			“Yes, of course. Let me rephrase that: how much do you know about JD, Kate?”

			“Enough.”

			“Very well. Then I presume you know he is a bit younger than you, having just turned twenty-nine.”

			She had not known that, but what did it matter?

			“And I’m sure you must also know he was born on Valentine’s Day. February 14, 1941 to be exact. I would say that JD being born on a holiday symbolic of love and romance is ironic, but then again . . . perhaps it is fitting.” Phillip raised an eloquent eyebrow. “Considering.”

			Kate touched the silver bracelet on her wrist, a reminder that JD had singled her out as the one he wanted to be with, no matter how many had come before her. 

			“Stop it, Phillip. I know what you’re doing.”

			“Do you?”

			“Yes. You’re trying to plant all these little seeds of doubt about JD in my mind so you can . . . Honestly, I don’t know exactly what you’re trying to do this time. Are you jealous?”

			“Jealous?” he repeated. “Of what, might I ask? If you recall, one of the reasons I sent you all the way from California to Nha Trang was to make sure JD fell for your considerable charms—which he did. Enough to instigate an introduction to his elusive brother. Well done, Katherine.” He clapped, softly. “Brava. Well done.”

			Phillip’s show of approval didn’t have its usual effect. Typically his approval was something she craved, and the job she had accepted—to get close to J. D. Mikel—was a very big step up the ladder in Phillip’s world. She just hadn’t expected it to backfire like this. If he was torturing JD with payback for their relationship by keeping her safety a secret, she had to stop it immediately. 

			“I care about him, Phillip. It wasn’t supposed to happen, but it did. Maybe I haven’t known him nearly as long as I’ve known you, but for the first time in my life, I know what’s true in my heart. I love JD and he loves me. He said so, and I believe him.” She took a breath, then said in a rush, “I want to remove myself from all of this. It was fun while it lasted, but I’m feeling like I could have a different kind of life now.”

			And there it was, the resignation she never thought she would give when she had begged Phillip to let her work for him right after college. Which he hadn’t. Then begging him again after nursing school, when even a surgical room seemed predictable and ordinary after glimpsing the inner circles Phillip had grown up in and gone on to orchestrate with the natural ability of a gifted virtuoso. No one played people better than Phillip. Even the people in Phillip’s world who reminded her of the nobility that commanded an elegant court of manners and intrigue, like that of Gatsby and King Arthur and Napoleon all rolled into one deliciously rich, intoxicating game of power and prestige—and where Phillip was king in the fiefdom he had assembled to rule.

			She had wanted in. Desperately. And when he asked her to get close to JD, without any real explanation—because Phillip never felt a need to explain himself to those who were all too happy to do his bidding—including her—she had reasoned that J. D. Mikel was some sort of proving ground. He didn’t come with papers or intel about his past. She just knew he was some sort of untouchable who worked with Phillip in an unnamed capacity. If she could insinuate herself into this particular man’s impenetrable interior, then Phillip would be assured of what a powerful weapon he had in Katherine Lynn Morningside. 

			Not only could she break the glass ceiling, she could break the men who made them.

			Phillip pushed her hair behind her ears, the way he liked to do when he was assuming his “I know what’s best for you, darling, trust me” persona, and she usually did exactly that because rarely was he wrong. Or so she had thought. They had never been on an even playing field. Early on he had established that he did not like having his hair played with or his ears touched. They were off limits. It was a little idiosyncrasy that had never bothered her before, but now it seemed a prime example of the imbalance of power between them. 

			Kate pulled away, refusing him access to those body parts she enjoyed having touched, even if he didn’t. “Don’t, Phillip.”

			He cleared his throat. “I am so sorry, Kate. I’m . . . I’m not even sure how to begin this. How to say . . . I’m so sorry. This was all my fault, and I am truly, terribly sorry.” 

			It was like getting thrown from a horse she didn’t realize she was riding, hearing Phillip talk like this. With his changes of mood he could quickly swing from calling her Kate to calling her Katherine, but it wasn’t like him to apologize, even when he should, much less be at a loss for words, or fumble for the right way to manipulate someone to his advantage. 

			Kate felt something cold and clammy at the base of her neck. The first prickling of uncertainty? No. It must have something to do with this raging urge for more of whatever drug she was being weaned from. 

			“What is your fault?” she made herself ask. 

			He studied her palm with a furrowed brow, as if divining his sins of the past and the crossroad lines he had put there. “You know how you’ve helped me now and again over the years, when I’ve needed the ear, or the preoccupation, of certain men?”

			Kate nodded. They were always men. Always powerful. Always easily convinced to spend time with her, to listen, to talk more than they should over however much wine or liquor it took to drop their guard. She had slept with a few of them, but only because she wanted to. Phillip hadn’t liked that much. He could be possessive. This whole thing with JD had to be driving him crazy, so now he was trying to separate what he was responsible for putting together. That must be what this whole conversation was about. And now he was going to tell her it was his fault for—

			“JD has served the same purpose. With women. And men.”

			She opened her mouth to say something. Nothing emerged. 

			“Did he tell you about his schooling?” In her continued silence, he prompted, “That he was sent to a monastery after his mother died?”

			She nodded. 

			“Yes, well, that much is true. And I presume he told you it wasn’t a typical school, nothing like a Jesuit education. Very remote. Lessons in calligraphy, art, languages. Martial arts. And yes, the arts of seduction and love, all for the purpose they were the best at. Killing. Along the lines of the Shaolin Temple—you’ve probably never heard of them, have you?” He cocked his head. “Even if you have, you never, never would have heard of where JD was sent. Actually, he was sent by his father, an old colleague of mine from the original OSS, who he despises to this day, even though the man has been dead ten years. No one is quite certain how he died so young in his sleep. But that’s an entirely different subject.”

			When she still didn’t respond, Phillip reached down, picked up his briefcase, opened it.

			“JD’s first assignment was as a shoeshine boy.” He began thumbing through a thick manila folder, took something out, then returned the file and briefcase to the floor. “But of course, not just any shoeshine boy. He was twelve. A very pretty boy. Don’t you agree?” Phillip extended an old photo. “He looks so much like his mother. Truly an exquisite woman who sadly suffered from delusions. I’ll tell you about her one day. We were very close. As for JD, his beauty as a child was unrivaled, and that much hasn’t changed. Let’s see, he was twelve there, so not quite a child, but young enough to attract a pedophile a certain government needed to dispose of, and skilled enough already to quickly kill the predator once his pants were down.”

			Kate accepted the photo with hands that were as clammy as her neck. All she could do was stare. It didn’t look like JD at all, and yet, it looked exactly like JD.

			“He was fully ordained into the order of the monastery after this,” Phillip continued somewhere in the background. “He became quite in demand for his services, which further added to the hundreds of years of treasure the monastery had accumulated. No one can deny his motivations were admirable. As for his natural skill as an assassin, displayed at a remarkably young age, it would have been quite remiss of me on behalf of our government, Kate—that would be The United States of America—to not tap into his particularly unique abilities, despite the fact that JD did not then, nor has he since, have any sort of personal attachment or loyalty to the birth land of his father. Never mind that our country is also currently the major cutter of his paychecks. Not that we’re the only ones. Assassins at his level have no loyalty to anyone for the most part, but it’s only fair to say that JD is different that way, too. A good portion of everything he has—and it is significant—continues to be funneled back into the monastery that raised him. It’s the closest thing he’s ever had to a home. The only person he loves more is his step-brother Zhang.”

			While she could have done without the details, she had presumed part of JD’s job was eliminating undesirables, even if he hadn’t come out and said so. And so what if he was prettier than most girls, and men of a certain persuasion wanted him? If this was all Phillip had on JD, they might still be okay. Kate allowed herself a small sigh of relief. 

			“JD was just doing his duty to help the school that raised him. As for any questions about JD’s sexual orientation, really, Phillip, is that the best you can do? I have never met a man on intimate terms who loves women the way JD does. And that includes you.” And unlike you, he loves to have my hands in his hair and more than whispers put to his ears, just like I do. She let that go as too trivial to bear mention at the moment. 

			Phillip shrugged. “True as that may be—and I’m quite confident he has convinced you that everything you are saying is precisely, exactly true, because that is what he does—JD has a reputation for being a gifted liar. In and out of bed. You could ask any number of his exes, except, that is, for his last two girlfriends. Unfortunately, they are both dead—” 

			“What?”

			“Oh, he didn’t tell you? The first one he seemed quite enamored with, but won’t even say her name now. The second one I suppose he considered no great loss, since he brushed the subject aside when I offered condolences. Needless to say, due to their affiliation with JD neither died from natural causes. But that’s enough about that. As for the role playing, however, and the lies that inevitably go with it—” 

			“Stop it!” Kate slapped the picture down on the bed. She was not giving it back to Phillip, whose clear purpose was to undermine JD however he could. “Why should I believe anything you’re telling me?” 

			“Because, Katherine, I introduced the two of you to begin with. Because I wish I could undo the damage I’ve done. And most especially because despite every effort I’ve spent more than a decade trying to control it, I do love you and I cannot stop myself. You know that’s true. Don’t you?”

			Did she? Hoping was one thing; having it proven, another. Costly baubles didn’t count from a resource of unlimited wealth. Neither did private vacations on private jets and private islands and private yachts, where she was kept under private, mink-coat wraps. Nor did “assignments,” to grant her the illusion of being some kind of spy they both knew she wasn’t, count for much in the world where Phillip was king and she was forever there to do his bidding. Until JD made her heart sing and her stomach drop whenever she thought of telling him the full extent of her liaison with Phillip. JD had his secrets, but she had hers, too.

			Now Phillip was declaring his love in a way that, not that long ago, would have sent her soaring. Instead the thrill felt muted and she only granted him a non-committal shrug.

			“Toss that aside if you like, my dear. You have every reason. And you can go back to JD if you want. But before you decide to do that, there is one more thing I must leave you with: real actors, the gifted ones, come alive in the spotlight. They have an uncanny ability to convince themselves of whatever they wish to be true, at least when the curtains go up or the cameras start to roll. Good agents have an ability to lie and memorize their lines, too—if not naturally, then it’s a skill they manage to develop. The next tier of agents is better than that. They are right up there with the Oscar winners when it comes to performance. But then there is JD. No one has ever come close to his ability to assume any role to get a job done. Honestly, if he were assigned to become a dragon or bear or snake, or even a fish in the ocean for that matter, I have no doubt he would find a way to become any of those, too. Having known his mother, I’ve long suspected he inherited more than her beauty. One reason he had so many nannies before her death was due to her ‘vacations.’ Psychiatric facilities. Hardly the French Riviera, as he will most likely tell you if you ever ask. As for his ability to lie to your face, on the phone, or in any form of written word, it falls into the realm of genius. Or perhaps the term medical professionals such as your friends Dr. Kelly and Dr. Moskowitz would use is ‘pathological.’”

			It was exactly the term Gregg had quietly put to her as a possibility about JD, and she had refused to even entertain the idea, chalking it up to Gregg’s nearly pathological obsession with her himself. And she absolutely did not want to believe Phillip now. It would make everything she thought she and JD shared, if not a complete lie, at least squeamishly in question. 

			She didn’t want to ask, but smart girls who survived crushing disappointments like botched abortions and married men they lost a young, foolish heart to, did not walk blindly down a dark path without being armed with as much information as possible, no matter how unwanted it might be. Kate forced the question: “Is there anything else I should know?”

			“Perhaps you might ask me why I wanted you to meet JD in the first place. And should you ask that, it’s not so much about JD as it is about his brother Zhang. You do realize that JD would do anything for him, don’t you?”

			Phillip already knew the answer, and he knew that she knew. Kate bit her bottom lip and wished again for the artificial dreaminess of the drug that would make all this disappear.

			“I will take your silence as a yes,” Phillip answered for her. “And if you know that much about JD, it is more than most ever will. For him to trust you to that extent with his personal life is extraordinary. Congratulations, Kate. You’ve more than proven your own talents as an agent worth developing. In exchange I will give you some closely guarded information that not even the CIA is aware of, despite being JD’s primary employer. You see, the reason I had you meet JD to begin with is that he is the linchpin to The Poppy King. That would be his step-brother Zhang. And it is Zhang who controls the Golden Triangle—and subsequently the heroin trade that supplies most of America and everything in between. Most significantly is Zhang’s recent influx of especially pure heroin to the US troops here in Vietnam.” He paused. “I want you to think about that, Katherine. Think about where that puts you when it comes to your own loyalties and what is right, what is wrong. And what you are willing to sacrifice to do what is right yourself.” 

			Phillip picked up his book. He took it with him to the door. There, he turned. “And one more thing about JD. Something that bothers me greatly, as it should you. Why did he leave you to fend for yourself on that boat—alone, in the middle of a war zone?” 

			He left her with that. Kate listened to his footfalls down the hallway where she had yet to venture, at least not that she recalled. It was time she tried to get up on her own steam and out of this bed. Chase after Phillip and demand concrete proof of his allegations against JD.

			The mosquito netting around the large, teak four poster felt like a filmy prison, and in a fit of frustration she crammed a fistful around the nearest carved post before leveraging herself up and swinging her legs off the mattress. A moment’s dizziness passed. Just as she was about to try standing, she noticed Phillip’s briefcase. Had he accidentally left it behind? Or was there something he wanted her to find? 

			As she considered what may or may not be his intent, Kate caught herself about to pick at the scab again. The urge to scratch it was almost as strong as the lure of the file in Phillip’s briefcase. There had to be more on JD in there. 

			And should there be evidence that everything Phillip said about Zhang was true? So what. Phillip was deeply mistaken if he thought simply playing on her good, American-girl sympathies would make her turn on JD. She had too much invested to give up a man she wanted, just because his brother was some kind of “Poppy King,” doling out the drugs that addicts made the decision to take, and would just find another means of provision if he went away. 

			She didn’t care about Zhang, and Phillip should know that. Which was probably why he left her with that last zinger. It still smarted. Why would JD leave her behind, without more protection than a cook and a boat pilot who hadn’t even been able to protect themselves? Hadn’t his last words been, as he folded the white Go stone into her palm, “Keep it safe, as I will always keep you”?

			Actions spoke louder than words. One of her mother’s favorite maxims.

			The briefcase beckoned as more questions arose. 

			Was she blindly moonstruck? She had loved the whole seductive, sexy, edgy love affair with JD from the beginning, yet all along were constant and consistent warnings from Gregg that she had dismissed as jealousy. But her friend Shirley, and even Izzy, had not completely trusted JD. In fact, it went beyond not trusting. They were afraid of him, she realized, and yes, in retrospect, she had found even that to be part of JD’s bad-boy appeal. 

			Were there things about JD that she had overlooked to her own detriment, the same way that two girlfriends before her possibly had? It was imperative to know everything possible about the man she thought she loved. She hated Phillip a little for making her doubt it. But she would hate herself more if JD was as untrustworthy as her friends had warned and as duplicitous as Phillip had said—and despite Phillip’s flaws, of which he had many, dishonesty was not one of them. He had almost always been honest with her. Brutally so. 

			She eyed the briefcase. Picked at the scab. 

			Kate made her decision. As if there was a decision to be made when Phillip may as well have slipped a clue beneath the door and dared her not to open it. 
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			To: Office of the Director (For Your Eyes Only)

			From: Chief of Medical and Psychological Services

			Re: Psychological Testing and Mental Status Evaluation of Code Name Burmese Python

			AKA J. D. Mikel, John David Michael, Michael David John, John Michael David and others.

			Relevant Background: As you know, sir, this evaluation took place at your insistence and mine over the strenuous objections of the Ambassador. The evaluation occurred at one of our strategic HQs maintained as a USAID base and a HQ for our Air America operations near the Golden Triangle. The individual in question refused to come to the United States to Langley for the testing as he seemed to have some trepidation about being detained if he had done so. Unfortunately, that is exactly what I would have recommended following this evaluation. He is by birth a citizen of USA but has never resided in the US and does not consider it his homeland. I know there are others who see this man as an asset of great value. I do not. I would like to see him identified as a draft dodger and arrested and placed at Leavenworth. He is extremely dangerous.

			The following is an evaluation that was begun by our chief psychiatrist Dr. David Lebowitz. He was, and I emphasize “was,” one of our finer doctors and highly trained, experienced and well qualified for this work. I personally recommended him. We both approached this as routine, a regrettable mistake as you will see. The evaluation was then taken over by Dr. Robert Stegner, our former chief psychologist in Southeast Asia and an expert on coercion and torture. Note: Former. I subsequently concluded the evaluation and have summarized their clinical observations and notes from what I could determine after extensive analysis of the audio/video recordings. I would recommend you watch these recordings which I, and several expert colleagues, have repeatedly tried to analyze. Regrettably, we collectively remain mystified. 

			Redacted—The following notes are from Dr. Lebowitz: 

			This is the initial interview of candidate J. D. Mikel (an assumed name by which he will be referenced). This young man arrived on time for his interview at 0830 hours at the medical facility. He presents as a tall and physically fit individual of his stated age of 26. He has some unusual scars on his arms, the only visible area of inspection. He came dressed rather unusually in the local native costume of short breeches, embroidered smock and sandals. When asked about this, he replied I should reconsider my own form of dressing as I would be much more comfortable in this climate if I was dressed like him.

			Mental Status Examination: The candidate was alert, composed and oriented X3. His concentration as evidenced by Serial 7s was exceptional. (What testing we could persuade him to do until he got bored with it revealed a Stanford-Binet IQ of over 165. It was not determined how he was cheating but we suspected it, as this is the highest IQ we have tested in the Company.) He initially seemed quite friendly and pleasant and cooperative and said he would be happy to answer routine questions. He appeared initially to have no sign of delusions or thought disorder associated with a psychosis; however, when I asked if he ever saw or heard things that others did not, he said that he often did and the inability to do so “was something sad he had noticed about Americans.” When I asked if he had ever experimented with drugs he readily confirmed that he had used opium, morphine, hashish, cannabis, peyote, assorted psychedelic mushrooms, mescaline, LSD, as well as various western pharmaceuticals such as amphetamines, barbiturates, mood elevators, even anti-psychotics, and also an extensive number of SE Asian and African hallucinogens that he is familiar with and I am not. Indeed, he seemed surprised that in my profession I “seemed to know so very little personally about what I was talking about” with regard to altered states of consciousness.

			History: He says he grew up near the jungle, that the most important influence in his early life was “The Jungle Book by Rudyard Kipling” and that he believed one could live their life from this book. He refused to answer any questions about his mother or father. (We know from the Ambassador that his father was a Yale graduate, an operative in the early OSS during WWII and someone who had been very influential for us in Southeast Asia and was from a prominent Eastern family.) When asked about a formal education he said that he went to “the monastery.” When I asked him more about the monastery he said that he was sorry but that he could not say anything at all about his education there, other than he had studied languages. He reported that in addition to English he speaks French, Italian, German, Russian, Mandarin, Thai, Cambodian, Vietnamese, Laotian, Burmese (3 or 4 dialects) and several ethnic tribal languages of the region. He added that of course he also spoke to animals, and they to him. It was at this point that I began to think he was delusional, if not psychotic. 

			Stress Test: As you know, sir, one of the signature aspects of this kind of evaluation is the “stressing” of the candidate. We try to make the individual as uncomfortable as possible with various kinds of provocative, confronting, even insulting and degrading questions to see how far we can go with them in order to get them to lose their composure and self-control. We also want to see how they function when anxious. 

			It should be noted at this point that Dr. Lebowitz composed no further notes, but it has been confirmed that the subject is fluent in all stated languages with the exception of animal linguistics. What we have for reference with the Stress Test administered by Dr. Lebowitz is an audio/video recording that has been exhaustively reviewed to produce this summary:

			At no time did the candidate show any sign of anxiety or distress. After 5 minutes and 45 seconds of the stressing part of the interview, this is what the analysis of audio/video recording showed. JD began a kind of breathing that appears to be synchronized with the breathing of Dr. Lebowitz. We believe this was combined with a very slow, rhythmic kind of movement with his hands and body and that somehow these actions put the examiner in a deep trance. He then suggested that if there was a hidden audiovisual device in the room the examiner put both of his hands over his head and wave them about, which Dr. Lebowitz immediately did. He then suggested that the examiner take off all his clothes, which Dr. Lebowitz did. Next he suggested that the examiner talk out loud about his favorite masturbatory fantasy and go ahead and face the camera and enjoy himself, which Dr. Lebowitz did.

			As you know, sir, Dr. Lebowitz “retired” immediately following this interview and is now living in Sedona, Arizona, where he has begun a small practice while “researching” various kinds of psychedelics. Apparently he now corresponds with J. D. Mikel as well as the renowned hypnotist Milton Erickson, MD, who Mikel recommended to him as an old friend and associate.

			INTERVIEW #2. Audio (Translated by Stenographer for this review and file purposes)

			THIS IS DR. ROBERT STEGNER. Following the regrettable breakdown of Dr. Lebowitz I was brought in to complete the interview with the candidate. As it seemed clear from the video which I reviewed the candidate is not only likely delusional and psychotic but also seems somehow capable of inducing or causing some kind of trance state. 

			I am going to complete the “Stress Interview” but already am recommending that the candidate be “retained” and “removed” to our “special operations study center” where I can thoroughly examine and evaluate him and he can be disposed of easily. Please have the candidate brought in.

			Review and Analysis of Interview #2 by Allen Cox, M.D.

			The video of this session shows that Stegner shook hands with the candidate J. D. Mikel but then had the candidate sit in a chair facing away from him. He asked if the candidate would be willing to please have his hands in his lap and not to move them. 

			The candidate seemed very calm and cooperative and sat facing away from Dr. Stegner with his hands in his lap. Dr. Stegner said he was going to ask the candidate to allow two guards to come in and that they would place the candidate’s hands in cuffs just for the period of the interview and the candidate agreed. He was cuffed and the guards left the room. 

			Dr. Stegner’s tone of voice then became aggressive and threatening and he told the candidate that he was to cooperate fully and he would go easy on him. That he wanted no “funny business” with the trance stuff and that he would be the one in control from now on. Mikel said that he understood.

			He then told Stegner that primates of all types constantly put their hands to their face. Had he ever noticed that?

			Stegner said to be quiet and that he would be asking all the questions. 

			To their face and mouth, said Mikel.

			The audio/video shows that JD began a rhythmic tapping of his feet and swaying and began a very deep kind of chanting and whistling, part of which is not immediately audible to human hearing but was revealed by subsequent testing of the tape by an audiology expert. The video we reviewed also shows that Stegner did, in fact, during this time begin to repeatedly put his hands to his face and mouth. We think there may have been a psychoactive substance on the right hand of Mikel when he shook Stegner’s hand. Stegner became increasingly agitated and told Mikel to stop with the noises or he would have the guards . . . Bring me ice cream, said Mikel. Yes, said Stegner, bring you ice cream. NO, no, Stegner suddenly shouts.

			The whistling now becomes more shrill, and the rhythmic movements continue, and it is observed that somehow Mikel has freed himself from the cuffs and has turned around to face Dr. Stegner and moved his chair closer. Tell me, Doctor, Mikel then says, can you see the tiger over there? Can you hear her? At this point the audio clearly sounds like the panting of a large tiger, and there is a deep, guttural growling. It is quite disturbing to hear this on the audio.

			You do not want me to let her loose do you, Doctor? NO, please NO, responds Dr. Stegner, appearing very agitated. Then what are your plans for me, Doctor, tell me. Stegner replies, I was going to take you to the facility, have you tortured until you revealed to us precisely what you had done to Lebowitz and then have you killed. I see, Mikel responds. Now tell me about your facility and its purpose and location, Doctor.

			Stegner tells him everything in detail. That’s too bad, Mikel responds. He proceeds to say, Regrettably you will have both waking dreams and night terrors of tigers for the rest of your life. Also you will continue to compulsively touch your face as you are now. Are you afraid, Doctor? Yes, says Stegner, I am very afraid. 

			At this point Dr. Stegner begins to shriek. He hasn’t really stopped since.

			Summary and Recommendations:

			I reviewed both tapes and their interview notes and discussed the interviews with three trusted associates and the above is the best we could put together. We concurred that Leavenworth or, better yet, our secure SE Asian facility that Stegner recommended is really the only option. Unfortunately, at this point the Ambassador intervened. I subsequently completed the exit interview with J. D. Mikel.

			I was very apprehensive and was accompanied by three guards. I sat nowhere near the man and refused to shake his hand.

			I reluctantly apologized for the kind of interviews he had been subjected to and asked if he could help us with whatever he had done with Stegner. He refused. He said, “NO. I think he is a bad man, a man with no honor who enjoys inflicting pain at that place he has set up. My terms are as follows. I will work only with the Ambassador. I will review any jobs or assignments you have for me and approve or disapprove doing them. You will pay my fees directly to a Swiss account. Interview is now terminated.”

			He got up and walked out and disappeared. I had him followed by 5 agents. He lost them in 10 minutes. As you know, Stegner is in a locked facility and completely insane.

			Diagnosis: Antisocial Personality Disorder severe, tentative. I have reservations about even this diagnosis as this person appears to have some very specific delusions and also hallucinations, though there is no real evidence of a thought disorder. He seems to have a near savant level of mental functioning. He appears to operate out of his own rather unique, socio-cultural perspective and world view, quite different from a Western perspective, and would not be amenable to the usual “controls.” As a consequence, he would very likely always act in his own unpredictable interests without regard for those around him. 

			This is a very dangerous individual. I cannot recommend him, even though I understand he is now considered an invaluable asset of The Company and a highly regarded operative.

			Allen B. Cox, MD, PhD

			Director 

			Kate carefully reread the report and then returned it to where it belonged with the others. There were enough pages on J. D. Mikel to qualify for a book. An extremely disturbing yet fascinating book that revealed a charming monster who operated without conscience, and would not hesitate to lie or discard anyone, including her. This was, after all, the man who had been reported to quietly accept that his fiancée had been tortured to death by communist operatives in search of him, only to turn around and engage in a relationship that ended with the reported death of yet another woman that did not result in any show of emotion. 

			That same man had deserted her on the Mekong River to see to business, while a nightmare unfolded. She’d had no means to protect herself, any more than the two deceased women before her. 

			Kate almost wanted to laugh, it was all so beyond belief; and yet the various aging of papers in JD’s extensive file confirmed it had all been painstakingly accumulated over time and wasn’t some outlandish fiction cranked out overnight for her benefit.

			A drop of blood beaded on the manila folder she held. She quickly pressed her mouth over the small sore she must have been picking at while reading what Phillip clearly wanted her to see. Even so, she grabbed the nearby box of tissues and dabbed up the blood on the folder, then spit on another one to scrub at the stain until only a faint, pink smear remained. 

			That was what her heart felt like. Stained, smeared, and tossed aside. Nearly everything JD had told her was clearly either half true or a lie. She wanted to hate him. She would hate him. Just not soon enough, because for now all she could do was return the briefcase and its contents to their original spot beside the bed, curl into a tight, protective ball, and cover her head with a pillow.

			Phillip had made her cry many times before. This time she wept.
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			A visit with The Pale Man was always a Dali-esque experience that seemed partly nightmare. Phillip was accustomed to the eccentricities of nearly unlimited wealth. His own family had produced some true oddities, but The Pale Man was another order of magnitude. He was the poisoned, reincarnated soul of Caligula. His was the marriage of the sublime with the macabre. Only Poe or Bram Stoker could describe what it was like to be a houseguest of The Pale Man—though Fowles had proven to be in their brilliantly dark league with The Magus. 

			Since Johnny had written a particularly meaningful inscription, Phillip regarded his first-edition copy as a dear possession. Which was why he had dropped it off in his private quarters rather than risk a request from Paulu to borrow it to read himself. 

			Phillip silently studied him across the table, set for lunch with china that had “once graced an Austrian palace,” as Paulu had so gauchely informed him, before launching into the latest apology for doing something Phillip was both furious about and oddly grateful for. 

			“ . . . and again, Phillip, I apologize, truly apologize, because had I only realized the extent of your relationship with her and your feelings towards her—you see, when you talked about her, well . . .” His face colored as much as it ever did. “I am, as you know, lamentably lame, blind and deaf in these matters of the heart, so again allow me to say I am sorry, and if there is any way I can ever make amends to you both . . .”

			Phillip rather enjoyed watching him grovel, which was why he conceded no more than a stony silence. It was actually better having The Pale Man taking the blame for all the drugging, even if that wasn’t completely fair. But, then again, all was fair in love and war. Paulu’s unauthorized kidnapping and subsequent manipulations had moved all his own plans for Kate ahead, and in the best of ways. If he overlooked her suffering, which was not easy. And yet . . .

			As outraged as he had been when he first saw her, it didn’t take long to realize that he needed to put aside his personal emotions and pragmatically assess what amounted to harsh basic training and testing to see if Kate really had the goods for this work. 

			He was beginning to think she did. The particular doctor on call from The Company was impressed with her response as well. After all, this had not been a simulated test. She actually had been abducted, terrorized, tortured and drugged. And that was before he got here. If there was one upside to his own, far more limited contribution to everything Kate had endured, it was the degree to which her recent memories had been submerged, if not erased.

			Finally tired of hearing all the sniveling pleas from across the table, Phillip waved a dismissive hand. “Very well. I suppose what is done is done.”

			“Yes, yes,” agreed The Pale Man. “Always trite but true. Just as all’s well that ends well. And we are on our way to ending very well with the model program, are we not?”

			Paulu had quickly turned the subject to something more desirable to them both. Phillip had to give him that. The model program was sheer genius, set up to continuously generate finances to run a powerful, shadow political arm they could leverage in Southeast Asia, Europe, and eventually “franchise” into Central and South America. Militarily and politically the shadow operations were geared to be efficient and self-sustaining, while allowing them to operate the overseeing agency from the US without any interference and, most importantly, without any oversight whatsoever from the government. 

			All those involved had their motives. Phillip had his.

			“I propose a celebration once we’re ready to cut the ribbon,” he offered. “What do you think?”

			The Pale Man visibly relaxed. “A marvelous idea, dear Phillip. Simply marvelous. Where would you suggest? Someplace, of course, that your father would approve, were he here.”

			“Hong Kong may be a worthy consideration.” Phillip decided to throw him a crumb. “Did I ever tell you about my father taking me with him to the Peninsula Hotel, the first time I was ever there?”

			“No! Please, do tell.”

			“It was quite the occasion, I must say. Father was there for the surrender of the Japanese at the end of the war. You know, I still think of World War Two as The War—”

			“Yes, I, of course, as well.”

			Of course Paulu would agree. How . . . grating. “Well, back then, Father was with the OSS, when it was all so new and brilliant and exotic, before the CIA was even a thought, and I was following in his shoes—”

			“Such big shoes to fill, but you have done so, and admirably well.”

			It was really enough to make Phillip want to gag on the sorbet presented on the Austrian palace china that had no doubt been ungainly gotten. His own family, with their very legitimate armament contracts, burgeoning from war after war after war, would never stoop to such a thing. For generations they had all moved easily among the world’s social, political, and financial elite, were courted through gilded doors of palaces, villas, banks and consulates, where Paulu and his family may, on occasion, be allowed to enter—but were never, no never, welcomed. 

			What would his father think of their joining forces now? He wouldn’t like it, of that Phillip was certain. But, then again, he would understand, having been a practical man who excelled at The Game. He had raised his son to appreciate that the grandest game of all involved real players, real pawns, real territories and strategies for winning that made pretend games of pleasurable pursuit an innocent but instructive playground for gamesmanship in real life.

			“How kind of you to say, Paulu. But it’s not so difficult to appear capable or even admirable in these newer days, with everything so drab in comparison to The War.” And that was God’s truth. “This ‘cold war’ with the Soviets is the epitome of it all, with the vassal-state skirmishes that look to be the way of the future. Knocking over pawns in Asia, Central America, Africa, and South America, and on and on. The massive global powers grinding against each other like tectonic plates. Just look at where we are now with this so called ‘Southeast Asia Conflict.’ My God, they don’t even want to dignify this mess by calling it a war. What an embarrassment to the US after the ridiculous amount of fiscal investment, not to mention the lives they’ve squandered, only to bow out by”—air quote—“deescalating.” 

			Phillip pointedly reached for his napkin.

			“Agreed, agreed.” Spindly fingers lifted a napkin in tandem, linen and flesh the same ghostly hue. “Deescalating, such a wishy-washy, vague sort of term, don’t you think? Just another word that amounts to losing interest . . .?”

			“Good old Truman, where is he now? He might have just been willing to nuke Hanoi.” Phillip shook his head, pushed back his chair. “There was a day when decisiveness and statesmanship mattered. Now? It seems as though nothing matters anymore. Which is exactly why we are going to change all that once we launch the program. And once all the players and strategies are an absolute go—and we are so very close—a celebration in Hong Kong certainly bears consideration.” 

			The Pale Man nearly knocked over his chair in his haste to intercept the exit Phillip had hoped to gracefully make.

			“Have you time for a game of Go, Phillip? We both know how you love the game.”

			It was true. Only “The Game” in Phillip’s world was far vaster than the ornate board and priceless carved jade bowl filled with black and white stones that Paulu eagerly gestured to. While the strategies between war and life and the game itself bore amazing similarities, Phillip wanted to get back to Kate, see if she had passed yet another test by availing herself of the materials he had left her. So very easy. And yet, so very not.

			“Tempted as I am, duty calls. And besides, we both know how much I love to win and that no one can possibly beat you at the board. Go ahead, Paulu. Admit it.”

			Again his face colored as much as it ever did. “Ah well, Phillip, you cannot blame me for trying to beat you at something. So yet again you win and I will simply have to comfort myself with a lesser player.” He glanced at a watch that no doubt came from the same Austrian palace as the china. “I suppose it is just as well that you have more pleasant interests to occupy your time, since I am expecting company.”

			“I don’t suppose the expected company is of the female variety? If so, Katherine could use an introduction to just the right new friend. I would make the effort myself but I can’t risk being traced. Katherine is exceptionally bright and inquisitive. And easily bored. Even with me after a while, perhaps, so she may enjoy having a new friend to spend time with—and possibly confide in—as she continues to recover from your generous hosting prior to my arrival . . .?”

			“Oh my. Again, I am so sorry, Phillip. I will forever make amends in any way possible to you both. Unfortunately, the expected company is the head of RVN transport, a Colonel Vo, who seems a pleasant enough fellow but has proven to be unforgivably greedy and apparently has no idea of who he is playing with. However, I will do my best to supply the requested company for your Katherine and make some inquiries while he is here.”

			Phillip was tired and bored, and if he were injected with a truth serum he would have to admit his worst fear was of Kate becoming tired and bored of him. The thought set his teeth on edge. He didn’t bother with his usual diplomatic niceties to end the meeting and instructed, “You do that.”
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			The number of the Ten Thousand Beings originates from the One. Therefore the three hundred and sixty intersections of the Wei Chi board also have their One. The One is the generative principle of numbers and, considered as a pole, produces the four cardinal points.

			The three hundred and sixty intersections correspond to the number of days in a year. Divided into four “corners” like the four seasons. They have ninety intersections each, like the number of days in a season. There are seventy-two intersections on the sides, like the number of (five day) weeks in a year. The three hundred and sixty pieces are equally divided between black and white, modeled on yin-yang.

			The Pale Man set aside his beloved book, The Classic of Wei Chi by Wang Ni, and sighed. It had been written in the eleventh century, 1050 AD to be exact, but such a timeless classic never aged. Like games. He loved games. He had always loved games. There was a certain delight unlike any other in absolutely dominating and then obliterating a foe. There was some pleasure to be had, of course, in watching, as opposed to being, the competition. As a child he had enjoyed watching a spider master a bee, the rending and shredding of a battle between a cat and a rat, the bloody ballet of a cockfight, many a dogfight. As Hemingway had found, the whole pageant of classic Spanish bullfighting could be so very entertaining. Watching martial arts—from wrestling to boxing to Brazilian or Asian fights—those could all be remarkable, especially if the pot was sweetened. Fighting to the death really brought out a level of human ferocity and capacity for violence that could be illuminating. 

			It was a sad day when dueling went out of fashion in European circles, but even making such practices illegal did not ban seriously crossing swords, any more than the silly era of prohibition in America had stopped those who wanted their liquor from drinking. Likewise, in his younger days, he had been quite a swordsman and still liked very much to recall the look in some old rival’s eyes as they stared down at the steel about to impale their chest. They would often freeze just before it entered. He would pause, they would look up, he would fix his eyes on theirs as they hoped for the mercy of a gentle withdrawal of the blade, and it was then that he plunged it through.

			Oh, oh! He gasped with remembrance. 

			He was a sadist—he had known from a very early age and never thought to try to curb the urge to watch or inflict pain. The pleasure was too rewarding, too intense. The problem lay in finding new, inventive ways to intensify the experience, to take it back to the beginning when it was all so thrilling and new. He had no interest in drugs other than their lucrative value, the novelty of them as a business, and most especially the opportunity to join the elusive ranks of a master strategist and gamesman like Phillip ...Well, that was quite a bit of interest now, wasn’t it? He just had no interest in taking drugs. But he could understand why junkies would crave a fix, why they would need more and then more to get a semblance of their first nirvanic high. 

			Sadists and junkies were alike that way. But beyond that, they were so unalike. Junkies were more like masochists, taking pleasure in the destruction of their own lives, whereas he took pleasure in the various amusements he orchestrated on the grounds of his estate. True, he would take his pleasure anywhere, including the perfect little palace he had built far from here, where his first move ensured Mikel would become a formidable opponent, but here he had more control over the creative process and where it would transpire. 

			Not everyone shared his enthusiasm for the sport of suffering and, alas, that would include Phillip. But Phillip did understand the necessity of maintaining order, even if it required unorthodox means and, as long as they served a legitimate purpose, was inclined to overlook the “special punishments” that he, Paulu, so enjoyed dispensing. Still, it was just as well that Phillip was preoccupied with his dear Katherine. A potential weakness to mine at some point, and sooner than later if Phillip was tempted to intervene with the lesson their greedy Colonel Vo had coming.

			The man was bright enough, had been educated in France. A mid-level crony of the Nhus when they ruled South Vietnam—assassinated; what a pity, but not really—Vo had shown an ingenious capacity for moving cash through banks, or laundering as some crudely called it, and having it then reside cleanly and safely in Switzerland. Perhaps that was why Vo believed himself more clever than he actually was, and sadly underestimated the genius and obsessiveness of his own accountant who uncovered the skimming and immediately reported it to the employer he really reported to. 

			Insurance. Now that was never to be underestimated.

			Paulu smiled. Oh, he couldn’t help it. He gave himself a round of applause. 

			The sound of helicopter rotors in the distance disturbed his reverie. His guest was arriving. So exciting the anticipation, he could scarcely stand it. The colonel was small game, yes. But the Great Game was only beginning. To become the Southeast-Asian Lord of Poppies was the prize. He was only afraid that, as so often it seemed now, winning would be too easy. 

			And that did not appease his appetite for playing games at all.

			*

			Paulu smiled over his cup of tea. “Thank you for joining me, Colonel.”

			“It is my pleasure,” Vo responded. “Your message suggested you wished to ‘up the ante’ as the Americans say? I do understand we could soon be making a fortune in the heroin trade.”

			“Exactly so. We could without a doubt soon be making a fortune. Now.” He slid the papers with discrete gold lettering on the letterhead across to Vo. “You can see, my friend, that in fact you have a small fortune already of my money. That is your account number in Switzerland, I have been assured.”

			“I ... I ...” Vo stiffened. His face flushed. “There must be some mistake.”

			Paulu leaned toward him, lowered his voice to a confidential whisper. “I understand greed. I understand ambition. However, I mistakenly thought you understood loyalty, especially in light of some of the entertainments you have seen here previously.” He paused to savor the moment. He could literally smell the fear rolling in waves off the rat who was about to walk straight into his trap. “I would propose a wager, Colonel. I know that you so love a good game of Wei Chi or, as some say, Go. I understand you even went to Japan to study at the Kitani School there after university and are well respected throughout the country for your virtuosity. So, I propose we play a little tournament of four out of seven games. Should you win our match, your debts are forgiven. I will allow you to keep the money in your account and continue in your present capacity.”

			The relief flooding Vo’s face was as immediate as his, “Agreed.”

			Paulu managed, just barely, not to chortle with glee. The confidence Vo had in his skills at the most complex board game in the world was right up there with his confidence that he wouldn’t be caught stealing to begin with.

			“But, Colonel, that is only if you win the first game. I propose we sweeten the pot again and should you win two games, you will receive double what is in the account. And so on. By the end of the tournament, this entire estate might even be yours.”

			“Excellent proposal, and agreed again.” Vo smiled over his tea. 

			“Ah, but if you lose ...”

			“Yes?” Vo’s smile wavered but only slightly.

			“The higher the stakes, all the more drama. And you know I have such a weakness for the dramatic. Which is why if you lose the first game, you lose your left leg. The second, your right leg. The third your left arm. The fourth ... well, my good Colonel, let us just say I have a pet that requires feeding, and at that point you won’t be able to run.” He gestured to the waiting board. “Shall we proceed with the first game?”

			The colonel turned out to be a shrewder negotiator than Paulu had expected, which only made the game more delightful. Vo returned all the money, had it immediately wired from his Swiss account to where it belonged in the first place. Paulu showed how generous he could be by reducing the wager to the best three out of five games. Then Vo struck yet another bargain by agreeing to work for a year without pay in exchange for fingers rather than limbs, knowing if his performance was less than spectacular . . .  

			Well, there was much incentive to retain what he could of his left hand. Yet another bargain struck: he was right handed.

			Vo won a single game of Go. Lost the first two, won the third, then lost the fourth, so the fifth was moot, but Paulu insisted they play anyway just so he could win. He was not happy, not happy at all, about losing the one game, but at least he had four fingers floating about in a crystal vase until he could have them otherwise utilized, perhaps in some sort of decorative art.

			Best of all, what made all the concessions so completely worth it, was that Vo had only a small window of time to convince Mr. Mike “Mouse” Gallini to go indefinitely AWOL. Paulu really did need him to come willingly, or at least be persuaded to say he had, in order to maintain good relations with his “Uncle Louie,” who was a necessary and well-protected component of their US distribution. 

			But that wasn’t all! In exchange for keeping his thumb, Vo had promised to secure a suitable female companion for Phillip’s dear Katherine. Someone near her age with an engaging personality, who could speak English, knew her place in the order of this particular universe, and could be completely trusted. Because should she not prove exemplary in any of those requirements . . .

			Vo’s shrewd negotiations would be voided and he had already lost four out of five games.
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			After sobbing her heart out Kate managed to put herself back together to light up a Gauloises with a still-trembling hand. Once she would have shared it with JD. It was one of their little rituals she had come to treasure, how they would pass one back and forth after they made love.

			There would be no more shared cigarettes with JD.

			If Phillip smoked she would share with him. Besides being the supplier of all the Gauloises she wanted, she could count on Phillip to be honest and fair. He had never toyed with her as if she was an entertainment he could then toss aside once she no longer amused him, or until someone newer and shinier caught his eye, turning her into yesterday’s leftovers, a beggar’s meal. 

			No, Phillip loved her and she knew it. They had a history that she and JD did not. She had lived enough of a life to realize no matter how shattered she was presently feeling, even if it was the kind of lingering devastation that would never quite leave, her life would go on without JD. And Phillip would still be in it.

			Just as she was about to light up again a soft knock sounded at the door. She knew that knock and glanced at Phillip’s briefcase. Just as he had left it.

			Her voice a croak she called, “It’s okay, Phillip, you can come in.”

			His expression upon entering the room told her she must look as much a wreck as she felt. Quickly crossing the distance, he came to her, and somehow managed to touch her without touching, to be there while still giving her space. He knew her so well.

			“Katherine, I hate to see you cry. Especially when I’m the one responsible. I’m so sorry to have upset you the way I did. Forgive me for saying things I shouldn’t have and making you question the intentions of someone we both care for, just in different ways.”

			Phillip was cutting JD way too much slack. The first glimmer of anger stirred. It was precisely then Kate realized how paper thin you could slice the line between longing and loathing. How easily the intensity of one could spill into the other. 

			“Phillip, why would JD use me, lie to me, pretend to want a life with me . . . the way he must have with those other women, before they died? Why would he do that to them? To me? I just don’t understand.”

			Phillip shook his head, asked, “May I?” before sitting next to her on the bed. 

			“My dear, if I could tell you that, I would, but your questions are better put to those like your doctor friends who understand the workings of the mind far better than myself. All I know is that JD was damaged as a child. He witnessed death before anyone should, and somewhere in the process of his schooling he became sufficiently distanced emotionally to take a life himself. One can only presume there came a point when his conscience had to quit working, at least on certain levels, in order to excel in his chosen profession. After all, a professional assassin cannot be overly burdened by a conscience, or he’s in the wrong line of work. I cannot imagine what it must take to dispense with another life, though I could easily kill anyone to save you. Or myself. I believe that’s true for most of us. Such is the survival instinct. But JD . . . I honestly have no idea how many he has killed, only that it is many. He is a complex creature shaped by unusual forces, and I want to believe there is still goodness in him. Maybe it was that belief that caused me to think he wouldn’t compromise your safety. But ultimately the fault is mine for not anticipating you would become so emotionally attached. I never should have introduced you to him. I’m sorry. So very sorry for my misjudgment at your expense.” 

			Phillip moved from the edge of the mattress, got down on his knees. He took both her hands and pressed them over his heart, quietly beseeching, “Can you ever forgive me for the heartbreak I have caused you?”

			Her instinctive response was reminiscent of their first meeting, so long ago, when she had accepted his offer of a ride without a thought to the future or the consequences of a single action. 

			Only this time she was fully cognizant of what her actions would bring. 

			Kate pulled him up and into her bed and simply said, “You know what I need.”

			And he did. Their touchstone of intimacy; his body entering hers in their familiar dance of on again/off again coupling that had seen them through good times and bad, break ups and make ups, bonding them ever tighter over the years. As good and familiar as it was, Kate felt something missing, as if they were dancing to a different beat. Phillip wanted to comfort her and she wanted an exorcism, all thought blown out of her too-crowded brain and broken heart. 

			While Phillip wasn’t quite the lover JD had been—no one was, that much was true—he remained exceptionally giving and accomplished. The whole hair and ear thing she had latched onto earlier seemed petty and inconsequential in the overall context of their relationship. 

			And in the end, Kate thought as she smoked a post-coital Gauloises and Phillip softly snored, as the song said, you can’t always get what you want, but you might get what you need.

			*

			They were still in bed two days later. Phillip’s bed, not hers. He had suggested a change of scenery to his larger “suite,” to which Kate had readily agreed, more than happy to escape her gilded cage for an entire wing of the top floor.

			“You have said very little. I appreciate that there is much to consider here, Katherine, and with everything you have been through, well, I do understand.” 

			Kate took her time responding and Phillip held his silence as she laid her head on his chest. She curled her fingers into the light smattering of gray hair next to her cheek. It had been tawny brown when they were new lovers, but his muscles remained firm from polo and rowing, and he was quite the shot whether it came to arrows, or the guns on which his family had built their fortune. He had always lived on the other side of the door, as his family had for generations, privileged, somehow above the fray. But she didn’t care nearly as much about his wealth as she did about the way he utilized it, and at the moment she mostly cared about the comfort of the familiar.

			That, and the opportunity of a lifetime he had just offered—the opening of a door society had always denied her just because she was a woman. 

			“You know, Phillip, I always loved to play baseball, and I could beat most of the boys who ever let me play on their teams. It was mostly because of Gregg taking up for me, teasing them that they must be afraid a girl would show them up, that I even got to play then. But because I was a girl, some of those boys got scholarships that I never qualified for.”

			“Um-hmm. Completely unfair but not surprising.”

			“And I wanted to be an astronaut, did you know that?”

			“No, I did not. But I’m sure you would make an exceptional cosmonaut if only you lived in Russia. We remain woefully behind the Soviets that way. They sent up the first woman seven years ago, and I daresay it could be another twenty years before we follow suit.” His fingers sifted through her hair, playing with it the way she liked. “Nursing was an unexpected field for you. Lawyering, like your mother, would have made more sense to me.” 

			“Are you kidding?” Kate snorted at that. “Watching her get slapped down over and over again and never allowed into the boy’s club, much less ever have a chance at the Supreme Court—bet it’s another twenty years before that happens too, if it ever does. My God we’re so antiquated it’s ridiculous. No, my mother taught me early on to use whatever resources or luck I had to call my own shots in a way she never could.” Her mother had minced no words: What it means to be beautiful, honey, is that you can get what you want from men while you still have your looks. But being smart and being tough means you have a chance to get what you want for yourself and keep it. Be beautiful, honey, and work it. But be my smart girl. 

			Kate felt tremulous inside but not at all unclear. Any further mourning for what was already lost was self-indulgent and futile. JD had promised to always keep her safe, just as her father had made promises to her mother that he didn’t keep. She admired her mother more than any other woman she knew. Her mother had raised her right.

			She was going to be smart. 

			“I’ll do it.” 

			Phillip’s hair sifting stopped. He pulled her up from his chest and held her slightly away.

			“Are you sure?” His eyes searched hers. “This will be terribly difficult for you. Once we get everything in place, you’ll have to see him again, convince him you escaped.”

			“And then make sure he takes me to see Zhang as originally planned. Yes, I understand.”

			“It’s dangerous,” Phillip cautioned. “I would never forgive myself if you were damaged in the process.”

			Damaged was such an interesting choice of word, she thought. Then again, it perfectly captured the worst parts of their history that bound them together. The wife. The abortion gone wrong. Damage was different from pain and hurt. Pain and hurt faded. Damage went deeper; it was built to last.

			Phillip glanced away. She knew he never forgave himself for the damage he had done. But she wasn’t blameless either and had never tried to blackmail him, emotionally or otherwise. Sometimes she wondered if his little “assignments” were his way of expressing his gratitude for that. Now she was getting a big assignment. BIG. As in actual training, coaching, an inside track to the top secret maneuverings behind the scenes. The CIA and the USA were aligning with new allies in the war to control the heroin trade in order to slow it down and eventually completely stop production. But first, they had to get Zhang on board in order to eventually take it over from him, and Phillip wanted to bring her in as a key player. 

			Gratitude and regret were not enough to justify Phillip’s gamble. He actually thought she had what it took to become a clandestine operative. Like JD. She wasn’t sure what had brought Phillip to that conclusion. This would be the time to ask. 

			So, she did. 

			“I have a confession to make.” Phillip abruptly got up and slipped on a midnight-blue silk robe. He busied himself at the wet bar in the room so different from where she had spent—how many days she still wasn’t sure—recovering. There was little she remembered beyond disjointed flashes since she had last seen JD. Even since Phillip had come to her rescue, there were gaps of memory that still didn’t fit together. 

			He motioned her to the adjoining sitting area next to a lotus pond. It was beautiful and simple yet extravagant, like everything else she was becoming accustomed to here. Including the exquisitely embroidered Chinese silk robe she wore, which was apparently another guilt gift from The Pale Man. 

			Kate sank into the couch and accepted the flute of champagne Phillip handed her, before he distanced himself across a carved teak table and settled into an opposing chair. Of course, not just any chair. It was covered in some rare type of lotus-fiber fabric once used for the ceremonial gowns of Burmese monks. Clearly Paulu didn’t do his shopping from a Sears & Roebuck catalog, or even have much interest in Eames.

			“Why aren’t you sitting beside me?” she asked, wondering how bad this confession could be. Phillip didn’t like keeping secrets from her. Sometimes she wished he did. The fluttering in her chest suggested this could be one of those times.

			“Because if you decide to throw your drink at me you will have a clear shot.”

			“Is it that bad?”

			He ran a hand through the thick, silver hair he didn’t like touched, except by his personal barber, apparently, since it always remained perfectly trimmed around the perfectly shaped ears that hugged his handsome head.

			 “That depends how you see things once I tell you what I would rather not. But the truth has a way of coming out despite any number of measures to conceal it—just ask JD—and you should hear this from me. If you wish to decline the assignment and the career I expect it to lead to as a result, I will completely understand and nothing will change between us, unless you decide you could do without me as well.”

			“And if I do?” 

			“Then I will forever blame myself for being an opportunistic idiot who put personal feelings aside to have you tested while you were, shall we say, compromised. You gave your consent, but were clearly in no shape to make the decision.” 

			He quickly drank most of the champagne in his flute, which was not like Phillip at all, and then set what remained in the crystal on the table. No coasters. Why didn’t the filthy rich—at least, those who inherited generations of wealth—not use coasters? Were coasters considered too tacky, or did their furniture come with some guarantee that glass rings would never form? No, they had servants to clean up after them and repair any damage to the wood. It was one of the differences she had noticed between her and Phillip. He was privileged, she was raised by a single career mom . . . And why was she thinking about something so inconsequential when Phillip had subjected her to some kind of testing? And clearly it wasn’t for her IQ. 

			“Go on.” 

			“It’s CIA confidential, so even if you hate me you must keep this to yourself—just as with the other information I’ve shared regarding Project White Tiger. Can I have your word, Katherine?” 

			Kate braced herself and gave a single nod.

			“The CIA began experimenting with a program called Project MKUltra—my God, the names they come up with for these things! Nevertheless, this one began nearly twenty years ago. It’s being phased out due to pressure from the uppermost ranks and not without cause. In fact, I helmed the committee recommending we cease the project for humanitarian reasons, despite the advantages it has provided with critical interrogations. The results have been impressive but straddle a very gray line when it comes to the manipulation of minds and experimenting with mind control. Frankly, even as I have advocated for the cessation of the program, part of me keeps thinking we could really use your very talented friends, Drs. Kelly and Moskowitz.”

			Kate held up a hand. “Stay away from them, Phillip. It’s one thing for you to come to me because we have a history and understand each other, but stay away from them. They’re good men and they do not belong in this mess of a war, or in any kind of CIA business you may have going. Leave. Them. Alone.”

			“I have.” Phillip signed the cross. He was deeply Catholic; a major reason he had not left his wife despite living mostly separate lives in private while providing smiles on the public stage. “Unfortunately, JD has not. They are with him even as we speak—” 

			“They? What do you mean they? Izzy has maybe another two months of duty, but Gregg just recently accepted a position at UCLA. Please don’t tell me he’s back here because of me.”

			“I regret to report that is the case. One call from JD and he was on the flight JD had arranged with all the necessary papers. What can I say, Katherine? When a man loves a woman . . .” Phillip swept a hand her way. “We are lost, even to ourselves. And so it is with Dr. Kelly. God’s truth I had nothing to do with bringing him here and, for what it is worth, I do know at this point that he, and your friend Izzy, are safe. They continue to go from post to post doing some type of drug group therapy while JD uses it as a ruse to find you and do everything possible to gain leverage for his brother in the process. JD does have a gift for multi-tasking, amongst his many other talents.”

			“Dammit,” Kate whispered and damned JD all the more. “You’re sure they’re okay?”

			“As of today, yes. Knowing what they mean to you, I’ve had them trailed with daily reports on their status, which is more frequently than JD has deemed to report to me himself. They’ve been moving slowly, and somewhat erratically, through the Delta region, with JD charting their course, so if anything goes wrong, it will be JD’s doing, not mine.”

			“Then the sooner I’m found, the sooner JD can cut them loose. Correct?”

			“Correct. But before intervening, I anticipate at least another week before we have all the details of Project White Tiger set up while getting you ready to take on the assignment. That is, if you still choose to.” 

			“I’m doing it. No matter what you did to me, it will have nothing on what I’ll do to JD if Gregg or Izzy get hurt on this wild goose chase of his. I don’t care if it’s because of me, or because of whatever JD’s trying to do for Zhang, but him pulling them into this is inexcusable. What can he be thinking, dragging a couple of shrinks without combat skills through a full-out war? As you know, Phillip, I can and have forgiven just about everything when it comes to you and me. But I will NOT forgive anyone responsible for harming so much as a fingernail on those two men who have no business whatsoever being over here in the first place.” 

			Kate calmly finished off her own champagne then deposited the empty crystal on the table. No coaster. 

			“Noted and done. But are you sure you don’t want to know more about what happened, and what I accept responsibility for in determining your own suitability for this work?”

			Did she? If what Phillip had to reveal was too ugly it would only intrude on her resolve to make things as right as she could for Izzy and Gregg. What was right for herself, as well. 

			Kate glanced at the scab on her arm. It was almost gone. So was the vague craving for whatever drugs had been pumped into her system. Phillip would tell her everything, and yet . . .

			She was a smart girl. Smart enough to be practical when it came to exchanges. There were always exchanges; life was a sequence of trade-offs, and the trade-off of information now versus how she might respond to it simply was not worth it. At least, not yet. Later she could revisit the subject and in the interim remember that she had not walked away empty handed. Even if she couldn’t be an astronaut, she was going be a CIA clandestine operations agent. The best. She’d show them all.

			Especially J. D. Mikel.
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			While Kate indulged in a Gauloises as she prowled about the suite, Phillip freshened their drinks. He had to wonder what lucky star he had been born under for Kate not to press for the ugly details he had been ready to dispense. He would have dressed it up where he could, taking responsibility while still allowing Paulu to shoulder a good part of the burden, which he deserved. Had Kate not been in such a heroin-altered state of mind when he first arrived, he wouldn’t have considered getting her off the heroin, while utilizing one of their own doctors, with hypnosis expertise and access to the CIA’s MKUltra pharmacy, to determine the strength of her mind and the ability of others to control it. 

			With some help from the CIA’s favorite experimental pharmaceutical, a designer LSD, the doctor had hypnotically tweaked her awakening and sleeping, which greatly assisted in the little twisting of her recent memories and emotions. Memories could be manipulated. Brainwashing and mind control was the ultimate goal of MKUltra, but Kate was not easily controlled. Of course, he knew that much already; now he knew more. Kate’s resistance to manipulation was extraordinarily strong.

			So strong, in fact, the negative subliminal suggestions fed to her about JD, including a bi-sexual orientation, had minimal impact, though there was a cascading level of suspicion he was happy to see. This was not something he was willing to divulge.

			Phillip laughed a little at himself. He had given her more top-secret intel than the head of the CIA was privy to—after all, they were not the only players in this game—and yet he didn’t want her to know he was actually jealous of JD.

			JD was still young. He was old enough to be JD’s father. A young father, but a father nonetheless. There had even been a moment when he wondered . . .  

			But that was a very long time ago and the answer had been “no.” Although he had been strangely disappointed at the time, and even from time to time since, it had been for the best. Not only for reasons of reputation then, but for personal and professional reasons now. Not the least of which was the possibility that JD would not survive the strategies of the other players in The Game: The Pale Man, so wanting to be a truly world-class player, the Corsicans, the American Mafia, Zhang, the Air America gang, the corrupt South Vietnamese generals and politicians, the Burmese and Laotian players, the shadowy arm of the CIA creating their secret, dark-operations fund, far from any Congressional oversight or direction. And now Kate. All with their own ambitions, desires, hopes and dreams that could be manipulated and put at cross purposes. And therein lay the most compelling aspect of The Game, escalating the odds for a player as accomplished as himself.

			It involved people he actually cared about. Particularly Kate, who he cared enough about to want to marry someday, even knowing what rubbish lay behind such societal conventions. For thirty years he had kept up the farce with a wife who didn’t care for sex, at least not with him, and with whom he shared nothing in common, beyond putting up the expected front within the circles into which they were both born.

			Kate did not come from those circles, and he cherished that, and much more, about her. He had taken something priceless from her and yet she had never held him hostage for it. Almost as remarkable was how she still made him feel young and vital and titillated his imagination, while challenging his descent into jadedness with that All-American, apple-pie idealism through which she still viewed the world. 

			He did not want to take that innocence away. Even more, he did not want to lose what that innocence offered him. Unfortunately, it wasn’t all about him. Or Kate. Or JD. It was about . . . Sometimes he didn’t know anymore. He just knew that hard, unsentimental decisions had to be made, and that Kate was a potentially tremendous asset. He had a lot of practice at putting his personal longings aside for interests more far reaching than his own.

			She finished her cigarette and Phillip took it as a good sign when she gestured him to rejoin her in bed. He brought the drinks, fluffed the pillows, made sure she was comfortable and got right to it. 

			“I want to tell you a story, Katherine. It’s about one of my early diplomatic assignments, when I was more like you are now. Actually, I was the attaché to the senior man conducting the meeting with a certain Vietnamese patriot and intellectual. Oh, this goes back to 1945, and the OSS was involved. Now this patriot had come to ask, almost beg, for help against the invaders that had taken his country by force and basically enslaved most of the populace. He knew the USA had once risen up against colonial bondage and he, being idealistic and naive, thought we would see their plight, sympathize and help them because we believed in the same thing. When he left, the senior man turned to me and asked what I thought. I said, ‘He is right, we should help them. It is the good and decent thing to do.’ To which my superior said, ‘Is it? Let me now give you the first and only lesson you need about statecraft, about the way of the world and how it all really works, has always worked, and always will work.’” 

			Phillip allowed himself a smile at the memory and shook his head. “It was so simple. I had expected a lesson in global politics and economics, which in a way it was.” He paused before bestowing one of the most insightful lessons he had ever received in his long and illustrious career. “Pirates and Whores, Kate.”

			“What?”

			“That is what he said to me: ‘Pirates and Whores. It is simple, ugly, coarse and dirty. The big players in the world are Pirates; the little ones are Whores, who have to give everything to the Pirates whenever they ask. And the big players, the Pirates, only ask when they are being polite and want the world to believe they play nice, because if you ever refuse or try to refuse, they will slap you around and hurt you and then they will take what they want anyway. We, the USA,’ he said, ‘we are, since World War Two, The Big Pirate. Some of the other Pirates were once The Big Pirate. Like Britain or France; even Spain a long time ago. But now we are the biggest and you always want to keep it that way. Some other Pirates we are mostly friendly with—again Britain, France and others when it suits us—but the little countries are Whores that we all take from and use as coarsely as we want. The man who begged for help, he is a Whore belonging to France. They are our friend right now and so we, of course, would not help their Whore.’ While that is not verbatim, it is the essence of what my very wise superior said to me and I have never forgotten it.”

			“That’s terrible,” Kate whispered. “Do you know what happened to the man who asked for the help you didn’t give?” 

			“Why yes, I do. His name was Ho Chi Minh. He wrote to Truman to plead for help the next year—that would be ’46—and when that got him nowhere, he went to the Communist Pirates—that would be China—and they armed him and he went to war with France, rose up and took back half his country. Now he wants the rest. Or did, more accurately, since he died last year. But that does not change the fact that he antagonized the Big Pirate and his country will have to pay, and in this case be destroyed completely. It is that dirty, Kate.”

			Slowly, she nodded. “Very Darwinian.”

			“Exactly. Inside our own country, of course, we can afford to be civilized, entertain ideas of fairness, right and wrong. But everywhere outside, it is . . .” 

			“Pirates and Whores,” she filled in. 

			“You are a smart girl, Kate. And better, way better to be . . .?”

			“A Pirate, especially Big Pirate.”

			“Excellent. And as of tomorrow we will start your training before I set up some introductions to a few other players on the Big Pirate’s side of the door.”
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			Mouse really wasn’t sure how he felt about this. On the one hand it was really exciting to be invited to meet The Man, with a BIG opportunity to leapfrog in the ranks. Uncle Louie would be so proud. And he wouldn’t give two shits about his main man on the ground going AWOL, or even staging a more permanent kind of bye-bye that would be easy to fake; with so many guys getting blown to pieces, what was one more missing body? It would be so much easier not having to keep up the hup-two-three-four act so he could completely focus on business. It was just a matter of getting somebody dependable in place to handle the runs and deal making that went on in plain sight around the Camp McDermott base.

			Something told Mouse that between The Man and Uncle Louie, that could be arranged.

			Now. On the other hand . . .  

			It was hard not to keep glancing at Vo’s stubby bandage. His face didn’t look so good either. His skin was really pale, like he’d lost a lot of blood, and he looked grim, like he was staring down the barrel of a 45 instead of sitting across a table in the old Quonset where they’d first gotten acquainted with an assist from good old Willie Pete. Mouse felt like they were on pretty good terms, so he’d asked about the injury, to which the colonel had said there should be another medal coming for losing part of his left hand in combat. Mouse didn’t buy it, not for a second. Made him wonder if the RVN colonel should’ve followed some of his own advice: against strong positions, play safely.

			Missy had taught Mouse the Go game. Or tried to. Hell, he wasn’t that great at checkers, so what were these 360 fuckin’ stones about? One look at the empty board she set up and he told her to forget about it.

			Missy, he could never forget. But he might have to if he took Vo up on his offer to climb onto his magic carpet ride of a chopper and never look back.

			“Listen, Colonel Vo, this seems like a great opportunity to meet The Man and work directly with him full time, but first I gotta clear it with my Uncle Louie. Then there’s this shitload of product I’m scheduled to pick up in the Highlands day after tomorrow. If I don’t, ain’t Uncle Louie or The Man going to be happy with me. Or you. Tell you what. Just give me a few days to take care of business and we’ll work something out.” Yeah, best way to approach it. Buy some time, be respectful, and try not to piss anybody off. Especially since he really wanted to keep his balls for Missy.

			“I see.” Vo started to reach for his chin with his stumpy bandage, but then quickly switched to his right hand. “Besides these immediate responsibilities deferring your agreement, might there be anything, or rather anyone, else? A woman, perhaps?”

			Mouse blinked against what felt like a brass knuckle fist to his stomach. How could the colonel know about Missy? Could he have called local operations, talked to her on the phone? Had word spread up the ranks that he had a new assistant helping him run both the office and a home?

			“I, uh . . .” Mouse cleared his throat and forced a laugh. “You gotta be kidding me! We got a saying back home. Why buy a cow when you can get free milk? ’Course, it ain’t exactly free when you’re paying for it, you know what I mean, but getting a little on the side for some pocket change is a way better bargain than buying the whole farm. You know where I’m coming from?”

			Vo stroked his chin some more and studied Mouse too long. So long that Mouse tasted blood before he realized he’d been chewing his stupid damn lip. Fuck! He stopped in mid-gnaw.

			“You have come from America,” Vo informed him, as if that was a fact they needed to get squared away before he added, “but perhaps you do not know where I am coming from?”

			The little demo with the Willie Pete had been like acing kindergarten compared to the act Mouse struggled to put on now. If only he could make like a banana and split, if not one way then the other, but he couldn’t run and the mojo wasn’t kicking in on demand. So here he was feeling like a stupid dick because he’d fooled himself into thinking this was some nice, follow-up visit, just cake like everything else, when he should have paid attention to that bad-smelling something, instead of getting a little too cocky and not being prepared for the shit now hitting the fan.

			“Aw man, you got me,” Mouse bluffed, adlibbing the best he could. “Yeah, there was a girl, but she took a powder. Found herself another sugar daddy and left me high and dry. Women, I’m tellin’ ya. Can’t live with ’em, can’t live without ’em.”

			“That is to be determined,” Vo replied, and while Mouse wasn’t exactly sure what he meant, he knew a threat when he heard one. 

			Vo abruptly stood, grimacing as he did. “Three days, Mr. Gallini. You may have exactly three days to see to your Highlands pick-up and clear the channels with your American uncle, who I am sure would not want to jeopardize his nephew’s good standing with a refusal, especially when you are so far from home. I will have my personal transport pick you up here.” Vo clapped Mouse hard on the shoulder with his good hand. “And I will come with them to welcome you aboard.”

			As the RVN colonel got into his chopper, Mouse knew two things: the colonel had not bowed or imparted any friendly advice this time before leaving. And something bad had happened to bring him here with part of his hand missing—that something being The Man who wanted him to bring in The Mouse. 

			*

			Mouse nearly had a wreck in the jeep he was driving. He was so out of his mind to get home, make sure Missy was safe. He couldn’t be sure since it hadn’t happened yet, but since Missy had such a hold on his heart, if he lost her then KRZY just might take over. He could hear Janis in the distance already with only the sound of ba-dump, ba-dump between his ears to drown her out. 

			Racing into the little bungalow Missy had quickly turned into a home he shouted, “Missy! Missy! Where are ya?”

			Heart jack-hammering in his chest he nearly sobbed with relief when she emerged from the bathroom in a kimono, her long, silky black hair streaming wet. 

			Janis shut up. KRZY clicked off. 

			“Mike.” Missy greeted him in that sweet, comforting voice. He hadn’t realized how much he had come to rely on it. He’d thought he would die, even worse, go bat-shit psycho, if she wasn’t here. He knew the Nam made guys crazy. Everybody seemed to drink more or use some kind of drug to hold it together. But his drug was Missy. She placed gentle hands on his shoulders and he felt so much steadier, just like that. “What is matter? You . . . Why you shake like this?”

			“Missy, we got trouble.” He didn’t have time to dress this up. “You know that Colonel Vo?”

			“Yes. You meet with him today.” 

			 “Shit, Missy, he is one bad-ass cat and the one he reports to is worse than bad. I mean, it’s not like I’m a saint or nothin’ close, but . . . Tony told me not to get anywhere near, and you know when I said something don’t smell right? It’s smelling like rotten meat now. They’re gonna use you to get to me if they have to. You gotta pack, clear out. Meet me somewhere after I figure everything out.”

			“We see. First, we talk.” 

			Then Missy led him to the fancy, scrolled rattan couch her parents left behind for her when she wouldn’t go north with them. His parents left him behind, but not because they wanted to; and Aunt Rosa, Uncle Jimmy, they didn’t leave him behind for the foster-care system to pick up. Family was family. Even gooks should know that. Especially gooks who had a girl as special as Missy.

			“Here, you drink this and feel better.” She handed him a beer and he no sooner gulped it down than she handed him another. Once he downed that one, she planted a full bottle of sake on the fancy, carved table she had brought along with the couch, and poured them a round in some of her little sake cups. Not that he liked the fermented rice-wine that much, but at the moment he wasn’t picky about the alcohol as long as it helped calm him down. Anything she did for him made him feel . . . better. Yeah, just better. 

			“Better?” she asked, settling beside him and making everything seem not quite so out of control just with her voice. 

			“Yeah, thanks, Missy. You’re the best. But that don’t solve the problem.” And with that he gave her the basics—leaving out, of course, what seemed to make him so interesting to The Man who liked the kind of theatrics that Vo said The Man wanted to see in person. After skimming over that part Mouse repeated what Vo had said. If The Man liked him he wanted to bring Mouse along as a personal “attaché”—whatever an attaché was—to an important meeting at a place that had once belonged to Madam Nhu. Whoever she was.

			Mouse had no idea. But judging from Missy’s wide eyes and little gasp, she sure did.

			“You must not provoke anger,” Missy advised him. “These very powerful people. They hurt you if you not abide by their wishes.”

			“But I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about you.” So, he fudged that a little. He was worried about Missy. He just happened to be even more worried about landing in a nut ward if he lost her. “These guys don’t mess around. Trust me, I know how these things work. You and me, we need to make a plan. You pack up, take off tonight, don’t even tell me where you’re going, okay? It’s the safest for you. Once you get settled, send some kryptonite message to my cousin Tony. Here, I’ll give you his address . . .”

			Mouse was in the process of scribbling it down on the back of a receipt when Missy laid a hand on his thigh. It was the closest she had gotten to his goods unless lap sitting counted.

			“Mike? Stop. Please.” She said it as clearly as a girl from Jersey who wasn’t ready to go all the way. “We are . . . How you say it? In this together. You and me, kid . . .” She knuckled his fucked-up chin, and then hid her face against his neck. He could feel the curve of her lips, melting him so deep he didn’t care if she never gave him head . . . But yeah, man, head from Missy would be like being President of the United States or something while planting a flag on some big-ass mountain.

			She ended up giving him something almost as good—a plan he never could have come up with himself.

			He would do his run into the Highlands, right on schedule, but he wouldn’t come back to Nha Trang. He had a passport and a big wad of even bigger bills he could roll up, plant in several places in case of getting searched, and high tail it to Australia where no one would think to look or have a phone bugged. Once there, he could contact Uncle Louie and explain the whole fucked-up mess that had him seeking shelter. Kinda like hitting the mattresses in an undisclosed location, which Uncle Louie would completely understand. He wouldn’t be so understanding with The Man who’d tried to mess with The Mouse nearly ten thousand miles away from Jersey.

			Uncle Louie had a long reach. He had let Vinnie’s ball-offing go since the stupid shit had fucked up by putting his nose where it didn’t belong, but Uncle Louie didn’t take kindly to other big bosses slapping his best boys around, no matter how far he flung them. This Mouse knew to be truer than communion wafers and wine.

			Missy assured him that come tomorrow morning, she would be goner than gone from their sweet little bungalow in Nha Trang. She would find a way, as she always did, and they would get back together as soon as the coast was clear.

			Mouse pulled out a big wad of bills from his personal stash that she didn’t want to accept, but he made her take the dough anyway. And he didn’t want nothing in return, other than meeting her as soon as possible in Australia where they could set up house again while they figured out how to get to Jersey once it was safe. 

			The potential complication of Uncle Louie’s big, fat niece wasn’t even a consideration at this point for Mouse. He’d worry about that later. For now, his only concern was getting the hell out of Dodge and making sure Vo didn’t use Missy to bring The Mouse to The Man. 

			The RVN colonel was right on the money about one thing: against strong positions, play safely.

		

	
		
			The (Go) board is a mirror of the mind of the players as the moments pass. When a master studies the record of a game he can tell at what point greed overtook the pupil, when he became tired, when he fell into stupidity, and when the maid came by with tea. 

			–Anonymous
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			White Flowers in Moonlight

		

	
		
			The First Girl

			The first thing I learned about the monastery was that every girl or boy who ever entered there was dead. Every last one of us had suffered some horrible accident or catastrophic illness. Many students had been drowned in rivers, ponds, lakes and seas. Others had been run over by horses, eaten by wild animals, fallen from rooftops or trees, or possibly cliffs while picking berries. Some were flu and brain-tumor victims. But however the death came about, there would be a very public, actually tragic funeral with devastated families bitterly mourning their loss. A child’s funeral. It does not bear to be described, just imagined. Small bodies in coffins . . .

			Then they were brought to the monastery. No identity, so they might then be reborn and given a different name. 

			Of course, none of us had ever really died. It was the unique way the monastery kept a deadly, quiet confidentiality for any family that had managed to have their child enter the school. The child officially died and was buried. It was theater for public consumption—a necessary precaution. In the kind of work most of us would be trained for, no one could have anyone traced back to a family that could then be blackmailed or made to suffer for the work of The Order. 

			I myself drowned. My father wept at my graveside. I’m sure they were tears of joy, since the monks only agreed to take me after Zhang and his grandfather—both graduates of The Order—lobbied heavily on my behalf. It was they who secretly took me to the monastery gates and had fed me very well in advance, knowing I would be required to wait as a test with only water and whatever I could find nearby to sustain me. Zhang showed me where a lychee tree grew in the shadow of the gates. There were avocado and Asian pear trees as well. Even if I could not jump high enough to take what I needed, I could scale a tree fast as Baloo in The Jungle Book (which I secretly brought with me, along with my mother’s comb. I left her other small treasures behind, hidden in the sandalwood box, carefully wrapped, then buried beneath a protective root of my “Jungle favour go with thee” tree).

			I was to eventually learn in my studies that when it comes to humans, there are ways, and then there are other ways, to pluck the desired fruit from those from whom we need something important. Things can be taken by force, by coercion, or they can be given freely when properly wooed from the possessor, particularly when it comes to secrets. Like money, power and prestige, physical attractiveness is a tool that can be worked, much like the twig to the lock in the cave where, in my eagerness, I tipped over the soup and tea that were waiting. Ah, but You must become like the soup and tea another wishes to hungrily consume, Teacher would eventually tell me. And so began the lessons.

			I learned that the art of seduction is just that—an art. And it is a science, as well, for in all things chemical there is an alchemy that must transpire to achieve the desired results. Scent. Touch. Sound. Taste. Sight. All the senses work together and yet separately, just as they must be harnessed while tempting others to let their own roam free. At first I thought this should be so easy. All one had to do was smell good and look pleasing and have a nice voice, while knowing the way others liked to be touched, or not, and realize much can be accomplished when offering delicious food. 

			Teacher found my assumptions quite amusing and gave me the task of gaining the interest of an older girl in The Order who obviously knew more than I about making oneself an object of desire. Almost every boy there vied for her attention, and yet she was most interested in a boy named Ho who treated her kindly and teased her like a sister, but made no attempt to compete for her affections. He was very bright and given to deep thoughts, while also having a gift for making others laugh when they were out of sorts, or making them feel better about themselves if they did not perform well on a test. He was the most compassionate, intelligent, and universally liked student in the body of The Order. And he was the most homely. Ho’s teeth were crooked, his glasses thick, and his voice, while not unpleasant, was nothing remarkable. Despite our rigorous training in the martial arts he had a tendency towards plumpness, and you could imagine him becoming a very round monk one day, especially since he often smelled of whatever was baking in the kitchen. He relished everything about food—the taste, the texture, the colors and presentation. Indeed, he could take a simple meal and arrange it like a canvas of edible art. He excelled at origami and trimming bonsai, and even created amazing costumes for the plays in which we honed our acting skills. 

			Ho was my competition. Or I could look at him another way. As someone to emulate, much as I had the shoeshine boy. I soon learned, however, that there is a difference between emulation and actually possessing certain talents and qualities, and the discerning amongst us will almost instinctively sniff out an imposter. (The predator who was my first official assassination was clearly not very discerning.) I tried to be Ho, but just as I was more physically graced and excelled in certain activities, I lacked much of what made Ho so attractive to the girl in question. This is when I also learned that sincerity is as much a virtue as any, and it was Ho’s sincerity I was unable to capture. I was stupefied as to how I might win the girl’s attention and recalled how Teacher had chuckled upon giving me that task. I did not want to admit defeat, and if I did have a “virtue,” it was a willingness to take risks. So, I did something daring.

			I talked to the girl. I was completely honest and told her of my task, admitting that I had failed abysmally at winning her interest. And that’s when she looked at me differently and offered me my first real lesson about the opposite sex. She told me that many of the girls gravitated to Ho because he was actually interested in what they thought and felt, beyond what that interest might gain him. At first glance he was not handsome, but the more she got to know him, the more attractive he became—it was almost as if he had physically transformed before her eyes to match the beauty he carried inside. In fact, almost all the girls came to agree that Ho was really cute! And funny! But he never made himself available beyond friendship. He was romantically unattainable, which only served to make him even more desirable to all the girls.

			I asked the girl if she could help me learn how to be more like Ho—when of course what I really meant was how could I achieve his status amongst the female population in school. She looked me over and actually laughed. Of course I could never be like Ho, no matter how hard I tried. He was like pure water bubbling over rocks in a brook and begging to be drunk to quench one’s thirst for all that is healthy and good. I was more like wind and fire, unpredictable and potentially dangerous. Some girls liked boys like that, but she was not one of them. Besides, I was too young for her. 

			I thought about the predator who was much older than her but had wanted me in ways that made plunging the blade into him much easier than taking the life of the thief in the cave. I thought of how some girls looked at me, the ones that must be drawn to wind and fire more than pure spring water. While I lacked the maturity to understand the scope of what desire could summon in a woman or a man, or the weapon it could be in the right or wrong hands, I was aware that dynasties had been toppled and history changed by what must have started with no more than a look or a kiss.

			Suddenly, for reasons that had nothing to do with my failed assignment, I wanted to kiss this girl who had told me so much. For a moment, I considered stealing a kiss and running, which was at least one thing I was better at than Ho. But I knew that would be the only kiss between us. Now, if only I could find a way to make her want to kiss me, that would be an accomplishment beyond the task Teacher had cleverly assigned. Unfortunately, such a goal was as close to my grasp as China was to France.

			Since honesty had worked so well to get the conversation started, I decided it may still be my best ploy. “I want to kiss you,” I told her. “I have never kissed a girl before, except my mother. She has been dead a long time and I miss her, but I don’t want to kiss you like that anyway. You have given me very good advice and I am grateful for your generosity. I will be even more grateful if you tell me how I might earn a kiss.” As she studied me she smiled. I would later recognize the look she gave me as “disarmed.” Although she was not an opponent but a challenge, Sun Tzu was correct when he said that the supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting. Might war and girls be much alike that way?

			As it turned out, yes. She told me she would teach me how to kiss a girl so the girl wanted more kisses, and we arranged to take a walk outside the gates the next day so she could go about her tutelage. I was an eager student and she was a committed teacher who eventually decided our lessons should go to the next level. It seemed that she liked the excitement of wind and fire more than the safety of sweet brook water after all. While I was quite enthusiastic about all this learning outside the temple gates, something odd began to happen. This girl, who was so disinterested in me before, became increasingly possessive, and more interested in me than I was inclined to return. Perhaps she was talking to the other girls, or perhaps as I gained more confidence about how to talk to them, about how they liked to be kissed and touched, those other girls also found me more appealing. 

			Whatever the cause, now I was the boy all the girls wanted. After an altercation between the first girl and a new rival for my affections, Teacher wanted to see me. I told him almost everything, leaving out the parts that were too private, and he was silent for a long while. At first I thought his silence indicated disapproval. But then Teacher finally nodded and said I held great promise in ways that required a special quality that could not be borrowed or bought, and had been known to be more persuasive, and more dangerous, than the stealthy strike of a blade.

			An arrangement was made for my continued education, only now the teachers were courtesans, and even a geisha. The courtesans were backed by centuries of study in the Yin-Yang butterfly school of physical love and seduction—and in the geisha’s case, fine conversation and entertainment. There was much more to it all than I ever expected. Early on I discovered that while satisfying several women in a single night might sound like the most amazing assignment a young man could be given, in reality it is exhausting, humbling, and often physically impossible. What women required to be truly satisfied went far beyond the bedchamber door, and I had the great fortune of being graced with very patient teachers. Although subjects such as physiology and aphrodisiacs and technique were a matter of course, the real education came in better understanding the often confusing, frustrating, and entirely fascinating internal landscape of women. Men were not nearly as complex; after all, I was one, or was working my way toward that distinction.

			The art of seduction took all this to another level. What I liked about it most was how it embodied rules and strategies and counter-moves, so in ways it was very much like playing a game. One that went beyond the bedroom and could just as easily be found in high-level boardrooms, behind closed doors where matters of state or international concerns are decided, or judicial parlors where a single life’s outcome may hang in the balance. Although sex is not a necessary component of seduction, nor the other way around, they share commonalities, so that my training in the first strengthened my natural aptitude as a snake charmer of humans. Make no mistake, seduction, like charm, is subtle, compelling, persuasive. It is the shadow behind the screen; the whisper behind an ear. The one being seduced should never be aware they are being manipulated by an indirect form of power, such is their pleasure in the illusion the seducer has woven to entrap them. 

			Seduction is much like discreetly dispensing a highly addictive drug to those who fall under its calculated spell. But what I would come to learn is that being the dispenser of the drug, or even becoming the drug itself, does not make one immune to certain consequences, or the threat of falling for seduction’s own kind of addiction. 
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			It was just going to be a short chopper hop to where they would meet up with yet another boat on their seemingly endless trip up the Mekong, with a seemingly endless supply of GIs in need of counseling, and not just for drug addiction. Izzy knew more often than not the drugs were coping tools for deeper issues, like getting Dear Johned after being drop kicked into a scary jungle, when a few months before you’d been making out with Suzy in the backseat at a drive-in.

			He knew all about that since his fiancée had dumped him almost as soon as he’d gotten deployed. It turned out to be for the best since Margie was in his life, but he honestly felt as though he was going through withdrawals himself without her usual supply of letters.

			JD had hinted that he was hoping to have that remedied when they reached their next stop, which was ample reason for Izzy to grin and flash a peace sign at Gregg and JD as they lifted off, just the three of them plus the two pilots and a gunner in the latest Bell UH-1 chopper, a Huey. Izzy had come to like the chopper hops, the sudden lift, the acceleration. They had taken off later than expected but the pilots assured them they would arrive before nightfall. 

			They hadn’t been flying long, maybe fifteen minutes, and Izzy had his head out the door, enjoying the view of the jungle flowing beneath, when the rapid sound of bullets—pow, pow, pow—was followed by a loud whoop, whoop, whooping, and then JD yelling, “The engine’s been hit. Izzy, strap in!” 

			It was hard to tighten their seat belts with the chopper descending at a terrifying rate, and Izzy wondered if his face looked as stricken as Gregg’s. Even JD wore a grim expression when one pilot yelled, “Lost the engine and the tail rotor, too, hold on!” 

			Izzy could see red lights flashing on the instrument panel as they slowly spun to the right, then whirled in faster and faster circles, plummeting down, down, down, with nothing but jungle below, nowhere to land and then—

			The jolt had the impact of a head-on Mack truck collision, only it was their chopper slamming into treetops and sending the main rotor blade through the cockpit. The huge blade was like an angled guillotine, decapitating both pilots in one slicing strike. The now unmanned chopper continued falling over and down on its right side, while pure adrenaline and the momentum of ten thousand pounds of metal in freefall kept Izzy more frozen to his seat than the hastily cinched belt strapping him in. 

			Suddenly JD was up and reaching over to grab the survival radio out of the vest pocket of the headless pilot right in front of him. Izzy didn’t even realize they had stopped their mad tumble from the sky until JD shoved him out of his seat. The buzz in Izzy’s ears mingled with a sound as if they were in a kettle filled with oil, and big kernels of corn were popping like crazy from the heat put to metal. 

			JD shouted, “Get out, Izzy, right now. Get out! Get moving, we’re on fire!” Even as JD said it, he and Gregg were going for the wounded gunner while Izzy fought through the inertia and paralysis gripping him. He somehow followed JD’s order, got out, and dropped to the jungle floor. But when he tried to reach back in to help drag out the gunner—Connor, that was his name—Connor didn’t want to leave without his M60, and the medical kit came flying out the door instead. No sooner did Izzy catch it than JD grabbed Connor, bleeding heavily from his scalp and face, a gaping wound through his right triceps, and ordered, “Izzy, run straight at that broken tree on the left!” As Izzy ran, he glanced back to see JD wrapping his belt around the top of Connor’s arm as a tourniquet. In seconds JD and Gregg were running with the injured gunner between them, catching up to Izzy. “Okay, we have to get to the river bank,” instructed JD. “Faster!”

			Behind them came the sound of bullets, lots of bullets hitting the chopper from the other side, then BOOM! The heat of the explosion licked like a hot tongue from hell at their backs while they raced for their lives into the dark green cover, under the jungle canopy.

			“Keep moving, keep moving! I’m sending out a signal in case there’s a chopper nearby to pick it up.” With the radio in one hand, Connor supported by his other while Gregg did his part, JD kept them going at top speed until they all finally broke through the trees and onto shore.

			The Mekong lay low and brown and big. There was an odd metallic taste, like copper, in Izzy’s mouth; his senses felt extraordinarily heightened, as if he were hallucinating a wide, sandy beach where a chopper could actually land, while out of the radio came a voice speaking as if in telegraph code: WHAT IS YOUR STATUS?

			JD responding: HUEY XRAY 234 DOWN. BOTH PILOTS DEAD. WE HAVE GUNNER WOUNDED NEEDING EVAC AND THREE OTHERS. WE ARE ON THE BEACH. THERE IS ROOM FOR YOU TO COME IN.

			Radio: ON THE WAY. CAN SEE SMOKE FROM YOUR CHOPPER.

			JD: WE ARE DUE WEST OF THAT ON RIVER.

			Radio: WE ARE GOING TO BE ON THE WATER LINE COMING UP THE RIVER RIGHT AT YOU. 

			Izzy was down on his knees in the muddy sand. He must have automatically gone into ER mode because there was Connor, the gunner, lying in front of him, along with the medic bag he’d forgotten he was even holding as they raced from bullets and an exploding chopper that had violently toppled from the sky with them in it.

			The mere fact they were alive was miraculous.

			Izzy’s breathing steadied. He was on familiar territory now. He pulled out compresses from the medic bag, quickly wiped Connor’s profusely bleeding scalp wound. Due to the density of nerves and blood vessels attached to the fibrous connective tissue, even a minor cut in the head area could lead to extensive blood loss, and such was the case here. Izzy quickly pulled the skin flaps together and butterflied them, then turned his attention to where JD had belted the torn triceps. The damage didn’t end there; the shrapnel wound on Conner’s cheek was ragged; his ear was barely hanging on to the side of his head.

			His pupils were enlarged; his breath came in rapid pants. Skin clammy, his color wasn’t good. He looked as if he was about to vomit, but instead started mumbling incoherently. They had lost the pilot, now Connor was going into shock.

			“Oh no you don’t, not on my watch,” Izzy told him, told himself, his voice sounding eerily calm to his own ears. “Connor, Connor, come on now, stay with me. Listen to me, you’re okay. I’m a doctor and you’re not too bad. Talk to me.”

			“I . . .?”

			“You’re going to be okay. Let me hear you say it.”

			“Okay . . .?”

			“That’s right.” Izzy kept talking to him, saying what Connor needed to hear while going through the medic bag for the bare essentials to temporarily patch him together, but before he got further than taping down the ear, the jagged, shrapnel cut to his cheek, a distinct whop, whop, whop, whop sounded from the dusky sky. And with it, escalating shouts from the darkening jungle.

			Help coming for them from one direction, the VC coming for them from the other.

			As the chopper came into view Izzy could only wonder what kind of courage it took to fly into a certified death trap where one aircraft was already down and they could be the next. 

			JD furiously waved his arms and from the radio emerged the sweetest words Izzy had ever heard: WE HAVE YOU IN SIGHT. STAND BY.

			Skimming the bloody, sunset-colored water, the huge aircraft, a Chinook, rapidly decelerated. As it did, from the jungle came a barrage of heavy fire, but still the Chinook lowered until it landed on the sand, so precise and so near they were steps away from the back ramp opening. 

			While the three of them raced to carry Connor onto the chopper, the Chinook’s own gunner laid return fire into the jungle. Bullets flew overhead, just missing them while the aircraft took the hits, with more return hits from the gunner spraying into the tree line nearest their position on the sand. 

			In the same millisecond the four of them made it into the Chinook, it was lifting off, the pilot swiftly flying low-level along the river, and then using the trees upriver for cover. They flew in near darkness to the closest helipad, where medics were waiting and unloaded Connor to get him directly into surgery. 

			Izzy was still trying to process what had happened while he and Gregg and JD stood there, shaking hands with the crew and one of the pilots of the Chinook, who introduced himself as Alaska. If it hadn’t been for them . . .

			 “How do we thank you?” Izzy searched for words to express his gratitude and came up short. “Our firstborns, half my income for the rest of my life?”

			Alaska just laughed, said, “Hey, it’s what we do, that’s all. But they do have bottomless glasses at the club if you’re buying.” 

			*

			No sooner had they survived a night with Alaska than it was back to business as usual. The latest drug group being held was in the mental health clinic of the 935th KO near Saigon. It was basically a mirror image of the one 275 miles north in Nha Trang at Camp McDermott—the same metal desks on a concrete slab floor, walls made out of fly screen with green sand bags half way up the walls. The same metal roof on which the rain poured down. The same circle of chairs surrounding Izzy and Gregg, with the same looking GIs in various degrees of deterioration. 

			Izzy glanced around the latest group and knew how enormously lucky he and Gregg were to be here instead of dead on a beach or burned alive in a chopper. Still, he tried not to feel as despondent as these guys looked. When they were alone, Gregg was struggling to keep desperation at bay himself. Not that anyone else would ever guess it from the way he did his thing, and kept doing his thing, group after group after group—getting the guys comfortable until they opened up. Then JD completely fooling them all again with a different disguised “druggie” look. Then hooking up afterwards with the other hardcore “druggies” in search of the ever elusive contact that would lead them up the food chain to the river pirates who had kidnapped Kate.

			If that was the real story. The longer this went on, the more obvious it became there was a lot more at work here than the bang, bang, bang and boom, boom, boom JD had initially spelled out. As far as Izzy could tell, other than offering the equivalent of a Band-Aid to the mostly strung-out GI’s in need of rehab triage, they weren’t any further ahead than when they started their search for Kate. 

			As usual, he and Gregg hung around and talked privately with a few of the guys, making sure those seeking help would be set up with additional counseling once they left. They hadn’t taken off on their own for any sightseeing excursions since My Tho, but this close to Saigon, it was awfully tempting.

			“Excellent work, Dr. Kelly,” Izzy told him once they were back in their latest assigned bunk room, this one upgraded to something better than the regular. They actually had a private shower. Two beds, on which they sat across from each other now, with just enough space between them for a little refrigerator against the wall. It had been filled with cold Pepsi. Izzy tapped his bottle to Gregg’s.

			“Thanks, Iz. And nice of JD to come through on the Holiday Inn.” He swung a bottle-wielding hand to encompass their modest quarters, luxurious in comparison to most of the others they had bunked in, while even those were pure five star compared to what the grunts sloughing through rice paddies and jungle terrain had for rest and shelter.

			“He came through on something else, too.” Izzy pulled out the stack of letters from Margie that JD had slipped to him earlier. All but one he had already ripped through, too needful of what they offered to be patient, but he had kept one intact to open later. It was certainly more than Gregg had to anticipate.

			Izzy felt a little guilty for having so much to be grateful for when his best friend did not. 

			“Damn, does the bastard always have to go screwing with how much I really can’t stand him?” Gregg’s smile was weary but sincere. “Of course, if he really wanted to mess with that, he would’ve thrown in a bottle of Jack to go with the Pepsi—or, not to go with the Pepsi. Straight from the bottle works for me. Especially if we have to get on another chopper.”

			Guilt, Izzy thought, wasn’t always such a bad thing. Like any good Jewish boy, his mother had raised him on it. 

			He produced the evidence of his guilt from the rucksack where he’d stashed it.

			“Only the best for you, my friend. Now let’s crack this open and see what we can figure out, since clearly what we are doing is not working—at least as far as Kate is concerned.” Izzy started to say more, but didn’t want to be the first to give voice to the most obvious concern—that the longer they went without finding Kate, the higher the risk they never would. Hope was a precious commodity, and he was not stealing that from Gregg. Instead, he ventured, “I’ve decided that even if JD is almost certainly withholding valuable information from us, Kate is not just a ruse to cart us along for other devious purposes. I think she really is missing and that much is legitimate. What concerns me is that he’s continuing with a game plan that hasn’t produced the desired results—and for JD to remain on a failed course of action is not like him at all.”

			“I know.” Gregg took a sip, wore a momentary expression of bliss, and then passed the bottle back to Izzy’s side of the aisle. “Did you notice his left eye twitching earlier?”

			“Yes. And considering his need, and his exceptional ability to maneuver situations and people to his benefit, it must be maddening to him not to be able to control one of his own muscles. I’m sure it’s from stress, lack of sleep, the usual suspects for eye spasms.” Izzy took his turn, then back the bottle went to Gregg. “I’ve actually wondered if we should offer him some counseling.”

			Gregg made a strangled sound in mid-gulp and nearly spewed what was left in his mouth. “Sorry, sorry,” he managed between Jack-laced coughs while he pounded his chest. Once he caught his breath, he didn’t just laugh, he roared. “You actually think Mr. Smoke-and-Mirrors would confide in us? Hell, Izzy, he doesn’t even tell us where we’re going from one day to the next, or what he’s doing while we lie low in whatever room he has us stashed away in. I mean, thank God we have each other and get along, but—”

			“But that’s just it, don’t you see? At least we do have each other. And as disconnected as we might feel from the outside world or our families, we do have a reasonable hope of returning, reintegrating, or . . . Well, maybe that hope is dim sometimes. A lot of times, actually. Okay, almost all the time. And yes, of course I hate being here. And I hate all the destruction and anger and division you see everywhere around us, wherever we go . . .” Izzy took a longer swig and his wince wasn’t only from the cool burn of the liquor. The groups had only shoved in their faces the extent of the division that was crippling the army fast and furious, in a way it hadn’t been when he first arrived for duty three hundred endless days before. There were racial divisions. Divisions between old and young, between “lifers” that were regular army and the resentful draftees. Even a division between the “juicers”—the drinkers who were typically “lifers” who drank their drugs at the NCO and officer clubs—and the “heads” that were mostly draftees who gathered in their hootches smoking their weed or, more recently an extraordinarily pure heroin . . .

			Izzy paused in mid-thought. He took another sip, and wondered if they had missed something important that linked Kate’s disappearance with the outbreak of heroin use, the devastating results he and Gregg continued to witness in group after group after group. Could it be the food-chain JD was supposedly tracking was not so much about making a particular connection, as it was about the seemingly random trajectory of locations they were going to—almost like a scavenger hunt, or shifting positions on a game board?

			“Okay, so you were saying,” Gregg prompted. “As much as you hate the way things have gone from bad to miserable, misery does like company and at least we have each other for that. Which is more than JD has, right?”

			“Correct. As far as we know, he doesn’t have any family—no parents or siblings. No home to return to. No one to confide in, although Kate must have gotten past the surface façade. I’m fairly certain he doesn’t have a large circle of friends. In fact, I suspect we may be the closest thing to what he considers friends.”

			Gregg shook his head. “Man, now that’s sad. Maybe we should offer him some counseling.”

			Even as Izzy agreed, he considered whether they should forego the offer of counseling, which JD would almost certainly refuse, and put their collective expertise to work on him instead. It wasn’t really right to worm your way into someone else’s head and take them apart for your own purposes, but if he had learned one thing from this ugly mess of a war, it was that right and wrong weren’t nearly as easy to separate as he’d once believed.

			 *

			JD put aside the listening device linked to the bugs he had planted in the guys’ assigned quarters. He had heard enough. They were right on several counts, but way off base on others. The eye twitching was deliberate; he could contort and control nearly every muscle in his body at will. It was one area where he had excelled in his studies at the monastery, which served him well in assuming the various roles and personas his work often required.

			They were also incorrect regarding his lack of family. Although, if he ever lost Zhang, it would be more truth than not. His various cousins, and even a living grandparent in the US, hardly counted since they did not know him, and likely believed him dead from drowning as a child—again, presuming his father even relayed that he had ever been born. Years ago he had fleetingly considered showing up as a delivery boy, bringing flowers to his paternal grandmother, just to see what she looked like, find out if she would be as cold and dismissive to a stranger as his father had been to his own son. But he had immediately discarded such a self-indulgent idea, knowing it would serve no real purpose other than distracting him from the mission at hand, which had involved a certain politician who wasn’t as safely ensconced as he thought, as so many falsely did who lived on American soil. 

			It was one of only two trips JD had ever made to the USA. He had not thought to make another until he fell in love with Kate, and wondered if she might like him to meet her mother.

			So Izzy was indeed correct that Kate had gotten past the surface façade. She had dug herself deep into his heart. He did have one; it just wasn’t easy to find. Even for him, sometimes. A lot of times, actually. Okay, almost all the time.

			Just to entertain himself, JD arranged his features into the same expression he could imagine the good Dr. Moskowitz making while he said the same. If he wanted, he could even pitch his voice to sound just like Izzy, which might be a bit of fun if he wanted to mess with Gregg once he made his way back home.

			And on that subject, again they were wrong. He actually had several homes. His favorite, the little island getaway off the shores of Nha Trang where he had taken Kate, and only Kate, to visit and where he liked to paint, dive amidst the coral reefs, go spear fishing, and meditate. Then there was the rubber plantation he inherited from his father, where his mother’s remains were buried. And he owned the tea plantation where he had overseers tending a Longjing, the Dragon Well, on a north-facing slope in Burma, that he had deliberately mentioned during his visit with The Pale Man. A singular meeting that had gotten this whole rotten and ridiculous and seemingly misguided “plan” set into motion.

			He knew Kate was alive. He just didn’t know exactly where. The Pale Man liked games and he liked to play with those he deemed worthy opponents. Hence, a trail of clues. Each clue like a stone in the game of Go and strategically placed on a sequence of army bases, with each clue pointing him to the next location via a planted contact within the drug groups. 

			The Pale Man had laid out the rules: Phillip was not to be privy to their little game within the game. Location twelve would be the magic number. They were now on location #9. “They” being the operative word, since, “to up the ante,” The Pale Man had stipulated his opponent must procure two other players who would not drop out of the game, no matter how dangerous or aimless or dull it all might seem as they followed the leader.

			So, the game of Go meets Follow the Leader, wherever he may… Go!

			JD commanded himself to relax his jaw and his left eye that suddenly wanted to twitch as he remembered the giggle of delight and clapping of ghostly hands before The Pale Man leapt to his feet, hit the gong near the Go board that resided close to the lotus pond, where an exquisite carp had been offered, and declared their meeting done.

			JD had left knowing there were only two men he could count on to follow him no matter what or where. This did not include Phillip. Still, Phillip’s role was particularly crucial. Phillip was the mastermind, doing everything possible to engage The Pale Man as a potential ally when his real intent was to help preserve Zhang’s control over the poppy fields of the Golden Triangle.

			That, and wheedling what information he could about Kate’s wellbeing and whereabouts, while being careful not to appear too invested, since that would only increase The Pale Man’s leverage with Kate as a bargaining chip. 

			JD hardly remembered a time that Phillip wasn’t somehow part of his life. One of his earliest memories was of Phillip tousling his hair and giving him a wink, and then plucking a coin like magic from behind his ear. 

			The coin was in the sandalwood box, still safely hidden with Maman’s comb, The Jungle Book, the handkerchief she had kissed. His other small treasures.

			In those early days Phillip was always very kind to JD and, most importantly, to Maman. But that was a very long time ago. Much had changed since then. And it disturbed JD greatly that he couldn’t quite explain this niggling feeling, whenever he and Phillip discussed the current situation and traded progress reports, that Phillip was stalling somehow, or withholding information, or not being quite on the level with things.

			To a certain degree, JD knew he was guilty of such himself. But this felt different—and altogether too familiar. Seduction had a delicate, nuanced scent, and if anyone could pick up the faintest whiff of being lured in, it was he.

			Before the sudden summons that took him off the boat with Kate, he would have simply confronted Phillip. Such was the nature of their relationship. But now he found himself falling back on an important lesson his favorite teacher had taught him about the wisdom of avoiding confrontation: Yielding is not defeat. It is avoiding direct confrontation with an assailant. This philosophy teaches us to work with the natural order of things, not against them. If you can master this, you can deflect the momentum of one thousand pounds with a force of four ounces. The opponent will fall down by virtue of his own force.

			Was Phillip a potential traitor? With every hope JD had ever harbored as a boy, and as a man far more cynical than he ever wanted to be, he prayed not. But whatever Phillip had been, was, or might yet prove to be, JD knew the title of “trusted friend” was not presently amongst them.

			A friend was someone whose company you enjoyed without some purpose attached; someone who would keep your secrets safe. Such relationships were rare in his line of work.

			Even if they didn’t share his sentiments, Dr. Israel Moskowitz and Dr. Gregg Kelly were the only two people JD knew who qualified on both counts. Which, to his way of thinking, made Gregg and Izzy both right and wrong in their assessment regarding his apparent lack of friendships. 

			Yes, they were the closest thing he had to real friends, at least in this latest version of his life. But that did not make him a sad or lonely man at all.

			It made him rich.
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			Back near Nha Trang

			This shit was all Mouse had never, ever, wanted and more. Missy was gone. He’d decided to risk calling Uncle Louie from their Quonset headquarters only to discover the phone wires were cut, and now this.

			“You’re kidding me, right?” Mouse actually laughed. This new major getting his orders passed down and then passing them down to Mouse had to be some kind of loony tunes. Even if he didn’t turn thief like the first major, who earned a fragging at the firebase near Pleiku, the grunts reporting to this guy would be thinking about it pretty quick if he pulled some bullshit like this in the field. 

			“Listen, Gallini, I got my orders and they’re coming one step down from The Big Man himself: someone else is picking your load up and another new shipment is coming down out of the mountains. It’s not ours, but The Man wants you to highjack the goods and a message sent in the taking. Don’t kid yourself. This is a test, but you ace it and you’re in like Flint. Word has it The Man is getting positioned to muscle out the boss controlling the fields, take over the Golden Triangle. You have any idea what this means?”

			Mouse knew exactly what it meant: a shit storm of epic proportions for him. First there was the summons from Vo to bring him to The Man as some kind of attaché, which sounded like a suitcase with maybe him in it. Now this new major was giving him the order to intercept a huge shipment belonging to someone else—it wasn’t like they were the only game in town, just the biggest and baddest—but, worst of all, a two by four had just been rammed through Mouse’s getaway plan. Not that he was going anywhere before tidying up his original assignment, since he had a work ethic to consider, didn’t want to sound the alarm too soon, and sure as hell didn’t want to piss off Uncle Louie by not taking care of business first with so much money involved. 

			But that was the original assignment. Business as usual, done in a day, no sweat. 

			The dampness on the back of Mouse’s neck coincided with a watery sensation in his bowels. This felt like some kind of setup, or at least a punishment for not coming on call. If there wasn’t a chopper already waiting for him, with the major walking him to it . . . Mouse wasn’t sure what he would do, but he wouldn’t be such an idiot as to be airlifted to Ban Me Thuot with a $75k roll in his pack, a fake passport, and the name of an Air America pilot who could help him get out of Nam for a price. 

			By the time he landed in Ban Me Thuot he was still trying to decide if it was best to make a run for it now, or find someplace to stash his stuff until he could get back to it—but then he didn’t even have those two options. An arranged ground transport with a couple of muscle guys in uniform, who didn’t report to him, were waiting the second his feet touched the tarmac. Definitely a setup. He’d been in on enough to know he was as trussed up as the Fish, just minus the ropes, as soon as they took him to some pre-arranged coordinates in the Highlands, right at the edge of the jungle. A gunship was waiting. No markings, no ID. 

			And no choice but to be escorted to it by the muscle guys. Holding tightly to his pack, Mouse hopped in and there they were, grinning at him: a whole gunship full of crazy-fuck snakeheads. Just like Tony had said, their faces were tattooed with snakes. Creepy. He really hated snakes. He thought about hightailing it back to the jeep but it had already peeled out. Besides, running didn’t seem like such a good idea with all the snakeheads either twirling around a machete or playing with their M-16s. Holy shit, where was a grenade when you needed one?

			“You Gallini?” asked the one that wasn’t grinning with the rest.

			Mouse figured him for the leader, and the worst thing he could do was let on just how freaked he was to the biggest snake of them all. “Yeah. Me, Gallini. You Jane?”

			Big Snake suddenly grinned too, pointed to a space a couple of his men had made to sandwich Mouse between them. “Sit.” 

			Mouse did as instructed, knowing he wasn’t the one running this show, but took hope from the fact that these snakeheads had a sense of humor. Then again, they could all be smiling because they knew what was up and he wasn’t in on the joke. Yeah, that had to be it, and he had a bad, bad feeling that luck wasn’t gonna be a lady tonight as the gunship lifted, spun out, and banked over jungle green until it descended into God knew where and dropped them off just before twilight. His best hope was that they would make camp and he could take his chances in the jungle these snakeheads probably knew like the backs of their machetes. He didn’t do jungle well, not unless it was concrete, but it seemed the only way out.

			And then even that was gone. Vo’s not so subtle threat that he was not in the US anymore became even clearer as he clung to his bag like Linus with his blankie, while Big Snake signaled them all to what looked like a small village. Little kids were running around with their mammas chasing after them and their papas chewing the shit around a central fire, where some kind of animal, maybe a goat, was roasting on a spit. Almost looked like a party, with lanterns swinging in the breeze around their little thatched houses. All they were missing was the sound of waves and “California Dreamin’” on the jukebox.

			Big Snake entered into some kind of gibberish conversation with the head man. Money exchanged hands, and next thing Mouse knew, he was bunking in a hut with the rest of the snakeheads, minus two.

			Their machetes had been parked just outside the village, along with their guns, with the two snakeheads Big Snake had appointed as babysitters within viewing distance of the village. At least that much made sense—better to make nice, get what you need and vamoose. They didn’t have payback to make or a message to send these villagers, who threw in a pretty nice dinner on top of it all. But Mouse could hardly get down a bite. Surrounded by snakeheads in the hut, knowing the ones watching the weapons would be keeping an eye out for him too, he didn’t expect to get any shut eye. Still, to keep up appearances, he stretched out on his mat and used his pack as a pillow. 

			It was only when his head hit the floor with a thunk that he came abruptly awake, and then scrambled to his feet.

			Big Snake held the pack. “Up,” he ordered. “Go now.”

			“Gimme that back,” Mouse demanded. If they were going to kill him, now was as good a time as any, and he was probably dead already if they discovered what he was packing. Besides, he could at least take a good chunk of Big Snake’s nose with him if the fat lady was singing sayonara to The Mouse.

			It was actually a relief to have finally come to some kind of decision. He put his hand in his pocket to hold the Zippo. He felt the tingle, letting him know the magic was there, like he was about to split off just when he needed It most. Because like any good production, timing was everything. 

			Tick: Mouse locked eyes with Big Snake. 

			Tock: Mouse grinned wide, baring his teeth. 

			Tick: Mouse lunged—

			Only for Big Snake to fling the pack so hard into his chest that Mouse stumbled back. 

			“Go now,” Big Snake repeated, though with a little less attitude.

			Mouse followed him out of the empty hut, still grinning—

			And couldn’t believe what he saw.

			The whole village was dead. All their heads were on sticks. The sticks were in family groups—mommies and daddies with the kids and babies, but all of them with their chopped off heads on sticks, stuck into the ground. 

			It was one thing to be a thug, a murderer, a hit man, throw in some theatrics while he was at it. But this? This? These were innocent people. Yeah, they were gooks, but they weren’t bad gooks. They had fuckin’ families, too—and then he noticed one that looked like Missy.

			Mouse didn’t even remember hitting the ground on his knees before Big Snake yanked him back to his feet. 

			Frantically, Mouse jerked away, made himself stare at the girl. The breath left his lungs in a rush of relief when he noticed the girl didn’t have Missy’s cheekbones or mouth. He knew those by heart, and reassured himself there was no way Missy could be here in this tribe, when she was already finding her way to Australia. 

			Mouse kept telling himself that, while he was marched through the jungle, clinging to his pack. He had seen a lot of bad shit happen. He had done a lot of bad shit. But what happened in the village went beyond anything he could even get his KRZY brain twisted around. These were some cold motherfuckers. And they worked for The Man who wanted Mouse for his own. Only there were lines even guys like him didn’t cross and that meant he had to figure out . . .

			Somethin’.

			The trek through the jungle was hell. Behind him, the stick people. Above him, a black sky belching out rain. Ahead was more jungle and more gross leeches. He couldn’t put down his bag to brush them off. To the side was some fuckin’ mule trail where they were supposed to steal a shipment of high-grade heroin from the convoy smuggling it in. And just when he thought it couldn’t get worse, it did.

			Mouse had heard of Rolling Thunder. He had heard grunts speak with awe and wonder about it. It was supposed to have ended with Johnson, but covert shit pounding the Ho Chi Minh supply trails continued—like them right now—and so did Rolling Thunder. 

			Not even in Mouse’s deepest, darkest nightmares had he imagined what it would be like to have giant bombs, each weighing up to 750 pounds, dropped like heaven’s wrath from 30,000 feet by gargantuan B-52 bombers. Bombs that literally shook the earth and him with it. 

			Entire trees flew over him along with mountains of mud and dirt. Luckily, they were not that close to the drop, but even from where they took cover he was hit so hard by concussions from the blasts that he was sure any gooks on the open trail had to be turned to mist just by the sound waves. As bomb after bomb detonated, concussed, his fingernails tore at raw earth while he frantically tried to mole his way underground. He felt one of his teeth crack from clenching his jaw. He forced his mouth open and out came his screams, tearing through his throat with such force he wondered if his ears were bleeding. Not that it mattered since this had to be the end of the world, or at least the end of him. He was gonna die, right here on the Ho Chi Minh trail, and whatever was left of him would probably get scarfed up by some big-ass buzzard before he was ever found.

			Just as he was sure he was cashing in his chips for that big slot machine in the sky, everything stopped. The thunder was gone, the ground stopped shaking, everything was quiet. Except for his continued screams.

			Those stopped as soon as Big Snake lifted him completely off the ground, shook him like dice, and shoved him forward to catch up with everyone else, the whole gang of them traipsing on with the mission like nothing had happened. 

			Mouse numbly kept going until the scout Big Snake had sent ahead came running back. Moments later Mouse was making like the rest of the snakeheads and crouching in the grass with cold sweat trickling down his back, leeches all over him, feeling like he might puke. The bombs had taken every little bit of guts and glory he’d had left to draw on, and his body was vibrating like a hotrod jammed into park, with the accelerator gunned to the floor. 

			The ambush was like stealing candy from a baby, just without any babies left around to cry. The snakeheads killed the smugglers and not the mules. No one wanted to be carrying all this shit to wherever they were supposed to meet back up with the gunship or jeeps, or however they were supposed to get back to who knew where.

			Something told Mouse it wasn’t back to good old quiet Nha Trang, and he wasn’t particularly concerned about not being at the Quonset on schedule to meet Vo, who must’ve had a hand in all this.

			At least what hand Vo had left.

			As they made camp for the night, Mouse searched inside himself and he searched deep. If only he had a couple of grenades he could frag these snakeheads to holy hell and by some miracle maybe still make it to Missy and the land of kangaroos, get as far away from this war and the rest of this shit as he could. And if he could get that far, maybe he wouldn’t even call Uncle Louie. Him and Missy, they could just settle in, set up house, and have enough to retire on.

			Maybe he’d even take up acting while Missy raised their kids.

			The image of the stick people woke him near daybreak, gasping, in a sweat. 

			Mouse gripped his Zippo. For once he wished KRZY would flip on and Janis would finally drive him over the edge so he could tear into some snakeheads before they took his off with a machete too. 

		

	
		
			24

			The chopper landed. Someone who did not smell good guided Mouse out, which was better than when he’d gotten thrown in, blindfolded, minus his confiscated pack. He could hear the chopper lifting off again while his arms were gripped on either side and he was duck walked downhill, until whatever path they were on evened out. Then more walking. It felt like he was on his way to an execution. Mouse was trying hard to keep his dignity. If they were gonna kill him, groveling and pleading wouldn’t change nothin’. He always hated it when the guys he was brought in to work over totally embarrassed themselves like that. The best he could hope for was to keep a stiff upper lip and earn himself enough respect for them to make it quick.

			The sound of water flowing and the funny, tinkling sound of wind chimes was joined by the smell of incense. The walking stopped. Off came the blindfold. Mouse blinked, trying to adjust his eyes to the filtered light. He was standing in the shadow of what looked like an old temple that could have come out of Life Magazine or something, and he was facing a big, round, fancy carved wooden door with a yin-yang symbol.

			He glanced at the two men who had escorted him. They weren’t gook guards and they didn’t have snakes on their faces, but were very clean and looked hard as rocks. 

			It seemed like he stood there for a long time, waiting for instructions. The waiting was its own kind of agony, so he tried to calm himself with sideways glances and saw water flowing in a small stream under a curved bridge, and then down a little water fall and into a clear pond. There were brightly colored flowers everywhere, with big pots of them on either side of the Life Magazine, yin-yang door.

			A gong sounded from somewhere. One guard nodded to the other. 

			They took off their boots, then pointed at his.

			“Okay, I got it,” Mouse muttered, and braced himself to get whacked over the head as soon as he stooped down. 

			Instead, the big round door opened. The guards walked him in, but hadn’t gone far inside when they bowed to no one that Mouse could see and backed away. He stood there, alone, with another big-ass door in front of him, and glistening stone floors shooting down several hallways that were filled with lots of Chink statues and old scrolls with paintings of more Chink stuff that reminded him of the day he skipped school to sneak off to New York to see some museums. 

			His legs were shaking. Worst of all, he felt close to peeing his pants and he didn’t even have a boot to catch it. 

			The door opened. A voice he recognized commanded, “Enter.”

			The shaking stopped. Him and Vo, they had a score to settle. Wouldn’t be today. Probably not tomorrow neither. But that slanty-eyed piece of shit hadn’t played by any of the rules they went by in Jersey. The RVN transport colonel had a lot to learn: there actually was a code of honor amongst thieves. Yeah, sure, he’d been ready to make a run for it but only because Vo brought Missy into the picture to strong arm him into answering to some cat who hired snake-face goons to do way worse than steal a shipment of grade-A heroin. 

			Mouse squared his shoulders and for once was glad the army had taught him how to march—

			Only to stop as his eyes adjusted yet again to what he could not believe he was seeing.

			There was Vo, standing on a dais like the priest at Mass. Seated next to him, on some kind of carved throne, was a man who looked like something out of a vampire horror movie, white as a ghost, with sunglasses on.

			And on the other side of Casper, stood Missy.

			Her eyes met his and she blinked, like she was sending him a signal. He had a flash of her mouthing, “Please. Help. Me,” at the Drunken Dragon the first time they met and she was in trouble. Only now he was the one in trouble and Missy was trying to help him.

			After being given a wave from the throne, she walked down in a long white robe with a gold belt around her tiny waist, feet bare and soundless until she reached out her hand.

			It was then that Mouse realized his knees were on the floor again, just like they had buckled when he thought she was one of the stick people from the village.

			Missy whispered as she helped him up, “Pretend I not here.”

			Impossible as that was, Mouse realized if he had ever wanted to be an honest-to-god actor, this was the time to do it. He let go of the hand he wanted to hold, to feel touch his cheek, and watched her return to her station, where she stood still as the Statue of Liberty, staring off into the distance.

			“Mr. Mouse, how kind of you to come. And well done,” said The Man who was clearly in charge. His voice was soft and raspy, like sandpaper rubbing on silk. God, this guy was creepy. Mouse had expected somebody big time, but this guy . . . Shit, it was like finding out you were visiting Dracula. “I am very pleased with all your recent work. But I must say that you rather displeased me with your reluctance to immediately accept Colonel Vo’s generous invitation for advancement within the hierarchy of our organization. Have you contacted your ‘Uncle Louie’ for clearance? Or am I correct in the assumption that, as of yet, you have not?”

			Mouse could hardly get his brain to think beyond being so grateful and scared so shitless that Missy was in the same room. But the one part of his mind that could switch into business mode, get a job done with the highest of work ethics and creative pizazz—he knew that’s what kept ’em coming, why The Man wanted him to begin with—that part kicked in along with his instincts, telling him he needed to lighten up this heavy shit somehow without seeming disrespectful. 

			Mouse struck a pose. “Oh great One,” he ad-libbed with a touch to his forehead, and then a wrist-swivel and a bow. “You got me. I did not call my Uncle Louie.” Now he darted a sharp glance at Vo. “But only because my phone lines got cut and my plans got changed before I could do the right thing.”

			Vo winced and gripped his stubby hand like he was trying to protect what was left. 

			“Well, it is never too late, now is it?” Dracula smiled, and ugh, his teeth.

			Careful not to let his eyes stray to Missy, Mouse grinned back. “You got a phone? I’ll call him now.”

			Spindly fingers tapped a chin that Mouse wanted to implant with some Willie Pete.

			“Well said. I do have a phone you may use later. Of course, with an audience to appreciate your delivery. I’m sure you’ll perform magnificently but, as you know, one can never have too much insurance when encouraging others to ‘do the right thing.’ Might I ask if you remember the families now resting comfortably as stick figures?”

			Mouse went cold. “Yes. Sir.”

			The Man descended from his throne. He handed Mouse a really high-class-looking folder with some fancy lettering on the front.

			“Go ahead and open it,” he invited. “You will enjoy seeing what is inside.”

			Mouse opened the folder. A slight shake he couldn’t control in his hands got worse and worse as he examined page after page of high quality photographs that had been taken of Aunt Rosa, of Maria and Anna; even one of Tony being embraced by the whole family at JFK Airport, still in his jungle fatigues. 

			“They are looking well, are they not?”

			Mouse nodded. He couldn’t get his vocals to work.

			“And we would not want to see them on sticks, would we?”

			Mouse told himself this crazy cocksucker could not reach all the way across to Jersey; that even if he could, Uncle Louie would call out all the muscle necessary to protect his family. But someone had taken those photos and that meant The Man had some paid muscle of his own working the beat, and if they were anything like these snakeheads . . .

			“They are quite safe, Mr. Mouse. I am watching over them. If you’d like you may keep the pictures. I do have others. Have you any questions?”

			Mouse looked from the photo he was holding of Aunt Rosa and into sunshades that reflected his stricken expression. While he tried to force a poker face, The Man removed his glasses.

			Pinkish eyes glittered. He was one fuckin’ happy rabbit for sure.

			“What do you want from me?”

			“Let us just say that as long as you are looking out for me, doing what I wish to have done, and continue to amuse me, we will get along splendidly and your family will remain in good health. You are young, Mr. Mouse, so perhaps it has not occurred to you that we all at times serve someone. Why, even your dear Uncle Louie might have a boss giving orders to him.” Before Mouse could absorb that knockout punch, Dracula laid a hand over the heart he didn’t have. “Oh! Forgive me, but I nearly forgot. I could not help but notice you had quite a tidy sum of money and a passport in your pack, Mr. Mouse. Just to be clear, you were not considering some travel in the near future, were you?”

			Mouse emphatically shook his head, then stopped, realizing he had overplayed it.

			“That is wise,” The Man said, so polite he could have been ordering crumpets and tea. “You must be tired, uncomfortable after your journey—” He sniffed, like a rabbit, wrinkling his nose. His pinkish eyes looked Mouse up and down. “Please, have a bath or shower in your room and then join me for a drink in the garden. In an hour? Ah well, I am feeling generous, so let us make that two.” He gestured toward Missy. “The young lady will take you to your quarters and see to any of your other needs.”

			Unless he counted his breathing, that sounded like his cousin Maria fighting an asthma attack, Mouse stayed quiet as he followed Missy down one of the gook museum hallways, then out through an open veranda, and down a path where there was a miniature house.

			Missy opened the sliding door. 

			As soon as they were inside Mouse grabbed Missy to him, and for a moment she clung back. But only a moment. Before he could even say her name she whispered into his ear, “They watch. They listen. We not alone.”

			She touched a finger first to her lips, then his, and as he nodded Missy made a show of pushing him away. 

			“You need bath,” she announced, and even if it was for show Mouse knew for a fact it was true. 

			God he hated Missy seeing him like this. Filthy, dirty, stinking, and he needed to shave. Even if the crazy queen decided, “off with their heads!” during command happy hour in his freakin’ rabbit garden, Mouse couldn’t bear for Missy to find him disgusting in what little time they might have left.

			“Yeah, I need a bath or a shower or somethin’,” he agreed, borrowing some bluster like he was Ralph Kramden in The Honeymooners, and wishing he could send him and Missy both to the moon. “You got one of them around here? Maybe with some room service thrown in?” 

			“This way.” 

			She pointed to an adjoining room and he followed her past a big bed in these super fancy digs that were like a honeymoon suite he’d never be able to afford, now that he no longer had the stash he’d saved up, or a passport. They could kiss Australia goodbye. 

			Mouse knew he was being selfish, but part of him was glad that Missy hadn’t made it there without him. He didn’t want no one else to have her. And besides, he needed her to keep the sound muted on KRZY—though if ever there was a prime time for him to go psycho, once he got alone with Drac baby would be it. 

			The bathroom had a sunken bath and a huge, walk-in shower with stone walls and a glass partition. There were big fluffy towels and fancy soaps. He’d never been in a bathroom bigger than his family’s living room and more beautiful than anything he’d ever seen. And he sure never imagined he’d have an even more beautiful woman turning on the shower, roughly stripping off his stinking clothes, and nearly pushing him in before she undid her gold belt, dropped her robe, and joined him.

			That’s when he got it. Missy wanted them in the shower so no one could hear over the water spray, and any cameras around would get fogged up. Was the woman smart or what?

			And brains weren’t the only thing she had going for her. Missy had the sweetest little breasts, perky and upturned, and all he could do was stare at them. When she went to work with the soap on his chest he thought he might die right there.

			Until Missy started crying. Not big sobs, just quiet tears going down her cheeks with the spray, and she pulled his head close so he tried to look at her eyes instead of her breasts. It wasn’t easy. 

			“Did anyone hurt you?” God, she had him in some kind of pain. “Anyone hurts you, they answer to me.”

			“No, no. Vo, he told me if I come with him then they go easy on you. He say he won’t tell Pale Man I am your woman if I am good and stay quiet and follow orders. There is other woman here. I meet her once, very pretty, very American. Very lonely, I think. Vo gave me order to be her friend and tell him what she says. Her name is Kate. She shares room with man called Phillip. They both nice to me. I think I be okay if I do as told. But you?”

			Missy cupped his cheek with her soap-free hand, the water streaming over them both. “Vo and Pale Man, very bad. Con quy, like demons. I worry for you.”

			It touched him that Missy would worry for him, but she might not if she knew he could be something of a demon himself. Somehow he had to keep her from finding that out until he could spring them out of here. 

			And then, he wasn’t thinking at all. 

			The soap and Missy’s hand were between his legs and he nearly collapsed when she went for the boys. He almost blacked out, and maybe he did just for a second, because everything went dark and the next thing he knew he was pounding Missy like a jackhammer against the stone wall. He was too far gone to slow down, much less stop, and when Missy did some kind of rippling thing with her muscles, that just put him over the top. 

			He let her go and dropped to the floor, unable to even stand. It wasn’t a bad vantage point while he watched her clean up under the shower.

			She slid the soap all over herself, moving her body in a kind of dance. He wouldn’t exactly call it singing, but she was making a rhythmic noise, almost like a chant. Her movements, the sound, had a weird effect on him; or maybe it was just from getting his mind blown by the best sex he’d ever had. But he felt like he was being hypnotized or going into a trance and he didn’t want it to stop, not never . . .

			Mouse wondered if he blacked out again for a second because he couldn’t tear his eyes off Missy; and then somehow the water was off, she had her robe back on, and was reaching for his hand to help him up from the shower floor. She led him to the bedroom where a white silk shirt and white trousers that looked like his size were waiting on the bed.

			She helped him get dressed and whispered something in Vietnamese he didn’t understand. Whatever it was had to be something he needed to hear, since it left him feeling calmer than he could ever remember feeling before. And that felt so good, after spending most of his life teetering on an edge he didn’t dare tell nobody about, that it had to be addictive.

			He felt like he’d been drugged. Not with #4 Grade A heroin; more like with Love Potion No. 9. He would do anything for Missy, and not just because she kept the radio volume down in the head that could still hear the distant sound of her chanting.

			As she escorted him to the garden where he was meeting The Man, Mouse knew one other thing, and it made him smile so big you’d think he’d just gotten laid by his dream girl. 

			He was gonna kill that freak, and Vo while he was at it. 
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			Kate was vastly relieved to finally get out of the gilded cage of The Pale Man. There was something cloying about his palatial estate, as if toxic waste flowed beneath the extravagant surface and some part of her subconscious identified the stench from the pockets of time where she still drew a blank. Fortunately, since accepting Phillip’s offer, there hadn’t been a minute to waste on self-recriminations or secret tears on a pillow. Instead, she had been forced to focus on the thrilling, endless hours of a crash course in espionage, political affairs, the present operation known as Project White Tiger, and, of course, how to fire a gun. 

			That had been one of the most exciting parts of her admittedly still-limited training. She was a pretty good shot. Especially when she imagined JD’s achingly handsome, pathological liar’s face in the middle of the target. 

			She forced the image away as she gazed out the window at the endless green jungle below. The helicopter was flying high and fast. The vibrations and rotor noise were numbing and precluded conversation with Phillip. Her new “friend” Missy had not come with them. Kate wondered if it was getting burned so bad by JD that made her distrustful, careful not to say anything to Missy that she didn’t want repeated, despite the young woman’s engaging attempts to offer her services as an assistant.

			They were slowly circling the bay at Nha Trang, but soon began descending onto a wide expanse of grassy lawn that fronted a magnificent villa that stood high on a promontory above the city and the sea.

			She and Phillip ducked out and hurried across the grass as the helicopter lifted off behind them. 

			It was suddenly very quiet, except for the trilling of birds, the distant sound of sprinklers on the lawn.

			Phillip held her arm and they entered through an ornate yet formidable iron gate, fronted by two guards who saluted them. They continued their stroll down a flowered courtyard that led to an ornate stone fountain with carved koi spouting water, and then passed through a beautifully carved mahogany door. The interior was cool, and seemed darkened after the bright sunlight. The floor, a gleaming white marble, was punctuated with exquisite rugs. Several arched floor-to-ceiling windows looked out across the bay to the islands off shore, showcasing a breathtaking view. 

			“Perhaps the finest villa in the country,” noted Phillip. “It belonged until recent years to Madame Nhu, the former First Lady.”

			Kate recalled some outrageous public appearances during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations that had been sufficiently inflammatory to earn Nhu the title “Dragon Lady.” Kate hadn’t paid a lot of attention at the time, but it was hard to forget anyone saying they would “clap hands at seeing another monk barbeque show” when asked about Buddhist monks setting themselves on fire to protest oppression under her husband’s and brother-in-law’s rule. It had also been said she was the one who really ruled, until the two men were assassinated.

			Beyond that, Kate hadn’t made it her business to know much about the Nhus, but in her new role, such things were now her business. 

			“Do you think we had anything to do with what happened to them?” she asked.

			“Pirates and Whores, my dear. We give gifts, we are generous, but we take things away when we are displeased. It is fine to be nasty, greedy, pretentious, entitled, but never too much, too publicly. They, mmm, took themselves a little too seriously, she in particular and so . . .” Phillip shrugged and extended his arm. “Anyway, a pleasant place for us to enjoy for a few days while seeing to business. Tonight we have a dinner party arranged for a select group, with more arriving tomorrow for the necessary meetings before you get to work in your new capacity.” He smiled, his eyes shining with pride. “You’ve done extraordinarily well in your training. I know what’s waiting will be quite difficult to pull off but, Katherine, you will do a marvelous job.”

			Kate touched his freshly shaven cheek, her palm slightly moist, but steady. “I won’t disappoint you, Phillip. I promise.”

			“I know you won’t. Otherwise I never would have brought you in.” 

			Yes, Kate thought, as she looked out the expanse of windows to a world she had come to view in far broader strokes. It really was much better to be on the Big Pirate side of the door.

			Later, after they had swum in a luxurious indoor pool, made love in the water, and then rested, Kate went to her separate suite, the one Phillip had ordered prepared just for her. The former Madame Nhu’s private quarters exuded a combination of elegance, the exotic, and over-the-top indulgence. On each side of the extraordinary bath were full-length tiger skins, the glassy eyes glowing yellow and the teeth gleaming in growling grimaces, reflected from an over-abundance of artistically placed mirrors. The closets were empty except for one that contained a collection of silk dressing gowns and a chic Chanel ensemble that she assumed Philip, thinking of everything, had ordered and sent ahead for her. He would certainly know her size, and his taste, as always, was exquisite.

			She had so much to appreciate, to celebrate, so why was she wishing for a suitcase with some of her old clothes from the mission and a nice, long talk with Shirley? The Mission had to be a little shorthanded now with their head nurse gone, but at least Phillip had said Shirley shouldn’t be worried. Periodic messages were being sent on Kate’s behalf as reassurance that all was well, she was having a wonderful time on her extended vacation. 

			For a moment Kate let herself imagine that all was as it had been when she first left the mission, anticipating she would come back. But she could never go back now. At least, not in the capacity she had left, and there would always be secrets she could never tell even a close friend like Shirley. It felt a little like someone had died. 

			Kate supposed in a sense someone had. Her. 

			But, that wasn’t all bad, was it? There were things about the old Kate she hadn’t particularly liked. Being an only child, she had grown up thinking the world revolved around her. She could be reckless. Impulsive. And not always assume accountability when she should. Sometimes she relied on her looks too much because it gained her special treatment, and that probably made her a little lazy, even manipulative in ways she’d rather not admit. She had used Gregg when they were young and she had enjoyed playing games with a lot of boys, then men, who she shouldn’t have thought of as toys for her own amusement. Maybe that had something to do with not having a father to look up to, or with the way her mother had often been treated like a joke in the courtroom. Still, Kate knew she could have made different, better choices . . .

			And now she was. She was choosing to seize this opportunity and remake her life, and herself, into all they both could be. If she couldn’t have the children she had begun to wish for, at least she could have a rich and rewarding career, filled with adventure and the kind of responsibility that no mother in good conscience would ever consider assuming. She could be a role model, break some glass ceilings, and pave the way for younger women who would never realize how good they had it.

			The door closed behind her and she turned to see Missy. 

			She bowed. “Pardon. I knock but I think you not hear me. Monsieur Jordon—” 

			“Wait. Do you speak French?”

			“Oui.” Missy nodded shyly, grinning. “It is better than my English.”

			“Great! I mean, nothing’s wrong with your English, but . . .” Kate actually preferred speaking French when she could. It flowed so much more easily from the throat and sounded so much softer on the ears. She missed Shirley terribly, the best friend and confidant she’d probably ever had—no jealousy or competition or any of the other petty crap that could get in the way of an honest, woman-to-woman friendship. But Shirley didn’t speak French fluently, and now that things had changed so drastically in her own life, they wouldn’t have as much to freely talk about as they once had. Also, their circle of associates and friends were moving in very different directions.

			Maybe Missy was a friend she should consider cultivating after all. At the very least she was someone to have a conversation with that didn’t have an X and Y chromosome with more testosterone than fashion sense—unless she counted Phillip, but he still had testosterone to spare.

			Having decided to let her guard down, albeit cautiously, Kate engaged Missy in the first real conversation she’d had with her beyond superfluous pleasantries, and asked in French, “How did you get here?” 

			“I was invited to join Monsieurs Pale Man and Gallini on the helicopter that left a few hours after you and Monsieur Jordan departed.”

			Invited, Kate thought, what a polite way to put it. “And where are you staying now? Do you have your own quarters, or . . .?” 

			Missy lowered her eyes but not before Kate caught her wince. And it didn’t take any recent tutorials in body language to interpret Missy’s forced smile, the anxiety she tried to restrain in the subtle wringing of her hands when she quickly answered, “My quarters are in another wing, and they are so beautiful I cannot believe my good fortune. They adjoin Monsieur Gallini’s quarters. He likes me. A lot.”

			“But what about you,” Kate ventured, knowing she should not go there. “Do you like him back the same way he likes you?”

			Missy hesitated, then confessed, “There are things I do like about the American from New Jersey, but if I could avoid certain duties in private, I would. My heart belongs to another man I have always wanted to be with, even as a young girl in school. He was a bit older and did not take me seriously, until one day I made him see me as a woman, not a child. We were together for a while, and it was fantastique, like a dream, but then life interfered and . . .” She sighed wistfully and shook her head. “C’est la vie. I grew up with many privileges, but one learns to adapt to the ways of the world when war and other circumstances take such advantages away. As I believe you might understand, it is important to make the most of what one has, even if it means making lemonade out of lemons. A gin chaser never hurts, n’est-ce pas? As Mary Poppins would say, it helps the medicine go down.” 

			Kate decided then and there that Missy just might qualify for a bona fide girlfriend. Even if she had more advantages than Missy did now, they could relate on an elemental level where survival and trade-offs were ingrained into the choices they had made in life. And love. Because they both understood that if you couldn’t be with the one you loved—or once loved, honey—a smart girl sometimes had to love the one she was with.

			Easy enough with Phillip. But considering Missy’s bedmate, even if there were qualities she had found to like in Mike Gallini, the poor girl had to be going through a case of gin a week to make that medicine go down. 

			Her gaze settling on a bottle of waiting champagne, Kate made tracks to the silver bucket filled with ice and glanced at the note Phillip had left, saying he looked forward to sharing a toast before dinner. 

			“Oh hell,” Kate told Missy, “he can get more where this came from. Let’s crack this open and have some fun. Are you game?”

			“Oui!” 

			And so they helped themselves to the bubbly, along with whatever else they could find in the drawers and closets. As they chattered away in French she did Missy’s fingernails, then Missy did her toenails in exchange, both of them giggling over the idea they were dipping into Madame Nhu’s nail polish and hoping it didn’t turn them into Dragon Ladies who wanted to eat barbequed monks for dinner. 

			The exquisite dresses in the closet that fit like a glove on Kate swamped Missy’s small frame, but that just made them laugh uproariously as she pretended to model them on a runway in Paris—

			Until a soft rap at the door had Missy racing for the closet that could house a small family just before Phillip made his entrance. Apparently dinner would be quite the event since he was perfectly attired in a white dinner jacket and black tuxedo trousers, so unlike the first time she had met JD who had been wearing an old linen suit, aviator shades, and two silver bracelets on his wrist.

			Kate quickly searched for, and found, the self-protective shield she had been nurturing to deflect any fond memories of JD. She willed herself to look innocent and forget that she had hidden his silver bracelet in a lacquered box Phillip had tied up with a lavish bow as a gift filled with her favorite toiletries. He had given it to her the day after their reunion; as best as she could recall. While some disturbing flashes of sensations, sights and sounds—that may, or may not, be actually true—had recently presented themselves, there was a lot more that remained fuzzy around the corners of her brain.

			Phillip’s very male and very appreciative expression, as he took in the last dress she had tried on, with all the others draped in a silky heap over a couch that could have belonged to Louis the 14th, or Vuitton for that matter, shifted to the empty bottle of Krug and two mostly depleted flutes.

			Just then Missy emerged from the closet, with her own simple shift back on.

			“Oh! Monsieur Jordan, I sorry. Mademoiselle Kate and I, trying to find just right dress for special evening.” She bowed. “I go now.”

			As Missy made for the exit, Kate called after her, “Thanks, Missy. See you later.”

			Missy smiled, bowed again. But not before Kate noticed her nervous glance at Phillip.

			He gave a short bow back. “Merci, Missy. I appreciate your assistance to my favorite lady. If you like I can have another bottle delivered to your quarters as a thank you.”

			Kate wondered: did he have any idea it sounded more like a threat than a gesture of appreciation, considering who was in the adjoining suite? 

			“Merci, but I no need, pleasure all mine.” And with that, Missy was gone.

			“Well,” Phillip chuckled. “It looks as if you two were having a good time. I’m glad.”

			“Me, too,” Kate said and turned around to give him her back. “Zip me up?”

			“Only if I can unzip you later.”

			His lips were warm against her neck as he smoothly pulled up the zipper, and as always he smelled divine. Kate was sure that Missy’s own night would be nothing like hers and she gave an involuntary shudder, just imagining what it must be like to have that odd little man’s hands roaming over her.

			“Cold?” Phillip asked, running his palms over the gooseflesh prickling her arms.

			Kate shook her head and turned, looped her hands around his neck. “Phillip, what do you know about that man, Mike Gallini, that Paulu brought to join us here?”

			“I know he’s important to our transport team, and to the relations we have with a not-particularly-desirable but necessary individual with connections in the US. Which, as you’ve come to realize, is just part of the ugly, coarse, and dirty things we often have to do for the benefit of the larger picture.” A slight expression of distaste accompanied Phillip’s next revelation. “And I suppose we can group Mr. Gallini into the ‘undesirable but necessary’ camp of associates, since I understand he has a particular gift, or method, for keeping others honest and holding them accountable when they are not. Paulu was beside himself with excitement when he first heard of him, which suggests to me that we will want to keep our distance whenever possible. After all, it is one thing to do business, even possibly break bread, with those we may not wish to; it is quite another to share bathwater with the unclean.”

			Kate hesitated, but only slightly, before confronting Phillip with what had become too obvious to ignore. “And yet, are we not sharing bathwater with Paulu?”

			“My, you are a smart girl, aren’t you?” Phillip gave her a little push onto the bed and she might have denied him what came next if he hadn’t added, “And smart girls know that once the water gets too dirty it’s time to get out of the tub, pull the plug, and take a shower instead.”
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			Dinner was superb. It reminded Kate of her early days in Paris, right down to the warm soufflé for dessert. The conversation was predictably all about the war, but not body counts or battle operations or winning strategies. Instead she listened closely, critically, and appreciatively, to a lively discussion involving contracts for roads, bridges, airports, shipping, trucking. But then the talk turned to the recent ousting of Prince Sihanouk in Cambodia, now prime for invasion, and the extraordinary haul of loot just waiting to be taken out of that country. Although she found the tone of covetousness offensive, and the lack of concern over what an invasion would cost in terms of human collateral even worse, Kate kept her ears open and her mouth closed. 

			Just as dinner was about to wind up, a Vietnamese air marshal rose from the palatial table and signaled a servant bearing a carved jade goddess with emeralds set in the eyes of the exquisite face. The figurine would easily grace any world-class museum collection of Asian Art, and as Kate imagined the air marshal secretly beating everyone else to Cambodia’s spoils of war, the sweet soufflé in her mouth dissolved into a nasty aftertaste. 

			The air marshal made his presentation to its intended recipient with a grand flourish.

			“For you, my dear Ambassador, a small token of my gratitude for the honor of working with you for our dear country, though she does not compare to your most lovely companion this evening.”

			As Kate appropriately, graciously smiled, Phillip stood and gave a short bow. 

			“I thank you for this extraordinary treasure and will always see it as a symbol of our deep trust and friendship in this endeavor. And now please let us adjourn for some brief business, and then”—he gestured and a line of young, elaborately costumed Vietnamese young women filed into the room—“we shall have pleasurable entertainment after our business is done.”

			By some kind of mutual accord all the women at the table, except Kate, excused themselves and migrated elsewhere while Phillip guided her to join him with the masculine contingency that gathered in an enormous drawing room. Soft leather chairs and settees were artfully arranged in groupings, with low-set tables that boasted boxes of cigars, French and American cigarettes, bottles of vintage port and Courvoisier. The orchestration was conducive to conversations both private and shared, while participants also enjoyed the view of an elevated stage with closed, red velvet curtains. Kate likened it to a high-end salon that might also serve as a movie house or showcase some kind of off-Broadway theater.

			She was acutely aware of being the only woman in the room except for the servants, and sat as closely as possible to Phillip when he claimed a settee and patted the space beside him.

			While everyone got settled with their drinks and were lighting up their cigars and cigarettes of choice, Kate eyed the Gauloises box. She desperately wanted a smoke. Somehow, though, she didn’t feel comfortable joining the boys, who were clearly in their element.

			She was not. At least, not yet.

			Phillip squeezed her hand, and then stood to make the formal introduction they had agreed was best saved for this private meeting after dinner. 

			“Gentlemen, I would like you to meet my recently promoted associate,” he announced without preamble. “Ms. Morningside is far more than my dinner companion. She works directly for me and has state department and consulate status, though you will not find her listed anywhere as such, if you take my meaning. This operation will find her at the heart of our taking over the Golden Triangle and all its infrastructure for distribution and sales. As you know, once we have shifted control there, then the CIA will oversee security and distribution safely and efficiently, and the product will be moved through ships and air world-wide. Of course, none of this would be possible without a certain individual at the top who will be handling the highly strategic Corsican connections and their European distributions through his family and business to ensure our collective success. I believe all of you know The Pale Man.”

			When Phillip extended a palm his way, it seemed to Kate that Paulu all but preened. He was certainly dressed enough like a peacock, in a getup that looked like it came from Liberace’s closet. All he needed was a rhinestone-studded grand piano and that ridiculous throne she had glimpsed when she got “lost” in his “house” that was the size of a small country.

			She felt like getting out of the tub and pulling the plug on him already, but that wasn’t her decision to make. Just as it wasn’t her decision to sucker all the players gathered here into believing that the CIA had a mutually vested interest in milking the poppies for as much and as indefinitely as possible to get their share of the lucrative sale of narcotics. Convincing those gathered was essential to pulling off the CIA’s ultimate bait and switch: get control of the poppy fields so they could shut them down. 

			Just one of the goals worthy of all she had signed up for. And that included putting her hands together to signal applause for The Pale Man of the Hour.

			As everyone in the room joined her, the most ambitious beating her to a standing ovation, Paulu rose from his chair with such aplomb she half expected wires attached so he could fly through the air and shower them all with pixie dust.

			Although napalm bombs would be more like it if the little snippets of memory she’d begun to have weren’t just brain vomit pulled from the dark matter where nightmares emerged.

			“Oh my, oh my! Thank you! Oh my, you are all too kind,” he gushed. 

			After taking several bows and relishing what he mistook for adulation—which Kate was sure was driven by fear or greed or strategy, or some suck-up cocktail of all three—he patted the air and implored, “Please, do have a seat, and by all means indulge in another libation while you enjoy the tobacco of your choice. I want you to be comfortable during the special presentation I have arranged tonight in honor of your attendance. It is a double feature.” He signaled and a film screen descended from the ceiling just above the stage and fronting the red velvet curtains. “We will open with an instructional video regarding the consequences of, shall we say, making poor choices within our organization. Lights, please?”

			The lights went down. Phillip leaned over and whispered in her ear, “Kate, I think we should leave.”

			“No,” she whispered back. “I think we should stay.”

			Although there were no opening credits, the initial sweeping, cinematic shot established the film was professionally produced. Nothing home grown with a Kodak Super 8, but shot by a skilled cinematographer equipped with the best equipment. The audio, with the first strains of Ravel’s Bolero piped through hidden speakers, was of equally unsurpassed quality. 

			Almost as immediately Kate realized something else: she had heard of underground snuff films but thought it a bunch of malarkey on a par with ghost stories around a campfire, only fueled by the sort of sick imagination that gravitated to underground porn houses with flickering film, trench coats, and fondling private body parts in public. There was none of that here but what she watched, unable to blink, was, in its own twisted way, even worse. 

			The classical arrangement of Bolero was a sharp contrast that only served to augment the close up of an albino snake, so large and long it had to be a prop. One that was somehow being manipulated as the camera panned out, showing it emerge from a small body of water that resembled one of The Pale Man’s ponds. The sound of a distant scream grew louder, as if a dial were being turned up to better magnify the desperate pleas and cries for mercy that were punctuated in time to the symphonic accompaniment.

			From a close up of the snake the camera suddenly swung to a man she thought she recognized, perhaps from somewhere in that murky cesspool of toxicity she associated with The Pale Man’s estate. The man was tied to a huge stake resembling—

			 Kate sucked in a sharp breath as the camera panned out further. He wasn’t tied to a stake. It was an intricately carved totem-pole she had most definitely seen, even if she wasn’t sure when. Her breathing escalated along with the man’s shrieks and Ravel’s gathering crescendo as the snake approached, first in slow, sinuous motion. Then a sudden cut to accelerate the action, only to abruptly switch to slow motion again for the first strike, repeated twice for effect, and then the big lunge—

			Phillip got up. He strode in front of the stage and loudly commanded, “Lights!”

			The lights went on. The film immediately stopped and the screen rolled back up to the ceiling. Kate could see a muscle working in Phillip’s jaw. It was the only sign that his forced smile was not sincere.

			“I believe that was sufficiently instructional, Paulu.”

			There was a smattering of nervous laughter.

			The Pale Man quickly joined him. His answering smile for the audience suggested he was not happy with his provided entertainment being cut short, but professional courtesy for this particular team mate took precedence over his own proclivities. They were role models, exhibiting their ability to agree to disagree without making a fuss in front of colleagues. 

			“Thank you, Phillip,” Paulu graciously conceded. “I am so glad that you, and I trust everyone else here, can appreciate the value of functional art, and—” He paused as Phillip whispered something into his ear, and then continued, “And of course, with art being such a subjective sort of appreciation, we will now have a brief intermission for those who wish to avail themselves of some fresh air before proceeding with our live entertainment.” 

			*

			Mouse knew he should be nervous, and ordinarily he would’ve been. But ever since things had changed between him and Missy, it seemed like nothing could rattle him. Not even the crowd of big shots lounging around in the swanky digs that could pass for a millionaires-only nightclub.

			He took it all in from where he waited for his cue behind the curtain. Stage left. Professional lights. Professional sound. Even an earlier rehearsal with some dance coaching. A costume fitting. The whole nine fuckin’ yards. 

			Calm as he felt, he still fingered the Zippo in the pocket of his . . . Shit, he didn’t know what to call them, but they looked like the bottoms Yul Brynner wore in The King and I. Yeah, he was looking like a king here, all right. Some king of the jungle without a shirt, but with gold hoop earrings and coiling gold armbands, bongo drums strapped around his waist and a bunch of fake white snakes perched on his head. Like Desi Arnaz screwed Carmen Miranda and out he came, minus the fruit. 

			The lights dimmed. 

			Mouse flicked the Zippo. Poof.

			The sound of drums and maracas. 

			Curtains parting.

			Mouse leaped into position—semi-squat, arms akimbo. Jungle voodoo priest stance. Woo-woo.

			With the stage lights beaming on him, he couldn’t make out the audience, but from his earlier peek from the wings, he knew where The Man was sitting. Mouse grinned big right at him, fully exposing his choppers. He had instructions to provide a memorable demonstration without offing the offender, at least not until the curtains closed.

			As Mouse pivoted his grin grew so wide it hurt his grin muscles, but shit, he just couldn’t help it. Not when Vo must’ve done something to really piss off The Man. Something bad enough to be made a public example—like, maybe trying to make a run for it?

			Vo sure wasn’t running now. And he wasn’t screaming over The Rolling Stones neither, not with his mouth taped shut. Tiki torches lit the stage, and in the center two poles formed a big X with Vo’s legs strapped to the bottom, his midsection tied to the middle, and his arms spread over his head with wrists bound at the top, so one stumpy hand flopped over, leaving the other nicely situated for some abbreviation itself.

			Sympathy for the Devil? At least when it came to this one here: No. Fuckin’. Way. After this performance was over, it was gonna be curtains for Vo. 

			And that would leave Mouse with one down—he darted another big grin in The Man’s direction—one to Go. 
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			The next morning Kate was loaded for bear. She only wished she was packing a gun in the lining of her Chanel ensemble instead of a note pad, where she sat at the far end of the long, gleaming table, listening to the latest imbecile trying to make points with the major players gathered to finalize their strategies for Project White Tiger. 

			There were several new faces at this meeting. Those from the night before had a certain pallor that should make The Pale Man proud. Hers was not amongst them. Whatever happened after Phillip escorted her out of the room, neither of them returning, only served to hit her buttons because it must have been even worse than the film she had witnessed.

			Yes, she knew the CIA had to do some bad things. She was, after all, about to do something very bad to JD, because not only did he have it coming, there was a larger picture to consider. But frightening people into obedience and actually enjoying the sight of violence, which Paulu clearly did, didn’t frighten or appall her nearly as much as it pissed her off. So did being patronized by someone who thought having a pointer and a big map at the front of the room somehow made him head of the class.

			“Here approximately, and I emphasize approximately, is the home and headquarters of the man who has controlled the opium-growing operations in Southeast Asia for the last two decades.” Pointer here; pointer there; pointing out the obvious. “While even our most sophisticated equipment has not been able to target the exact location of his headquarters, and he has proven too elusive to obtain an actual photo, we do have some sketches, although none look quite the same. Nonetheless, we have been able to pinpoint the general location, within a fifty-mile radius, of where his home and headquarters would be most strategically located, not only to be central to the product region, but to protect him and his army—and he is believed to have a formidable force—within very dense jungle terrain. These headquarters are ideally situated to move the product by mule through the mountains, by boat down the Mekong, and out to the world market. Unfortunately, at present it also is in the middle of the largest war in the world, which has proven to be yet another advantage for him. Any enemy of The Poppy King, as he is known, has to first find their way through two enemy forces just to arrive there. The Poppy King has forged truces and rights of way with the North Vietnamese. He has done the same with VC within Vietnam, and he has traditional and longstanding agreements with the various hill tribes in the regions that he moves the product through.” More pointer to map: “Here, here, here, and here. Gentlemen and Lady, it is a brilliant organization.”

			The latest speaker paused and Kate counted to three before the Air America former air-force general blurted the predictable tactics of a Big Pirate raping a Whore.

			“Let’s just napalm bomb the whole goddamn area to smoke and dust, wipe this Poppy King out and take over! We can put all our resources together and have it up and running again on our terms in two months. Easy as that.”

			“Yes,” agreed the RVN general she had met the night before. “Excellent! We will then move in with our ground forces with no resistance and establish control of the entire operation, from the headquarters to the fields to the skimming operations and bribes.”

			Kate’s line of vision swung to The Pale Man positioned at the head of the table, nodding agreeably as though they had actually said something worthy of consideration.

			“Now watch this,” Phillip whispered as a new attendee eagerly made his way to the front. “He’s a new CIA man—has no idea who I am. Probably thinks you’re an assistant taking notes. But I know all about him. Last name, Robards. Very ambitious, eager to make his reputation. Let’s see how he goes about that.”

			Robards took the pointer and immediately began pitching his own ingenious plan for a “quick night ops operation” that was followed by a number of unintelligible acronyms describing his elaborate scheme to “use contracted CIA Special Ops to pinpoint the location and then assassinate The Poppy King and all his senior staff.” 

			Looking as if he had somehow solved one of the 20th century’s most difficult math theorems, Robards stepped back and asked, “Any questions?”

			Kate tossed down her pen. The stupid, stooopid, idiots. Congratulating themselves for the stupidest of stupid ideas, and why? She had no idea, other than their collective possession of penises, but that wouldn’t explain it either since she had known many smart, even brilliant, intuitive men, not the least being Phillip.

			He slid her a private smile and chuckled. He was daring her to have some balls herself. 

			Kate pushed back her chair near the furthest end of the table that ran the length of a bowling alley. She stood up. All eyes swung in her direction. She had been noticed earlier. She was always noticed in a room full of men; however, just as always, she had been discounted and ignored as soon as the room got down to business.

			Well, that was about to change. Phillip hadn’t made her his protégé just so she could smile and serve refreshments. Respect was earned; she was about to get some.

			“I do not have a question,” she responded, “more of an observation. Let’s blow it up! Let’s kill everybody! I feel like I’m watching a BBC documentary on chimps being dominant, and you” —she pointed at the latest chimp at the front—“along with everyone else here who actually agrees with you, may as well be screeching and beating your chests.”

			She felt all eyes on her chest, and then on her backside as she passed them en route to the front. Once there, she extended her hand, palm up. “The pointer, please?”

			Rather than hand it over, an expression of disbelief accompanied Robards’ purposeful dropping of the pointer to the floor. “Look, lady,” he snorted, “I don’t know who you think you are, but—” 

			“And you don’t know who I am either, son,” Phillip interjected, still sitting. “Nor do you want to. But I can assure you, right now the lady is far above your pay grade and security clearance, and if you are unable to drop your little attitude show and perhaps gain some manners you most certainly will find yourself tomorrow enjoying a border crossing job in Siberia.”

			The room was so quiet you could have heard a feather drop. Kate simply raised a well plucked brow and reiterated, “The pointer, please?”

			“Yes, certainly.” Robards dropped down, grabbed the pointer, and extended it to her. “My apologies, ma’am. I am sorry.”

			Kate granted him a dismissive nod and Robards slinked his way back to the seat where he could worry if he should be packing for Siberia. She scanned the room. Everyone was paying attention. Good.

			“Gentlemen. Although I realize quite a few countries are represented in the room, I believe we can all agree that when it comes to automobiles, no country in the world can compete with the United States’ production and profitability within that particular industry.” Nods. Raised brows. Expressions of interest. Some confusion. “Now, for the sake of simplicity, let us say this”— she tapped the pointer at the heart of The Poppy King’s presumed headquarters—“this is Detroit. Here is Ford, GM, and Chrysler, the whole American automobile empire. All of its manufacturing, all of its factories, all of the distribution and network chains, everything all in place. A money-making machine like none other in the world, built up over years and years of running twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, like a finely tuned Swiss watch. Imagine all the years and work that has gone into doing that and now . . .” She paused. “Let’s blow it up! Turn it into smoke and dust and start over! Let’s kill all of the top executives and engineers that know how it works and runs, and replace them with . . . who?” She aimed the pointer at the Air America general. “You? You know how to rebuild and run Detroit and all its money-making factories after you blow it up? And you can even get it all retooled and running again within sixty days?”

			He frowned at her, hard, darted a glance at Phillip, and then shook his head. “No.” 

			“That’s quite gracious of you to admit. And you two.” She pointed at the RVN air marshal and another general. “I presume you are going to gather together all the knowledge and the delicate interpersonal and political alliances and have a nice little bloodbath, slaughter everyone and then—well, clearly, the two of you will be responsible, and I do mean personally responsible, for the execution and running of this vast enterprise. Are you ready to do that? Please answer carefully, with our earlier ‘instructional demonstrations’ in mind, as I’m sure you will be held directly accountable for your success, or failure, by our hosts.” 

			The two RVN generals glanced from Phillip to The Pale Man’s glittering eyes.

			Theirs fell away. “No,” one of them muttered, the other one echoing, “No, not ready yet.” 

			Phillip had told her exactly what she could expect from the meeting, and as she looked from face to face to face, with no one dismissing her now, she blessed him for all that he had taught her. Smart Pirates recognized the difference between optimizing the use of their Whores and appealing to their reason, rather than destroying the very object they wanted to own.

			“In all of the discussions this morning, I heard one single statement that made sense.” Kate pointed at the map of the Golden Triangle, with a big circle around Laos, Burma and Thailand. “This is a brilliant organization. This operation, exactly as it is, is priceless. It’s a cash machine in every currency in the world, untraceable by any government. We simply need to convince the one who conceived it, built it, and operates it, that it is in his interest to move from a majority share to a generous minority share and still continue to operate it with our direction.” Immediately realizing there was a particular Whore in the room who didn’t yet know that’s what he was, Kate nodded at Paulu. “Of course, when I say ‘our direction’ we will be relying heavily on our most esteemed colleague to provide much of that direction on our behalf. Once the appropriate internal support systems are established, the balance of power can be discreetly shifted and renegotiations initiated to further enhance The Pale Man’s status until The Poppy King is whittled down to little more than a figurehead. Should he eventually balk at the arrangement, we will be safely ensconced within the internal hierarchy at that point and any concerns regarding the existing talent and operational efficiencies we presently need to protect will have already been addressed.”

			A round of collective murmuring commenced, until Robards spoke up.

			“Sounds impressive. It might even actually work—except for one thing. Just how are we to convince this Poppy King to give us his majority share to begin with?”

			“Now that is a question worth asking. And the answer is quite simple. We won’t have to.” Kate sent her best smile to Phillip. “His only family member will do it for us.”

		

	
		
			That play of black upon white, white upon black, has the intent and takes the form of creative art. It has in it a flow of the spirit and a harmony of music. Everything is lost when suddenly a false note is struck, or one party in a duet suddenly launches forth on an eccentric flight of his own. A masterpiece of a game can be ruined by insensitivity to the feelings of an adversary. 

			—The Master of Go by Yasunari Kawabata, 1951
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			Seeing the Way

		

	
		
			Letters to a Boy in the Jungle

			I’ve often wondered how differently my life might have been had Maman not died. And I have wondered about that, too. Did she really kill herself and in such a terrible way? Was there a chance my father did more than just drive her to it? These are things someone that kills for a living might naturally wonder about belatedly, and increasingly I do wonder about that, amongst other things.

			I still have the letters I wrote to myself when I was a boy. Every now and then I will read them as a reminder of where I came from and why I am here, and it is especially then that I wonder what that boy could have grown up to become if . . .

			Probably everyone has that if . . . If only.

			My mother seemed happy enough to me, at least when we were together. She would laugh and dance and sing when we played, but then she would suddenly stop whenever my father appeared. I still recall the cold look he would give her, usually before he looked past me as if I did not exist. But not existing was better than his quiet rages or, worse, when I could hear him make Maman cry, somehow even make her be the one to say she was sorry. I have since come to wonder about that, too. 

			I was between seven and eight when The Event happened. To be exact, I was seven years, two months and two days old. (Paying close attention to details I learned early on is very important.) We lived in a villa near the jungle on a French colonial rubber plantation. My mother and I always had breakfast together, unless she was vacationing again at “the French Riviera.” This was a delicate way of saying she needed to go away after a breakdown, which typically occurred after an intense shouting match, with my father doing most of the shouting and all of the belittling. I remember begging her to run away together, and I’m certain she wanted to but was too fragile and apprehensive to try. She must have realized Father would stop at nothing to track us down as a matter of pride and principle, and having the hammer of God come down on us would not be worth the risk. Fortunately, he did a lot of traveling, so there were periods when all was well and peaceful at home, and my fondest memories are of breakfast then with Maman.

			Sometimes we would speak French and sometimes English or Mandarin. If the weather permitted, we liked to breakfast on the veranda next to the garden. She loved flowers and created a beautiful garden where she often would read me poems. Because she loved poetry even more than flowers she tried to interest me in Emily Dickinson, Antonio Machado, Robinson Jeffers, but always I would ask her for more of my favorites from Mr. Kipling. 

			After our meal, and as she drank her French coffee, she would pick up that day’s book and remind me that hearing was very important. The poems were not only words but songs that had deep meanings and could even guide one’s life. That day she was very particular about my listening carefully to the poem, and then she told me that if she had to go away again I was to take special care of the book and keep it in a safe place so I could read the same poem to my own little boy or girl one day. Then she placed the linen handkerchief she was holding into the book as a place mark.

			At first I was afraid she might be going away again to “the French Riviera” but she didn’t seem at all sad. She smiled and she kissed me and I remember exactly her last words to me, spoken in French. I love you, my darling. Be safe. Now go play! 

			I’ve tried to remember if she hugged me longer than usual, if there was a catch in her voice, or anything not quite of the ordinary—again and again I’ve replayed that moment and, although I was a child, I was a sensitive child, far too sensitive according to my father, but . . . no. Nothing seemed remiss. I think I would have clung to her if it had, or if I really thought she was leaving. 

			So, I did as she bade me and ducked through my secret place in the tall hedge, and then ran down to the river to watch for animals. I thought of most animals as my friends since I did not have any siblings. We lived in a remote place, and my father did not approve of my playing with the servants’ children (which I did anyway when he wasn’t looking). The rainy season was just beginning in our region of Vietnam and the rain came quick and hard that morning, so I did not play for long. Before I knew it I was soaked through and I ran home as fast as the wind, and completely forgot to take off my shoes before racing up to her room, where I burst through the door. 

			She hung from the white ceiling beam, where a purple silk sash was tied around her neck. A chair was kicked over beneath her dangling bare feet. I stood there in the doorway, stupidly, stunned of course, staring at the glistening red polish on her toenails. Then, somehow, I was standing under her, trying so hard to help her down, trying to lift her legs. They were still warm and I can still feel them, and though she was surely dead, to this day that little boy still believes if he had been able to lift her, he could have saved her, and for that, the guilt I have lived with ever since is as much a part of me as the flesh covering my bones.

			My screams brought the servants and I fought them taking me away, until I broke free and ran back. By then they had cut her down and she was lying broken in a little crumpled, white pile, her tongue unnaturally dark and protruding, her eyes fixed on some faraway place where I would never find her and from which she would never return, no matter how hard I prayed or what I bargained with God.

			This day I remember well, though the days after I do not.

			I can still hear her voice in every line of the poem she read to me before she kissed me and told me to go play. I am quite sure it says all the things she wanted to tell the boy in the jungle about the ways of the world—and the favour he might have found there, if only she had stayed.
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			For once, JD had followed almost all the rules, including keeping Gregg and Izzy following their leader, despite Phillip advising him to send them back to Nha Trang. As much as he wished he could remove them from all this, the stakes were too high, and if there was a golden rule of Go that applied to him now it was this: When in danger, sacrifice. 

			Kate being in danger had been his driving force from the start. There was no telling what could have been planted in her head, done to her physically, or any number of warped things she could have been exposed to, but he had to know there was at least one woman he loved who hadn’t ended up dead because he couldn’t save her.

			And so here he was, continuing to jump through The Pale Man’s hoops, right down to taking an arranged river patrol boat, a specially modified Alpha, with only a pilot and his two “followers.” As for the phone on board that looked like something from NASA, he was not to touch it and so he had not. 

			Now he was about to find out if his obedience would net him the treasure he had been promised. There was an exchange involved, but Kate had to show up to make the exchange, so he was fairly certain that much would prove true. 

			Phillip knew about the trade-off for Kate. Despite that disturbing, intuitive prickle at the base of his neck when they spoke, he needed Phillip to make sure she got back to the mission safely. His other resources, which remained protected, were not his go-tos for such a job. That included the contact that had tipped him off to the guy named Mouse at The Drunken Dragon. Such contacts were of the catch-as-catch-can variety, especially under these circumstances. But the last he heard, the “Mouse” guy, aka Mike Gallini, had been set up to ditch his transport responsibilities to do the bidding of The Pale Man.

			JD could relate. 

			He slid a glance from behind his aviator shades at Izzy and Gregg playing a game of cards and tipping back a couple of Pepsis on deck. He had told them at least some of the truth: all the drug groups where he had followed the food chain had finally pointed them to where he was ninety-nine percent certain Kate would be found. She was to appear on the shore at exactly 1400 hours at a distinctive bend of the river, which was only about two klicks away.

			What he had not mentioned was that in exchange for her safety, he had agreed to take her place as a hostage, to be bartered for a healthy slice of the poppy fields overseen by his brother Zhang.

			At least, that was the deal he had been fed, which could take off in a completely different direction considering The Pale Man’s love of mind games. Depending on the outcome, he and Zhang would have to play their roles and say or do whatever was necessary to take care of themselves as best they could against a formidable foe who had already made strikingly astute moves. He could feel the tension building in his body. The risks involved had squeezed nearly dry the options for two brothers who were at a distinct disadvantage in trying to collaborate but had at least managed a fleeting communication. 

			JD felt his ears twitch, alerting him to a distant, rumbling thunder. It was not weather. Not now, he thought, not now. If a bombing mission was rolling in this direction everything would be up for grabs. 

			JD checked his watch. Tick-tock-tick. 

			They were nearing the coordinates. The timing had to be precise. After all, this was The Pale Man’s game. Or so The Pale Man thought, and mostly it was. However, one should always have insurance, even if he was willing to sacrifice himself for those he believed, hoped, he could trust. But hoping and believing offered no guarantees when it came to life, or to love. He had learned so at an early age when he lost Maman, and that hard truth had been reinforced when the one other woman, besides Kate, he had truly loved had been savagely tortured then killed, all because of him. He would never forgive himself for being the reason she was murdered—“she” was the only way he could think of her because even saying her name was too painful—and should Kate die because of him too . . .

			He couldn’t let himself think it. He had to separate his emotions from his mind. He had to be at the top of his game and be prepared for any number of scenarios, even the possibility that Kate would not be the same Kate he last saw on the sampan with the equivalent of a pre-engagement ring: the white Go stone he had placed, with his heart, into the palm of her hand. 

			Sweeping his gaze in the direction of the rumbling, JD could only hope the absence of sound was an omen that no bombs would be dropped, whether from the sky, or from what awaited him on land.

			*

			Gregg laid down another card on the deck where he and Izzy sat, leaning against the port side of the Alpha boat. He was sulking and he knew why, and it wasn’t because Izzy had beat him at the last three hands of gin rummy. Nope. The cause for his discontent was standing about twenty feet away, Mr. Cool in his aviator shades, at least appearing to stare out at the banks of the Mekong where Kate was supposed to magically appear at exactly 1400 hours, which would be . . .

			He glanced at his watch. In about five minutes.

			“Do you think she’ll actually be there, the way JD said?” Izzy asked.

			“Knowing the way things typically work with JD, if he’s convinced she will be, somehow it will happen—just not as easy as he always makes things sound.”

			“And how are you feeling about that?”

			Gregg snorted; he could be as unreasonable as he wanted with Izzy and, like a family member, Izzy would still stick around. “Anyone ever tell you, you sound like a shrink?”

			“Sorry,” Izzy muttered. “Occupational hazard.” Still, that didn’t stop him from pressing. “So? What are you thinking right now, since it’s obviously not about this game?” He laid down his cards and won for the fourth time in a row.

			Gregg wondered if JD could feel the back of his head burning, if he could feel the force of his competitor’s resentment—and anxiety. Because if Kate didn’t show up after all, that would be a thousand times, no, a million times worse than what he expected to happen once she did: Kate would fall all over JD as if he was her knight in shining armor after being the very one responsible for whatever she had been subjected to in the first place. He and Izzy would then each get a peck on the cheek and be dispensed to go their own merry ways, while she and JD sailed off into the sunset, picking up exactly where they left off as if nothing horrible had happened. What a glorious metaphor for the good old US of A and the guys like him and Izzy who had been thrust into a war they didn’t ask for and nobody back home wanted—including all the messed up kids that would be sent back if they didn’t return first in body bags.

			He had never thought of himself as a cynical person, or even able to relate very well to those who were, but Gregg Kelly was not the hang-loose, easy-in-his-skin guy he had once been, and there were a lot of times lately he didn’t like who he was becoming. 

			Now was one of those times. Instead of turning cartwheels, the way he should be, at the mere prospect of getting a glimpse of Kate, he was grinding his teeth and already feeling as discarded as the empty Pepsi bottle he threw over the side of the boat so it could sail away into the mighty Mekong and maybe land into some poor Vietnamese kid’s version of a toy chest.

			“I’m mad at myself,” he confessed to Izzy, probably the only person in the world he could confess anything to and not regret it later. 

			“How about Kate? Maybe you’re a little mad at her, too?”

			It wasn’t the response Gregg expected. “Oh, like she got herself kidnapped? C’mon.”

			Izzy was quiet for a moment. A flock of brightly colored birds flew overhead. Gregg noticed JD leaning slightly more forward at the prow, his jet-black hair blowing in the breeze.

			“Sometimes, Gregg, I wonder if you even really see Kate for the person she is.”

			“What the hell? Of course I see her for who she is. I’ve known her most of my life!” Even to his own ears his protest sounded hollow.

			“However you see her,” Izzy continued more quietly, “I’m afraid your vision is distorted by the past, and the Kate I know and JD knows, and pretty much everyone else but you knows, is a very different version of the girl you want to think she still is. I know the truth can hurt, Gregg, but there are some truths about Kate I think you need to acknowledge so you can move past this grudge you have with JD and a childhood crush that should have been over a long time ago. Kate got on that boat with JD of her own volition and she chose having an affair with him over going back home with you. You’ve always wanted to save Kate from herself, and while that may be admirable, the problem is she doesn’t want you to save her. She likes living on the edge, taking risks most of us would not, at least not given a choice, and the simple fact of the matter is, she is well suited to JD in that way. Possibly, actually almost certainly, they are well suited to each other in many other ways that you and Kate are not.”

			Gregg tried to glower at Izzy, but it was hard to summon more than a defeated frown, especially when Izzy was only saying what he already knew deep down but had worked very hard to ignore. Nobody liked to work that hard at believing in something only to finally admit to themselves they had spent way too much time and energy invested in a self-lie.

			“Your observations are duly noted,” Gregg forced himself to say. “Anything else?”

			“Only that I’m telling you this because I’d like to see you happy. Like you were when I first met you, before so much shit messed with us both. You know as well as I do that no matter how crummy life can be, or how powerless we might feel, we do have the power to choose how we respond. I can understand why you’ve held on so long when it comes to Kate, why you’ve fought so hard when it comes to her and JD. She still represents everything you lost along the way—innocence, goodness, pure sweetness of memory—everything this place and this dirty, sick, crazy, cruel stinking war, is not. Maybe you’ll think about that. And maybe you might let yourself consider that Kate isn’t the only, or best, girl for you. In fact, I can think of a certain someone at the mission who is probably thinking about you right now and wondering if not hearing from you since our visit means her own feelings—that were quite obvious to this outside observer—are not returned.”

			Izzy stood, stretched. He pushed up his horn-rims in the gesture that always gave Gregg a sense that life could be put right too, as long as he had Izzy around. He hadn’t told him about his latest crazy idea that the two of them should consider setting up a practice together, once neither of them was owned by the army that had gotten one thing right by assigning them to the same psych unit. As for where that future practice would be—Manhattan, San Diego, or somewhere in the middle—yeah, North Dakota was sounding pretty good right now—didn’t matter. It was just nice to dream and to have at least one person in your life who would tell you the truth even when you didn’t want to hear it.

			“Hey!” Izzy suddenly yelled. “Look! There she is!”

			Before Gregg could leap to his feet, JD was already there, pushing Izzy back to the floor with a sharply whispered, “Quiet!” followed by his command, “Stay low. Don’t say anything and let me handle this. Once Kate’s on the boat, I have backup arranged to get her back to Nha Trang, and you guys go back with her. Here, take this.” JD passed an envelope to Izzy with some type of calligraphy and a flower that looked like a poppy on the front. “If things go off track, give this to Kate and tell her it’s for my brother.”

		

	
		
			29

			“Okay, we got this down?” Mouse asked his “hostage,” with the ropes tied for show around the wrists he had personally seen her scratch up without so much as a wince. It was only when she put on a silver bracelet that she made a face like it hurt. The lady, Kate, was a real looker, but she had some guts going on underneath the pampered fluff. He wasn’t sure what dog she had in this fight but he had a lot riding on it himself. If she screwed this up, or he screwed this up, or somebody else screwed this gig up for them, then he had big trouble.

			Kate nodded and seemed calm as far as Mouse could tell. She wasn’t shaking or nothing and some of that probably had to do with her having the big guy named Phillip watching out for her. But Mouse, he had his family and now Missy to worry about protecting, so that made things a lot more complicated for him. Killing Vo was cake compared to figuring out how to take out The Man who kept himself surrounded by body guards and the kind of threats that had Mouse, for now, towing the line.

			Just like The Man had said, the tricked out Alpha boat moving closer to shore didn’t have any muscle on it, only the pilot doing his job for The Man and one other guy that Mouse figured must be Mikel. But that didn’t mean nothing since eyes could lie—just like Mikel wouldn’t be able to see twenty fuckin’ snakeheads hiding in the brush offshore so they could swarm the deck as soon as Mouse gave the signal. 

			It was his job to somehow bring in the cool cat with the aviator shades and a certain “don’t fuck with me” look, despite both his hands raised in the air. He moved like he was getting ready to jump off the boat and grab the girl now that he had her in his sights. At least, Mouse knew that was exactly what he’d do if this was Missy. 

			“Stay there!” Mouse yelled. “We’re coming to you!”

			Mouse made a show of giving Kate a little push just like they had practiced, and noticed she was starting to breathe faster. 

			“You okay?” he muttered, pushing her forward some more.

			“Fine, fine,” she muttered back, then gave a little gasp when her foot touched water. “It’s cold.”

			The way she was suddenly shivering from just a few painted toenails in the river made Mouse wonder if she was reacting to more than that. Even if she was, at least it was a convincing act of the damsel in distress.

			“Okay, sorry, you know I got to put this gun to your head now, right? And that’s your cue to say—” 

			“JD! Please, just do exactly what he says!” 

			“That’s right, don’t do nothin’ stupid,” Mouse shouted. “Or you might as well be pulling this trigger yourself.”

			The ladders came down as instructed. They got on board and—

			“Gregg? Izzy?”

			Mouse clamped a warning hand on Kate’s shoulder and pressed the barrel closer to her temple when the two guys with a deck of cards between them started to jump to their feet.

			“Stay put,” he ordered, figuring them for the egghead doctors The Man said he wanted kept in one piece until Miss Kate was out of the picture. As for keeping them from any dumbass moves that might get them killed, he got that covered with another order barked at Mikel. “Tie ’em up and tie ’em up good. Now!” And just to be sure she understood, he whispered, “I’ll let ’em go later. Just keep your cool and do what you gotta do once I’m done.”

			She gave a little nod, and after the two docs were tied up at ankles and wrists, Mouse pitched Mikel another pair of handcuffs, just for him. “Put ’em on and I’ll let the lady go.”

			And voila, the handcuffs went on. Mouse had to wonder if the sap was that much of a sucker for the woman doing a number on him, or if he had a hidden key up his sleeve.

			It had all gone like clockwork, tick-tock-tick, and Mouse knew an entire production team couldn’t have staged this better if they tried. This was going way too easy. And that’s exactly what bothered him while he made a show of tucking the gun in the holster he had strapped on his chest, and then undoing the ropes on Kate.

			While she ran to the sap and threw her arms around him with a convincing cry of “Oh my God, JD! JD! I never thought I would see you again—” Mouse gave the signal to the snakeheads, who raced from their jungle cover and swarmed over the boat. They all kind of looked alike to him, but it seemed like The Man kept a revolving door with new snakeheads always cropping up to increase his muscle, or replace some dead snakeheads. Easy come, easy go. They didn’t know nothin’ about loyalty around here, not like they did in Jersey, but he supposed there were some similarities when it came to climbing the ladder. Like the new Big Snake who got himself promoted after jabbing out the eyes and slitting the throat of the one that thought stick people families were cool. Good riddance to that fucker.

			When this latest bunch of goons couldn’t turn up anybody else to mess with, they all looked bummed out. Maybe that’s why the latest Big Snake was staring at their new hostage in handcuffs and grinning, like he was planning on having some fun with him. 

			“Don’t even think about it, dickhead,” Mouse muttered, and signaled the pilot to get the boat going again. “I got my orders and you got yours to back me up.”

			As the boat moved further from shore, Big Snake gave Mouse a look that didn’t have him reaching for his gun, but he palmed the Zippo in his pocket and wished Missy was around to make sure Janis and the KRZY station stayed off in his head. At least until he could get Dracula alone and put more than a stake in the heart he must not have even been born with.

			*

			Kate was shaking all over and she could only hope JD mistook it for terror. Phillip said he had told JD to send Gregg and Izzy back to Nha Trang, and yet here they were. Dammit. 

			She raised her hands, making sure JD saw the abrasions on her wrists and arms and the silver bracelet matching the one he still wore, and cupped his lying face. With his sunglasses on she couldn’t see his lying eyes, but she could feel his gaze on her, all over her, sweeping up and down. Her fury over his dragging Gregg and Izzy into this and complicating everything in the process mingled with the electric sensation she had once thrilled to. Now it just made her disgusted with herself for being so stupid and weak. Their matching bracelets only punctuated the lie she had once believed in. He probably had ten of the damn things in reserve. Make that eight if his other two dead girlfriends had died with theirs on.

			“Listen to me,” she whispered urgently. “They will kill us both if you don’t do exactly what they sent me here to tell you. We have to see Zhang. You have to give the directions, get the two of us there, so we can talk to him. Apparently your brother is some kind of drug lord and it’s your job to make him realize if he wants to keep a healthy portion of what he has and not lose it all, he has to broker a deal. It’s a good deal. It’s imperative that he takes it. Otherwise, the people who are counting on you to make this happen can’t stop those who want to do things another way. A bad way that will make a lot of people pay. Zhang, you, me, all the innocent farmers and their families just trying to make a living off the poppies in their fields. If you don’t agree to intercede, everyone but the greedy bastards who can, and will, take over by force will win. You can stop them. You can save Zhang and the people who work for him. You can save us—or, not. If you don’t do this, JD, we are already dead.”

			She glanced at Gallini, at the small army of tattooed faces she could hardly stand to look at, and then back at JD whose eyes were still shielded by his aviator sunglasses. She beseeched him with her own eyes that did not have the same advantage. Delivering the mostly true message was easy; lying with her body, with her hands and eyes so she could royally screw him over, that was harder. 

			But she did it. She sealed her own half-veiled lies and truths with her mouth, imploring his—until she felt something dangerous move in the region of her chest because it was soft and warm and made her want to believe in his lies—sealed so convincingly with a kiss—still. 

			Kate forced herself to remember the files, Gregg’s warnings, and Phillip’s pointing out that JD had left her alone and vulnerable. She could have been the next dead girlfriend before JD moved on to the next. 

			She slightly lifted her hand, the signal her work for the moment was over.

			“Okay, that’s enough, break it up.” 

			Whenever Mike Gallini touched her she always felt a pang of sympathy for Missy, who had to endure something much worse than some staged moves. Kate let him pull her away, only to yank herself free and throw her arms around JD’s neck and plead, “Please, do it,” for extra measure.

			“Better listen to the lady,” echoed Gallini, gripping her arm again and, with a practiced shove, landing her on the deck, near a pair of dark, bare feet. They belonged to the leader of the snake-tattooed pack. While he stared down at her and grinned—and that did give Kate the honest-to-god shivers, her co-star warned JD, “You don’t do that and I can’t be held responsible for how these hired hands might decide to handle your dame.”

			The menacing way JD stepped forward, you’d never think he was the one wearing handcuffs. Then again, Kate didn’t doubt he could get out of them somehow if he had even a twig for a pick.

			“And if anyone touches her,” JD said calmly, “I can’t be held responsible for any missing hands.” 

			He then spoke directly to the leader of the facially tattooed mercenaries in a dialect that became an unintelligible, heated exchange. One that abruptly ended when JD leaped through the air—

			And with a blurring swipe from his opponent, JD was violently slammed, head first, into the thick, brown waters of the Mekong.

		

	
		
			30

			“Holy Mother of God,” shrieked Mouse. “What the fuck did you do!?”

			Big Snake shrugged. Mouse was tempted to shoot the fucker. If the prize hostage was dead, he may as well be too. The Man, who wanted “no misadventures, Mr. Mouse,” would see to it.

			“Stop the boat!” Racing to the edge where Mikel had disappeared, Mouse nearly jumped in after him, so frantic he almost forgot he couldn’t swim. “Who can swim, who can swim?” he yelled, not daring to take his eyes off the water where air bubbles floated up to the surface, drifted away on the current where the boat rocked, motor now silent.

			The blond doctor, the one who looked like Dr. Kildare on TV, yelled back, “Get me up. Get the damn ropes off. Hurry!”

			Knowing he couldn’t trust these snakeheads further than he could spit, Mouse raced over to help him up. Kate was already there. She was taking too long with her clumsy tugs at the rough rope. Mouse flicked open a switchblade and cut him loose while she went to work on the other doc, the one that looked like a Jew; more like Ben Casey. 

			Kildare knifed into the water. He was down for a long time before he came up, gasping for air, then dove down again while Mouse could hardly breathe himself as he watched. Watched alongside his pretend hostage and the other doc who was saying, “Oh God, if only I could swim. I’m so sorry Kate . . .”

			“I’m going in. Maybe I can help—”

			“Don’t even think about it.” Mouse cut her off at the pass with a hand clamped on her shoulder. If he lost the spook, he was probably dead before he could kill The Man. If he lost the girl, he was for sure deader than dead before he could even think about killing The Man.

			When Doc Kildare bobbed up for the third time, waving something silver in his hand, Mouse took hope it was the handcuffs, a sign the spook had somehow survived the slam dunk that should have knocked him unconscious on impact, if it hadn’t outright killed him, and they could troll for him downstream, hopefully washed up on shore and still breathing. 

			That hope was dashed as soon as Kildare was coughing up brown water onto the deck and groaning, “He’s . . . dead. He’s dead.”

			“You sure?” Mouse demanded, feeling his stomach sink like it had just been force fed a gallon of concrete. It could happen. “How do you know?”

			“I saw him.” Another few coughs and a wheeze. “He’s way down there and must have swallowed too much water to be floating up anytime soon. I tried to lift him but his leg was trapped by something, and I was running out of air, so I took his bracelet for Kate. I knew JD would want her to have it.”

			Kildare raised his hand and gave the piece of silver to the woman, who had the wrist jewelry to match.

			Mouse thought she was a pretty tough cookie—at least, he had until she started kissing the bracelet between little, quiet sobs of, “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I’m sorry, JD, so sorry . . .”

			Holy. Shit. Now what? The snakeheads were the only ones he could send down to get the corpse, but seeing that it was Big Snake who deep sixed the spook, he couldn’t count on them neither. They were all looking pretty happy, in fact, like the party was just getting started. Not good. There was supposed to be a special telephone on board, but he wasn’t about to call for instructions to get out of this jam, thanks to his “misadventure” news.

			That left Mouse with a bunch of snakeheads holding machetes and A-K 47s, a knock-out “hostage” that was worth more than all their dicks and balls combined to the top dogs calling the shots, and two shrinks who were supposed to stay safe for the moment. One was still lying on the deck, looking like he’d nearly drowned. The other one, the Ben Casey Jew doc, his lips were trembling, eyes watering, looking like he was gonna cry. 

			Casey reached into his pocket—Mouse figured for a hankie—only to pull out a pretty envelope with some gook writing on the front and what looked like a poppy painted in blue. 

			“Kate? I’m not sure if I’m timing this right. I just know JD said to give this to you if anything bad happened, and clearly something even worse has. He said this was for you to give to his brother.”

			Big Snake snatched the envelope for himself, just like the other Big Snake tried to confiscate Mouse’s pack in the stick people village. 

			“Hey, that’s not yours,” Mouse told him. “Give it back.”

			Big Snake opened the envelope anyway, gave the paper inside a once over, then handed it back to Miss Kate. “You need to see Poppy King?”

			“Yes . . .” She looked from the envelope to him, back and forth like she couldn’t figure out if she should stab the guy or kiss him. It reminded Mouse of how she looked at Mikel just before Big Snake saved her the trouble of deciding. “Yes,” she repeated. “Yes. It’s very important that I see him. Can you take us there?”

			Big Snake looked her over like he wanted to work some kind of deal in the sack, said some kind of gibberish to his machete-for-hire bad boys, who said some gibberish back, then gave a curt nod. 

			Mouse felt like singing. One minute ago he was a loser, the very worst kind, a soon to be dead loser. But Lady Luck was a strange, crazy babe who sometimes fucked you bad, but other times she fucked you good. And fuckin A, just like that, he was back in the game.

			*

			Izzy had no reference points for what he was experiencing. Everything was surreal. He and Gregg were consigned to where they had been sitting when JD told them to stay low and gave him the letter—as if he’d been prepared for something bad to happen and was orchestrating what transpired post-mortem. 

			Although Kate had been taken hostage, and supposedly she still was, the little guy who appeared to be in charge was oddly deferential to her—agreeing to not tie them back up, suggesting she may want to use the communications room, only for Kate to shush him. He was basically kissing her ass like she was the boss now that JD wasn’t around. 

			But her grief seemed genuine. God knew Izzy’s was. The death of JD had spun everything out to a realm of despair that was profoundly different from any previous experience of loss. JD represented a lot of things—some good, more not-so-good—but amidst all the carnage and death, JD was indestructible, a force that for good or ill would always be there. In his own way, he was even . . . noble. Izzy didn’t think Gregg would necessarily agree with that, but Gregg had been the one to try to save JD, and Izzy had to believe that even if JD’s major job in life was to torment his two favorite shrinks, in some crazy way Gregg would be equally invested in JD. 

			Which made Izzy wonder why Gregg had not advocated with him to stay in the area until they could retrieve JD’s body. Instead, Gregg had held his silence—maybe he had still been recovering from his emergency dive; that had to be it—while the little guy was in a hurry to get going in the direction JD’s killer pointed. When Izzy dug in his heels, the little guy actually apologized, saying, “Take a look around. Everything looks the same. Not to mention we drifted and could spend a fuckin’ year looking and never find him. Sorry, time’s short. We gotta get this show on the road.” 

			A pretty thoughtful response, considering he had been the one holding a gun to Kate’s head. Also, most interesting how he had completely freaked out when JD was head slammed overboard in handcuffs. That had been well over an hour ago. Now they were miles away from JD and his watery grave.

			Izzy looked over at Gregg. He was staring at Kate, still dabbing at her eyes, moving barefoot about the deck, wringing the silver bracelet around her wrist like a worry stone. 

			“We shouldn’t have left without the body.” Izzy felt sick to his stomach just thinking of JD’s body trapped under water, to either expand and eventually float to the top, or to decompose, become food for the river’s inhabitants. “If only I could swim, I could have helped you bring him up, before we lost the general location.”

			“Like the little guy said, we had to get the show on the road.”

			“What did Kate call him?”

			Gregg didn’t immediately reply, kept his eyes on Kate. “Mike.”

			Izzy let that rest between them, wondering if Gregg also thought it odd for her to call her captor that, like they were on a first name basis. But he just couldn’t go there, not in his mind, and he certainly wasn’t going to that dark place knowing how much Gregg adored her.

			“Maybe Kate was right, what she said,” he ventured, hoping it was true. “That JD loved this river and he would be happier left here with the river dolphins.”

			“Yeah.” Gregg’s gaze suddenly swung Izzy’s way. The look in his eyes was hardly morose. Izzy had expected maybe shock or horror or numbness. No, Gregg’s look was almost revelatory, as if he had seen something, or realized something, transformative. 

			“Are you okay?” Izzy asked, darting a glance at the tattooed tribe of pirates, or warriors, or whoever these thugs were that reported to JD’s killer, who clearly, absolutely, could not be trusted to take them anywhere but down a bad path. 

			He showed up just then, holding out some sort of rations. “Eat.”

			When neither responded, he laid the food on the deck between them, about where their cards had been before the whole world got shot to hell. Then the bastard that killed JD pulled out a bottle of Jack from somewhere, from his ass as far as Izzy knew, and planted it next to the rations with the command to: “Drink.”

			As much as Izzy had been reared on the importance of good manners and professional protocols, he couldn’t bring himself to say “thank you” before the unlikely bearer of “eat, drink, and be merry” gifts moved away, just as Kate came in their direction with a jug of water.

			“I thought you might be thirsty . . .” She paused upon spying the bounty already left for their consumption.

			“Maybe you want to join us?” asked Gregg. He grabbed the bottle of Jack, screwed off the top with almost celebratory gusto, and tossed the cap next to her feet. “Let’s drink to JD,” Gregg decreed, raising the bottle to Kate. “You go first.”
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			At first Kate thought she hadn’t heard right or seen right or the shock of losing JD so unexpectedly was making her overly sensitive and not able to interpret things right.

			But, no. Gregg had just issued a challenge and was watching, closely, how she would react. He knew something, or thought he did, and was waiting for her to confirm whatever his suspicions might be. Being a nurse who had to keep her head on straight when emergencies arose helped, as did her more recent training in the art of the sting, but that was hardly a comfort when Gregg was a highly empathic psychologist trained in the nuances of reading people, and especially her. He knew her too well, and she could not afford for him to know too much because that would endanger him, and Izzy. 

			“I don’t think I can drink that without throwing it up, Gregg,” she professed, although it was an absolute lie. She wanted to down the whole bottle and bawl her head off and tell him she had already grieved her loss of JD before he was even dead, but now had the rest of her life to bear the guilt for her part in making it actually happen. “You and Izzy drink for me and I’ll make the first toast. How’s that?”

			“Sure.” He took a swig, handed the bottle to Izzy, and never took his eyes off her. “What’s your toast?”

			“To JD . . .” Since she couldn’t bear to meet Gregg’s hard gaze a moment longer, she swung her attention to Izzy. He was watching her closely, too closely, too. “To the man who stole my heart and took it with him. May he find the peace in death that eluded him in life.”

			“Very nice,” Gregg said as if he were applauding her, minus the actual clapping of hands. “Okay, Izzy, now it’s your turn.”

			Izzy took his own long sip, stretching the untenable moments out. He swiped at his mouth, handed the bottle back to Gregg. “What can I say to possibly do justice to JD and everything he was? He saved my life more than once. He made that life hell more often than not. But my life was richer, and so was the world, for having him in it. He was a rhyme wrapped in a riddle, an unstoppable force that never met an immovable object he couldn’t obliterate. Until today. I will . . .” Izzy’s voice caught. “I will miss him terribly.”

			“Well said,” Gregg agreed, and Kate wished he had phrased it differently, since his choice of words reminded her too much of The Pale Man, and she cringed to think of Gregg ever knowing the extent of her affiliation with him. Necessary for now—for how long she didn’t know—but Gregg, with his lofty ideals, would never understand, never approve, and probably never want to speak to her again if he knew.

			She had to make certain somehow that Gregg and Izzy never crossed Paulu’s path and got out of this. It was up to her to salvage this partially botched operation. If Zhang was killed, as many in the cartel would prefer, his blood would be on her hands along with JD’s. She had to save his brother as atonement. She had to save Gregg and Izzy before they became more involved than they already were. She would implore Phillip to have them flown back to the relative safety of Nha Trang as soon as possible.

			But first she had to extricate herself from this straightjacket of an inquisition in the guise of communally “celebrating JD’s life” so she could get to the communication center set up in the captain’s quarters. 

			“Any other words?” she asked, moving as discreetly as possible a few steps back.

			“Just a few,” Gregg answered. He took a healthy swig, wiped his mouth with the back of his river-stained shirt sleeve, and pronounced, “JD was a bastard. An honest-to-God bastard that worked for the bastards who should all burn in hell for their part in this war, and for using people like pawns to make the world a worse place than hell itself. But as far as bastards go, JD was a good bastard, and when I didn’t resent him, I admired him. And I liked him more than I wanted to. For all his faults and possibly sociopathic tendencies, I wish he was here and could explain what really happened today. But he’s not. So that leaves us to put the puzzle together and try to figure out why the woman he loved so dearly pretended to be kidnapped so she could set him up after he, and us two guys”—he gestured to Izzy with the Jack bottle, then tapped it to his temple like he was really thinking—“put our lives on the line to find her, only to discover that she is perfectly fine, even if I can’t say the same for her acting abilities—possibly, hopefully, because she still has a working conscience—and appears to have a nice working relationship with ‘Mike,’ who clearly had no intention of putting a bullet into the brain that I once thought I understood but, as it turns out, I cannot fathom at all. Care to enlighten us?”

			Kate would have opened her mouth but realized it was already slack, and any acting skills she had to call on were nowhere to be found.

			“Excuse me?”

			“You heard me.” Gregg lifted the bottle her way. “C’mon, Kate, have a good belt. Drink it all. Get sloppy. Confession is good for the soul. Presuming you still have one.”

			If Gregg had hit her with a battering ram she would have felt less assaulted.

			“How dare you?” She hardly recognized her own voice. The part of her brain that had detached itself to carry on in the face of crisis—one that had just gotten unspeakably worse—kicked in on the thrust of her desperation. Kate drew herself up as tall as possible, raised her voice and asserted, “How dare you!”

			“Well, darlin’, I think that’s a rhetorical question better put to yourself.” Gregg gave her a piteous smile, as if she were a hooker he would rather send off with whatever cash he had in his pocket, along with some advice to buy some groceries instead of drugs, before he would consider sleeping with her and whatever contaminates she might have to share.

			“I think we’re done here. I’ll see what I can do to have you returned to Nha Trang.” It was the best she could manage before distancing herself as immediately as possible from the man she had known since childhood, who had worshipped her when he never should have, despite her guilty pleasure in his misplaced adulation. The same man who had just made it abundantly clear that he no longer recognized her, and that the relationship that had once defined them was history. 

			*

			Kate didn’t feel much better after her “talk” with Phillip. Since there were no conveniently placed telephone booths along the Mekong, the fact that she could have a conversation at all was a minor technological miracle. Phillip had access to experimental advances for the government and military that few people would guess existed, but even with his access their remote location made satellite signals more like a game of roulette. Apparently NASA could communicate with a man on the moon, but keeping a phone connection on the Mekong was a lot more challenging. 

			Phillip had lost her, and not just repeatedly on the SAT phone. They had arranged everything so precisely, taking care that the boat designated to trail her would stay out of sight so as not to tip off JD, but could easily catch up once they docked. Air surveillance had been arranged, strategically placed ground patrols, jeeps where the jungle would permit. Phillip had even arranged for any bombing missions to be scuttled from the area today, only they were no longer where they were supposed to be, and she couldn’t tell if the ominous rumbling was moving toward them or away. Phillip only had a vague idea where she was since the boat had changed course, with the one trailing hers desperately trying to get a visual but, so far, no luck.

			“For God’s sake,” he had barked between static, “why didn’t you try contacting me sooner? You should have let me know immediately after JD’s accident! And what on earth possessed you to leave the area before recovering his body!” 

			All the reasons that seemed so sound earlier felt flimsy when confronted by Phillip’s battery of questions. Of course he was upset that JD had drowned—but he was even more upset at the prospect that JD had somehow managed to fake his death. Did she have any idea what kind of jeopardy that would place them all in?

			Her reassurances that Gregg had seen the body and produced the evidence of it with JD’s bracelet mollified Phillip somewhat—but it didn’t make him any happier that the two doctors were on the boat after he’d told JD to send them back to Nha Trang. How much did Kate think they might know, besides the fact JD was gone and she was safe. Could they be trusted to let it all go at that?

			She lied. She told Phillip exactly what he needed to hear to pass them off as a complete, security-risk non-issue, and gained his agreement to have an Air America transport pick them up once they got their coordinates synchronized. 

			“I can do this, Phillip, I know I can. Zhang will see me since he was expecting to meet me before . . . everything else happened. I have the letter from JD. I have the escort I need to get me in.”

			“And doesn’t it strike you as somewhat odd that the very man who was responsible for JD’s accident is so helpful now?”

			“I’ve been thinking about that.” Doing the necessary critical thinking, getting a grip on herself and the situation first, that’s why she had waited to call. She regretted it now but refused to make excuses. Excuses would make her sound insecure and weak, when in truth she had wanted to prove she could take charge in the worst possible circumstances. “I don’t know if what he did was intentional or a reflex—but they had words, and JD was the initial aggressor. He was . . .” trying to protect me. Kate took a breath and tried to smother the guilt. “I don’t know what they said. It just sounded like a heated argument. I don’t know what is in the letter that JD wrote since I can’t read it myself, but I can only think of two words to explain the assailant’s willingness to help now. Words you should understand.”

			She didn’t have to say more. She was speaking Phillip’s language. The one responsible for killing JD and guiding the boat now preferred to be a Pirate rather than just another mercenary Whore hired by The Pale Man—who would consider himself too superior to his hired help to imagine they might have some knowledge or a valuable contact that he did not.

			“I see your point. Nonetheless, Paulu will need to be in on this new development.”

			“No. Not yet. Paulu will ruin it all if he gets a whiff of this and tries to barge in. Just keep him away until I can privately work out a group meeting that Zhang is agreeable to. Hopefully you and I can get our connections straight first, but if not—” 

			 “Katherine, this isn’t a US courtroom. Zhang is a dangerous drug lord with an army of militants to back him up. It would be different if JD was still there with you, but—” 

			“Well, JD’s not here,” she snapped with a swipe at her eyes. “But I am. And I have a letter of introduction. You don’t. Neither does Paulu. Or any of the egomaniacs who would rather bomb everything and everyone to holy hell instead of reaching a diplomatic solution. You of all people, Phillip, should understand the delicacy of outreach involved and what hangs in the balance. As of now, I’m your best chance at opening the door for negotiations, and if you don’t use me for the purposes we’ve already agreed upon, then you’re—” 

			The phone cut out for the umpteenth time. Over the next hour they cobbled together enough of a conversation to agree that if Phillip’s highly trained, ex-Special Forces Black Ops group didn’t catch up by the time her own boat banked, she would stall as long as possible. In the worst case scenario she would take Mike Gallini with her for protection until—

			When the most high-tech SAT phone in existence buzzed yet again, Kate ignored it. 

			Someway, somehow, she vowed to herself, tomorrow would be a better day. God knew it couldn’t get any worse than this one. She wanted to check on Gregg and Izzy, but didn’t dare, not after the way they had left things. As for all those facially tattooed mercenaries on the boat with them, where Paulu had procured them was anyone’s guess, but his motive was no mystery at all: he wanted to make a statement. He wanted to shock and frighten anyone who got in his way, or even didn’t get in his way, of gamesmanship domination. 

			As much as she hated giving Paulu points, she had to admit he had scored, and impressively so, on that particular strategy. He had managed to do more than shock and frighten by hiring a gang leader of such elite caliber that even JD hadn’t seen him coming.

			Kate pressed both hands to her mouth to muffle a reflexive cry. She could still smell JD on her palms while the lap of waves against the patrol boat mingled with the echo of Gregg’s voice saying, “Confession is good for the soul. Presuming you still have one.”

			“I hope I do,” she whispered, and tried hard, so hard, to remember she still had an important job to do that could save lives. Just as it was when working a critical care unit with infants, any crying had to wait until her work was done. Phillip would say that was a remarkable quality that had weighed into his decision to make her his protégé. Gregg would say the means of assuming that status made her an ambitious ladder climber who had slept her way to the top.

			Kate knew such an assessment wasn’t completely untrue. But Gregg didn’t have all the information. And for his sake, and Izzy’s, no matter the personal cost to herself, they never would.
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			“Where are they?” Kate kicked aside the blankets on the deck as if two grown men could be hiding under them. Turning her glare on Mike Gallini, she demanded, “Where could they have gone? You were supposed to be in charge of watching them last night. Didn’t you hear something, see anything? They can’t just disappear.”

			“Ma’am, I’m—I’m sorry but I must’ve drifted off. Not for long, but—”

			“Apparently long enough that we have two MIA passengers. Have you done a head count? Is anyone else missing?”

			The lead mercenary, who had directed the boat to stop in an inlet and drop anchor, stepped forward. “You want to see Poppy King? Yes? No?”

			For a moment Kate gripped the side of the boat, trying to make the world stop spinning faster out of her control. She had choices to make, important choices, and she needed her head on straight to do it. So far, in her first official capacity as an undercover operative, she wasn’t exactly batting a 1000. If she wasn’t careful this whole new career would be over before the day was out, and then she may be viewed as a liability that knew too many secrets. From Phillip’s perspective, Gregg and Izzy possibly already did, despite her assurances otherwise. Could it be that Gregg’s distrust of her ran so deeply he preferred taking his chances by jumping ship and swimming to shore in the dark? Izzy couldn’t swim, but Gregg had practically grown up on a surfboard and he would never leave Izzy behind. That meant they left together so at least they could watch out for each other. 

			She had done what she could to protect them.

			She could not be held responsible for their own misjudgments.

			And, who knew? Maybe they had made the better judgment call.

			She had to cut them loose. For now, anyway. She had to salvage something from this mess. Trying to find them would just demonstrate to Phillip that his faith in her was misplaced because she could not get her priorities straight.

			Kate stiffened her spine, elevated her chin, and met the leader eye to eye. “Yes. Yes, of course. That’s why we’re here.”

			“Then we go. Now.” 

			He turned and Kate caught his arm. It felt like steel wrapped in flesh, reminding her too much of how JD felt beneath her hands. 

			She abruptly broke contact and said, “Wait.” She needed to buy some time, try to contact Phillip on the probably useless SAT phone, and increase whatever slim chance there was of Phillip’s men catching up. Without detection. While the leader of the band might like the idea of getting Pirate points with the lady who had the equivalent of an engraved invitation to a hidden fortress, Phillip’s black ops group wasn’t invited to the party. No matter who these mercenaries were ultimately working for—Paulu, or as independent contractors who would turn on him as soon as a better opportunity arose—they would surely balk at leading even a small elite force directly to a ruler who could retaliate against them, possibly even their families. 

			“Yesss?” The aspiring Pirate drew out the s as if the snake on his face was hissing.

			“Can you give me just a little time to get my things together?”

			He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. 

			“It won’t take long,” she quickly added.

			He scanned the river in all directions, then moved his attention to the shore, suspicious. 

			Kate wondered if Gregg had been right. Maybe she was a lousy actress. But she did have something she could use to her advantage. She hoped.

			“I have woman things to see to.”

			He made an uncomfortable grunting sound. “Make quick,” he decided. “Then we go. Just you.”

			*

			Mouse had to give the lady points. Big Snake didn’t want him tagging along but Kate got her way and brought him anyway, even managing to slip him a loaded canteen with a bomb inside for insurance. He wasn’t sure what she was packing in the satchel she’d brought up after taking a little too long for Big Snake’s liking—but she’d gotten a move on after Mouse yelled down that Boss Snake had jumped ship and was already heading for the jungle, along with most of the other snakeheads.

			Now him and Kate were watched every which way by the fuckers while they traipsed through the jungle that was making him twitch. 

			Mouse palmed the Zippo in his pocket while he stuck close to Kate. She had been nice to Missy and he appreciated that. Like telling Missy “no, no” when she offered to come along. He hadn’t seen Missy now for several days himself, and it had started to feel like he was having some kind of withdrawal symptoms. The longer he went without seeing her, the jumpier he got, and the jumpier he got the more shit started messing with his head. Like when the spook went overboard and he freaked while it sounded like KRZY was flipping stations in the background.

			“Did you just call me Janis?” 

			Mouse jerked his attention to Kate, only to have a low-hanging tree limb smack him in the face. Fuck. Maybe not having Missy around to keep him from going bananas was worse than he thought.

			“Nah, I didn’t say nothin’ like that,” Mouse told her, keeping his voice low, only to blurt out, “Hey, what’s that jeep doin’ out here?” His eyes adjusting in the dappled light, Mouse realized the camouflaged jeep, blending with the terrain, was sitting on a rough road that looked like it had just cropped up in the middle of nowhere.

			“You want to walk?” Big Snake asked. “Long way to Poppy King.”

			With a wave of his hand the other snakeheads took off. Mouse had quit wondering how these guys operated, where they came from or where they went. All he cared about was getting this over with and somehow coming out alive. Maybe Uncle Louie hadn’t bought the trumped up story. Maybe some good old Jersey boys dressed in army fatigues were out looking for him now. Uh-huh, and just maybe he’d stumble across some ruby slippers out here and click his way to Australia instead.

			For what felt like forever they rocked and several times nearly rolled over pits and puddles and all that other jungle crap that reminded Mouse of a Tarzan film set. Because it helped keep KRZY tuned down, he thought about Tony, about Aunt Rosa, about all his stateside family. And Missy, of course. Then all he could think was if he fucked this up before he could kill the mad rabbit, they could all be toast and—

			The jeep came to a grinding halt in front of nothing in particular, just another stupid jungle wall of vines and pretty red flowers. 

			Big Snake ordered, “Out.”

			“What, now we’re walkin’ again?” 

			Big Snake looked at Mouse like he was about to be as dead as the spook if he didn’t hop to. Mouse got out and Kate did the same, asking, “How close are—” when Big Snake hit the horn along with the gas, peeling around in the direction from which they’d come and leaving with a long honk, like he wanted the whole jungle to know they had to be the biggest suckers of all time.

			“Hey, hey! Where’re you goin’?” Mouse yelled after him, and raced to pick up Kate’s little satchel that the asshole had flung out just before he split.

			As Mouse handed it to Kate, the wall of vines and flowers began to shake and dance and hol-ly shit! A huge gate swung out with all the vines and flowers attached to it, and then came a line of armored personnel carriers, all firing over their heads, and behind them rolled out two tanks. What the ...? Before he could blink, at least two full companies of running, tiger-fatigued commandos spilled from the gates with AK-47s, circling him and Kate.

			While Mouse frantically gripped the bomb canteen with one hand, his Zippo with the other, KRZY was suddenly drowned out by an ear-splitting shriek. 

			Striding more ponderously than Uncle Louie’s fat niece came a huge, white elephant, all dressed up in red and gold silk, with shining poppies embroidered on the cloth, like it was the star of a Ringling Brothers circus act. Then out came another white elephant and then another, and then the most freaking humongous elephant of all. 

			And sitting on top of it was ...

			Mouse did a double take. Uh-uh. No fuckin’ way. If this was The Poppy King, then he was the King of Siam. 
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			Kate had never seen a picture of Zhang but she had formed one in her mind after knowing JD held his step-brother in near-reverence, followed by all the references from Phillip and those in the cartel who felt safer killing him than brokering a deal. She had been expecting a larger-than-life, Samurai-type warrior. 

			Perhaps up close he would look more like a ruthless killing machine instead of a diminutive prince, decked out in a ceremonial robe, a headdress, and a sweet smile. When he waved a small, ring-laden hand, the armored carriers stopped firing in the air, the tanks came to a halt, and the fatigue-dressed commandoes came to attention, guns at ease.

			Even the elephants went quiet.

			His voice about an octave higher than Kate had previously imagined, Zhang called out in perfect English with a hopeful lilt, “You would be Kate?”

			“I am,” she called back, wondering if she was having some kind of hallucinogenic back-flash. 

			“Welcome, welcome, my dear! And where is JD?”

			“He . . . he isn’t here.” That was all she dared say until she could appeal to Zhang, minus an audience. Good God, there had to be over two hundred soldiers surrounding them, with no telling how many more inside. “But he gave me a letter to deliver to you.”

			Kate started to open the small attaché bag she had prepared—only to hear the collective click of every gun surrounding her and Mike.

			Zhang shouted a command. The guns went down.

			She had always loved adrenaline rushes, but she felt she might pass out from the burst of fight or flight instinct flooding her veins. She managed to get the letter out of the satchel filled with innocuous-looking spy paraphernalia, and then held JD’s letter in the air, her hand visibly shaking. 

			“Come,” he instructed, but when her feet momentarily refused to move, he assured her, “You are my guest. Please approach.” 

			The guards parted just as the camouflaged gate had. She felt Mike Gallini so closely behind her, he literally had her back. Kate never thought she would be this grateful to have him nearly touching her, and yet she also felt like a human shield; as if he was protecting himself as much as his charge. Distantly she wondered, An occupational hazard? Something I should get used to: everyone watching their own backs while pretending to watch mine? And if I do get the respect my mother never had with the big boys, will I become one of them?

			Up close Zhang looked even more like a sweet little Dalai Lama, smiling beatifically down at her as she extended the envelope, bearing a painted poppy, that he couldn’t quite reach. His laugh was a tinkling sound, like wind chimes, and he gave a command to the elephant. The animals were commonplace in certain areas of the country, but this one, rare in color and obviously highly trained, responded to Zhang’s command by twitching its ears, and then reaching around with its long snout to push Mike out of the way before scooping her up from just below her buttocks. Hoisted high into the air, she was too startled, and too thrilled, to do more than gasp while Zhang held out his bejeweled hand.

			Kate took it and awkwardly lunged onto the elephant to sit behind Zhang. The satchel with all her gizmos that could pass for girl stuff, along with a change of clothes to help proclaim their innocence, rested between her chest and his back, and she steadied herself with her hands on his slight, taut shoulders.

			“I will read my brother’s letter once we have our privacy,” he told her. “Until then, tuck it away, relax, enjoy, and know you are safe, my dear.” He gave another command to the elephant, followed by one to his well-armed troops, and they all returned inside the hidden fortress. Kate had only seen it portrayed as a nebulous spot somewhere within a big circle that was earmarked to be destroyed. That was the closest the CIA and its dark-camp associates had been able to determine.

			Were Phillip’s men watching from jungle cover? Would he and Paulu soon be privy to the exact coordinates that had eluded all the top talent at the CIA and beyond on this mission? Barring a miracle, the answer was almost assuredly no. But now that she was here, she wasn’t entirely unhappy about that. The backup that was supposed to follow her would then find a way to slip in, and she wasn’t confident their only purpose would be to watch out for her. Besides, she thought with an urge to laugh, who needed a pack of commandos when she had Mike Gallini?

			“Hey, where ya goin’? What about me?” he shouted.

			Kate looked back and down at him, and just for a moment he seemed more expendable than he had a few minutes before. It made her wonder if she was already turning into someone she never wanted to become.

			“That man has helped me,” she said behind Zhang’s ear. “Can you let him come with us?”

			“Since you have requested it? Of course.” Zhang’s gracious concession was followed by another hand signal, another command in the native dialect. 

			The last she saw of Mike Gallini he was being escorted twenty to one in whatever direction Zhang had decreed. But he wasn’t getting roughed up, didn’t appear to be in any immediate danger, and so she cut him loose. Just as she had Gregg and Izzy.

			Kate quickly relegated that dilemma to the increasingly crowded space she had begun to save for later, where her conscience, she hoped, still resided. 

			Past the enormous gates she and Zhang went atop the huge, pure-white bull elephant draped in silk. It befitted the glowing scene that greeted her of what must have been a deconstructed and then newly rebuilt Angor Wat Palace. The profusion of trees extending a cooling canopy over everything accounted for why the place was invisible from the air. And there was much to hide: exquisite and elaborate marble carvings, flowers and pools and fountains everywhere she looked from the breathtaking advantage of an elephant. The Poppy King waved to the multitude of men, women and children they passed inside the fortress, all looking well fed and well clothed and quite happy with their tasks as they responded with waves and bows. 

			Kate’s love of adrenaline highs had gotten her into trouble more than once. The insatiable hunger for a thrill had made JD irresistible and landed her here. But this went beyond adrenaline. It was a moment like none before and, quite possibly, never again. She could only imagine how much The Pale Man would covet every aspect of this, his greed and envy like a living, breathing, carnivorous animal. 

			Too soon she and Zhang were dismounting to walk across a carpet of fragrant blossoms. His forehead came about to her nose, but he walked with both authority and a spring to his step. Three lovely, silk-gowned girls greeted her with deep bows.

			“Go, my dear, refresh yourself,” Zhang bade her. “You may keep the letter and I shall read it as we dine on the best my home and my people have to offer you.”

			The reality of her purpose crushed any fantasies the elephant ride had provided. 

			“That is a very generous offer,” Kate said carefully, “but the letter is only the beginning; and with regard to JD—”

			Zhang raised his hand. “New beginnings are often disguised as painful endings.” And with that cryptic message, he departed.

			For the next few hours, Kate felt like Dorothy in the midst of a spinning tornado, whirling into the Emerald City, and then finding herself in the starring role in the King and I. But she couldn’t enjoy it, not with everything she had to tell Zhang. He had been extraordinarily kind, providing her with every conceivable human comfort and then some. A bath, a massage, a gown made of lotus and silk fibers, worthy of a Chinese empress. A pair of yellow-diamond earrings and a simple gold necklace, with another, slightly larger, yellow drop diamond, completed the ensemble even Madam Nhu would envy. The only thing that didn’t fit were a pair of slippers. She could not fit more than the toes of her size 7 American feet into an Asian Cinderella’s best. 

			Kate thought back to when she and Missy had played dress up at Madam Nhu’s. She zeroed in on the nail polish Missy had applied to her toes. Kate’s breath caught. Had JD noticed them? Surely not, but even if he had, something so minor shouldn’t suggest to him that her incarceration had been anything less than an ordeal. At least, she didn’t think so. Still, it bothered her terribly to wonder if JD suspected that she had betrayed him, just before he died.

			Escorted down a corridor and out to an exquisite garden pond and lounge area, filled with heavenly scents, Kate had a knot in her stomach and JD’s letter in hand. 

			Zhang greeted her warmly, a kiss to each cheek, and sent the servants away.

			“Come. Let us celebrate your arrival with a wine that is our finest, but holds no comparison to your presence.”

			It reminded Kate of one of the lines she had fallen for with JD.

			She placed her hand on Zhang’s as he reached for the bottle.

			“You need to read this first. I don’t know what it says. I just know that JD wrote it and said I was to give it to you if something happened to him. I’m . . .” She took a deep breath on top of the one she’d been holding since noticing her still-painted toenails. “I’m afraid something did happen to him. Something terrible. He didn’t survive.”

			Zhang was very still, very quiet. His expression gave nothing away. He took the letter. He read it. Shook his head.

			“I have always dreaded this day,” he said quietly. “I am sorry you had to bear the burden of being the one to tell me.”

			His sympathy felt like hot coals heaped on her head.

			“I did love him,” she admitted. Past tense; it was true. And as much as she wished otherwise, it still was, even knowing JD’s own ability to love was deeply compromised. “And I know that no matter what his feelings were for me, JD’s love for his brother was true and beyond that for anyone else alive.” 

			Zhang nodded, his eyes stoically dry. “And his brother, the same, for as long as he lives.” 

			“JD would want you to stay that way,” she ventured, treading carefully into the deep water of her true purpose. “And so do I.”

			This made him smile, just a little. He gestured to encompass his hidden kingdom. “As you can see, I have taken many precautions to ensure my continued good health. But you are thoughtful to express your concern.”

			“That concern is not unwarranted.” She had the words rehearsed: “I’m very sorry to be the bearer of even more bad news, but you and everything you have built here is in danger.”

			He stiffened. His eyes narrowed in a way that suggested he was not as unintimidating as he might appear.

			“Speak,” he said shortly. “Speak honestly and tell me the truth, for I will know if you lie and I do not suffer liars gladly.”

			She wanted to say that neither did she, and that his brother had turned out to be one of the biggest liars of them all. 

			“I’m sure you’re aware that JD worked in a dangerous capacity for the United States government,” she said instead. “It was through our mutual affiliation with a certain individual in internal affairs that we met.”

			Zhang raised a finely arched eyebrow. “The Ambassador, Phillip Jordon, I presume?”

			“You know him?”

			“The Poppy King knows much.” Zhang left it at that while he fingered the letter. “And now you are here to tell me what else I should know. Proceed.”

			Kate felt the ground shifting. She wondered where Mike Gallini was, where Phillip’s men might be at this moment; if they had been able to track her whereabouts. She wondered if she should have the tube of lipstick that could shoot at short range handy, rather than stuffed inside her bra.

			“There is a large contingency of very ambitious, well-funded, and powerful people who want to take over your poppy fields and the operations you have worked hard to secure and make profitable. They have done their research as to your whereabouts and planned to take over by force. Mr. Jordon has intervened on your behalf. I’m here to ask you to meet with him, and a few others who also realize the obliteration of all you have built is in no one’s best interest. They’re hoping I will return from this visit with your agreement—” 

			“Enough!” He silenced her with a strike to the wine bottle that shattered and hurtled in all directions. Gone was the sweet Dalai Lama. His face was thunderous, as was the tone of his voice, demanding, “Did you lead them here?”

			“I . . . I . . .” Had she? She didn’t think so, thanks to everything that had gone wrong earlier. Now it seemed what had gone wrong was a good thing, at least for the moment, since she could honestly reply, “To the best of my knowledge, no. But these people have their means and they will eventually find you. And if they don’t, the worst of them will not hesitate to take their napalm bombs and destroy everything within a fifty-mile radius or more, if that’s what it takes to get their hands on everything you’ve built. Even if you manage to escape, you will lose it all and many innocent lives will be lost. But it doesn’t have to be that way. You can intervene—and retain the majority of your present holdings.”

			Then she did something she hadn’t rehearsed. Kate dropped to her knees. She raised her hands in supplication to The Poppy King.

			“Please. I beg of you. Agree to a meeting. You have the power now to negotiate, to broker a truce—” 

			“A deal,” he said flatly.

			“A truce, a deal, whatever you want to call it. They are prepared to offer extremely generous terms. A win-win for all that will keep you in power while keeping away those who want more than anything to take it from you.”

			He snorted. “A win-win. Such an American thing to say.”

			“There are more than Americans involved.” Where it came from Kate didn’t know. She’d never considered herself a particularly upstanding citizen, but a sense of indignation propelled her from her knees, and, foolish though it may be considering where she was and to whom she was speaking, she stood taller, so The Poppy King had to look up at her. “I came here to appeal to your intelligence and what is clearly your loyalty and love for the people who depend on you for their own livelihoods and safety. It was the least I could do since JD is no longer able to do it himself.”

			“Really?” A short laugh. “I have trouble imagining JD would try to convince me of this. It makes me wonder, just how did he die?”

			“He drowned. Trying to save me. My atonement for that is in trying to save you.”

			She held out her wrist to emphasize the one silver bracelet JD had placed on it in much happier times. As for the matching bracelet that Gregg had basically shoved in her face for her part in JD’s drowning, it was in a place of safe keeping. 

			Zhang stroked his small chin. “There is much to consider.”

			“Indeed,” she agreed, “but time is of the essence.”

			He nodded, once. “Your courage is impressive. I can see why JD so honored you.” A pause. “You must know he wished to marry you upon receiving his brother’s blessing.”

			“I . . .” She had no words. 

			“A sad day this is, then, for us both.” Zhang raised a bejeweled finger and out trotted her earlier escorts. “I need time alone to consider all this, as I am sure you understand. Now please, enjoy the evening in your quarters and have no fear. You remain safe. I will give you a decision in the morning.”

			“Thank you.” As Kate bowed in Asian fashion she thought of the canteen with explosives that Mike had brought—that she had given him under orders from Phillip. She hoped he didn’t decide to use it. “The man who helped bring me here, is he safe as well?”

			“But of course,” Zhang replied blandly. “You must understand, however, that, all things considered, I feel more comfortable keeping you apart. But rest assured he is being well taken care of. For the time being.”

			Kate let herself be led away, wondering how she could find Mike without raising an alarm, when Zhang called after her, “And do be careful yourself, Miss Morningside. Particularly of those who sent you here. Were Mr. Jordan and his associates invested in your own wellbeing, do you actually think he and they would put you at such risk as to let you meet with me alone?” 

			The time she spent alone that evening was not pleasant. Zhang’s parting question dogged her, despite the fact she had insisted on coming. It echoed the concern Phillip had raised about JD leaving her alone and unprotected on the Mekong. 

			And now here she was, alone and unprotected in Zhang’s hidden lair, having no idea if Phillip’s men were nearby, if Gregg and Izzy were safe, or even where Mike Gallini was, and whether the canteen had been confiscated. He might be considering using it to get out.

			She went through the satchel: a tiny camera that looked like a matchbox, a compact to powder her nose, with code embedded in the mirror, the trusty lipstick that could literally kiss a man goodbye, along with several other items; and none of them doing her any good now or telling her anything she needed to know about how to deal with the present situation. She wondered . . .

			Couldn’t she simply avail herself of a nice walk and play stupid if someone approached her while she went in search of Mike? A guard was posted at her door, presumably to keep intruders out rather than to keep her in. Looking down from her balcony, she saw nothing but a softly lit courtyard. A bubbling fountain was all she heard. 

			Kate eyed the distance from the balcony to the ground. She wasn’t that high up. She could manage the drop. The problem was getting back in. Then again . . .

			Maybe not.

			A thick grouping of tall bamboo grew right outside her balcony, spanning the distance to the ground and sturdy enough for her to scale back up. 

			She changed back into the trekking clothes she had worn from the boat. It was such a relief to actually do something, or try to, instead of just waiting for whatever might happen. A pleasant amount of adrenaline pumped while she lowered herself down and softly landed on her rear end, cushioned by a thick carpet of grass. She got to her feet and was dusting off her backside when a hand clamped over her mouth.

			Gooseflesh prickled her neck as a warm, familiar breath whispered against it, “Going somewhere?”
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			Mouse flicked his Zippo. The flame was getting low. He had to pace himself since he didn’t have any lighter fluid and he wasn’t sure what would happen if he couldn’t get his Zippo to light. He ALWAYS had it filled and ready to go. But now he was in real trouble, and when he needed his Zippo the most, it was on its last few flicks.

			He didn’t want to do it. No, he didn’t wanna do it, but he put the Zippo back into his pants pocket for safe keeping, gave it a little pat.

			If Missy was here to calm him down he might be okay, especially if she did that special dance for him like she had in the shower. He glanced at the bomb canteen. He couldn’t believe it didn’t get confiscated because hell, if he was the fuckin’ Poppy King he wouldn’t trust nobody with nothing, not even if he stashed them away for safe keeping.

			Looking around, Mouse knew a prison when he saw one, even if it was a pretty nice gook jail. He had a mat on the stone floor, some lit candles to see by; even some kind of little pond he could bathe in if he didn’t mind going swimming with the fishes. The food they’d brought him wasn’t half bad either, even if it didn’t come near to Missy’s cooking. 

			Missy. She was the reason he hadn’t tried to blast himself out, to get some lighter fluid if nothing else. But if he did that, what was he gonna do? Jump on one of those Poppy King elephants and barge down the gates? Nah, that’d be stupid. He’d never pull it off. But even if he did he’d have to leave Miss Kate behind since he couldn’t exactly go knocking door to door to find her. And if he left her behind, after getting his orders to make sure she stayed safe, he’d be on the run all the way to Australia or Jersey, or wherever he could take cover if he got luckier than lucky, and he’d have to leave Missy behind to fend for herself.

			He couldn’t do that. He just couldn’t. Which meant he couldn’t frag the locked door like he had the dumbass major who had it coming not all that long ago. 

			Yeah, he’d been working his way up the ladder then and doing good, real good. Now, with KRZY and that Joplin bitch jamming in his head so loud they had to be playing stereo out both ears, Mouse could only wonder how things could’ve been going so good, only to get so fucked up, so fast. 

			Mouse clamped his hands over his ears, only that made the screeching worse. He could hardly hear himself think, but . . . Maybe if he screamed and kept screaming it would drown out the static and that Piece of my Heart shit for music and . . . No, no, he wasn’t gonna scream, he was, he was, he was . . .

			Gonna sing! Yeah, sing so loud it drowned everything else out. Singing always made him feel better, and dancing too. That’d take his mind off things. But which song, which song . . . ? Darin, that was it. One of his favorites and best evers. He’d just keep singing and dancing and if all the noise got one of the guards to come in . . . Well shit, in other circumstances he might take off a nose, maybe even part of an ear, then hightail it outta here, but he had Missy to think about so . . . “One” snap, “Two” snap, “Three” snap, “Four . . . and hit it!”

			I’m a shark, babe, see my teeth, dear
And I shows them oh so white
It’s just that rabbit, with them pink eyes
Now he’s got me outta sight

			So when I bite Drac with these teeth, babe
All that white skin is turnin’ red

			And all that mon-ey that he owes me

			Has got-ta help my head—yeah!

			He was tap-tap-tap dancing and singing at the top of his lungs when he spun around and . . . whack.

			When Mouse came to he wondered what had hit him. And then he wondered some more when he realized the canteen was gone but in its place was an uncracked bottle of Jack. He had no idea where it had come from, any more than he knew who had smacked him to the moon and back, but he wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth.

			Mouse drank deeply and prayed he’d pass out again, long enough to last until Miss Kate got him sprung from this gook jail so he could see Missy again—but first he’d get enough lighter fluid to see him—and the nearly empty Zippo he flicked just once for good luck—into old age.

			*

			“I have it.” Missy extended the canteen to JD at their appointed meeting place within the gates of the palace. 

			“Good work, Missy. I couldn’t take the chance that he’d see me and tip off the wrong parties. Since he confides in you, we can still use him.”

			“I am glad to know this.”

			“I think you’re becoming attached.”

			She shook her head. “No, no.”

			“Look, it happens to the best of us,” he said in a way they both understood. “But we have to do what is necessary when the time comes. Understood?”

			“Of course. And you are right, it is my error to let personal feelings get in the way of what is necessary. Still, I will ask that when the time comes his body be sent home to his family. I know they mean a lot to him. And it will mean a lot to them—including his Uncle Louie who could become our friend if his Jersey boy is returned as killed in action, with honors for his bravery attached. Will you promise me, when the time comes?”

			“I’ll do what I can to make that happen. I’ll have to be in a position to negotiate the finer details, which clearly, at this point, I’m not.”

			Missy sighed deeply. “The devil is always in the details, as the Americans like to say.”

			“The Americans like to say a lot, but have a very bad habit of breaking promises when things fail to go according to their plans.”

			“And what more can we do to interfere with their current plans for our poppy fields?”

			“We need you to return to your assigned post. The Pale Man’s been very busy of late. He shouldn’t have any idea you went missing since your time is divided between Kate and Gallini. Transport is waiting to take you back. Continue to report as you are able to Zhang with any valuable information, and once this is all done, you and I should discuss things of a more personal nature.”

			“Presuming we are both still alive to do so.” 

			“Old dead girlfriends and newly dead boyfriends should have a lot in common.” JD gave her a hopeful smile.

			She sniffed the hand he put to her cheek, then cast a disparaging glance in the direction he had come from earlier. “I didn’t ask before since time was of the essence, but does Kate now realize I am more than she has been led to believe?”

			“Not yet. But she did provide the information about the canteen to eliminate further complications, and I, in turn, made her aware that it is in the best interest of doctors Kelly and Moskowitz, as well as herself, to advocate heavily for The Poppy King amongst the vipers she is in bed with. As for where her interests take her long term, that is no longer my concern.”

			Missy smiled back at that. “And the doctors you took from the boat to bring here, they are agreeable to this situation?”

			A rustling sound. They immediately went silent. In the moonlight he signed: They are trustworthy and no one’s concern but mine until I can get them back to where they belong.

			Missy signed in return: Perhaps this time we will find that we belong with each other, instead of with those who do not understand where we have come from, or where we may yet need to go. 

		

	
		
			If Go is like war, chess is a knife fight in a phone booth. 

			–Anonymous
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			A Very Dangerous Kind of Beauty

		

	
		
			Lesson of the Panther

			I think it is fair to say that after Maman died I was a lost boy. Lost boys can become lost men, and lost men often try to lose themselves in their work, in sex, in any number of distractions that enable them to remain lost. While part of me will always be lost since Maman took something vital with her the day she left me—and was it truly voluntary? I increasingly think not—what Zhang, and the monastery, taught me, was that brothers and sisters do not have to share blood to be bound by their history and loyalty to each other.

			My loyalty to Zhang was immediate the moment he took me under his wing. He taught me there is strength in compassion for the vulnerable, and that more power can lie behind a throne than sitting on one since fewer eyes will see you coming. Walk softly. Be invisible. 

			One of the most memorable lessons I received at the monastery to reinforce these truths occurred when I was twelve. I was to find and follow a panther through the forest, touch the panther, and still live. Of course, only another monastery student would believe such a thing, but on my mother’s grave, it is as true as the Thousand Days I spent learning in the cave. As with that initiation, I was taken to see the old abbot, still ancient yet never seeming to age another day. He gestured me forward, looked me over, and said, “You are stronger. I see you are diligent in your training and unrelenting in your studies and—” he paused with the gravity of what awaited “—and this test will be difficult. Many strong boys have gone out and not returned from the panther. You must keep your chi surrounding you at all times. You must find and track the panther, and when it rests you are to touch it and return here immediately.” I bowed and then went to wash and scrub every human scent from myself. My scalp, shaved clean, was scrubbed and washed. I was allowed to take my blade for protection.

			When I entered the forest, I walked to where I knew began the vast hunting grounds of the panther. I walked and walked, stopping and listening to the sounds of the night birds who sang, until finally I heard their urgent song alerting me the panther was near. I steadied myself and remembered to keep my chi outward and around me. Dawn was growing closer, enabling me to better see. But I knew if I did not stay calm, fear would drive my body and blind more than my vision. I saw the print of the panther. I came across what remained of its kill. By its tracks I could tell the panther had slowed and was looking for a place to rest. I saw it then and I prepared myself to approach in absolute silence, upwind. 

			Fortunately, the black-coated one was curled away from me, napping beside a tree after its meal. I tried to control my trembling as I so very slowly crept closer and closer to the sleeping killer. I could barely breathe by the time I knelt down and reached out, my heart pounding so hard I feared it might wake the panther as I gently stroked the lush fur. 

			The huge cat exploded from the ground, whirling in midair and landing so it faced me. The green eyes burned and the snarling jaws were all I could see as the cat prepared to pounce, its haunches bunched and—

			The cat sprang sideways and up into the tree. I sank to my knees in relief and joy and wanted to shout, “I did it!” I had tracked and touched one of the greatest predators of the jungle, and scared it! My heart was bursting with pride. But pride can be a dangerous and blinding thing, and it robbed me of my focus and awareness. Of my chi. Too late I realized that I had not frightened away the big cat. Something much more dangerous than myself had done so. The low growl came from behind me. I slowly turned my head and, standing only feet away, was a full-grown male tiger. I was paralyzed with terror. I dropped my blade. All birds were silent. There was no movement in the grass or leaves. The world held its breath. The massive animal moved and I knew there would be no escaping the true Lord of the Kill.

			Then a man rose up from the high grass not far from the tiger and spoke with his hands in the silent language we were taught in the monastery, instructing, Just glance at his eyes. Lower yours in respect. That’s it. The tiger took a step closer. Now he wants to scent you. Let him. Let him smell your breath. The tiger raised its face, sniffing at me, so close I could see its nostrils moving, hear it breathing. My own breath was shallow as I crouched there, immobilized, allowing the tiger to make what he would of me, and praying I did not smell like his next meal.

			The tiger turned and walked slowly away. 

			Zhang moved from the high grass and came to lift me from the ground. Even the panther, if it was still in the tree, could not harm me with my brother there to protect me. My fear melted away, while any pride I had stupidly enjoyed before dissolved into shame. I tried very hard not to embarrass myself further by crying, but I did not quite succeed.

			“You did well, little brother,” Zhang said kindly, rather than taking me to task for my frailties and my fears. 

			My gratitude was immense. My loyalty would never waver. He seemed taller and wiser than any other man I had ever known. Even the old abbot, who was very, very wise, but quite small in stature, unlike Zhang.

			“I was so afraid he would kill me,” I confessed. “I felt like a little mouse he could eat in one bite. But you saved me.”

			Zhang braced both my shoulders with his strong hands. He wore a silver bracelet on his left wrist.

			“I only stood in the shadows and provided direction behind the lord of this land. Now you will always remember that it is to one’s advantage to remain unseen, whether you are dealing with mice or men.” He chuckled and made me feel better, assuring me that, “You had the courage not to act on your fear. Had you done so, he would have chased you down, even if he was not hungry. The tiger had eaten already. You were simply of interest to him because you did not run. That is what saved you, not me.”

			This lesson from Zhang on that fateful dawn was one of the most valuable I would ever receive: that running will get you nowhere because whatever is chasing you will eventually catch up and, once it does, it will take you down.
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			Kate sat at an enormous round table of highly polished teak wood, inlaid with ivory. It must have weighed tons. The table only added more gravity to the sumptuous room and the assemblage of heavyweights gathered around it, who were introduced one by one, congratulated on becoming part of the new Golden Triangle team, then graciously dismissed to the increasingly louder celebration outside, until only the principals, and their handpicked supporters, remained. 

			She and Phillip sat across from The Poppy King. Behind him was his ever-present group of guardians who had arrived with him at Madam Nhu’s palatial retreat several days earlier for negotiations. To the left was The Pale Man, who insisted on having his phalanx of South Africans and snake-tattooed mercenaries—minus the leader that had ditched her and Mike Gallini—standing guard behind him, with Mike fidgeting in their midst. To their right was the man who, apparently, maintained the very formidable Hmong armed forces of The Poppy King—the renowned General Vang Pao. Phillip leaned over and whispered, “He has been our chosen Company man since the beginning, very important to the war.” 

			Kate nodded and tried to project a façade of poise she hadn’t felt since JD indelibly impressed on her the full ferocity of his expectation that she would advocate for his brother, influence Phillip as much as possible—both of them knowing how convincing she could be when it came to men—and let him take care of Gregg and Izzy since he no longer trusted Phillip. She was to be his eyes and ears behind the scenes during the inevitable negotiations and, until he decided otherwise, she was to keep her mouth shut about his being alive. 

			Her mouth was still tender from his last punishing kiss. She was still pleasantly sore from his retribution behind the bamboo. When he was finished with her she’d hardly been able to scale back up to her room, regretting then, and regretting it still, that when he said, “Now we’re finished, and that will never happen again,” she knew he meant it. 

			He meant all of it. Including the directive that she was to ensure Mike Gallini returned with her. Upon that return she had actually seen Missy hug him. It made her wonder if Missy had become genuinely attached to the man Paulu had taken to keeping so close he could have been a Shih Tzu trotting beside his owner on an invisible leash. 

			Kate’s attention swung to The Pale Man as he abruptly announced, “And now that the agreements are signed, Mr. Poppy King, you will hereby consider yourself my deputy. You will continue to oversee and manage all your operations under my direction. We will want a fifteen percent increase in crop production this season and another fifteen percent next year. We will waste no time in growing our business.” He laughed at his own wit. “Pun intended, Mr. Poppy King.” 

			Kate stood and could see the surprise on every face as she confronted The Pale Man.

			“As the emissary who delivered our invitation to The Poppy King to meet and come to fair terms, I must protest your attitude now that the agreements have been reached—agreements that did not include The Poppy King’s demotion in title, nor apply pressure for more aggressive production. I believe you own him an apology.”

			The Pale Man was nearly apoplectic. He banged his fist. 

			“You say what? You believe what? I am in charge here now! This will be my operation! That is the plan! That is—”

			Phillip cut him off with a simple raise of his hand. “That is enough, Paulu. Let us not get off on the wrong foot.” 

			The Pale Man shook his shoulders as if actually smoothing his ruffled feathers. But he speared her with a glint that radiated from his dilated pupils to irises turned nearly blood red, leaving no doubt between them that he would cut out the heart of his own sister to achieve his goals, and her status was nowhere near that of a sister.

			In that moment Kate knew she was not a player here. She was not a Pirate, much less a Big Pirate. She was a Whore who had served her purpose and might only be alive right now because of Phillip. 

			The Poppy King rose from his chair. He nodded at Kate, dismissed Phillip with a glance, and narrowed his eyes on The Pale Man. “Indeed, I will continue to oversee and manage all the operations that were, and will continue to be, under my direction. That is the agreement, along with the distasteful percentages you will receive as a result of your blackmail and greed. If you must have a title, then you may hereby consider yourself my deputy. Not the other way around.”

			The tension in the room, which had been high, went silently nuclear.

			The silence lengthened.

			The Pale Man rose to his feet. To his South African he very quietly said, “Mozambique.”

			Two rapid tap shots tore open the chest of The Poppy King. One more exploded his head.

			There was no return fire with no ruler to protect. As The Poppy King’s guards held up their weapons, The Pale Man smiled.

			“Good. Then it is understood. There can only be one King. General, I believe we can rely on you for all the ground operations to continue smoothly, and the Hmong people will continue to answer to you. Actually, everything is to continue exactly as before while we facilitate our expansions under my direction.”

			The general stood and nodded. “Exactly as before,” he said. “Absolutely.” 

			The Pale Man’s aged tiger’s teeth glistened. He opened his spindly arms as if he were a conductor holding court before his orchestral players. “And now, as our lovely British have said so often: The King is dead. Long live the King!”

			*

			Alone, after all the marvelous excitement died down, The Pale Man examined the very nice and very large topo map that showed him the mountains and rivers and streams and forests of his new game board—The Golden Triangle, where he would now be King of the Poppy. He placed a small elephant figurine made of ivory next to the Mekong River. He picked up the to-scale miniature helicopter and placed it next to the elephant. He couldn’t stop smiling at his map. That’s right, his map, and all that was in it was his, his, HIS! He had made sure of it today and there was nothing Phillip could do about it now that the deed was done. As for Phillip’s precious dear Katherine, she had made a grave mistake by overstepping her bounds with him. He would not forget, or forgive, her demand for a public apology. And yet . . .

			He had to admit her silly show of support for the old Poppy King had facilitated matters, and all to the good. He would have killed him eventually, but sooner was better because here he was, examining the kingdom that was now his to rule.

			The Highland mountains with their various ethnic villages, tribes. The rivers snaking through Burma, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand and North and South Vietnam. The mighty Mekong moving through it all. He loved it. It was his domain now, his own kingdom with his own army and with even the monstrous military might of America on call . . . for him. 

			The American military had only been waiting for the word and the coordinates to bomb The Poppy King into hellish, napalm, fiery oblivion, and The Poppy King had been smart enough to take the deal upon realizing his fields and his people were only an airstrike away from being immolated. 

			Alas, he had not been smart enough to stay alive himself.

			Phillip had initially been aghast by the unexpected move. But he would get over it. He would realize this made things so much easier since he already had the CIA and their myriad of cohorts on board. Yes, thanks to Phillip, completely. The CIA was thrilled, of course, to inherit a major stake of control over the opium trade that the French had once enjoyed. A pity for them, really. The French had laboriously developed their intertwined connections among the Hmong that had served The Poppy King for years and years, but they had given it up too soon, and now the CIA, with endless cash resources from the purest of pure heroin, could further its agenda without Congressional oversight or budgeting worries. “The Company,” as they loved to be known, would continue to pull the strings for transport with Air America. They would help with ocean freight transport overseas to dear old Marseilles, where his own traditional Corsican allies had networked throughout Europe—even prior to French colonial times. 

			As for the American Mafia, they were all set to upscale everything in their own drug operations from the east coast to the west, ready, willing, and most able to accommodate the new #4 Heroin. 

			The Pale Man giggled. The Mafia had also provided him with a rich source of entertainment, his very own court jester, Mr. Mouse. To go with the throne he was getting enlarged. It was all so medieval in its delicious way. And now that the board was set, tomorrow he would personally inspect his new kingdom and the subjects of it. They would soon realize that their previous ruler had been too soft and paid the price for it.

			Being king was good. Being a feared and respected king was much, much better. 
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			“We have to get out of here. Immediately.” 

			The urgency in JD’s voice, accompanied by an abrupt nudge, startled Gregg awake. It was a helluva way to be woken up after a week of R&R in what was basically an underground spa, compliments of The Poppy King who was hiding them.

			“What’s wrong?” Gregg tried to shake off the residuals of their libations and cannabis consumed the night before. And man, oh man, the food. They had eaten like kings.

			“He’s dead.”

			“Oh God.” Gregg accepted the hand JD held out to help him off the mat. Until that touch-and-go moment, when he dove deep into the Mekong and found JD already had his handcuffs off—enabling him to briefly communicate the critical details in sign language, inches in front of his eyes since the water was so murky—Gregg never would have believed he could trust JD more than Kate, or that his loyalties had been misplaced. Her reaction to the bracelet JD had shoved into his hands with a quickly signed, Give to Kate. Say I’m dead. Check out her nicely painted toenails, confirmed the whole shady setup she was in on. 

			She had always been an ambitious girl, something Gregg admired, but sleeping with the enemy that had apparently just killed The Poppy King made him want to puke.

			Izzy, coming awake after a similar summons, felt around for his glasses while JD brought him up to speed.

			“I’m so sorry, JD, really, truly sorry.”

			“Thanks, Izzy. I appreciate the condolences, but if the new guy who thinks he’s in charge here finds us, the next funerals are ours. My intel is from the inside and reliable. He’s already on his way. I don’t know how much time we have, just that it’s not enough. Let’s go.”

			“Where?” Gregg wondered. “Do you think we’ll be safe if we can make it back to Nha Trang? Go to the 99KO, or maybe the mission, or . . .?”

			“Honestly, I’m not sure if there is a safe place until I can manage some leverage with Phillip. Kate might want to help. I’m sure she does when it comes to you, but she can beg and plead all she wants and it will do you no more good than it’s doing a dead king now. All I know is we’ll be trapped like rats if the bastard who killed him finds us here.”

			Gregg had noticed how “us” and “we” had become a new part of JD’s lexicon. The lack of immediate grief over his personal loss might have been unsettling except that the essential rules of survival were at play—keeping him and Izzy alive. JD could get out of Houdini’s swim tank with shackles on. They were the liabilities. But JD wasn’t leaving them behind. Just like when he worked some kind of deal in his shouting match with the tattooed leader on the boat, who had agreeably smacked JD into the water, given them the Jack, then assisted JD with their escape off the boat. JD could have left them to fend for themselves, but no. He had used the handcuffs to attach himself to the side and endure hour upon hour as a human life raft until he emerged under the cover of dark. The letter with the flower had been extra insurance, with instructions meant for his brother, including “don’t kill her,” and to watch out for them in the event of his death. 

			So here they were now and the one who had ended up dead was The Poppy King.

			Izzy checked his Seiko. “Is this right? Is it really 9 a.m.? Did we sleep that late again?”

			“Correct,” JD confirmed. “And I’m giving you exactly one minute to change into this”—he tossed them each a costume of local indigenous attire to match what he’d already put on—“and then we need to smear on some of this.”

			 While JD smeared on a muddy grease, he explained, “It will darken your skin and keep off the insects once we get to the jungle. The most important thing is that we pass for locals, at least until we’re well beyond the gates, just in case trouble gets here first.”

			Gregg wrinkled his nose at the grease. “God, the smell. What is this stuff?”

			“Elephant dung. They like the smell even if we don’t. Besides, if you don’t like getting close to it then no one else will either. Once we’re on our ride, keep your heads bowed and eyes down. Gregg, you especially. Nobody around here has blue eyes.”

			“Don’t tell me . . . Elephants?” Izzy didn’t get any further before he gagged.

			“C’mon, guys, you can do this. You have to. Elephants won’t call attention to us like a jeep, especially if we’re part of a group on its way to work. They’re waiting for us now. Once we’re under jungle cover, they’ll split off and do their thing while I score us another of the jeeps the local gendarmes keep in strategic locations, like the one we used to get here. You now have thirty seconds. Move it!”

			While Izzy did a quick change, Gregg obediently smeared elephant feces all over his face. Neither were about to question JD’s methods at this point. As for where JD decided to take them, they had to trust it would be safer than where they were, or where Kate might have them go.

			*

			The Pale Man had enjoyed his early morning flight across the jungle of the Highlands. The scent of the deep forest. The rising mists. The way the light of the sunrise tinted the clouds. The ongoing begging and squealing of his prisoners for mercy, like the chirping of birds through their taped mouths. He wanted to make a grand entrance to his new kingdom, impress upon the unwashed masses what could happen to them if they did not please him.

			It had all been too easy, really. Except for their ridiculous little king who earned himself an early assassination, and Phillip’s precious Katherine who would get hers yet, nearly everyone in the operation had shown little imagination in their moves and counter-moves. Everything had fallen as easily into place as flipping dominoes.

			Alas, he had anticipated a more complicated and interesting game of Go.

			The Pale Man sighed. The thrill of yesterday was already past. In truth, he had thought something more would happen. No. Actually, he had hoped something interesting would happen, but it seemed to be all up to him to bring any excitement or color to this gambit that was only the beginning. Yes, like a joseki—a prescribed opening move in his beloved game of Go—his new reign as the King of the Poppy would position him to expand in infinite ways. Perhaps he would begin with the purchase of controlling interests in some legitimate pharma companies, as well as armaments, since that would give him and Phillip even more in common. Guns and drugs. Violence and pleasure. How lovely the way the world really worked.

			He received the sign they were nearing their coordinates and the stealthed gunship banked sharply, then hovered over a massive, cleverly disguised gate that began to swing out. 

			A group of elephants with their riders emerged. All the people in their Asian garb, the elephants dressed in bright blankets—it looked like some sort of procession. 

			My God, he thought, those are magnificent animals. He would avail himself of those, now that they were all his. Speaking into his helmet mic he told his pilot, “Hover here just above and in front of the elephants. I do not want the elephants hurt. Now, go up to a killing height. Not too high . . .”

			He nodded to his personal pet Mouse, made a gesture like ripping tape from his mouth and pointed over the side. His heretofore obedient new court jester hesitated, but only slightly, so The Pale Man forgave the pause to better enjoy the festivities.

			One by one the tape was ripped from the mouths of his prisoners, the old Poppy King’s guards who had too willingly laid down their guns rather than go out in a blaze of glory. He didn’t need such cowards. They were pushed out screaming and wailing all the way down to an abrupt silencing as they whomped onto the ground just in front of the elephants, bringing the procession to a sudden, silenced standstill.

			Aaah, drama and pageantry, thought The Pale Man, now this is more fun! 
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			As the human-sacrifice bombs exploded in front of them, JD weighed their options. 

			They could stay and try looking as innocuous as possible while mayhem ensued, with several other riders dismounting to race towards the broken remains of familiar faces . . .

			Or, they could race as fast as possible for jungle cover.

			He glanced to his right at Izzy, who was gagging in response to the carnage, then to his left at Gregg. He was holding it together, but even a bath in elephant dung couldn’t disguise his California, surfer-boy looks on a twenty-foot inspection. There wasn’t much choice.

			The gunship was already descending. It could open fire at close range. They had to take their chances that The Pale Man would prefer a game of chase over an easy kill, and consider the elephants spoils of war too valuable to endanger.

			“Follow me!” he shouted at Gregg and Izzy. “Don’t look back!” 

			But JD looked back and kept looking back, while shouting the command to “Chay! Chay!” The elephants obeyed, running at a fast clip for their mammoth size, with Gregg and Izzy holding on for dear life. JD might have damned Kate for her role in all this if he didn’t still love her on some level, and he damned himself more for that. One look at her lying eyes, one taste of her lying mouth when she threw herself at him on the boat, one glance at the nail polish on her toes, that reminded him too much of Maman’s final moments, and the color of lipstick on an embroidered handkerchief, and he knew. 

			Kate was good but she wasn’t a master of the game he’d been at most of his life. Phillip should have known that, the viper.

			The huge, electric buzz of a million insects surrounded them as they entered the jungle. JD calculated about eight klicks—five miles—to the nearest hidden jeep. He knew this jungle, the paths for egress, and he could hotwire a car in seconds flat, as he had in the deep night of their escape from the boat. They needed a new destination now, and the best he had was the monastery, half a day’s journey away. But he wasn’t willing to put the monastery at risk—The Pale Man would gun down monks and students alike and thoroughly enjoy it. 

			No, their safest bet was to find some legitimate Special Forces doing their GI thing here in the Highland outback, and get choppered out to Nha Trang. While it was risky, sending Gregg and Izzy back would at least add one more step for Phillip if he was to permanently silence them. He just had to find a way to silence Phillip first, make a move that Phillip wouldn’t see coming.

			By some miracle they made it to the jeep, camouflaged inside a narrow cave. JD was already hotwiring it while Gregg dismounted—only for Izzy to slide off and send a group of birds screeching—good as a smoke signal to anyone following—as he screamed, “Shit! My ankle. I think I just broke it!”

			Gregg strapped an arm around Izzy, got him to his one good foot, and helped him hobble to the damn jeep that didn’t want to start.

			And didn’t want to start. 

			While the elephants took off, back the way they’d come.

			It was the worst of all scenarios that made JD fleetingly wish he only had himself to look out for. Or, that he was still the guy that would have left them while he covered his own ass, instead of actually caring more about the welfare of those who were only here because of him. 

			A conscience. Amazing. He still had one. So much for: when in danger, sacrifice.

			A burst of automatic weapon fire opened up and JD hoped it wasn’t directed at the elephants they’d been riding, charging their way home. But no matter how much he hoped, the three of them were not escaping any weapon fire themselves by jeep.

			“Sorry, guys, the only way we’re getting anywhere is on foot. Gregg, you grab Izzy on one side, I’ve got the other. Izzy, I know you’re hurting . . .” His boot was twisted into an unnatural L that indicated his ankle was likely dislocated and broken. “Just try not to groan. We’ll tend to you as soon as we can.”

			He got them off the path the jeep would be on and into the jungle as deeply as he could. But he could not make snakes and jungle vines and hordes of insects disappear, or do much for Izzy’s foot. It was going to need surgery. JD was sure of it after they paused long enough to cut through the boot that was doing more damage than good as it kept hitting obstacles on the jungle floor and escalating Izzy’s pain. A quick inspection verified Izzy’s ankle was a fat, swollen, dislocated and broken ball of what must be pure agony. At least for someone who wasn’t highly trained in the endurance of pain.

			JD made his best suggestion, such as it was. “I can try snapping the bone back into place.”

			“No!” Izzy howled, hardly coherent.

			“It’s okay,” Gregg assured him, “we won’t do that. If we had our medic kit and some morphine, or even something strong and liquid, maybe, but . . . Izzy, hang in there. Please, just hang on. We’re still here. We’re with you. It will all be okay.” Then to JD he whispered, “I’m afraid he’s going into shock.”

			Izzy’s incessant moaning indicated he was closer to it than not.

			All too aware they were most likely being tracked and leaving evidence everywhere for anyone in pursuit, while announcing they were on their way to anyone ahead—like, say, the VC—JD whispered sharply, “Listen to me. Try to get your mind off the pain and into another place. Think about Margie. Think about your mom’s matzo-ball soup that you say is the best. Or imagine you’re back in med school and doing your first surgery. Just try to get into some kind of zone that’s not here.”

			“Okay,” Izzy gasped. “Okay. How much longer?”

			“We’re heading toward the river.”

			“What’s the plan once we get there?” Gregg swiped his free hand over the remains of the dung on his forehead, most of it sweated off, his blond hair like a beacon under his straw hat.

			“I’m working on it. I just know we’re better off closer to shore than trying to make camp in the jungle once it’s dark. Unless, that is, the two of you prefer the jungle.”

			“Water,” said Gregg.

			“Thirsty,” panted Izzy.

			He hadn’t brought enough water. He had used the last of it to clean Izzy’s wound. At home as he was himself out here, these guys belonged in universities and hospitals, not in the wilds of the Highlands. It sure hadn’t helped that after shattering his ankle, Izzy had quite possibly been bitten by something venomous. He had bites all over his face, and the hands they’d kept draped over their shoulders, unable to swipe away spiders and everything else creepy crawly the jungle had to offer. 

			JD looked around and up.

			“Okay, take a break. I see some coconuts with your names on them.” 

			*

			Izzy wondered if he was hallucinating, while his body felt as if it was being dragged along and his one good foot took another hop forward. He was wondering about will and hope and could hear the whisper in his head saying, Quit, give up and just let it go. Why go on to just die more broken and tired than you are already? Why not just sink down and sleep. If they find you they will shoot you and it will be over. No more of the clouds of biting things, and sweating; no more bleeding, no blinding pain . . .

			He tried to think of Margie, of his mom’s soup, of where he wished he could be, but those images gave way to thoughts of Viktor Frankl. Maybe Frankl had the answer. Frankl, so brilliant, so strong. Pioneer of the mind; survivor of the Holocaust. How did he do it? How did he survive such will-sucking torment? How did he keep himself sane? How did he do it?

			He was just stronger than you, said the voice. He was made of different, better stuff.

			Izzy’s mind drifted back and back to the special seminar group in his residency. They were all the cool, bright, we-must-be-brilliant, we-are-at-Columbia, we-are-in-the-special-seminar-sitting-comfortably-on-our-leather-chairs group, pouring out another drink for one another, competing constantly each and every minute in the discussions to show the professor which of us has just a little better understanding, who is smarter, more insightful, who reads a little more deeply and widely than the others . . . Yes, he had been the one who thought he understood what Frankl was writing about, what he knew about will and hope . . .  

			But he had been so wrong, so young and pretentious and full of himself. He had known absolutely nothing but the words, nothing about the actual suffering he was reading about. But now he knew; maybe he knew a little something about Frankl and suffering and humanity and grace . . .

			He stumbled and almost went down again, dead weight held up by Gregg and JD, both their arms under his, the two of them supporting him for how long? Hours? Days? 

			“I can’t go on,” Izzy croaked.

			“If I have to put you on my back and drag you through this goddam jungle, I will,” Gregg wheezed, struggling for breath.

			“C’mon, Izzy, just a little further.” JD’s voice. Calm and certain. “You can do it. You have the strength. You have the will. And we’ve got you.”

			Izzy remembered then what Frankl had said about those he saw in the camps, those that kept on doing the human thing, kept on seeing the good things, the beauty amidst desecration. His vision blurry, he looked from Gregg to JD and realized . . .

			They were the kind of people Frankl was writing about.

			They were the ones who refused to let him give up, or to give up on him, even though the easy thing was to try to save their own lives. For how much longer they kept going, Izzy didn’t know. He only knew there was a glimmer of light just up ahead, the sound of water, and JD saying, “Okay, Izzy, you did great. Gregg, looks like you could use a rest and—looks like we might have just caught our escape vehicle. Stay here.”

			Through the haze of exhaustion, pain, and whatever else had gone into his bloodstream, Izzy saw JD run toward what was definitely water and wave his hands at a raft of logs and some men steering it with poles. He shouted at them in some language and held up something, maybe money, since the raft was coming their way. 

			JD gestured for them to come on, and Gregg was being Frankl again, helping him go just a little bit further on the wings of hope and will, when they fully emerged from the jungle and a new sound that didn’t belong to the jungle came from overhead.

			Izzy looked up. No. No! Please, no. He knew he wasn’t thinking clearly—his vision was murky—but it looked as though the gunship they had run from, the one that had spilled out live bodies like screaming confetti hurtling towards the ground, was coming right at them.

			JD yelled, “Get back! Get down!” as he ran their way.

			The raft and the men in it exploded. Flying debris mingled with more gunfire, and then the sharp sensation of something entering his chest.

			The last thing Izzy saw was Gregg falling over him, their arms still interlocked.
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			Kate sat in the window seat of her luxurious suite at the Dalat Palace Hotel. She gazed out across the gardens towards the lake. The jasmine-scented breeze that came off the water and garden was soothing. She could use more soothing. She wished she could drink it. Her body felt like a violin string ready to snap. Being in the “Big Leagues” was not at all what she had expected. She was still shaken by the sudden murder of JD’s beloved brother right in front of her eyes, killed in cold blood with a single command from The Pale Man.

			Phillip’s association with him went back before she was even born. She understood Phillip’s need to be the power behind the throne that Paulu was posturing upon with his typical, narcissistic aplomb. Paulu was Phillip’s front man. Paulu’s obscene amount of money and influence and new position of power would shield Phillip while he went about doing other important things on the world stage. 

			She understood all that. What she did not understand was that Phillip, after his initial distress over The Poppy King’s murder, had decided it wasn’t such a bad thing after all. He had also decided that getting away would be to their mutual benefit when she made it clear that this was not the job she had signed up for. 

			There was a short knock on the door from the adjoining suite, and before she could say, “Come in” or race to the bathroom again, Phillip swept in, impeccably dressed and groomed, open champagne bottle in hand. 

			“Ah Kathryn, you aren’t still brooding are you? Here, this will refresh you.” He poured two flutes, handed her one, then opened an old silver cigarette case and offered her a Gauloises.

			Kate shook her head.

			“Phillip, we need to talk.”

			“But of course, my dear.” He sat beside her on the window seat, the companionable and lovely man she recognized. Not the one she had begun to wonder if she knew at all. “Now, tell me what is on your mind?”

			“Much is on my mind, Phillip. Such as how much was I led to believe was true, that actually is not?”

			“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

			“Coyness does not become you, Phillip.” She cocked her head, studying him. He had beautiful eyelashes. The strong slope of his eyebrows and the shape of his jaw reminded her of JD. Any further similarities, however, were thin; they were completely different men. “I’ve begun to wonder if you still plan to shut down the poppy fields as soon as it’s feasible. I thought that was the ultimate goal. Or if keeping them open to fill the CIA’s coffers and milking those poppies for all they’re worth, for as long as possible, is closer to what you really have in mind?”

			He shrugged, just slightly. “Well, my dear, as it so often goes in the affairs of state and love, things do have a way of changing. What makes sense one day may need to be reconsidered the next.”

			“And that’s your answer?” She had a sudden, forceful urge to yank out a hand of the perfect hair he didn’t like mussed, maybe twist off his touch-me-not ears while she was at it.

			 “Have you other questions?” he answered in response, which was clearly answer enough.

			“Yes. Do you have any idea where Doctors Kelly and Moskowitz are?”

			His slight hesitation told her yes, even before he said, “They are in a safe place. Doctor Moskowitz was badly injured but is receiving excellent medical care.”

			“Where? At the 8th Field Hospital?”

			Phillip took too long sipping his champagne while avoiding her gaze. The champagne was not sitting well on her stomach at all. None of this was. She sat her glass on a small table beside the window seat and prompted, “Where is he, Phillip?”

			“Dr. Moskowitz,” Phillip finally said, “is in a private facility, but will be returned to Nha Trang once he is sufficiently recovered to make the trip. With your good friend Doctor Kelly, of course.”

			Kate didn’t believe him. “And just where is the private facility? I’d like to see them.” 

			“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

			“And why not?”

			Phillip took another long sip of his champagne while her mind darted in all directions. JD had said he would take care of Gregg and Izzy; he had told her to keep her mouth shut about his still being alive, that Phillip especially was not to know. Which meant Izzy and Gregg were either still with JD at some undisclosed facility, or they were on their own because JD was really dead now. With all her confused feelings and anger and doubts about JD, in her heart of hearts she did not believe he would willingly desert them. 

			There were too many potential scenarios to know what was really going on: if Izzy was truly hurt; if he and Gregg really were in a safe place; whether or not JD was alive to watch after them. But she could no longer count on Phillip to be honest with her, and if he had information on JD beyond her report of his drowning, then Phillip obviously was not sharing what he knew with her either. 

			So, here they were at a stalemate, neither of them divulging their confidences or knowing how far they extended. All her belief over the years in Phillip’s painful honesty slid sadly away. The urge to cry was strong, and she hated to cry, hated how unusually sensitive and emotional she had been feeling of late. Though watching someone you brought to a table murdered in cold blood, with part of that blood on your hands, could do that to a girl who had been too hasty, and too ambitious, to realize she was being used. 

			The backs of her eyes stung while a terrible premonition she could no longer ignore forced a looming, critical question past the constriction of her throat.

			“The file in your briefcase on JD. It was all true, wasn’t it? You didn’t deliberately plant false information for me to find . . . did you?”

			Phillip cleared his throat. “You shouldn’t have gone through my briefcase.” He managed to sound indignant. “That’s classified information.”

			Phillip’s stately head rocked back with the force of her strike, the imprint of her hand in bold relief against his freshly shaven cheek. The perfectly barbered hair, the perfectly shaven face, the perfectly tailored clothes and even perfectly manicured nails, everything perfect, perfect, perfect and suddenly she hated it all.

			“I suppose I deserved that,” he said with a maddening, diplomatic calm. “Are you quite through now?”

			She wanted to slap him again. She wanted to ruin his clothes and everything else he relied on to sustain his above-the-fray image. Instead she grabbed him by the ears, meaning to box them as if he were a schoolboy and she was the adult, their positions solidly reversed and staying that way.

			A slightly raised protrusion behind his right earlobe stopped her cold. 

			She flipped up the underside of his lobe while Phillip tried to push her hand away, his reaction more defensive than when she had slapped him.

			“What is this?” she demanded, moving in closer to better examine the aberration, a strawberry hemangioma she had seen before. Just not on Phillip. “On the back of your ear, what is it?”

			“It’s nothing. Just an oddity I inherited from my father’s side of the family.” He firmly removed her hand, stood, delivered a forced smile. “You know I don’t like having my ears touched. But I must say your show of spirit never fails to stimulate a certain desire for touching of a more intimate kind. Since something tells me you aren’t quite in the mood for that now, I suggest we remove ourselves from here, go out for a nice dinner and put all this behind us. Hopefully you’ll be ready for us to make proper amends by the time we return. Shall we?”

			As everything coalesced into a moment of absolute, stunning clarity, Kate’s stomach lurched. She left Phillip tipping back his flute of champagne and just barely made it to her private, exquisite bathing chambers in the Dalat Palace Hotel, where she began to retch.
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			Mouse was morose. That was a new word for him, but he was learning a lot of new things lately and nearly all of them were things he wished he wasn’t. Except for hoarding a case of lighter fluid for the Zippo, and getting back with Missy, he’d rather still be in The Poppy King’s nice gook jail. He hated all the shit Dracula had him doing. Apparently, back in the world, Uncle Louie knew of his new “promotion” on the inside and had pulled whatever strings it took for the army to have him on special temporary duty—TDY—for transport with Air America. Oh, he was special all right, now that he’d been appointed “court jester” by The Pale Man. And not even Uncle Louie’s string pulling was cutting him more than a little slack since he was still on call for “entertainment” whenever and wherever Drac wanted, his only reprieve being the TDY time he spent coordinating transport of product. 

			The new team was cracking whip and sending out as much Horse as they could, fast as they could get it made, which meant bringing in more chemicals and equipment to upgrade production. Mouse was grateful for the diversion, and he sure couldn’t complain about the dough since he’d gotten a hefty raise. But when it came to his other “duties,” it wasn’t like you could put a price tag on doing worse than murder just for “the sport of it.”

			Horse racing, now that was a sport. Watching the blood fly in a boxing ring, that was a sport, a great one. Even something like tennis, or golf, pansy stuff he wouldn’t be caught dead watching, they were sports, too. 

			But this? He felt like he was half a step away from being one of those stick-people killers, and it didn’t sit well with him at all. The only thing that kept him going was a promise . . . Well, not really a promise, since who could expect a promise from Dracula, the mad rabbit, whatever you wanted to call the crazy cocksucker. So forget a promise. It was more like a dangling carrot. If Mouse toed the line and did everything the monster wanted, then in a year “or so”—and only God knew how long “or so” was in the mind of Dracula—then he and Missy could “retire.” In the meantime, they were living in the fancy little cottage out in the back garden where he and Missy had first gotten it on in the shower. And that was still the only place they did it since there wasn’t any place else they could get some privacy and not have to worry about being seen or overheard. 

			On the upside, dirty as he felt, he’d never been so clean.

			Ever since Miss Kate had taken off for parts unknown after The Poppy King got taken out, Missy had been working in the big house. She didn’t talk much about what she did, but he had to say she was “morose” too. Basically they were not much different than the hogs that Dracula kept to feed his big snake. Not that the hogs got eaten all that often. There always seemed to be a prisoner being “thinned down” to be scarfed up by the big snake. Right now Dracula had some new “pigs”—the two doctors and the James Bond spook guy, JD.

			Just went to show how bad shit could happen when a guy fell for the wrong dame.

			Mouse checked his watch: 4:45 p.m. 

			Tick. Tock. Tick.

			He had an appointment at 5:00 and he’d already been waiting fifteen fuckin’ minutes, just standing and sweating for something more than a dress rehearsal, since only a dumb shit wouldn’t show up early. If The Pale Man was early that meant he was waiting and you were late no matter when you’d been told to show up. 

			Mouse shivered. He hated the thought of going down into that secret room again. The place gave him the creeps. On top of that, the pressure was on to do some creative work on the spook, and if the special effects he’d spent hours trying to perfect fizzled . . . He didn’t want to think about it. No more than he wanted to think about the spook doing a deal with Drac to get his pal, the Ben Casey Jew doc, some medical treatment after the three amigos were dropped off from a chopper and carted away in different directions—what was it, a week ago?

			Felt more like a year.

			The other doc, the Kildaire look-alike who’d jumped over the boat to save the spook and lied about him being dead, he was stashed away someplace. Mouse didn’t know where. Didn’t want to know neither, especially with Missy asking him some peculiar questions in the shower. Knowing stuff was dangerous, and the last thing he wanted was for Missy to get on The Pale Man’s radar. 

			Oh God. Here he came now, along with some new snake-face bodyguards ready to gut anyone who threatened their paycheck. Mouse dug in his boots so he held his ground and didn’t step back like every instinct he had was screaming for him to do. Dracula always got too close, though even a thousand miles away would still be too close. 

			“Ah, Mr. Mouse, it is good to see you are prompt as usual. I like that. Today is a special day for us both. I am expecting an exceptional performance from you, with some of your new skills showcased for my review. I understand from Dr. Jenkins that you have been an exceptional student. He even asked if he might suggest you as a candidate for the school where he teaches, but I, of course, told him absolutely not. Your place is with me, until I deem otherwise. Agreed?”

			Even as Mouse nodded he cringed. His brain kind of went sideways, his hand went to his pocket for the Zippo and starting clicking. He had been practicing for the big show they had planned for the spook, but, Jesus.

			They went through a sequence of underground tunnels he still hadn’t figured out. They kept taking different routes, but somehow still ended up in what The Pale Man liked to call “The Laboratory.” It was like something out of the creepy old Frankenstein movies, only in a white, shiny, stainless-steel operating room kind of way. There were three big, surgical dental chairs turned to face a far wall, with special restraining straps Mouse couldn’t see; but he knew those chairs way too well at this point. Just like the other two regular surgical operating tables, along with all kinds of high-tech equipment most hospitals probably didn’t even have—including the one that tried to fix his fucked up jaw after he’d gotten thrown from the car his whole family got fried in. 

			It must’ve taken millions to build The Laboratory. The Pale Man had mentioned that the CIA was interested in “mind control” work and he wanted in on it, so he was doing some research of his own to impress them. The huge room was like a theater, only clammy-cold with air conditioning. A high quality sound system had recently been added to assist Mouse in his “work.” The weird doctor from some kind of secret CIA school who said his name was Dr. Jenkins was waiting, all surgically gowned up and ready to go.

			He was the one who’d been instructing Mouse for a week, teaching him some really messed up surgery shit Uncle Louie wouldn’t want done to his worst enemies. 

			The mad rabbit was so freaking happy to see Jenkins he all but bounced over to greet the professor, who wasn’t looking nearly so glad to be greeted.

			“Dr. Jenkins, good to see you, and thank you again for taking a hiatus from the school your American funders were so brilliant to establish. Just between us, I might consider joining as an associate professor once my present responsibilities allow me a hiatus, so perhaps we will be colleagues in the future.”

			Jenkins swallowed so hard that Mouse could see his Adam’s apple bob in his skinny throat. If it wasn’t for the snake-face bodyguards, he’d slit that throat in an instant. But first he’d go for Drac, and not just for “the sport of it.” Anybody who killed the fucker should be up for sainthood.

			“And may I say again I love what you have done with this place,” Drac gushed. “Absolutely first rate. I hear you are enjoying the sexual hospitality of the two young girls you requested, as well as the young boy also provided last night for your pleasure. Perhaps we can enjoy the film of your last evening’s entertainment after this most anticipated performance?”

			Without waiting for an answer, The Pale Man turned to Mouse. “Now, Mr. Mouse, this special performance with our special guest Mr. JD will also be filmed. I anticipate it will not only provide some persuasion for others, but may gain you some much needed vacation time—or R and R as they say in the army—if you excel in this particular endeavor. Yes, I can be generous to those who please me, and so I have in my possession two Australian passports.” The Pale Man produced one, and then the other, each in a ghostly hand, and waved them just out of Mouse’s reach. “One for you, and one for your dear Missy.”

			They were like air being offered to a man with a single breath left in a plastic bag wrapped over his face, and Mouse was so desperate to lunge for them only the click of two A-K 47s aimed straight at him from the bodyguards kept him in place.

			“Oh, I see you are eager for such a respite, but it must be well deserved, so allow me to repeat, they are yours. If, and only if, I am pleased with this evening’s performance. And with that . . .”

			The Pale Man did a theatrical about face, clicked his heels and bowed toward the camera positioned near the big surgical dental chair that he strode to, then spun around.

			And there was the JD spook, who never should’ve trusted Miss Kate.

			His head was held to the top of the chair with some kind of medical vise that was strapped across his forehead and swept down around his chin so he couldn’t move more than his eyeballs or lips. His arms and legs had similar treatment, reminding Mouse of when Frankenstein was being made in the movie, only the spook was sitting up instead of lying down. Much as he wished he didn’t, Mouse felt bad for the poor sap who’d agreed to let Drac have whatever fun with him he wanted, no fight, so long as his Jew doc pal got the treatment he needed.

			That was the kind of loyalty Uncle Louie and the rest of the family honored. It really made Mouse sick to think of disrespecting such loyalty. And that was the whole morose quandary he was still trying to figure out. Only now, with the passports at stake, the decisions he had to make once the show got started had just spiked everything sky high. 

			Mouse eyed the ice pick on a surgical tray and nervously fingered the Zippo that wasn’t working its usual magic while he thought of the really messed up procedure Jenkins had taught him so he could do something way worse than kill the spook.

			“My dear Mr. John Doe,” Drac yakked on, “I trust you are comfortable. I’m sure you must understand the necessity of your restraints, but do let me take this gag out. All the better to hear any entreaties, pleas, or bargains you may have to offer should Mr. Mouse decide to rid you of your nose or lips prior to more permanent damage. We have removed your clothes so they are not soiled, or in the event I wish to have you castrated. But that is neither here nor there, at least not yet, since the real treat is something Mr. Mouse has been practicing this past week, just for you. Now, I have thought about this for some time and decided that depriving you of your intellect, of that remarkably honed and trained mind, is just the right thing to do. Ah! At last, some consternation on your usually so composed face. Excellent. My theory, and the good doctor Jenkins here has agreed, is that our future get togethers will be even more amusing when you are basically left with what the great Dr. Walter Freeman called ‘surgically induced childhood.’ And!—‘the personality of an oyster.’ Did I get the terminology right, Dr. Jenkins? Please correct me if not.”

			“Yes, sir.” Jenkins’ voice was shaking. Mouse noticed his hands were shaking too, but he didn’t have no sympathy for him, not a drop, listening to what he’d already heard at least ten times. “Dr. Freeman always advised, too, that the patient would for a time be stuporous, confused, and often incontinent. But please be advised, again, that there is a risk of death when we proceed with the—” 

			“Yes, yes, enough of all that.” The Pale Man waved his hand dismissively. “I am sure you will not let such a thing happen, as it would displease me ever so greatly. As I have told you and Mr. Mouse before, the object here is not to kill our present company, simply to ensure he is a lovely plaything for my amusement in the future. Are we understood?”

			The A-K 47s swung in Jenkins’ direction. He turned so white, all he needed were some pink eyes to pass for the mad rabbit’s twin. The Pale Man whirled again to face Mouse and Mouse snapped-to, put on his best joker’s grin. Court Jester he supposedly was. 

			“Mr. Mouse, the stage is yours. You have two minutes to ready yourself for the production. Please get on with it, and then you may proceed to so impress me that you and your Miss Missy may be allowed to embark upon your holiday immediately thereafter.” 

			Another flashing wave of the two passports, and The Pale Man made himself comfortable in a near-by chair that looked like it came out of that Madam Nhu’s stage room where Mouse had offed Vo in what seemed a lifetime ago. With visions of the passports in his head, and his guts filled with dread, Mouse disappeared behind some curtains to smear his face with clown-white make-up punctuated with black streaks running from his eyes and a smear of red lipstick on his mouth. He then slipped into his white, grim-reaper robe with a burn-baby-burn halo for his head. A quick once-over in the mirror wasn’t exactly reassuring: he looked closer to Bozo after joining the Ku Klux Klan than the psychedelic angel of death The Pale Man had decreed he become.

			Mouse’s mind whirled with images of Australian passports, Missy’s face, his family’s car on fire, and all kinds of other shit he struggled to get under control while pleading with the Zippo to do its usual magic.

			He felt a little flick light up inside. Not the usual, but enough to get his legs steady as he emerged, leaped and leaped and leaped over to the studio-quality turntable and tape deck, and, with arms raised, announced, “I am the God of Hellfire! And I bring you . . .”

			Mouse lit the sterno-doused halo wired over his head, and whoosh!

			“IRE!” Even as he said it, Mouse knew it didn’t come out quite right, but that didn’t stop Drac from immediately bursting into applause while Mouse felt the flames dancing so close to his scalp he looked around for the water bucket he’d strategically stationed near some electrical torture equipment in The Laboratory after last night’s dress rehearsal.

			Mouse hit the strobe lights and went into his craziest dance routine ever. He felt like he was on some acid trip. Not that he’d ever dropped acid before since KRZY was acid trip enough and he needed what marbles he still had to pull this gig off.

			“IRE! You gotta learn!”

			He smacked the naked JD sap in the mouth, whirled around, and grinned big, exposing his choppers. Mouse snapped them twice with such ferocity in The Pale Man’s direction, the fucker actually jumped in his chair.

			“Smell it! Taste it! The Zippo is earned!”

			With practiced abandon Mouse sprayed a thin line of highly flammable liquid across the chest and down the arms and legs of his designated victim, strapped to the big-ass dental chair, flicked his Zippo, and set the spook on fire. 

			He flared to life and Mouse had to admit it was quite a spectacle, especially with the strobe lights going, but it was a good thing Drac wasn’t close enough to see what Mouse could see: no response from the spook. He was staring off into the distance like he was in La-La-Land, and other than a few twitches, you’d never guess he’d just got lit up like the Fourth of July. 

			The fire burned out quickly, thanks to all the hours Mouse had put in to getting just the right mix, after practicing earlier on three much more burned sonofabitches who screamed their lungs out the way the spook should be doing, with a nice line of fresh burns that would leave some nice scars.

			Just for a moment, Mouse debated what to do next. The passports were at stake. So was his self-respect. You good man. That’s what Missy had said the night he saved her, and she’d told him so many times since that if it was the last thing he ever did, he wanted to prove her right. Then again, he sure as hell didn’t want to displease The Man and maybe end up in this chair himself. 

			Mouse leaned down and he wasn’t even sure what he was gonna say until he heard the instructions leave his mouth and go straight into the spook’s ear. “I got no beef with you, so do us both a favor and play this up. You heard what the man said. I’ll do what I can to go easy on you, but you gotta help me out. One more time now. Got it?”

			As if they’d rehearsed it a thousand times before, the spook screamed while Mouse sprayed him once more, lit him up, and crowed, “He’s roasting!”

			The flames went out again just as the stupid song was over. Stupid as the name of some group who called themselves “The Crazy World of Arthur Brown,” and, much as he loved money, Mouse knew he’d pay a year’s salary never to hear them again.

			He also knew, right in that moment, that if he could grab those passports and start a new life with Missy, he’d be willing to empty garbage cans for a living.

			But he didn’t have that option, and something wasn’t right with his head—not that it was ever right, but he wasn’t splitting off the way he needed to, and maybe that’s why he was having such trouble getting his act together, trying to figure out how to help the spook who’d helped his friend, instead of doing what it took to save his own skin.

			You good man.

			Mouse caught himself about to mutter, Shut up, bitch, only to realize it was Missy’s voice he heard. 

			Blocking out the image of Missy, her voice, he quickly switched the strobe lights to a flood of red, and tried to focus on the next song coming up. At least it was one he got to pick, and much as he dug Sinatra and Dino, nobody came close to Sammy. Sammy was always a reminder that even short guys could beat the odds, make it big, and get the woman they wanted, and boy did he need reminding of that now.

			The halo wire on his head no longer burning, Mouse flung it toward The Pale Man and tried to ignore the passports being waved in the air, along with the surgical tray where Jenkins was now standing. As the peppy instrumentals piped in, Mouse went to town on his version of Sammy’s number one hit.

			Who can take a Dumbo, wrap him in a vise

			Soak him in some Sterno and even make a Pale Man sigh

			The Mousey-Mouse can, The Mousey-Mouse can

			The Mousey-Mouse can since he mixes work with fun and makes it all so good…

			Mouse grabbed the cold whipped-cream canisters he had on ready, caps off, and sprayed the writhing JD from head to toe while he skipped in circles around the dental torture chair and sang:

			The Mousey-Mouse makes everything he takes gratifying and

			Stupendous

			Now you talk about your fucked up wishes, he can even eat your

			Mrs.!

			And with that, Mouse leaned in towards JD’s neck, whispered, “Sorry, buddy,” and bit off the bottom of his ear lobe. It wasn’t nearly as much as he probably should’ve taken, but the blood that gushed out made it look like plenty. The blood flowed down and over the white whipped cream and Mouse licked it up as he created a red and white painting out of JD, bucking against his restraints.

			Even if it was for show now, Mouse was sure it would be for real once this act was over and the final one began. He wasn’t sure what he was gonna do. He just didn’t know. But for now he slapped the spook hard, sending red and white cream flying, and then wound up his version of “Candy Man” with:

			Oh, who can take an ear off, dip it in some cream

			Separate the pussies from the buddies who are mean

			The Mousey-Mouse can, oh The Mousey-Mouse can

			The Mousey-Mouse can since he mixes work with fun like they do it in the ’hood . . .

			As The Pale Man went crazy, clapping and shouting, “Bravo! Bravo!” Mouse knew it was too early to be taking any bows. 

			Everything so far had been cake, compared to what was to be his grand finale: the lobotomy. 
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			Mouse hit the play button with jittery hands and in piped the Percy Faith Orchestra doing their “Theme from a Summer Place.” For once there wasn’t gonna be a song, there wasn’t gonna be a dance, just some really nice instrumentals to settle him down and hopefully calm the spook while he did the worst thing he’d ever done, even worse than the Willie Pete treatment and offing the Fish rolled into one.

			Those guys’d had it coming, just like Vo, but the main thing was, once they were done, they were done. Scrambling somebody’s brains like eggs and leaving ’em like that for years to come, to piss and crap on themselves, even be fed like a baby, now that was a whole other level of wronger than wrongness. Like Hitler kind of shit.

			Mouse reluctantly stepped over to the surgical sink and quickly but thoroughly scrubbed down like Jenkins had taught him. He pulled on the surgical gown and gloves. While the strains of violins filled the air he sniffed and smelled a familiar smell. The stink of sweat and fear. But it wasn’t coming from the spook’s direction. He could smell it as strong as a BO check from under his own armpits.

			He didn’t want to look at JD with his head strapped to the chair but he made himself do it as he took a dreaded step closer to the surgical tray where the “orbitoclast,” a fancy medical name for what was basically an ice pick, was waiting. It was only an instant of eye contact, but he got the signal loud and clear with an upward flick of JD’s eyes at the wide strap covering his forehead and sweeping down around his chin. The thing wasn’t leather, but something stronger, made out of nylon and something Jenkins called Velcro that was fastened around the back of the headrest. The stuff was amazing, strong as concrete, and stronger still if anyone yanked against it, but if it was yanked in the right direction, the two materials that met like magic would come apart, easy as peeling a banana.

			For a second Mouse wondered why the spook wanted him to help get the head gear off instead of the arm restraints made out of the same stuff . . . but then he got it. He thought. If he was having to work around his head anyways, maybe nobody would notice. Fiddling with arm straps would be a lot more obvious, and they’d probably both be gunned down before he could get one loose. Still, he couldn’t imagine what getting the spook’s head loose could accomplish besides him trying to avoid the ice pick, maybe get himself stabbed between his temples to end things clean and quick instead of the much worse fate Drac had in mind.

			Yeah, that had to be it. 

			Mouse gave a short nod. The Pale Man wouldn’t be happy about the spook getting killed instead of the other, and the passports would be good as gone, but . . . it was something Mouse could live with. There was honor in letting another man die with some dignity when that dignity was deserved. And the spook deserved it instead of getting turned into a zombie like those gook prisoners Mouse felt bad for having to practice on, before Jenkins practiced some more sick shit on them himself.

			As Percy Faith and his orchestra filled The Laboratory with the sweet sound of violins Mouse felt the tension in his body release. KRZY toned it down, too. Yeah, he was doing the right thing and he could botch this ice pick lobotomy without getting into too much trouble for it himself. He hoped.

			He knew how it was supposed to work, thanks to that fruitcake Dr. Freeman who thought up the whole ice pick thing after giving it a try on grapefruits and stiffs. Jenkins was proud to personally know him, and even prouder to know some hush-hush secret about Freeman doing a job on JFK’s sister Rosemary, who’d conveniently dropped out of sight. While she got an earlier version with a hole put in her head to get to her brain, the ice pick lobotomy was easy as 1-2-3. 

			Lift the eyelid and hammer the ice pick through the bone right above the eye socket, close to the nose and, bingo, there it went “into the frontal cortex,” and scramble it like eggs. Repeat on the other side. Jenkins even said it could be done without anesthesia, right in a doctor’s office, both sides done in ten minutes, like it was no bigger deal than getting a tonsil swabbed for strep throat and sent away with a prescription for penicillin.

			Right.

			The Pale Man had gotten up and was moving closer to where the procedure was about to take place, his AK-47-toting bodyguards coming along with him. Jenkins hovered on the other side of the chair into which JD was strapped, his bright green eyes blinking at Mouse like some kind of SOS signal.

			Mouse knew he had to work quickly, make everything look like a fucked-up accident and get this over with in a matter of seconds.

			He lifted the ice pick with his left hand, shifted his right hand behind the Velcro restraint, and said loud enough for everyone to hear, “Better make sure this thing is secure and—”

			With one discreet rip of the Velcro, JD’s head bucked up, his mouth opened and his teeth latched onto the ice pick, taking off the tip of Mouse’s little finger.

			Just as Mouse yelped “What the fuck?” and jumped back, grasping the finger spurting blood, Jenkins made the bad mistake of leaning forward.

			In the ice pick went, straight into his left eye socket and into his head, instead of the one it was meant for. 

			With nothing but his teeth clamped onto the pick, JD jimmied the business end of it back and forth faster than strobe lights while Jenkins made like Frankenstein with electrodes sending currents to command his feet to dance like crazy until JD reared back, lunged down, and started slicing away at an arm restraint.

			“Bloody hell!” screamed The Pale Man at his guards. “Stop him!”

			A gun shot went off. As if in slow motion Mouse saw the ice pick drop and more blood hit the floor. He saw one of the snake faces holding a bloody knife, saw the slash across JD’s cheek and past the jaw that had been holding the ice pick. Just as the bodyguard’s knife was poised to drive straight into the heart of JD, Dracula shrieked, “NO!”

			Everything stopped. Except for the ongoing loop of violins playing the “Theme from a Summer Place.”

			“Well,” Drac said with a weird smile and a giggle, “now that was quite the show, wasn’t it? I love to be surprised, and such a surprise that was.” He glanced at the flopping body of Jenkins on the floor, looking like he was going to break every bone in his body, and instructed, “Kill him. He is no good to me now.”

			Two bullets popped and Jenkins quit looking like a downed spastic. 

			As for the spook, he was bleeding big time from his bit off earlobe, slashed open cheek, and the gunshot wound to his arm, keeping him from slicing the restraints.

			Maybe it was the blood loss that made him pass out. His freed head slumped down as far as it could go and the whipped cream in his lap turned yellow.

			The Pale Man sighed then gestured to his guards. “Take him down to the pit to join Dr. Kelly. I’ll weaken them both some more before we try this again. Oh, leave a small bucket of water so they might determine who needs it most, and I’ll have the other doctor delivered tomorrow. It should be interesting to see how they parse it out from there. Now just in case Mr. John Doe is more coherent than he appears, please take note that Dr. Moskowitz will be lobotomized himself prior to delivery if my employees do not return shortly.”

			While the guards did as told, The Pale Man switched his attention to Mouse.

			“As for you, Mr. Mouse . . .” The Pale Man shook his head as he ripped apart the passports and every dream Mouse had for him and Missy along with them. “You started off so splendidly, only to disappoint me greatly tonight. But as Scarlett would say, tomorrow is another day. And now I will give some thought as to what your tomorrow shall bring. Sleep well.”

			*

			Mouse did not sleep well. Not that he’d slept well since Vo had set him up and used Missy to cinch the deal, but the dreams he had, they were bad, and they seemed so real he wasn’t even sure if he was awake or asleep. 

			He reached over for Missy, only Missy wasn’t there.

			Maybe this was just part of the bad dream that seemed real and he was still sleeping. 

			Mouse felt for Missy again on the mattress they shared. No Missy. He opened his eyes and saw his outreached hand, the bandage she had put on his little finger before they went to bed. The space beside him was empty. He blinked, blinked again, and continued to blink until he was certain he was awake, that the early morning sun was peeking into their bedroom, and Missy was gone for sure.

			He flung aside the covers, raced into the huge bathroom. She wasn’t taking a shower. He didn’t find her in the closet, just their clothes hanging side by side, and raced outside in the skivvies he slept in to make sure he didn’t try to jump her bones if he woke up with a hard-on, since he didn’t want no one seeing something as private as that on camera.

			“Missy!” he called, hoping she was walking around the area because she hadn’t slept well herself, what with him tossing and turning with the bad dreams and probably waking her up.

			No answer.

			Mouse raced back inside, threw on the first shirt and pants his hands could grab, snatched his Zippo from beside the bed, pocketed it on automatic pilot, and then ran outside again, barefoot. He didn’t have time to put on shoes, he’d do it once he found her, and—

			“Good morning, Mr. Gallini.”

			He didn’t have to turn to know the voice, or to register that The Pale Man had called him formally by his last name, something he hadn’t done since taking a liking to him and calling him Mr. Mouse.

			Mouse whirled around, demanded, “Where is she?”

			“Waiting for you.” The Pale Man smiled, sipped at the cup he was holding, nodded toward a bodyguard with a silver tray sporting a tea set and another cup. Another bodyguard smiled, the snake on his face twitching around his mouth while he trained his AK-47 straight at Mouse’s bare feet. “Would you care for a cup of tea before we pay her a visit?”

			Mouse’s bowels turned to water. His stomach hit the ground. Before he could stop himself he lunged.

			The next thing he knew, his back hit the ground his stomach was still on, and his chin felt so busted it had to be broken all over again.

			The fuck if he cared, except it made all the words coming out of his mouth sound garbled. His ears were ringing but that had nothing on the alarm bells going off in his head.

			The Pale Man loomed over him, smiling, his eyes a bright pink to match the early morning sky. 

			“Tch-tch, didn’t your mother teach you any manners? I truly cannot abide rudeness. You have disappointed me twice now in such a small frame of time, after being such an exemplary employee since our first meeting. Something for us to discuss later, perhaps. We shall see. The decision shall be yours. Depending on the choice you now make.” 

			A signal to the bodyguard bearing the tray and the tray was put down, only for Mouse to be abruptly lifted from the ground and marched in a direction that gave new meaning to terror. But just as he was certain they were taking him to The Laboratory where Missy would be in the dental chair instead of the spook, they took a sharp turn.

			And what he saw when they stopped, on a hill that sloped down to a large, secured area . . .

			“She is so beautiful, isn’t she?” The Pale Man asked. “Certainly a tasty bite for breakfast. That is . . . unless you would rather take her place?”

			Mouse couldn’t speak and it had nothing to do with his broken jaw.

			The Pale Man dangled a key, just as he had the passports the night before.

			“As you can see, your lovely Missy cannot possibly escape her fate unless you choose to use this key and try to save her. But in so doing, you will have to take her place since the great snake is hungry, and you know how it prefers humans to pork. Alas, he can consume only so much at a time, and both of you would most likely cause an unfortunate case of indigestion.”

			Mouse’s heart was pounding so hard he could hardly hear anything but the roaring in his ears while he watched the huge white python, so fuckin’ bigger than big it had to break all the records in “Ripley’s Believe It or Not,” emerge from the cave opening, beside a pond filled with lily pads and floating flowers, where The Pale Man kept him nicely fed and housed, with a high concrete fence to make sure it didn’t escape into the adjoining forest. Like a cushy dog house with a mean pit bull watching over its territory and ready to tear into anyone that trespassed or placed so much as a toe over a barbed-wire fence.

			A big-ass tree like they could only grow in Asia, way bigger than anything he’d ever seen in Jersey, was planted all by its lonesome near the pond, with a totem pole close beside it. The same one in the instructional film with the sonofabitch who was about to get eaten before Mr. Phillip got all in a dither and had the lights come up at that Madam Nhu’s joint while Mouse watched from the wings.

			Missy wasn’t tied to the totem pole. She was strapped to the tree with more of that magic Velcro, so it must’ve just been for shits and giggles that a big clunky chain was wrapped around her legs with a lock that looked like it was keeping anyone from breaking into Captain Hook’s treasure chest.

			Mouse didn’t think. He didn’t blink. He grabbed the key dangling from Dracula’s pinky and hoped to God he took the damn thing off that’d had him jumping with a “here boy” crook ever since they’d first met.

			All he could see was Missy tied to the tree while the fuckin’ big snake slithered out of the cave, slithered some more into the lily-pad pond, and was going straight for breakfast, and it wasn’t for one of the hogs that never got eaten.

			Mouse wondered if how he felt now was the way Superman felt when he outraced a train and leaped tall buildings in a single bound, because somehow he managed to get to Missy before the “Ripley’s Believe It or Not” snake. He didn’t even remember grabbing one of the snake-faced bodyguard’s knives, but somehow it was in his hand, while the key to the lock was in the other.

			He got the lock off, slashed through the Velcro shit—he didn’t have time to figure out where the magic pieces met—and as soon as he had Missy free he said, “Baby, I love ya. RUN!”

			It came out all garbled. Even with his broken jaw he wanted to kiss her just one last time. But time was something they didn’t have, and when Missy seemed to hesitate he sent her off with something more important than a kiss.

			He pitched her the Zippo. She caught it fast as lightning, and he couldn’t believe what he saw next: Missy was scaling the tree like some kind of crazy monkey and the last thing he heard her call out to him was, “You good man!” 

			And with that, Missy was out of the tree and springing over the concrete fence holding back the jungle, like she was some kind of frontrunner let out of the Belmont Stakes gates. 

			The Mouse felt good, real good, about what he’d done; no second thoughts about it. He’d finally proved Missy right. Too late to worry about what that might mean for his family back in Jersey, but Uncle Louie’d watch after them. He had to believe that. 

			Just like he had to believe this tight, warm feeling of getting swallowed alive, like he was a baby getting stuffed back inside his mamma, had to be way better than a lot of other ways to go. Yeah, he knew that for a fact. And even if it was curtains for The Mouse, he didn’t have no problem with that. After all . . .

			Fuckin A, this ain’t so bad. Everything’s suddenly so quiet, quieter than I can ever remember. KRZY just clicked off. And that goddam Janis Joplin finally shut her big mouth.
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			When Izzy woke he was in pitch darkness. He heard the murmuring voices of JD and Gregg, then slid back into a deep sleep. When he woke again, it was still black. He felt the first tremors of fear. 

			“Gregg? JD?” He could hear the shrillness in his own voice.

			A hand touched his.

			“Hey, hey, buddy, you’re with us. You’re back.” Gregg’s reassurance seemed to reverberate off the wall. 

			“I thought I heard you and JD.”

			“You did. I’m here, too.” He felt JD patting his right shoulder.

			“I . . . I . . .” Panic entered his voice. “I’m blind. I can’t see a thing. My eyes are wide open and it’s completely black.”

			“You are not blind,” JD firmly assured him. “We can’t see anything either.”

			“Yeah, Iz, you’re okay.” Gregg gripped his hand more tightly. “There’s no light. Some lunatic thought it would be fun to put us in a deep cave. JD and I were separated until we ended up here, can’t say exactly how long ago—”

			“Twenty hours ago is a good approximation,” JD interjected, but not with his usual strength of voice. He sounded unusually weak to Izzy’s highly trained ears and that was alarming enough to make him forget how freaked out he was trying hard not to be, though with limited success.

			“JD? Are you okay? You don’t sound quite like yourself.”

			“I’m fine,” JD assured him, a little too quickly. “I had a little get together with our host last night that was . . . challenging. But all is well now. Nothing for you to worry about. The main thing is that we’re all together again and you’re on the mend. You really gave me and Gregg a scare when all those log splinters impaled your chest.” 

			“Not to mention that whole raging infection thing on top of it,” Gregg added. “You were in real bad shape, buddy. But JD made a deal to get you the right medical care. Surgery, stitches, antibiotics, good pain meds, the whole nine yards. Do you remember any of that?”

			Izzy struggled to think back, answer the question, keep his mind off where they actually were. Deep cave. No light. A crawling dread inched up his spine. 

			“Maybe . . . sort of . . . kind of? I was really out of it but I thought I was back at the 8th Field Hospital. The surgery, the ICU—whatever room I was recovering in—it all seemed familiar.”

			“Yeah, probably because it was all stolen US military equipment,” Gregg told him. “As far as we know, you never left the area and the medical facilities are on the estate.”

			“What estate?”

			“It belongs to someone known as The Pale Man,” JD answered. “He’s the one responsible for killing The Poppy King and all the fun times you had there in the jungle.” 

			“And you worked a deal with him for me? What kind of deal?”

			“Just that I wouldn’t try to escape.”

			“What he’s leaving out,” Gregg added, “is that if he did, the consequences to you and me would be severe. Like”—he made a throat slicing sound—“JD saved us, bro.”

			“Hey, piece of cake. Least I could do.”

			JD and Gregg chuckled, the sound bouncing from wall to wall. Izzy wondered if they had developed some dark humor between them to lighten things up. He wished he could laugh with them. With his grogginess wearing off, some serious pain was kicking in. And it really, really did not help that he had severe issues with claustrophobia. 

			“I—I’m very grateful, JD, and I don’t want to sound like I’m not, but . . . I don’t like this,” he said a little too loudly. “I don’t do well in confined spaces. I do not like this. I have to get out of here.” The last he said on a wheeze, close to hyperventilating, while he struggled to get up.

			Gregg held him down. “Whoa, pal. Come on, breathe, relax. You still have stitches and we don’t need those broken do we? If they get broken, it’ll take longer for us to spring ourselves out of here.”

			Izzy felt a needle in his right shoulder. He tried to rise up but sank back down, quickly losing consciousness.

			 “Not good,” said Gregg.

			“Not good at all,” agreed JD. “At least they gave us some knock-out juice.”

			“Yeah, helps make up for the lack of water and food. It’s pretty sick to think that bastard went to all the trouble to get Izzy back on his feet, just so he could slowly starve all of us together.”

			“He wants us to turn on each other, see who’s the last man standing. That’s his game. But, now that Izzy’s here and somewhat put back together, we can plan our escape. It’s the only way we’ll get out alive.”

			“And get you some more medical attention yourself. How are you doing?”

			“Well enough and better than our host probably thinks. Thanks for helping to patch me up with the mud and the moss available in our nice quarters here.”

			“Not that I could see anything, just feel around where you showed me to put it, but I think you lost a lot of blood.”

			“The body has an amazing way of replacing what is lost. I’ve survived worse than this, trust me. The only thing that matters now is getting out of here once Izzy wakes up again. What do you think, a few hours?”

			“Yeah, and hopefully it’ll keep him calmed down awhile longer since . . .” Gregg sucked in a deep breath. “I don’t look forward to telling him about the snake.”

			*

			When they told Izzy about the snake—and not just any snake; it had to be a freak of nature, an albino, man-eating python that was bigger and longer than JD wanted to say—Izzy thought he might faint. He wished he would faint, just faint right here where they sat, huddled together, on the cold, stone floor. Then he wouldn’t feel as if he was suffocating on his own claustrophobia or have to listen to his stomach growl around its empty contents, or try to swallow his spit to compensate for only half a cup of water to last him until more was delivered. JD wasn’t holding his breath for that. 

			“But how could they bring us in here and not worry about the snake themselves?” He was grasping.

			“Because ‘they’ have a nice, secret tunnel that our host would absolutely love for us to venture into and emerge right where he would like to have us. I saw it. Lovely dungeon. Well-guarded. We do not want to go there.” JD paused and Izzy wondered if there had been more to “the deal” than JD or Gregg had let on. Before he could ask, JD asserted firmly, “No. No, we will not risk that. That’s exactly what he’s counting on because he’s also counting on us being too fearful to venture the other way.”

			“Maybe he’s lying. Maybe there’s not even a snake?” Izzy knew he was pleading. He was terrified of snakes. Even little snakes. His claustrophobia was only exceeded by his ophidiophobia. 

			JD’s laugh was short. “Oh, no. There is most definitely a snake. The Pale Man made sure I saw it and wanted to assure me that he was taking all this quite seriously and didn’t want us to do anything to jeopardize our health.”

			“Gregg, you saw it too?” 

			“No.” Gregg’s voice was very quiet. “They broke the three of us up and I was taken to a cell without any windows or room service beyond a meal a day, but I’m fairly certain the accommodations were nicer than JD’s. He hasn’t wanted to discuss much of his own experience, but I gotta tell ya, I was really glad to see this guy. Well, not exactly see, but, you know.”

			“Listen,” JD cut in, “every minute counts. This can be done. I had hoped that help would come, that word from the inside would reach the right ears, but if it hasn’t happened yet, I’m not willing to wait another day to see if it does. Izzy, you must believe me that now is the best, if not the only, time. You, all of us, are the strongest mentally and physically that we can ever be in this place right now. The first rule of escape is to try to do it as soon as you can, and that could not be truer for us. We will be starving down here and going thirsty until we get hauled out, and when that happens . . . We can’t let that happen. I cannot lie to you, given what you both have already gone through, the darkness will soon become mentally crushing. We have to leave. Tonight. From my estimation, it’s nearing midnight. We have a small window of time to get out of here while darkness is actually our friend.”

			“I can’t breathe.” The walls had closed around him, the utter darkness, the terror inside, the terror lying in wait in the blackness . . .

			“Izzy, listen to me.” JD gripped his arm, gave him a shake. “Wake the fuck up. If you do not wake the fuck up and get mad, get desperate, scrape together every ounce of courage and guts that you’ve got, you’ll never see Margie again. You’ll never eat your mother’s soup again. This is going to be the hardest thing you ever do, but after this, you’ll be out of here. You can do this, and you will. I demand it of you.”

			The force of JD’s demand had the effect of a double slap to his rising hysteria. Izzy tried to focus on what JD might have already been subjected to, just to keep him alive. He didn’t have the will, and he didn’t have the hope of Frankl, but, dammit all to hell, he had to see Margie again, and his mother’s soup was worth climbing over a pit of snakes to get to. Well . . . maybe it wasn’t quite that good. But he sucked it up. He scraped what guts he had together and managed a tremulous, “Okay.”

			“Not good enough,” JD barked, just before Izzy felt a painful jab to his upper arm.

			“Hey, that hurt!”

			“Oh, you think that hurt?” JD taunted. “What do you think about this?”

			A sequence of jabs so fast it felt like his arm was being tattooed black and blue, and Izzy forgot about his fear, forgot about his thirst and hunger. Furious at JD for treating him like a human punching bag, he snapped, “Stop it! That’s enough, JD. Don’t make me hit you back.”

			“That’s more like it. Stay pissed. Anger’s your friend and it’s going to help buy your freedom. Now you and Gregg are going to follow me and do everything I say. Here’s the plan . . .”

			Izzy didn’t at all like the details JD laid out, but his arm hurt like hell and the physiology of his fighting instincts outweighed his fear. JD’s explanations about snake behavior helped, somewhat. While he could not guarantee the snake had recently fed, if it had their chances of escape were substantially increased, since the snake would want to rest and put all its energy into the long process of digestion. Presuming that, they simply had to maneuver over the snake and try not to disturb it where The Pale Man had it protecting the cave’s exit. There would hopefully be some light at that point and, if so, they were to ignore the eyes if they were open, since snakes did not close them to sleep.

			Just as Izzy could feel his breathing start to escalate again, JD gave him another punch.  Judging from Gregg’s swearing, he got some of the same before JD issued his orders. “Gregg, on your feet. Izzy, your mobility is compromised but we’ll do this just like we did before. Okay, I’ve got you on the right. Gregg, you’ve got the left?”

			“Yeah, you bastard. Do I say thanks for not hitting me on both sides?”

			“You’re welcome. Now one, two, three, and . . . Up!”

			Izzy felt himself hoisted to his feet, or at least his one good foot, the other one thoughtfully held together inside a cast, and with that JD commanded, “Let’s go.” 

			As they made their way through utter darkness, JD kept making weird clicking sounds.

			“What are you doing?” Izzy finally whispered.

			“Echolocation. It’s what creatures that hunt in the dark do. You know, like bats. Dolphins, too. It’s something I learned in school. Came in handy for those thousand nights I lived in a cave before. It was only one hundred and eight nights and one day more to be exact, but it felt like a thousand.”

			If anyone else had said it, Izzy would have rolled his eyes, even in the dark. But this was JD. He believed every word.

			After what seemed like a thousand nights, they found water. Actually they found quite a lot of water. Izzy awkwardly splashed through it in intervals as JD continued his impersonation of a bat, clicking them along in the pitch black that Izzy constantly felt compressing all around him. He tried to keep the suffocation at bay with visions of Margie, of a bowl of his mother’s best, waiting at the end of this endless ordeal, and when that failed to sustain him, he remembered JD hitting him for seemingly no reason, and when that made him mad all over again, it was clearly reason enough.

			“Stop,” JD suddenly whispered, going stone still.

			“The snake?” Gregg whispered back, his voice wavering but only slightly. 

			“Yes, you smell it now? It’s quite close. Which means, so are we to escaping.” 

			Izzy sniffed. His nostrils rebelled against the rank scent. It mingled with the smell of his fear, threatening to return with the sensation of hot piss running down his leg.

			JD issued his instructions. They were to soak their bodies in the water to lower their heat signature, and then rub themselves with the slime from the cave walls to better cover their scent. “We will just be three little snakes sliding right by,” JD summed it up, “and of no interest to the big sleepy.”

			Izzy wanted to tell JD he was out of his mind, that this was a horror movie, that they weren’t Bilbo tricking a dragon and what he was asking of them was absolutely insane and impossible. They could figure out something better than this. Even getting tortured had to be better. Please, he just could not do this.

			“Got it,” he forced himself to say. “Now get us the hell out of here.”

			“Right on, brother,” echoed Gregg. 

			They lined up exactly as JD directed, with JD leading the way, Izzy in the middle, Gregg bringing up the rear. All of them on their bellies, remaining connected like a “Barrel of Monkeys” game, only hand to foot instead of arm to arm, so they could emulate the serpentine motion of one long snake themselves. As the scent of the snake zoomed to an ungodly stench, Izzy felt his terror escalate, inducing him to disassociate. He felt certain he was outside his body looking down into the pitch dark as they made it over the first coil of the python and then another. The snake was not slimy at all but smooth as leather, and so huge it felt as if they were crawling up and over a school bus.

			He was vaguely aware of still hanging on to JD’s ankle while Gregg held on to his good one, when a coil moved. And then Izzy couldn’t. The cast on his bad foot, with most of his whole leg attached to it, was trapped between the heavy weight of the snake and a cave wall. 

			 A scream lodged in his throat. Izzy could feel Gregg pushing, pushing, trying to get him loose, but it was like being trapped against a railroad car made of flesh. Izzy was certain he would never get out until the monster woke up, and as long as JD and Gregg stayed with him, neither would they. 

			He wanted to do the noble thing and tell them to go on without him. Izzy was trying to find the best and bravest part of himself to say it when he felt JD slip loose from his frantic hold.

			A stalled heartbeat later, JD whispered into his ear, “We’re almost there. Margie’s waiting and so is your mom’s soup. All you have to do is push right here . . . That’s it . . . Just gently, keep pushing . . .”

			 Izzy tried. He tried really hard to do what JD told him and not scream from his pain, from his adrenaline-pumping pure fear. Nothing happened, then—

			There was a sighing sound from the huge reptile. The coil moved, just slightly. Just enough. 

			JD slithered away and Izzy latched back onto his ankle, hanging on for dear life. With each passing second he was consumed, swallowed by the blackness, the stench, and he told himself to think of Frankl, of all the things he still had to live for, not to imagine he was crawling right down the mouth of the thing, until . . .

			He was crawling through more water, not snaking his body over his worst nightmare, and then he thought he saw a pinpoint of light. JD reached under his arms, lifting him up as if he weighed no more than a toddler.

			The three of them made their way a little further, him in the middle again, the two best friends he could ever imagine having in his life if he lived to be a hundred supporting him on either side while the pinpoint of light grew brighter, then brighter still, until they emerged outside the cave and waded out of a lily-pad pond—only to be greeted by a tall, concrete surround that seemed as daunting as The Great Wall of China.

			Not that JD seemed to notice. He slapped Izzy’s chest.

			“You did it, Izzy. Good man. Gregg, you too. Sorry about hitting you guys but, you know, tough love. Now let’s get out of here. I smell jungle on the other side of that wall.”

			“I wish you could smell Manhattan instead.” His relief so immense, Izzy was close to sobbing. “Coney Island, even.”

			“I’ll count on you giving me the grand tour one day. Both of us, right Gregg?”

			“I’m there. But first, mind me asking how we get over that wall?” 

			It was only then that Izzy saw the moon shine on JD’s once perfect face. From his upper left cheek and down to his jaw was a thick line of what looked like mud and moss, covering God knew what. Part of an earlobe was missing. It looked as though one of his arms might be injured, too.

			The doctor in Izzy wanted to examine him, ask what had happened. But he didn’t have to ask. He knew. JD had endured something terrible to get them this far, and if the three of them had to scale a tree and fling themselves over the wall from the furthermost branches and into the jungle where the VC could be waiting, sign him up.

			And that’s exactly what they did. Amazingly, no broken necks in the process, just plenty of bruises and a broken leg cast, but they were free with no immediate sign of pursuit or VC in the vicinity where they landed.

			Propelled by hope that the worst was over, and determined he would show JD and Gregg the time of their lives in his kind of town, they moved forward as a unit, faster and faster through the jungle, while JD hurried them along, making sounds as they went that were not those of a human, but eventually summoned one who was.

			A girl. A very beautiful Asian girl who flung her arms around JD, touched his encrusted cheek, and spoke quickly in another dialect. Then she did something odd. She flicked a Zippo. She pressed it to her chest and looked as if she wanted to cry, but didn’t.

			JD bowed to her, then explained, “This is one of my associates. She spent the past week looking for us on the inside without any luck—imagine that—and managed to barely escape herself. She was able to make contact with the others who have been searching for us since we took off on the elephants, but weren’t sure where we went.”

			The girl made a silencing motion, then signed a message before pointing in a certain direction. They collectively made haste until the first glimmer of dawn shook hands with the parting moon. It was only then that Izzy asked, “Where are we going?”

			“To meet Zhang. He has a boat hidden and is waiting for us.”

			“Zhang?” Izzy was certain he hadn’t heard right. “How can he be waiting for us when he’s . . . Well, he’s dead?”

			“The Poppy King is dead,” JD confirmed. “But the power behind the throne is not, and that power, compromised though it may be, still belongs to my brother, Zhang. You met him once before, on another boat.”

		

	
		
			42

			 

			The Pale Man was terribly disappointed to have lost his court jester as a result of actions he had not anticipated, no doubt goaded by emotions he simply could not comprehend. It bothered him more than he wanted to admit that the Missy girl had not been found despite an impressive search party, but, oh well. What harm could she do? She was likely just as dead as his pet mouse by now. Such a pity the little man had squandered his own life to save her before delivering more pleasures to his liege, The King of the Poppy. 

			Paltry matters in the scheme of things, however, with all he still had to relish. Indeed, other than the little Romeo and Juliet debacle and the failed lobotomy, rarely had The Pale Man felt so good, so alive and substantial. He gazed out over his magnificent estate and across the immaculate scented garden. The variously landscaped candle lanterns were creating lovely shadows. Darkness upon darkness. He imagined he could hear the good doctors screaming down in the blackness. Surely they were beginning to lose their minds, their smug, well-schooled minds, to the crushing darkness and the terror of the snake, escalating with their hunger and thirst.

			Ah, a pity he had simply forgotten to have them fed and watered for the past two days. Even though his true prize had endured a week of various tortures and beatings to save his friend before the grand finale that went awry, he would outlast both doctors. Which did lead one to toy with the idea of bringing them all out in another day or so to see what he could get them to barter in order to not be sent back. Perhaps their souls, by seeing how willingly they would harm or sell out the others to save themselves. The doctors reputedly had good minds and it would be interesting to see who broke first. Actually, now that he thought about it, he could have the psychiatrist lobotomize Mr. John Doe Mikel in exchange for saving himself and Dr. Kelly. A two-for-one deal might not be such a bad way to go. Mmm, now that was a pleasant thought. Then he could whittle them down from there, perhaps turn the softhearted psychologist into a torturer in order to prolong his own life. 

			Phillip had done him a great favor when he dropped that tidbit about the new CIA operation in the works, and, by God, those Americans were imaginative! A school for terrorism and torture. An actual school. At some point Jenkins’ extended hiatus would have to be explained, but perhaps he could smooth things over by offering his own services as an associate professor, as he had mentioned to Jenkins before his untimely demise. Yes, Herr Professor had a nice, old-world ring to it, to go along with being The King of the Poppy.

			He would need to pay his subjects another visit in a few days, since he did take his new duties quite seriously. And so, tomorrow. Definitely tomorrow he would allow his pets out and strategize the lobotomy so J. D. Mikel would now be having a portion of his brain removed by the friend whose life he had saved. The irony of it all was simply too delicious!

			Tomorrow was going to be a very big, exciting day, and so, early to bed, early to rise. It was time for a cooling bath. 

			He preferred the pleasure of being alone when he slept and luxuriated in the new silk sheets. The tropical night was cooled by a gentle breeze. And that was how he fell asleep.

			Until . . .

			Something woke him. A sound, a smell, a sense of no longer being alone? 

			It was dark, with just moonlight fluttering about the room from the open balcony doors. Wait. Hadn’t he closed them, a little extra precaution he really didn’t need? Reaching for the bedside light, The Pale Man felt a sharp jab to his solar plexus that left him immobilized, then the jab of a needle into his leg.

			A familiar voice advised him, “Good old Special K. Just a little ketamine, fresh from your very own medical facility. It should only take a few breaths before it hits. That’s good. Now, a few more breaths . . . Excellent. Enjoy your nice dissociative state in dream land. When you wake up, we will have everything arranged to sort out this unfortunate misunderstanding between us. Sweet dreams.” 

			When The Pale Man awoke he was in his grand sanctum, strapped into his throne by the waist, and facing his exquisite Go board. Across from him, on simple stools meant for servants, sat two men: Mikel and an ex-employee who had started out with such promise, even gouging out the eyes of his highly trained superior to be quickly promoted, only to disappear at a critical moment and not resurface until now. 

			The snake that should be tattooed on his face had somehow disappeared as well.

			Mikel’s face, however, had accumulated a nice, long line of fresh stitches, along with a shortened earlobe. He was much too perfect looking for his own good—rather, he had been.

			“Greetings, my dear Pale Man. Did you have a nice nap?” solicitously inquired Mikel, then hastily added, “No need to answer. And no need to call for your guards. They’re all gone, dispatched with ample incentive not to return. So, it’s just you, me, my brother Zhang—who I believe you’ve already met—and a game to play. Oh. Tea, of course, first. Thirsty?” 

			“Bloody hell,” he hissed. “How did you get out? And what is this nonsense about this being your brother?” 

			“If you win a game, I will tell you. If you lose a game?” A shrug and a smile. “That is something we need to discuss. Now, as you can see, you have been outmaneuvered. However, I do understand your love of games and, in the interest of fairness, we are willing to play a winner-take-all game of Go. If you win, you can go free. Really, easy as that. But should you lose, the winner chooses your punishment. What say you, Pale Man? Quite sporting, agreed? You can even choose which brother you wish to play.”

			Idiots! He could easily beat them both even under these conditions, and the ketamine had completely worn off, leaving his mind to work at its usual fast clip. His ex-guard must be responsible for Mikel’s escape. A disgruntled employee, no doubt, who was now posing as the brother he had personally removed with the order “Mozambique.” Two shots to the chest, one to the head. Neither Mikel nor his accomplice would be so lucky. They wanted to play a game? The Master would teach them a few things right now.

			“And how do I know you will live up to the terms prescribed, Mr. Mikel? You’ve already demonstrated a great affinity for lying, actually expecting me to believe this is your brother.”

			“Believe what you like, but we will abide by the terms presented. You have my word.”

			“What I believe is you must perceive me as quite a threat to have me tied up; and your word means nothing. What proof do you offer that you aren’t up to some trickery and won’t renege on my release upon the game’s conclusion?” And it was a foregone conclusion. Mikel and the guard, who only spoke rudimentary English, and had yet to even speak in this exchange, clearly had no idea who they were playing with, just as Colonel Vo had not—and he had been a magnificent, world-class Go player.

			There was just one thing he had yet to figure out, which bothered him. Why had his ex- killer-for-hire inked his face in such a professional manner to gain his earlier position, only to reveal it as temporary? Was there any possibility, however remote, that he was indeed more than he seemed?

			As if reading his mind, Mikel offered, “Phillip has you. Zhang had The Poppy King, who you most unfortunately dispensed with. He would have been a far more polite opponent, one you should have kept around to buy yourself a little more time. As for proof of my pure intentions, do you recall our first meeting as we enjoyed an exquisite cup of tea beside the Koi pond where you started this whole game between us?”

			Thinking back to that delightful morning when he had his servant bring in the tastefully presented head of the boat pilot with Miss Morningside’s bracelet between his teeth, The Pale Man allowed himself a satisfied smile. “Why, yes. That was quite the moment, wasn’t it?”

			“Indeed. Remove the restraints.” Mikel nodded to his “brother,” or whoever the imposter was, as they were clearly trying to upset his own gamesmanship with the ploy of deceit.

			Their deceit, at least, did not extend to just pretending to release him from the restraints that bound him to the throne he had acquired from a country where things had not ended well. 

			No sooner had the “brother” done as he was bidden than Mikel instructed him to bring the tea they had prepared.

			The tea arrived, beautifully presented, yet Mikel apologized, saying, “I’m afraid it’s not quite up to par with your very fine Iron Buddha, tie guan yin, grown on the south slope. But it is mine, a Longjing, the Dragon Well, which I grow facing north.” Mikel personally poured two cups before inviting, “Please, you first.”

			Since it would be incredibly rude to refuse, The Pale Man chose his cup, knowing he would not dare put a sip to his lips until Mikel did so himself.

			“It isn’t poisoned,” Mikel assured him, and drank.

			The Pale Man then joined him, eagerly, since his mouth had become unexpectedly dry. There was a little tightness in his throat despite all the restraints having been removed. It felt like a replay of their first meeting, minus the carp and domed tray presented to Mikel with an opening move that would ensure he remained for a very long game.

			Mikel clapped his hands twice. A large, domed silver tray did arrive then, Mikel’s own lackey bowing as he presented the new delivery.

			“I wish to show my sincerity. Your earlier gift to me has earned no less in return.” Mikel’s voice, so gracious he could have been speaking to a king, was not mirrored by the striking green eyes that could have cut glass, or the smile that did not try to hide the ferocity of anticipation behind it. “Now please, allow me to offer proof that the end game is near.” 

			Off came the domed lid. 

			The Pale Man’s breath stopped. His cup hit the stone floor. 

			Centered on the tray was the severed head of his beloved albino python. Its eyes were wide open, as well as the jaws that could take in the head of a man, as it had many a time before, including his own prized court jester, Mr. Mouse. 

			On the extended tongue merely rested two stones from The Pale Man’s most cherished Go board. 

			The one set up between them. 

			“Now, do you prefer black or white?” Mikel softly inquired. “And which brother would you choose to play the game that will determine whether you go free—if you win—or, should you lose, decide upon your fate?”

			For the first time it seemed entirely possible that he had been out-gamed, and that the silent partner in the room was indeed Mikel’s step-brother Zhang, who had once controlled the land of the poppies, the subjects who tended them, and the kingdom that was no longer his to command. 

			This game was not over yet.

			“I will take black.” The Pale Man wondered at their allowing him the advantage of the first move as he glanced from one potential opponent to the other. “You may relinquish your seat,” he decided. “I will play against”—he gestured in the direction of the tray bearer— “him.”

			“Well spoken,” the two men said in unison.

			They bowed to each other. And laughed.

			And then they laughed some more.

			The game, which could take days to play between true masters, was over in less than an hour. The victor pronounced, “Well done. I decided to play in the manner of my teacher’s favorite teacher of the game, the great master Huang Longshi. His is always a good play against the style of someone so presumptuous. Your first plays had exactly the hubris of your Poppy King moves and brought you to the same kind of disaster.” 

			The Pale Man, already sitting in a pool of his own sweat, thought of running, but he knew that was futile. His head was reeling with confusion and absolute fury. His opponent had been devious, elegant, and ruthless. And now he was bowing to Mikel, and Mikel bowing back. Then they both cast their eyes, filled with dark excitement, upon him. The slyness of their smiles did not bode well. 

			“That wasn’t fair!” It wasn’t much of a defense, but it was all he had. “I demand a rematch. The best two out of three . . . five out of seven? I—I . . . Please, I can give you anything you desire—” 

			“But you have nothing to give us. It is already ours,” Mikel informed him. “You thought you stole a kingdom by killing a king, only the king took his orders from my brother, who is extremely unhappy, as am I, with you as well as your cohorts. Phillip will be in quite a dilemma for his next move since his puppet will be having his strings cut.”

			“No! Wait. Please, I am begging you, begging you—”

			“Begging?” said the opponent who had unbelievably bested him at the board, and almost assuredly was not a hired mercenary who’d had the audacity to insert himself amongst those who were real, not fraudulent. “You have given me an excellent idea as to your punishment, since I am the winner and the one to choose what it shall be. I find myself wondering, how well would a blind, mute beggar fare in Saigon? Like my brother, I do have a love for poetry, and poetic justice, and what would be more poetic than a man who would be King, one who is blinded by greed, becoming a beggar without hands, or eyes, unable to read or write, whose tongue has been cut out so he cannot speak or communicate, but only squeal as he hobbles along a dark tunnel forever?” 

			The Pale Man shuddered. It was far worse than anything he had ever imagined—well, yes, he had imagined such things. Just never happening to him.

			“You will have a long, long time to think over how you lost the game,” Mikel assured him as The Pale Man clung to his throne, determined they would have to peel him from it.

			And then he was being lifted, throne and all, held loftily in the air by his two escorts as though he were being paraded through the eerily deserted grounds of his estate, futilely shouting for help, until they reached the medical facility where he and his throne were unceremoniously, abruptly deposited. 

			“Would you care for more ketamine?” Mikel politely inquired, while Zhang approached with something silver glimmering in his hand.

			“Sorry,” said he. “I won, I choose, and he doesn’t get any.” 

			The last thing The Pale Man saw was the needle coming towards his eyes.

			Later

			The two brothers were swimming. Laughing and splashing each other they reminisced over old times together, and progressed to a fine meal of Luon Nuong Xa from the excellent kitchen in their favorite beach cottage on the Andaman Sea across from Burma. 

			“We could invite your friends, the doctors, to join us,” Zhang suggested with another lift of his chopsticks from a bowl of fragrant jasmine rice with grilled eel, lemongrass and turmeric. “They looked as though they could use a respite from the war. Amongst other things.”

			“Believe me, after what they’ve been through, lying low at the safe house Missy arranged is a vacation. Not that they should have to stay much longer, now that The Pale Man is no longer a threat.” JD fingered the still-healing scar on his cheek. The burns were forgotten as soon as they were inflicted, and the gunshot to his arm had been a clean in-and-out exit wound. While he had lost quite a bit of blood, the damage had not been nearly as bad as it looked—or would have been without the assist from his unlikely conspirator. Mike Gallini had surprised him. But life was full of surprises, some not so good, as The Pale Man had so recently learned.

			“I trust our Hmong friends did a good clean job with the amputations.” JD took a leisurely sip of his tea. Yes, his tea, a Longjing, the Dragon Well, rather than a far pricier, very fine Iron Buddha he never cared to sip again. “The Pale Man, or what is left of him, should be sufficiently healed to be begging in Saigon shortly, while we enjoy our time together here.”

			“A fair sentence,” Zhang replied. “He never should have killed our dearly departed Poppy King. I feel terribly about that. My good and trusted ally, and my friend. It was my mistake for not anticipating such an early, ruthless move. We are providing generously for his family, not that any compensation is ample for their loss. And again, my dear brother, please know how heavy is the burden I carry for removing myself from sight once delivering you and the good doctors from the boat, and then doing as your letter instructed with the other occupants. Had I not been so preoccupied with managing matters that were getting entirely out of hand, I would have—”

			“Zhang, enough. No more apologies, please. All has turned out to our advantage, with the only question remaining, what shall be your next move?” 

			“Appointing another trusted associate to run my kingdom and deal with the demons who so love their B52s and napalm baths over land they have no right to. It will never be the same, I know that, but we have power still and time will be on our side. This is our land. They are just borrowing it, as did the French, and they are now gone.”

			“I understand Phillip is in France, having a little holiday at his favorite hotel.”

			“Hmm,” Zhang mused. “I think cutting our vacation short bears consideration.”

			JD pretended to consider before agreeing. “Indeed, my brother. Now that we have taken care of The Pale Man, what say you to a little surprise visit to the Ambassador?”
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			Chateau Saint-Martin

			Vence, France

			Phillip gazed out from the balcony of the honeymoon duplex suite at the top of the ancient tower, and across at the Mediterranean Sea. The crisp breeze flowing down the mountain from the Alpes Maritimes made the air sparklingly clear, and the scent brought many memories. Down the hill the medieval walls held the village of Vence, where old Roman fountains still spouted cool waters from the mountains. He loved it here. He had been coming since he was a boy to this favorite place of his grandfather. It had been a private residence then. He recalled walking to town, where they would greet Matisse on his way to his favorite cafe. The family apartment in Paris was grand and the country estate in Provence was delightful, but for pure, French elegance the Chateau Saint-Martin was his favorite. The ambience was so lovely that the famed Konrad Adenauer, a friend also of his grandfather, once described it as the “anteroom of Paradise.” This hotel had been a real castle of the 12th Century Knights Templar and, of course, that had fired his imagination as a boy, pretending he was one of the Knights in battle, sword drawn, galloping on horseback to victory. 

			Grand battles then he had won in his imagination. And now, he was flush with victory upon winning another—only this one was real, and of the heart.

			Katherine had agreed to meet with him after a great deal of persuasion. They had not parted well at the Dalat Palace Hotel. It dampened his sense of accomplishment with the takeover of the heroin operation in Southeast Asia, which only went to show how vulnerable he was to her influence, and that was not a good thing. Particularly in matters of Intelligence and the trajectory for future ambitions: his dark ops branch of the CIA could now enjoy lucrative financing while never again having to ask for any kind of Congressional funding. That meant no oversight. He was free to be creative, expanding the new “persuasion school” he had in mind to further secure the US’s Big Pirate status on the international stage. Words like terrorism and torture were so inelegant; persuasion was a much better way to put it.

			After all, he had persuaded Katherine to join him with the intent to reconcile, and he would further persuade her with trips to Antibes, Cannes, dinner in Mougins. Certainly no terror or torture involved with that, which brought him to wonder, what could have Paulu so busy that he was not answering his calls? No doubt he was enjoying himself too much in a remote fortress that was no longer just a nebulous dot within a big circle on a map. Clearly Paulu could not remain too long in such a critical position, and part of the catnip he had to offer Katherine was to dispense with Paulu even sooner than initially planned. He would make it a point to reinforce those intentions to further woo the affections she had so coldly withdrawn before abruptly leaving the Dalat. She had done so without knowing her doctor friends were being held at Paulu’s; also without her knowledge, he had instructed that they not be harmed, at least not until he decided what should be done with them.

			He could use the doctors as an additional enticement for Katherine to remain with him. He did not want her going back to lick her wounds where he’d had her followed. He had other means of persuasion, if necessary, but for now he preferred a softer, more romantic approach.

			Phillip glanced at his watch, just as a knock sounded at the door. Perfect. He had already told his bodyguards to expect the deliveries, and here they were, precisely on time. 

			“Enter,” he instructed, and in rolled a cart of iced champagne, sumptuous deserts, cheeses, all of her favorite things. Behind the queer-looking older Frenchman, deferentially pushing the cart with his head bowed, came another cart filled with flowers, this one pushed by a younger man who had a pronounced limp and sadly disfigured face, with part of an earlobe missing. He quietly shut the door behind him. 

			Except for their uncomely looks, the service was impeccable, like everything at the Chateau. The food laid out in an exquisite presentation by the old man. The flowers artfully arranged throughout the extensive suite that claimed the entire upper floor. But it was the additional secret bedroom at the very top of the tower, gained by a charming staircase within the suite, that was fit for a clandestine rendezvous with the woman he would have for his queen. 

			“Monsieur,” the disfigured florist called down from the secret bedroom, “will this meet with your expectations, or do you wish me to bring more? Rose petals, perhaps?”

			Feeling the unusual flutter of anxiety as the time for Katherine to arrive drew closer, Phillip instructed the older man to pour him a flute of the champagne and bring another bottle in an hour. He dismissed him, and then took the short flight of stairs to where the florist awaited his decision.

			“I am expecting my guest shortly.” The champagne danced on his tongue and Phillip imagined imparting a sip from his mouth to hers. Yes, there was a final touch he was missing. The florist had a good eye. “How quickly could you have enough fresh rose petals delivered to completely cover the bed?” 

			Click. 

			The soft sound of the secret bedroom door shutting behind him had Phillip whirling around, wondering if Katherine had arrived early and was catching him acting like a star-struck schoolboy in the body of a middle-aged fool desperate to impress her; desperate not to lose her and the remembrance of what it felt like to be young.

			The old man no longer looked quite so old, or so French.

			Phillip whirled back around. The younger man had peeled off half his disfigured face.

			As his champagne hit the floor, Phillip shouted, “Guards! Guards!”

			The deferential purveyor of food and drink moved with mind-stunning speed and quite precisely stabbed Phillip with three stone fingers just below his breastbone. 

			Phillip dropped to his knees. His face hit the floor. He writhed there, unable to think beyond his desperation to get some air into his lungs, unable to blink as he watched JD strip off the rest of his prosthetic disguise, revealing a brutal slash of stiches down his cheek.

			“I’m afraid the boys are no longer around to answer your call,” JD informed him. “They can be found later, mostly in one piece, in the laundry room. The flight of the company you’re expecting has been delayed. Until then, it will just be the three of us.”

			JD and whoever he had drafted as an accomplice sat casually at the foot of the bed, watching him gasp like a dying fish until he could finally start to breathe again.

			“What do you want of me, JD?” He struggled not to sound desperate and took hope that JD did want something beyond vengeance for letting The Pale Man do what he would with him, which was clearly evident, at least some of it, and . . . Oh. 

			Oh, this was not good. Paulu was not answering his calls. JD was here. The question was, with whom?

			“What do I want of you?” JD repeated, the stony glint in his eyes not boding well. “The better question is, what does my brother Zhang want of you now that you’ve stolen the lion’s share of his poppy fields, attempted to install a tyrant after murdering his second-in-command, and terrorized his people?”

			“Your brother?” Phillip repeated, his vision swinging toward the assailant who had risen from the bed and was advancing towards him again. “But . . . no. Impossible.”

			“It’s an arrangement you are quite familiar with yourself. Or were.”

			Before he could move or speak, Zhang grabbed Phillip’s right hand and, in a blinding flash of pain, snapped his little finger nearly clean off. It dangled to the side. 

			Phillip felt his bowels constrict as Zhang lifted him off the ground, shook him till his teeth chattered, and flung him across the room. His entire body hit the wall, and he slithered to the floor, somehow still conscious, and completely aware he was shitting all over himself while Zhang and JD towered over him. 

			“You are an arrogant man,” said Zhang, who wasn’t at all who he was supposed to be, not according to Intelligence, nor had JD corrected his assumptions. “You are arrogant and deluded with power. Save any threats you might be thinking will save you. You cannot find us if we do not want you to. But, as you can see, we can easily find you whenever we want. As for now, you have nine more fingers to snap before we start with things more long-term disabling and much more painful.”

			“That’s enough, Zhang.” JD reached down as if offering his hand and Phillip shook his head, tears streaming down his face while he tried not to imagine pain exponentially worse than what he was already suffering. “And that is the level of my trust for you now, Phillip. You have deeply, deeply disappointed me. I cannot believe at one time I wished you were my father—you’ve turned out to be an even bigger bastard than him. I do not approve, but I can almost understand your terrible management of the situation with my brother. You never knew him. You’re not attached, and it was all part of your game, how you operate, the strategies you live to construct. But how could you betray me after all these years?”

			Phillip thought of lying, but he wanted this to be over, and JD would get the truth somehow, even if it took nine more broken fingers, followed by every bone in his body.

			“I was covetous,” he admitted. “I wanted the woman you took from me, and I wanted the power. I wanted to create, manipulate, and then win the game.”

			JD snorted in disgust. “You’re nothing but a piece of the game yourself, you delusional cretin, not the master of it.”

			“Yes,” Zhang echoed, “and it is a game that will be moving past you soon enough. You’re too blind to see that your misguided war in Southeast Asia is already lost.”

			“As Kate will be lost to you if you do not facilitate the safety of Doctors Kelly and Moskowitz upon their return to Nha Trang,” JD informed him. “Which I will personally arrange. And should you not ensure their continued good health for as long as I am alive—and, Phillip, I do intend to outlive you—then the consequences will be severe. Do we understand each other?”

			“Yes. Yes. What else?”

			Their terms were swift, calculated, and shrewdly negotiated. Though Phillip had to admit that, under the circumstances, they were fair. Even with a healthy dose of blackmail as part of the checks and balances, at least he was getting out alive, and there would be time now to consider his counter moves.

			“And should you ever decide to break our agreement or show any act of aggression toward my new Poppy King,” Zhang concluded, “just remember that running will get you nowhere because I will chase you, and I will take you down.” 

			Phillip’s relief was enormous as Zhang left the room. JD lingered behind.

			“I would have a private word with you, Phillip.” He pulled a rose from one of the floral arrangements and plucked several petals, tossed them on the bed. “Did you love her? My mother, did you?”

			“I . . .” The strike of the question came as unexpectedly as Zhang’s blow to his sternum. “I was very young, JD. We both were. And we were married to other people for the wrong reasons that seemed right at the time.”

			“Your handkerchief was in the book she left me. I still have it. I stole it from her room because my father wanted everything of hers destroyed after she died. I’ve wondered if he had something to cover up, if he was responsible somehow and just made it look like she did it herself. I still don’t know, but one day I will find out. As for the other question that I’ve had, since even before Maman died . . .”

			The sensation in Phillip’s chest lowered, swirling down into the pit of his stomach. Swallowing against the acid inching its way up his throat, he made himself ask, “What other question?” 

			“Why did he hate me so much?” JD touched his right earlobe and, in a déjà vu moment, like magic he produced a gold coin. He flipped it. The coin landed squarely in Phillip’s lap. Turning on his heel, JD just said, “I think I know the answer to that.”
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			Peace Mission Hospital

			Nha Trang, RVN

			The mighty Mekong, one of the twelve great rivers of the world, snakes through China’s Yunnan Province, Burma, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam for 2700 miles before emptying into the South China Sea . . .

			A lot of water under that bridge was all Gregg could think as he laid down his pen and pushed aside the letter he kept trying to write to his folks back home. He thought if he could do justice to the description of what had increasingly become his world, they might understand, at least a little, the distance that had come to divide them, that went beyond actual miles.

			Funny how the water didn’t look all that different on the California coast than it did in this part of Vietnam. He could hear the distant waves of the sea, a breathtaking turquoise instead of a Mekong muddy brown. The lap of waves mingled with the soft play of the fountain fronting the mission’s veranda. In so little time, so much had changed since his last visit here to see Shirley, particularly when it came to his feelings and assumptions about life, love, and the people he thought he knew. 

			JD had made good on his promise. Izzy was completing his recovery on extended medical leave in a private room at the mission, with Margie en route from Hawaii to Nha Trang to lend her healing touch. 

			As for himself, from Nha Trang to . . . Where? Where did he go from here? 

			One of his early lessons in the science and art of psychology was that most humans are engineered to cling to the familiar, even when the familiar becomes destructive or unhealthy, because at least they know what they are dealing with, while the unfamiliar, the inherent risks, are unknown, and therefore best avoided.

			There had been no avoiding being plucked from his USC doctorate graduation and thrust into the army’s frontline psychiatric unit, the 99KO in Nha Trang. The irony was that he had been ripped from the familiar at the whim of Uncle Sam, only to return so changed that he no longer felt he belonged in the good old USA. 

			Do you want to go back? was the question that kept circling around and around in his head. A professorship was waiting at UCLA, his dream job; or at least it always had been. But there was a true need for him here at the mission, and he had begun to wonder if he needed being needed here more than realizing an old dream. 

			As he surveyed the stretch of green lawn that reached down towards the cream-colored sands of the beach and the big stones along the shore, Gregg thought back to a road trip up the Pacific Coast he had taken a few months after he had gotten discharged. He had hoped it would be some kind of healing journey after exploding his mother’s television and frightening everyone, maybe himself most of all. So from Del Mar he headed north in his little racing-green MG; first stop: surfing with an old friend at Malibu, and trading him the MG for a new VW camper bus. From there he moved on to Montana de Oro with its big dunes and crashing waves and the chest-high, bright-yellow mustard plants all in bloom with the California poppies. He found the best cold-water wetsuit that money could buy at O’Neil’s in Santa Cruz and, oh man, there was nothing like the smell of new neoprene—or the taste of the most amazing salsa at his favorite Mexican restaurant in Monterey. 

			Still going north, he found he preferred the strangely lonely, empty waves and beaches of southern Oregon, near Gold Beach where he was the only soul around, sitting on his long board out by the huge rock stacks of Cape Benjamin; and, further north, the big green rollers of Pacific City. Once he’d had his fill of the solitude, he followed Highway 101 until he found the scent of the cedar and Douglas fir beach bonfires, and the fellowship of a tight tribe of surfers at Indian Beach. There, on a sparkling blue sea, eight foot faces beckoned. They told him stories of magical waves on the lost coast of Vancouver Island. A tiny place called Tofino on the very edge of the continent. 

			In Tofino more surfers and runaway Vets gladly shared their crazy-strong dope from seeds brought back from Southeast Asia, and it was just so great when they all sang out loud together with tapes of Neil Young and CSNY. Wooden Ships.

			All along the way back down again he would run into other Vets with their own haunted eyes. Sometimes getting stoned or drunk—or both—with them while they shared a camaraderie of silence, of stories untellable, memories too awful to freshen. 

			And through it all, hard as he wanted and wished to forget, he couldn’t stop remembering Nha Trang. Remembering this smell, this dampness, the scent of spicy sauce and frying fish and always the underlying mélange of raw sewage and rotting garbage and exhaust. The sound of motorbikes and noise of a language he still could not understand but which had become somehow familiar—while the once familiar, clean smell of the Pacific and coffee and donuts and Coppertone seemed alien, the latest American slang and attitudes sounding too new to his ears. It was as though while he was serving in Nam, time and his whole generation had moved ahead and away from him and he had been stalled and absolutely left behind. 

			He found himself wishing he had been wounded in a way that was evident, had lost a hand or a foot even, instead of the kind of achy, depressed, weird wound inside that bled dreams at night and memories during the day. But then, one day, a few weeks before he got the call from JD, he was driving to the beach near Trestles, passed a young guy hobbling along in an old Camo jacket and baggy pants. Long, shaggy hair, dirty beard, a stump where his left leg had been.

			So he pulled over, offered him a lift. Their eyes met and something connected. The guy knew. “Nam,” he said. “Nha Trang,” said Gregg.

			They hung out all morning. The guy had some incredible weed—Thai Red he called it. They talked waves, big days at Trestles, Orange Julius, tacos, old surfers they had known, Doc Paskowitz, Dewey, Hobie. No war stories. They thought maybe they remembered each other from back when, before . . . You know. Yeah, sure they remembered, they laughed. 

			They laughed a lot. The first real laughs he’d had since getting back home. Jamie was his name. They agreed to get together the next week and Gregg would bring an extra board if Jamie wanted to learn to kneeboard. 

			Jamie flashed him the peace sign and nodded. 

			The next week when Gregg got to Trestles, he couldn’t find Jamie. But there were a couple other guys hanging out—a junkie with another broken down Vet. 

			Where’s Jamie? Gregg asked. 

			Who’s asking?

			 A friend. We were going to paddle. I brought him a board. 

			A moment of silence passed and, while he listened to the surf hit shore, he could hear the answer in his head even before the guy said it.

			Jamie’s dead, friend. Blew his fucking head off. 

			“Gregg? Mind if I join you?”

			It was Shirley, holding out a tall, icy G and T. One for him, one for her.

			“I would love it if you joined me, Shirley.”

			He accepted her offering and expected her to take the chair across from him. Instead his pulse upticked when she made herself right at home next to him on the veranda’s rattan couch. A clink of her glass to his and she asked, “Whatcha thinking about?”

			“Stuff. Stuff you’d rather not know about. Stuff I’d rather not know about either.”

			“I’m a good listener.” Her smile was so soft; her lips much too luscious. “You listened to me. You helped me when I needed it the most. I’d like to return the favor.”

			“Honestly, Shirley, just sitting here with you right now is more help than you could possibly know.”

			She nodded, simple as that. Then she slid her left hand into his right, and he realized her wedding ring was gone.

			They sat in a companionable silence, enjoying their drinks and each other’s presence, just easy to be together. Easy as his stomach growling, then Shirley asking, “Hungry?” before they prepared a simple meal, with him as her sous chef and chief bottle washer in the kitchen. 

			Food for his stomach; food for his soul.

			Saying goodnight was a little awkward. He wanted to kiss her, badly. He thought she wanted him to, but his head was so messed up in so many ways that he didn’t trust his instincts and didn’t want to act on them in case he screwed things up with a truly valued friend he wanted to keep that way.

			They parted with a lingering handshake, their eyes making out like crazy.

			Gregg checked in on Izzy. He was doing good. A little messed up, too, but all things considered, he was definitely on the upswing. Margie’s expected arrival the next day no doubt had a lot to do with his high spirits.

			Once alone in his appointed guestroom that opened out to the veranda, Gregg couldn’t stop wondering how the world had suddenly righted itself with no more than Shirley holding his hand. She had even laid her head on his shoulder, and it felt so good, so right. Damn, he could have cried. 

			He wondered if she was unable to sleep, too, if she was watching the shadows of the palms waving in the breeze, moving across her walls while he watched them dance across his own dark room. 

			Dark was not his friend. It invited too many night sweats and nightmares that could bring him screaming awake.

			The French doors leading onto the veranda were open. He imagined that he could smell Shirley’s perfume and that she was standing just outside in a shimmery silk nightgown. He imagined . . . No, don’t go there, he told himself. You’re just going to get more frustrated. The slight breeze caressed his skin, bringing more scent of jasmine that smelled a lot like Shirley. It made him feel hot, almost feverish. 

			He was not getting any sleep, and considering what sleep had become, he did not completely regret the insomnia.

			Gregg swung his feet off the bed. He was just wearing cotton boxers, but it was only him and the quiet tropical night. Overhead the sky was brilliant with stars. The fountain near the veranda beckoned him with the soft tinkling of water. He bent over and splashed his face, then stuck his whole head under. Swishing the water away as though coming up from a wave, he slung back his long, blond hair.

			He heard a soft laugh and turned.

			She was wearing a long white nightgown. It wasn’t silky or shimmery or exposing much flesh, but what he saw standing in it was more seductive than a Playboy centerfold.

			His erection pushed against his boxer shorts. He stood there looking at her and she at him. Her face was shadowed slightly, but he could see some indecision in her eyes. Still, she moved closer. Closer still. Until she stood almost touching him, her gaze searching his. Her hands barely moved. She just opened her palms toward him, something inside her deciding . . .

			Almost imperceptibly her expression changed. He saw her eyes differently, the way her tongue moved over her lips, no longer another man’s widow, but a profoundly alone, very beautiful young woman. Reaching out to a profoundly alone and deeply wounded man who wanted her in that moment more than anyone or anything he had ever wanted before in his life. 

			Shirley placed his hand over the rise of her breast, right over her heart, and lifted her face to his. 

		

	
		
			45

			Izzy sat with Gregg on the veranda, just the two of them and the sound of the surf coming up from the beach, the band Chicago on the turntable inside, accompanied by the murmuring voices of Margie and Shirley, comfortable as long-lost cousins together. 

			Even if JD was responsible for Margie’s expedited visit, there wasn’t any contest as to who Izzy would rather spend the afternoon with. Not to mention, whenever JD wanted a meeting, it typically involved dicey situations better avoided.

			“What do you think JD wanted to meet with us about?” Gregg asked.

			Izzy noticed Gregg was shaking his right leg again. It was a nervous habit Gregg had developed sometime between Brooklyn getting cut in half after the drug group and escaping sure death by slithering over a snake in a cave. Izzy had also noticed the leg shaking tended to stop when Shirley showed up.

			“Your guess is as good as mine, buddy,” he said, checking his Seiko again. “I’m not sure why but it always feels like a time bomb ticking when JD wants to see us.”

			“You’re not sure why?” Gregg guffawed. “Really, Iz, your gift for understatement is unsurpassed.” 

			“Although quite easily surpassed by JD’s gift for the unexpected—and, most surprisingly, not always in the worst of ways.”

			Gregg looked around as if JD might materialize out of thin air—which wouldn’t be the first time if he did. “I never in a million years thought I’d say this, but the guy has a way of growing on you. I’ve actually kind of missed him—not much, just a teeny-tiny bit—so for the first time I’m not completely dreading seeing his face again.”

			They exchanged glances, and Izzy knew they were both thinking of the healing scar tissue on JD’s now less-than-perfect face. He was still handsome to a fault, and the women would probably go nuts for the new pirate look he was sporting, but the reason for the disfiguration was hardly a mystery, despite JD’s unwillingness to discuss the details.

			“He took that for me. And he would have done it for you, too, Gregg.”

			“Yeah. I know.”

			“But there’s a lot we don’t know about him still. He’s way deep. Shadowed even. I can’t help but wonder how a child grows up to be J. D. Mikel.” 

			“Whatever it was cannot have been, how you say clinically, anywhere within normal limits.”

			Not for the first time Izzy found himself thinking about that. Being a child psychiatrist, he was fascinated by whatever workings of JD’s mind intersected with historical influence to produce such an amalgam of the honorable, with a gift for the deadly and the dark; by how JD’s worldview had evolved to form him into such a complex, elusive creature that even professionals like himself and Gregg would probably never quite it figure out. 

			But that hadn’t stopped them from trying, or from enjoying the common ground that bound them beyond friendship: their commitment to, and love of, the study of the mind.

			“Actually, Dr. Kelly, from one shrink to another, I have some theories on our unlikely friend, Agent Mikel. Would you care to hear them?”

			“By all means, Dr. Moskowitz. Please proceed.”

			“I heard a lecture once about assumptive worlds that I never forgot. It impressed me because it made so much sense that as we grow up in our individual families and see how things work emotionally, so many of our perceptions and beliefs about the way the world works become ingrained assumptions that want to stick with us our whole life long. It’s almost like having a permanent prescription lens over your eyes. A prescription unique to you that only lets you see the world in that very specific way. It’s like everything that happens, everyone you meet, everything you experience, you perceive through that lens, and because that’s your assumptive world, you just assume everyone else sees things the same way, that their experience of the world and conclusions about that world will be similar to yours.”

			“Indeed.” Gregg nodded. “And yet, how far from the truth is that?”

			“About as far from Nha Trang to California. Or Manhattan.”

			“At least,” Gregg agreed. “And yet we’re still so surprised when someone we think we know acts out of character—or the character we thought they had. Not that I’m naming names.”

			“Exactly. And there’s a good chance that JD had certain moral standards impressed on him in his formative years, that qualities like honor and loyalty were desirable traits that became part of his assumptive world, only for some event or trauma to fracture the world as he knew it. And when that happens to anyone, when things go so wrong and aren’t the way we thought they were supposed to be, and we even find ourselves breaking our own rules . . . Well, it happens. Just look at all the messed up GIs we were sent over here to help.”

			Gregg’s laugh was humorless. “Just look at us.”

			“Unfortunately so. And in that, I think on some level we can relate to whatever happened to JD. We just don’t know what his own event, or events, were. But I think it safe to surmise that JD had a fracture, a big one, and things really changed for him to make him so contradictory in so many ways—ways that I’m afraid you and I have begun to relate to.”

			“Relating to JD, now that’s scary. But I’d be a liar if I said my personal assumptions about good people, bad people, good things, and bad things hasn’t stopped fracturing since my own assumptive world got kicked on its ass.” Looking into the distance, Gregg muttered, “Especially once I got back to The World.” 

			The World, which was how they always referred to going back home. Izzy thought about how they always counted the days, and how close he was getting to 364 and a wake-up, but how that great and glorious DEROS—Date of Estimated Return from Overseas—no longer quite held the same promise as it had before Gregg returned from The World more messed up than when he had left Vietnam. As troubling as that was, they had both accumulated more psychic and moral damage with their inadvertent participation in activities that had helped shift the heroin trade into the hands of the American “good guys” that were profiting from the GIs who were happily buying the stuff. Meanwhile, the beleaguered Hmong people kept getting kicked everywhere by everybody on every side, with JD’s brother Zhang still trying to outthink and outwit the new bullies muscling in on a high-stakes game of chess.

			Or, perhaps, more like the elegant and strategic game of Go. It had rapidly become something of a new passion for Izzy during his recuperation at the mission, ever since receiving an elaborate, and very expensive looking, board with black and white pieces as a gift with a note that read: A certain pale someone won’t be needing this now. Get well soon, my friend. I look forward to playing a game with you. 

			As if the thought conjured the giver of the gift, the unmistakable sound of helicopter rotors swooped in and “All Along the Watchtower” blasted from an electric-blue gunship that shook the nearby palm trees as it lowered, until a cooler was dropped onto the grass, followed by a striking figure in white-linen pants and an open Aloha shirt, who saluted them with a cagey grin as the chopper lifted off. 

			“French champagne anyone?” JD called as Margie and Shirley raced out the door to assist with the contents of the hefty cooler he parked on the veranda.

			“You must have a case of—you have to be kidding, it’s Perrier-Jouet! And caviar!” Shirley exclaimed, planting a kiss on JD’s cheek. She pulled back, took a look at the sweeping scar on his other cheek and winced. “Oh my, Captain Hook has some competition. Does it hurt?”

			“Only when it’s not being kissed.”

			Margie took care of that.

			“Much better.” JD gave her a wink and Izzy couldn’t bring himself to feel jealous. Well, okay, maybe a little. But not enough to begrudge JD a small measure of the healing touch that Margie had been so generous in dispensing in more places than Izzy’s own cheek. 

			After they all made the rounds of welcoming JD back to the mission, Margie and Shirley discreetly excused themselves after JD said he couldn’t stay long. A boat was coming to pick him up at the beach and, if they didn’t mind, he needed a little time alone with their guys.

			As the three of them took a walk, JD offered, “I’ll be out at my place in the islands offshore for a couple of weeks. You’re welcome to visit and bring your ladies.”

			It was only then that Izzy noticed JD was again wearing two silver bracelets on his wrist.

			“Looks like you must have seen a certain lady who had both of these the last time we saw you.”

			JD shrugged. “You know you’ve definitely broken up when the girl gives you your jewelry back.”

			“Soo . . . you saw Kate?” Gregg asked with the casualness of discussing the weather. Izzy knew any previous competition for her affections was a thing of the past. Neither man wanted her now, and ironically for basically the same reason: Kate had betrayed JD in the worst possible way, no matter which way you sliced her own assumptive world. 

			 “I did,” JD confirmed. “Paris. Last week. Kate sends her regards as well as her regrets for, as she said, too many things to mention.”

			Izzy exchanged a look with Gregg. 

			In unison they asked, “And how are you feeling about that?” 

			JD laughed, a great big laugh that was something new coming from him. “Honestly, a little weird but overall, okay. It’s all cool, guys, you can punch out. No need to shrink overtime on behalf of my mental health. And by all means, save yourselves the time of trying to psychoanalyze me.” 

			He raised a brow in their silence. 

			“Yeah, well . . .” Gregg shrugged. 

			“We have to entertain ourselves somehow,” Izzy filled in.

			“Tell you what,” JD allowed, “if you figure me out before I do, let me know. Meanwhile, let me entertain you. Maybe. Depends on how you want to handle it when I tell you that the mission is going to receive a grant, a very substantial endowment for a children’s trauma center from a recently deceased man who couldn’t adjust from being King to a pauper on Saigon’s mean streets. He had a sizeable estate and . . . Let’s just say I managed a little leverage regarding where a major portion of it went.”

			“Wow, that is fantastic!” Izzy couldn’t help himself. Talk about assumptive worlds! How did he go from being a good Jewish boy to dancing on the grave of an insane tyrant? He would figure that out later. Right now he was more concerned with specifics. “There have to be strings attached. What are they and how many?”

			“Just one or two or three. Like having a clinical psychologist and a child psychiatry specialist on board who just received Fulbright fellowships if they agree to set it all up. And, should they agree, the child psychiatrist in question—that would be you, Dr. Moskowitz—will be receiving an immediate honorable discharge to take the position if he is amenable. And perhaps that amenability could be induced if a certain army nurse would like to work here with you?”

			“Uh . . . uh . . .” Izzy was gob smacked. “But I’m just ten days short and . . .”

			“What are the other strings?” Gregg filled in, glancing toward the mission, his face filled with more hope than Izzy had seen since Gregg had left on his own DEROS eight months before.

			“There is a rumored psychiatric facility said to be secretly set up as a black ops site out on the border. My sources are mixed on the subject, which means I need to do more independent research. That will take a little while. If it turns out to be real and as disturbing as it sounds, I’ll be in need of a couple of top notch shrinks to go under cover with me to what is called The Killing School.”

			“The Killing School,” Gregg repeated. “What the hell kind of school is that?”

			“I think we do good work together,” was JD’s answer.

			“Uh . . . uh . . .” Izzy felt as though his vocabulary had been reduced to a single syllable, but he couldn’t deny that he was intrigued. As long as snakes and caves and maniacal albinos weren’t part of the deal.

			As if reading his mind, JD said, “Go back to New York, Izzy. Take a month or three; longer if you need it. And take Margie along with you. I already have two first-class tickets. See what it’s like back in the world, see where you belong and who you belong with.”

			And with that JD reached into his pants pockets and pulled out from either side a silver bracelet. 

			“One for you,” he said, extending a bracelet to Gregg, “and one for you,” the other one held out to Izzy. “These are from Zhang. A token of his and the tribal people’s appreciation for your courage and your service to them and others. They will remember you.” JD bowed deeply. “It is my honor to present these to you.” 

			There was a moment’s hesitation, a glance exchanged, both Izzy and Gregg knowing that with such honors came great responsibility.

			Izzy bowed back to JD and with the minimal amount of Vietnamese he had picked up, expressed his gratitude with, “Lòng biết o’n.” 

			“And the honor is mine to accept such a gift,” Gregg intoned, also bowing.

			“And then so it is,” JD confirmed as he placed the bracelets on their left wrists. “Although I have not always been worthy of the cup of your friendship, never doubt that whatever you decide, or wherever you go from here, I will always consider you my most trusted friends. And I will always have your backs.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			On the boat ride over to the island he called home, JD knew it wouldn’t quite be the same when he arrived. Not without Kate to share the hammock beneath a tropical, dusky sky, or to share a dinner of crispy fish and pineapple from the headman’s sister with Kate saying, “I’m calling the front desk and extending my stay.”

			Although Kate would not be at his little bungalow, and she would not be picking out stereo albums to dance to—“One” was his theme song now—at least the things that mattered most to him would still be waiting. The Jungle Book his mother had read to him as a boy; the handkerchief with lipstick traces beside an embroidered PJ, but now missing a gold coin to go with it; the rest of his treasures from the past in a sandalwood box. The centuries-old Go board the abbot had presented to him in a deeply meaningful ceremony. 

			He had written about that, and so much more, in the journals and stray pages he had accumulated over two decades of writing. Writing about his mother, the truths, the lies, the suspicions, his education few in the Western world would readily understand. Their world was too new, and that informed their realities. 

			They had theirs. And he had his. 

			As for Kate’s choices, the reality was he had been crushed. He had, after all, hoped Kate would be his salvation; he had willed the past to rewrite itself with a new beginning that went beyond working for a country he was a citizen of, but had no particular fondness for. Southeast Asia always had been, and always would be, his home, while America was an arrogant big pirate who could do, and had done, great things for many, and yet had a very bad habit of stomping all over their little whores when they deemed it in their best interest. 

			Pirates and Whores. He wondered if Phillip had shared that story with Kate.

			The journals and pages in his hands were enough to make Tolstoy weep. What a fool he had been to want to give Kate every knowledge about him that no one else had. And now, if he opened his hands and threw it all away upon the South China Sea as intended, no one else ever would. At least not by virtue of all the memories he had recorded, many of them honoring the voices of his teachers, their lessons.

			JD debated. He thought he detected a faint whiff of jasmine and sandalwood, a distant wind chime of a whisper telling him, You silly boy, do you think it will change anything? You know the story isn’t over yet, now don’t you? There will be more to tell.

			He hesitated, but only slightly, before laying his life story on the deck, beside his feet, protected from the sweet, cool breeze that softly kissed his ear.

			As the boat moved on and up and over the next swell he thought of another boat, where he had given Kate the Go stone as a symbol his life was incomplete without her. 

			She had given it back to him, along with his silver Montagnard friendship bracelets, in Paris. Only then had she confronted him about leaving her alone to fend for herself on the boat.

			He had done no such thing, of course. Two of the special forces marines who had come to summon him were specifically assigned to stay until he returned, and upon realizing such was not to be, he had secured the necessary promise from General Claymore, who reported to Phillip, that Kate would be safely returned to the mission. 

			Even so, he took responsibility for not anticipating the initial protection might be insufficient, his orders trumped, or the promises given, a sham. 

			Whether it was Phillip or The Pale Man or possibly both who ensured she was kidnapped to trap him into their game, he did not know. But the end result to his and Kate’s relationship was the same. Kate believed the worst of him, that he would leave her unprotected, his promises as worthless as the father that had deserted her mother. And she had turned on him as a result.

			He wanted to believe that was excuse enough, that he would have done the same thing, and what they once had was still worth fighting for. 

			JD fingered the white Go stone Kate had returned. There was a last golden rule of Go that was not his favorite but held great wisdom for those players who would heed it: Look for peace. Avoid fighting in an isolated or weak situation.

			JD skated the white stone across the water and watched until it sank beneath the sea.
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			Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way. 

			
— Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning
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			This wasn’t supposed to be Israel Moskowitz’s war. What country in its right mind would draft a child psychiatrist fresh out of his residency from Columbia University Med School and send him to Vietnam in 1969? But Izzy was here for the duration: three-sixty-four and a wake-up. A year that would change everything. 

			Assigned to the 99KO, the psychiatric unit of the 8th Field Hospital in sultry Nha Trang, Izzy attempts to use his skills in ways he never could have imagined; not to heal, but to get boys back onto the field of battle. A circle of compatriots soon grows around him – Gregg, the surfer dude turned psychologist; Rick, the tough-as-nails Special Ops commando; J.D., a man of many guises and even more secrets; Margie, the gorgeous, relentless head psychiatric nurse; Kate, the stunning thrill-seeker with a taste for the illicit; Nikki, the endearing, incongruously sweet Red Cross dolly. As their relationships weave and intertwine, the face of Vietnam evolves for Izzy. 

			But nothing will turn his world upside down – and redefine the nature of war to him – like the mission on which he finds himself an unwilling participant. Someone is massacring soldiers in unthinkable ways with the goal of demoralizing via terror, and Izzy needs to be part of the team tracking down the killer. Before he’d come to Vietnam, Izzy had never heard the term “ghost soldier.” Now one might dictate what remains of his life. 

			Written with the verisimilitude only possible from someone who has been there, There Will Be Killing is an unforgettable work of fiction brimming with horror and humanity.

			Here’s an excerpt:

			“There are many kinds of casualties in wars,” the Colonel began. “Psychiatric casualties, of course, have been around since the beginning of warfare. Human beings, although an aggressive, brutal, and vicious species, are not well designed for long-term combat stress.…”

			Israel stared at his new Chief of Psychiatry and CO, Lt. Colonel Kohn, a kindly middle-aged career officer from the Midwest, and tried to focus on his little welcome speech. The other medical personnel, including Gregg, were busy with morning rounds, so just three of them were gathered at the table that doubled as a nurses station: Colonel Kohn, him, and the other new shrink, Dr. J.D. Mikel, who had called him by an old nickname, Izzy. He said it so slap-to-the-back familiar it felt déjà vu weird. Only his best friend Morrie could still get away with calling him that. And that was only because Morrie had been confined to a wheelchair since seventh grade after trying to save Israel’s dog from getting hit by a speeding cab on their way to play ball in a park.

			The unit’s mascot, a mutt Gregg had called “K.O.,” parked her rump by Israel’s chair, which directly faced the air conditioner unit blasting cold air for the entire room, and its marching line of beds filled with psychiatric casualties. If the random tremor in his hands and constant urge to puke were any indicator, Israel feared it wouldn’t be long before he was a candidate for one of those beds himself. 

			Mikel caught his line of vision, gave a slight conspiratorial smile, and then covered his mouth for a little yawn as Colonel Kohn went on about earlier American wars, when soldiers would return with “the shakes,” or people would say that old Sam had lost his nerve, but how, by the beginning of the Vietnam War, Pentagon researchers had scientifically determined that nearly everyone in a combat situation was slowly breaking down the entire time that they were exposed to war. 

			“Basically, it is just a matter of time.” Colonel Kohn gestured toward a thrashing patient in full restraints. “Everyone’s psyche, they realized, was slowly eroding. Some faster, due to earlier childhood and life traumas, and others perhaps from too much, too soon in the war zone, with quick and repeated exposure to horrors moving up the erosion—” 

			“Help me! HELP ME!” screamed the patient, jerking against the restraints with such force his spine arched off the mattress, causing the metal headboard to slam against the wall. The head nurse, a luscious redhead in jungle fatigues Israel had briefly met, Capt. Margie Kennedy, broke from the morning rounds entourage and moved in that direction.

			“True, some humans are slower to wear down,” Colonel Kohn sonorously intoned, “perhaps due to their fortunate genetics and upbringing. And in rare cases, a few individuals actually seem to thrive. . . .” He glanced at Mikel before looking again directly at Israel. “But by the time we got to this war, here in Vietnam, the Pentagon was anticipating these kinds of mental casualties. This is why we are all here.”

			Here. As in the 99th KO. The 8th Field Hospital’s psychiatric unit conveniently placed in a combat zone. We. As in the psychiatrists, psychologists, psychiatric social workers, psychiatric nurses, and enlisted psychiatric techs who are doing the good work for our brave fellow men in uniform, serving on the front lines of Vietnam.…

			Finally, Colonel Kohn wound it all up with, “The rate of psychiatric casualties is huge and basically unknown to the general population back home. But really, there is one thing, and one thing only, that matters and you can never forget. The patients here are very dangerous. Every minute, every hour and day that you are here, never forget that these patients were trained to kill people. There is no locked ward. Forget, even for a second, that you are treating trained killers who have been pushed over the edge, and you could be the one going back home in a body bag. Any questions?” was clearly directed at Israel who stared numbly back at Colonel Kohn while the loud drone of the air conditioner blended with another shriek of “HELP ME!” 

			“Okay then, we have an interesting catatonic patient with Dr. Thibeaux to discuss, along with our rather vocal Sergeant Waters in the restraints over there. Dr. Mikel, Dr. Moskowitz?” The colonel got up, his attention carefully trained on the new child psychiatrist. “After you.”

			As they moved toward the mind-blasted Sergeant Waters, Israel tried to wrap his brain around what he’d been repeatedly told in officer’s training: His first priority was to “preserve the fighting force,” which meant not getting damaged soldiers like these home. No, his job was to get them back to their units and the same combat zones that had landed them in this front line mental hospital that made Bellevue look like Club Med. 

			“As you can see, we have fourteen beds here,” Colonel Kohn was saying. “These patients have been brought in from the field or came through our Camp McDermott outpatient clinic. It’s just a short drive and for now the two of you will be accompanying Dr. Kelly out there every day directly after rounds.” Having caught up with the group, Kohn addressed the leader, mid-thirties at most, with thinning brown hair spared from a comb-over. “This is our chief psychiatrist, Dr. Robert David Thibeaux. Robert David, I believe you were on call last night. Would you care to fill us in on the situation here with Sergeant Waters?” 

			“Well, now thank you Dr. Kohn, it would surely be my pleasure.” Robert David Thibeaux’s refined southern accent and aristocratic bearing struck Israel as absurd in this setting as the military making attempted suicide a punishable, criminal offense because it damaged government property. “It was a quiet night except for Waters. The Sergeant has been agitated, and ranting and hallucinating constantly about this so-called Boogeyman story that got started a few weeks ago and seems to be spreading like a bad case of VD.” 

			“And what has the Sergeant said about this Boogeyman?” Mikel asked.

			Waters cried out a terrible sound, a keening wail punctuated by “Ghost Soldier! He gets you in the dark. Shep’s dead, everyone’s dead. Oh god, please,” he gasped, pleaded, “Help me!” 

			For a blessed moment Israel was able to completely detach, to step outside his body and observe the macabre scene like he was back home in the movie theater, watching the horror film he’d seen last year, Night of the Living Dead. Only now starring in the show was Sergeant Waters, eyes bulging, panting, and sobbing; writhing in restraints on the mattress like he was being attacked by ghouls. And Mikel, he could be the director, stroking his chin and strangely untouched by the riveting performance. The surrounding audience, all dressed in mottled green, zoomed in and out, then snap. 

			A SLAM of metal bed to steel Quonset wall coincided with the sudden shriek of “STOP”—Slam—“STOP”—Slam—“STOP!” Waters’ earlier shrieking and writhing violently escalated, accompanied now by terrible grimaces and facial tics that were hideous to watch. 

			Thibeaux urgently tried to calm him with that low, soothing voice that dripped culture from somewhere down south, an assurance of “Shh, nothing will hurt you here. All the bad things have gone away.” Then, to Margie asked, “How much Thorazine did you give him before?”

			“Two hundred and fifty milligrams. He gets it b.i.d.”

			“My god,” Israel blurted, disbelief overtaking his horror of the whole scene. “Two-fifty twice a day? That is a ton. He shouldn’t even be conscious.” 

			“But as you can see, it is not even touching him,” responded Thibeaux. “More Margie, up it stat to three hundred fifty q.i.d. The hallucinations are driving his agitation towards burning him up in his own skin.”

			As Margie saw to the injection, Thibeaux continued to soothe Waters in a lullaby voice until the drugs kicked in, mercifully quick, then promptly ushered the group “right this way” as if they were being led to a cotillion ball rather than another hospital bed, fully occupied, eerily silent.

			“We have here Lieutenant Bill Wilson. Just brought in two days ago from Pleiku.” Solicitously, “How are you, Lieutenant?”

			Wilson stared up at the ceiling, unblinking, his eyes fixed on something no one else could see. 

			Clap, clap! The sharp strike of Thibeaux’ palms next to Wilson’s ear produced nothing, not even a flinch. Next Thibeaux shouted, “Look out!” 

			Israel ducked, covering his head with the hands he struggled to get under control.

			Someone softly touched his shoulder. “It’s okay.” Gregg’s voice.

			Israel forced his hands from his head and behind his back, the substance of jelly. Then Margie caught his gaze. She was looking at him with a kind of knowing look. Even if he couldn’t force more than a grimace in response to her little smile, Israel was grateful. Thank god, he thought, there is someone else here as scared as me.

			“Observe.” Thibeaux gently lifted Wilson’s arm high into the air, released. It stayed there, a mannequin pose.

			“As you can see, Lieutenant Wilson exhibits classic catatonic features. The waxy flexibility of his limbs and the nonresponsiveness to sensory stimulation confirms this diagnosis. Lieutenant Wilson was found in the field, sitting there, just like this. He has yet to speak. Every man around him in the field had been killed. Clearly, they are not speaking either regarding what happened to instigate this extraordinary condition.”

			“Wilson is our newest arrival and will likely be sent out within a week, Dr. Moskowitz,” explained Colonel Kohn. “We have only seven days or less with the patients. If they are admitted here, they are almost always acute and severe and if we do not think that we can get them back to duty within seven days then they are sent out to Japan.” 

			Thibeaux lowered Wilson’s arm, touched him warmly on his shoulder, a sincere “thank you, Bill,” and he moved on to the next bed where another poor soul, in full leather restraints on his wrists and ankles, slept heavily. His face was calm, at peace, and Israel could see that he was just a big boy. 

			“Corporal Kim Sellers,” Margie announced, handing Thibeaux another metal clad chart.

			“Corporal Sellers is completely restrained and heavily sedated with good cause,” Thibeaux continued, as though lectures in catatonia and demonstration lessons of deep compassion were just a typical day’s work. “This man is extremely agitated. He is paranoid and he is violent. We have dangerous jobs here, Dr. Moskowitz. The KO down in Saigon lost their psychiatrist, a social worker and a specialist six months ago. They weren’t the first and they won’t be the last.”

			“Lost?” Israel noticed the group was very quiet. “How were they lost?”

			“They were killed by a patient. And unless we want to risk the same fate, we must all be most careful with our Corporal here. He is quite dangerous to himself—and to you. And you … and you.” Thibeaux’ finger pointing down the line ended with Israel, before Thibeaux jabbed the air a good distance from the unconscious Sellers, as if he didn’t trust the corporal’s teeth from taking a body part while the rest of him slept. “Watch him. We will keep him heavily sedated, but do not turn your backs to him if you get him up to the toilet or you are feeding him or bathing him. The medication will slow him but he is a tied up tiger. And he will not hesitate to take you down.”

			Israel willed himself to detach again, but he couldn’t. His head was buzzing and his stomach churned bile, produced by the dawning realization that he was in a war zone where the patients were murdering their doctors. This was worse than anything in a horror movie. He was trapped in a ghastly prison sentence and had a year of his life to spend in this kind of special hell. Why, why, hadn’t he followed in his father’s footsteps and gone to law school instead?

			“Good work, Robert David.” Colonel Kohn congratulated Thibeaux with a salute. “Okay folks, that’s it. Clinic people, move out.” Then, privately, “Dr. Moskowitz, as you can see we keep some formality in rounds, trying of course to remember we are doctors here in this place.”

			Israel swallowed. His throat was sandpaper. He felt numb all over, except his fingers, toes were tingling. He didn’t trust his voice but he had to say something. “Yes, sir. Where—where is the clinic again?”

			The Colonel came in closer, put a steadying hand on his shoulder. “Take it easy, Izzy,” he said quietly. “It’s your first day. Don’t worry, we will get you through this.”

			For the second time today someone had called him Izzy. It took Israel back to more innocent times. It took him back to Morrie who would roar at the irony of his best pal getting saddled with a dorky nickname he’d ditched at the onset of pubescent acne when Iz ze da pits or what? threatened to stick like gum to a shoe.

			What Morrie got stuck with was worse. Much worse. He would trade in his wheelchair for combat boots and jungle fatigues in a heartbeat. And because Israel needed to find some dark humor in something, do a little more penance for the accident no one had ever blamed him for but himself, “Izzy” managed a nod. 

			“That’s it,” said Kohn, sounding like a proud coach whose best player hadn’t let a little rough sacking take him out of the game. He even threw in a back slap as he called, “Hey, Gregg, would you be so kind as to take Izzy and Dr. Mikel for the usual introductions at headquarters with The Emperor, then show them the ropes at the clinic?”

			“My pleasure, sir,” Gregg called back and promptly steered his charges out of the air conditioned unit and into the sweltering heat. 

			The effect was immediate and intense. Izzy felt like he’d slammed into an invisible forest fire while the humidity simultaneously plunged him under boiling water. He struggled to breathe. Sweat moved down his back and his thighs. 

			“It’s hot,” he gasped, and felt so damn stupid. You’re in a war. If you aren’t careful, the patients are going to kill you, and here you are whining about the weather? 

			“Oh yeah, it’s hot at first, but then…” Gregg gave him a sympathetic look, “...it can get even worse if you’re not careful. You’re not wearing underwear are you?”

			“Uh. . .”

			“Because you can get a bad rash if you do.”

			“Yeah, crotch rot is bad,” agreed Mikel, who must not be human because he was not sweating, panting, or showing any signs of physical distress. “Guys bleed down there if it gets bad and if they get infected, it’s worse than bad. You hanging in there, Izzy?” 

			“Yeah, yeah. Fine, fine,” he lied, knowing if this cool cat Mikel in his aviator shades was showing concern, he must look like road kill. Izzy half expected to see buzzards circling overhead while they continued to traipse across the metal tracks that covered the sand and mud stretching to the headquarters it was taking them forever to reach.

			The many different buildings serving various hospital functions that Gregg pointed out en route had a temporary yet somehow established feel—like the Red Cross building that looked a bit like a tropical lounge with a bunch of soldiers hanging around on a thatched roof porch where a stunning brunette suddenly emerged. 

			Spying Gregg, she gave a whistle and waved.

			“Hey, Nikki!” Gregg stopped in mid-step and motioned her over. “Got a couple of new docs in town for you to meet.”

			As the prettier than pretty Red Cross girl in a dress bounded their way, every eyeball still on the porch ate up her tracks. With a dazzling smile spiked with a twang, Nikki said, “Well, welcome to Vietnam, Doctors. Come on over and get some cold lemonade. Make a phone call while you’re at it.”

			“That’s a very kind offer,” responded Mikel. “But Gregg’s taking us to headquarters.”

			“Yeah, thanks a lot, Nikki,” Gregg agreed before Izzy could protest, “but I promised Colonel Kohn I’d get them introduced to Colonel Kellogg, then out to the Camp McDermott clinic. Maybe later?”

			“You just come when you can, Gregg, and I’ll make y’all some fresh lemonade. And remember, I’ve got the phone if you want to call home. Even if it’s not Wednesday.” A wink and Nikki was gone. 

			Gregg and Mikel were already several paces ahead when Gregg stopped and pointed to the space between them. “Hey, Iz, if you want to know all there is to know about Nikki, ya gotta come and get it.” 

			Izzy caught up in the hope there might be some cold air at headquarters to compensate for the phone call he was dying to make to his fiancé. The letters Rachel had sent to officer’s training were already falling apart from his constant folding and unfolding to read and re-read what he had already committed to memory.

			“Nikki is Margie’s roommate.” Gregg’s voice had some kind of soothing magic to it, like they were chumming around the water cooler for some hospital gossip. “Nikki is a really fine woman—they both are—but while Margie’s available, Nikki has something going with a strange one that was fortunately elsewhere this morning. Peck, you’ll meet him soon enough. He’s the other psychiatrist besides Robert David.”

			“What makes Peck so strange?” Mikel sounded curious. Izzy didn’t care if this Peck ate lab rats for breakfast as long as he could get his hands on that phone and chug a gallon of the lemonade Nikki had offered.

			“Well … I don’t like to badmouth anyone, but let’s just say he’s a real piece of work. One day he’s Mr. Nice Guy, the next he’s filing a report because some captain passed him on the highway. Oops. Guess I did cut that one a little close. He left some candy out on the table at our quarters, and then got all pissed off because Robert David ate a piece while he was gone. Petty things like that, plus some other stuff you’ll hear about that gets a little disturbing. Peck has a room at the villa, doesn’t use it much, which suits the rest of us fine.” Gregg shrugged. “You can draw your own conclusions when you meet him, but beats me what Nikki sees in the man. Especially, because she’s a ‘Dolly.’” 

			“A what?”

			“He means a Red Cross Dolly,” Mikel explained. “They got the nickname Donut Dollies because of all the donuts they gave out to the troops in World War II.”

			“Donuts sound good.” Izzy wondered if he could keep one down if Nikki offered one along with the lemonade. How he had loved the donuts that were always around the hospital break room. A little too much perhaps, though no one would guess it now. He had already dropped twenty pounds and was on track to lose another five in water weight before they made it to the stupid headquarters.

			“They do a lot of other work to support our men. Like having a shoulder to spare when ‘Dear Johns’ get delivered, and that’s a huge help for sure with morale,” Gregg said. “Except for the nurses, the Dollies are the only round eyes around here.”

			“Round eyes?” 

			“The women who aren’t Asian.” Mikel again. 

			“She, uh…she said something about a call?” 

			“Sure, let’s come back after lunch. It is Big Wednesday, phone call day.” Gregg thumbed back at the line of soldiers on the porch that was now behind them. “You can call home, back to the world. It’s a big deal.”

			Home. Izzy nodded, unable to get another word past the lump in his throat. Calling home would be a very big deal right now, bigger than any deal he could think of. Because he felt like an eight year old sent off to camp—

			A camp so far away it was no longer considered to be in the world.
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			We hope you enjoyed this book. We at Fiction Studio Books are committed to bringing readers fulfilling reading experiences. Our writers are deeply dedicated to their craft, and we believe this shows in the passion and energy they bring to every book.

			If you’d like to get regular updates and special offers on our titles, you can join our mailing list here.

		

	
		
			Are you a writer?

			Do you want to be a better writer?

			Do you want to be part of a community with your fellow writers?

			Join us at Authors First.
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