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CHINA'S DEADLY BACK DOOR

 



CHAPTER 1

 


Damn it. How did they find me!

The young American saw them just as they
rounded the curve in the gravel road as he limped from Vietnam to
Laos. Two Oriental figures materialized out of the fog. Their
high-pitched voices were piercing and argumentative. Through the
swirling fog he saw one man shake a rifle and yell at the other.
They got closer. There was no place to hide.

Wait. Maybe they haven't seen me yet.
Cautiously, Jason Harte dropped to his knees and crawled to the
side of the road in the Laotian village. His hand slipped into a
shallow ditch. It was an open sewer. It gurgled the vile, stinking
effluent of the Laotian neighborhood. He crouched lower and felt
tightness in his chest as the horrible odor penetrated his
nostrils. His fists clenched. A third man appeared only paces
behind the first two. His voice was like a shriek. He carried a
shotgun. Jason's caution yielded to panic.

He had to hide. The sewer was the only place.
He crawled into the nasty muck, picking up a short piece of
discarded garden hose on the way. Putrid, disgusting slime worked
its way through his clothes, onto his face, and into his ears as he
sank beneath the vileness. He forced the filthy hose in his mouth
and began to breathe beneath the green slime. Nausea
threatened.

Bile that accumulated in his throat was
suddenly forced back by the shattering explosion of the shotgun and
the sharp cries of angry men. He could hear pounding feet. They
must have seen me. There was no escape from the ditch.

Then the shooting stopped. A moment of
silence followed. Is it safe?

Not quite. Suddenly, pain gashed into his
back like a sharp bayonet. In a blinding instant his entire life
flashed across his consciousness.

An acknowledged potential for greatness
dissolved into the unachievable. Aspirations to become a successful
businessman with an outstanding reputation for honesty and brisk
acumen slipped away in the sewer.

How could my life end in a stinking pit like
this?

Well, why not? Jason Harte was a hunted man
who had just murdered seven people.

 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


 


Only twenty-four hours earlier a faded sun
settled into the drizzle on the western horizon. Jason had run
through a deluge that washed away his tears. How clean and cool the
rain had been. He was walking away from one life. Another awaited
him.

A new life. No longer would he allow himself
to kill. Success in air combat had its rewards. Pride first of all.
And he was full of it. But questions had begun to plague him about
the meaning of life if the result was nothing more than pride
bestowed on those who killed. Where was his contribution to
mankind? How were high social and Christian values to be spread
across God's world by a killer? What right does one have to lay
claim to a set of moral values when he violates them and is
rewarded for doing it?

Screw it. I've got to get as far west as I
can before the morning traffic starts. The downed pilot's blond
hair flew waggishly when he broke into a dead run. The road began
to twist and turn in the lower elevations of the valleys between
green Vietnamese mountains. Only the meager valley floor had been
cleared for the gravel road and subsistence farming. Tiny rice and
tobacco fields nestled against the valley walls. Raised paths gave
carts access to shanties whose occupants were supported only by
their minimal agriculture. In the mire of the rice paddies ancient
looking people were bent with toil. Those who stood to look at him
remained humped at the waist. Neither man nor woman laid claim to
any distinguishing physical attribute. All looked to have survived
hardship. All were bent. All gazed with passive interest at the
tall pedestrian.

Heavy clouds were descending from the Laotian
mountains that he had chosen as his escape route from Vietnam. A
couple of vehicles passed by, their windshield wipers scratching
grooves in mud splattered glass. He merely stepped into the trees
to avoid being seen while he got as far away as possible from his
downed Navy jet.

Laos was further away than the ordinary, but
more dangerous, escape route to the South China Sea. But he had
lived in Laos until his teenage years. After that pleasant time his
father, a kindly but stern Presbyterian missionary in the village
of Kenthao, had taken him back to the United States to see to his
education. It made sense to go there now. To escape. To start
again.

Panting as he jogged, he let his mind return
to his childhood. I always wondered whether I would ever have a
chance to speak Laotian again. He slowed to a trot, wiped water
from his blue eyes, and tried to recall the lexicon of the Laotian
Lao Lum. He had never become particularly fluent in the Mien and
Hmong dialects or familiar with their patois. A reality invaded his
musing. He had not yet reached Laos. I wish I had learned more
Vietnamese. "Hey baby. Want to--" isn't going to help me here like
it did in last week back in Saigon.

In the late afternoon he stopped at a stream
crossing. The purling mountain water looked clean and refreshing
enough to drink, but for the pathogens that lurked there. So he
searched his side pockets and griped, These water purification
pills aren't worth crap. There's no cup in my survival gear. A
pistol, a map, and some pills. Great. Why not a cup, for God's
sake. He grumbled to himself and wandered into the dark forest.
There, in the knuckle of a giant limb, he found a puddle of
rainwater that had a woody taste. Savoring it, he thought, This
tastes like water from that sodden bucket in the well back home in
New Mexico. A taste that was remembered fondly because it was
unpolluted by the aspirations of men who would send their nations
to war. Unspoiled by the loss of innocence. In my new world,
I'll regain my own innocents. I'll become a normal, peace loving
businessman. I'll keep life fresh and clean, like this water. Sure,
I'm going to return to the Navy and finish my tour of duty. But
after that I'm through with combat flying. I'm through with
killing. Brown moss hung to his thumb. When he flipped it away,
it hit on the surface of the clear water. He tried to push it
aside. But that messed up everything except the forested
silence.

Then he heard something. Engine noise. A
truck engine. From behind a tree he saw a truck splashing eastward.
While rubbing a shoulder that had been bruised in the crash, he
noted that those primeval artists who decorated military equipment
with their concept of camouflage had been at it again. Its body was
painted with unshapely stripes of green and brown. The tarpaulin
that covered the cargo area was the color of diddle, that foul
accumulation of ash, unburned tobacco, nicotine, tar, and spit that
inevitably oozed beneath the fire in the bottom of his dad's pipe.
Like man, he thought, pipe tobacco is glorious and
aromatic when it is fresh and young, but quite another matter when
time has had its way.

A sandal-clad foot dangled lazily from the
back of the truck where the back flap had been tied open. The scene
could have been prosaic if it had occurred in the depths of the
Great Smoky Mountains. But not here. Not with the expressions of
the two Vietnamese in the front seat. Something about their
countenance was grim and forbidding. As the truck drove by he
noticed that it was a little larger than a standard pickup. With
wheels wide apart and a low center of gravity, it was obviously a
powerful utility vehicle meant for rugged terrain. Military, most
likely.

Moments later, he heard another truck engine
- or maybe the same one. It approached from the east. Are these
guys searching for me? They must have found the plane by
now.

He slipped into a copse and listened. The
truck slowed down. Then it stopped. Could they have seen me
before I got off the road? How many of them are there? How are they
armed? What are their orders? How unfamiliar it was to appraise
the enemy when his weaponry had been reduced by so many orders of
magnitude. How refreshing.

But, like the moss in his drinking water, the
truck represented a threat to his hopes. Suddenly, danger had
reappeared. This was not an academic equation to be solved by
airborne computers and mental calculus. This is real, he
thought. Wake up. These guys are after your ass.

He moved through the dense trees toward
the road to get a better look. The waterlogged forest muted the
sound of a door slamming.

There it is. He ducked behind a tree.
There it is. Parked on the shoulder not a hundred feet away. He
wiped sweat out of the dimple on his clean-shaven chin. There's
only one guy there. Probably the one who slammed the door.

No such luck. At that moment another man
stepped down from the cab. Imperiously, he left his door standing
open as if he expected someone else to close it for him. The
Imperious One walked with a pronounced strut. A crooked smile
displayed yellowed, uneven teeth. His physiognomy was venal and
treacherous. A cigarette dangled from slightly snarled lips that
spurted out from under a thin, mangy looking mustache.

Slung over his shoulder on a lanyard was a
pistol with which Jason was totally unfamiliar. Its barrel was
hardly larger than his own Colt .45 although the body was
considerably wider and the handle was longer. Some kind of machine
pistol, he guessed while noticing that the Imperious One rested his
right hand on the weapon as if it were his swagger stick.

The driver hurried around the truck to offer
his services with unmitigated servility. The two men did not enter
the forest to search. Instead, they walked to the rear of the truck
where the Imperious One hoisted himself with a neat handspring that
landed him under the tarpaulin canopy.

What the hell are they doing? And who cares?
Except that I could use that truck. Better than walking all the way
to Laos.

He began to crawl toward the truck, staying
low until he got very close.

There were sounds of feet scuffling inside
the cargo area. He heard grunts and cynical laughter amid staccato
shouting. The Imperious One issued a harsh order above the noise.
It was followed by a triumphant shout and the ugly laughter of
three or four men.

Another quick order was issued. The obedient
driver instantly hopped out of the truck with a rifle in his hands.
He surveyed the area as if he had been instructed to be a look out.
The silence was marred only by quiet scuffling sounds from within
the cargo area just out of Jason's sight. Maybe there was a muffled
cry.

A hand appeared from the shadow of the cargo
area. It laid the machine pistol on the floor next to the truck's
open tail flap. The Imperious One appeared over the weapon. His
ugly smile had turned into a smirk. In his hand he triumphantly
held a pair of faded blue pants, which he threw to the ground. Then
he discarded a small piece of pink clothing by spinning it away
like a Frisbee.

A pair of underwear floated to the roadway
and landed in a puddle of water.

Damn, Jason swallowed the words. I
know panties when I see them. What's going on in there?

Jason worked his way to a tree next to the
roadway. There he saw the ugly little man turn around and drop his
trousers to his knees. He knelt down and pulled on a pair of bare
ankles, spreading them wide apart. The obedient driver leaned his
rifle against the fender and grabbed a tiny foot that he eagerly
pushed wide to one side. The Imperious One took the girl's ankles
into his hands and dragged her across the floor toward him,
spreading her legs even farther apart. She made a pitiful, gagged
cry for help and tried to turn sideways. Her gasp was muffled when
the Imperious One rolled himself forward on his knees between her
almost white legs. The girl shuddered.

Something exploded in Jason's mind. Righteous
anger and utter revulsion twisted his face into a terrible grimace.
Lurid sinews bulged in his throat. He stood and walked to the back
of the truck. Lechery and prurience had distracted the men's
attention from everything except the supine girl who was pinned to
the floor. The Imperious One laid his body on top of her, guiding
himself toward her. Her scream was muted. As Jason approached,
service pistol cocked, he saw that the girl's head was cradled
against the knees of a grinning, sandal clad man who held her by
her shoulders. A fourth man held one of her arms. Her legs were
spread widely apart revealing white thighs that cupped her exposed
pink femininity. Her face was a mask of horror. Her lips were
pulled tightly over her teeth in a terrible grimace.

The man who held her shoulders was the first
to see Jason. He released her, pointed and screamed an expletive.
The other three men jerked around to face the danger.
Simultaneously, they reached for weapons.

Venue was established. Jason's blood boiled
with an angry, moral rage. He shot the obedient driver in the face.
The heavy .45 slug snapped his head back so hard that it hit his
shoulder blades. The one who had been holding her arm had his rifle
up in an instant. Jason gave him two chest shots that knocked him
into the wall. The one who had been holding her shoulders was still
pointing, frozen, and then dead with the girl's head resting on his
knees. He arched over backward, crimson blood spurting from a
fountain in his throat. Smoke billowed out of the barrel of the
pistol. The odor of burned cordite filled the truck.

The Imperious One, who had reached his
machine pistol, seemed to freeze in the realization that he would
never have time to raise it. He lifted only his eyes. When Jason
moved the .45 towards the man's face, they were no longer aslant,
but wide and bulging in fearful anticipation. Jason, steady and
deliberate, aimed at the petrified face. Full of disgust, he pulled
the trigger three times. The face morphed into a bloody pulp. The
rigid body of the Imperious One crumpled to the floor over the
girl's legs.

I killed them.

At close range he had ended a human life.
Eyes that had been tight with anticipation now squinted. His
stomach trembled.

What have I done?

His father's flinty voice accused him of
being worse than Jezebel. He had betrayed his faith. Jason had
surely killed men when he gunned them out of the sky. It was done
professionally, even surgically, in the highest tradition of the
U.S. Navy. He had out-classed and out-performed his enemy, serving
his country under the exact terms of his commission.

But these creeps aren't even wearing
uniforms. What if they're civilian employees of the NVA? Am I
entitled to kill them?

His stomach got queasy.

Of course I am. Where did that question come
from? They got exactly what they deserved. Sure, I had no direct
orders from on high or anywhere else to kill them. And I'm through
with killing anyway. But what choice was there?

Furrows wrung sweat from his forehead.

Am I entitled to become a law unto myself,
establish venue, judge, sentence, and execute?

There was a time when he had moral guidelines
that were easily within the ambit of the socially and legally
acceptable. Now? His stomach quivered uncontrollably.

I never wanted to kill a man. I never wanted
to hurt anyone. It's wrong. What happened? How could I have done
this?

Nausea overwhelmed him. Sickness like death
sucked him into its vortex.

Turning away from the horror, the world
looked about the same except for a presence. Black clouds occluded
the sky in the west. Perhaps there was a greater heaviness in the
air. Jezebel and her Baal Prophets writhed in and out of the
currents, motioning Jason to follow. He had sinned. He became one
of them.

Trembling, he looked into the girl's terror
filled eyes for forgiveness. With his free hand he pulled the body
off her legs. It flopped onto the road. She didn't move. A little
red and blue crest adorned her bloody shirt, which had been shoved
up around her neck, bore. She was only a schoolgirl, a mere child
of ten or twelve, helpless and frightened.

Jason retrieved her clothing. He placed the
baggy pants modestly across her widely spread legs. Then he picked
up the bloody man who had been holding her arm and threw his
remains out of the truck. The girl's lips, still pulled back and
frozen over clinched teeth, did not dare to move. Her little eyes
were fixed straight ahead in an expression of horror. Gently Jason
rested her head on an ammo can and began to drag the next body
away. He dumped it onto the exsanguinating heap.

With an effort he withdrew from the ivory
tower into which his revulsion had drifted. The environment there
was too rarefied for one whose sense of values was supposed to be
intaglio. An even greater effort was required to mesh troublesome
philosophical issues into the intense reality of his act. A great,
hidden sensitivity bore vague premonitions to the surface of his
consciousness. He tried to shrug. But he shuddered instead.

What do I do with this kid? She's petrified.
With some embarrassment he avoided looking into her eyes.

The machine pistol lay by the back flap. He
slung it ever his shoulder, grabbed two of the dead men by their
collars, and dragged them into the nearby trees. Then he got the
other two. A pool of blood had accumulated on the road. He wiped it
away with a shirt torn from one of the dead men.

The girl's facial expression had faintly
relaxed. She had not moved except to situate the pants over her
nudity.

Again the question arose about what to do
with her and with the truck. Actually the truck was a foregone
conclusion. This is my magic carpet to the Land of One Million
Elephants, he whispered to himself. But what about the girl?
Poor pitiful thing. She's starting to cry. Great compassion
arose within him. He touched her clothes and lifted them slightly
in an offering gesture with an affirmative nod and a controlled,
but tender, expression. Sinful man devoured by human compassion.
How can it be?

Leaving her to dress alone, he walked around
to see whether the key had been left in the ignition. Dallying with
his blood splattered .45, he passed some time comparing the two
pistols. Little letters were stamped into the barrel of the machine
pistol. They appeared to be written in Russian and seemed to say
Kovitch AL-21. A catch near the handle released the
ammunition clip from the handle revealing two columns of bullets
that were about the size of a .22 caliber magnum. It held sixty
rounds!

A moment later the child, head bowed, hands
clasped, stood quietly in front of him, barely four feet tall. He
motioned toward the open door. She got in and sat very still with
her hands in her lap below downcast eyes. After a short drive
westward, he spoke to her.

"Where do you live?" he asked. Her head bowed
a little lower. He asked the same question in a Laotian dialect.
She shook her head ever so slightly. After a couple minutes of deep
thought he drew a house in the dust on the dashboard. She raised
her eyes and motioned ahead.

She said nothing. When they passed the next
curve, two or three small houses came into view near the road. With
the teeniest movement she pointed at them. Jason pulled over and
stopped.

A face materialized behind an open window.
Outside, a man standing ankle deep in a muddy field looked up. A
figure walked past the doorway inside the house. Then another.

Tears were streaming in rivulets down the
child's small, round face although she made no sound. A light
breeze blew strands of her short-cropped, black hair. She didn't
move. Her eyes continued to study her white knuckled hands. They
had begun to wring each other. Jason had no word to express the
overwhelming pity he felt for her. She would not move even after he
opened the door for her. Six people shuffled out of the house.
Their anxiety seemed to border on fear. The man from the field
waded toward them.

Jason offered his hand to the little girl.
With his help, she finally slid out and walked beside him until
they reached the path that led to the first house. The people who
approached glared at him with contemptuous disgust and looked like
a jury that had just convicted him of child abuse. Tears dripped
onto the child's blouse, the powder blue of which had darkened with
the wetness. In time the eldest woman reached out her gnarled hand
and softly touched the girl's face with parental solicitude. The
girl took a trembling step forward, placed her arms around the
woman, and buried her wet face into the folds of a muddy jacket.
The woman pulled her close.

The man's face had a father's accusing,
disgusted look that seemed to be full of judgment and condemnation.
Jason was embarrassed by the obvious suspicion. This guy has a
right to hate me. Why not? He thinks I harmed the child. But I
killed. That's what I did. I violated one of God's most fundamental
laws. No wonder he looks at me that way. It's exactly what I
deserve.

Another women, about twenty years old, placed
her arms around the girl. Keeping her accusing eyes on Jason, she
whispered a question into the little girl's ear. The girl replied
between sobs that were the universal language of the helpless.

After the child spoke at length, the man
softened and looked into Jason's eyes and nodded his head - just
perceptibly. He removed his conical straw hat and handed it over
with a slight bow and an unintelligible explanation. The hat was a
votive gift to hide Jason's blond hair.

 


 


* * * * *

 


After leaving the family the drive westward
was as beautiful as a Sunday afternoon somewhere in upstate New
York. But this backward country was flagellating itself to death in
a civil war. Jason guessed that, After so many centuries of
racial intermixing in Vietnam and Southeast Asia, these people must
be killing members of their own families.

He thought, and perhaps mumbled, "The
bloodshed of World War II should have brought brotherhood to these
peoples in their isolated corner of the planet. They all fought
against, and were defeated by, a common enemy before being rescued
by the allies. Peace was restored from China and Korea right on
south through Vietnam and Cambodia, then westward through Thailand
and Malaysia, then south again to Singapore, back north to Burma
and on to India. Peace reached the inland countries that have
always been powerless and landlocked. Laos has virtually no economy
and northern Burma is nearly unpopulated. Tibet, Batten and Nepal
are strategically unreachable, high in the Himalayan Mountains. So
why has there been so much warfare in Southeast Asia? What is to
become of the remains of this torn land? It is rich in natural
resources and under-populated. All of the elements of destiny are
replete with the potential for growth, development, and prosperity.
But there is none. I guess blindness always leads
ineptly.

Jason, disturbed by his reflections of murder
and civil war, tried to regain an old innocence and put his own act
of killing into some broader, exculpatory perspective. But his
concentration lapsed repeatedly and dissolved into the spurting
blood that he had shed by his own hand. There was no rectitude for
him. There was only the demand from deep within his conscience that
he must never kill again. I will not kill! I will not.

The twisting tightness in his throat did not
relax until he approached an intersection. Releasing the
accelerator, he respite was welcome.

He expected to see a highway that ran due
north to the high altitude, northernmost ingress to Laos from
Vietnam. It was called the Tay Chang Pass. What he found instead
was smaller than a farm-to-market road in rural Texas. The gravel
road he had been driving on continued west to Xam Nua in central
Laos. It was a freeway by comparison to the northern route.

On the southeast corner of the intersection
were two small metal buildings standing ten or fifteen feet apart.
Sliding cargo doors gaped open. Monotony graced the fronts with
matching metal entrances and identically situated steel casement
windows.

Slowing down, Jason studied a duplicate of
the truck he was driving. It was being fueled from a gasoline tank
that sat on a rack in front of the buildings. Someone wearing a
blue shirt had just replaced the gas cap and was returning the
nozzle to its receptacle. Another identical truck was parked
nearby. I wonder whether this thing needs gas. Better try my
luck at refueling. Running out could be fatal.

Since his truck looked just like the other
two, he anticipated that it would be serviced with no problem.
Unless those bodies have been found. Innocently, he pulled
in behind the one that had just been topped off.

Without power steering, the vehicle turned
grudgingly. Gravel covered the entire driveway and crunched beneath
the feet of a blue-shirted man who was walking toward the
northernmost building. A glaring man exhibiting obvious authority
stepped out to meet him. The Glaring One was armed with a machine
pistol that strongly resembled the one Jason had taken from the
Imperious One. Maybe, he thought, these things are a
symbol of authority bestowed upon arrogant, authoritative, little
men.

The setting was benign until Jason stopped
behind the first truck. Apparently the Glaring One took personal
offense. He shouted and motioned an instruction to get behind the
second truck that must also have been waiting for fuel. With
animated indignation, the Glaring One shrieked instructions as he
approached, snarling through yellow, twisted teeth.

Stopping suddenly, he began to study Jason.
Then another order erupted from the fumarole that was his mouth.
The blue-shirted man ran toward the building. Another order was
barked at Jason who saw that he was being instructed to get out of
the vehicle. This tyrannical little shit must have been warned.
Time to leave.

Jason gunned the engine and ground the gears
into low. When he began to make a U-turn, the Glaring One grappled
for his machine pistol and began back peddling toward the building.
When a man in the adjacent building saw what was going on, he
raised a rifle and fired. Another rifle join in. The shooting set
in motion a chain of events that Jason couldn't avoid.

Following orders, the blue-shirted man had
already reached the front entrance and snatched up a rifle that he
fired at Jason with great accuracy. Where there had been a clean
windshield, there was now a round hole outlined by milky slivers of
glass and laminated plastic. A second bullet hole appeared within
inches of the first.

Jason saw the machine pistol aimed right at
him. He ducked. Then he gunned the engine in earnest and continued
to spin the steering wheel. There was a very short burst from the
machine pistol. Jason was astounded when the entire windshield
exploded in a shower of safety glass. Twenty or thirty shots must
have crashed into the windshield within a fraction of a second.

There would be no escape in the truck. He
released his grip on the steering wheel and the truck headed in the
direction of the Glaring One who turned to run for his life while
he continued to fire short random bursts over his shoulder. Bullets
tore into the hood leaving long shiny gouges in the metal. Then a
burst hit the radiator. It exploded in a cloud of steam. At least
three men were firing at once. The Glaring One ran into the
entranceway. Jason only hope was to ram the door - head on. The
truck hit the building with a tremendous, grinding crash. The
impact threw him into the steering column. All firing ceased except
for the rifles from the adjacent building.

Jason's reaction had been so quick that he
didn't know whether he had actually intended to trap the glaring
One and the blue-shirted man in the building. But, there they were.
The doorway was blocked by the wreckage of the truck.

Jason dropped to the ground and rolled behind
the front axle, using it as a shield against the rifle fire. He
crawled toward the corner of the building, always keeping the front
axle and wheel between himself and the riflemen who had begun to
fire underneath the truck. Bullets scattered gravel on both sides
of the wheel.

Jason came up in a crouch near the corner
expecting to face intensive fire from the cargo door on the side of
the building. There was none.

Jumping over the exposed area between the
axle and the warehouse, he hid against the side of the building.
The rifle fire from the other building was continuous but
ineffective. No sound came from within the building into which he
had crashed. He leaned against the wall, thinking fast.

Of course there's no sound! They're trying to
telephone for help!

Copper and aluminum wire scalloped from the
tops of telephone poles as far as he could see. The nearest was
about sixty or seventy feet from where he stood. There was a
transformer at the top.

He flipped the safety to full automatic and
aimed along the barrel of the Kovitch AL-21. Then he pulled the
trigger.

Before he could release it, thirty bullets
hit the transformer simultaneously. It exploded in a shower of
toxic chemicals, smoke, and flying wire. Jason was stunned. He had
never fired a weapon like the little machine pistol. There was
hardly any recoil. A pattern of the thirty bullets hit the
transformer within a fifteen inches in diameter. And the rate of
fire was spectacular. It must be in the neighborhood of seventy
rounds per second. Maybe more.

Tense and completely alert, he reflected on
his tactical situation. He had already trapped at least one half of
the enemy force and cut their communications. Not too bad. Not
nearly as bad as the angry cries that began to emanate from within
the building when the phone went dead.

The shouts were followed by sprays of bullets
that punctured quarter-inch holes in the side of the building just
over his head. Each puncture formed a little, pointy king's crown
in the metal siding. Sixty or seventy holes appeared in the wall
almost instantaneously from one burst. Time for a clip change,
Jason guessed. So he ran alongside the building toward the open
cargo door. A long, wooden dipstick for the gasoline storage tank
leaned against the building. He grabbed it on the way.

With a leap he cleared the area exposed by
the open cargo door. Hitting on his belly, he lay flat on the
ground. The protruding concrete foundation protected him from the
gunfire while he used the dipstick to push the sliding door closed.
That endeavor was greeted by almost continuous fire from the
machine pistol. Another weapon joined in. It drilled somewhat
larger holes in the siding. That must have been the blue-shirted
man's rifle. Large holes with shrapnel shaped edges began to gape
everywhere. The gunfire was so intense that pieces of steel were
literally being blown away.

Bullets flew just above his back while he
crawled along the foundation. He turned to go behind the building.
Somewhat safer from the random firing, he ran to the space between
the two steel structures.

Cautiously, he peered around the corner. He
jerked back. A rifle flashed and a bullet slammed into the wall
mere inches from his head. He screamed as if in agony and pitched
his Colt .45 to the ground in full view of the rifleman.

His heart beat furiously. The odds were too
heavily stacked against him to fight conservatively. Knowing that
the rifleman thought he had scored a hit, Jason jumped back into
the open space between the two buildings and opened fire with the
Kovitch. The surprised rifleman was hit by at least two rounds. He
staggered and fell to his knees, his hands cupped around his
stomach. His cup runneth over.

Jason raced between the buildings and jumped
over the wounded man. He took a quick glance around the front
corner. As if awaiting a cue from Jason's script, the other
rifleman in the building on his left called out. Jason growled
something that he hoped would sound like the excited and assured
reply of a victor. Then he aimed at the doorway to his left. A face
appeared, expecting to see a victorious friend. Instead, he saw a
hail of bullets.

The Glaring One and the blue-shirted man were
still in the building on his right where the truck steamed and
hissed in the doorway like a hot megalith. There was no way to know
whether there were more men in either building. He looked at the
wounded man who lay behind him. As he watched, the man stopped
breathing. The chest sagged. The body went limp.

In a crouched position he peered around the
corner again. His options at that point were limitless. Go forward
or go backward.

He glanced toward the bullet-riddled truck.
His peripheral vision caught a movement under the steaming engine.
One of the men had gotten out the building by crawling under the
front axle. The flat tires hadn't left much crawl space but the
Glaring One had managed it. He was aiming his machine pistol
directly at Jason. Jason spun around and dropped to his knees,
firing his own weapon explosively in a wide arc that swept across
the driveway toward the truck. The weapon discharged its last round
just before the arc reached the man under the truck. The empty gun
pointed directly at the Glaring One.

Jason looked straight into the barrel of the
Glaring One's machine pistol and then focused on the face of the
man who held it. The eyes were squeezed shut. The man's entire body
had clinched in anticipation of the rain of lead that had arced at
him. He couldn't even move, much less shoot.

Noticing that his body had not been torn
apart by gunfire, the Glaring One opened one lurid eye. Jason aimed
his empty gun at the man and bellowed something unintelligible
except in so far as it clearly came from one who had the upper
hand. It could have meant only one thing. The man nodded his
submission and released the grip on his gun. It fell next to his
hand. With as much intimidation and threat as could be mustered
from hands and knees, Jason moved on all fours to the truck and
took his new prisoner's Kovitch.

Jason breathed hard and deep. Sweat dripped
off his thick eyebrows. Not knowing quite what to do with his
captive, he motioned toward the building and asked in his best
barroom Vietnamese, "Are they're others inside?"

Betrayed by cunning, obscene eyes, the man
lied in his most beseeching voice, "No, I am alone." Then he
watched to see whether his lie had been believed. He looked deeply
into Jason's eyes, studying the countenance for a clue. Under
Jason's level gaze, the Glaring One remembered vividly that the
American had heard him order the blue-shirted man to run for a
rifle and commence firing from the doorway. He recalled the louder
noise made by the rifle when it was fired from within the warehouse
in an attempt to kill the man whose countenance was being
scrutinized and whose stupidity was being relied upon. The hot
sweat of fear broke out on his smudged face. Looking into steel
blue eyes, he began to tremble in realization of the awful truth
about Jason Harte. Regardless of the gun pointed at him, he began
to crawl backward to the building.

At that point, Jason had had plenty of war.
He wanted no more killing. He never wanted any of it in the first
place. At least not in the absence of a false veil of
respectability draped over the event by high-speed aircraft and
state of the art electronics. The far away echoes of his
philosophically oriented classmates admonished him that it was
wrong to settle disputes with violence. His father's sermons had
always wrapped enemies in loving arms, full of forgiveness. Jason
was remorseful. Deep within his heart there was indeed the kindly
compassion of brotherly love. The kindly, sympathetic compassion
ebbed when the Glaring One crabbed his way out from under the
truck, the lair from which he had intended to kill. Now he was
going to join forces with his ally who was hidden somewhere back in
the building.

Wrong! Jason shot the Glaring One in the
shoulder joint, shattering the socket. The scream was like one from
hell' s condemned that echoed against steel walls where its horror
reverberated and had its intended effect. The cargo door flew open
on the other side of the building. An extremely frightened man in a
blue shirt escaped in a desperate sprint. The crunch of pounding
feet on the gravel could be heard from far away like a final drum
roll. Two other men scrambled with him in the direction of the Tay
Chang Pass.

Then Jason killed the treacherous little man
who had lied.
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In the gathering darkness, he examined the
truck that had just been refueled. Its contents were deadly. There
were at least ten crates of AK-47 assault rifles along with a full
crate of Kovitch AL-21 machine pistols. He found that the other
truck was loaded with ammo boxes for both types of weapons along
with a wooden crate marked "Sony". Each of the fifty boxes in that
crate contained a handsome AM-FM radio that sported a stereo tape
player.

It took only a few moments to transfer the
boxes of ammunition to the truck that held the crates of guns. With
a final effort, he also heaved the crate of Sony stereos into the
truck. Then, fully laden, he drove away from the carnage, heading
due west toward Xam Nua, Laos, in his second stolen truck of the
day.

He drove slowly, in a state of shock, having
experienced more warfare in the past eight hours than he had faced
during his entire two years of naval service. All of the skills he
learned with such professionalism had been useless. The past eight
hours were not warfare. There was no valor, no glory - just
ignoble, bloody death. Civilian deaths!

While the sun went down he agonized, What
values did I pretend to have this morning? I pretended I wanted to
do the right thing. Start a new, upstanding life with a clean
slate. Be worthy. Make something good of myself. Now I've got to
face the real facts. I'm a murderer.

Uncharacteristically, the tall American
drooped his shoulders over the steering wheel and brooded about
what he had done and searched for any justification that would
avoid the awful truth. But the truth he discovered about himself
made him shudder. He was like all the rest - only worse.
Righteousness has spurred many religious men on murderous conquests
through out history. At the helm of virtually every great victory
there had been a killer. Francisco Pizarro came to mind. With an
army of less than two hundred men, he affected conquest over the
entire Inca Empire of five million while killing multitudes. So
ruthless was Pizarro that he accepted a twenty-eight million dollar
ransom for the life of his captive, the great Inca king, Atahualpa.
Then he murdered him.

Hardly noticing the winding, bumpy road,
Jason squeezed the steering wheel and continued to flagellate
himself by drawing comparisons to others who had reduced themselves
to murder while on some noble mission. Hernando Cortez, leading an
initial army of five hundred soldiers, who were armed with only ten
handguns and thirty crossbows, conquered the Aztecs and subjugated
a nation of six million -- beguiling Montezuma II in the process.
What about the better known of history who accomplished similar
feats in Europe and Asia - Alexander the Great and Genghis Kahn?
How many did they kill?

He analyzed a new, horrible facet of himself
and cried out, "While my own murderous hands drip with the blood of
fewer men, we are only talking about orders of magnitude. A hand
can be covered by only so much blood before it becomes completely
saturated."

Jason drove on into the night toward Laos. He
was consumed by the stern dictates of a flinty morality that had
always guided him. Condemned by its high religious mandate, he
tried to cloak himself with a warrior's philosophical certainty of
an even higher calling. But he heard nothing at all.
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Imperceptibly, the winding road began to
descend and the fog thickened. Mist became intermittent, only
occasionally reaching the intensity of a slow drizzle. More
buildings began to appear out of the heavy vapor. They were closer
to the road and were situated in a less random order. The amorphous
outskirts of a village materialized from the gray weather. Jason
Harte turned the truck into a dense copse and stopped under the
dripping trees. He turned off the engine, hid the key, and stepped
onto the mossy, leaf carpeted earth.

The danger existed that his long westward
drive had not yet taken him out of Vietnam and into Laos. In fact,
it was equally unclear whether the Laotians would be any less
hostile than the people to the east had been.

Furtively, he walked along the road in search
of any evidence that he had reached the modest, eastern-most
Laotian village of Xam Nua.

He tugged his straw hat low over his
suntanned face and stooped his shoulders as best he could. It was
not a posture to which he adapted with ease. Stooping was, at best,
uncharacteristic for any man who once loved to dance along the
farthermost edge of adventure, feinting at disaster.

He felt the stillness of the morning. For one
who had lived a life singularly devoid of dilemma, there was an
unfamiliar aura of trepidation. Not actual fear. In place of that
emotion he and his entire breed of pilots experienced nothing more
than greater challenges on higher orders of magnitude. At least
that's how such men thought of themselves.

But the reality was that Jason's immediate
future was filled with slimy sewer water. The filthy ditch in which
he his was nothing more than his due. He didn't deserve to become
an American businessman. He deserved to die.
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The pain in his back was sharp. He pulled
himself to his knees expecting to be stabbed again by a
rifle-mounted bayonet. But a bayonet would not end Jason Harte's
life. Fate would not have it that way - yet.

Opening his eyes was a loathsome task. They
were squeezed shut against pathogens and filth that slithered in
the polluted mess. His body shuddered with revulsion. The effluvium
dripped from his putrid green face. He spat the hose through which
he had been breathing. But he could not spit out the gritty
residue. And there was nothing to wipe his mouth on except the back
of his filthy hand.

A man's voice spoke in distinctive, well
enunciated Laotian, "Here, use this quickly and come along with
us." A clean handkerchief was unexpectedly pressed into his
hand.

It began to rain. Jason looked up at two
swarthy, well-dressed men. They were not armed. He wiped his face
and climbed out of the filthy ditch. Understandably, neither of the
men offered him a helping hand.

When it began to rain in earnest the taller
of the two men popped open his long, black umbrella -- the bayonet
with which he had gained Jason's attention.

The street was deserted. There was no sign of
the men who had been shooting. However, several empty brass
cartridge casings were scattered around.

It was raining very hard by the time they
took the footbridge across the ditch and went through a wooden
gate. Monsoon rains had started early that year and had continued
with little reprieve. Water poured from the roof of a small house
where middle-aged woman was protected from the rain by an
overhanging eave. The front door was open behind her. The old home
looked warm, inviting, and neat.

It was the woman who spoke first. "Here," she
said in the Sao Soung dialect of the rural mountain people, "Bring
that poor man inside. Do you want him to drown like a dog?"

The taller of the two men spoke to her in her
own dialect. He made the transition from the lexicon of the Lao Lum
with a pleasant ease. There was no evidence of condescension
although he was obviously of the valley culture, the Lao of the
Valley.

With a simple dignity he said, "But Lea, my
dear, he hid himself in the binjo ditch. The odor is more than
should be endured in your honorable residence."

Smoothly manipulated, she replied, "Well
then, have him get out of those clothes and clean himself. Is he a
pig that we should force him to stand there in his filth? I'll get
a fresh, warm robe."

The shorter man acknowledged a preemptory nod
from his taller companion. He took charge of the umbrella and
walked through the rain with, but not very close to, his charge.
Just around the corner of the house, water cascaded with a sibilant
roar from the roof.

"Let me suggest that you remove your wet
clothing and rinse yourself. I will bring soap and a towel. In
fact, it would be better if you left your military clothes here
when you have finished. They will be taken care of."

When Jason finished his breathtaking shower
and had washed his shoes, his host said, "Here. A dry towel and a
terry robe." Finally able to stand erect and rub until his
suntanned skin burned, some of his natural hubris began to return.
He was about to ask questions when the other man appeared.

"Ah, there you are," said the tall, gracious
gentleman. He stood and walked toward Jason with a proffered hand.
"Please try on these woolen socks and let's see if we can make you
a little more comfortable."

He continued with a presence that commanded
attention. "My name is Ki Song. This is my friend and life-long
associate, Xiang Khoung. In English it is pronounced Shang Kong.
And, to my delight, let me now present our hostess, Lea Khoung. She
is Xiang's sister."

Jason shook hands with the men and nodded a
careful, polite bow to Lea Khoung. He said in the Lum dialect, "I
can't tell you how much I appreciate your hospitality. What was
going on out in the street?"

"Ayee, what a welcome you received in our
village." It was Lea Khoung who was not bashful about taking over
the conversation. "You have been greeted by those trouble makers,
soaked in sewer water, drenched in the rain, and frozen in an
outdoor shower. Are you a tramp that we should treat you so? No!
You are the American pilot who crashed yesterday. What is your name
and how do you have our language?"

Jason wondered how much they knew about the
crash? Or was she guessing. Did they also know about the killings?
If they did, would they turn him in? What was their attitude toward
Americans? What did they intend to do with him? He was being warned
from some deep recess of his instinct to be civil but to reveal as
little as possible. He brushed short but tangled hair away from his
intelligent eyes and asked, "I wish you would call me Jason. All my
friends do." He relaxed his wiry shoulders slightly and smiled as
if his white teeth would assure everyone that they were properly
introduced. "What was that shooting all about?"

Ki Song, who was less than pleased by Lea's
interruption, told him, "There are some competing factions who have
not quite come to terms with the civilized approach to resolving
difference. Now you must tell me how you have our language. You
speak with hardly any accent."

That didn't tell Jason whether anyone was
searching for him in the immediate area. So he expanded on his
question, not his answer. "You mean they are triad? Or
soldiers?"

"The triad are ancient societies. We call
them tongs. I'm surprised you know about them." Ki Song seemed to
appreciate that Jason might be more difficult than he had hoped
when he first saw him on the street.

"I see," Jason replied while he thought,
Ki Song doesn't want to tell me anything. Look at those eyes! This
is a savant who has known power and used it with dignity.

Lea Khoung began on what was going to be a
lengthy aphorism. "The tongs are dog meat with no . . ."

Ki Song deftly assumed the conversation.

"Well, now, we must remember that our friend
has been soaked. Surely a refreshing drink would not be out of
order even though it is early." He wondered whether the suggestion
would spring Lea Khoung off in another direction, as he
intended.

"Absolutely not!" She sprang to her feet
instead. "Are we drunkards that we should begin drinking before
breakfasts. I will take good care of our guest with hot tea and a
healthy breakfast. Where are your manners?"

Ki Song had not quite negotiated the tack.
So, to take the edge off the pilot's wariness, he continued with
great diplomacy, "Do you smoke?"

Jason shook his head and replied, "No,
thanks. I don't."

"Oh, good." This American cannot be all
bad. "If tobacco were not one of our very few cash crops, I
would gladly risk defoliation of the plants. Let us be seated in
the other room. Are you comfortable enough?"

Over a hot, fragrant tea, Ki Song touched his
lips with his napkin and said in serious but assuring tones,
"Almost five hundred American planes have crashed in Laos since the
war began. That is approximately twenty percent of your total
aircraft losses. Even though they were lucky to get away from
Vietnam, I'm afraid that the pilot survival rate has been rather
low, especially here in the mountains. Certainly, being an American
is enough of a hazard in Asia these days -- even in the absence of
other extenuations."

Extenuations? Jason thought. Is he
trying to bait me into talking about the Tay Chang shootings?
He tried to lead Ki Song away from talk about extenuations of any
kind. He used his own napkin on well-shaped lips and told them,
"This entire region is in political turmoil and somehow the U.S. is
right in the middle of it." It was obvious to everyone that the two
men were engaged in a civilized struggle to extract information
while giving none. "We have become targets for a lot of
accusations, both deserved and otherwise."

Disregarding the exculpatory remark, Ki Song
addressed their hostess, "Lea Khoung, what delicious tea. I feel
more like a human being again, thanks to you."

"Thank you," she embarked to regain what she
believed to be her rightful status in the conversation, "You are
thoughtful. Your breakfast will be ready in a moment. Until then,
may I pour?" She offered a simple, well-used porcelain teapot. But
she thought, I'm so tired of Ki Song treating me as if I know
nothing. Looking at Jason, she began, "Now, tell me ..."

Imperceptibly, Ki Song motioned to Xiang
Khoung.

"Lea, my generous sister," he interrupted,
"Would it be possible for me to have a little more of that
wonderful smoked fish when you serve breakfast to our guest?"

"Oh, of course. Shall we go to the table?"
But her eyes said, Bastard. Who do you think you are? You come
here with your fancy boss from the big city and treat me like a
country fool. I'll show you. She stood and took Jason's cup. "I
have never had any use for that horrible little Vietnamese who was
killed at the Tay Chang intersection. His name was anathema in here
in Xam Nua. But Pu Nguyen, his brother, is a very powerful colonel
who commands the Viet Soo Airport near Hanoi. Did you know who he
was?" Now, speak my handsome witness! Are you the
killer?

"I've studied the maps of Hanoi lots of
times. But I can't place the Viet Soo Airport. Is that the little
military airstrip just west of town?"

Ki Song had suffered long enough in the midst
of inept questioning. "Yes," he answered with a smile. "It is. And
you must be glad the rain slackened. Of course, if there had not
been a break in this miserable monsoon weather yesterday, you would
not be in this predicament. You would still be grounded or aboard
your carrier."

They all laughed out loud and gave up the
probing.

After breakfast, Ki Song graciously
complimented Lea Khoung on an excellent meal. Then he rose from the
table and stood tall and erect. That was the indication that the
meal was finished.

"Xiang, old friend, what would I do without
you," he said without appearing to condescend. "It is very
reassuring that you will be drive us back to Vientiane. That is but
another of your many valuable contributions to our success."
Deftly, he dissolved the morning undertones by giving so much face
to both Xiang and Lea.

"Jason, won't you please plan to stay with
Lea Khoung for a few days and rest up. That bruise on your shoulder
needs time to heel. And it will be safer here. Frankly, I am told
that an American pilot tried to steal a military truck and he
killed several men to do so. The search party will shoot him on
sight. We would not want you to get caught up in all that.
Afterward, I would be honored if you could visit with me in the
Vientiane. Say this Friday? I will send someone drive you."

Ki Song had made a generous offer. His
motives were unclear. But Jason was in no position to refuse, nor
did he want to. The American Embassy was in Vientiane, the capital
of Laos. That would be the place where he would tell the Navy that
he was ready for duty, but he was through flying.

After Ki Song got in the car, Xiang drove due
west through Phonsavan. Ultimately, the road would end at its
intersection with Route 13 that ran parallel to the western border
with Burma. Turning right would take them north to Luang Prabang,
the old capital that was located about half way to the China
border. But they would turn south and soon arrive in the new
capital city, Vientiane. Both cities were founded on the banks of
the Mekong River, the commercial lifeline of Laos.

The Mekong River flowed south from the
mountains in China to Burma, Thailand, Vietnam, and Cambodia,
separating those countries from Laos. Its ultimate destiny -- the
dark waters of the South China Sea.

While they drove across the desolate Plain of
Jars toward the Route 13 intersection, Xiang started a casual
conversation about the American flier. Foremost on his mind was the
motive behind inviting him to Vientiane. Clearly, they had to get
him off the street in Xam Nua. But there had to be more. Xiang
Khoung had been Ki Song's friend and business manager for too many
years not to sense the embryo of a plan that would make money.

"Ki Song, do you intend to tell Three Hands
about the American?"

"What is there for us to tell? The incident
at the Tay Chang Junction has been in the newspapers and on the
radio. We cannot be certain that Jason is the man who killed Pu
Nguyen's brother.

Xiang responded, "But, if you do not say
something, it will come as a surprise when he appears as your
guest."

"He will not be my guest. He will be Three
Hands' guest. I will arrange it. After all, Three Hands may also
profit - unless Jason is the killer."

That left Xiang to wonder what nascent plan
was developing in the clever mind of his long time friend and
boss.

Simultaneously, Ki Song was deeply in thought
about the same subject. What an opportunity had come to him. The
sagging reputation of the American Embassy desperately needed a
stimulating boost. If the Embassy could claim credit for rescuing a
flier, that would certainly help. A valuable pawn had fallen into
his lap - a pawn for which the Embassy would pay dearly. Of course,
if Jason turned out to be a murderer, the political repercussions
would neutralize his value. Still ...

An augury from the arcane depths of his mind
materialized when his focus narrowed to Mr. Brian Clatterson,
undoubtedly the most corruptible of the Embassy's staff. "Brian
Clatterson is a man who can use our assistance," he said almost to
himself.

"What did you say?" asked Xiang.

"Oh, I was only thinking to myself. In my old
age I have begun to mutter out loud."

"Be careful with Brian Clatterson. He is even
more dangerous than the Ambassador, if such an honor can be
bestowed on one who is not in his cadre of cultural attaches. Spies
- for the West we hope."

He was right, Ki Song recognized. The
reputation of the men at the U.S. Embassy was widely known to be
mendacious and dangerous. Cupidity was rampant throughout its
ranks. And they were not above retaliation. Through their suborning
efforts, both Alfred Kung and his nephew had disappeared within the
past year. Any operation mounted with the Americans must be planned
with careful consideration of the warped values harbored by the
foreign devils. On a few occasions, Ki Song and Three Hands had
taken full advantage of those very characteristics.

The rain had stopped by the time they arrived
in Vientiane. Rather than being taken home, Ki Song asked to be
dropped off at the High Life Department Store. It belonged to Three
Hands and was known to be the largest store in Laos. Ki Song needed
to put his plan into motion. While he was not as superstitious as
most Orientals, he crossed his fingers in hopes that Jason was not
involved in the murder of Colonel Pu Nguyen's brother at the Tay
Chang Junction. Profits, you know.
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Lea tapped lightly on the door of the room
where Jason slept. "Jason," she called softly. "Are you hungry?"
She sat on the foot of the bed, amazed that he could have slept
seventeen hours straight. "Are you hungry?" he heard her ask
again.

"A little," he admitted while glancing at
around. "It looks like this is someone's bedroom. Have I been an
inconvenience?"

"My worthless son and daughter have too many
amenities. It is good for them to sleep on a futon once in a while.
They need perspective."

There was a knock on the door. Lea Khoung
stood quickly and straightened her jacket. "Come in, Kip. This is
my son," she said in a disinterested way.

"Good Morning, sir," the teenager said in
English. "I am bringing tea."

"Yes, well, thank you," Lea Khoung preempted
a reply. "Now help your sister prepare food." Her statement was a
direct order. The young man nodded politely and left.

After a delicious meal of glutinous rice and
sour bamboo soup, Jason sat alone by his window and rubbed his sore
shoulder. The view over the fence was limited by misty weather that
obscured the mountains. Occasionally he heard the gravel on the
roadway crunch under foot or tire. Songbirds were on the fence.
Otherwise the quiet was unbroken and welcome. It allowed him to
reflect on his future. How long will I have to stay in the Navy?
When can I go into business for myself? Am I being unfaithful to my
country? Who cares? I'm through with killing.

In the late afternoon Lea returned sedately,
but without knocking. "Here are some clothes. They may look like
pajamas. But they will be comfortable and cool enough for the
weather in Vientiane. Your shoes are almost dry. Now, are you
comfortable?"

The answer to her question was obvious. This
woman was efficient. Jason was beginning to realize that, beneath a
rather forward exterior, was a good heart. He liked her.

"I'm afraid I do not have a radio or
newspaper for you," she said. "However, I have some important news
to share." She proceeded to announce with a little flair that the
American pilot who was shot down yesterday had survived a crash
landing west of Hanoi. His name had not yet been released." She
told more. "The man was badly wounded while trying to steal a truck
at the Tay Chang Junction."

Stunned and wondering how such a story got
started, Jason asked, "How badly was he hurt?"

"That I do not know. He was hit badly enough
that he lost his pistol before he got away."

She went on, "Jason, I must confess that I
had some concerns about you yesterday morning. One of the murdered
men was Laotian. He lived in Phonsavan, which is only about thirty
miles west of here. Poor man. Unlike Pu Nguyen's nasty brother, he
was just a civilian truck driver. I am so happy to learn that you
had nothing to do with that. It was cold-blooded murder. They say
the pilot must have been crazy. He drove a truck right into the
front door of the building! I know war is terrible, but how could
he have killed that poor man?"

The burden of not replying to what he hoped
was a rhetorical question was lifted by Kip who entered and said,
"Honorable Mother, we will have dinner prepared in just a few
minutes. May I offer you and our guest a cup of Lau Loa?"

"Yes," she said with brusque authority. "Warm
it to the proper temperature." She returned her attention to Jason.
"These youngsters will never learn how to prepare our sake. It has
a high alcoholic content and it must not be over heated or the
flavor will vaporize."

After dinner he slept, but not as well as he
had the night before. Jezebel appeared in his dreams. Her face had
yellow, twisted teeth and she had a mangy mustache. When the dream
awoke him, he was sweating. Demons were so grudging that he
couldn't even dream his own dream. Regardless of how hard he rubbed
his eye sockets, the image of himself as an honest, hard working
businessman evaded him.

The next morning Kip called him to breakfast
and said in English, "There is much talk in the village about an
American who was shot down."

To avoid talk of the pilot, Jason said, "Your
English is very good. Does your sister speak English?"

"Oh, thank you. Ah, she is not really my
sister."

"And where is your father?" Jason was trying
to map out the family tree. It sounded like some of the branches
were twisted, as they tended to be in so many American
families.

"Jason, Lea Khoung is not our real mother. I
have met her husband only a few times."

"I don't quite understand." The branches were
not only twisted, they came from entirely different trees. It was
beginning to sound like a Southern California family. All of that
came to an abrupt and disturbing end.

"She bought us ten years ago when we were
very young."

Moments of unsteady silence held the pilot in
utter shock. "Your parents sold you?"

"Please. It is not unusual. It is a fairly
wide spread custom. In fact, if one's parents are impoverished, the
custom means the difference between life and death for the
children. We are actually rather lucky that our Honorable Mother is
not a farmer. Our lives could be much more difficult. We are also
lucky that we were sold to a woman instead of a man."

Oh, my son Absalom! My son, my son
Absalom. Jason quoted King David to himself and allowed his
thoughts to recede for a blissful moment from a world order that
was crumbling around him. The world had become an unfamiliar place
where ugliness posed as a new norm. Oh, for just a moment in the
comforting safety of an old ideal, a vanishing dream. What he
had experienced so far in Southeast Asia had been chilling. It was
not the world itself that was so cold. It was its most superior
inhabitant that was so terrible. Jason touched his own face and
flinched.

His morbid evaluation of mankind was
interrupted by a pounding at the front door. A shot of adrenaline
quickened his pulse. He started to dress while Kip went to the
door. His shoes still squished a little.

"Who is it, please?"

A deep voice answered, "I am Pia Kang. I have
been sent by Ki Song with instructions to drive the American to
Vientiane." He handed a square piece of plastic to Kip. It bore the
sign of a dragon and the inscription, "Friendship."

Kip said to Jason, "This is like a business
card, or, more precisely, a talisman. It is sometimes given as
evidence of authenticity. It belongs to Ki Song. You should return
it to him."

The man was nearly as large as a Sumo
wrestler. Numerous scars marked his face. A mass of flesh that
might once have been his nose smeared itself between hard eyes. Of
course it was not yet Friday and the abused escort was a day or two
early. This guy is tough, Jason thought. Not the kind of
man Ki Song would hire. But Pia Kang asserted the authority of
the fetish when he said, "We should leave as soon as possible."

Jason studied the seal. A tingling sensation
prickled the back of his shoulders. A genetically coded instinct
calls for a response from humans just like it does in other
animals.

"I think I'd like to stay long enough to say
goodbye to Lea," Jason tried.

"I understand. However, we have a four-hour
drive ahead of us. It would be better if we left soon and arrived
before dark." The voice was not quite as nice as the
explanation.

"That red car is mine," the man said, walking
nimbly for a one of his size. It was a badly dented rattletrap that
made Jason even more leery. Only a hundred yards away was the copse
where the truck was hidden.

"Look," Jason said while appraising the man's
physiognomy. "I have a good idea. Why don't I get another vehicle
and follow you to Vientiane?"

Pia Kang slipped a long knife from his
jacket. He thrust the prang to Jason's neck and said, "Just shut up
and get in." He shoved Jason into the driver's seat and pushed him
across to the other side.

Jason tried to distract him by demanding,
"Who the hell sent you?" The answer was unimportant. His
concentration was intent on the man's collar.

Pia Kang rolled his huge body into the
driver's seat and said, "None of your fucking bus ..."Jason grabbed
the collar and jerked the man toward him by using the wrestler's
weight to advantage. Before there could be a reaction, Jason jabbed
his fingers into an eye and gouged to the bone. Pia Kang screamed
and jerked his head away. Jason leapt out and sprinted to his
truck. He didn't know why he had been attacked. But he knew it was
time to get out of Xam Nua.

Three hours later Jason stopped at the
largest intersection he could find in Vientiane. He asked a
streetwise kid how to find the High Life Department Store. What
else could he do? He didn't know how to reach Ki Song. The only
thing he was certain about was that Pia Kang was not Ki Song's
man.

After finding it, Jason walked through the
glittering department store. Customers crowded the wide aisles to
celebrate the end of their workday. They chattered happily above
soft rock music. Nirvana. Their reward. Each clothing rack was a
berobed avatar promising colorful dispensations to vain acolytes. A
high priestess was situated on every sales counter from which she
pronounced her blessings upon the tithing faithful with an
electronic chime.

A cabal of shoppers draped themselves over a
display of Gucci shoes. One pair was his favorite loafers, navy
blue with the traditional red and green inset. He stroked the
leather to appreciate the soft, lightweight texture for which these
Italian shoes were famous. He expected to feel a glove made for the
foot. But what he found was as hard as a new cowboy boot and as
heavy as the cow itself. The scam was less insidious than comical.
No one else noticed or cared about the knock off imitation. Only
the prestige of the brand name mattered - not its authenticity.
Well appointed the store was - Neiman Marcus it was not.

A saleslady offered her assistance. Jason
asked for Three Hands instead of the shoes. Disappointed and
injured by the loss of a sales commission, she motioned to an
elevator and instructed him to see if the receptionist was still at
her desk on the fourth floor.

When the elevator opened on the fourth floor,
a stocky Eurasian almost ran over him. "I'm so sorry," he said. "I
didn't expect anyone to be getting off here so late in the day. The
executive offices are closed."

"I'd like to see Three Hands," Jason said
with a preemptive authority intended to brush aside objections. An
air of confidence supported his mannerism.

"Sure," the Eurasian said in a respectfully
pleasant way that demonstrated his willingness to help. "But could
you come back in the morning. He left a couple of hours ago."

Then the solidly built Eurasian's expression
changed perceptibly. He looked into Jason's eyes and stepped
backwards. Ki Song had mentioned an American to Three Hands. But he
wasn't supposed to arrive until Friday. Could this be the man? As
if searching for a way out of some threatening dilemma, he smiled
broadly and asked if Jason had an appointment.

"I don't think he's actually expecting me.
But I need to see him as soon as it's convenient."

The Eurasian said, "Let me introduce myself.
I am Phon Luman. Three Hands is my uncle. I work for him in several
capacities and I believe you may be the gentleman about whom he
spoke with Ki Song. We won't be able to reach either of them this
evening. However, I am at your service."

"Thanks. My name is Jason Harte." They shook
hands. Jason's stubby fingers felt the side of Phon's hand. It was
like saddle leather. That kind of callus can only be developed by
intensive practice in the martial arts. Each of Phon's knuckles was
similarly hardened. If the soles of his feet were also hardened, he
was probably a master of Ty Quan Do. If not, the discipline would
probably be Akida. Either way, this man was at least a brown belt
-- more likely a black belt. Jason's own hands were callused in
that way, but not nearly to the same degree.

Jason breathed a sigh of relief and said,
"I'm glad Ki Song mentioned me. I didn't quite know where else to
go tonight. I don't even know where Ki Song lives."

Phon considered this unusually honest
admission in the light of the discussion in which he had overheard
that an asset of considerable value had fallen into their
hands.

He said, "Well, you're most welcome and I'll
be happy to assist you in every way until we can contact Three
Hands. How did you get here from Xam Nua?"

"Ki Song sent Pia Kang to drive me here. I
don't think Pia and I hit it off very well. So I drove myself
down."

Phon showed that he was taken by utter
surprise. "Pia Kang! What did he look like?"

Jason described him as being a fat, cruel
looking man of about forty-five who had scars on his face.
Henceforth he would be wearing a patch over one eye.

"That's not Pia! Come on. Let's leave right
away. We'll take the stairs. The elevators are too crowded."

Phon's shock suggested that Jason was in
danger. That, taken with the fact that that no one had been in the
elevator, indicated that Phon was trying to protect him from
something.

They walked to the main floor. Phon surveyed
the crowd the moment he exited the stairwell. He snatched a pair of
dark gray slacks from a display rack and issued a quick instruction
to an obsequious clerk.

They entered the parking garage where Phon's
businesslike pace quickly led them to a shiny black Mustang
convertible. The top was up.

"Did you say you drove down?" he asked.

"Yes. I parked on Vattana Street."

"I'm glad you know your directions and took
note of the street names. We'll get your car and you can follow me.
Our traffic has reached crisis proportions even though our
population is less than three hundred thousand. It is even worse on
the Thailand side of the border near the railroad station."

Phon acted aware but chatted amiably while
they drove down Fa Ngum Street in heavy traffic. He responded
pleasantly to Jason's observations about the bright, colorful
stores and the chaffering along the street. Shopkeepers bargained
with flailing arms in hopes of convincing their last customers that
they were tired, beaten and, therefore, willing to sell unique
treasures at ridiculously low prices. Shoppers turned empty purses
upside down in animated grief over their poverty and argued that
they had seen the same items for less money at a dozen other shops.
Actually, chaffering itself was the object. Any resulting sales
were merely secondary byproducts of the excitement generated by the
high-energy bargaining process that they all enjoyed and longed
for. Next to gambling and gossip, it was their favorite
pastime.

When they came to Vattana Street, Jason asked
him to turn left. They waited for a literal horde of pedestrians
and motor scooters to clear out of the way before they could turn.
Jason pointed to the truck. Phon's face turned white when he saw
it. According to the news, it was believed that the man responsible
for the murders at the Tay Chang Junction had stolen a truck like
that.

Phon rubbed his chin for a moment and then
said, "You know, the traffic will be bad for the next hour. I
should drive you to my house and we'll have a drink. I'll have our
security guard get your truck while I try to reach Ki Song."

Something's wrong, Jason thought.
He was perfectly willing to move it when he thought it was a
car. His attitude changed abruptly when he saw the truck. Why?
Maybe Phon has an agenda of his own. Ambiguity breeds distrust,
doesn't it.

Ultimately he sat all of the reasoning aside
in favor or an instinctive feeling that he could trust the young
Eurasian. He said, "Sure, let's leave it. No way I'm going
ballistic over being chauffeured in a Mustang convertible."

They chatted amiably, liking each other.
Twenty minutes later they pulled up to the gate of a compound that
was guarded by a man wearing a security uniform. Jason vaguely
appreciated the initial trappings of safety. The good news about
the guard was that he was armed with a rifle. But there was bad
news as well. He wore very thick glasses and carried the weapon
upside down.

The guard opened the electric gate with a
toothy smile. Inside the compound wall Jason saw a gorgeously
decorated development whose architecture retained the exact flavor
of an ancient oriental neighborhood. Very few liberties had been
taken with the weathered exterior of the venerable, old houses.
Mossy rock fountains that created the illusion of quietly flowing
waters surrounded a shallow, asymmetrical gold fishpond.

Phon pointed out the bright blue and yellow
relief that decorated two shrines. Each was delicately etched with
gold leaf. The kneeling areas in front of them were lush with soft
green grass. Colorful tassels hung from the corners of the
up-turned pagoda roofs. Stands of bamboo shaded a winding walkway
that served to separate two rows of houses and created an ambiance
of peace and tranquility for the ancient surroundings. The trees
also separated the parking area from the view of all but the
security guard.

"Some of the older residents actually worship
at the shrines which were moved here from the old capital at Luang
Prabang."

Jason had a pleasant feeling. "I feel as if I
just stepped back two hundred years into the past."

"More than two hundred years," Phon
corrected. "These houses really are very old. They had to be moved
intact. We keep an eye on developers so they won't Californicate
the Mekong riverfront."

Phon discussed other artistic and historical
features of the compound. "See the sandstone jar laying there? It
is an original from the Plain of Jars. They have been scattered
around there for over a thousand years. No one knows what they were
used for although some anthropologists speculate that they held
water or sake. I opt for sake."

They parked the Mustang and entered a house
that Phon said he rented from his uncle, Three Hands. He offered a
comfortable, masculine chair to Jason and brought out a bottle of
Pinch.

"Sit down and enjoy your drink for a couple
of minutes. I'm going to see about getting your truck moved over
here. While I'm gone, you might want to try on these pants. They
match your black jacket."

By the time Phon got back, the whiskey glass
was empty. Reacting to the comforts of home, Jason said, "This is
one hell of a house."

"Thanks. It's perfect for a bachelor.
Yoshiko, my girlfriend, is the Japanese representative of the
British American Tobacco Company here in Vientiane. She's
responsible for the decorating. Now, have another drink. Then we'll
go to dinner."

When they left for supper, Jason noticed that
the truck was now in the parking lot where it was backed up to a
building. Snoopers wouldn't be able to get into the cargo area
unless they moved it. Its contents appeared to be safe for the
evening.

During dinner, Phon got to the point. Except
for an amusing remark from time to time, Jason had remained quiet,
waiting for this moment to arrive. "Jason, Ki Song and Three Hands
have a bit of a problem."

They have a problem? I have the problem
around here!

"As you are undoubtedly aware, Ki Song
invited you here in an effort to get you safely back to your
people. But something has gone wrong. Pia Kang has disappeared. We
have no idea who tried to pick you up or why.

Phon leaned forward on his elbows as if he
were divulging private information. He almost whispered. "In
addition, a problem has arisen concerning you and your Embassy. It
appears that the Vietnamese government, which has a lot of clout in
Laos, has demanded a warrant for the arrest of an American pilot
who killed some people at the Tay Chang Junction. Normally, that
would cause no problem. We would simply ignore it. But a Laotian
citizen was also murdered or killed or something. Your Embassy's
legal staff is briefing the matter to see what the implications
would be if they just let you in without knowing whether you were
involved. I guess politics in Southeast Asia are particularly
fragile right now. Anyway, they want a couple of days to study the
matter.

Then Phon became very serious. He frowned.
"In the meantime, it seems that one of the victims was the brother
of a very powerful Vietnamese Colonel named Pu Nguyen. He has sent
a couple of men to try to find out who killed his brother. Things
are really getting rather complicated. We don't know who killed
whom. All we know is that the guys Pu Nguyen sent are well-known
hit men. So we need to be careful. The best plan would probably be
for you to spend a day or two at my house. That will give us time
to get things sorted out."

After dinner they drove home in relative
silence. Jason tried to evaluate his situation. Viewed negatively,
it had deteriorated. Two hit men were after him. The government of
his host country was going to issue a warrant for his arrest and
his own Embassy wanted a few days to consider the political
ramifications of offering aid. Nice.

But the negative point of view had never been
given much weight in Jason's way of thinking. Until recently, that
is, he thought with a smile. And why should it? Good fortune had
always been heaped on him, as it so often is on the handsome and
charming. People are evaluated on their merits. Merits, of course,
begin with their physical appearances, facial features, bust line,
ankles, skin color, and, not to be overlooked, whether they could
be of assistance to those who are doing the evaluating. Other
merits, such as character, are secondary.

From a positive point of view, the hit men
didn't know his name or what he looked like. His embassy didn't
really know he was the man the Vietnamese officials wanted. And no
one had said anything about the bodies on he road.

The bodies. That was the wrong thing to think
about. It was chilling. The memory never crossed his mind without
inflaming demons from some other realm. They tore at him and
dispirited him. In their threatening mimicry they offered their
perception of the world, as they wanted him to see it. Their bloody
evidence of guilt was too convincing to disregard. It bore witness
to the metaphysical, not the physical, perception of Jason
Harte.

The car hit a bump and brought him up from
the grave that the demons were trying to dig for him. He came up a
wiser, but less spontaneous man.

He shook his head and asked, "I'm sorry, what
were you saying?"

"Just that old Ama will come in tomorrow
morning. She'll bring some coffee and make breakfast for us."

"Who is Ama?"

"Jason, where have you been? I just told you
that she cooks for me and takes care of my house."

By the time they got back, Jason's
imagination had cleared itself of all creatures. Phon said, "I
would turn on some music. But the amplifier in my stereo system has
gone bad. We normally carry them at the High Life. But deliveries
from Japan have been irregular lately."

Jason went to the truck and got one of the
Sony stereos. When he returned, Phon was astonished to see him set
it on the table and find a station playing the plangent sound of an
oriental stringed instrument. The tune was Chine Night.

"What a great sound from a table model.
You'll have to tell me where you keep the magician's hat from which
you pull stereos instead of rabbits."

Later he said, "We're scheduled to attend an
informal Embassy party tomorrow afternoon so I guess we had better
call it an evening and get some rest."

The next morning Jason awoke to the aroma of
freshly brewed coffee. There was a knock at the door. "Jason, it's
time. Do you have a toothbrush or did you decide to travel
light?"

Refreshed by a good night's sleep and a sudsy
brushing with a new toothbrush, he went to join Phon. Suddenly,
there was a high-pitched hiss from a skillet in the kitchen. It was
followed by the wonderfully welcome aroma of sautéing garlic,
onions, japone chilies, and, perhaps, jalapenos. What luck. A
highly spiced breakfast was in the making. Not since he left his
native Santa Fe had he been scalded with those marvelous
southwestern flavors. This was too good to be true. Only the
Orientals could claim parity with New Mexicans in the proper use of
hot spices. He was reminded of Santa Fe omelets; green chilies from
Hatch; chili verde; chili rojo; and carne adovada from Rancho de
Chimayo. The aroma stimulated his olfactory system. His eyes
started to water. His nose began to run. He started to salivate.
Where was this Ama? He had to meet her. He had fallen in love.

Old Ama, short and bulging, was in the
kitchen. To her chagrin he swept her up off her feet.

"Let go of me, young man. Can't you see I am
very busy? Do I look like an octopus that I can handle all of these
things and you at the same time? Now, put me down."

He had made a friend for life.

At noon Jason was still miserably full.
Indolent and languid, he was supine on a leather sofa like a
tendril vine barely hanging onto the edge. There he soughed and
slept. Phon just shook his head empathetically.
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When the time approached for the party at the
Ambassador's residence, Ki Song drove his Lincoln Towncar toward
Phon Luman's house in a mid-afternoon downpour. Silent windshield
wipers gave him a cinematic view of the road, one frame at a time.
His passenger, Three Hands, had been complaining about the economy,
the black market, and the lack of an adequate banking system. His
problems were legion. Ki Song said in agreement, "A ten year pox on
all bankers anyway. Only a criminal would consider such a
calling."

Three Hands nodded his huge head in
agreement. Jowls protruding farther than his rounded cheekbones,
his Fu Man Chu mustache drooping fiercely, he had the physiognomy
of a man to be heard and reckoned with. Wiping his mustache on a
silk handkerchief, he declared, "Hot Money Chu is such a puppet.
Did you hear that he suddenly wishes to be referred to by his birth
name, Dang Chu. All of this because he has acquired a majority
interest in the Royal Laotian Bank. A pox on him and his grimy
little band of robbers. Banks are a plague. I wish them off the
flat side of the earth. The next time I see . . ."

"Now, now. Your face is turning as red as
your scarf. Let us address our energies toward your guest and see
what we can do."

"My guest," Three Hands raged. "I still want
to know why the American has to be my guest. All of the foreign
devils at the Embassy were panting over the deal you offered. What
a coup his rescue would have been. Then, after you talked with
Phon, you seemed to think his value had diminished. Did he tell
Phon something I should know?"

"One minor correction my whiskered friend.
You are the one who offered to give him to his Embassy. Not I. I
merely conveyed the message and offered my humble assistance. But I
must be frank with you. His value has diminished considerably. He
may have been involved in the Tay Chang murders."

"Ki Song, damn you. You sucked me into
another of your cunning schemes." He blustered on, "You used me.
You put me up as a front just in case something like this happened.
You made every effort ..."

"Now, now." Ki Song patted his old friend on
the shoulder to calm him. "Remember how enthusiastic you were to
get involved when you thought this humanitarian gesture would put
money in your pocket."

"Ki Song, you're going to come out of this
smelling like jasmine. I am going to get another bloody nose. Why
don't you stop scheming with my reputation?"

"Your reputation with the Americans, my dear
Three Hands, is the very vehicle that imprinted your nickname on
you twenty-five years ago. Your own efforts, without any assistance
from me, led them to believe that you had a third hand. You were
right handed, left handed, and underhanded. And even that, my
friend, is a great improvement over your youthful reputation as an
outrageous pirate who preyed on river traffic. So no new damage has
been done."

"No new damage!" Three Hands leaned back
stiffly against the soft

seat of the luxury sedan, smarting at the
reference to his previous calling. To change the subject, he said,
"Tell me about the rumor that Chaing Kai- shek's Kuomintang remnant
in southern China has started a small revolt against Mao while the
Generalissimo rules in Formosa."

"Ah," he mused. "The rumor to which I believe
you refer has surfaced over the political environment almost a
dozen times during the past year. But Chiang Kai-shek doesn't seem
to be interested in the remnant. I don't think much will come of
it." Ki Song nearly salivated while he wondered just how much
really would come of it and how much he would benefit. He had
already decided on a new strategy concerning Jason Harte.

"Well," Three Hands became expansive, "you
know your history lessons better than most. I would not presume to
offer any illuminations to one so sagacious. I only observe in
passing that the Chinese mainland is filled with rascals who are
fed up with communism. The Red Guard has overstepped the bounds of
tradition and decency. And the Cultural Revolution is a disastrous
flop. Just remember. Seven hundred years ago Mongol horsemen took
China by force and held it for three hundred and fifty years until
the stinking British bought it with their opium trade. And then, in
1900, the Manchu Dynasty itself was brought down by the relatively
tiny Yi Hs Tuan faction. They complained of conditions that were no
more objectionable then than they are today. A few dedicated men
might bring about major changes in China."

"That is true and you are correct, Three
Hands. Didactic, but quite correct. Chiang Kai-shek and his
Kuomintang capitalists abandoned many relatives who could not flee
to Formosa. Rascals, I believe you called them. But we should be
addressing issues less historic. We should concentrate on making a
few dollars, or a few political points, at the Embassy party."

"If I ever tend to be didactic," Three Hands
blustered, "it is only to save you from yourself. The Kuomintang
was not Chiang Kai-shek's. It was the intellectual and political
genius of Dr. Sun Yat Sen! Chiang seduced it from him just like he
seduced the Chinese out of the millions and millions of dollars
that he ran away with."

"Not again!" Ki Song pleaded. "At least spare
me the five hundredth lecture on the virtues of Dr. Sun. I
appreciate that he is your ancestor -- in the sense that he is of
your race . . ."

"My race," exploded Three Hands, "I am
Laotian."

Sadly Ki Song replied, "If only that were
true, my dear old friend. None of us is Laotian. There is no such
thing. Our of three is but a remnant of the Khmer who invaded from
the west, the Chinese who invaded from the north, and all the
flotsam of the South China Sea who invaded from the east. We are
landlocked, poor, and threatened by the Pathet Lao who are
struggling for control under the false banner of humanitarian
communism. What can you and I do? So let us address those tiny
issues that will not remake the Orient, but might make me rich and
you richer."

When they pulled into the compound and turned
toward Phon's house, Three Hands was screaming at the top of his
ample lungs that it was Ki Song who was rich and Three Hands the
poorer because of him.

Ki Song warmly clasped Jason's hand. "My dear
Jason, how are you? I am so pleased that you . . ."

Three Hands entered and bellowed, "What the
hell is that awful smell. It is barely noon and this place smells
like a back alley in Szechwan."

"Three Hands, welcome." Phon smiled at his
bellicose uncle, liking him greatly. "Let me introduce you to Jason
Harte."

Three Hands looked at Jason with contemptuous
disgust. "You should have paid better attention to your instructor
in flying school."

"Yes, Three Hands, you are absolutely right,"
Jason answered politely. But he stood perfectly erect, neither
bowing nor offering his hand. The effect was immediate. Three Hands
groped for his next onslaught. But he had been temporarily
disarmed.

"Honorable Ki Song," Phon interrupted, "you
must have irritated our giant sea monster by talking politics. The
symptoms are evident and the prognosis is dire unless we quickly
treat him with a cup of warm Lau Loa."

Three Hands accepted the invitations
gracefully. "You don't know the first thing about properly warmed
Lau Lao. My sister-in-law had too much of the foreign devil's blood
to have borne a truly Laotian offspring. Nevertheless, we will
indulge you."

Ki Song stood with his arms folded, watching
the completely inimitable entrance of the indomitable Three Hands.
He was more humorous than Peter Sellers, more cunning than Black
Beard, and more of a diplomat than, well, say Genghis Kahn.

Phon tried to make Jason feel comfortable by
saying, "Listen to that music. Jason brought this nice Sony.
Couldn't we sell these gems in the stereo department!"

Three Hands offered a pleasantry in response,
"Most escapee American pilots are lucky if they can bring along a
broken neck. How is it that you show up with this radio?"

"I haven't said I am an escapee American
pilot. But I am glad you like the radio."

"I have not said I like the radio. I merely
observed that it is an improvement over that cannon boom that Phon
calls my entertainment center. I assure you that, if the High Life
didn't make a substantial profit from the sale of these inventions
of the ear doctor, I would not allow them in my store."

Jason casually slipped his hand into his
pocket and remarked, "Phon told me that there has been a temporary
interruption in the Japanese deliveries of Sony products."

"Ah, well," Three Hands responded, "people
should spend their money on other, less intrusive, products." He
wished he could get more Sonys, especially those with cassette tape
players.

"Too bad you feel that way," Jason replied
offhandedly.

"Why?" Three Hands spoke and then
reconsidered his question. "You have a source for these?" He
corrected himself again. "You stole this one and you know where to
steal more?"

Believing he had hit on the answer, Three
Hands sat back, wondering just what Jason might be made of. Then
Jason began to explore an interesting idea.

He scratched his jaw and said, "I have a
total of twenty-four Sony's. You can have them for two hundred U.S.
dollars each."

Three Hands and Phon choked on their drinks
and gasped at once, "That's robbery. They would only bring about
one hundred fifty dollars at full retail price."

Jason guessed, "They'll bring three hundred
dollars apiece -- along with a lot of prestige."

"Bullshit," Three Hands retorted. "People
would go to the black market before they would pay a price like
that."

"But this is a real Sony, not a knock-off
like they sell on the black market."

Three Hands, always canny, changed the course
of what had obviously become a negotiating session. He said, "Fifty
dollars each and that is final, take it or leave it." Who am
I, he thought, to be the owner of the largest department
store in the country and still have to haggle over the purchase of
a few radios? What does success bring anyway?

"One hundred seventy-five."

"Seventy-five."

"One hundred forty."

"Seventy-five is my final offer," Three Hands
sniffed. "I offer that much only because you are our guest."

Jason raised his eyebrow and countered, "I'll
sell them to you for one hundred thirty dollars each. I'll make
this concession only because I know how bad it would look to have
real Sony stereos being sold on the street corner black market
while you have none in your fine store."

That was a threat. It caused Three Hand's
neck to bulge and his face to redden. He growled, "No! It's
seventy-five dollars or nothing."

"Look," Jason said. "I'll split the
difference. You can have them for one hundred twenty-five each,
payable in cash immediately upon delivery."

"Can't you divide? That is not half of the
difference between seventy-five and one hundred thirty."

Jason looked innocent. "I said split the
difference. I didn't say split the difference in half."

"Don't try to be slick with me, Jason
whatever your last name is -- if you have one. To split means to
cut something into to two equal halves."

Jason said, "When you split community
property in a divorce, are the two pieced ever equal?"

"Who cares! We're talking about business! I
don't even know if you really have the radios."

"And I only trust that you will pay when I
deliver them." Jason smiled and really felt it. He enjoyed
negotiating. "Let's include a five hundred dollar penalty against
the person who fails to perform exactly when, and as, agreed."

"Done. One hundred twenty-five dollars."
Three Hands jowls drooped as if in total, discouraging defeat.
Actually, he was glad to have the Sony stereos and expected to
profit nicely.

Jason assumed a stern pose and declared,
"Okay. I'll deliver the Sony's here and now and I expect sixty-two
hundred and fifty dollars in cash. Here and now."

"What?" Three Hands blustered," You have them
right here? That is not a delivery. Delivery has to be at my store.
I don't have that kind of money on me. You sneak. What else are you
up to?"

Jason seemed to relax when he accepted
another cup of Lau Lao. "You could have negotiated for delivery to
your store if you had wanted to. But you didn't."

A sulking three Hands said, "You should be
negotiating with Ki Song. He is your kind. Both of you think only
of yourselves. The money will be in your hands in the morning."

"Plus five hundred dollars," Jason added
pleasantly.

"What five hundred dollars? A deal is a
deal." Now Three Hands was getting mad.

"The deal was to pay cash immediately upon
delivery or else you pay a five hundred dollar penalty. But I'll
just keep one of the radios and call it even." Fair enough. The
radios were actually at Phon's compound. Just a minor stretch.

Wearily, Three Hands said, "Done. Phon, have
a driver pick up the radios in the morning and give the money to
him in cash."

"Right. I will. And perhaps we should think
about leaving pretty soon. We should not be too late for the
party."

Jason stood and said, "I want you to know how
much I appreciate your inviting me. I look forward to seeing the
Embassy."

An awkward silence prevailed. Ki Song,
genuinely embarrassed, said, "Jason, I am so sorry. I completely
failed to make it clear to you. This is an informal afternoon party
at the Ambassador's residence at Kilometer 6. There are a couple of
issues that need to be resolved before you can go to the Embassy
itself. And," he said, recovering, "this is most fortunate because
you may wear what you have on."

Three Hands exploded, "Where did you get
those pants? And, Ki Song, do not apologize to him. He created this
situation himself by shooting those unfortunates at the Tay Chang
Junction and stealing that truck we have been hearing so much
about. It was undoubtedly full of radios, the remainder of which he
probably intends to sell to my competition now that he has
established a price." Three Hands gave him a level, unpleasant gaze
and went on, "Yes, I think you crashed one truck into that building
to cover up the fact that you were stealing another truck."

Jason held his gaze with a greater
appreciation for this gruff, sagacious trader. He wasn't afraid to
say what he thought. So he wasn't afraid to think for himself.

 


 



CHAPTER 4

 


 


The afternoon party at the Ambassador's house
was indeed informal. The Ambassador wasn't even there. But his
staff was in full attendance. Brian Clatterson, the Embassy's chief
deputy, was the first to greet Ki Song, Three Hands, Phon, and
Jason when they emerged from Ki Song's car in a driving rain.

Clatterson's avian features made Jason wary.
The man's eyes were hard beads set deeply beneath a forehead that
was devoid of eyebrows and all other hair. He had been adapted with
a crane's neck and a pelican's Adam's apple. All of these ungainly
features were consistent with his quadruple E shoes, the toes of
which pointed ninety degrees away from each other. Of course, his
voice was squeaky.

Having found that Jason spoke English, Brian
Clatterson chirped and trilled until they were joined by an
attractive young woman. She had carefully coifed hair and her
slender body was host to simple, stunning jewelry.

Glibly, Clatterson said, "Let me introduce
you to Miss Ellen Withermoor. Ellen, may I present my friend, Jason
Harte."

In an impish way she held her nose high
enough to establish that she was better than the rest and said, "I
didn't know Brian had any friends."

"How nice to meet you Miss Withermoor," he
lied. Actually, she was quite a beautiful woman. But she reminded
him of a social aviatrix who flew from group to group searching for
those to further impress. As if to confirm his appraisal, she
immediately began an oblique conversation with another group and
then left to join them.

Clatterson just shrugged and was immediately
joined by two staffers. They appeared to be sycophants from the way
they almost jumped up on his leg to be recognized and petted. One
handed him a drink while the other took his dripping umbrella. No
expression of gratitude was made to either of them. The expected
had happened. Nothing more. Snobbery is a prop that is needed by
some in order to set the social stage.

A tall man who wore brown tinted glasses
joined them. His dark skin was tightly stretched over his face as
if he had donned it to match the glasses. His eyes were barely
visible. But his character would have been transparent even without
props. Within the Gucci shoes and a thousand dollar suit was a
dangerous man whose authority filled the room.

"Ah, Koyu Maharu. We are happy you could
come." Clatterson said this with enough hand and facial animation
to make it clear that Koyu Maharu didn't speak much English. Koyu
Maharu's mere presence turned Clatterson into an obsequious minion.
Intuition warned Jason to be careful of a man who so dominated
others.

Puwsuh aw mine," he replied, hoping that as
soon as the Orientals take control of the world, their first
official act would be to eliminate R's and L's from all
alphabets.

Then Jason was introduced to him. Koyu Maharu
showed nothing more than a casual disinterest in Jason while they
attempted to communicate in English. The exercise was boring to
Clatterson and his two men. They wandered off on an urgent mission
to have a drink with fellow staffers.

Neither changing his expression nor his
posture, Koyu Maharu's almost pleasant smile turned into gash that
exposed cigarette stained teeth. Speaking directly to Jason in
hushed a tones he snarled, "We will have only a moment to talk in
this relative privacy. So I will get right to the point. A client
of mine has access to a great deal of information. He informs me
that you have a small supply of weapons and ammunition. Those
weapons were to have been delivered to another of my clients. But
they were hijacked before they could be delivered."

Koyo Maharu reached out to take Jason's hand.
The grip was very firm. Jason's hand was forced palm up, and into
it was dropped a plastic disk about the size of a dime.

Koyu Maharu withdrew his hand and whispered,
"A man will present a duplicate of this seal to you. The seal is
proof that he is the person to whom you will give the weapons. He
will accept only one answer from you."

Jason glanced at the seal. The engraving on
it was of a snake and a spider. The inscription said, "Obedience."
Astonished and angered by such imperious rudeness, Jason reached
for the other man's collar and straightened it ever so slightly. At
the same time, he dropped the seal back into the shirt pocket and
said, "I have no idea what you are talking about."

"Oh, yes you do," Koyu Maharu replied
pleasantly. But his smile was all malice.

At that moment Ellen joined them saying, "How
very nice to--" Before she had finished Koyo Maharu turned on a
heel that ground into the carpet as he walked away.

Innocently, she pled, "Did I say something
wrong?"

"Yep."

"Well, I want to apologize. Once in a while I
tend to get a little out of hand. Accept my apology?"

He was right. Here she was again, flying from
group to group. But she was a pretty woman. So he accepted. "Sure.
I may have to ask you for the same favor someday."

"I hope you will. In fact, I'm having dinner
at the Mekong Cafe tomorrow night at eight. You will join me, won't
you?"

Jason laughed and said, "Well, let me get up
and brush your foot prints off my chest. I think I can be there at
eight."

"There," she said. "I have managed to do it
again, haven't I?"

It was not that she was rude, exactly. In
fact, for an attractive brunette who was just under thirty, she was
simply direct in a very cute sort of way. She was well dressed and
perfectly bejeweled for an afternoon party. Everything seemed to
have been going her way for a long time. Too long, Jason
guessed.

From across the room it appeared that another
man was trying to establish eye contact. Jason attempted to avoid
the glance until he realized that it came from a man who was
dressed in the uniform of a naval officer with a Commander's gold
braid on his sleeve. Jason felt as though the officer was merely
waiting for a socially convenient moment to join him. Apparently
that moment was provided by Koyu's abrupt departure. But when the
Commander took the initiative, he didn't speak to Jason. He said,
"Good afternoon, Ellen. What a pleasant surprise."

"Yes, well, it wouldn't have been such a
surprise if you had let me know you were going to be in Laos. Am I
no longer in your good graces?"

"Of course you are. I arrived only half an
hour ago and I'll be leaving later tonight. No prior notice. One of
those kinds of trips, you know."

"No. I don't know anything about the devious
comings and goings of naval intelligence officers. How could I?
They don't stay in one place long enough."

An undercurrent had risen to the surface and
crested in what appeared to be an accusation of the type that is so
often made against sailors, regardless of their rank. Jason slowly
retreated from the conversation, looking for Phon or Three Hands --
anyone. But before he could get away, Ellen grabbed his collar, or
maybe it was his elbow. The effect was the same either way.

"Jerry, I would like to introduce you to Mr.
Harte. Mr. Harte, this is Commander Holt." To insure that she had
properly snubbed both men, she left them without another word,
waving generally in the direction of a tanned golf pro.

Other people nearby engaged in their several
conversations about the war, the rebellion in southern china,
politics, and the early monsoon rain. Jason was not adept at small
talk. Even though this may not have been the appropriate occasion,
he was anxious to make contact with the American military. And it
was obvious that Commander Holt was keeping him in attendance by
offering inane observations about how infrequently he got to
Vientiane and the very subordinate role he played in one of the
Navy's more arcane departments. But when the crowd around them
thinned for a moment, he looked over Jason's shoulder as socialites
do so often when they are conversing at parties. What he said was
not the object of small talk. Suddenly Fate nudged Jason Harte.
Again.

"Sorry to be abrupt, Lieutenant. I'm afraid
circumstances require it. Listen carefully. You will not rejoin
your squadron right now. Someone wants you to stay in Laos for the
time being. Please make it a point to avoid the Embassy and avoid
contact with Embassy personnel."

He paused for a moment and stared into
Jason's ice blue eyes. Then he said, "You will report to the
Kilometer 6 Golf Club at ten o'clock tomorrow morning."

Astonished, Jason glanced around and said,
"Golf Club? Report?"

But the Commander had walked away. Jason
turned to follow until he saw him at the bar in what seemed to be a
delicate conversation with Ellen Withermoor. Almost abruptly, the
Commander turned and left the party without explaining how he knew
Jason Harte was a lieutenant - or a serviceman of any rank.

Ellen and a new companion left the bar,
rejoined Jason, and kept him out of the mainstream of partygoers -
deliberately, it seemed. And she was being much nicer for some
reason. Just when their conversation was smoothing out, Phon
interrupted with a greeting and an apology. "Three Hands has to
leave. If you want to stay for a while, I can pick up later."

"Do you need a ride home," Ellen offered with
the genuine look of one who wanted to accommodate in a social
situation. Correction. Maybe it was genuine.

Jason didn't answer. His thoughts were
elsewhere. One guy knows I have a truckload of guns. Another
knows I'm a naval officer. Someone wants me to stay in Laos. And I
can't forget about the putative Pia Kang who tried to kill me!
What's going on here?"

Both Ellen and Phon were looking at him,
waiting for an answer to a question that had lost out in the
competition for his attention.

"Oh, no, thank you Miss Withermoor. I need to
go with Phon."

"Anyone who is going to have dinner with me
must call me Ellen. You are Jason, right?" That was Ellen all over
again. Assertive at best.

On the drive home Phon shared Jason's good
fortune with Ki Song and Three Hands. "You should have seen him in
action. You should have seen his moves. He had Ellen wrapped around
his little finger."

Jason countered, "What you took for my finger
was actually my throat."

Commander Holt's instructions had introduced
a new circumstance. Jason surprised Phon by making an unusual
request after they got out of the car. "I need something. It's
going to cause you a hell of a lot more inconvenience." Phon looked
up quizzically while Jason rubbed his nose and explained. "After
the money is paid for the radios tomorrow, I may want you to help
me rent a house. I may be staying here for a while." No mention was
made of Commander Holt.

"No problem," Phon said with a yawn. But
please don't rent a house. Just stay at my place. You are welcome
for as long as you like." The offer was sincere.

Behind the sincerity was a keen interest that
had developed when he saw Jason talking with Koyu Maharu. The
keenness was honed to a razor's edge when the Koyu spun away from
the conversation. Koyu Maharu was one of the Four Khans. His
area of representation was the northernmost of the feudal warlords
who ruled that area of Laos with an iron hand. The second of the
Four Khans, Kilong My, represented the warlords from Luang Prabang
all the way to the southern limit of the poppies plateaus. The
other Khans, Dang Latlat and Mien Vguyen, represented the tongs and
the industrial interests throughout the country.
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Assistant pros at elite golf clubs the world
over have few responsibilities other than to make out and,
incidentally, give lessons now and then. Jason watched the blond,
suntanned pro from Scottsdale ply his trade with wives of members
at the exclusive Kilometer 6 Golf Club. Commander Holt had not yet
arrived for the meeting. Jason stretched in the sunlight and ran
his fingers through lengthening hair.

Promptly at ten o'clock a silver haired
gentleman, who wore a mauve polo shirt and carried a golf club,
passed Jason on his way to the driving range. The older man smiled
graciously. Then he stopped and turned back.

"Say, you are surely a fellow American. Won't
you join me in hitting a few balls? I need to freshen up my stroke
with the three wood."

Jason accepted the invitation.

"Care to go first," the husky gentleman
asked, flashing his even, white teeth and jutting his square
jaw.

"No, sir. Please go ahead."

The older man's thick, bristling hair hardly
wafted in the gentle breeze when he bent over to adjust the tee. He
whispered from his bent position, "Lieutenant Harte, I am Admiral
Phillip Langsford."

He neither looked up nor gave any other
indication that he was speaking to someone. He stood and wiped the
grip of his driver on a white towel. To the world it appeared that
two friends had met to practice together. The man was accomplished
in his tradecraft.

The three wood swooshed and the ball flew
high and straight. Jason watched four more balls follow exactly the
same path. He did not know what path to expect of the conversation.
But he was ready to return to his squadron -- or whatever. He was
ready to obey orders - for a while.

"Try a few, Jason. I'm a little rusty this
morning." Few golfers were close enough to overhear the
conversation. None seemed to be interested. Tradecraft had demanded
the remark.

"Thank you, sir." He accepted the proffered
club. "Are you in town for some R and R?" Jason asked just in case
he was expected to keep the conversation going. While he set his
tee, the older man sat down, crossed his legs and put his elbow on
the back of the wooden bench.

"Jason," fatherly, mannerly, authoritatively,
"we may want to assist some friends. My intelligence leads me to
believe that you could support our effort if we decide to
proceed."

Jason hit a couple of balls that were not
entirely wild. At least they didn't hit anyone. He decided to wipe
the grip on a towel rather than risk another shot. Shanks
happen.

"Some danger could be involved. However, in
the larger scheme of things, the risks could be well rewarded in
historical terms."

Jason leaned the driver on the bench and
reached for the towel. "Admiral, I haven't the slightest notion
what you're talking about?" This guy can't be a naval officer.
Admirals don't wear mauve polo shirts. And that looks like a
hundred dollar haircut.

"That's because you haven't heard me tell you
yet. Now. I want you to call me Phillip. Never refer to my rank.
Ever. I'll call you by your given name. From this point on I will
be your only contact. No one at your Embassy knows of this visit or
its purpose. But you can expect them to speculate because there are
few secrets in Laos.

"Commander Holt and I know a good deal about
you. We know you lived in Laos and that you speak the language. But
we don't know how you want to serve your country. That's what I'm
here to find out."

The Admiral poured Perrier over a glass of
ice and offered it. Then he poured for himself. Jason saw no reason
to respond to the remark, which sounded rhetorical.

The Admiral lifted his glass and told him, "A
warrant has been issued for the arrest of an unnamed American pilot
on the charge of murdering a Laotian citizen. It should be in the
hands of the Ambassador today or tomorrow at the latest. The
investigation is likely to continue at an intensified pace." In
some arcane way that last statement was made to sound like a threat
than a comment.

Admiral Phillip Langsford took the polished
three wood and stepped up to his newly planted tee. Then he
returned and laid his bulky wallet on the accommodation table by
the bench. The wallet just happened to fall open in the correct
position. Jason saw the AFIF armed forces identification card that
bore the Admiral's photograph.

Confused, Jason mumbled, "That's a fine
swing, Phillip. Until I receive further instructions, my intentions
are to wish that pilot a lot of luck and to pursue the business
that brought me to Laos." This guy knows who I am. But who is
he? Should I trust him? I feel discovered. Why the secrecy and
ambiguity? Am I about to be arrested? Or ordered to duty? He must
have my service record. Maybe the Laotian police do, too. I'm a
fugitive from a murder charge and I might even be a deserter in
time of war, depending on the authenticity and authority of
Commander Holt, whom I met only once at a party, and an Admiral who
wears a polo shirt.

"Would you be interested in helping some
friends if the opportunity were presented to you?" the Admiral
asked in a curiously circumspect way.

"Are your friends my friends?" Jason replied,
wondering what friends had to do with an arrest or an order to
return to active duty.

The Admiral said, "All of my friends are
friends of the United States of America. They are friends of
freedom."

"Good answer. Those are my kind of
friends."

The Admiral watched Jason's assured
mannerisms as if they told a truthful story. He observed the
nonchalant poise with which a most difficult situation was being
handled.

Then he smiled and said as if it were not an
order, "Why don't you plan to be in Southeast Asia until I instruct
you otherwise. It will probably be quite a lengthy stay. As you
already know, certain dangers may be involved. But I think things
are going to work out for you and for our friends. Carry on!"

Now fate had shoved Jason Harte into a
corner. He wondered how it might sound at his Court Martial if he
ever had to explain that, rather than returning to his duty
station, he had taken orders from a man whom he had met at an
informal party and from another who conducted meetings at an
exclusive golf club - wearing a mauve Polo shirt.
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When Jason arrived at the Mekong Café at
eight o'clock that evening, he was surprised and offended to find
that Ellen was with another man, a Chinese gentleman.

The café offered an elegant blending of
French and Thai decor that was tasteful and ingenious. Ruby and
gold were the primary colors. Plush carpeting was rich and deep,
silencing footsteps and muting conversations. Broad splashes of
navy and white distinguished the tablecloths and china. To the
world traveler who appreciated the colorful blending of cultures,
it was romantically beautiful. Jason, a man of simpler tastes,
thought the place was gaudy. He longed for natural wood with
polished grain, brass fixtures, and large windows.

Ellen stood to greet him. "Hi, Jason. Let me
introduce my friend, Lee Wong. I hope you don't mind."

"Certainly not. I'm delighted." Who does
she think she is! How would she feel if I had brought another woman
along?

Her guest, polite and unassuming, bowed while
offering his hand. "My English is limited. Thank you for sharing
your hostess with me tonight."

Jason thought, I'll share her all right.
You get one hundred percent and I get the hell out of here. It
was not that Jason was jealous. He hardly liked the woman. What
bothered him was that Ellen could get away with shoving people
around. She was pushy and she had pushed him enough for one day.
Day -- as in the kind at the North Pole. The one that lasts for
months on end. It was not quite within him to just turn and walk
away. He simply shook his head and planned to make no further plans
with Ellen Withermoor.

As the evening developed, Ellen disclosed
that Lee Wong was a widely known professor of anthropology at the
People's University of the Humanities which was located in Kunming,
China.

According to Lee Wong, Kunming, although
situated in the mountainous southern region of the country, was one
of the most repressed areas in all of China during the height of
Mao's Cultural Revolution. The Red Guard had been merciless in its
assault against the intellectuals at the University. Lee Wong
himself had been sentenced to spend four years feeding pigs and
shoveling out chicken houses. His wife had been forced to abandon
her teaching job and become a charwoman. She scrubbed on her hands
and knees for five years, until her death. The Cultural Revolution
had taken its toll under the latest of the Communist's plans to
purge the intellectuals and reinvest the peasants with the dignity
and entitlements that were their philosophical due.

He explained in the factual manner often
assumed by academics that the brutal excesses of the Red Guard had
finally come to an end. But the scar they had inflicted in the
1960's would grossly disfigure the national psyche for generations
to come. Sadly, the economic impact reduced China's near
nonexistent economy to a threadbare canopy in the 1970's that could
protect neither peasant, intellectual, nor educator. Communist
China, the third largest producer of food in the world, could not
even feed its own people. But it could persecute them.

Ellen's attention had been attracted to a
couple whom she knew at the next table. No surprise there. Lee Wong
continued with more fervor. His brow wrinkled and his eyes became
more intense. "China must change or its people will die. While
China spends millions supporting the war in Vietnam, people may
starve to death by the millions. The quality of life is marked by
hopelessness and despair. A nation with more natural beauty than
any other place on earth, with more people than any nation on
earth, is being crushed beneath the economic heel of a political
philosopher who has lost his sense of proportion. He has no
compassion for the people. Only for political platitudes. What we
need is food. We need art. We need industry. We need to be awakened
against this man."

He might have lost Jason's attention except
for the fact that tears were flowing freely down his face. He wiped
his eyes with a handkerchief and went on, "My wife's little life
was taken away without notice. I cannot stand by and watch the same
thing happen to me and to my people. Not to my people "

He gazed intently at Jason. There was purpose
and conviction in his tear filled eyes. "For the past five years I
have devoted myself to one cause. It is that devotion which brings
me to Laos."

Jason realized that he was not engaged in
ordinary social conversation. Surprised by the drama, he asked,
"How can you help by being here in Laos?"

"There is a core group of believers in
southern China. We, like the Jewish remnant who returned to rebuild
the temple after seventy years of enslavement by the Babylonians,
are going to rebuild China. Obviously, we cannot revolt against Mao
without help. He has one of the most powerful armies in the world.
But we can tell our people that there is a better life, a life in
which one works for himself -- and thus serves the good of all. We
will tell our hundreds of millions that they may throw off the
bureaucracy that has smothered all hope out of the country and the
life out of the people. Perhaps we cannot overthrow our government.
But we can and will rise up and force it to lead us in another
direction."

Jason was touched and intrigued by the man's
fervor. "How large is your remnant? Who are they? How are you going
to do it?"

Lee Wong relaxed a bit and returned his
handkerchief to his pocket. "Most people of our persuasion had
parents who believed in democracy and capitalism but could not
leave their homeland to go to Formosa with Chiang Kai-shek. Many of
those who were left behind as a remnant were intellectuals and
philosophers. We will take up their banner. We are not well
financed. But we may have help from others of whom we must not
speak.

"I am taking you into my confidence, Jason.
Do not betray us or our cause. Please. A small group of us, just a
few thousand, plan to rise up in arms. We will fight to our deaths
to tell our story and stamp guilt on our government.

Lee Wong's shoulders straightened. He lifted
his chin. "Our intent is to take control of as many towns as we can
in southern China. Then we will hold out until death while
attracting media attention throughout China and the world. We
intend to inflict the pain of world opinion as well as physical
pain on Mao Tse-tung and the Chinese Army."

Jason took his drink and said softly "If I
may say so without offending you, you don't look like the leader of
a guerrilla band."

"But I am. I must be."

There was a silence. All of the man's
emotional energy had been expended. Out of the quiet came Lee
Wong's thin voice. "A friend of mine asked Ellen to bring you here
tonight. Jason, we need guns and ammunition. I want to buy the guns
you are rumored to have."

Stricken, the ice in Jason's glass flew out
onto the table. He was being asked to assist a rebellion against
the Peoples Republic of China. And everyone in Laos seemed to know
all about him.

Lee Wong leaned forward on his elbows. He
lowered his voice to a whisper. "Jason, I am told that you have two
hundred European made AK-47's and a lot of ammunition. That is a
starting place for us. I have studied this weapon. I have learned
that the general public will put the name AK-47 on anything that
has a banana clip hanging from the bottom. Indeed, exact replicas
of the weapon are being produced in many countries around the
world, including China. The copies are made of low quality steel,
soft and poor. The machine work is out of tolerance.

"The real AK-47 automatic assault rifle was
conceived in 1949 by a twenty-three year old Russian soldier named
Mikhail Kalashnikov. As a soldier, he designed it to be dragged
through mud and sand; to be submerged in swamp water; to be thrown
from airplanes; and to shoot perfectly after such mistreatment. It
will perform under combat conditions with the smoothness of a
Singer sewing machine. The guns you have are made of the finest
steel in Eastern Europe. What you have is the true AK-47, not an
imitation. It is the kind of weapon we need."

When Jason had recovered, he asked, "Where
did you hear this rumor?

"Laos, like all of Southeast Asia and the
Orient in general, is virulent with such information. The point is
that, in the same way I have begged for your confidence, I must not
betray the confidentiality of my source. That would be dangerous
for your country and for mine."

Jason rubbed his forehead and answered, "I
have no guns and I don't know what you're talking about."

"Yes, yes. I know," Lee Wong ignored the lie.
"Now. I am leaving tomorrow. I will offer two hundred fifty dollars
for each weapon. I want a thousand rounds of ammunition for each
one, for which I will pay an additional five thousand dollars.

"I know that you either have, or soon will
have, other offers for them. We realize that we are offering much
less than the going market price. I can only ask you to consider
that our use of the weapons will not involve the protection of drug
dealers and their feudal warlords. The ultimate purpose will be for
life, not death."

"Whose death," asked Ellen upon her untimely
return? "I should not have left you men to your morbidity. Shall we
order?" It was not a question at all.

Wow, Jason thought. That's over
fifty thousand dollars!

A waiter approached the table and addressed
Ellen. "Miss Withermoor, we have a telephone call for Mr. Harte.
Would he be your guest?"

Fifty thousand dollars!

"Jason, did you hear the waiter?"

Parked under those trees in Phon's backyard
is fifty thousand dollars!

"Jason! Did you hear? You have a telephone
call!" Ellen, always insistent, was becoming indignant.

"Right. Certainly I heard." Fifty thousand
dollars. No wonder Koyu Maharu was so pissed!

"The waiter is standing right next to your
elbow, Jason! He'll show you the way. Now go and hurry right back."
Ellen's light touch.

Following the waiter's directions, Jason
walked past a well-dressed man who was standing at the entrance to
the telephone lounge. When Jason entered the small, quiet room, he
saw a man leaning against a sound absorbing partition that
separated the telephones from each other. Another man stood at the
far end of the partitions. Between them, in the middle of the row
of six telephones, one hung by its cord.

Jason picked up the dangling telephone. He
heard only a dial tone.

Out of his peripheral vision he saw both men
move toward him. He turned toward the first man and heard him
growl, "You are about to learn better manners. Try to remember them
next time you address one of the Four Khans." The man reached for
him.

Jason placed his weight on his left foot. He
put his hands over his face and looked back over his right
shoulder. Then he sent a driving back kick into the chin of the man
who was sneaking up from behind. The hit was solid. It was
accompanied by the sound of breaking bone.

Jason's head had leaned forward when he
delivered the back kick. He turned only his eyes to see the
oncoming kick with which the first man intended to break his neck.
The kick hit Jason's hands and smashed into bone and muscle,
forcing them back into his face. The hit was solid. His vision
blurred. He staggered. But he caught the foot in both hands and
extended the man's leg. Jason's right foot had recoiled underneath
him like a powerful spring. In perfect black belt form he brought
his foot around in an arc and smashed it into the other man's out
stretched knee. There was the feel and sound of tearing ligaments.
The man squelched his scream. Pain incapacitated him. Jason drove a
powerful sidekick into his forehead. Blood began to flow as the
man's head snapped backward. He wilted to the floor. The other man
was groping and stumbling in an effort to get to his feet. He
wobbled unsteadily. Jason left him to his own awkward devices. The
incident had taken less than ten seconds. Jason left the room.

A look of surprise, awe, and then fear
flashed across the face of the well dressed man who had been
standing guard at the entrance. He turned and hurried out of the
restaurant, leaving his companions to whatever destiny might have
overtaken them.

Back at his table, Ellen asked, "Who was it,
an admirer?"

Resisting an impulse to get up and leave the
restaurant, Jason attempted to act natural. "Shall we order?"

"I already have. You are going to love some
of Laos' most traditional food." She had been at it again.

During the dinner, of which Jason ate lightly
and with awareness, he noticed two men leaning against each other
as they staggered to the side exit. They triggered a memory. He
asked as if it were unimportant, "Who was that guy I met this
afternoon, Koyu Maharu? Do either of you know him?"

Ellen leaned forward. "Jason, he is a man you
might want to avoid, if possible. He is very powerful and, it is
said, very dangerous. He is one of the Four Khans!"

Very dangerous indeed. Much too dangerous
be given access to two hundred AK- 47's, Jason thought as Fate
shoved him again.

Jason stood and left his meal virtually
untouched. "Lee, I want to talk with you about money. Let's go" The
welt on his face had reddened and his hand was beginning to
hurt.

"What money?" Ellen wanted to know. "What's
going on between you two?" she asked innocently.

"Do you want me to believe that you really
don't know?"

"Jason, she really does not know very much.
She invited you here as a favor to a mutual friend. Really. After
tonight you and I will probably never see each other again. But
Ellen will be here. I know you will forgive her. "

Lee Wong and Ellen rose to follow Jason and
spoke at the same time.

"Jason, what's wrong?"

Ellen drove. Jason ignored her questions and
spoke with Lee. "Do you have many friends here?'

There was no hesitation in the answer. "Yes,
I do."

The blow to Jason's head caused it to throb.
He began to see yellow spots before his eyes. Unsteadily, he asked,
"Can you get a truck and find a safe place to keep it tonight?"

The purpose of the question was clear to Lee
Wong. His mind raced. He had won. "I had planned to fly back to
Kunming on the morning plane. I'm not sure I can get a truck on
such short notice."

"No sweat. I'll get one for you. I'm not sure
how. But I'll do it."

"Jason, I thank you. But you must tell us
what is wrong. You don't look very well. Have you hurt
yourself?"

Jason tried to rub the yellow spots away. He
head ached. But he was thinking clearly. Lee Wong isn't
interested my health. And he wants more than these particular guns.
Two hundred AK-47's would help in any combat mission.. But surely
not against the Chinese Red Army.

When they pulled up in front of the Phon's
compound, Jason issued sharp instructions to Lee Wong. "A truck
will be parked nearby. Call me in a couple of hours to get the
exact location. Your merchandise will be in it. Take it and get out
of town fast. Get the money to me after you have checked out the
merchandise."

They parted company with unanswered questions
and with an uncertain future.

Jason was planning hard and fast. On his way
into Phon's house he checked his truck. It was safe. Once inside,
he changed into the dark pajama pants that Lea had given him.

Phon returned from his date with Yoshiko.
"Jason, what are you doing home so early? I thought you would spend
the evening with Ellen," he said with a leer.

Jason waved the question away. "Phon, would
you put me in touch with someone you trust absolutely? I need him
right now, tonight. I need help."

"You sound serious. I'll volunteer."

"Phon, it could be a little dangerous."

"I'm not surprised." Phon suppressed his
questions. They quickly walked to the truck and rolled it forward
to open the back flap. Phon's face turned white. "Jason are you the
one who . . ."

"Yeah, But it wasn't as bad as you're
probably thinking. It was worse. Now," he said while lifting the
crate of machine pistols, "where can we hide these?"

"Well, the maintenance shed, I guess. How
about all those other boxes?" Phon asked, pointing to the crates of
AK-47's.

"Leave them and get in the truck. Let's move
this crate to the maintenance shed. Then we're going for a drive. I
want you to watch to see if we are followed."

"What's so dangerous about watching to see if
we are followed," Phon quipped.

The guard opened the gate. When they drove
through, Jason asked Phon where they could find another truck
identical to the one they were driving -- one that would not be
missed until morning. Phon pondered while Jason felt under the seat
for the Kovitch he had taken from the Glaring One at the Tay Chang
Junction.

Phon's eyes widened when he saw the weapon.
"Turn to the right at the next corner.''

Pot holes marked the street on the
riverfront. Standing water splashed beneath the wheels. Small
industrial buildings were jammed close together in a disorganized
array. There were no streetlights. Phon pointed to a muddy parking
lot. Jason saw the truck.

"There are lots of military trucks like this
in Vientiane. That one belongs to an army Captain who moonlights as
a security guard. Don't worry. In reality he spends his duty hours
guarding a bottle of whiskey."

"This is how we'll do it. I'll drive that
truck. You drive this one and follow me."

"You are really going to steal that
truck?"

"Yep."

"Jason, can't you wait until morning. We'll
go out and buy one or we can use one of the company's trucks. Are
you sure that you want to do this?"

"Keep your eyes open on the way back," Jason
said, ignoring the suggestion, which was a good one, but which
didn't fit into his plan. If things worked out, Lee Wong would be
given a long head start back to China some two hundred miles to the
north. He took off his shoes and waded through the mud to the
inebriated Captain's truck. It was not locked, but the key had been
removed. He reached under the dash and tore loose all of the wires
that were connected to the ignition and crossed them until he found
the two that started the engine. Then he drove away. It was his
third stolen truck of the week.

They retraced the exact route that they had
taken a few minutes earlier. Both trucks coasted to a stop at a
shadowy street corner two blocks south of Phon's compound.

Near that intersection Phon parked the truck
that contained the AK-47's and got into the Captain's truck with
Jason. "What now?" he asked.

"Let's go."

Jason drove the Captain's empty truck back to
Phon's and parked it against the building exactly where the other
truck had been. He untwisted the ignition wires and left them
hanging loose. Then they went inside as if nothing had
happened.

It was almost midnight when the phone rang.
Jason gave Lee Wong the location of the hidden truck and said,
"It's yours along with everything that's in it. There may not be as
much ammo as you wanted. But you can have it all. Just get the
money to me when it's safe and convenient."

Jason held the phone for a long moment while
the dial tone hummed. A revolution in China. Could he have just
started one?

They finished their last drinks and went to
bed. The next morning Jason took his coffee on a walk around the
compound in the early morning drizzle. He strolled past the guard
whose thick glasses were bent out of shape. He had a bandage on his
head and bruises on his face. Jason glanced behind the bamboo
trees. The Captain's truck had been stolen during the night. The
guard's bruised face told the story that it had been taken by
force.

 


 



CHAPTER 5

 


 


On the top floor of the High Life building
Three Hands' offices overlooked the south side of the city and
across the Mekong River. The late afternoon sun was breaking
through rain-laden clouds to cast shadows and aureate rays on the
riverboats that were plying the river's taupe waters. Broad-leafed,
tropical trees were being caressed by a gentle breeze that blew
from Thailand, across the river. Bangkok, three hundred miles away
at the southern end of the continent, always absorbed the leading
edge of the monsoon storms that arose like a leviathan out of the
South China Sea. But the monster rested that afternoon. Man's
ambitions did not.

Three Hands deep concern was masked by the
pleasant vista that glowed through the windows of his plush corner
office. But Jason's continence was bright and full of expectation.
He had would not be content to wait around while Admiral Phillip
Langsford made plans for him. That could take months. There burned
in the young American a zeal to achieve, to create. For openers he
had Three Hands' Fifty thousand dollars and he expected more money
from Lee Wong. He wanted to put it to work right away - with Three
Hands' help.

Jason pounded his fist into his palm and told
the older man, "I want a head start toward my ultimate ambition
which is to be an international businessman - something like a
corporate tycoon. Where better to start than right here on the
Mekong River? How better than to buy into one of your riverboats
and offer cut-rate transportation to farmers in northern Laos?" He
held his arms out expansively and looked into the sunset. "I
learned that their coffee crops are rotting in because of the early
rain. So I'll be innovative." Rubbing his hands together as the
naïve do so often in their excitement, he rushed on with his plan.
"Coffee and tobacco buyers pay only five percent of market value to
those farmers for their crops. I'll give them a full fifty percent
of the proceeds. That's how I'll get their business and here's how
I want to do it. I won't buy the crops like the big coffee
companies do. I can't afford that. Instead, I'll offer to take the
crops on consignment. I'll transport them to market in Bangkok,
sell them, and come back with cash for the farmers. Consignment
will be the key. Without me the crops will probably rot. That's my
ace in the hole," he said while pacing to and fro.

Three Hands had listened with
uncharacteristic attention while Jason made his strange proposal.
Phon slumped in one of the pillowed chairs across from the leather
sofa where the other man sat. After Jason finished, they allowed
the conversation to lapse in homage to the panorama of sun rays
that danced their cloud directed choreography on the river, acting
out a pantomime of man's struggle.

Phon had an augury about Jason's offer as
well as certain dangers that it posed. Jason was new to Southeast
Asia and an unwitting interloper into affairs that he could not
fathom. He knew nothing about the riverboat business or the
complex, multiple strata of insidious, often murderous, men against
whom he proposed to compete.

Normally Three Hands would rant about such a
wild proposal. But he was gravid with his own premonitions and
reservations. Jason watched as the hardened businessman massaged
the proposal, dissected, and tortured it from every imaginable
aspect. The redness in his eyes seemed to suggest that the risks
were too great. Worse still, he could ferret no profit for himself,
whether conscionable or otherwise. Profit, of course, was his sole
motivation. Very incidentally, he surely believed that Jason would
not even survive, much less make any money. Nevertheless, the
darkness under his eyes said that he was loath to decline. There
was a vestal verve in Jason's imagination. Three Hands could see a
mirror image of himself from twenty-five years ago. But it was, in
fact, twenty-five years later. He was no longer quite so daring as
he once had been. Raw ambition had been tempered by success.

"Jason, you are virtually a fugitive," he
said at last. "You only have the money that I gave you for the
stereos. And you think you can use that pittance to find a niche in
the ancient river transportation business. Surely you know that for
centuries the river has been prolific with clever, reckless men who
have exploited every possible, and some impossible, aspect of the
riverboat trade. They have tried everything from simple piracy to
the down right dishonest. So those farmers in the northern
mountains would never trust you or any other river man. They will
want their money -- cash on delivery -- not cash after the sale.
Never mind that the early monsoon rains drove the buyers away while
the crops were still in the fields. And never mind that they get
screwed to the wall when they sell their coffee and tobacco to the
big buyers. Farmers just feel lucky to be able to sell their
products at all."

Jason didn't like the way the conversation
was going. He tried to interrupt, "But..."

Three Hands cut him off with a wave of his
massive hand. "Jason, they accept the present situation gratefully
because they can't get cheated. They need cash - not risk. They
will never consign coffee, tobacco or anything else to you. You
would have to pay cash. Period.

He adjusted himself on the sofa so as to
better pontificate. "They don't even know what consignment means.
All they know is that you'll be asking them to let you take their
produce to market without paying for it. Sure. You may bring a
fortune back to them. But you could just as easily run away with
the money. They will never trust you. They've been burned too
often.

He sat his drink down with finality. "The
bottom line is this. As an adventurer you have decided to go into a
very dangerous business. You expect success because you are blond
and you are American. But your plan is crazy. I won't go into
business with you. "

Jason's offer had not been a paradigm of fair
business practice. At most, he tendered it as a point from which to
start bargaining. But Three Hands had shut the door. Was he merely
posturing for negotiations, or was he simply not interested? For a
seasoned negotiator like Three Hands, the two were synonymous to
observers.

Jason was not seasoned. However, he was canny
enough to know that he was in over his head. His answer was
pleasant and friendly, but not subordinate. He said, "I made a fair
offer. But I realize that you don't need to take risks at this
point in your life."

The two men parted company wondering about
each other. Phon went with Jason.

Three Hands remained seated, watching the
shadows lengthen across the river, announcing the end of his day.
"The end of my day," he muttered.

He regretted that he had agreed to talk with
Jason in the first place. It was unclear whether the young man was
being polite or whether his closing remark was an insulting taunt.
"I take risks every day of my life," he mumbled to himself. "I paid
hundreds of thousands of dollars in cash up-front for the
merchandise in this store. Only good fortune brings the customers
in. My daily risk is that they may not come in at all. In fact,
every one of my business dealings involves great risk. I lend money
and risk that it will not be repaid. I buy tons of plastic with no
assurance that our fledgling industries will be able to consume it.
Or my greatest risk -- the gambling table -- could turn my life
into a disaster. What does he know of my risks? Where was he when I
had to gouge out a pirate's eyes just to keep him from taking the
only food I had had in a week? He was in prep school while I fought
my kind on the Mekong River!"

Three Hands sat in stillness and watched new
shadows being cast by the oriental lamps that automatically
illuminated the office at dusk." How can he think that I, of all
people, am afraid of risks? What did he mean when he said '...at
this point in your life...'? Perhaps my age! Was that little
foreign devil talking about my age?

But he wondered, "Senescence! Do I
sometime, feel it near by? When I look in the mirror do I see it
creeping up on me? Am I getting old?"

With unfocused, saturnine eyes he stared into
the encroaching darkness. "I wish I had accepted Jason's deal. It's
going to be exciting if he can pull it off. If he doesn't get
killed, he may be able to do it. We could have started a new kind
of venture on this old river. Think of the bargaining we could have
done.

"Wait!" he cried out loud. "Is this what the
foreign devil wanted me to start thinking?"

On his way home, Jason thought, It all
comes down to this. I can't go back home. I can't rejoin my outfit.
I'm trapped here for a while and I intend to use the time to my
advantage. I want an adventure. I want to make money. I want to
start a new business! The farmers will trust me. I know I can do
it. I'm through with Three hands. Now I'll have to do it
alone."
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Phon had turned out to be an energetic
friend. He always jumped into new ideas with both feet. He knew
Jason liked his attitude and appreciated his ways. Earlier that
morning, after realizing that Jason was serious, he had helped him
rent a small, run down, four-room house in the river district. The
house contained a few sticks of broken furniture. The kitchen was
combined with what one might call a living room. After finding the
house, Phon listened to Jason haggle over the rent. His new friend
was quite naive. But he was an intuitive trader.

Then Jason had charged on while lifting his
palms to heaven as if he were being shortchanged, "Every house
needs a garage. This place is well past its prime and it hasn't
even got a garage." That got him a small broken down warehouse
across the street. Of course, Jason had no vehicle to put in a
garage. But that wasn't the point. Or was it? Phon put his fingers
to his temples and rubbed hard and asked himself what other plans
did the ambitious American have?

Afterward successfully negotiating the rent
and getting the garage, Jason cupped his chin in his palm and said
to one of Phon's men, "Here's three hundred dollars. Please get the
place cleaned up and find some sturdy, used furniture and kitchen
utensils. Get your wife to help. Outfit the place for living. But
don't paint the exterior." In a nostalgic way, he wanted the house
to look original and to blend into a Laotian neighborhood.

Then he laid out more of his plan to Phon.
Guilelessly, he explained that he was going to buy a used riverboat
without Three Hands' help. Next he would drive up to the northern
agricultural region that had been inundated with unseasonable early
rains. He would ask the farmers to let him take their coffee and
tobacco back to Vientiane and then by train to Bangkok where he
would sell the crops for the best price he could get. Then he would
bring one half of the profits back to the farmers. Simple.

"It's called a consignment arrangement," he
said to Phon with an offhanded gesture. "The venture will require
virtually no capital investment and there are no risks."

"No risks," Phon gasped. "You can't even take
a row boat onto the Mekong without risking attacks by pirates and
bandits. Worse still, there is no way those farmers are going to
turn their produce over to you on consignment. Three Hands told you
so. Besides that, you're trying to get in a business where your
competition will be the toughest, meanest, least trustworthy men in
Laos. So be warned."

"So what I am going into do," Jason said,
completely ignoring the warning, "is settle into the house for
while and, if I can, I'm going to put my education to work. Did I
ever tell you that I have a degree in business? What better way to
spend a vacation and someone else's money?"

Phon popped his forehead with his palm.
"Business and what you have in mind are as different as apples and
oranges. Make that apples and hand grenades. Anyway, how are you
going to get a riverboat now that Three Hands has opted out?"

Jason let a butterfly land on his arm.
Guilelessly, he replied, "I'm going to hang around the docks
tomorrow morning until I find an old one -- cheap. I'm going to buy
it and hope for the best."

Phon rolled his eyes. "Jason, be careful. A
riverboat is nothing more than a motorized barge with a flat
bottom, a blunt bow, a diesel engine, and a lot of uncovered cargo
space. As a group they looked and smelled like floating sardine
cans. Those that are for sale may not run. They may not even float.
And while you are wasting time on the waterfront, it would probably
be smart not to mention my name. That would make people
suspicious." Yes, he thought, they would become
suspicious all right. They would cut your throat with delightful
satisfaction. They hate Three Hands.

Seeing the determined look in Jason's face,
Phon warned, "Even if you get a cheap old boat for a few thousand
dollars, I'm not so sure that it will get up the river -- much less
get back to the train station in Vientiane with a load of cargo.
They call them sinkers for a reason, you know. A good boat would
cost seventy or eighty thousand."

Jason had no intention of taking an old
sinker up the river and risk the loss of his investment. But it was
too soon to let Phon be privy to all of his plans. He couldn't to
that because he didn't have a firm plan - yet.

So he looked even more determined and said,
"I'll probably have a boat by tomorrow afternoon. Then I'm going to
take the truck up north to find some customers, regardless of what
Three Hands thinks of the idea. If all goes well, I'll go get my
first shipment and bring it down river by the end of the
month."

"Just like that," Phon said with a
capitulating smile. Behind the smile was the thought that this
young negotiator, this killer, is direct. He goes straight for the
jugular with honesty that borders on the naive. That may change. It
may already be changing. Phon had seen Jason retreat into some
painful, arcane corner in the back of his mind after every smile.
Something was driving him back from his inherent nature. Something
was developing, or deteriorating, in this man. What effect would
growing up have on the young American? As Adam learned in the
Garden of Eden, knowledge destroys some degree of innocence.

Relaxing his shoulders in order to appear
more reasonable, Jason said, "Phon, if I can find rotting crops, I
know I can get them on a consignment basis. Here's why the farmers
will trust me. If I can't sell the crop, or if I run away, they may
never get any money. But if they don't consign to me, their crops
will rot. The early rains could cause them to lose everything. At
least with me they have a chance. Running a risk with me could net
them ten times what they could get from the commercial buyers, if
there were any."

Both men wondered whether such a crazy plan
would work in Southeast Asia where unscrupulous river men had spent
generations trying every scheme in the book whether wild, deceitful
or, most common, simply illegal.

Phon had no sound economic basis for wanting
to witness this bold, unlikely scheme. But he was alive, energetic,
and adventurous. With his native verge, he said, "Why don't I go up
north with you."
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The High Life was crowded with shoppers who
had taken advantage of another brief break in the weather. Jason
and Phon had just joined the throng when an electronic chime
sounded. A resonant voice on the intercom asked Phon to call his
office. Phon dialed and, after a moment's conversation, motioned to
Jason. "It's not for me. It's for you," he said, making every
attempt to turn his handsome face into a leer. Then he listened
intently to the few words he could gather from one side of the
conversation.

"Hello. Ellen," Jason answered. "I thought to
you were out of town. What happened?"

Urging his imagination to run wild, Phon's
face broke into a wide grin when he heard Jason say, "You bet I
can. In fact, I'd love to see you this evening. Why don't you pick
me up at my new house?" That much of the conversation he understood
along with all of its subtle ramifications.

Later Jason and Phon arrived at the newly
rented house. It had been transformed into a neat bungalow with
colorful curtains, furniture and artistically arranged prints on
the walls. The broken plumbing had been fixed and the bare light
bulbs had been replaced with standing lamps. The living room-dining
room-kitchen combination was neatly arranged with a sofa, two
chairs and an electric log in a fireplace facade. The ambient
culture of Vientiane was apparent throughout. Jason noticed that
there were beds in every room.

"Why did they put so many beds in here? And
all of this must have cost more that I gave them. Where did they
get the money and the laborers?"

Phon swept his hand across the room and said,
"You have to remember where you are. In Laos, almost every house is
a residence to at least two complete families and maybe more. While
this may appear to be a modest sized house, it would normally be
home to ten or more people. Rooms and bedrooms are synonymous.
That's why there are so many beds. As to the money, most of the
furniture is used. And," he gleamed, "they may have gotten a
special discount at the High Life on linens, utensils and so
on."

Overwhelmed with joy and appreciation, Jason
threw up his hands like a child and said, "This is exactly how I
pictured it. I could never have decorated it myself without
destroying the flavor of this old neighborhood. Your people did a
magnificent job. How can I ever thank them?"

"Thanks aren't required. For the next several
years the guys who worked on this project will be able to entertain
their families and friends with their embellished stories about the
American's house. Believe me, pretty soon your house will be a
hillside mansion fit for one of the Four Khans"

After Phon left, Jason looked around his new
home. He sat in every chair, lay on every bed and glanced out the
back door. In college he had lived in a fraternity house. Then he
lived in Navy dormitories throughout training. From there it was
into cramped, impersonal living quarters on the aircraft carrier.
Here he would live in the first real house since graduating from
high school. He appreciated it and never gave a thought to his
prospective tenure as master of his own house.

That evening Ellen finally arrived with an
armload of groceries. "Hi ya, Jason, you've gone native. Take one
of these bags for me." She sat her other bags down on the kitchen
sink and broke out a bottle of Chivas. Jason knew exactly where his
new glasses were kept. It was a proud moment.

She broke the seal and poured. They held
their glasses up. "To your new house," she toasted. "May your next
generation of dreams come true here."

"Thanks, Ellen. You're really something. Come
on over here and have a seat. No! Let me show you around first.
That will take about four seconds."

Ellen glanced at the plethora of beds and
asked whether Jason planned on being a particularly busy
bachelor.

"No, that's not it," he quipped. "I just
don't like to change sheets."

She dropped on to the sofa, threw her legs up
on the pillows, and leaned against the low arm. She was wearing a
simple silk dress and flats. Her shoulder length hair was combed
down as if to announce that a softer, sweeter woman had emerged,
one who needed little makeup and who wore a sweet, refreshing
attar. The aroma was enhanced by rain that began to fall
steadily.

She said, "Perfect. This is the way to spend
a rainy evening. Does the rain depress you?"

"Not at all. But I've never seen so much of
it. Even Seattle comes up for air and sunshine from tine to
time."

"Seattle is such a pretty city," she said
while she stretched luxuriously. "If the weather clears some
evening, I'll take you to a place that will remind you of the
restaurants that look down on Puget Sound. Of course they only look
down on our river. But the effect is much the same."

Jason, who was warming to the conversation
and to Ellen, started to tell her how much he enjoyed the long
summer twilight in Seattle. Twilight was his favorite time of day.
But he was interrupted by a quick knock on the front door. His
first impulse was to reach for the Kovitch.

Ellen calmed him. "Oh, I forgot to tell you.
I have a small house-warming gift." She went to the door and opened
it wide.

In walked Ama, shaking water off of her
umbrella. She was smiling from ear to ear and bowing with the
delight of a child who was about to give an unexpected present to
someone she loved.

Ellen hugged the woman and said, "Ama is
going to make dinner for us. I knew you liked her style of cooking,
so I called her as soon as I heard you had rented a house. Now you
may think I'm a busybody. But I must tell you that news travels
fast around here."

"Sit. Sit," Ama insisted. "My fortune teller
and I were here this afternoon and I know where everything is.
Dinner will be ready in a half hour or so." Instantly she was busy
unloading the bags and laying out the fresh vegetables and spices.
She set the table for three. That made Jason particularly happy. He
was very fond of Ama.

After dinner Ama told Jason that earlier in
the day she had her personal fortuneteller pronounce a blessing on
the house. Laotians were not as superstitious as the Chinese.
"But,'' she said while putting things away, "you can never be too
careful. You, especially, will need a lot of good luck. My shaman
said she must come back again to work on you personal good
fortune."

Jason laughed and translated for Ellen who
had turned on the electric fireplace. Even though it generated no
heat, it provided a cozy ambiance. Ellen sat on a colorful throw
rug and leaned back against the sofa.

"Ama," she said, "Jason is a lucky man. Why
do you think he needs your fortune teller's protection?"

"Good fortune is rare," she remarked and said
no more.

Ellen conjectured that, if Ama did not tell
her the reason tonight, her hairdresser would tell her in the
morning. There were no secrets in Laos.

After Ama left, Jason warmed some Lau Loa for
Ellen whose expression showed some concern. It pored over. "You
know, Jason, maybe Ama is right. You really should begin to be a
little more careful. My maid's brother-in-law is the security guard
at the compound. It seems that he was held at gunpoint and beaten
while someone stole your truck in the middle of the night. Also,
the owner of the Mekong Café told my hairdresser that you were
attacked during dinner. All I really want to do is to let you know
that there are no secrets here. You need to be careful."

She sat her empty cup on the floor. Then she
put her head on his chest and pulled herself close to him. She fell
asleep. Her breathing became slow and rhythmic. She became
beautiful when she stopped pushing.

Jason settled beside her and touched her
hair. All danger and tumult seemed to fade to some far horizon.
Surely at that moment the waters were still on the oceans and the
winds retreated into the hand of Thor. Everything must remain so
for an oriental eternity. If so much as one strand of her hair were
to be moved, the world would be irretrievably diminished.
Somnolence lifted him back into his mother's arms, safe and secure
in his dreams.

A harsh pounding at the door awakened him
suddenly. He grabbed the Kovitch and pushed Ellen flat on the
floor.

"Don't move!"

With his back against the wall next to the
door, he pushed it open with his toe. No one was there. The rain
muffled all sound. Soft lamplight illuminated a package sitting in
the rain on the step.

"Get behind the sofa. Lay flat." He took an
umbrella from the stand and moved the package to get a better look.
It was wrapped in black plastic and about the right size for a
bomb. Or maybe it was the money. Carefully, he turned the package
over. The words "Thank you" were written on the plastic with a red
grease pencil. Using the handle of the umbrella as a hook, he
pulled it in and opened it. A stack of fifty-dollar bills toppled
over. There must have been a thousand of them. Lee Wong had paid as
promised.

"Jason, what is that?"

''It's just the beginning," he said while
refolding the plastic. But he thought - the beginning of life as
a gunrunner and a river trader. He slid the damp bag under a
bed and returned to find that Ellen had moved into one of the
chairs. She said, "This evening is too nice for you to become
cryptic."

"I'm sorry about the interruption. It wasn't
unexpected although the timing certainly was. Let's go back to
sleep."

"How can you be so calm?" she demanded while
wringing the little finger of her left hand. "You have all kinds of
clandestine things going on around you. You get yourself attacked.
You get strange packages in the middle of the night. Then you want
to go back to sleep as if nothing happened. It's not that I really
want to know what's going on -- much. I just want you to remember
where you are. This place can be dangerous."

She was frightened. He needed to calm her
without getting her more involved.

"Listen. Everything is going to be all
right." But he could think of nothing to tell her in support of
that assurance. He said with a generous smile, "You realize that
all of the trouble you alluded to happened while I was with you.
Does that tell you something?"

"Wrong answer!" she said. "What about
yesterday afternoon at the party? You weren't in trouble then."

"What do you mean, not in trouble? I met you
at that party, didn't I?"

She aimed her index finger at him and said,
"Got him. Right between the eyes." They both laughed. The tension
was broken. Laughter - the universal poultice.

"Anyway." She rose, stretched luxuriously,
and allowed her hair to fall in a cascade around her shoulders, "I
need to get home. My boss decided to make a quick trip over from
Rangoon in the morning. I have to take him to the airport."

He was right. One strand of her hair had
moved and the spell was broken. Irretrievably? "Look," he tried. "I
have a better idea. It's pretty late and it's pouring rain. Why
don't you spend the night here and get a fresh start in the
morning?"

The rain beat a jungle melody on the roof,
extending her silent expression while she gazed into his eyes. He
waited several long, patient moments for her answer. Her perfume
drifted around him, gathering him into a sanctuary in the presence
of beauty.

"Tempting. You certainly have plenty of beds
around here. But I'm going home tonight. I need to be sure," a long
pause led him to wonder what she was considering, "that I get a
good night's sleep. I do that best in my own bed. But thanks for
the offer." She put her hand on his chest and kissed him on the
cheek. He walked her to her car.

Laying in the darkness of his bedroom, Jason
wondered what to do with the package of money -- now and in the
future. He tried to think of a place to hide it. But his
imagination blurred into nice thoughts about his new home. He
pulled the sheet closer with a shiver of excitement. Tonight he was
alone in his own house. There was no sound other than the sounds
that he created. There was no movement other than his own. Spicy
aromas still floated along with an occasional whiff of Ellen.
Seraphim must have brought Ama into his life -- and maybe Ellen
too. To these thoughts he drifted in and out of sleep until some
time after midnight.

The package of money was wrapped in a
heavy-duty plastic bag. He tied a knot to make it waterproof.
Wearing Lea's black pajama pants, he walked into the rain and
headed toward the river five or six blocks away.

Rain fell in wind driven sheets that made his
umbrella virtually useless. He waded along the unlighted street
adjacent to the docks for twenty minutes until he found a wharf
like the one he had envisioned. Its creosoted timbers were as black
as the river in the moonless night. What little light there was
made them look mysterious and slippery.

The pitch-black water beneath the dock was
warm and viscous against his bare skin as he undressed and slipped
into the river. For a hideous moment he felt something slimy slide
along his stomach. Panic induced visions of river snakes and
poisonous jellyfish threatened him and forced him to grit his teeth
in search of reality. He swam under the dock to the third piling.
Summoning all of his diminished courage, he submerged seven or
eight feet under water where he tied the bag to the algae
enshrouded piling.

Suddenly, floating out of the blackness, a
face conjured itself to attend its own séance of condemnation. It
was the worm eaten remains of the Imperious One. "You have taken a
human life. You killed for that money." The face floated back into
the depths saying, "I am your first victim. How many others have
you murdered? How many more will you kill?"

Guilt. Accusation. Father. Religion. Fantasy
overrode reality in a moment of darkness. Primordial anxiety urged
him to spring to the surface in an effort to escape the
autochthonous beasts that stalked him. And revealing his presence
in the process. Searching into the depths of his character, he
found the power to suppress the fear. A supreme effort of will
hardened his body. His buoyancy carried him to the surface where he
breached without a sound.

The surface was dark and threatening. A
foghorn cried out. An otherworldly voice howled at him. Curious
fantasies arose from the baleful depths of his mind. A black hole
vented aboriginal wraiths to scream their accusations at him,
condemning him as a self-serving murderer. A Styrofoam cup floated
toward him. Another rotting face started to arise.

"Shit," he yelled. "What the hell is
happening to me? Am I going crazy, or what?"

He splashed water at the face and told
himself that it was a little late in life to start being afraid of
the dark. He shouted, "Fuck it! I did what I thought was right. So
leave me the hell alone!"

He put his feet against the dock and pushed
himself into the river of black water. Swimming on his back, he let
the rain wash and cleanse his face. He breathed deeply of the
refreshing air. Twenty yards away from the dock, he could see the
lights of Vientiane dancing on safe waters. For the moment he had
regained control over the powers of self-accusation. But the
demonic ghosts that had tried to assail him would not completely
subside. Just below the subconscious level they swirled in a
threatening dance while probing for a fracture in his psyche
through which to storm at him. Only J. R. R. Tolkien would have
recognized their livid eyes and drooling lips because Gollum
experienced those creatures when he hid the Ring under the
mountain.

Again Jason had to suppress bloody visions of
the inexpiable Glaring One whose agonized eyes had pleaded with him
and now tried to condemn him. The rifleman's accomplice, whose head
had disappeared in a sanguinary instant, was being carried between
horse-borne wraiths whose flowing black robes obscured the future.
A pile of four bloody, riddled bodies had arisen to haunt him and
then crawled back into their roadside sepulcher. The eyes of the
Imperious One opened wide in a pulpy face to accuse him. He
squeezed his own eyes shut. Only a few hours ago this very water,
as viewed from Three Hand's window, had silenced greed and ambition
with its shimmering beauty. Now otherworldly voices were howling at
him. The depths of his mind treated him to curious fantasies. In
darkness a fulsome hole in the wall conceals aboriginal wraiths
that waited to devour him, while in bright sunlight it is only the
entrance to the living room, aureate and inviting. Darkness does
strange things to the psyche. Existential disposition either
smothers us or lifts us. Jason feared that the amalgam of man's
individual experiences shape and control his unique view of the
world. Good. That means man isn't responsible for his perceptions
because he exercises no real volition in the selection of the
experiences that he encounters. Fate does that. So those who
suffer, suffer unnecessarily when the id abandons itself to the
control of the superego.

He opened his eyes. He had already walked
past his house. The umbrella, another useless refuge, was tucked
under his arm. He tore himself away from the aberrations and
pressed his mind full of reality. He showered under the runoff from
his own roof while wondering what had happened to his boyish
self-confidence. It had been so comforting.
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The next morning at ten o'clock he awoke to
the aroma of fresh coffee. Atavistic old Ama peeked over the pillow
that hid his head from the daylight.

"You should either put a chair in front of
your door or buy a lock." A smile appeared between her tinctured
cheeks while she sat the cup on the nightstand. "It is good that
you are so trusting. But evil in the Orient is not like evil in the
West. You need traditional protection. I'll be right back."

Between sips he heard Ama's voice mixed with
someone else's. He pulled the covers up when his door opened
again.

"May we come in? This is my fortuneteller,
Niaxiam the Prophetess. Never mind the sheets. She sees all
anyway."

Not withstanding, he hugged the covers
anyway. The three of them looked at each other in the fashion of
attorneys and their prospective jurors.

In a faint, authoritative voice that bespoke
her great age, Niaxiam broke the silence. "You say very little to
your friends."

A long pause ensued while Jason waited to
hear more. So did Niaxiam and Ama although they may have been
listening for different voices.

In an effort to be inoffensive, he smiled
broadly, knowing that the seer's most diligent efforts could bear
no fruit because something had long since happened to man's ability
to prophesy. The age of the mantic has been dismissed to history
and myth.

Ama returned the smile with the forgiveness
that was due to the unenlightened.

Comfortable with her mystical intoxication,
Niaxiam whispered as if from the depths of a hooded robe, "Being
laconic is a becoming quality of yours. But it makes people think
you hide things from them. There is a vast difference between the
inscrutable and the unknowable."

Niaxiam, whose eyes were faded with age and
whose posture bore witness to her long years of deep, humbling
thought, underscored her point by pulling her shawl close to her
chin and letting her eyes focus somewhere beyond the immediate
realm.

At length, Jason replied, "Please come in. I
really would like to have you tell my fortune or bless this house
or whatever. I know Ama has a lot of faith in you and so do I." He
squelched a smile.

She replied with full amain, "Never mind this
house. I have already taken care of it. Now it is you about whom I
am concerned. You are at a passage of life. Certain qualities of
your youth are going to be stripped from you. I know all that is to
be known. In order to survive," she allowed her shoulders to slump
ever so slightly and her gaze to focus far beyond the corporeal,
"you must become duplicitous without being greedy." She
paused to search the unknown and seemed satisfied with her misty
quest. "Your home will be a sanctuary for you, but not for your
friends." Her presence seemed to fade into the fog again.

He said, "Thank you, Niaxiam," although he
didn't mean it. She had said a group of words that were beyond
pragmatic, empirical testing. She probably makes fortunes with
greater efficacy than she tells them. Jason smiled at the homonym
and continued, "I'll be especially careful of my visitors' well
being."

The feigned resignation pleased Ama, but not
Niaxiam. Ama left in the glow of their accomplishments. Niaxiam the
Prophetess left in trepidation born of the American's failure to
comprehend. Jason drank the rest of his coffee without giving much
thought to either. He had a lot to accomplish in what he proclaimed
to be the real world.

At mid afternoon he walked along the docks in
search of Palm Transportation Company, one of the sources he had
learned about from Phon. Several such smelly riverboat companies
cluttered the docks along the way. Some had no names at all. They
were scattered along a waterfront that was colored with oxidizing
metal, cargo nets, and men of every Oriental nationality. Workmen
wore dirty undershirts and black knee-length pants, their hair held
back by faded, nondescript rags and bandanas. The place looked like
a casting lot for a pirate movie. But these men were more than mere
actors. Scarred faces, missing teeth and eye patches were as common
as dirty tennis shoes and foul odors.

Across an inlet from the Palm office, boats
of varying size and description were docked, many of them nothing
more than floating wrecks. A handful of the flat bottomed, blunt
ended riverboats were scattered along splintered wharves. While
none were actually sinking before his eyes, it was clear that
Aristotle Socrates Onassis would have turned up his nose at the
lot. They flew no flags, bore no names, and carried no life rafts.
Rats could be seen scurrying along their hawsers.

Within full view of the Palm office a rusty,
unreadable sign identified a small, dilapidated structure whose
broken windows were garnished with the jagged edges of splintered
glass. One broken hinge allowing the door to sag drunkenly. It was
just the kind of place he was looking for. The gigantic man behind
the desk was enough to warn away even the most fierce junkyard dog.
When Jason stuck his head in the door, the man barked, "This ain't
no curio shop."

Jason would have left were it not for an
ambitious, beguiling plan that he claimed as his own -- although
Niaxiam's warning may have played a part. He had remembered to be
duplicitous.

"I want to buy an old riverboat."

"We're not in the business of selling
riverboats. Get out."

Jason did not want to argue about the
business the man was in. What ever it was bulged his belly over his
belt and gave him fierce eyes that glared from above a thick neck
and a bristled chin. He looked like a minimountain.

"Of course not. You're in the transportation
business. I just thought you might have an old riverboat that you
might want to sell."

"Huh?" was the reply of the huge man who
began to rage because that's how he did things.

"Calm down. If you have an extra boat, I'd
like to see it. That's all."

Just before the minimountain leaped at Jason
to tear his chest apart and eat his heart raw, another man entered
the room.

"Perhaps I can be of service. I am Jodang,"
he said, telling the only truth that had crossed his lips in days.
Jodang wore a fairly clean short-sleeved shirt and western style
pants. His shoes were scruffy sandals. His shifty eyes strove for
innocence -- in vain. His handshake was flaccid.

"What do you want the boat for?" Maybe
I'll steal something for him if he's serious about buying.

"Just to carry some goods up river." What
kind of junk is he planning to pawn off on me?

"Let me ask how much engine capacity you will
need." What is this westerner planning to do and what advantage
can the knowledge provide?

"Maybe I'll carry a few loads of rice."
Are duplicity and lying synonymous, Jason wondered while he
tried his hand at negotiating. "I'm willing to pay up to six or
seven hundred dollars for the right boat."

"Six or seven hundred dollars isn't enough to
buy a good row boat." Foreign devils are all the same. They
think they can buy all of Southeast Asia for a dollar.

"Well, do you have anything that you want to
show me, or not?" Make him admit that he wants to sell
something. Negotiating isn't as hard as I thought. You just have to
maneuver the other person around a little.

"Come with me," Jodang said as he slipped out
the rusty front door with an effort to avoid getting his clothes
dirtier. "I'll show you a riverboat that will be of great
interest." May all the gods, whose names I can never remember,
keep that rusty old hulk afloat until I can get the foreign devil's
money. To the minimountain, who was still infuriated, he
yelled, "Watch things."

Jason asked, "How far is it. I have other
crafts to see, you know."

Jodang knew Jason was playing for position.
But there really was a need to hurry. The piece of junk he had in
mind might sink at any moment. Worse still, its real owner might
show up.

When he saw it he muttered to himself, The
hulk is still above water, thanks to whatever gods my honorable
parents begged me to worship. If the gods don't puke on me, I'll
sell it to this white skinned urinal and get back to the whore I
left on the sofa in my office. "Here we are. Would you be kind
enough to watch your step and follow me."

At the end of the dock was a tired old piece
of floating rust that listed to one side.

"Now," Jodang's eyes fluttered in futile
proclamation of a chaste heart, "even though we need this boat
rather badly, we can take it out of service and give it to you for
as little as six thousand dollars." He could feel blackness
creeping over the infinitesimal remainder of his purity.

"Excuse me," Jason said. "I don't speak the
language that well. I meant to say six hundred dollars. Did you
think I said six thousand? That would be utterly impossible."
Would Niaxiam be offended or pleased that he had told the truth
for once?

"Well," said Jodang, " I have some
flexibility. But let's just forget it if six hundred dollars is all
you have." This arrogant prick needs to be tested against a real
salesman!

Jason turned away and said, "You're right.
You must be terribly busy at this time of year. I think I should
leave you to your work. I'll just wander over to the Palm
Transportation Company. They seem to have a couple of riverboats
that are in somewhat better shape than this one."

"No, I must warn you against those people!
They're unscrupulous. And beside, they have nothing but the newest,
most expensive boats. Let me suggest five thousand dollars as a
price that is more than fair and which will allow us to complete
our agreement quickly." Dog turds like these foreign devils
would actually stoop low enough to openly begin negotiations with
my competitors right in front of my nose.

"One thousand is the most I could possible
offer." How long will it take to finally reach the two thousand
dollar figure that he thought they both had in mind?

"That is absolutely out of the question. I
will lower the price to four thousand dollars without any
justification whatsoever. But at that price I cannot patch any
possible leaks." Well enough. No real patchwork was contemplated
anyway.

"The boat lists," Jason said. "Do you want to
be responsible for drowning my crewmen? Patch the boat properly and
I will give you twelve hundred."

"Actually, it does not list at all." The
price was sinking faster than the boat. "There is a broken piling
under the port bow. It was knocked over when the boat was docked
only recently. But I can slide it off the piling and give it to you
for three thousand dollars cash on delivery. Of course, I
personally guarantee the integrity of the hull." How am I going
to get this tub off that piling. The engine won't run.

"Well, I'll need to get the approval of my
fortune teller before I can agree to as much as eighteen hundred
dollars. However, you must show me that it really runs." Gamble
a little. Be duplicitous a lot. "But wait! Perhaps you don't
actually own this boat."

That did it. "Two thousand dollars." Jodang
didn't own any boats. And he wouldn't be caught dead owning this
particular derelict. Still, he wondered who the real owner was and
whether he could get away with the fraud.

"Done. I'll be here tomorrow afternoon at
one. But you don't get a dime until I see that the boat runs
properly and you produce a valid bill of sale."

Greedy gods protect me. I'm going to have
to work fast, thought a victorious Jodang.

While Jodang raced back to his office, Jason
strolled over to the Palm Transportation Company dock. He noted
that each of their riverboats had a large three-digit number
stenciled on the bow. The greeting he received was somewhat more
professional that the minimountain had offered. Jason prepared to
be his most duplicitous.

At one o'clock the following afternoon, Jason
boarded Jodang's rusty old boat. It no longer listed although a
large submersible pump sat on the dock in the midst of several
sweating men. No one commented on why it was there.

"Is that the bilge pump?" Jason inquired,
mimicking innocence.

The minimountain fulminated while flexing his
huge, tattooed forearms. "Hell no. These tubs don't have a bilge.
They have a single hull."

"Start the engine for him," Jodang
ordered.

The marine diesel engine gasped itself to
life. After a brief, smoky warm up, Jodang accelerated the engine
and engaged the gears with a grinding cacophony of metal tearing
into metal. He skillfully backed the boat along the dock until it
cleared the smashed piling that had supported the bow. Shifting a
rust pitted lever, he changed the gears into forward and spun the
helm in the direction of the river channel. The defiant old
riverboat was forced to lumber in a circle after which he brought
it back to the dock. Then he turned off the engine, locked the
hatch over the ignition switch, and presented an official looking
bill of sale.

"Sir," he said, "the boat is yours. You can
dock it here, if you like." He hoped it would be left there so its
true owner, who ever he was, would not miss it.

"Here. Two thousand dollars. Cash," Jason
said for emphasis.

The money was handed over and Jason prepared
to put the next piece of his plan in place. Later that night he
returned to the third piling. Only Bilbo Baggins, the hobbit, could
have appreciated the experience in full measure. It might take
Gandalf himself to save Jason from the dragons he was about to
antagonize -- international dragons. But he had to face other
dragons first. He dove into the black water to retrieve enough
money to set the plan in motion.

He had to buy a truck. Stealing another one
might be too great a temptation for the Ultimate Dragon to
forgive.

 


 



CHAPTER 6

 


 


Three months before Jason arrived in Laos,
and two hundred fifty miles north, in the Qu River Valley, an ox
had toiled monotonously up a mountain switchback road. It pulled a
wagon that rolled on rubber wheels. A child rode with his feet
hanging carelessly from the rear. Playfully, the child swatted at
dragonflies with a gunnysack that had once served the more
utilitarian purpose of containing sixty-two pounds of coffee beans.
Many such hemp sacks littered the bottom of the wagon. So the child
felt no sense of loss when the bag slipped from his hand and sailed
through the air. It glided into a shallow pool of water in the bar
ditch on the uphill side of the dirt road. It did not sink
immediately. Instead, it floated on the surface until a swirl
carried it into a stream of runoff water from the steep mountain.
There, with many fallen leaves in various stages of disintegration,
it floated toward an ancient culvert that was built under the road
to allow the runoff to escape the bar ditch on its gravity driven
flow down the forested mountain into the Qu River, one thousand
feet below. The culvert had been constructed of heavy, wooden
timbers. The foundation of the culvert was a large, flat rock that
had been laid in the roadway almost three hundred years earlier to
serve as a protective barrier against the eroding drainage of
monsoon rains. The gunnysack found its way into the wooden culvert.
But it hung on a splintered timber.
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By midmorning in Vientiane Jason had a cup of
Laotian coffee and a tour of the local black market. When he got
there he found in quantity every piece of military clothing,
utensil, and medication that the American Taxpayer thought worthy
of its fighting forces around the world. His acquisitions included
a nylon mountain tent, two summer weight sleeping bags, a camp
stove, dried food, and six Gerry cans. Four of them were for extra
gasoline. Two were for drinking water. Finally, he could use the
water purification pills. He had already consumed enough tea,
coffee, whiskey, and Perrier to float his aircraft carrier. The
time had come for simple, chemically purified water.

At noon Jason drove his newly acquired truck
to get Phon. While he waited he went to the maintenance shed to
check on his Kovitch AL-21's. The hiding place was secure. Jason
took another of the pistols, two extra clips, and a full box of
ammunition.

Moments later they were under way. Phon drove
first because he knew the quickest way out of the city. Soon they
were at the out skirts of Kilometer 6 on Route 13, heading north.
Rain had fallen continuously through out the night and morning. No
letup was in the forecast. They chattered amiably for almost two
hours.

They stopped in Luang Prabang for a dinner of
fresh water fish and rice near a place where the Mekong River
entered a cauldron and swirled into a confluence with the Qu and
Xeng Rivers. The scenic old city was a fisherman's paradise with an
abundance of wharves and docks. Phon was a wealth of information
about the ancient city and its history.

He told Jason that a couple of hundred
million years ago the area was beneath an inland sea that was
joined to the Western Pacific. Eons after the separation of the
earth's fabled landmasses, Pangia, Gondwana, Laurentis and
Laurasia, continental drift had gradually but inexorably uplifted
the Eurasian Plate upon which Southeast Asia rests. Plate tectonics
resulted in the creation of the high mountains and deep valleys
that surrounded the confluence of the Qu and Xeng rivers to form
the cauldron.

What Phon did not know was that the uplifting
had been accompanied by giant columns of intrusive igneous rock
that ultimately became the foundation of the ridges along both
sides of the rivers. Basaltic rock that crested those ridges had
been eroded by thousands of years of monsoon rains. Rocky soils
were deposited in fractures and crevices that had been rent in the
rock by earthquakes. Sedimentary rock formed in the valleys.
Schisms between the strata of basaltic and sedimentary rock had
been opened repeatedly by earth movements. Faults were particularly
prevalent along the ridges that Jason and Phon would be traveling
for the next several days. One such fault would be Fate's
instrument to change Jason's life.

Neither did Phon know that several miles up
the valley, beneath a culvert, was an interface between one such
outcropping of igneous and sedimentary rock strata. The interface
had been widened and filled with eroded gravel during the thousands
of earth tremors that had ground their faces against each other for
ages. A culvert allowed water to flow under the road. But leaves
and mud were being trapped inside the culvert because there was an
obstruction that was caused by a discarded gunnysack. A large pool
of water collected in the bar ditch adjacent to the culvert and
saturated the earth. Gravity driven mud began to ooze from beneath
the flat rock that supported the culvert's ancient timbers.

After dinner Jason drove on a narrow road
ascending the Qu River Valley that carried silt from China, only
one hundred miles further the north. Rain poured without respite in
the twilight. An hour later they had traveled twenty-two miles up
the valley

The roadway widened briefly near a small
bridge under which a tributary fell from the mountains above.
Runoff created a cascade that could carry a man to his death. They
stopped there, crawled into the back of the truck, and slept to the
sound of pounding rain.

The next morning they awoke to nothing more
than a light drizzle. They made breakfast and then returned to the
ascent. Phon drove first. The vehicle, although not large by
trucking standards, was almost too wide for the roadway. Frequently
the tires on the downhill side came within a scant two feet of the
edge. The precipices off over the side was incredibly steep. In
many places it was sheer. There were no guardrails.

Phon could not help looking out the window. A
thousand feet below was the deep Qu River. Fallen monoliths reigned
from their thrones on the riverbed. Their mass jutted through the
surface, regally dividing the onrushing flow. The waters cascaded
in tumultuous rapids through the canyon whose stone walls were
being smoothed away - one grain at a time - by the river's
irresistible erosion. In this way the river fashioned its own
course while appearing to obey the valley's walled authority. As
with all higher authority, whether physical or metaphysical, the
canyon walls would gradually yield to the will of the river. So it
is with the course of rivers and mankind. The ancient course of the
valley, like philosophy and religion, would finally imitate what it
thought it controlled.

Just after midmorning the road broke out into
a meadow that was covered with trees and lush vegetation. Driving
had induced tension in Phon's shoulders. The tightness had not
subsided when they approached a cultivated field. They left the
truck and began to walk along a muddy pathway toward to a farmhouse
that was surrounded by out buildings.

Jason sought his very first customer.

They were greeted at the door by a wizened
old farmer and his unshapely wife. Other people, some of them
children, could be seen in the fields. Smiling, but not awed, the
farmer spoke in the Sao Soung dialect, the argot of the Laotian
mountain people. The visitors left their shoes at the door and
gratefully accepted hot tea.

"Why are you here?" the farmer inquired.

Jason replied in the halting patois of the
mountain people, "Business."

"So. What is it that you want to sell?" the
farmer inquired.

Though dumpy, his wife had intelligent, wary
eyes. Instinctively, Jason knew that the woman was the final
authority in that household.

Jason laid out his plan. "We do not want to
sell. We want to buy." His audience could not conceal astonishment.
"If you have tobacco or coffee beans that the brokers left because
of the early rain, you can deliver them to our dock in Luang
Prabang. We will transport them to Thailand where we'll sell them.
Then we'll come back and give you a full one half of the total
amount we receive. This kind of arrangement is called a
consignment. You may be able to get ten times as much money as you
could have gotten from your regular buyers. If the tobacco and
coffee are lost in transit, or if for some reason they cannot be
sold, neither you nor I will get anything."

The farmer and his wife sat in contemplative
silence. After the pause, he asked, "When would I get my
money?"

"When we return. Perhaps two weeks you after
you deliver your produce to us."

"What would happen if you do not return with
the money?"

Jason did not have the local words. Phon
spoke. "That is not our intention. We'll come back with your
money."

Another long pause ensued. The farmer sipped
his tea and stroked his gray beard.

"You would take our tobacco without paying
any money?"

"We would take your tobacco and promise to
pay you after we sell it."

Jason watched the expression on the woman's
face. Then he said to Phon, "They believe in the First Law of Wing
Walking. Never let go of anything until you have something else
firmly in hand!"

"When do you want the crops?" the farmer
asked.

Jason replied, "We are going to visit many
farmers in this valley and then, in a few days, we'll accept
deliveries at our warehouse in Luang Prabang."

After another brief encounter with his beard,
the farmer looked at his wife. She made her position known by
simply looking away.

The farmer said, "It does not sound like an
opportunity that we should take advantage of. We have surplus
tobacco. It is wet and will soon rot. We will sell it to you for
cash. But not on consignment."

Jason had seen her eyes and listened to her
body language when she looked away. Acting serious and confident of
his position, Jason asked Phon to tell their hosts that their risk
would not be substantial. If Jason ran away with their share of the
proceeds, they would lose no more than they would lose if the
tobacco rotted. This time the farmer's wife got up and left the
table, ostensibly to bring more tea. No deal.

Jason said, "If you change your mind, please
feel free to bring your tobacco down to the warehouse when you see
your neighbor bring theirs to us. We will be happy to do business
with you."

Then he asked Phon to tell them that they
could look forward to a little more formality and organization when
they return next season to buy produce.

The farmer looked skeptical, but not without
a cautious interest. His wife did not look at all.

They got the same response at the next farm.
It was farther off the road at the entrance to an ancient canyon
where sediment had enriched the soil and blessed the land with
natural shelter. In the rain the farmer showed them his harvest of
rotting tobacco leaves, none of which he would consign.

Neither would he consign nine hundred pounds
of coffee beans from which the pulpy exterior had been removed. The
crimson colored beans had been picked, sluiced, fermented, and
pulped. Nearly eight pounds of beans had been harvested from each
tree. The beans had been dried in the open air for about five days.
However, the rains came before they could be dried completely. The
crop would be lost unless the wet parchment could be dried and
removed promptly. But the farmer was adamant. No cashee, no
coffee.

They had better luck at the next farm. They
were shown two out buildings full of wet coffee beans and hanging
tobacco leaves. The farmer, who shrugged his shoulders in
resignation, delivered himself of an accusation addressed to
triumphant gods.

"Why not. My family is poor. I earn less than
fifty dollars per month from our labors. Now the gods, in their
mercy, have chosen to take us away from our toils by starving us to
death. I will gladly turn my entire crop over to you. If you lose
it, or if you cheat me out of the profit, it will be nothing more
than the gods tampering with my livelihood."

"This guy isn't just blowing smoke," Phon
said. "These people are desperate."

"Tell him to bring his crop down to Luang
Prabang. Tell him to ask around for the new warehouse of the Asian
Trading Company.

"The what? You don't have a warehouse under
that or any other name. What's going on here?"

"Don't worry. There'll be a warehouse with
big fans and plenty of employees to rake and dry the beans. I don't
know how, but I'm going to do it. We'll have everything we need."
This was not the lighthearted Jason of old. Single-minded
dedication was boldly printed on each and every word. Gritted teeth
added a determined emphasis to the statement.

Just like that. There was no doubt in Phon's
mind that Jason would make a valiant effort. It would be exciting
to watch, no matter what happened. No doubt Jason was thinking far
ahead of events, and perhaps ahead of reality as well. But one
could never tell. Something was changing. Most recently Jason had
been somewhat dispirited and a little off key. His smile had been
less spontaneous. But today he was genuinely alive and vital.

Back in the truck Phon reassumed the task of
driving. He was glad because he did not want to look at Jason's
face while asking questions. He wanted to hear the right answers
without fear of seeing the face of a man who did not have them.
Nevertheless in his heart of hearts, he knew that, no matter what
he heard, the undertaking was impossible. Finally, his friend's
imagination had overstepped the realm of the possible. He had gone
too far.

But it was Jason who asked the first
question. The implications of the question were stunning. Perhaps
unbalanced. No, they were crazy! He had asked whether they could
get a big truck up that road during the rainy season.

"Of course not. I'm not even certain we can
take this little truck on this so-called road, much less get a big
one. Look at the tires. They're almost over the edge.

"And, while we are on the subject of the
impossible, how do you propose to get a warehouse in Luang Prabang?
And how do you plan to get that stuff to the train station in
Vientiane and then down to the markets in Bangkok?"

He was about to pose more intimidating
questions when Jason responded, "I have a riverboat."

"You what?"

"And I'll have a warehouse before we return
to Vientiane." Jason's imagination was telling him that all he had
to do was sign a lease. Paying for it might prove to be another,
more difficult, matter. When the time came he would approach that
problem from the same perspective that he approached life. He would
sift through the impossible until he discovered the workable.

Phon had many more questions. But they were
far too practical. He knew Jason could not handle them just yet. So
he asked one last question.

"It's getting late. How much farther do you
think we should try to go tonight?"

Jason's answer to the question changed his
life forever. "There's still some daylight. Let's try to visit one
more farm."

The road began to ascend sharply into the
mountains. Just around the next bend they came to a muddy trail
that led to a house. It turned out to be a dilapidated ruin with
only two small out buildings. Five people were in a field that was
too rocky to support much agriculture. There was not even the
ubiquitous family rice paddy. The farmer seemed to be extremely
poor.

Jason and Phon waited at the side of the
truck. A spirited, bright-eyed girl who seemed to be about eight or
nine years old came from the house. Intelligence and
inquisitiveness bubbled from her. Bounding before her parents who
came from the field, she waved precociously and approached without
hesitation or reservation. Then, as she got closer, her
circumstances began to reveal themselves. An old, out-grown dress
hung in tattered shreds from bony shoulders. To Jason's dismay, her
otherwise good health was marred by obvious malnourished. Fleshless
arms hung bare. The skinny child with the beautiful eyes was
starving.

Perhaps years of hardship and depravation had
caused the crudity Jason saw when her parents came in from the
field. Their clothing was disgracefully dirty and tattered by
neglect. Slovenliness was evident in the father's careless
mannerisms. Nevertheless they, unlike the child, appeared to be
well fed. The girl's father bluntly asked what they wanted.

Jason explained the purpose of the visit in
very simple terms. Before he finished, the man began to shake his
head negatively. His wife was given no role in the
conversation.

"I have only three stacks of tobacco leaves.
Our crop failed again this year. I do not know why. The buyers
never make offers to me. So, what little I can grow I must trade to
other farmers for food." He never looked at his wife. "My family is
now seven people. We try to eat something almost every day. As
usual, we have been reduced to foraging in the mountains for roots.
In fact, we were about to go back up there tonight. I do not know .
. ."

Jason lost the conversation. From the house
came a little boy who appeared to be almost catatonic. His eyes
were dull and languid. His right foot was turned under his ankle at
a ninety-degree angle. He walked weakly with a very pronounced limp
on the callused bottom of his ankle. There was no flesh on his
bones. His torpid, vacant eyes protruded, as did his distended
belly.

The horrible truth settled over Jason like a
funereal pall. His throat choked. His eyes began to sting. He
wanted not to believe, not to even see. This man was starving his
younger children to death in order to provide enough food for
himself and the rest of his family. Neither the little boy nor the
skinny but precocious girl would survive more than another month.
They were being put to death by starvation.

He tried to direct his attention back to the
conversation. That was impossible. The distraction was too
oppressive. The man was saying something about being unable to make
things grow. He asked whether Jason had any extra food they could
spare. Phon shook his head.

Jason's fingernails dug into the palms of his
hands when he saw the man's wife drop her eyes, then her chin.
Another chance, no matter how small, had passed them by. It must
have been the retelling of this destitute family's life story.
Jason wanted to vanish.

Phon prompted, "You could ask your neighbors
to bring your tobacco along with theirs. It might not amount to
much. But it would be something, wouldn't it?"

The defeated farmer said harshly, "It would
bring nothing. It's not worth the effort. I want food. I must have
food. Now."

Jason tried to avoid the farmer's eyes. His
own gaze was transfixed on the little girl. There was no strength
left in him. No guile. Sympathy poured out of his eyes in obvious
rivulets. Nothing could be held back. His grief was on the surface.
The skinny little girl smiled and brushed her hair back with a bony
hand.

The farmer's shrewd observations morphed into
a devious plan.

"Do you want the girl?" he asked in a level,
straightforward tone.

Jason was stunned.

The girl's mother took the proposal with
equanimity. The outcome was all together too obvious to her. She
had been here before. Of necessity, no doubt. But she had been here
before.

"For fifty dollars you can take the girl and
the tobacco."

Phon's throat was too dry to attempt to
answer. Jason did not know what to say. They stood in silence.

Finally the man said, "Think about it for a
moment. I would offer tea. But we have none."

"Phon," Jason choked out, "help me. I need
help. We can't take that child. But we can't let her die."

Phon did not answer. His eyes were focused
forty thousand miles away -- leaving Jason alone with the burden of
the child's life. Why must vital questions always be reduced to the
matter of death? Why had the burden of another's life been
delivered onto his conscience - onto such tenuous fibers?

Unmitigated angst swamped his ability to
weigh the moral factors and to reason his way to a logical
conclusion about the girl. Practicality cursed at him. He couldn't
take care of a child. But the heavens screamed that she was
starving to death. He wanted to do the right thing. But what?
How?

He could never answers such difficult
questions if he always allowed himself to be dragged into
epistemological arguments about right and wrong. So he forced
himself to face the only issue that counted. He was going to decide
- not how this little child might die - but how she would live.

Man might shrivel before an unknown cosmos.
But at least let him live his life in the knowledge that he has
done something to make things right for someone else. It is not a
question of brotherly love. It is a question of actually doing
something for his brother or, in this case, for a little child.

For the sake of the little girl Jason was
about to reach for the money in his pocket and say, "You goddam
right I'll take this child for fifty dollars. And you can stuff
your fucking tobacco." But the man interrupted his thought.

"If you take the girl, you must take the boy
also. That will cost you another ten, make that twenty
dollars."

Jason hoped he had not heard right. The shock
was electrifying. There had to be a mistake. In the flash of an
instant, he had just made the most difficult decision of his life.
He made it for the best reasons that he had in him. And now this
bastard was reading him like a book. He had seen Jason's anguish
and his sympathy. Now he was using him.

The boy was crippled. He did not have the
spunk. He was the antipathy of Jason and his way of life. Unlike
the little girl, Jason had nothing to offer him. Reality screamed
at him. The pathos surrounding the little boy was incurable. He was
crippled! Never admitted to anyone, not even to himself, Jason
always had an aversion to the handicapped. They frightened him. It
was as if by associating with them he would become one of them - or
become guilty for their condition. Avoid their eyes. Never look at
them directly. Walk across the street from them. Never bring them
into your life, particularly if they are blind, young, or helpless.
Protect yourself. It would be better to suffer from guilt than to
be tortured in this way -- this emotional and moral way.

He looked from the girl to the hopeless
little boy who had never in his life owned so much as a shirt. He
would never wear shoes.

The little girl's eyes pleaded. The boy's
eyes said nothing at all. The mother's eyes were elsewhere.

Touch yourself, Jason. You chose this
adventure. You must make another decision, one way or the other.
Decide now or else get out of the game.

If only he had not insisted on seeing just
one more farmer. But it was too late to wish himself back in time.
He could not turn away in the futile hope that this family, this
quandary, would just go away -- vanish.

It was too late. It was too late for anything
but a decision.

"Phon, help me get all of the extra food we
have out of the truck. Keep only enough for the four of us to have
dinner tonight. No more."

Then he turned to the man. "Here. Seventy
dollars. And some extra food. Enjoy it in good health and find
yourself in the hands of better fortune tomorrow." But in his heart
he was unsure about the future of the poor farmer, or of his own.
And certainly not of the two children who now depended on him for
life.

The other children who were working in the
field never looked at the truck that drove away with their brother
and sister.

Jason drove in stunned bewilderment. He asked
the children's names. Somehow he was not surprised when the girl
shrugged. So he told the boy, who was sitting next to him, that he
would be called Lucky. To the little girl, who was sitting safe and
secure in Phon's lap, he said, "And your name is going to he Happy.
Is that okay?"

She smiled and hugged Phon. She took her
brother's hand in hers and squeezed it reassuringly.

The gunnysack was only a mile ahead. The
dross of the forest clung to the sack and to the splintered timbers
inside the culvert. They still blocked the runoff. The flat rock
shifted ever so slightly while mud oozed from beneath its
foundation.

It was too late to get to the Tay Chang Pass
road that evening. Phon suggested that they find a safe parking
place and make camp for the night.

The unstable culvert was less than a
half-mile ahead. The road began to descend steeply. They
encountered the first of a series of four switchbacks, each nearly
one hundred feet below the other. Jason looked down the
mountainside where he saw the sharply tiered switchbacks and the
steep mountain they had to traverse. Trees and jungle-like
undergrowth clung to the valley by precarious tendril roots.

Absently, he concurred with Phon's plans for
the evening. When he struggled with the steering wheel to make the
second sharp switch back, the brakes squealed in protest. Phon
pointed to a wide place in the road about one hundred yards ahead.
They agreed to stop and check out its potential as a campsite.

Jason slowed the truck and inched along.
Cautiously, he looked out his window. It was like looking down an
elevator shaft. Below the last switchback was a sheer drop of
almost seven hundred feet over craggy ledges. He stayed as far to
the right side as possible, a task made more difficult because
water the filled bar ditch. No one interfered with Jason's
concentration from that point on.

Phon peered intently at the flat area on the
up-hill side of the road. Just as he was about to suggest pulling
over, disappointment struck his face. The flat area turned out to
be nothing more than a pool of backed up water. There was no place
to stop.

The truck was moving forward at a crawl when
the front wheels rolled onto the culvert. Just inches below a
viscid, rotting gunnysack held its position, clogging the
drainage.

The forward motion of the truck was almost
nil when the culvert absorbed the full weight of the front wheels.
Mud and rotten burlap squeezed out from under the flat rock,
lowering it several inches. Freed mud oozed down the mountainside,
flattening the undergrowth in its path. Then the flat rock sank. A
mass of supersaturated mud squirted. Then the rock began to slide
away from the road, carrying the culvert with it. The front axle
shifted drunkenly to the left. The pool of water, freed by the
movement, rushed over the gap in the road. The culvert began to
slide freely on the slick mud, following a path predestined by
gravity.

"Oh, shit!" Jason yelled as the truck turned
down the fall line, pulling the rear wheels off the road. The tires
on the left side sank deep into the mud. The truck high centered
and stopped sliding. But the center of gravity was precariously
tilted to the downhill side.

"Push the door open! Get out! Get out!" he
yelled.

Phon lifted himself up toward the door by
putting his foot on the steering column. Happy hung onto his neck.
He reached down and grabbed the Lucky by his skinny little arm.

"Let's go Jason," he screamed. "Get up here.
But move slowly and carefully."

All at once the mud and roots that had piled
up under the left wheels gave way. The truck began to slide
sideways again, increasing in speed.

"Jump!" Jason shouted as he clawed his
fingers into the steering wheel for useless support.

It was too late. Phon fell back into the cab
with the two children. The truck fell over onto its left side,
smashing the window between the muddy slope and Jason's shoulder.
The slide accelerated and the truck rolled up side down. The
windshield shattered and popped out in a splintering shower of
glass. The roof scooped into the earth like a bulldozer blade,
filling the cab with mud. It rolled until it fell onto its right
side. Then it slid until it crashed axles first into some trees
below. There it hung, twenty-five feet from the next lowest tier of
the switch back road, precious feet from the edge of the
precipice.

For a tenuous moment, Jason laid very still
under the debris that had filled the cab. Quickly, calmly, and very
carefully he started pushing mud back through opening where the
windshield had been.

There was a sound. It came from inside the
cab. It was muffled as if someone were whispering underneath a
blanket. A quite voice was singing in soft, reassuring tones. "Your
name is Happy; My name is Phon; Soon the mud will be all gone; It's
safe inside our little toy truck; Pretend you are a little white
duck."

Phon hummed and repeated the impromptu verse
over and over again. Was he hurt or merely trying to comfort the
children? Why didn't he mention Lucky? Jason crawled out of the
windshield opening and began to dig frantically, throwing hands
full of mud over his shoulders. If the truck rolled again, he would
be crushed. But there was no other way to reach the debris that had
been scooped into the cab. Finally, he freed a man's bare foot.
Jason ripped into the mud and freed a knee. Phon continued to
whisper the lullaby.

"Jason, I know you are working as fast as you
can." Phon's voice didn't show panic. Instead he continued to carry
the melody of his song. Only the lyrics had changed. "But don't
worry about my leg. Work further down. I think you can reach her
head." Quietly, he sang, "We will need more air pretty soon. It's
hard to breathe."

"Who is Jason?" a little voice coughed.
Through the frightful ordeal, the playful, inquisitive timbre had
not changed. She had not panicked. And she was still alive. Jason
tore viciously at the mud until he could touch the back of her
head. Then he began to dig with greater care, finally driving a
finger around to her nostrils. His hand pushed into a cavity.
Phon's voice was no longer muffled.

"Jason is your yellow haired friend." Phon
continued to hum the same comforting, consoling tune.

Jason was on his knees in viscous mud up to
his waist when he pulled Happy from the teetering wreckage. He slid
her around to carry her piggyback. She clung to his neck.

Urgently, he whispered, "Phon. Give me your
hand. Can you reach me?"

"Give me just a few minutes." Phon's voice
was quiet and distant.

"We don't have time! The truck could roll any
second! Come on!"

"I know. But I don't want to move right now.
Just give me a few minutes. Please." His voice was shaky.

Jason shouted his next instruction, "Snap out
of it. Damn it. Can you reach the boy? Can you hear him?"

All was quiet for a moment. There was no
answer at all. Then Phon's hand reached out of the cavity that
Happy had left. He grabbed the roof where the windshield should
have been and pulled hard. Suction released him with the sibilant
sound of air rushing through viscous mud. He pushed clods of roots
out of his way. Jason grabbed him by the armpits and the two men
struggled against mud and gravity.

When Phon's torso slid through the opening,
Jason suddenly stopped. His eyes opened in horrified dismay. Phon
did not look back at all. Never again did he want to see Lucky's
oddly angled neck or his slack, open mouth.

Glomming began to gather around three closely
huddled figures that sat silently in the rain.

Finally, Jason tore himself away and crawled
to the back of the truck for an ax. He began to fell trees to make
a downhill path. He pushed knee-deep mud into the shallow bar
ditch. Twenty minutes later Phon brought Happy and joined him.

Darkness descended while they cleared the
path. The truck lay drunkenly on its side. Only a few bent trees
kept it from sliding to the next switchback.

Jason took the ax again. "I'm going to whack
at the trees near the front end first. We need to let the truck
roll a quarter turn to get the wheels down. Then we'll see whether
it'll slide down to the road. Maybe it'll still run -- if it
doesn't roll off the cliff."

The tree nearest to the front axle was not
broken. The truck leaned heavily against it. He chopped it off at
the ground and pulled it aside. The truck moved, but not very much.
He crawled into its path and started cutting the next tree. It fell
away with a loud crack. Four more bent trees held the truck in
place. Jason began cutting the next one. As it weakened, the truck
moved and all of the trees groaned with the sound of splitting
wood. He jumped out of the way and pushed against the back bumper.
Suddenly the smaller trees broke and yielded.

Another tree split with a tremendous crack
that sounded like a rifle shot. The truck's front wheel hit the mud
first and started to slide. The rear wheels got tangled in the
limbs. Gravity won out. The truck slid over the stumps and gathered
speed. The front wheels hit the bar ditches by the next switchback
and bounced onto the road. The rear wheels hit the ditch and
stopped in the mud.

Jason tried to start the engine. He cranked
it until the battery began to weaken. Then he pumped the
accelerator. The engine coughed and sputtered to life amid
billowing smoke.

Jason knew what had to be done next. He let
the engine idle and said, "Wait for me. Wrap up in the sleeping
bags. Stay warm."

He took a shovel and left the truck for a few
minutes. Phon tried not to guess why.

Without any discussion after Jason returned,
the three of them got into the front seat. Finally, Happy said, "He
will not be coming with us, will he?"

"No," Jason answered with caring and
sympathy, "Lucky is gone."
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Jason drove north on the treacherous road
that clung to the eastern ridge of the Qu River Valley. His
attention was not focused. Dark creatures pressed him closer to the
edge and now danced around their newest enlistment. Lucky's bulging
eyes and crippled foot were shaken in his face by his accusers.
They tried to torment him with visions of his own effigy,
pronouncing him an unreliable friend and a halfhearted leader. They
1eached his energy.

Happy was sound asleep on Phon's lap. He
opened his red-rimmed eyes and wished that he had been able sleep
away his memories. The little boy's crushed body filled his mind
and his heart. The shoulder upon which she slept had broken her
brother's body and smothered him to death. In vain, he had tried to
move enough for the child to breathe. But, just when he had needed
it most, his strength had failed him. He had not been strong enough
to save Lucky. He lamented his weakness.

"Jason, do you think he suffered?"

Jason stopped the truck and rubbed his face
with his grimy hands and spoke in a rasping whisper. "No, I'm sure
he didn't. But my guess is that you need to have a look at your own
suffering before you can really evaluate his. In your heart of
hearts you're asking whether you are responsible for what happened
to him. God knows I've been asking myself the same question. I'm
the one insisted who we see just one more farmer.

He rested his head on the steering wheel and
sighed. "There is something I need to tell you. Rationally, you
know that Fate took his life with no help from you. You aren't the
kind of man who would let that boy down the way Fate did."

Jason pulled his chin up and continued, "So
let's grieve for him because its natural and we can't help it. But
let's keep it in perspective. Lucky was too weakened by
malnutrition and neglect to have survived a crash like that. No way
you could have changed anything."

He could say those things to Phon. But he
could not say them to himself. And so he continued to grieve as
they turned west on the Tay Chang Pass Road. Xia, just south of the
China border, was only 15 miles away at the Route 13 intersection.
Happy was coated with drying mud and she needed food. It seemed
reasonable that they should start her off on clear soups and
reinvent her digestive system.

"Jason, I appreciate the consolation. I know
it was hard for you to say those things because you don't like to
talk very much. That's about to change radically, I suspect. Happy
is going to be a human pop quiz. When she gets through with you
there will be no unturned stone. And you won't have the heart to do
anything except answer, and answer, ad infinitum. You have so much
to teach -- and to learn. You're headed toward a very unique
experience with that little girl."

Jason had not wanted to broach the subject
earlier because Phon was too tired and in the wrong mood. However,
Phon had presented the opening. So he spoke with great trepidation.
"I've been thinking about that. She's going to need a language
teacher, a companion, and someone who can bring her up to speed in
feminine things like how to dress and how to take care of herself.
See what I mean? So I was just thinking. You're an intelligent man.
No intelligent man could resist marrying a girl like Yoshiko. Why
not make an entire family in one move. Happy could not possibly
find a better place to start her new life than with the two of you.
It really sounds good, doesn't it?"

"Whoa, Jason! Just check yourself for a
second there! You and I have something to straighten out. I," he
said with emphasis, "am the uncle here. You," he said with
paramount emphasis, "are the daddy!"

All Jason wanted to think about was the job
ahead in the riverboat business. It was as if he had a dream that
could really come true. He had an opportunity to start a new and
business and maybe a new life. He had an opportunity to express a
new freedom. He could visualize his face on the cover of some
future issue of Time Magazine. Or a wanted poster. In either event,
teaching the alphabet to a child was not within the farthermost
reaches of his imagination. He wouldn't even know how to begin. He
wanted everything for Happy, of course. But teaching a child to add
two plus two was not reasonably within the scope. A new reality
began to dawn on him. What had he done? He had saved a child's
life. Now what was he going to do?

Then it began to rain. A bathroom shower
aimed right at them could not have poured more water into the truck
than the rain that drenched them through the missing
windshield.

The sight of Xia was welcome even though it
was only a single store with a gas pump. Signs in the window
advertised food and used tires. Neither of the men was up to
laughing at the contrast.

Jason's prior experience with natural showers
led him to suggest driving around to the back of the store. There
was a cascade of rainwater from the roof. Jason went first. He
washed away the mud from his hair and clothes. Happy awoke,
laughed, and got into the deluge. The water hit the top of her head
and splattered. She danced and giggled.

Phon, somewhat more dignified, watched with
amusement. But when two fairly clean humanoids made their
appearance from the shower, he relented. But only to a point. He
put one foot under the water. Happy grabbed it and wouldn't let
go.

Jason rebuttoned the shirt he had given to
Happy and tied a knot in the tail to keep it from dragging.

The restaurant reminded him of a roadside
diner in Florida that was just about to close for the night. A fat,
middle-aged man with a long mustache and a greasy apron around his
ample midsection looked at the newcomers with a grimace as if to
wish them away. But when he saw the dripping threesome, he blinked
and rubbed his eyes in disbelief.

"What happened to you?" he asked with bemused
astonishment.

"We had an automobile accident. The
windshield broke and we took in a lot of rain water. Phon
continued, "Do you happen to have any hot soup? The kind we want .
. ."

The mustached cook interrupted him with an
astounding shout, "You are the two men who have been up in the
valley buying coffee and tobacco!"

Five customers who were finishing their meals
at the counter turned their attention to the puddle of water and
the threesome who stood in it.

Excitedly, he said, "I was just talking on
the telephone with my fortune teller in Luang Prabang. He told me
all about it. Aren't you the ones?"

The other customers rushed to the telephone
elbowing each other and clawing to get there first.

Phon replied. "Your fortune teller is like
all the rest of them. His imagination has carried him to the
birthplace of the dragons, and you along with him. Now, we want
some chicken broth with rice"

Hot soup, crackers, tofu, and several kinds
of fruit juice were placed on the counter in front of Happy. But
she did not eat. She only looked at the food, wishfully.

"Don't you like soup?" Jason asked.

"This food is not for me," she answered. "I
am not allowed. It is not good for me to eat and it will make me
very sick."

A legion of emotions swelled forth to
encompass Jason and Phon with a vision of the ghastly plot to
starve her. Torn by pity and rage, guilt and fury, sadness and
understanding, they became cognizant of the magnitude of their
undertaking. Lesson one in the unmaking and remaking of the little
girl was about to begin. Jason waited for Phon to say something. He
didn't. It was going to be up to Jason.

"All of that was a mistake. Now you can eat
and it will be good for you. In a few days you will be able to eat
anything you want - any time you want it. Tonight we're all going
to have this delicious soup. It will be like a little party."

"What's a party?"

Phon just shook his head. He prompted Jason
with a reminder of his new responsibility. "Tell us what a party
is."

"Well, Happy, a party is when some people get
together to eat and laugh and have fun.

"Phon, give me some help. I don't have the
vocabulary. I'll tell you what to say. But you say it."

Phon replied, "Just say what you know. Use a
lot of sign language. She's smart."

Happy was restrained by the awful inhibition
that had been imposed by her father. But she was cold and the pain
in her stomach was there again. She didn't look happy when she took
her first spoon full of nourishment.

Soon Happy, so energetic a few moments ago,
could barely keep her sleepy head out of her empty soup bowl. She
didn't have enough stamina to support her enthusiasm. But she felt
better for having satisfied the gnawing in her stomach.

After dinner Jason drove the battered truck
through rain on Route 13. Happy's standards of modesty reflected
the circumstance of having lived with at least six other people in
a two-room house all her life. Undressing and sleeping with other
people in cramped quarters was her expected norm. So they had
wrapped her in a new towel and tucked her in a sleeping bag. She
and Phon slept in the back of the truck.

It was past midnight when he saw the first
hotel on the outskirts of Luang Prabang. Indiscriminate except in
so far as a dry bed was concerned, he parked at the shabby front
entrance. Jason carried Happy. She would spend her first night
between sheets. Clean ones, hopefully.

After dumping Happy onto the bed, Jason
removed the big wad of soaked bills from his pocket and laid them
out to dry. The bed was hardly large enough for two. So Jason put a
blanket on the floor. The three travelers were asleep before the
final eyelid had closed.

There was a discrete knock on the door at
seven o'clock the next morning. A polite voice announced, "Maid,"
as if she had not intended to awaken those whom she knew were
asleep -- a clever devise hotels use to insure that their guests
don't get enough rest. She opened the door a crack to peek inside.
Jason told her they would be in the room for the next couple of
days.

Having actually seen the American, the maid
rushed to the kitchen to gossip. She had already heard the story
that other riverboat operators, including the notorious Lee Lu
Trane, were furious about the new competition, however minimal. The
rumor was that they intended to deal with the competitor in the
traditional way. They planned to kill him before he received his
first shipment.

Jason turned to find Happy wandering around
with a pleading, anxious look. Her little dance quickened.

"It's right through that door," he said,
perceiving the nature of her problem.

"What's through that door?" she asked in a
state of desperate confusion.

"Damn!"

Phon snickered and said, helpfully, "Wake me
up when you have told her what a bathroom is."

The child had never seen a sink or a shower.
Plumbing of any kind was a new experience.

At the breakfast table Jason outlined the
priorities for the day. He would buy some kind of vehicle,
preferably another truck to replace the damaged one. Then Phon
would try to find some large heaters and electric fans.

Jason put on a wet shirt, got his damp money,
and left. Happy and Phon went back to sleep.

There was only one automobile dealership in
Luang Prabang. Its dingy showroom floor was sprinkled with sawdust
and a few tired, oil dripping, used cars and trucks. Jason looked
over each one, being particularly careful not to kick a tire for
fear of the likely consequences. None of them looked safe enough to
test drive.

"This one can be polished to a bright blue,"
promised the owner, knowing that the frame was rusted and that the
lights did not work.

"Thanks. But I want something larger."

"Well, then, come on out back. I have just
the thing for you." Never let a fish off of the line. Promise
him anything.

The scene outside the showroom strongly
resembled a junk car lot on the south side of Chicago. Jason looked
around for the junkyard dog. Of the several dogs he saw, none were
of the variety that would bite. The only thing of interest appeared
to be much more lethal than any junkyard dog had ever been. It was
a truck with a flat tire and a broken steering wheel. He turned to
leave.

As used car dealers are wont to do, the owner
became frantic when he realized the fish was about to be lost.
"Look. My ex-brother-in-law has access to some Jeeps. They are in
perfect running order. Let me call him for you."

A few minutes after the used car dealer's
brief phone call, from which Jason could glean only the imperative,
"Don't forget our deal," a rat faced man appeared on a
motorbike.

"This," said the proud used car dealer, "is
my ex-brother-in-law. He will take you to see a complete selection
of vehicles that will meet your every expectation."

From the back seat of the muddy, smoking
bike, Jason watched the city pass by in a bone-jarring blur. Up a
hillside street, where they both had to get off and push, they came
to a residence that was obscured from public view by a fence of
interlaced branches and burlap sacks. Behind the fence was the
ex-brother-in-law's stock in trade. U. S. military Jeeps. Three of
them.

"These vehicles have convertible, soft tops
with clear plastic film windows and removable doors. This one has a
side mounted spare tire and two Gerry cans mounted on back. As you
can see, it has new tires, a whip antenna and a trailer hitch."
Could that bulge in the foreign devil's pocket be money?

All of the Jeeps were in good condition -- as
new, stolen military equipment should be. The insignias had been
removed and they had been repainted with flat black enamel.

Jason began the bargaining by putting the
ex-brother-in-law on the defensive. "What kind of ownership papers
do you have for this one?"

"We don't have a title registration law in
Laos. No papers are needed." The lie is only a white one. The
government doesn't know how to administer its registration law. So
there may as well not be one.

Looking superior and looking straight into
the man's eyes, Jason said, "You must have something that proves it
was not stolen." This guy has such a warped sense of values that
he probably doesn't distinguish between stolen and not
stolen.

"Sir, I am the ex-brother-in-law of the
largest automobile dealer in the city. I have my reputation to
think about. These Jeeps were not heisted."

"Well, I'll have to have time to look into
the matter of ownership before I make a decision. Could you give me
a ride back to my truck?" As it is with all ex-brothers-in-law,
the groundwork had to be laid first.

"Oh, sure," he said, starting to perspire.
"But wouldn't you rather drive one to see how it runs?" God's
puke. Please don't leave.

"That's tempting. But I don't want a brand
new Jeep. Five hundred dollars is all I have," he lied. "I'd better
look around." Five hundred dollars -- for yet another stolen
vehicle.

Gasp. Five hundred dollars! That's less
than I paid the guy who stole these Jeeps. "You must have meant
five thousand dollars, not five hundred."

What brass. A brand new nineteen seventy
model in the States would only cost six thousand. "No, I meant
five hundred dollars. I'm here to buy a Jeep, not a stolen Rolls
Royce. I have a little flexibility though. Let's make it six
hundred."

"Could you make it four thousand?" God's
puke, look at the way he stands. He must have a shovel handle up
his butt.

Jason waved his hand and started a new ploy;
"Stolen property isn't worth what it was in the old days. There are
black marketeers on every street corner in Vientiane. They have all
kinds of military equipment, including Jeeps. I'd go down there to
buy one before I'd pay you a cent more than seven hundred
dollars."

The foreign devil is right about the black
market. I wish I could stop sweating. I must make this sale. My
gambling losses have been so great that I cannot even buy
cigarettes. Dog. "Three Thousand."

Jason countered obliquely, wondering what his
father would say. "Look. I have errands to run today. Please take
me back on your motorbike. If I gave as much as nine hundred
dollars cash for one of these, my boss would fire me for
dishonesty. It is not my money I'm spending, you know."

"Two thousand. And that's final." I hate
this foreign devil. May he drive off a cliff and spend eternity in
the jaws of a dragon.

"No. One thousand and you can have my truck."
He took a wad of twenty-dollar bills from his pocket and fanned
them. If the ex-brother-in-law's greedy avarice were a desiccant,
the money would have dried instantly. His eyes brimmed with dollar
signs when he saw the money.

"No. I'll take the cash. Let's have it."
How am I going to explain this? How can I pay a commission to my
ex-brother-in-law and pay my gambling debts.

Jason had already gotten into the driver's
seat of the Jeep he had chosen. Vanquished, the rat faced
ex-brother-in-law resigned himself. Later, when he got a good look
at Jason's beat up truck, his heart sank even further. Robber.
Foreign devil!

Jason gave the key to Phon who had been on
the telephone with a local loan shark who referred to his business
as a bank. Phon took the Jeep after leaving Jason and Happy at a
clothing store.

Later in the afternoon Happy was in new
pajama pants, a blue shirt, and comfortable sandals. Together they
walked along the docks and glanced into several vacant warehouses
where he searched for electrical panels that could handle the
additional load of heaters and fans.

Mental notes were tucked away about four
prospective waterfront buildings that held promise. Happy tucked
away a new toothbrush that she could not imagine putting into her
mouth. She also had a new hairbrush that, according to the
accompanying photographs, would make her look like a movie star,
whatever that was. She also had a plastic hand mirror that
absolutely thrilled her. It was a miniature of the object she had
seen on the wall of the strange little room back at the hotel --
the one Jason called a bathroom.

She skipped joyfully. She already looked
healthier in some way. "Is there going to be more of the soup that
we had for lunch?" Hint, hint.

Her lack of stamina finally caught up with
her while they walked back to the hotel. He carried her. But when
they entered a nearby cafe she was ready to go again with visions
of soup and fruit juice. Jason had a seven-course vision of the
work that had to be done tomorrow. He needed every thing from rakes
and gunnysacks to a used forklift.

Phon entered the cafe in prancing triumph. He
had scored big. The banker had told him that the city's only auto
paint shop had gone out of business. Bankers know about that sort
of thing. He had been able to buy baking room heaters and some high
volume blowers. Now all they needed was a warehouse.

Jason had reasoned that, if the wet beans
could be spread on the floor quickly enough and raked in the hot
air, they could be salvaged. The tobacco leaves could be cut from
the stalks and hung from the ceiling to dry. It was all beginning
to look doable -- if he could get more consignment contracts. So
far he had only one. But what he lacked in inventory he made up in
imagination.

Early the next morning they met with the
owner of a vacant warehouse. Six hundred amps of power were
available at the panel. It contained six thousand square feet.

"Fourteen cents per square foot," Jason
offered.

Damn it. This foreign devil treats me like
rotting dog meat, thought the rapacious landlord. And worse, he has
done his homework. "No. I'll take no less than Fifty-five cents
and you pay all of the utilities," said Phong Camagokor, who liked
to be called Dockside Charlie.

Jason countered, "Why so much? The warehouse
is vacant and you won't be able to rent it until next year, if
then. Fifteen cents."

What Jason said was true enough. Indeed,
Dockside Charlie had little to risk. No one was going to rent any
of his warehouses until next year anyway. He said to himself, I
have heard what these men are up to. They cannot proceed without
warehouse space. My barber's aunt works in the very hotel where
they're staying. It will be easy enough to get thirty-five cents
from them. But bargaining, like sex, is too much fun to achieve the
ultimate goal immediately. And besides, one never knows.
"Forty-eight cents. My lowest offer," he sniffed.

Jason assumed an erect, superior pose and
replied, "Yesterday I saw six warehouses just like yours. I won't
pay more than sixteen cents per square foot."

Damn the greedy investors who over-built
these warehouses, Dockside Charlie thought. They have surely
destroyed the goose in order to pluck only one golden egg. "The
other owners would not even take the time to discuss the matter
with you as I am doing. Kindness and understanding have always been
my downfall. Give me forty cents and I will also permit my security
guard to include your building in his watch. My other tenants could
tell you what a good deal I've offered." At least they aren't
foreign devils who don't even know how to pour piss off of their
sandals.

Jason turned to walk away. "Twenty-three
cents for a three year lease," he said with an air of finality.

Three years! Phon gasped. Happy licked her
coconut candy bar for its obvious nutritional value.

At least, Dockside Charlie realized, he would
not have to haggle with dog meat tenants for the next three years.
That alone would justify the lower price. "Twenty-four cents per
square foot."

"Done."

Just like that, Phon thought later
when he pulled a trailer full of heaters to the newly leased
warehouse. Jason actually had a place to do business and an
electrician to install the heaters and fans. Jason is his own man
in another man's world. Orientals took days to analyze every
possible aspect of each transaction, large or small. But not Jason.
He seemed to set parameters by intuition and then he simply went
straight for the jugular, perhaps leaving his own exposed.

That night they celebrated. Their meal of
broth, noodles, and boiled chicken cost two dollars and eight
cents. Phon and Jason took four beers each back to the room,
carrying Happy like an extra doggy bag because she was asleep
before they left the café.

They raced the Jeep back up the mountain
early the next morning. Phon had never witnessed such fast moving
business transactions. Farmers had heard about the American buyer.
Jason's aggressiveness and hard work was beginning to pay off. Or
else a disaster was in the making. It was too early to say which.
Entire families were waiting for them on the road. Not even the
rain could keep them away. The word had spread. Jason's deal
represented a ten-fold increase in the farmers' profits. They
praised various gods for the early rains that they had previously
cursed as their downfall.

Sitting around a campfire that evening, they
enjoyed the last of their soup, Phon made quick calculations. "Do
you realize that, if these people deliver all of the coffee and
tobacco that they promised, you won't be able to carry it in one
boat load? You'll have to make several trips and that will take
time because of the river current. It's the kind of problem one
wants to have. But will your riverboat survive such hard use?"

"Don't know," Jason said, thinking about the
advice the prophetess had given and a duplicitous arrangement he
had made in secret.

Around noon the next day they were invited
into a farmer's home to have hot tea and lunch. Happy was
particularly delighted because she was given solid food. As soon as
she fell asleep -- for about the tenth time that day -- the farmer
lit a cigarette. In the blue haze that was being blown toward the
ceiling, Jason saw the vaporous clouds of ambiguity that rose over
his financial horizon. He was committed. But to what? Maybe the
next two weeks would tell. They had visited the last farmer in the
Qu River valley. Now it was time to stop making promises and start
performing. He wanted an adventure in a dangerous business. He
wanted success for its own sake. Now he had catapulted himself into
a wild blue adventure with no safe landing place in sight. And he
had remembered the unambiguous warning from the Ama's fortune
teller.

Late that evening after dinner at a somewhat
nicer hotel in Luang Prabang, the three friends were ready for bed.
Even so, Jason had one more thing to do.

"Look at this sandal," he said to Happy in
pretty good Laotian. "Repeat after me, 'sandal.'" Jason said the
word in English. It was repeated correctly.

"Now, look at this other sandal." He handed
his pencil to her. "Make a mark like this for this sandal," he
pointed. "Say the word 'one.'" She did.

"Make another mark like this for that sandal.
Say the word 'one' again."

"Now, I want you to tell me how many sandals
there are. But when you answer I want you to look at the marks
instead of the real sandals."

"One and one," she said in English.

"One and one means the word 'two.' Say 'two.'
This is what a two looks like. Now, you draw a two."

They worked until they ran out of interesting
things to count. At that point Happy went to sleep, not knowing
that her lessons in English and arithmetic had begun.

Early the next morning Jason and Phon
discussed the need to hire employees; drive nails into the ceiling
rafters from which to hang tobacco; and how long to hang tobacco
stalks; how often to rake the coffee beans on the floor. But they
could hardly get a word in edgewise because a counting dragon had
been loosed. Happy counted cars, trucks, signs, people, poles,
feet, hands, noses, ears and fingers, ad infinitum. Phon
acknowledged his prediction with a satisfied nod. Indeed, Jason's
work was cut out for him.
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Three days later, Phon and Jason knew they
were in deep trouble - the good kind of trouble. The newly painted
sign at the warehouse blew carelessly in the wind as if to
underscore the instability of the Asian Trading Company, the name
Jason had chosen for his new venture.

The first three wagons to arrive at the new
warehouse were from farms where they had been rebuffed in the Qu
River Valley. The farmers had reconsidered when the story spread
about their neighbors who had accepted Jason's offer. Smiles,
encouragement, and minimal amounts of paperwork marked the
occasion. The wagons were full of wet coffee beans and dripping
tobacco leaves. Following them was a long line of vehicles of every
description, all loaded to capacity. Virtually every farmer in the
region was there, even those whom Jason had not met. Farmers are
not gamblers by nature. But they knew when they faced their last
chance. It was simply a matter of turning their crops over to Jason
or watch them rot.

By the end of the second week almost
everything had been dried and bagged. Such was the result of round
the clock processing by industrious, well-paid warehouse employees.
Jason, Phon and Happy left for home after instructing the men to
have all of the bags and barrels ready to load on a riverboat
within three days.

Finally, there was time for Jason to reflect.
A couple of cold beers took some of the trepidation out of the
equation. The question was whether the riverboat would deliver him
to success or to an early grave. He had to think about those who
did not share his dream for the Asian Trading Company. He was
positive that his competitors in the riverboat transportation
business would soon try to turn his dream into a nightmare.

As soon as he arrived in Vientiane, Jason
hired four riverboat crewmen. Two of them he had found at random on
the docks. Dressed in rags, barefooted and smelling foul, some of
life's finer pleasures had obviously passed them by.

The other two men, whom Phon had recommended,
were hired in utter secrecy. Never had Jason met two such dangerous
looking men as Lim and Lang. The lobe of Lim's left ear was missing
-- an occupational hazard of those who battle against right handed
knife fighters. His eyes were yellow like his skin. He glared with
the cunning wariness of a wizened wolf.

It was clear from Lang's appearance that he
had been in more knife fights than his friend, Lim. Tough and
skillful as he was, he had not been as quick. The lower part of his
nose was missing. A scar ravaged his eyebrow and terminated in a
distorted pupil. Both men looked evil and fierce. But Phon had
assured him that they were trustworthy, provided they were paid
enough and properly threatened.

Jason would miss Phon on the riverboat's
maiden voyage. But he couldn't risk taking him along. Apparently,
much more money was at stake than he had dared to imagine. Warning
signs were everywhere. His instinct had screamed to be careful.
Death stalked him, he was told. In the bars he heard that men stood
to lose great sums of money if their river trade was disrupted by
an interloper. On a street corner he heard that it could not be
allowed. It would not be allowed.

Three Hands himself had seen the sad
riverboat that Jason had squandered his money on. So he personally
approached Jason in secret with an offer of ten thousand dollars in
return for assurance that Phon would not be allowed to crew on the
riverboat. Knowing that in all probability Jason would be killed,
Three Hands wanted to protect Phon. Jason took the money. Why not?
He hadn't intended to allow him to go on the dangerous trip
anyway.

Lim and Lang got ready to take their initial
voyage on the rusted riverboat that Jason had purchased from
Jodang. Their apparent job - ferry it from Vientiane to Luang
Prabang where the first shipment was ready to be loaded for
Bangkok. Jason was hidden in the bow, out of sight. It would be a
most unusual maiden voyage for Asian Trading Company. Jason was
inexperienced and vulnerable. But he was not so foolish as to have
disregarded the advice of Niaxiam, the Prophetess. He hoped his
duplicitous plan would please her.

The current in the Mekong River was somewhat
swifter because of the monsoon rains. According to his announced
plans, they would travel north to Luang Prabang, two days away.

It took three hours for the derelict
riverboat to reach a rocky promontory called Clay Banks on the
Thailand side of the river. Lim and Lang anchored in thick cattail
reeds along the embankment that protruded about seven feet out of
the water. The listing vessel could not be seen from the river or
from either bank because of the high reeds that infested the
area.

Jason watched Lim and Lang check the deadly
Kovitch AL-21's that he had taught them to use. Then he left them
to their secret duties while he slid overboard into the river. A
swift eddy caught him in its current and hurled him toward
midstream where his other two crewmen, the odorous ones, pulled him
aboard. His new mode of transportation was a riverboat that he had
quietly purchased from Palm Transportation Company. Like the other
Palm boats, it was in excellent condition and proudly displayed a
number on its blunt bow. The number was 219.

Two days later the gray morning found the
dock of the Asian Trading Company at Luang Prabang alive with
bustling activity. Jason and his two odorous crewmen had
successfully sailed the Palm riverboat up stream to the warehouse.
A forklift moved loaded pallets to the dockside adjacent to the
craft.

Some of the pallets were stacked with jute
bags that contained dried coffee beans. Others were loaded with
barrels of tobacco. Dock mounted cranes lifted the pallets and
placed them in one balanced row after another in the hold of the
riverboat. The weight of the load began to lower the watermarks on
the bow and stern. Crane operators bellowed instructions to the
forklift driver and tackle handlers. The men worked well together,
glad to have jobs that promised cash wages on a regular basis from
an employer who actually paid them. They had learned the hard way
that excuses and broken promises did little to feed their
families.

Even Jason, who knew nothing about loading a
riverboat, was active. He had scavenged a gallon of flat black
enamel and a paintbrush from the defunct auto paint shop. He caught
a worker by the elbow and instructed him to store the can and the
brush beneath the boat's gunwale. He proudly pronounced the term
correctly. Gunnel. Prior to his naval experience it would simply
have been the rail on the side of the boat where you lean your
elbows while drinking a cold beer.

The pace of activity increased until the boat
reached its load capacity.

A bearded creep, who apparently suffered from
inebriation, slumped in a stupor against a warehouse doorway two
hundred feet away, sucking on a sake bottle. It contained only
water.

Jason took inventory while waterproof
tarpaulins were stretched into position over the load. The
warehouse was still more than three quarters full. Several trips
would be required to deliver all of the consigned produce to
Bangkok. Business was going to be brisk and he had to admit to a
large measure of success and a potentially tremendous profit.
Arrogantly, he became confident that he was outwitting his
competitors

Advertising signs on local tour boats highly
recommended Abby Lu Greenberg and his bonded warehouses down The
Mekong River in Bangkok, Thailand. That was Jason's next call. The
phone rang a lonely, beseeching sound until it was answered by Abby
Lu's staff. From that moment the atmosphere changed to high energy
order taking. Arrangements were quickly and efficiently made. Abby
Lu Greenberg's staff was a whirlwind that sucked business into its
vortex. The first load would be held in Abby Lu Greenberg's
warehouse until all of the coffee and tobacco was transported to
Bangkok. Then Jason would contact buyers in Bangkok. The entire
process would take a total of two or three weeks.

Jason wondered how would the market fluctuate
during that time? Would he live long enough to find out?

Finally, the loading of 219 was completed at
Luang Prabang. The two-man crew started the powerful marine diesel
engine and listened to its deep-throated rumble in the early
evening darkness. When it reached operating temperature, the
crewmen cast off the hawsers, bow and stern. Then the bandanna clad
helmsman turned the heavily laden number 219 into the downstream
current. The hopes of many farmers and their families displaced
tons of river water. Jason's hopes rode on the deck beneath his
feet. The riverboat began its journey to a late and precarious
market.

When number 219 pulled away from the dock,
the bearded drunk stumbled away from the doorway and staggered into
the night. As soon as he was out of sight, he rushed to a
telephone.

Jason held his Kovitch with the safety
disengaged and set at full automatic, straining his eyes against
the silhouetted banks of the Mekong River. The two crewmen scanned
the darkness with binoculars from the bow and the helm.

At first the weather was cool and refreshing.
The helm was atop a perch a few feet above the stern. It provided a
wide-angle view of the bow, the cargo, and the river. But when it
started to rain, the perch became a miserable, unshielded gauntlet
through driving downpours.

The chevron pattern of foam in the water
behind the blunt stern reflected what little light the clouds
permitted. It was approximately two hundred miles from Luang
Prabang to Vientiane in the currents of the meandering Mekong
River.

They could not possibly arrive at the train
station in Vientiane before midnight of the following day. But
Jason didn't care. He wasn't going to the train station anyway.

Instead of transferring the load to the train
at Vientiane, Jason's secret plan was to slip by the city and sail
to Pakxe near the Cambodian border. If the deception worked, the
chance of sabotage would be diminished substantially. Deception.
That was key. But it might not be enough. Double deception would
make Ama's fortune teller proud of him.

Darkness had fallen when the river changed
its southerly course to an easterly one at Clay Banks. Jason
scanned the river with powerful binoculars and a flashing Que
light. Far in the distance ahead he saw the running lights of
another riverboat as it struggled out of the reeds. He ordered his
odorous crew to douse their red and green running lights and to
follow the path of the other boat in darkness and silence. They
were bewildered by the command. But they were becoming accustomed
to getting crazy orders from Jason. After all, had they not been
ordered to pick him up in the middle of the river? That was an
unusual way for an owner to come aboard.

Lim and Lang, exhausted from almost constant
bailing since they last saw Jason swimming toward the middle of the
river, were aboard the leading, well-lighted riverboat. One was at
the helm. The other stood on top of a heavy, well balanced cargo.
Drenched by intermittent rainsqualls, he listened to the rough
running, decrepit diesel engine of the sinker that had been
purchased from Jodang. The last of the cattail reeds in which it
had been hidden were thrown overboard along with an empty can of
white paint.

Eight miles west of Vientiane Lim hear the
roar of a speedboat engine pulling away from the south bank of the
river.

Instantly upon hearing the speedboat, Lang
depressed a button on the heavy package that he held at his feet. A
black rubber life raft began to fill with compressed air, wiggling
about and expanding like a sea monster aborning. He and Lim
assembled the telescope oars and dropped the raft over the side
into the darkens. They climbed in and rowed upstream as fast as
they could without being seen.

Moments later the speedboat raced to the
riverboat and pulled up to its dented bow. A man in the speedboat
placed a heavy magnet against the bow of the rusty riverboat.
Attached to the magnet were six red Cylinders, each of which was
nine inches long and two inches in diameter. The sticks of dynamite
were connected to a small, waterproof box that had begun to
tick.

The speedboat pulled away with the surging
roar of a powerful engine. It disappeared in seconds. The man who
had attached the magnet scurried aft. He nodded to a fat,
middle-aged man who had a cruel smile and a scar on his cheek.
There was still a patch over his right eye.

The magnet had been attached just below the
glistening, white numeral 219. To the more observant, the paint
would have appeared to be quite fresh -- but not to the putative
Pia Kang, who rubbed his sightless eye with malicious thoughts of
revenge.

Twenty seconds later a tremendous explosion
lifted the bow of the riverboat out of the water. A gapping hole
surrounded by jagged steel replaced the freshly painted numbers.
Tons of river water rushed into the cargo area, scooped in by the
riverboat's forward motion. The bow submerged like a submarine
making a crash dive.

Ten feet beneath the surface of the river,
the cargo of rock that Lim and Lang had loaded at Clay Banks began
to shift toward the bow, exacerbating the negative angle of the
sinking vessel and helped drag the bow to the bottom where the
riverboat finally settled for eternity.

The rain abated. A gentle breeze came up out
of the south and freshened over Vientiane giving rise to a chop on
the Mekong River. Small white caps appeared and disappeared like
sparkling fireflies on a summer evening's wind in the Hill Country
of Texas. A star on the tip of Orion 's belt buckle squinted
between clouds. Vaporous eyelids closed the star's view of the
deception below. A powerful searchlight in the hands of the
putative Pia Kang illuminated the numeral 219 as it disappeared
beneath the surface. He and his men shouted a final salute to the
sinking boat and to the American entrepreneur who had interfered
with local business. Denied the perspective advantage of the star,
the intense searchlight reflected off of the white caps in a vain
and deadly effort to find any survivors amid the swirls and eddies
of the midstream. No survivors floated to the surface above the
grave of the riverboat that rested in silence below. The
searchlight carefully worked its crisscross pattern in satisfaction
of the lethal inquiry. It bore out a fateful conclusion of death
and destruction.

However, tension reigned between three other
men in a rich suburb of the city. They hunched over a crackling
transceiver whose green dial cast a tincture of evil over their
faces. The men wished and prayed for Jason Harte's death.

Finally, the crackling was interrupted by a
hiss. A dial was fine-tuned. The gain control was incremented. An
electronic voice from the speedboat joined the group.

"Mission successful. Repeat. Mission
successful. No survivors."

The three men jumped away from the radio with
the triumphant shouts of those who have won at a blood sport. "We
got him!"

One of the men clicked twice on the
microphone in an affirmative acknowledgment and turned off the
radio.

"The foreign devil is fish bait." Venal and
rapacious faces bared crooked, discolored teeth. "Let that be a
lesson to all hijackers, thieves, and competitors!'' Drinks sloshed
out of glasses that were hoisted high in a perditious toast of
glee.

But Jason Harte was not at the bottom of the
river. He was illuminating the running lights and riding in safety
on the bow of his riverboat. Just beneath him was wet black paint
that obliterated the Palm Transportation designation 219. Lim and
Lang had been plucked from their rubber boat. Duplicity had saved
Jason's life and the dreams of the valley farmers. The original
Palm riverboat had taken the place of Jodang's artifice that rested
on the silty bottom of the Mekong River where it would rust
forever.

Shortly after dawn, Lim, Lang, two odorous
crew members, and Jason were all on active duty near Pak Xen, Laos
where the Mekong River took its final right turn to the south on
its voyage to the railhead at Pakxe, near Cambodia, two hundred
miles down the Laotian dragon tail. The riverboat docked
momentarily at Pak Xen. Jason rushed to the nearest telephone, not
always a simple task in Laos. First he called Palms Transportation
Company to order two additional used riverboats. If people were
willing to kill him to keep him out of the business, he knew there
were profits to be made. Lim and Lang were put ashore with
instructions to pick up the new riverboats from Palm and get them
loaded at Luang Prabang as quickly as possible.

Then he called Phon who awoke at the first
ring. "Today you'll probably hear rumors that I have been killed.
Please get to Happy before the radio and newspaper spread the
story. Tell her everything is okay. Maybe tell Ellen too. Whatever
you think. But don't tell anyone else. I want the rest of my trip
to be completed in secrecy. I don't need any more attempts to blow
me out of the water."

"What! What happened? Where are you? Did you
get the boat unloaded at the Vientiane railhead?"

"Not now, please. I'm taking the boat down to
Pakxe instead of Vientiane. With any luck, no one will know what
I've done until we've gotten the produce to market. The crew will
take the riverboat back upstream after we get it unloaded. Lim and
Lang are on their way to get two more riverboats that I just bought
from Palm. I'm going to take a bus back home on Route 13 and hope
we don't get bombed or strafed by giddy American pilots! We'll be
very near to the Cambodian border in south Laos."

Phon showered and began to dress. A
newscaster had just interrupted the program with an important
announcement.

"Jason Harte, an American businessman, was
killed in a mysterious explosion aboard a riverboat during the
night. Investigators believe . . .''

Phon kissed Yoshiko on the cheek and then
hurried to see Happy. On the way out he told Ama to pay no
attention to any news she may hear about Jason. Ama just shook her
head at the unusual effect Americans had on Orientals.

Back under way, Jason gave silent thanks for
Niaxiam the prophetess. He still didn't believe in the powers of
fortunetellers. But she had put it into his mind to be duplicitous.
It was a new and convenient way of conducting his affairs. He
thought he saw promise.

Surprise attacks by river pirates were common
on the Mekong. His crew, valuing their lives more than the cargo,
stood watch while they passed Thailand on the west and Laos on the
east. An occasional warplane had screamed across the sky from
Vietnam which was less than thirty miles east. Otherwise, the trip
was without incident. At noon on the following day they plowed
through the taupe waters to dock at Pakxe.

While the riverboat was maneuvered into the
unloading area, Jason visited with the stationmaster and the bill
of lading clerk at the railhead. Abby Lu Greenberg's name was
widely known and arrangements were quickly made to have the coffee
and tobacco transferred to him at Bangkok by rail.

There was no bus that night and only one
hotel in Pakxe. It overflowed with Asian tourists who had arrived
by bus, train, and boat to visit the Wat Phu temple. Its primary
attraction was a seven hundred foot stairway to the temple
entrance. The stairway had survived since the era of the Khmer
Kings. Jason stood in line along with the rest to visit that part
of ancient Southeast Asian history. He had not slept, he was tired,
and his mind was on the future, not on history. Ultimately he gave
his ticket to a family with children and checked into the hotel to
sleep and prepare for the bus trip home. His crew would rush
upstream to reload the riverboat at Luang Prabang.

At home he found Happy in high spirits. Her
skill with the Lao Lum dialect had improved dramatically. He took
her to dinner where every plate, knife, and fork was counted and,
when the alphabet reached the letter 'P', he heard all about
plates, pins, pants, promises, and playmates. It was refreshing.
But he was glad to get to bed for another good night's sleep. The
last thing Happy said was, "Playmates sound like fun. How do you
get one?"

The next morning he drove Phon and Happy back
to Luang Prabang to oversee the loading of his two newly acquired
riverboats. They checked into a more reputable hotel where they
were able to get a room that boasted two comfortable beds.

For the most part, they stayed out of sight
while the riverboats were reloaded. Only Happy made much progress
while they waited. She enlarged her English vocabulary when she was
not playing on the dock.

Finally, it was time for dinner. But Happy
couldn't be found. Jason and Phon walked up and down the docks
looking for her. Off and on through most of the day, she had been
seen playing with a younger girl. There had been much skipping,
running, and posing of imponderable questions. "Why can't we add
'a' and 'b' like we add numbers? Are any words made of numbers
instead of letters?" So they were not surprised when they heard
little girl laughter sing from a docked motorboat. The two men
strolled alongside in their huddle over business affairs.

"Happy, are you ready for dinner?"

The owner of the craft stuck his head out of
the cabin and said, "Hello, I was hoping to meet the parents of
these fine young ladies. You must be the father." He addressed his
observation toward Phon, not the American.

Jason assumed responsibility, "No, I am. I
hope she hasn't been a bother."

"Not at all. They have had a fine time."

The two pug nosed girls ran out of the cabin
and skipped across the deck. Jason waived and spoke to Happy,
"Whoa! It's time to go to dinner. Maybe you can play again on our
next trip if this nice man and his family are still docked
here."

Happy said, "Oh, it's all right. She is
coming with us."

"No, she has to stay with her father. We have
to run along."

Smiling at the children, the boat owner said,
"I am not fortunate enough to be the parent of either of these
ladies, I'm afraid. They have been helping my wife with her distaff
duties. I merely enjoyed watching."

Jason was beginning to have a bad feeling. He
said to the little girl, "Well, what is you name and where do you
live?"

"My new name is Two," the younger girl said
with childish pronunciations.

"That's a nice name," said an amused Phon.
"Where do you live?"

The question did not seem to make sense to
the children.

"You know," said the boat owner, "I have seen
this child around the docks for the past few days. In fact, if I am
not mistaken, she sleeps in the Asia Trading Company
warehouse."

Jason was disturbed at the unlikely
possibility of a lapse in security. "Impossible. It's locked and
guarded at night."

"No, I don't think the warehouse was always
locked. In fact, I have seen the security guard going in and out at
night."

Jason got her attention away from a new game
she and Happy were starting. "Little girl, can you tell me whether
you slept in that building?"

"Yes. The man who wears shoes let me sleep on
the coffee bags. They were so warm."

"What!" Jason almost yelled. He was caught
between blood lust to get his hands on the security guard and
amazement that the little girl was every bit as precocious as
Happy. But the evening was wearing on. He had to find her
parents.

"Tell me your name again."

"Her name is Two," Happy offered helpfully.
She had been out of the conversation long enough.

Jason looked at her in disbelief. "Is that
the only name you have?"

Happy said, "That is the only name I gave
her. See, I . . ."

"I know," Jason interjected. "You are One and
she is Two. Right?"

"Yes. Isn't that neat'?"

Neat. One of her first English words.

Obviously, the boat owner could be of no
further help. So the foursome went searching for the luckless
security guard. He was deeply apologetic when they found him. And
frightened.

"Sir, I did not know what to do. A family
stopped here a few days ago. They had heard of you. They left this
little girl. I do not think they intend to return. They got on the
regular bus to go look for jobs in Hanoi."

"Hanoi!" Said Jason and Phon
simultaneously.

"I did not know what to do. There is no room
at my house. And we have little enough food as it is. I am sorry.
Please do not disfavor me with Dockside Charlie. He would fire
me."

Jason did not reply to the guard. "Come on,
Phon. We have to do something."

Phon considered that to be the generic
pronoun because he had already clarified his position on instant
parenthood.

Happy was jumping up and down in place, her
beribboned hair dancing about as she threw her head back and forth.
"Aren't we going to have fun?"

Phon looked at Jason with sympathy amid
amusement. How could so many different, or similar, things happen
to any one man? The dilemma was posed once again. He could not say
yes. He would become a one-man orphanage. But Phon knew he could
not say no.

"Phon, here are the keys. Will you take the
girls back to Vientiane after I speak with Happy."

"Happy, come with me for a minute. We need to
talk."

She was showing some exhaustion as a result
of her frolicking. Jason used it for openers to a serious
subject.

"Look. You see how hard it is to take care of
a little girl. It makes us tired. So this will be the last little
girl we take home. Okay?"

"Sure," she said, oblivious to Jason's
ultimate concern. "Now we have a playmate. That starts with 'P.' We
are going to have such fun teaching her the numbers and
letters."

From Happy's perspective, the matter was
settled as if there had never been a problem. Who could possibly
object to having a new playmate? Nature had simply taken its course
in a non-biological sort of way. From Phon's perspective, he simply
had another passenger in the Jeep. Jason was the father.

Two and a half days later the riverboats were
again steered to the docks at Pakxe. Jason went ashore to negotiate
the terms of rail transportation to Bangkok, Thailand for himself
and his cargo. With that responsibility discharged, he returned to
the riverboats to give instructions for loading rail cars against
his bill of lading. Before nightfall, he and his cargo would be on
their way to join the rest at Abby Lu Greenberg's warehouse in
Bangkok.

He spoke with his crews as soon as they
finished unloading. They were to return the vessels to the Asian
Trader's dock at Luang Prabang. He paid them the money they had
earned to date. All four men, Lim and Lang in particular, looked
surprised and a little suspicious of the man who continued to live
up to his word. Something was not quite right about that. It just
wasn't done, especially when it came to wages.

The train ride from Pakxe to Bangkok was long
and hard. It was the same distance as the track from Vientiane to
Bangkok. In fact, the tracks intersected somewhere north of Bangkok
and took the same amount of time to travel. But there were no
tourist accommodations on the train from Pakxe. This was a freight
train on which passengers had to take their chances. Jason slept
most of the way in much discomfort. Occasionally his body bounced
completely off of the wooden seat. Still, he felt safe. No hit men,
no competitors, and no Clatterson. That in itself was blissful.

The early morning arrival in Bangkok left him
with time for breakfast and a search for Abby Lu Greenberg. Neither
took long. The station where the train stopped was strictly
industrial. Passengers had to make their way between parked trains
and across rows of steel tracks. At the first major street adjacent
to the warehouse district, a sign sat high on top of a three-story
warehouse. The bust of a balding man smiled at his public from
behind a big cigar and thick horn rimmed glasses.

"Abby Lu Greenberg welcome YOU to the
warehouse sensation of Southeast Asia," the sign modestly
proclaimed.

The boast was justified. Trucks were parked
three deep at every cargo door. Forklifts and cranes were already
in full operation amid whistles and shouting dispatchers.
Simitrailers were parked out of the weather and in security guarded
safety.

Jason was shown to the executive office that
was shared by eleven employees including two hoarse dispatchers. A
pretty secretary named Suzy gave him a cup of tea. Abby Lu
Greenberg entered promptly at eight in short sleeves, smiling
broadly and giving orders to everyone he saw.

"Chang, how many car loads are we getting
from Pakxe today and when do they arrive. Suzy, get me a list of
the available units on the third floor. What are all of these
papers doing on my desk? Wong, get me some coffee and find Mr.
Simpson. Sy, good morning. Did you get the lawyers on that Suma
International contract? Where are my glasses? I can't do anything
when people move my damned glasses." People scurried around his
desk. It was piled several inches deep with letters, papers, and
documents, most of which looked fresh.

His reached out for Jason's hand and shook it
firmly. The smile went from ear to ear and the head rolled back in
the traditional stance of a man well met. "How are you, son? What
can I do for you today?"

Jason started to remind him who he was. Abby
Lu interrupted. "Wait! You are the kid who grabbed that coffee and
tobacco with some consignment scheme. Brilliant move.
Congratulations. Have a Coke. I'll bet you are looking for the
buyers at Brit-Am and MTC. Suzy, call Al and see if you can find
anyone at MTC. We're trying to build a roasting facility across
town, my boy. Nine hundred degrees for fourteen minutes per four
hundred pounds! The heat will cause a new monsoon season. Ha, ha.
Care for a Pepsi. Excuse me. Let me catch this phone before it
rings off the desk. Nobody around here wants to answer the phone.
Hello! This is Abby Lu Greenberg."

Jason sat back with an exhausted sigh. He saw
a refrigerator with a Coke sign on the front. It was too early for
that. But he would do anything to get away from the man before
everyone incinerated in the heat of his business-oriented after
burners.

An hour later two buyers showed up from
British American Tobacco Company and Malaysia Coffee Traders. They
were dressed in business suits that were tailor fitted to their
slender, Oriental frames.

"You are Mr. Jason Harte, I presume." Both
men introduced themselves. "Would you like to step into Abby Lu's
conference room for a couple of minutes? It is less frantic in
there.

"When we heard you were here, we checked the
manifest from Pakxe for weights. We took the liberty of testing and
sampling the first load that came in last week. If our men find the
manifested products to be of the same condition and quality, as I
am sure they will, we can sit down and discuss terms, if you
like."

American businessmen in California, Chicago,
and New York are ambitious, organized, and motivated. But this was
something else again. These guys could try to take over the world.
Hard driving and extremely efficient, they had goals that did not
suffer from such inhibiting factors as golf and tennis. Everyone he
had seen that morning was simply single minded in the extreme.

"We both have other appointments to meet. If
you want to wait here, we can call you as soon as our quality
analysts beep us. Or you can check into a hotel. You must have had
a tough train ride from the river."

Jason didn't have to think about his answer.
"I'll wait here if Mr. Greenberg doesn't mind. No hotel for me. I'm
going to catch the first available plane back to Vientiane as soon
as we're finished."

"I can easily appreciate that you do not want
to take the train. We'll call you as soon as we can. Probably
before noon. If we don't see you again on this trip, good
luck."

And they were gone in a rush.

At ten fifteen he received a call from the
MCT comptroller's office. On a slip of paper Jason noted the offer.
While he waited for the next call, he got the morning newspaper and
asked for help in looking up the commodities quotes from
yesterday's market transactions. At eleven he received an offer for
the tobacco.

He looked at the newspaper and the figures he
had written down. Should I call another broker and try to get a
better offer? No way. Considering that the quality may have been
compromised in some way by dampness, the offers are more than fair.
And I want to start doing business with these two companies. He
called to accept both offers.

"Yes, sir. We thank you for your business.
Would you like to have the funds wired to a bank in the United
States?"

"No. I want cash and I'll take it in U.S.
dollars. I can wait."

"That will be just fine. But it will take
most of the day. Can you be here to sign releases and pick up the
cash at three o'clock?"

In both instances he said he could. Then he
called the airport. No planes would depart for Vientiane until the
following day. So he chartered a plane and pilot for three hundred
twenty-five dollars. The flight would take only a couple of
hours.

When he was ready to leave he saw a smiling,
cigar chomping Abby Lu Greenberg at his desk with a phone in one
hand, papers in the other, and three people standing around him
taking frantic orders. Both of the dispatchers were yelling
instructions at once.

"Is it always like this?" he asked Suzy when
he prepared to leave.

"Oh, no sir. When the ships dock it really
gets quite busy."

"Right! How may I pay my bill?"

"We'll send an invoice to the Asian Trading
Company in L.P."

Jason was proud to hear the name of his new
company and said, "Thank you."

"Thank you, sir. We hope to serve you again
with your next shipment."

Jason spent the late afternoon buying a set
of clean clothes, having a leisurely bath, and, finally, a shave.
But he was very uncomfortable. He felt guilty. Commerce was
swarming ahead while he wandered around the busy city like a
gawking tourist, looking at his wristwatch, waiting for three
o'clock. For two hours the world simply left him behind.

On his way to the airport with the money
secured in a newly acquired briefcase, he enjoyed the sweet smile
of success. It overwhelmed his exhaustion and anxiety. Tonight he
would visit the third piling. He needed to make a deposit of one
hundred eleven thousand dollars.
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Morning noises of his neighborhood invaded
the quiet of his little house where he waited until it was time to
go get Happy and Two. Bicycles crunched along the gravel street,
wives called out last minute instructions to their departing
husbands, and a motorboat honked its air horn on the nearby river.
Silence was the mortar between the sounds that built the morning
without the children. There were no numbers to add, no alphabets to
learn, and no drum roll of questions to answer. Even the coffee
tasted bitter it the absence of beribboned cheer.

The clock operated in favor of silence. It
barely moved. The coffee did not cool at all between his glances at
the slow moving hands. Steam rose from the mug in a continuous
column reminding him that nine o'clock ambled with a complete
indifference to human anxieties.

Finally, it was time. He picked them up from
a neighbor. With an artistic flare, Happy had combed Two's hair and
tied ribbons around handfuls of the silky, black shocks. Only a few
days earlier, it had drooped to ear lobe length. Now it had
character. Asymmetrical fountains of hair sprayed straight up and
then burst through colored ribbons in glistening showers over a
beautiful, plump Oriental face. Long, narrow eyes smiled from under
the puffs of her eyelids.

The day was theirs. No important duties or
untimely errands. Such interruptions would have dissolved their
togetherness like warm tea being poured over a cube of sugar. The
day was to be whole.

Then, of course, time began to run its impish
race with the lives of the little family that wanted to enjoy their
day. Their walk in the city park spun the hands to eleven thirty.
They whirled past three before ice cream could be finished. The
indefatigable minute hand twice lapped the tortoisian hour hand
before they could even get to the cafe for dinner. Darkness reached
their little house long before the family was ready for it. That's
how it is with time.

But rumors ran fastest of all.

Jason was alive and dangerous. He had been to
China to see Chow Enlai. No! He had gone there to kill Chow Enlai!
Impossible. He went south to Cambodia to negotiate with the Khmer
Rouge for safe passage to the sea for his riverboats. Everyone knew
he had not taken the railroad from Vientiane to Bangkok. Some
conjectured that he had not even survived the explosion on his
riverboat.

At eight o'clock that evening Phon knocked on
the door. "Man, you have got to get a telephone. I just drove by to
see if there were any lights on."

"Come on in. Glad to see you. Girls, look
who's here!"

The girls burst out of their bedroom and into
Phon's arms.

"Hello there Happy and Two."

"But her name isn't Two any more." Happy told
him.

"What!"

"It can't be Two because Two and I would make
three. Two plus one is three. So her name is Pepper because Jason
loves pepper!"

"Wait," Phon demanded, needing time to add
things up. "You can't just change peoples' names every day or
so."

"Why not?" she asked.

"Yeah, why not," Jason joined in. It didn't
seem so odd. "Maybe we should all change our names once in a while.
Women seem quite happy to do it every few years, you know." That
was a little too deep. And the girls' dancing was not as energetic
as before. They soon went to sleep, ending the family's day
together.
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Four days later the Jeep cruised south on
Route 13 with its threesome. Behind them, up in the valleys, they
had left jubilant farmers whose pockets were lined with the fruits
of their agrarian efforts and their trust in the Asian Trading
Company. Some had accepted the money as a windfall without
examining the documents. Others had scrutinized the numbers for the
graft that their previous lifetimes of experience had led them to
expect. They had been cautiously amazed. Caution was finally thrown
to the winds when Jason left with no further demands for squeeze,
the traditional lubricant that facilitated such situations. The
money was all theirs.

After the girls were at home in their beds
the following night, Phon came over with Chinese barbecue and cold
beer. Over dinner Jason described his transactions in Bangkok and
in the valleys. Phon laughed loudly when he heard the duplicitous
story about Jodang's rusty riverboat that had gone to the bottom
with its freshly painted number 219. The men celebrated with beer
and genuine affection for each other.

Sincerity creased Jason's brow when he said,
"You have meant so much to our success, Phon. You have shared
sleepless nights in the rain, heartaches, and too many days away
from your personal affairs. I can't tell you how much your loyalty
and friendship have meant to me. I just wish I had a better way to
say thank you."

"Come on, Jason. I enjoyed it. And, believe
me, I profited from the experience. You're going to go far and
we're going to be friends for a long time."

"Absolutely! I'll drink another beer to
that."

"Me too."

"We never discussed a financial arrangement."
Jason opened a subject to which he had given much consideration. He
had reached a decision based many layers of complex reasoning. He
gave great weight to what he believed was the right thing to do.
"The net profit was just over twenty-one thousand dollars after
deducting the cost of the riverboats, the Jeep, rent, et cetera." A
stack of money was placed on the table in front of Phon. "Here is
eleven thousand dollars. I hope you think it's fair. Say so if you
don't."

"Thanks, Jason. I don't think I did enough to
deserve eleven thousand dollars," Phon said as he took the money.
"After all, I risked nothing and I gave my time without
expectation. But I appreciate it."

"Great! Let's have another beer. Oops! It's
all gone."

Phon headed for the door while making the
reasonable suggestion that they go out and buy some more.

He laughed out loud when Jason replied, "I
can't go. I'm baby sitting!"

Jason's share of the net cash was over ten
thousand dollars. He also had the ten thousand dollars that Three
Hands had given him. And there was the fifty thousand from Lee
Wong. In all, the third piling would host almost seventy thousand
dollars less the cost of the riverboats. Now he had two riverboats,
a warehouse, a Jeep, and a lot of cash. That, he thought, was a
pretty good showing for just over a month's work.
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After lunch, a thoroughly martinied Brian
Clatterson knocked on Jason's front door. Jason let his eyes roll
warily up toward the ceiling, like a sparrow watching for a
hawk.

"Jason, why don't you get a telephone? And
while you're at it, why don't you get out of town. Your ass is in a
serious crack."

"Come on in and relax a bit," Jason said
after Clatterson had already stumbled through the door.

Clatterson squeaked, "This isn't a social
call. We at the Embassy have a responsibility to all Americans who
are legally in our host country. But we need and require
cooperation. We need to figure out who you really are." Hic! "You
have not cooperated at all. We asked you to maintain a low profile
while we investigated what is being called the Tay Chang Pass
massacre. Instead, you have attempted to disrupt - burp -
everyone's source of livelihood with some wild scheme about
riverboats. Half of the people think you're a murderer. They want
you hung. The other half thinks you are already dead. - burp- And
the other half think you cheated the country's businessmen. They
want your ass! An alias arrest warrant has been issued for the man
who committed the massacre. And the service record of the pilot
who crashed in Vietnam is on its way from the States. It had
better not be you because Colonel Pu Nguyen is after the man who
killed his brother!"

In old Ama's absence, Jason guessed at
measurements while he chopped a bunch of red chilies, hot
jalapenos, garlic, and japones peppers. A hot skillet sizzled and
belched vaporous fumes when he poured them in.

"Tell me, Brian, can you sober up enough to
tell me who is Pu Nguyen?"

"He's a Vietnamese army officer who runs a
gun smuggling operation out of an airfield called the Viet Soo
Hospital Facility west of Hanoi. Of much more importance, he's the
one who claims that an American pilot stole a shipment of guns and
killed some Vietnamese and Laotian civilians to do it. Civilians
that included his own brother."

Jason sat the skillet back on the stove. "Are
you accusing me, Clatterson?"

The Embassy representative reacted with
anger. His face turned red. His knuckles turned white. He was
wearing a blue suit. He said, "Jason, stay off those riverboats of
yours. The word is that someone is going to blow all of them out of
the water. Now, I don't want you to think I'm just blowing smoke.
This morning a fat guy with one eye bandaged and a big scar on his
face was found floating in the river. I saw the body." Clatterson
leaned unsteadily against the kitchen table. "His foot was tied to
the riverboat that you were supposed to have been killed on.
They're gonna play hardball. They probably found out that you're
still alive and they're going to kill you." Hic. "It'll look bad
for us."

"Who are they?"

"They're the ones who are always behind
rumors. You never know until it is too late. It could be Pu Nguyen
or it could be some riverboat operator like Lee Lu Trane who
doesn't want any new competition."

Suddenly Clatterson looked pale. The spicy
miasma overtook him. His sickly face turned green. He cried,
"What's that awful smell. Let me out of here!"

Jason sat alone for a few minutes. He had
expected someone to retaliate and he had a plan.

Twenty minutes later he left his Jeep at the
curb in the darkest part of the black market and found a man who
sold heavy construction equipment. The black marketeer looked like
an ordinary, sinister businessman out to make a crooked dollar.

Jason said in a conspiratorial whisper
between his teeth, "This will be a cash transaction. Get me twenty
cases of Dupont TRK-35 dynamite and fifty KHP-711A underwater
detonators. No substitutes. Treat this purchase with the greatest
confidentiality. No loose lips! I want delivery tonight - no later
or the deal is off."

Overjoyed, the man's slanted eyes stretched
to the size of dollar signs. This is the sale I've been waiting
for all my life. It's worth more than twenty thousand dollars! I
can pay all my gambling debts and pay off my father-in-law, he
thought. Wait until they hear about this. Bless all seven or eight
gods that sent the foreign devil to me. Finally I have been
rewarded for my diligence and hard work. I'll steal the explosives
from a military base.

Regaining his dignity, he gave standard
assurances, "Your order will be filled promptly. Of that you may be
assured. My reputation is ..." Jason had left in the full knowledge
that the order would never be filled because no such explosives
existed. But rumors about the order would spread up and down the
Mekong like a refinery fire. The story would be embellished by
several orders of magnitude - enough explosives to blow up every
boat on the river. That should cause troublemakers to pause and
reconsider blowing up his boats.

A little duplicity here, a little lie there.
It's their own fault for being such rumormongers.
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A couple of weeks later, Colonel Pu Nguyen
sat behind the desk in his office next to the control tower from at
the Viet Soo Airport west of Hanoi. His western style shoes were
highly polished. So were the two buttons on the chest pockets of
his military uniform. His feet rested arrogantly on top of his
paper free desk, in the face of his guests.

"What took you so long to get there?" he
demanded. "You knew I wanted the job completed without any delay
and without any excuse for failure."

Two unintimidated men sat on the other side
of the desk. The inherent nature of their business always involved
courting and crawling with the viper. Neither of them bothered to
be offended by the effrontery. Cigarette smoke rose like a snake up
the face of the man on Pu's left. It clung to his cheek and made
him squint before it worked its way into his hair. Neither of the
two men looked extra ordinary in any respect. They would blend in
with any crowd. Dress, hair length, and mannerisms were tailored to
support the effect. These men did not want to be noticed. Their
trade demanded that.

Death was the coinage of their profession.
They were assassins. They always traveled and lived separately and
came together only to contract or to kill.

Pu Nguyen had dealt with them before. He was
always canny around them and he never let it be known that he
feared them. He watched their cool, indifferent manner from a
distance. He had studied caged cobras with the same prudent
circumspection.

"Well, are you going to answer or must I make
assumptions for your failure?''

"We only agreed to do the possible. You can't
kill a dead man," the killer said as he leveled a cautionary gaze
at Pu Nguyen.

Pu Nguyen responded, "The atrocities
committed by the American pilot demonstrated that he was both
incautious and insane. Like a mad dog, he was bound to be
exterminated. Your job was to get him before anyone else could. I
deserved that pleasure. He killed my own brother and stole my guns.
You denied my right to revenge."

The killer sitting on Pu's left blew a slow,
steady stream of smoke into the air. "I don't really need
recrimination from you or anyone else. We didn't even know who we
were supposed to look for. You didn't even give us the man's name
or description. We are still uncertain that the man who was killed
in the riverboat explosion was actually the pilot who hijacked your
guns."

"Jason Harte is tied directly to the murders
at the Tay Chang Junction by the truck he was driving. What more
could you have wanted? He was the man." Pu was adamant on that
point. He even took his feet off his desk to emphasize his
conclusion. The scene resembled the animal of prey that had killed
and the vulture that gorged on the carrion.

The man on the left said, "In the final
analysis, you got what you wanted. Jason is dead."

Pu had to have the last word. "I wanted him
dead by my hand. You did not do your job." The oxymoron slipped by
him.

Pu ended the meeting and walked the men to
their respective cars. Several medium sized warehouses surrounded
the north side of the airport. In the middle of the warehouse area
was a small but clearly marked hospital. Its white walls were in
stark contrast to the other buildings that were a collage of gray
wood and unpainted rust. The hospital served the needs of two or
three disabled veterans. The aegis also protected a very active
smuggling operation by keeping it off the list of American bombing
targets.

The warehouses stood in three parallel rows
adjacent to a truck parking lot. Work had already stopped for the
day. The civilian employees had gone to their favorite bars or the
rooms of their favorite women. The military garrison that protected
the base and its healthcare façade was composed of thirty men. One
half of them were evident at local bars and brothels. The others
were either in their barracks or standing duty at the entrance
guardhouse. One of them gave a snappy salute to the two departing
Mercedes that approached on the narrow road that crossed the barb
wire infested dead man's land between the warehouses and the
perimeter fence.

Pu Nguyen wiped perspiration away and rushed
back to his office, entered and locked the door.

"Soung, get in here!"

He did not see the blur of lipstick, rouge
and eye make up that hurried to him because he had fallen back on
his paper free desk top, legs parted.

"Why must I always hurry to you like a
prostitute." Pu's trousers were being unzipped from bended knee.
"Am I a whore that, after four years, I must still be at your
call?" The trousers fell to his ankles and a wet mouth began
smearing lipstick between his thighs, an erogenous tongue busy at
its mischief. Rather than answer, Pu groaned in his delight. The
esurient mouth worked feverishly on his body until he screamed with
orgasmic ecstasy and then gradually retreated in flaccidity.

But they could not dally. The two men had
work to do.

They cleaned themselves and left the office
in fresh military uniforms. One was that of a Vietnamese general.
Pu Nguyen wore the insignia of an army Colonel.

They concealed their hands and scratched each
other's palms, their fantasies not entirely satisfied.
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Three hundred air miles away, in the center
of Vientiane, stood the ten-story Tower of Commerce Building, its
polished aluminum siding dominating the city in its reflective
glory. The otherwise prosaic downtown buildings were humbled by its
grandeur. The corner offices viewed the subservient city through
floor-to-ceiling windows. In each corner office on the top floor of
this, the tallest building in Laos, one of the Four Khans conducted
his business affairs. Below them, on the fourth floor, was the
office of Lee Lu Trane.

Lee Lu Trane dealt with a problem that would
soon rise to the Four Khans offices like an acrid miasma. He sat in
his handsome office and glared at the two guests who sat across
from him. As the owner of the Trane Transportation Company, it was
fitting that he wore a dark business suit over his huge, muscular
body. Over the suit he wore a light silk smock that was expensively
embroidered with gold thread that matched some of his inlayed
teeth. For more than forty years his business crest had been
emblazoned over his heart - or where his heart would have been if
he had one. It was his special privilege to wear the happy coat, as
he liked to call it. Imperiously, he addressed his meeting.

He condescended to speak as an equal to Chang
and Long Lin, who owned smaller riverboat companies. Were it not
for Long Lin's exceeding respect for his host, and his inordinate
fear of him, he would have been dressed in comfortable shirtsleeves
as was Chang, the owner of Palms Transportation Company. But he
wore a gray business suit instead and stayed very quite.

Lee Lu Trane had called the meeting for the
ostensible purpose of rigging prices to insure that he got more
than his fair share of the profits that were being made in the
lucrative business of moving equipment and produce on the Mekong
River. But he eased the conversation in the direction of his real
objective. "Incidentally, we must put an immediate stop to our
plans to blow up Jason's boats. Like you, I have heard from an
infallible authority that he has planned a devious, corrupt
retaliation. He has purchased enough explosives to sink our entire
fleets. The bastard is crazy!"

Chang agreed, "The last thing we need is to
lose any of our riverboats. I have just ordered two new ones that
cost over eighty thousand dollars each!"

"Don't snivel. You are the cause of our
problem," said Lee Lu Trane, who allowed his anger to spurt from
thick, purple lips that were supported by a substantial jowl. "You
sold your two oldest boats to him. That's how he got started. You
should have been more canny!"

To duck the charge of ineptitude, Chang
whined, "It seemed like a good idea at the time. I never realized
what he intended to do. After all, Ki Song and Xiang Khoung visited
with the puke before he ever came to Vientiane."

"Xiang Khoung's little riverboat company
isn't worth talking about," Lee Lu Trane sniffed. "He got into the
river transportation business by acquiring the South Winds Trading
Company from the elderly widow of its deceased owner. Ki Song had
declined the opportunity so Xiang got it. That was how most of
Xiang Khoung's acquisitions evolved. They were crumbs that his boss
had brushed away because they were too small for his attention." He
adjusted his lapel and leveled his gaze over the heads of his
guests. "Over the years Xiang Khoung has accumulated a rather large
cake, you know. It includes South Winds and the Riverbend estate
where he lives at Luang Prabang."

"Thank several gods you didn't invite him,"
Chang chimed. "He has a certain disconcerting qualities. He
wouldn't understand how to rig prices and to deal effectively with
Jason Harte." Sensing that Lee Lu Train was being entertained by
his insight, he continued, "Those qualities probably explained why
Xiang Khoung has spent three decades in the comfortable shadow of
the venerable Ki Song. Neither of them has an appreciation for real
business ethics. In their warped way, they tend to allow other
considerations to stand on an equal footing with the profit motive.
Can you imagine?

"In return," he went on, "Xiang Khoung may
enjoy a certain respect and admiration. He gets invited to the
correct social function, for example. But the price for that
dubious honor has been measured in terms of personal fortune. He is
still a small businessman. Unforgivable."

Lee Lu Trane was relieved that such naiveté
was not among them at that moment. He could speak more freely.

He said, "Now listen. It wouldn't be to our
advantage to take Draconian measures against Jason at this
particular moment. If we give him the right opportunity, he will
simply sink himself. That happens so often with daring people."

In an effort to put himself back in the
mainstream, Chang restated the obvious, "I won't support any
measure that will allow him to bid on the coffee and tobacco trade
next season. We cannot let it be known that the farmers have an
alternative market available to them. It would ruin a very
lucrative business! We have to kill him."

"Careful," Lee Lu Trane said thoughtfully,
"We must be a little more circumspect this time." Don't these
idiots know how to do anything right? "Dynamite is no longer
the answer. We stand to lose much more than he does if he carries
out his threat to blow up our boats. Therefore, I suggest that we
work out a plan to use Jason's daring against him."

Recriminations were set-aside for the moment
and the three men put their heads together to suborn their new
competitor. Lee Lu Trane took the lead. He alone had the cunning to
devise a plan that would use Jason's naiveté as a weapon. He could
call on years of experience in such intrigue. Jason would be
destroyed by his own folly.

Predatory animals have the luxury of lengthy
adolescence under the protection of their parents. But grazing
animals that are their prey must be ready to run for their lives at
the moment of birth. For example, the puma is born blind and may
live in protective training for two years. The llama, alpaca, and
vicuna, prey to the puma and man, must be able to run faster than a
sprinter within fifteen minutes of birth. Jason Harte, new to
Southeast Asia and an innocent neophyte in a deadly arena, was
prime prey for many battle-scarred hunters.

Lee Lu Trane issued intricate instructions
concerning his plan. Then he adjourned the meeting. Chang marveled
at such cunning and shuddered.
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The blackened tongue protruded grotesquely
between yellowed teeth that were bared in the last remembrance of a
death scream. The face had turned purple around bulging eyes that
threatened to pop out onto the crowd of onlookers who pretended
only casual glances to disguise their interest. Some men turned
away in sickened disgust. Others reveled in the squalor that
putrefied in their imaginations while they watched the garret wire
sway with its detestable weight. Excreta ran down the pant leg of
the hanged man and dripped into a pile on the sidewalk, fouling the
ambient odors.

Some closed their mouths so as not to speak
or vomit. Others gaped. Many described the ghastly sight to other
bystanders with febrile animation like salivating cretins in an
asylum. Most had simply found something to break the monotony of
their daily existence, neither feeling nor caring.

The garret had cut the skin all around the
unwashed neck and crushed the unprotected windpipe into a congested
mass through which air could not pass. It choked and killed the man
who still wore his waiter's apron.

"The poor, poor man was garroted and hung
from that second floor window. See how the wire has cut into the
planter box. I wonder if the body is still warm."

"You should have seen it! He jerked and
struggled at the end of the wire. You should have heard him rale.
They dragged him out of the cafe. His tray was knocked right out of
his hand."

The blackening head turned slowly on the
cable, the better that all could look at the glazed eyes and
swallow when they got their view of the awful tongue.

"I was in my shop across the street. I saw
his feet when he was pulled from the ground. You should have seen
the way he thrashed his arms. I saw him grab for his neck. But he
could not even touch the wire. It was already in too deep."

"Get away. Back up. Give us room," a
policeman cried. But he did not venture too close to the body.
Futility notwithstanding, he bellowed, "Someone call a doctor!"

New people took the place of those who left
in a procession that would spread firsthand information, thus
gaining face at the expense of the deceased.

"I paid," the restaurant owner lied. "God's
puke, I had already paid. What am I, rotting offal in the gutter
that I should lie about paying the tong?"

A suspicious neighbor implied an accusation,
"The Red Fang demands money for so-called protection against this
sort of incident."

The luckless policeman followed, "If you're
the owner of this dump," he swallowed, "this message," he pointed
at the body, "was meant for you."

The owner was too frightened to lie well and
too greedy to tell the truth, "I would have paid just like I always
pay. But I was out when they came. So the waiter paid for me. I saw
him do it." The owner paid squeeze to the society's collector as
seldom as possible, thus endangering himself as well as the nearby
shop owners. He feared this day of reckoning. His neighbors feared
damage to their own stores when it came. They were relieved that
the message had only cost the life of a waiter. It could have been
a fire that might have damaged their own buildings.

"If you were out, as you say, how did you see
your waiter pay?" The policeman's frustration began to surge, "You
would lie to seven gods to save ten cents. Those ten cents you
would put on top of your horde of silver while your wife and
children work in ragged clothes. You never pays the tong for
protection. So don't bother to lie."

Attached to the wire around the dean man's
neck was a round, coin-sized talisman. It bore the inscription, "A
society for all" under a carving of a cobra. It was the sign of the
Red Fang.

Suddenly everyone listened to a noise that
carried from a distance. It resembled popcorn. It was gunfire.
After the first few shots the tempo increased. It sounded as if a
war had begun.

A police car skidded to a stop. "Get in. The
triads are fighting in the industrial district!"

Louder explosions could be heard over the
sound of the popcorn. Security guards using Winchester twelve gauge
pump shotguns had joined the battle.

The policeman jumped into the car. Not that
he wanted to get into a gunfight. He just wanted to get away from
the ghastly body that hung from the wire. Someone else could cut
him down.
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The interior walls of the top floor of the
Tower of Commerce Building were glass. From their corner offices
The Four Khan's could see each other, even as they spoke by
intercom. A large teak wood conference table sat in the center of
the sumptuous room that separated the four offices. Four massive
executive chairs surrounded the table, each with a telephone
mounted to its side.

A professionally dressed woman in her fifties
postured herself sagaciously behind a heavy teak reception desk
that faced the executive, nonstop elevator. She served the masters
who dispensed justice and wisdom from this level of the
atmosphere.

The Four Khans spent much more time at the
conference table than they did in their respective offices.
Business, economic, national, political, and societal problems were
labored over with civility and sophistication at this pinnacle of
power.

On that late evening, Vien Vguyen, the Khan
who represented industry, addressed his three equals with special
attention to Dang Latlat, the Khan who represented the tongs.

"All I know is that Red Fang gunmen murdered
the driver and stole the cash receipts from the weekend sales. It
is the mode of operation that we were forced to contend with last
year after the opening of the Lung Mein restaurant. It seems that
the leaders of our food service industry simply refuse to pay
squeeze. And then there was the horrible incident where the Red
Fang garroted that waiter! Unforgivable. Not ten minutes later
there was an actual gunfight between the Red Fang and the guards in
the industrial district.

"It is my considered opinion that the Red
Fang has got to be reigned in. But I'm not sure how. They have
gotten quite powerful."

Khan Dang Latlat blew cigar smoke to the apse
over the table. "As long as you have represented the business
community, and I have represented the tongs, greed has been
superior to common sense. At the fringes of the societies are those
who simply will not obey even after swearing oaths upon their
mothers' blood."

Khan Koyu Maharu sensed the direction of the
conversation. "When the great warlords of the North find it
necessary or convenient to attack their neighbors in the South over
some real or perceived territorial dispute, I have occasionally
found it necessary to regain everyone's lapsed attention by the
most unpleasant means."

"You had one of them killed. I remember."

"No. No. Never. That would have been an
inappropriate way to deal with a great warlord. So we merely killed
one of his family members. That has turned out to be the most
efficient way to settle problems. Reason returns almost
immediately."

Koyu addressed Kilong My again. "As the
representatives of the warlords on the northern outskirts of
civilization, may I recommend a solution to the present quandary?"
Then to the others he said, "I suggest that we merely spread a
warning and wait to see whether that brings them back to their
senses. The usual pipeline should be sufficient: maids,
hairdressers, lawn keepers, et cetera."

Thus the Four Khans conducted the affairs of
warlords, tongs, and businessmen - even as the Royal Court condoned
and encouraged, their authority. At midnight George Wauk, the
Minister of Security, emerged from the executive elevator onto the
tenth floor of the Tower of Commerce Building. The Four Khans rose
to greet him.

"Gentlemen, thank you for letting me
interrupt your evening. I felt that this meeting was important or I
would not have imposed."

"Please be seated and rest assured that we
understand the nature of your concern. We join you in the belief
that this meeting has become necessary and most welcome." One voice
spoke for all. None wanted the meeting.

George Wauk began by laying out his agenda.
"Before discussing the most critical matter, we want you to know
that we are willing to approve the expansion of the airport west of
Moung Se. Of course, we would expect to be able to use the landing
field on an emergency basis if one of the government's aircraft
should experience an emergency." Never give anything to these
four bastards without a quid pro quo. If nothing is demanded in
return, they will expect all future favors to be free of
charge.

"That should go without saying," a Khan
replied smoothly. Sweep crumbs off the table to the Royal
Laotian Government. They don't have any airplanes anyway.

Having observed the expected amenities and
paid the price of admission, the Minister got to the point of the
meeting. "By the way, the Prime Minister mentioned something about
the Red Fang. He seems to be concerned about a dispute that erupted
into violence. Has a ceasefire been arranged between the
tongs?"

If only that were possible, Dang
Latlat mused in exasperated frustration. But he spoke with
confidence. "It is truly obscene that the Red Fang has become so
aggressive. We are studying measures to bring them back into line."
If only such measures existed! He continued as if a solution
were at hand, " Even if the Americans ultimately get out of
Southeast Asia, the Red Fang will compete vigorously for a greater
share of the new protection rackets."

God's puke, thought the Minister of
Security. If the Four Khans themselves can't bring the situation
under control, who can? "At this point," he said, "I must
consider the endangerment of our civilian and corporate citizens.
Something must be done."

"It is a problem," said Latlat, "which is
receiving our most dedicated attention. We abhor overt acts of
violence. We agree with you that measures must be undertaken
immediately.

"Frankly, George, you know that the Red Fang
has expanded. Not even I can determine how large they have become.
The tongs operate in groups of seven. The seventh man in each
'family' is also a member of the next 'family' of seven. The
remaining six do not know the identities of any other members.
That's how they keep their membership secret. The total membership
is known only to the secret leadership, the so-called Dragons," he
lied.

"Gradually," George Wauk said, "our country
is beginning to prosper even in the midst of the wartime economy. I
urge you to keep that in perspective. None of us wants the growth
pattern to be interrupted by insidious viruses like the protection
racket. We know that everyone must pay traditional squeeze. But
protection is not traditional."

Only Vien Vguyen, the Khan who represented
industry, really appreciated George Wauk's efforts. Squeezing
protection money from local businesses was proving to be a serious
drag on the economy.

The Four Khans knew that the Red Fang had
become so powerful that they had begun to snub tradition. Soon they
might try to ignore the Four Khans themselves. The Minister was
right. The Red Fang would have to be dealt with. The question was
whether they had already become too powerful and too embedded in
secrecy.

Koyu Maharu never tired. But he had a sense
of timing. He broke out a bottle of Pinch and five glasses and
said, "I see that we are all in complete agreement and that we have
accomplished much in terms of policy. So, I believe this should
conclude our business for the day."
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The next morning was clear except for a few
puffy clouds over the mountains in the east. Pepper stood on
Jason's back when it was her turn to play Bridge Walk, a game in
which Jason laid flat on his stomach while each girl tried to walk
the length of his body without falling off. The first step was
always easy. His ear made a perfect friction point for their tiny
bare feet. Then his shoulders and back provided excellent footing
unless the dragon beneath the bridge happened to roar. That always
shook the bridge and dumped the hapless bridge-walker into a
giggling heap on the floor. The girls played and learned together
with alacrity that lifted Jason's spirits. There was love in this
family.

Phon found them in a pile on the floor. But
he hadn't come to play. He had a message to deliver "Yoshiko is
flying back late this afternoon. Three Hands is meeting us at the
airport to take us to dinner. He asked me to invite you, Happy and
Pepper to join us. I believe he has something he wants to ask you."
Does he ever!

Accepting the invitation for himself and,
vicariously, for the children, changed Jason's life again. Fate was
bumping him around like a pinball machine.

Three Hands' Chrysler limousine was already
at the Wattay Airport when Jason arrived. Pepper and Happy were
busily searching under the Jeep's bucket seats for a lost crayon
while Jason reached to shake hands with Phon and Three Hands.

Another guest stepped gracefully from the
limo. She was about twenty years old. Her hair was short and
brushed to a glistening black sheen. She was tall by oriental
standards and the silk pantsuit she wore was hardly able to
disguise her shapely figure. She was not endowed as well as most
American girls, particularly those from the West Coast. But nice.
Even though she wore no make up, her almond shaped eyes were
distinguished by long lashes and arched eyebrows. The typical flat
pugness of the oriental nose graced her face in a cute sort of
way.

Staring too long caused Jason to embarrass
himself and the girl. And yet he was fascinated by the comparison
he had made between her and Yoshiko, Phon's fiancée. Jason believed
that, if he compared the faces of a thousand women side by side,
the distinctions that made them beautiful or plain would be
comically nominal in terms of physical dimensions. Nothing more
than the smallest elongation here and the least compression there
transforms one from the ordinary to the stunning. Eyes that are set
a half inch farther apart; noses a quarter of an inch wider or a
quarter of an inch longer; hair lines differing by half an inch; a
quarter of an inch built into the cheekbones or hollowed from the
cheeks; a quarter of an inch added to lips; or half an inch
difference in facial width. By such tiny measurements, humans are
distinguished from each other. Such minute, unimportant dimensions
are the difference between true beauty and the ordinary. How, he
wondered, could our judgment be affected by such absurdly narrow,
meaningless measurements?

Such is beauty. Such is the primitive
standard by which we form first impressions. We make instant
evaluations in terms of first impressions often result in
acceptance or rejection, spurred interest or a forgotten moment,
success or failure. How could we allow such important decisions to
be influenced by such miniscule differences? How could we be so
shallow?

Jason's contemplation was interrupted by
Three Hands who threw open his car door, crashed into his
environment and yelled, "Where the hell is the top to your car?
What kind of car is that anyway? Are you on your way to dinner or
on your way to attack the enemy?"

Having assumed his rightful position in the
conversation, Three Hands reduced himself to mere amenities. "Let
me introduce you to Kefu. Kefu, this is Jason. I do not believe
either of you has a surname that I know of. No big surprise
there.

"Where the hell is Yoshiko's plane? I'm ready
to eat!"

Three Hands had such a way in social
settings! He continued to impact indelibly on the conversation
until the plane arrived.

The restaurant that Three Hands chose for the
occasion was located on a cliff overlooking the lights of the city.
Not until he began to eat did his guests have an opportunity to
talk with each other. Kefu proved to be an amiable and accomplished
conversationalist. She asked whether Yoshiko's flight had been a
comfortable one. Then she inquired about Three Hands health, but
yielded when it came to complementing Three Hands' wine selection.
That she left to Jason.

Ultimately Kefu moved the flow of the
conversation to Phon, "I understand that you and Jason have been
educating these two charming young ladies. I must congratulate you.
They are very accomplished."

Phon, Yoshiko, and Jason appraised this young
woman who spoke so evenly and carried the conversation easily to
each of Three Hands' guests, making them feel comfortable and
appreciated. They noted with approval that she spoke to one Chinese
waiter in Cantonese and to another in his native dialect, Mandarin.
To the girls she spoke only the Laotian Lao Lum dialects.

She was attentive to the remarks and
explanations of others and never interrupted. Her responses to
their observations were always well considered and directly to the
point.

"Jason, I understand your point of view. The
defense of South Vietnam is important in the strategy that you
describe as the domino theory. But how can the Americans know whom
to fight? Are not the Viet Cong guerrillas in large measure the
very people whom you are trying to protect?"

The point was well taken. He explained his
perspective. "We've got a difficult challenge. We have to stop the
Communist insurgents and, at the same time, allow the people to
learn to protect themselves by teaching them about democratic
principles."

Three Hands had finished eating. "The people
Jason refers to don't give a damn one way or the other. Governments
pursue this war - not people. Governments are like people only to
this extent. They are unwilling to accept simple equality. Each
must achieve power over others. They will war to do so. It has
always been that way."

"I really do not know enough history to
speak," Kefu said to avoid a potential political debate with Three
Hands. "But if one faction is allowed to have its way without
restriction, it might impose its will through out Southeast Asia
and, perhaps, the world. So isn't Jason's point well taken?"

"No!"

To save Kefu from the delicacies of Three
Hands' polemics, Phon took her to the dance floor. Three Hands
began to tell Jason something about Kefu. "A very wealthy business
associate of mine named Alfred Kung built a huge conglomerate in
Laos and Burma. He was extremely successful. Alfred was a widower.
His son was killed in an airplane crash four years ago. After that,
he took his three grandchildren into his home. Kefu joined the
family as a teacher and companion to the youngsters. Over the years
I found her to be well educated and talented and she is very
loyal.

He ate and gulped wine before continuing.
"Alfred and his nephew suddenly disappeared about six months ago.
They have never been heard from since. So the other members of the
family decided to take the grandchildren into their homes, along
with Alfred's sizable estate, of course. Essentially, that left
Kefu without a job and without family of her own."

Three Hands changed the subject rather
abruptly and the evening progressed. Jason and Kefu talked and
danced without flirtation, but with undisguised friendship. Pepper
and Happy joined in the dancing and conversation with high
enthusiasm. They were already social creatures who enjoyed being
embraced by everyone they met.

Three Hands observed the interaction with a
marked interest. And he also watched Phon and Yoshiko. No doubt a
new member would be added to his family in the fairly near future.
But the relationship between Phon and Yoshiko was not his primary
concern that evening.

While Jason danced with Yoshiko, Phon sat in
polite silence while Three Hands spoke with Kefu. "Do you enjoy the
two children?"

"They are a delight," she said. "And Jason
has established such a close rapport with them. He seems to be an
unusually caring man."

"Would you like to live with the three of
them?"

Three Hands asked the astounding question
without predicate. Kefu had expected the question. Not quite so
soon, perhaps. But inevitably. Why else would he have invited her
to dinner with an American who had two Oriental children to care
for?

"Do you think they would like me?" she asked,
wondering whether Three Hands had additional, less altruistic
motives for trying to bring them together.

His uncanny ability to read people had
answered her question long before it had been asked. So he took it
as rhetorical and saw no reason to reply. Instead, he said, "All
right. When they return, please invite Yoshiko and the two girls to
powder up, or whatever the phrase is."

When Kefu and Yoshiko had left with the
children he said, "Look, Jason. I was close to Alfred Kung and his
family. I feel that I have also been close to Kefu for the past
couple of years. I owe something to all of them. I have an idea
that might be very good for her and which could make your life a
little more manageable at the same time. But it would require you
to do a great, personal favor for me." Always let people think
they are doing you a favor when you bend them to your will. "I
would like for you to allow Kefu to live with you and the two
girls. She could help raise them, like a nanny. I think she could
instruct them and provide an influence that a man in your situation
just cannot provide. It will cost you nothing other than her room,
board, and necessities. If history is any indication, she will work
hard in return. And I would personally appreciate your help." It
was difficult for him to assume a pleading facial expression. But
he tried.

Jason Harte's one shortcoming was his
inability to disguise astonishment. His mouth fell open. He was
stunned by the offer, invitation, suggestion -- he didn't quite
know what to call it. As with so many opportunities, it seemed that
a decision had to be made on the spur of the moment. To delay might
mean that the opportunity would never again be offered. A negative
answer might result in offending Three Hands. What he needed was
time to deliberate and discuss the matter with the children.

Furthermore, his lifestyle would be altered,
perhaps irreparably. Selfishly, perhaps, he thought the last couple
of weeks had been very enjoyable. Things were just fine the way
they were. If something isn't broken, don't try to fix it. Also, he
was also confident that Admiral Phillip Langsford had something
planned that would have a lasting impact on him. He needed freedom
to explore that avenue, whatever it turned out to be. And he didn't
want anything to interfere with his business ambitions. If he was
to be allowed to play in that game, he wanted to play to the
hilt.

Then he thought, What if I'm arrested? Or
killed? What would become of Pepper and Happy? They would be alone!
That settles it.

"I would like to have her if she wants to
come and if the children want her to come."

Phon underscored the obvious by joking,
"Pepper and Happy may have already taken her home."

Three Hands offered no preamble when the
ladies returned. "An arrangement can be made if it meets with
everyone's approval." He chose words that would have clear meaning
to everyone including Happy and Pepper. "Kefu can live in Jason's
home and help raise the two girls."

"Do you mean Kefu can live with us? Wow! She
can have the other bedroom. No, she can have the other bed in our
room. Yes. When? Tonight?" Two little children were overjoyed and
shared their feelings all at once. They tried unsuccessfully to
jump into Three Hands' lap!

"I am so flattered and indebted," Kefu
answered. "This is an honor I certainly do not deserve. I will try
to do my very best. Please tell me when it would be most convenient
for me to start work."

"Right now," Three Hands roared.

That night Happy and Pepper rode home in the
back seat of the Jeep. Kefu rode up front with Jason. Things had
happened so fast that they hardly realized what had occurred.

Early the next morning the sweet aroma of
jasmine tea wafted throughout the little house. Then it was blended
with the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee. Jason tapped lightly
on the open door to the girls' room.

"Kefu," he whispered, "would you like to have
hot tea?"

"Jason. Oh, no. Please." She jumped out of
bed and rushed across the room. Continuing in a whisper, she said,
"I want to do these things. You should not."

"This is just my way of telling you that each
of us has undertaken quite a responsibility. You do not work for
me. We are going to be more like roommates with a shared
responsibility that includes educating and caring for two little
girls."

Kefu replied, "I am so excited. I promise to
do my best, not only as an assistant to Pepper and Happy, but as a
roommate as well.

"Now. I can find everything. What would you
like for breakfast?

You, he thought in the best Navy tradition.
But he had committed Happy and Pepper's future to a new destiny. He
would have to be very careful not to influence that destiny in
unfortunate ways. That might be difficult because Kefu was lovely
with her hair tousled and her nightgown hanging loose. So he
replied, "Let's wait until they wake up. We can scramble some eggs
or something and then we'll spend the rest of the day with the
children - maybe ride around in the Jeep and walk in the park. We
should get to know all about each other."

It was fortunate that such foresight had gone
into furnishing the house with so many beds. It was filling up
fast. The two soundly sleeping girls were sprawled across their bed
at odd angles. Not even a pretzel could have wound its way between
them.

He handed the tea to her. There was a knock
at the front door. Ama came in with an armload of fresh chilies,
eggs, hot peppers, cilantro, and a bouquet of flowers. Race memory
evolves not through the genes but through the efforts of old women
who care enough about the things they love to pass them down to
successive generations. She taught Kefu how to make a real
breakfast.

The next four days were spent walking the
docks, visiting the parks and riding around in the Jeep with the
top down. Halcyon days provided a fertile birthplace for the
nascent family to begin to grow together. Special times were set
aside for reading and arithmetic, and art, Kefu's first love.

But as the days wore on Jason's concern for
his business began to reignite. His riverboats had carried only one
small load since the successful venture to Bangkok. He was certain
he would have all of the coffee and tobacco business he could
handle at the beginning of the next season. Still, he needed to
keep the boats in operation during the off-season. His business was
not going to grow in the holds of idle riverboats.

At an appropriate moment on the following day
he told the family of roommates that he had to go back to Luang
Prabang. It was no surprise that they all wanted to go along. So he
bundled them into the Jeep that had the top up for the trip. Just
after sunrise they drove out of the city, through Kilometer 6, and
onto the open road. The countryside had changed completely. The sun
brought out colors that had been hidden in the gray of rain and
cloud cover. Orange, red, and blue flowers were splattered over the
green hillsides giving some limited credibility to color splotched
modern abstract art - the kind that was being allowed into the
newer, less discriminating galleries of the world. Pepper and Happy
learned the names of trees and flowers from Kefu and the art of map
reading from Jason. They learned how to read the speedometer. That
device caused an avalanche of new observations and questions.

"Now you are going forty-eight miles per
hour. You have speeded up. You are going fifty. Why do you need to
know how fast you are going?"

Everyone wanted the top to be put down so
they could see even more and feel the wind. A few minutes later
black and sandy hair blew freely in a new dimension of the world
that engulfed them.

Luang Prabang had changed. No longer were the
buildings wasted in the darkness of gray and black. Lighter colors
prevailed in the sunshine. Flower boxes and painted trim came out
of cloud covered hiding. The streets were clean and the gutters no
longer ran with muddy water. People walked the sidewalks in bright,
open collar shirts, and vivid blouses that had escaped from the
umbrella. It was a new city.

Jason took a room at the hotel, and rushed on
with their adventure. There were riverboats to see and a warehouse
to explore. The second floor maid had an adventure of her own which
took her directly to the kitchen where she was immediately
surrounded by white clad coworkers whom she permitted to plead for
first hand information about the new guests. The American
businessman from Vientiane had returned. And he was not alone.

The drunken vagrant from the dock, who looked
quite sober while busily washing dishes, stiffened when he heard
the news. He left, grabbing an empty sake bottle from the trash on
the way out.

Jason searched the two riverboats that were
moored side by side at the dock in front of the warehouse. He
walked the decks of each one and examined them for evidence of
mischief. There was none.

Dockside Charley was waiting for him on the
dock. Jason excused himself, saying, "We were just leaving to get
some ice cream. And then we're going to have dinner."

"You are going to have ice cream before
dinner? Isn't that backwards?" inquired Dockside Charlie, wondering
how he got involved with such a strange man.

"Well, yes, it is backwards come to think of
it. But then my entire life is backward right now. I already have
this wonderful family and I'm not even married yet." The adults
laughed. The children just looked at each other.

After ice cream they learned that neither of
the children knew how to swim. A new item was added to the
afternoon agenda. Since there were no swimming pools in Luang
Prabang, they rented a motorboat and went up stream until they
found a cove on the Burma side of the Mekong River. Jason stripped
down to his skivvies and waded into the water to demonstrate the
concept of swimming. He kicked water into a high spume and took
long, graceful strokes.

The children were already down to their
underwear and ready to swim. They thought it would be as natural as
walking. Jason watched until the girls suddenly realized that they
would not float automatically. In surprised bewilderment they spat
water and looked to Jason for help.

"I'll take Happy and you take Pepper," he
said to Kefu. "Wait. You can swim, can't you?"

"Certainly I can swim," she said. But she did
not go into the water.

"Is anything wrong?' he asked.

"Jason, there is a problem. It may seem silly
to you. But I do not have a brassier. I guess I am a little
embarrassed. Perhaps my modesty threshold isn't adjusted properly
for the modern world."

"Hey, don't worry about it at all. This is
man's work anyway," he said while splashing into the water.

"Exactly what do you mean by that statement,"
she said with a face that assumed the features of a smoking dragon.
But she did not go into the water. Jason realized that she had a
dignified, refreshing sense of propriety.

During dinner that evening Happy started a
conversation with a man at the next table. He didn't seem to be
particularly interested in talking with her. But Kefu was working
on a fish that had been cooked in a wonderful French sauce while
Jason was showing Pepper how to watch out for fish bones. So the
man continued with the conversation, which was to say he continued
to answer questions for Happy.

Finally, he said to Kefu, "Excuse me for
interrupting. I am afraid I have taken your daughter away from her
meal. I certainly apologize. May I send over a bottle of wine?" He
addressed the question to Jason.

"She enjoys talking with people, especially
at dinner time. I hope she hasn't been a bother," Kefu
answered.

"Not at all. I am merely enjoying what our
oppressors left behind."

Kefu considered the odd remark. Then she put
it into historical perspective. "Ah, you mean the French. Indeed
they controlled Laos for a long time and most of Southeast Asia as
well. While it is a relief to have them gone, I'm glad they left
their culinary influence behind."

"I'm also glad they are gone," he said,
equally polite. "Their language was much too difficult. That made
it hard to do business with them."

"Where are you from?" Jason asked.

The man replied in a musical voice that he
had a rubber plantation southwest of Xia.

Kefu asked innocently, "What brings you down
to Luang Prabang?"

"I am here to buy supplies and arrange to
transport raw rubber to market."

Jason's interest was catapulted into the
conversation. "I presume you're planning to ship by riverboat."

"Yes. I have always shipped by riverboat. But
some difficulty arose and I am going to hire a new carrier. Are you
here visiting?"

"No," Jason said. "I own riverboats."
Usually coincidences like this are not coincidences at all. I
wonder who this man really is.

Happy had returned to her meal. The man had
asked for his check and, when he got it, he rose to leave.

"My name is Fat Quin Xia. I will be here
again tomorrow. If you are interested in talking further, please
join me for a drink before lunch. Bring your family. They are
welcome in the bar."

Jason ordered the check but sat in silence
when it came. He couldn't view every contact as a source of danger.
After all, he was in Luang Prabang to do business. Why should I
be startled by success? Furthermore, he thought, the coincidence
isn't all that unreasonable. This city thrives on transportation.
And, in the final analysis, no one could have planned this meeting
on such short notice. No one knew we would be here. Still . .
.

By that time Happy had let her chopsticks
fall onto her plate and Pepper was looking at the remainder of her
meal with glassy eyes. So they left the hotel restaurant and
returned to their room.

Then Jason was intercepted by the hotel's
night manager. "This message arrived for you. Mr. Abby Lu Greenberg
wants you to call him in Bangkok. Here is the number, sir."

Jason called Bangkok from the telephone
lounge. He charged the call to his room, an expensive proposition
in Laos as in most other parts of the world where phone service was
not taken for granted. A woman's musical voice answered. A bustling
cacophony could still be heard in the background like an echo of
the day's business.

"Suzy, is that you? This is Jason Harte. I'm
returning Abby Lu's call."

"I'm sorry, Mr. Harte. He's in three
meetings. But there is a message for you. Yesterday he gave your
name to a man who needs to have timber transported from somewhere
in eastern Burma to Vientiane. The man is not a customer of ours
and we do not know him. But, if you want to contact him, his name
is Michael Blackmore. Do you want his number?"

Pencils and pads had been provided with the
hotel's complements. The hotel's logo, name, address, telephone
number and self-laudatory advertisements left little space for
making notes. But Jason was acquiring more names and numbers than
he could remember. So he wrote the information in the space between
the hotel's address and it's promise of consummate comforts. He
placed a call to Michael Blackmore.

The cost of the long distance call would be
immeasurably greater than he could have imagined.

"Good morning, Mr. Harte. Thank you for
returning my call so promptly," he said with a clipped British
accent. "I heard that you did some business with Abby Lu Greenberg.
So I called him. He got your number for me.

"I am president of the Burmese Timber
Corporation," he announced with obvious pride." We have decided to
transport a portion of our timber production by way of riverboat.
If you are interested in discussing the matter, I can be in Luang
Prabang at your convenience, even as early as tomorrow
evening."

A surprised and rather proud, Jason agreed to
meet Michael Blackmore for dinner.

When Kefu came down stairs to join Jason for
breakfast the next morning, she walked with a limp and a twist to
one side. She and Jason stretched and rubbed sore muscles on their
way to a nearby cafe. Both had had a rough night. Happy, who had
slept in Jason's bed, had assumed an oblique angle to the
headboard, put one foot in his back, and forced him into a tendril
that hung onto the side of the bed. Kefu had finally given the bed
Pepper and moved onto the floor, the better for Pepper to sleep
first on one diagonal and then on the other. The second floor maid
would have to carry disappointing news to the laundry room staff.
She would examine every towel and every sheet for evidence of
sexual mischief. But she would find nothing more sensuous than an
empty tube of Ben Gay.

At lunch they met Fat Quin Xia in the bar as
planned. Kefu had offered to spend the time tutoring Pepper and
Happy in arithmetic. But Jason earnestly wanted her to attend the
meeting. When they got downstairs Happy and Pepper displayed their
artistic ability to the bartenders with straws and maraschino
cherries. He looked as helpless as one who was unable to escape
from a gallery displaying modern abstract art.

Fat Quin Xia engaged Jason and Kefu in
immediate and entertaining conversation as soon as drinks had been
ordered in the sparsely populated bar. He was enlivened by his own
monologue. "Burma, of course, is the largest producer of rubber in
Southeast Asia. The industry is a mere fledgling in Laos. Still, I
have hundreds and hundreds of trees. Our tappers cut chevron
slashes on the trunks from which viscous latex oozes and drips into
buckets. It is coagulated with a diluted acid and then subjected to
low heat which forms the crepes, or sheets of rubber, that are then
rolled and tied for transport by riverboat to vulcanization plants
where the crepe is melted and mixed with other ingredients.
Afterward, our rubber transports the world's population on tire and
shoe sole."

It was as if he had been relieved by a vocal
costive. He described in fundamental detail every procedure from
planting to vulcanizing. Henry Ford, who is said to have lost a
fortune trying to start a plantation and processing plant, should
have sat in.

Ultimately, Kefu and Jason began to wonder
how much the trees had grown since the lecture began. At long last
came the part that was of interest to the Asian Trading
Company.

"Transporting crepe by riverboat is high risk
because, of recent, the Red Fang has flexed its muscle and demanded
squeeze for protection. At first I refused to pay. Someone started
a fire onboard one of the riverboats and it was destroyed. Now, no
one will transport my product to market except at outrageous
tariffs. And I was forced to pay the Red Fang as well. My profit
margin has been cut to shreds. We would have gone into bankruptcy.
However, Cambodian plantations, which supplied much of the latex to
the vulcanization plants in this area of the world, have been
completely destroyed by the war. Their processing plants have been
burned and their plantations have been blown out of the ground.
Absolutely nothing is left.

"As sad as that may be, there is now a
greater demand for my latex. The price has escalated dramatically.
That escalation has been my profit margin, pure and simple.

"Jason, I took the liberty of looking at your
three riverboats this morning. If we could agree on a reasonable
price, and if you could protect your boats from the Red Fang, you
could handle our production year round and still have a little room
for other products as well.

"Before their boat was burned, my
transportation contract was with Palms Transportation. You may know
of it. It's owned by a man named Chang."

Chang! Jason was taking business away from
the man from whom he had bought his riverboats! Predatory blood
began to pump lustily.

Later that evening, on the way to his meeting
with Michael Blackmore, the children hung onto the back seat of the
Jeep like rag dolls laughing in the wind. It was great sport from
their point of view. Blackmore, it turned out, was not so
sporting.

"I am Michael W. Blackmore the third," he
announced with equal measures of pride and disdain. "I presume that
you are Mister Harte and you are Miss . . . Miss . . .?"

"Please call me Kefu," she said, using most
of the English she had at her command.

"Yes. Of course. Miss Kefu.

"Let me be brief and go directly to the
point. We harvest hardwood from the eastern forests of Burma. Most
of the timber is transported down Burmese rivers. Now, we intend to
transport on the Mekong as well. Are you interested in bidding on
the contract?"

"Possibly," Jason replied. "Tell me how much
timber you're talking about."

Blackmore was terse at best. "I have taken
the liberty of observing the equipment you have at the dock in
front of your warehouse. Are those the only riverboats you
own?"

Jason smiled the friendliest smile he could
contrive. "I think the point we were discussing related to the
volume of timber you intend to transport."

Michael W. Blackmore III was affronted.
According to his expression it was his custom to have questions
answered with facts, not with questions. "Let me be blunt although
it is not my nature," he lied. "The timber to be transported would
require twice as many riverboats as you now have.

Jason answered cautiously, "The boats you saw
are the only ones I own. In answer to your next question, I am not
in a position at this moment to buy more riverboats. So where does
that leave us?"

"It leaves you in a difficult position if you
want our business. However, I may be able to offer a suggestion,"
Blackmore said while swirling the ice in his glass. "I know a
broker who has immediate access to two large capacity vessels that
would cost about eighty thousand apiece. With my assistance, you
just might be able to acquire them. I suspect that a financing
arrangement is feasible. You are familiar with financing, I
presume. I happen to know that a well-run transportation company
can earn ninety-five thousand dollars per year from our contract.
You could pledge your older boats as collateral along with the two
new boats and sign a promissory note for the purchase price. The
entire amount could be paid out in monthly installments.

Condescension dripped from Blackmore's
suggestion, "If your audited financial statement reveals a
sufficient net worth to support this kind of financing, I will look
into the matter."

"Actually," Jason said, "I don't have a
financial statement, audited or otherwise. But, if the net profit
is anywhere near your estimate, the boats would pay out in less
than two years. During that time the lender would have plenty of
collateral."

Disdainfully, Blackmore III replied, "Well, I
will simply overlook your lack of sophistication in these matters.
I presume you will want to personally observe our forest acreage
and cutting facilities. When shall I arrange that?"

"Not right away," Jason fended. "I'm working
out the details of another contract right now. Let's get back
together in, say, two weeks."
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