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CHINA THORNS IN MY FLESH
CHAPTER 1
A face rose out of taupe waters in the dawn mist, hidden behind a log that floated near the reeds on the Burma side of the Mekong River. The log could have been seen from the jungles of Laos just across the river. But it was lost among the flotsam.
One hundred yards up stream the noise of a marine diesel engine signaled that it had come to life. The riverboat it powered was about to depart from the docks of the Burmese Timber Corporation into the waters of the Mekong - water that laboriously carried the dross of China's mountains, from only a few miles upstream.
The vessel, fully loaded with freshly cut timber, maneuvered toward midstream. It had not yet gained much speed. An armed crewman rode on the bow, confident that nothing could happen so close to home. The crewman did not see the man slip beneath the surface of the silt-laden waters and swim to the bow of the oncoming riverboat. Quickly, the magnetic base of a dynamite charge was attached to the steel skin just beneath the vessel's water line. A switch was pulled. It ignited an underwater fuse. Smoke and bubbles spewed to the surface while the man swam back to shore.
A few moments later a roaring explosion tore a gigantic hole in the bow beneath the water line. Lengths of timber were ripped from the chains that secured them. Splinters and smoke erupted. The armed crewman simply disappeared. Water flooded through the rupture. The boat sank immediately with its valuable cargo otherwise intact.
An emergency siren on the dock began its shrill, electronic scream. The forlorn echo reached into the vast forest from which the timber had been cut.
Emergencies were common enough in forestry operations, particularly around sawmills. British Timber Corporation employees had memorized the officially prescribed procedures. They dropped what they were doing and rushed to their assigned posts. Denuded logs stopped on the conveyers before reaching the rapacious teeth that turned forests into profits for the Englishmen who owned BTC. Saw blades began to sing in a lower key as their spin slowed.
The two kitchen cooks stayed at their bubbling caldrons, knowing that, in the midst of a conflagration, food would be essential to the men who confronted whatever catastrophe had occurred. But staying in the kitchen cost them their lives.
Fifteen shaggy, unshaven men wearing torn clothing, odorous from living in the jungles of Burma, crashed into the kitchen. Aghast cooks backed away from the men who were armed with knives, rusty pistols, and old bolt action rifles. One bandit carried only a club.
Most of the mob began gathering fresh food into burlap bags. The others slaughtered the cooks and looted all of the canned goods they could carry.
Covered by the diversionary explosion, five more bandits had burst into an office and trashed it in search of money or weapons. There were none. So they left it in shambles.
As quickly as the gang had entered, stolen, killed and destroyed, they left to vanish into the forest that was their home, there to survive on the spoils of the raid and lurk for their next victims.
The band was about thirty strong, sometimes larger, sometimes smaller, depending on how many of them had been killed in recent actions. Replacements were plentiful. The wars in Vietnam and through out Southeast Asia had caused so much displacement from that hungry, homeless men regularly sunk to their starkest common denominator - banditry.
Dozens of other bands of varying sizes roamed and scavenged eastern Burma. They attacked small, remote villages that were both defenseless and without communications to the rest of the world. The village men were killed and their women were taken. But food was the prize.
Some of the bands were merely anarchist. Other bands were led by desperate, sometimes demented, men who had ascended to their cachet over the dead bodies of those who confronted them.
Lak See, leader of the raid against BTC, was such a man.
He ordered his men back into the forest. Under cover of the bower they ran for three miles through the underbrush before stopping. There he ordered ten of the exhausted scavengers to carry the plunder to their lair in the jungle. The rest set an ambush to meet anyone who tried to follow from the site of the carnage. But no one gave chase.
After having recovered from the shock of the diversionary explosion and the deadly raid, the BTC Superintendent, who was in charge of the lumberjacks as well as the saw mill, made a desperate telephone call to a reckless, young American riverboat operator who lived in across the river in Laos. He called Jason Harte.
“Mr. Harte,” he began in a quivering, outraged voice, “several weeks ago, after that terrible affair with Michael Blackmore, you offered to use your riverboats to transport our timber to the railhead at Vientiane if the need should ever arise. The need has arisen in the most horrible way you can possible imagine. Bandits hit us today. They hit hard this time. We lost one of our two riverboats and several people were killed.
“Without taking time to discuss terms at the moment, I want you to begin transporting most of our timber on your riverboats.
He was reluctant to bring up the next subject. “Further, I know that experienced, if somewhat unconventional, men work for you.” He meant that Jason Harte employed some of the most dangerous cutthroats on the Mekong. “Our employees are ill prepared to defend against these bandits. I want you to provide protection for our remaining vessel. This is urgent. Please work it into your plans to start immediately.”
The British Superintendent rolled up the sleeves of his plaid work shirt. Strong but gaunt features rebelled at what he was forced to say next. “One final point and then I must get back to my duties. Jason, I also need your men to protect our mill and all our cutting operations. Just name your price.”
CHAPTER 2
A few months ago the call from the Superintendent of the huge Burmese Timber Corporation would have offered the financial key to a brilliant future for Jason Harte and his newly formed riverboat enterprise. But now he furrowed his brow and forced his fingers through longish, blond hair. His mien was to be aggressive, not contemplative. Nevertheless, the call from BTC brought back memories that clouded his ice blue eyes and drew at the corners of his wide lips. He pulled his fingers across his square, clean shaven jaw. Memory of his failures began to emerge from their entombment.
After his crash landing in Vietnam last year, he had tried to evade capture and find a way to return to his duty station aboard the carrier Enterprise. But he killed seven people before he even reached the Laotian border. His own Embassy abandoned him. The Royal Laotian Government issued an arrest warrant charging him with murder. A fugitive, he could return neither to his country nor to his duty station.
Embassy officials in Southeast Asia wanted nothing to do with him. But someone did. A man who represented himself as an Admiral in the United States Navy advised, perhaps ordered, him to remain in Laos. No reason was given at the time. So, rather than waiting idly, Jason decided to live out a fantasy adventure in business. Since then the clandestine Admiral regularly sent him on missions that were clearly beyond the legal pale of official U.S. policy. Jason Harte obediently honored his obligation to his country, risking his life in the process. But his commitment was to the challenge of his fantasy. He had a dream. That dream lured him to build an empire in the midst of competitors who would rather have seen him dead than successful.
A call from the BTC Superintendent at that time would have spelled the difference between success and failure. What had come instead was a call from an impostor who lured Jason into a fraudulent contract that caused the loss of everything he owned.
Prior to that fateful call, he had dared the odds in his struggle for economic survival. He used his exceptional hubris and his brilliant smile to promote the Asian Trading Company from a concept with zero assets into a small enterprise that had four riverboats and the kind of potential that drives ambitious men. But he had waded into dark waters where the battle scarred sharks of the Southeast Asian business community smelled blood. They tore him to pieces. In their teeth he hemorrhaged his tiny fleet and all of his cash. He had been left with nothing. Not even his friends could save him. Xiang Khoung, whom he had wrecked and then redeemed, remained loyal. But he couldn't rescue him. Lim and Lang, the mendacious riverfront cutthroats who had served him so faithfully, would have killed for him. But they could not save him. Jason Harte had been broken.
By neither temperament nor experience had he been prepared for the humiliation of being proved to be inferior to the wit and cunning of those with whom he had chosen to compete. But the humbling ego crash injured and diminished him.
The experience had darkened his perceptions, ignited ruthlessness, and destroyed the alacrity and altruism that had once characterized the aggressive entrepreneur. And there had been other matters that were still too dark to allow near the surface of his consciousness. They involved murder.
Gradually, he had rebuilt his fleet from the salvaged remains of those whom he was strong enough to conquer. Although precarious, it was profitable enough to keep alive his dream of building a shipping empire.
So he did not greet the Superintendent's telephone call with the thoughtless joy of windfall even though it would increase his earnings by thousands of dollars per month. Pride did not uplift him with the knowledge that his formidable daring had retrieved him from the edge of a grave named ruin. Instead, he cleared his mind of memories and focused realistically on what had to be done, what had to be learned, and how to take the fullest advantage of the changed circumstances. Then he made a call to the manager of his riverboat operation at Asian Trading Company.
'Get Xiang on the line,” was all he said to Xiang Khoung's secretary, a scaly dragon in her own right.
The man, whom Jason had once brought to total ruin and then dragged back to respectability, took the phone and began scratching notes as fast as he could write with his handsome Sheaffer fountain pen.
“Bandits sank one of BTC's boats,” Jason told him. “Put a crew on our largest riverboat and get it up to their dock. We're going to start shipping timber for them.”
Jason began to sweat and talk faster. “Have our speedboat outfitted with bullet proof plastic like Dupont Lexan or Lexgard. Cut ten or twelve gun ports in the plastic just like the kind you see in American armored cars.
“As soon as you have that work under way, buy a second speedboat and do the same thing to it. Hire crews for each boat and arm them with automatic weapons. We'll send one to protect our riverboat and one to protect the remaining BTC vessel, if they chose to use it.
He paused for a moment to rub his chin, the better to think and plan ahead. “Then have a light weight frame welded above the waterline on one of our other riverboats. Design it so that a plastic net can be hung around the entire vessel to protect it from magnetic dynamite charges. Let me know when you have something that works. I'll sell the idea to BTC.”
Jason Harte conducted business in the manner to which he had become accustomed. He was pleasant, direct, authoritative and, above all, terse. He relied heavily on people who had proven themselves in the past. And he tried to suppress dark memories of his previous failures.
“Next, charter a barge and the biggest pile driver you can find. Get some submersible jacks. Big ones. Use them to salvage the BTC boat.”
Xiang interrupted, “Do we have a salvage agreement with BTC?”
“Don't worry about that. Just get the job done.
“Now, put your secretary on the line. I'll get a status report from her.”
“All right, Mr. Harte,” Xiang's ugly, well prepared secretary said with measured belligerence. She was convinced that Jason had no interest in business. He was merely a young adventurer. Having been Xiang's secretary for so many years, she was certain that her loyalty to him justified the contemptuous disdain she felt when Jason was around. After all, he had once brought Xiang to economic and social ruin. Even though he had, in her opinion, finally seen his error, Jason was a man to be watched - or in her case, to be ignored when possible. “Here is the status report. Only three of our riverboats are idle. The others are loaded with Fat Quin's crepe and should reach the railhead this afternoon. Three are loading coffee and tobacco at our dock in Luang Prabang. Two are unloading at the railhead and two are under way to L.P. They should arrive in the morning.
“The other four boats are carrying contract goods from Pak Xen to Pakxe. They'll arrive at noon tomorrow and they are scheduled to reload with tar and asphalt that the government will use to resurface the road from Pak Xen to Phonsavan. They will be tied up at least three weeks. That accounts for all vessels.”
Even though she showed no respect for the young American, she admired the way he and Xiang had elbowed their way back into business and then boasted the largest fleet of riverboats on the Mekong. Customers were the problem. Without them, the riverboats would be useless. Admittedly Jason had been masterful at negotiating new contracts. But could he keep them?
“With respect to the competition,” she reported, “Three Hands' boats are loading rice south of Pak Xen.
“Eleven of Trane Transportation's boats are idle. We've taken a lot of their business. Lee Lu Trane is absolutely furious. He's making all kinds of threats. He hates you.”
“Good,” Jason said. “Let's have the weather report next.”
She did that and then, offhandedly, she mentioned a handwritten note that had been left for him. Scratched across the back of an envelope were the words, “Would it be convenient for you to meet me at the Golf Club at one in the afternoon day after tomorrow.” Someone named Phillip had signed it. No doubt Jason and one of his friends will spend the day playing while Xiang slaves at his desk.
Jason merely raised one eyebrow. Months of anticipation had dispatched any possibility of surprise. The message had been inevitable. It was another one from Admiral Phillip Langsford.
The Admiral, if he was an Admiral, had intertwined his clandestine objectives with Jason's life, appearing out of the mysterious miasma of Southeast Asian politics to make suggestions and ask for unique assistance. Repayment had been made in ways that were equally unique and tailored to the Admiral's purposes. He didn't bother to wear a uniform and he demanded that Jason refer to him by his first name - never by his rank. But his clout was manifest. In order to accomplish his objectives, he had secretly arranged for Jason's honorable discharge from the Navy while he was a fugitive in Laos. Shortly afterwards he had provided him with a valid passport and unquestionable visas to stay in Southeast Asia on business even though Jason had already successfully concluded the Admiral's affairs with the Chinese dissidents. Selling guns to them had been dangerous and probably illegal. But it had provided Jason with the financial basis to go as far as his courage would take him. And the Chinese rebels were grateful. Mao was less pleased. He had sent the Red Army to southeast China to retaliate.
It was clear that Jason would be indebted to the Admiral on a more or less permanent basis. Clandestine arrangements with government agents rarely had clean cutoff points. So he had always known that the Admiral would call on him again when he or his 'friends' needed something special. Stories in the media about rebel uprisings in South China had set the scene for him to materialize again into his life.
It would have been a more comfortable arrangement if the Admiral had been of the usual Navy ilk. It was disconcerting to deal with a high ranking officer who always appeared in pastel polo shirts and slacks instead of the more traditional khakis and stars. Never mind. In his presence Jason had come to feel like a famulus at the pedestal of a fabled mantic.
“Something important?” the dragon asked sarcastically.
The oblique answer was, “Well, I'll be out of touch day after tomorrow.”
“Oh? Where are you going?” she asked contemptuously.
“To pay a debt, I think.”
* * * * *
A bottle of Pinch sat between them at the Kilometer 6 Golf Club. Jason had appeared as invited - requested - ordered, whatever. The rain that poured from the skies and the scotch that splashed from the bottle threatened to inundate the two men who stubbornly resisted the soddening effect of each. Jason's eyes registered the effect of the whiskey only to the extent that they no longer focused.
The Admiral's thick, white hair was neatly trimmed. Nevertheless it covered his collar and the tops of his ears, evidencing that his current military status was other than ordinary. A weather beaten face bore wrinkles on the sides of his mouth. His eyes were not cold and sterile as were those of most men whose progress through life had been dominated by regimentation. Instead, his wide, square set jaw and his light blue eyes were the foundations of a face that had developed its character through intelligence rather than brute authority. But his bearing and demeanor were not so casual as to lead one to question his power.
Innate intelligence and remarkable insight had made him more valuable to his country as a facilitator than as a commander. Thus his unusual position - maybe. Certainly the Admiral was no mere spy. However, the distinction might not be entirely obvious to the casual observer because his methods were inherently clandestine. Probably his objectives were in the national interest but they were not necessarily entitled to the status of national policy.
“Jason, the rebellion in south China has reached nine cities,” he said, believing that he had not slurred his words. “There has been a lot of media coverage. Public opinion is swinging toward the rebels. The repercussions are just now being felt on a national and international basis. So there's trouble - serious trouble. The Chinese Army is attacking civilians in towns where the dissidents live. You've seen the TV. There's been a slaughter.”
Phillip Langsford tried to pretend that his elbow had not slipped off the table and nearly sent him to the floor. He readjusted his posture before continuing. “To make matters worse, the rebels are in desperate need of supplies, particularly ammunition. Otherwise 1972 will be a year of pure crap for them. If the rebellion fails, the people of southern China will suffer for decades. Failure would mean the end of the media coverage that has highlighted Mao as a murderer and the Cultural Revolution as a disastrous failure.
“You know, Jason, what they really need is a base where their men can be resupplied. Probably not a large facility. In fact, I'll bet they want one that is well hidden and completely isolated.”
A very long silence followed.
Jason wondered whether he had heard right. Had his favorite scotch served to provide the basis of deniability in the event the conversation ever became public? Well, most brands of scotch were his favorite. So he leaned forward to listen more closely.
But the Admiral allowed the silence to continue. His timing was perfect. Once again, Jason was forced to read between the lines of what the Admiral was thinking.
A resupply base for rebels in or near southern China meant northern Laos.
A secret of that magnitude was being discussed with a civilian in a bar at an exclusive golf club. That means I have been nominated to acquire a base for rebels to attack China. Great.
Reading between the lines of another's thoughts was difficult at best. Bandits in Burma and dissidents in Chinese swirled in and out of focus. The room began to spin.
Jason asked, “Does the U.S. Government support, you know, this idea?”
“How should I know? We aren't even having this conversation.”
“But someone supports it, right?”
“Oh, I guess so.”
“And I am supposed to find a location for this base.”
“Jason, what a good idea you just had,” the Admiral slurred. “That's one of the things I like about you. Now here is how one could expand on your idea.” Hope I didn't put to much emphasis on that pronoun. “You have already had contact with a rebel leader. Maybe it was Lee something or another. You ran the guns they are using and you made a small fortune in the process. I can see how you might want to stay involved with their cause.”
“Admiral, I ...”
“Remember. As between us my name is Phillip. Never refer to rank.”
“Oh, yes, sir. Excuse me. I was just going to point out that I'm no real estate agent. I wouldn't know where to look.”
“Right!” The Admiral responded as if Jason had said something else entirely. “Our friends needed you then and they need you now.”
Useless, Jason thought. “I see. How much land do they need?”
“Not much, I imagine. But I'll bet they want it to be remote.”
“How soon?”
The reply was not very enigmatic. “Do you read the newspapers or watch television news?”
CHAPTER 3
One hundred twenty miles north of Luang Prabang on a mountain top near Muang Sing was a fortress that was situated behind a whitewashed stone wall. Within its enclosure were seven ornate buildings. Outside the wall was an all weather landing strip and an aluminum hanger that housed a gleaming white executive jet. Another jet sat on the runway with its engines idling. The seats had been rolled forward on their tracks and wooden crates weighing sixty pounds each were being loaded into the carpeted cargo area where the seats had been.
Two pilots wore aviator styled sunshades, crisp white shirts with epaulets, sharply creased trousers and shiny WeIlingtons. They walked beside a well dressed businessman on their way to the aircraft.
A shirtless ground crewman in short pants and tennis shoes had already removed one set of chocks from the port side landing gear. One last set was braced against the nose wheel. The plane would be airborne in fifteen minutes with its cargo of heroin.
At each corner of the fortress wall an armed man sat in a sun chair scanning the horizon through powerful binoculars. Three others walked in random order on the wall's rampart. They were also armed. All of the wall guards wore knee length pants and multicolored short sleeve shirts. Ray Ban or Porsche sunglasses hung around their necks on Day-Glo ribbons above gold chains and sun burns. Barefooted and cocky, they were the elite, or so they were told.
A medieval mentality evidenced itself at the fortress. The corbels that extended over the edge of the wall provided a footing from which hot oil could be poured onto those who might assault from below. The architectural concept was incongruous with the backdrop of radio and radar antennas that bristled from the rooftops - modern weapons in the hands of medieval men.
Inside the compound gate were gardens, watered lawns and marble statues that were laced walkways of polished stone circled from one area to another, joining a swimming pool and tennis court with the guards' dormitory, storehouse and armory.
This was the fortress of Kublam, the most powerful warlord in northern Laos.
The mansion itself was a two story structure of multiple, incompatible designs. Shapely nude caryatid columns had breasts so large they were hardly hidden by the vines of marble grapes that draped suggestively from their shoulders. The stone nymphs supported capitals of incongruous rough cut rock. They formed the superstructure of an open entryway that led to an arched lintel.
Two tall, narrow archer windows ridiculously graced each side of the black and red entrance door. Their casements slanted outward to form loopholes in the battlement through which to shoot arrows at attackers. To confuse architectural critics, if not the enemy, the next adjacent set of windows were wide, inviting glass vantages that portended California hospitality.
The design, such as it was, left the distinct impression that, in the year thirteen hundred, Marco Polo had suddenly abandoned all of his accumulated architectural inventory in a heap and called it a house.
“Thus,” said the grizzled, sixty year old Kublam “at a cost of only eight point four million dollars we are protected from intruders like that evil Woo Dang and his army of drug sucking warriors. Not only that, we are now assured that no one will try to run away like one of my foolish wives did two years ago.”
He mused like this while he enjoyed breakfast with his twenty year old daughter, Kublia. Kublar, her older sibling, drank coffee with them and listened with interest to his father. The Chief of Staff joined them but he was not invited to sit down. He lavishly praised Kublam's farsightedness. Even though he was the most powerful man in the organization, he just couldn't help being a sycophant.
“Well, that will never happen again,” said Kublam as he pushed his muscular two hundred forty pounds away from the table. He allowed his oversized tunic to drape in regal splendor over the arms of the chair that he dwarfed. Extra wide pants hung over his boots leaving the impression of a silk robe from which a warrior might emerge to vanquish dragons and simpler foes.
“Father,” Kublia said respectfully to invite his attention to more important matters. Her black eyebrows arched beautifully over puffed eyelids and bright, intelligent eyes, “You promised to update the video library the very next time you sent a plane to Hong Kong. I've been watching for the new movies. But there are none.”
Kublam's thoughts drifted away from his fresh fruit and highly spiced sausage. He was convinced that the VHS movies had corrupted his other eight children with false ideas about the world and its values. Not only videos, but also his extensive library had led them astray. No sooner had his older children begun to read and waste their time watching American movies than they became discontented with the luxuries offered within the compound walls.
At a very young age they had begun to argue with their tutors. As each of them entered adolescence they began to dispute the authority of the Chief of Staff. Each, in his or her turn, began to make unreasonable demands on their respective mothers. They disdained the money that had been spent in stupefying abundance on their entertainment.
All to no avail. Each, in his or her turn, wanted more.
They wanted to travel to the foreign lands that they had read about and seen in those damned videos.
Cloy offspring! Kublam reflected from his grand chair how the first two had wanted to go to London. The next one needed to go to Paris. Then things went down hill. The rest could only learn about life in such holes of corruption as Los Angeles, New York and Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, where the last two were desperately needed by the poverty stricken people.
“Look,” Kublam said with measured authority and love. “Look at what you already have.” He waived his hand generously.
Kublam, massive jowls bristling with a heavy, graying beard, was possessed of a powerful constitution that enabled him to direct the physical and fiscal affairs of the empire that surrounded him. For forty years he had kept his enemies out of his compound and beyond the territorial limits of his realm. All perished who stood in the way - as did the enemies of his grandfathers for the past two hundred fifty years.
But enemies and children were different matters.
As he waved his massive, calloused hand, he hoped his offspring would recognize the balance he had to achieve between domestic and business affairs. “We are the most powerful family in northern Laos and southern China. We must chose carefully between activities that enliven and those that merely teach of ways other than our own.”
Acutely aware of his power, he had become an expert in its use. Subtly, with infinite patience and finesse, or overtly with great force and destruction, he attempted to keep ideas and events molded into the historical ways of his ancestors. He did it with the colorful amain of aging determination. New ideas were driven away with the might of his will, as if they had been attacking warriors.
He glanced his two offspring to be sure they were listening. “You know I want you, and all my children, to have everything that will bring happiness and success in these times.”
But he was no fool. Pushing boulders or teenagers uphill served no useful purpose. Therefore, as each of his eight older children was persuaded by his or her indisputable, unassailable logic that the world at large was of greater importance than the historical traditions of the feudal warlord's domain, release ensued. They were allowed to leave, not with love, but with tears, disgrace, and millions of dollars to tide them over from one episode to another in the lives that they had chosen for themselves.
Only the husky, clean shaven Kublar and his sister, Kublia, younger by two years, remained at home.
They remained, Kublam was certain, not because of their insight or their abstract appreciation for honor and tradition, but because of his inordinate cunning.
For example, he had selectively removed from their library all the books of knowledge that led mankind to grope for wisdom that was beyond his experience!
Without remorse, he burned the biographies of Plato and his more important student, Aristotle who, four hundred years before Christ, pointed out a course by which man could study and understand the logic of his unexplained universe. Aristotle had taught the abandonment of magic in favor of scientific observation including astronomy, zoology, geography, and physics. Kublam thanked every god that sat on his well stocked bar that he had been a mature man before being subjected to the likes of those two gigantic figures who fathered awful western thought and scientific inquiry.
Thoughts like those will not corrupt Kublia and Kublar, he thought while twisting his mustache and gazing at his offspring. My primary duty to those for whom I am responsible is to insure that they are protected from such thinking.
To that end he had carefully deselected from their library the stories of virtually every leading figure in European history from fourteen hundred to sixteen fifty, beginning with Copernicus. After all, everyone now agrees with the heliocentric maxim that the earth rotates on its own axis in a defined orbit around the sun. No clerical injunction now prohibits such a thought. So there is no reason to unearth the intellectually inquiring nature of the great mind that developed it.
Indeed, it was not the factual information about the discoveries that Kublam feared for his children to have. It was the thought process that had led to those discoveries. That's what I fear. I hate men who come up with new ideas. Old, traditional ones are a hell of a lot better. Better to protect youth from old thinkers than to risk losing them to dreams of discovery.
Narrowing his eyes, and then glancing away when he thought the youngsters were looking at him, he delighted in the fact that stories of those great men had been deleted. I deleted them because of the persistence of their imaginations and their ambition to search for greater glories than were the due of ordinary men who should be well satisfied with the status quo at home.
For good measure he also removed stories about the origins of organized scientific and logical inquiry. They were thrown into the fire in the good company of Galileo, Descartes and Francis Bacon. Ah, If only the Inquisitions had been more actively pursued, all such adventurous men would have been burned at the stake and the youth of our world would have been left to the proper tutelage of their parents. After all, it is they who are now forced to suffer at the hands of rebellious, undisciplined offspring.
Fathers should be allowed to structure academics in a manner that will lead youth to appreciate historical tradition rather than to rebel against established conditions and charge pell-mell into the unknown ocean of vagaries where they will begin to imitate their imaginations.
He almost let his musing get ahead of good family politics when he muttered aloud, “Teach our own history! Forget about force of intellect that lure us away from it!”
“Sorry, father, what did you say?”
“Oh, oh. Nothing. Nothing at all.”
Of course the gruff, hardened, sixty-year-old Kublam had not totally neglect the education of these, his last two children.
Canny and sagacious, he was cognizant of the true nature of the world and the way to live there in peace and happiness.
As he had done so often, he reflected on China and the billions of human beings who had lived there. Of all the peoples on earth, they were the least tortured by war and the ravages that its destruction had visited upon mankind. Historically, China rarely attacked its neighbors or engaged in world conquest, give or take its current dictator whose philosophy would surely collapse around itself within the generation.
“Young people,” he muttered, “should be taught the insights, not of intellectual adventurers, but of the mind set that gave Old China its serenity, its sense of peace rather than hope.”
That is how history can be understood by those with learning disabilities - like teenagers.
History, if not logic, proved his point. Or, if not history, then brute force. That sometimes worked. Thus, the destruction of the library.
He resituated his sword so it wouldn't cut his pants and he pushed both of his pearl handled pistols deeper into his belt. “You youngsters must realize that such thinking has protected our realm from invaders for over two hundred fifty years. The Way dictated that our family live on the land in peace. I am merely the instrument that enforces peace with walls, radar and rifles.” He arose from the table and smashed his fist into his palm in an effort to argue as if there were any disagreement. “Enlightenment is not all that difficult!”
For additional support, should additional support somehow be required by the youth that yawned lovingly in his face, he pointed out that their copies of The Prince by Machiavelli had been left in the library. Thoughtfully, of course, he had creased the book at an underlined quote, which taught rulers that it is good to be both feared and loved, but it is much safer to be feared than loved. Love is held by the chain of obligations that, men being selfish, is broken whenever it serves their purposes; but fear is maintained by dread of punishment which never fails.
The library was a decided issue that he was sure had served his family well. Observe. I still have two of my ten or eleven children left!
But, now, what to do about those damned videos?
In his own enlightenment, he had hired four occidentals and four Asian philosophers to edit them and cut out misleading dialog or - especially - modern ideas.
Still, he could not account for this extraordinary delay.
“Your new tapes will probably be here soon, I assure you.” Otherwise I'll kick some philosophical ass. “And for you, Kublar, a new Weatherby 300 Magnum rifle with a telescopic sight and engraving by the finest Arabic engraver in the world.”
“Thank you, Father,” they both intoned simultaneously. But not much enthusiasm was revealed between yawns.
Teaching by intelligent selection, as Kublam liked to refer to his own literary skill, had worked. Obviously. The wonderful results sat before him in enlightened obedience. He should tell the world about these wonders. Who needs college!
The husky Kublar and the beautiful Kublia would not necessarily have agreed wholeheartedly if they had been queried. But they were not.
In spite of the sometimes comical old warrior's primordial instincts about values and family life, they actually loved him and endured him to a point. From their earliest years they had never been excluded from discussions concerning the family business.
So it was in character that the ruthless, loving, old man changed the subject and demanded of the Chief of Staff, “Where the hell is the maggot that killed our two men? One of sneaky Woo Dang's men, no doubt.”
“He is hiding someplace on the second plateau,” Lie now, live to see tomorrow.
“I want his ass spread between two trees and whacked in two with a machete.” Kublam knew that, if the trespasser had not been captured by then, he would never be found. But he had to keep the Chief of Staff on his toes because the warlord, Woo Dang, would stoop to anything.
“Rest assured, we will catch him before the sun sets this afternoon,” the Chief replied, hoping that he would not have to resort to secretly killing one of his own men for the sole purpose of providing bloody evidence that the encroacher had been caught and punished. That deception had worked in the past. But it tended to deplete the ranks.
After Kublam finished his oration on education, he stuffed one giant pant leg into a soft boot and adjusted his sword again. The hilt stuck out of his red and blue sash, just as it had from the belt of his great great grandfather. Deep blue sapphires studded the handle with the letter 'K' thus announcing the rich crest of its owners. It was important that the name of the family be kept prominent and ominous before the other warlords whose forces controlled the rest of northwestern Laos and northeastern Burma.
Particularly must malevolent Woo Dang be held at bay. An archenemy for decades, he was a constant threat. Kublam's ostentatious fortifications had sufficed in the past for that purpose. By virtue of strength and the instinct to survive, his family had maintained feudal title to the northwestern most corner of Laos for the past two hundred fifty years and prevented the likes of Woo Dang and other warlords from encroaching. Bordered by China on the north and the Mekong River on the west, two thousand five hundred square miles rested under Kublam's authority. None would be allowed to forget or deny the antiquity of his claim.
Kublar knew this and appreciated the possibility that Woo Dang might do something stupid. So he said to The Chief of Staff, “I can't understand how a wounded man could have killed two of our guards and then crawled into the poppy fields and simply disappeared. Maybe he used a helicopter. Did you search for any plants that may have been damaged by prop wash?”
The Chief was caught off guard by the question that he should have investigated, but never thought of. However, years of annealing in the heat of Kublam's glare had taught him to invent a snarling idiolect, a speech pattern designed to cower those who challenged him.
He snarled, “Certainly. That was our first order of search. The fields are unscathed.” Beads of perspiration broke out on his face.
Kublia asked whether a rope ladder could have dropped from a helicopter to rescue a wounded man near the canyon edge where poppies won't grow.
The Chief, a dedicated misogynist who hated women in direct ratio to their beauty, excoriated her and told Kublam that the radar system would have spotted a helicopter.
Unintimidated by the acrid tone, she countered, “Could the helicopter have flown up the canyon? Could the man have climbed down to be rescued?” If this old idiot spent more time thinking and less time in front of mirrors in the dojo admiring his karate stances, he might be of some nominal use to us.
Kublam raised an appreciative, scarred eyebrow, and cut off the Chief's vindictive reply. “That sounds like something worth investigating. Kublar, you and Kublia check the canyon walls for signs of climbers. Check the southern trails that lead to Woo Dang's fortress. Watch for his men and all other snakes as well. Now, go.”
Solicitously, but intending to traduce her later, the Chief said to Kublam, “They might run into trouble. Let me suggest that my son, Lo Kim Sai, serve as Kublia's personal bodyguard.” Plainly Lo Kim Sai will never find his own way into her bed without help. Ugg, I cannot bear the disgusting thought of Kublia ever becoming a member of my family. But I will endure, given that she will bring Kublam's fortune with her.
Kublia, for her part, shuddered at the thought of the cretin being near her. Not that she disliked Lo Kim Sai. He was simply too loathsome for words. Revulsion swept over her like nausea every time he came near because he always leered at her and flexed his ample muscles like a gorilla in heat. He wore very short pants that were much too small for him.
No, it was not that she disliked him. She hated him. But she did her father's bidding and accepted the offer. Lo Kim Sai was thrilled to the point of letting his love fantasy overwhelm him. He rushed to the helicopter, stopping only long enough to rub fragrant body oil all over his swarthy chest.
Kublam's helicopter hovered over the plateau near the edge of the tributary where Kublam's murdered guards had been found. It disgorged three men and a woman who was similarly dressed in khaki shorts, Monari climbing boots with Vibran soles, and thick wool socks. Only Kublia carried a Kovitch AL-21 while the others were armed with the ubiquitous AK-47. The assault rifles had a greater range and fired a much heavier bullet. But the incredible firepower of the Kovitch was unmatched. Within its range it was the most lethal weapon on the market. Even though its size was only slightly larger than a standard issue Colt .45 automatic pistol, its rate of fire was spectacular.
She kept one under her pillow at night.
Lo Kim Sai, who had cut another two inches off his short pants, led the way and daydreamed about holding the tiny hand of his love-to-be. He was followed by Kublar, Kublia, and a sharpshooter who brought up the rear.
They decided to explore the eastern reaches of the canyon first because Lo Kim Sai imperiously stalked off in that direction without consulting those who should have known whom to follow. Women love decisive men.
“Not too close to the edge,” he instructed over his thick shoulder. “It may look solid. But the jagged rocks are cracked and will fall without warning. Stay behind me.”
However, he walked too fast for Kublar and Kublia. They needed time to carefully study the edge for scraped dirt or footprints. Besides, it was grotesque to walk behind the man who wore such tight pants and whose powerful legs flexed with each feline step.
Kublar said to his sister, “Let's look over the edge for scuff marks. Maybe someone climbed down into the canyon.” He removed the coiled nylon rope from his shoulder and threw the bitter end over the side between a fissure in the rock.
“Coil the rope around that outcropping of stone and belay the line. I'll climb down a few feet and see if anything is out there. If we do this every hundred feet or so, we'll have a pretty good idea whether father's 'maggot' escaped this way.”
Just as he started to climb down, Lo Kim Sai demanded to know, “What the hell is going on here? Where do you think you are going? This will take forever and you will find nothing.” Here's my chance to walk close to Kublia. But this idiot wants to play Tarzan.
Ignoring him, Kublar looped the line, knotted it correctly and climbed out of sight. A few moments later he returned.
“The wall hasn't been disturbed. Let's go a little farther east.”
Lo Kim Sai suddenly agreed. That started everyone to thinking. He was quick to recognize the tactile possibilities, as he usually was when he got around Kublia.
At the next crevasse in the jagged edge Kublar again threw the nylon rope over the side. Lo Kim Sai leered and said, “You go ahead. Your sister and I will belay.”
He took the rope and put his hands around her shoulders so they could serve as a single anchor.
“Not hardly,” she snapped. “Let go of me and give me the loop.” Kublia had been around the man's fondling hands before and understood him perfectly. Lurching away, she took the rope to the edge. Lo Kim Sai was left standing to one side, seething.
They found no evidence that an intruder had used the ledge. Their search continued two hours while Lo Kim Sai pouted.
Finally they came to a crevasse that bore telltale scuff marks.
“This is it,” Lo Kim Sai shouted. “This is the place.” Jumping at a conclusion he pointed and declaimed, “Woo Dang's men came up here. They entered the poppy field from this crevasse.”
“Someone came up here, all right,” Kublar agreed. “But why would Woo Dang do something so stupid? He has thousands of acres of poppies of his own. So why would he send anyone up here? What could he take?”
Lo Kim Sai emerged from his pout and announced, “All of your questions are answered by one simple observation, Kublar. Who else could it have been? Woo Dang is our enemy. That's who it was. We must double our guards.”
Kublar let the matter rest. Additional guards couldn't hurt anything. But Lo Kim Sai might.
* * * * *
Thirty-five miles south of Muang Sing on a rolling plateau that drained into a tributary of the Mekong River was a field of more than two thousand acres that belonged to the warlord, Woo Dang. From one of his helicopters it appeared to be an ocean of red water. Millions of lanky opium poppies waved in the breeze like Kansas wheat fields on a summer afternoon.
The pilot's destination was a concrete pad at the east end of the poppy field near Woo Dang's walled compound. The pilot descended from his cruising altitude of three hundred feet and approached over the north-south runway until the craft hovered at ten feet.
The heavily armed man in the right hand seat surveyed the guards who watched from the wall. He nodded to the pilot when he was satisfied that no one posed a threat. Then the pilot turned toward the pad, maneuvered the collective, and landed precisely on the white arrow that indicated due north.
There were no lush green grasses or colorful gardens of vernaculars to surround the pad as there were at Kublam's fortress. Woo Dang had no need for such niceties. The path that led to his gateway was stark. A tractor emerged from the splintered wooden gate in the cold, gray wall pulling a cart that rolled on resilient rubber wheels. The driver ducked his head beneath the still spinning rotor and parked.
Two shabbily dressed men went to the cargo door, and began removing galvanized steel buckets which were closed with metal lids. Twenty such containers were loaded into the cart before it was hauled back into the compound.
The gunmen who guarded the fortress wall did not wear designer sunglasses or in any other way conceal their baleful eyes from the sun while they sauntered the rampart. They were armed with AK47's and seemed to be searching for an excuse to use them.
Inside Woo Dang's compound was a laboratory that was guarded by twenty men who were armed with Kovitch AL-21's. Their lives were devoted to protecting the coagulated latex of the opium poppies from the moment the helicopter landed until the moment a twin engine Grumman business jet left with its load of processed China White heroin.
Woo Dang and his eldest son watched while the opium latex was ushered by his armed men into the processing building.
“In my entire sixty-five years,” said the gnarled patrician who ruled with an iron will, “I have never seen such production. If our processing operations were still scattered out among our several growing areas, as are those of the hypocrite Kublam, they would have been the targets of uncountable gun battles in which many men would have been killed and profits lost.” He scratched his burly jaw and shared a thought. “We are at relative peace because of the new vats and heaters you see before you.”
Standing tall and proud, his eldest son surveyed the new heroin processing plant. With reverence and admiration he said, “The decision was worthy of you, my Father. It was a courageous move to invest in transport helicopters and a central processing plant. If only my brothers would appreciate these progressive innovations. Instead they polish their riding boots and complain about the noisy helicopters.” He banged his forehead with his palm and asked, “How can they be such Neanderthals? Woo Tay is the worst.”
“My son, you might be well advised to be patient with them. It is true that they continue to fantasize about another era. They envision themselves as warriors, not businessmen. Not entirely to their discredit, they dream of charging steeds, slashing swords, and their colors flying proudly above the fortresses of lesser men. They have little the cash that is literally stuffed into our warehouse.”
The grizzled old warlord put his arm around his son and reflected with him, “Listen to me. Particularly should you be more thoughtful of young Woo Tay. He is still maturing and gaining wisdom.”
Stuffing his hands in his pockets and jutting out his chin, he ventured to enlighten his son, “True, at this point he is not like his brothers. They exhibit gallantry and strength. They,” he explained proudly, “are like the battle scarred heroes whose portraits hang from our walls to remind us of men who conquered, not through innovation, but through the strength of the sword. He will mature and someday he may stand at your side when you need the protection of a true man.”
“But father,” he complained. “Except for Woo Tay, all of them are all too damned macho to abandon old way in favor of new technology.” Kicking a weed away from the walk, he clinched his fists and said, “Those unwitting Americans have given us the weapons of war. We can control of all the opium trade in the golden triangle. We should act now! Father,” he pleaded. “we already have the best trained chemists in the country. We have hundreds of millions of dollars to hire an army. We should just take the poppy fields we need in Laos and Burma.” His huge frame shook with the fervor of ambition. “When will we act?”
“Shh! Not so loud.” Woo Dang glanced over his shoulder to see whether the pilot had heard. “You must learn to be patient, not only with your brothers, but also with history itself. It unfolds at a pace of its own. The demanding ambitions of men are not the metronome by which it gauges its cadence,” he said sagaciously. “For example, history tells us how decisive our first move will have to be. If it is less that absolute, the Four Khans will have no other option than to attack us. And we'll be dead.”
He agreed with his father and shuddered at the prospect.
While he had never met any of the four Khans, he and everyone else knew they wielded power at least equal to that of the King and his Ministers. Their decisions had the force of law and they would brook no prolonged war between the poppy growers. Not unlike powerful lobbyist who actually controlled those whom they influenced, they provided an interface between the King and the factions of his kingdom - the Kingdom of One Million Elephants.
One of the Four Khans, Khan Koyu Maharu, discouraged battles between the feudal warlords. It was bad for business. An open conflict could result in what would be tantamount to civil war. It would be incumbent on the Four Khans to form a coalition to crush and destroy an unsuccessful aggressor. Woo Dang became even more circumspect at the thought of such an attack. But, although daunted, Woo Dang's eldest son was a man who dreamed of nothing less than the total domination of the Laotian opium trade.
CHAPTER 4
The King's Ministers ran Laos under his titular leadership. George Wauk was the Minister of State Security. His niece, Delores Chen, had become Jason's closest friend and more since he and Kefu separated. It was because of Delores that Jason had been invited to an annual party that the Minister gave in honor of the most powerful men in the country.
Jason fit into such company neither by appearance nor preference. Taller than most, and of light complexion, he watched with soft blue eyes while others stared through hard, dark coals. Casual, self-assured, he strolled through the crowd in a detached state. Small talk was not his forte. But the opportunity to meet powerful men could not have been presented to him more perfectly. So he made the effort. Some of the guests were businessmen whom Jason had met since arriving in Laos. Ki Song was there. And so was Three Hands.
Aggressive, verbose and deeply dedicated to his own fortune, Three Hands peered at Jason from beneath brushy eyebrows. His wide face bore the battle scars of a fifty year struggle for business supremacy. A flowing mustache and piercing, black eyes distinguished the man who was a riverboat operator and the owner of the largest department store in Laos.
Jason didn't speak to Lee Lu Trane, who was huddled with some of the most potent magnets in the room. Why should he? After all, Lee Lu Trane was more than a competitor. He was dedicated to swallowing the Asian Trading Company and its riverboats. The two men hated each other. Since Jason avoided people he didn't like, he tried to walk away when he saw Le Lu Trane bull his way toward him. Avoiding him was as hopeless as avoiding the monsoon wind.
“Why, Jason, good evening.” He snapped his fingers at a waiter. “Bring a bottle of Pinch for this man. He is obviously thirsty for something.” Blood, no doubt.
Lee Lu Trane's physique resembled a square bowling ball. The resemblance carried over to his social graces. He laughed loudly and slapped Jason on the back with a blow that knocked him forward. Jason turned to level a cold, blue stare at the shorter, bulkier man whose gold bracelet could have been the anchor chain for a battleship.
“Thanks for the drink,” Jason said. “If you ever slap me like that again, you had better be sure your hospitalization insurance is paid up.”
“Oh, now, let's not be unfriendly. As a man more than twice your age and infinitely more successful, I can afford to toy with my competitors, no matter how insolent they are. What better way to callus them?”
The dragon in Lee Lu Trane had begun to emerge. That was the kind of challenge Jason often enjoyed. But he walked away. Another man had attracted his attention because he was dressed strangely. He wore wide, billowing pants and a full tunic instead of a tuxedo. The gruffness of his features was underscored by a grey mustache that flowed in luxurious fullness from a wide upper lip to the lower edge of his massive jaw. The almost round face told of Mongolian extraction. One of his unpolished boots rested irreverently on the seat of a chair at Khan Koyu Maharu's table.
He was introduced to Jason only as Kublam.
Even though Jason was five inches taller than the warlord, Kublam's hand swallowed his. Hard, telltale calluses told of the older man's life long avocation in the martial arts. Jason returned the crushing grip and dug his own callus into the man's huge palm. They stared at each other, not as if they were being introduced, but as if they were asserting mastery over each other. Kublam showed his large, perfect teeth in a smile that told the world he thought he had won out over the taller man. That made him happy.
“Any Anglo who has the balls to compete in the Mekong riverboat business,” he said with laughter in his eyes, “deserves a Laotian wife. Have a drink with me and meet my unmarried daughter.”
Chagrined and angry, Kublia said, “I apologize for my father. He has a horseman's manners.”
Her hair was naturally stiff and black as midnight. It fell on both sides of her lovely face and onto high cheekbones that offset sparkling, narrow eyes. The effect could have been fierce. But her smile appeared to be genuine and the warmth of her firm handshake was real.
“Your father needs no apology from my point of view. He has done me a great honor.”
“Why, how nice.” She tilted her head to one side as if she were studying him, looking beyond what there was to see on the exterior. The effect was tantalizing. It was as if he were being read from the inside out.
“How is it that you speak our language so well?” she asked.
“I guess at a lot or words, nothing more.”
“Mr. Harte, I doubt you ever guess at anything.” She lowered her flashing eyes to show that she did not want to be perceived as forward, only direct. The effect was entirely feminine or, more probably, a little flirtatious.
Jason studied her father in an effort to anticipate his reaction when he said, “I wouldn't be guessing if I told everyone that you are the loveliest woman in this room. If I have your father's permission, I will ask you to dance.”
“Not,” Kublam roared in a coarse voice, “unless you can teach her to act the part of a young lady for a change.”
“Father!” It was a threat.
The small dance floor was intimate although the band suffered from the sameness of all country club combos. Their instruments sounded tired. No need for sheet music. The yellowed paper had been memorized and thrown away two decades ago. People could hardly dance because the music hardly moved. That must have been what made it intimate. They could only stand there, sort of touching and being pushed pleasantly into each other from time to time. She was so lithe that she could easily afford to wear the soft evening dress that felt as if it were made of fine black chamois. No diamonds. And her golden bracelet and necklace were elegantly simple. But when he drew her close he observed the delicate touch of a fine goldsmith. Artistic designs of roses and lotus blossoms were almost microscopically carved in the gold.
“Where are you from?” It was not his disingenuous attempt at conversation that led to the question. He really wanted to know because there was an alluring and mystical quality about her. And her father in particular.
“We live a just a few miles south of the China border.”
His imagination danced. A warlord! He thought so when he first met Kublam. Now he was sure.
He wondered how to start a conversation that would tell him all of the things he wanted to know in the short time they would have together. Too bad she lives so far away. Fully toned muscles in her back and along her comely arms would have been so caressable.
“And where do you live?” She did not hesitate to look directly into his eyes. The hint of flirtation was slightly suggestive as she intentionally maneuvered him to one side of the dance floor.
“I live in Luang Prabang.”
“That's not too far. You'll have to come visit us some day.”
“Would your father mind?”
“Probably.” She let the conversation drift on that note.
Perhaps mistakenly, Jason took it as an invitation to pursue a girl who had decided to be coquettish. So he followed her lead across the floor while he asked, “Is there a way around that?”
She smiled broadly, her hair bouncing as she nodded her head. But all she said was, “Hmm.”
The crowd thinned slightly. They danced. She was agile, a gossamer sylph who floated to the music.
Hoping to get her onto his territory, he said, “Sounds like it would be a lot easier if you could come to Luang Prabang.”
She replied offhandedly, actually looking over his shoulder. “Maybe. But my invitation is open to you. Let me know if you can come.”
She was beautiful. He let his imagination drift far ahead of what he heard her say. She would have it her way, not her father's, if he decided to visit.
“Is anyone else here from your part of Laos?” Jason asked, trying to make small talk instead of big trouble.
“Well, Woo Dang is here, along with one of his sons whose name is Woo Tay. He's the handsome young man in the conversation just over there. They live south of us. But they may as well live on the moon. Our families do not speak to each other.”
“Why?”
“Our families have feuded for decades or maybe centuries. Our fathers hate each other. But Woo Tay and I hit it off very well. It's sort of a problem, if you know what I mean.” She glanced over his shoulder at some misty object forty thousand miles beyond a far horizon. “Naturally, our fathers took mutual offenses at our friendship. So we are obliged to act like rough, tough, little children. We are allowed to see each other only at social function such as this. We are not even allowed to talk by telephone.”
Her gaze came back to the present. With it came a look of determination as she led Jason nearer to Woo Tay.
Woo Tay was staring longingly at them. He, too, looked determined, if lost.
From deep within a motive that he couldn't completely understand, Jason felt certain sympathy for the young man. Perhaps some magical spell demanded that he ignore the friendly smile Kublia tossed to Woo Tay. But the smile seemed to be the expression Woo Tay needed to marshal his daunted courage. He approached and gently tapped Jason on the shoulder to cut in.
“May I have the rest of this dance?”
Kublia immediately moved into Woo Tay's arms, leaving Jason standing alone. Knowing that a clever and beautiful lady had set him up, he left the dance floor. She had used him expertly. Kublia and Woo Tay had found the perfect way to dance without having to cause a scene by asking for Kublam's clenched permission. They embraced and danced away together, whispering to each other and smiling with longing eyes. Their whispers seemed rather intense, given that they were supposed to be mere dancers. Lee Lu Trane noticed and glared triumphantly at Jason.
“So,” he said, “You don't mix well with Oriental ladies. I hear that Kefu left you again. And you can't even complete a dance with Kublia. When will you ever learn? Laos is not the place for you.” But, if you insist on staying, I am going to kill you. The mendacious look on his face told Jason what the ugly man was thinking.
Delores must have sensed that an argument was about to erupt. So crossed the room and asked Jason to dance.
Slightly less beautiful than Kublia, but more sophisticated than Kefu had been, she turned him away from his nemesis to what was possibly a waltz. Hard to tell with this aged combo. She placed her head near his face. An aroma of tender flowers surrounded her. But Jason was lost without Kefu. So he danced unenthusiastically.
It was still early when he left the party. Delores had encouraged him to stay at her place or at the Royal Laotian Hotel in Vientiane. But he wasn't quite up to that yet. He needed to drive back to Luang Prabang and stay at Riverbend. Vientiane still held too many memories of Kefu.
* * * * *
A week later Jason Harte rode as a passenger in a single engine airplane that slid into the waters of the Mekong River on white pontoons and taxied to the Burmese Timber Corporation dock. He was met by the Supervisor and his young assistant.
The meeting had been called to confirm the contract under which Asian Trading Company had been transporting timber to the railhead in Vientiane. After two more BTC employees had been killed during a raid on a crew of lumberjacks, the BTC board of directors decided to support the Superintendent's recommendations. The concluded that running riverboats was all together too dangerous for their own employees. Jason's men would do just fine. Asian Trading Company would take over the entire transportation function and assume the entire risk in terms of human life and operational expense.
The negotiating session with the Superintendent was friendly and, of more importance, brief. That was critical to Jason because Delores Chen was going to arrive in Luang Prabang at six o'clock that evening to spend the weekend with him at Riverbend.
Everyone agreed that a written contract would be required to spell out in detail that Jason would be responsible only for loses of timber that resulted from his company's own negligence. Loses caused by natural forces or the acts of third parties, such as bandits, would not be attributed to him even though his company was responsible for protecting the cargo. The Superintendent speculated that it would take two hours to type and edit the contract. Jason elected to utilize that time by having his Asian pilot fly their chartered plane up river to the Chinese border, ostensibly to become familiar with the river and to look for business opportunities. If his real intent had been known, the pilot would not have flown the hop. If the consequences had been known, neither of them would have gone.
CHAPTER 5
Lak See the bandit was still on the western bank of the Mekong River in Burma. His gang had consumed all the food stolen during the raid on BTC. They were becoming restless.
Gaunt and mean, his yellow eyes were so close together that he could have been mistaken for a Cyclops. Such clothes as he had were ragged and filthy. They stank of jungle rot.
He hid behind a tree. Eight of his men were spread out behind other trees or in the underbrush near the bank. They watched a fisherman throw his net in knee deep water.
The bandits had discovered that there were more opportunities along that stretch of the river even though the area was primitive and sparsely populated. Solitary fishermen abounded.
Lak See needed to scour the riverbanks because the inland villages to the west had begun to protect themselves and their poverty stricken people by setting pit traps for the bandits. Some of the trails had begun to bristle with poison tipped spikes that pointed innocuously from the underbrush. The poison was not necessarily deadly. Instead, the spikes caused scratches and punctures that became painfully infected and often led to gangrene - then death.
Also, the area was infested with boa constrictors and poisonous snakes. His men, afraid of being left behind to die of infections or snakebites, were reluctant to expose themselves to those kinds of dangers. So they operated along the river.
The fisherman they watched was not alone. An old woman held an ancient revolver in both hands to protect him. Its firing pin was rusty. The cylinder contained only three rounds of live ammunition, each of which had been soaked repeatedly by rain and mishandling. Nevertheless she bravely ambled on arthritic legs from bush to bush in crouched concealment. But she was ineptly trained for her duty.
Lak See, whose own bolt action rifle was pitted with rust, took careful aim and shot her in the chest. That signaled the onslaught. Eight men, whose rifles and pistols had been aimed at the fisherman, pulled their triggers. Three of them misfired. The other five exploded in puffs of blue smoke and the fisherman was knocked down, bleeding from two bullet holes in his abdomen. He could not breathe. Blood spurted from his wounds. He slumped face first into the water.
A bucket near where the old woman had fallen contained only three live fish and two dead ones. There was a half bag of rice under their tarpaulin shelter along with some roots that had been dug from the forest. They had no other possessions.
Rubbing his tongue against gums where teeth had once been, Lak See agreed with his grumbling men that it had hardly been worth the effort. Patiently he explained that they would eat the fish and then move up stream in the usual manner, gathering such loot and food as they could find on the way.
Often they found only corpses. Other bandits were in competition for the crumbs of an impoverished people.
“We cannot go back to the camp empty handed again tonight,” complained one of his men. “We must have food. What if the others find no fishermen to rob? Can you not see that we are starving?”
“Calm down. If you have the power to invent fisherman, do so. If not, then do not expect me to be able to do it for you.” Sympathy yielded to anger in Lak See's voice. “If you would rather have your arms and legs blown off by bombs, go back to Cambodia where you came from. Otherwise, start a fire and shut up.”
“But Lak See,” groaned one of the other men, “it has been three days since our men have eaten. We must find a plantation or something. There are too many of us to be supported by these worthless fishermen. They know nothing about catching fish. They are too lazy.”
“Probably they do not have your stomach in mind when they cast their nets. Just be patient. Gradually we will accumulate enough to support ourselves.”
“You've been saying that for months,” groused a ragged man who owned nothing other than a pair of knee length pants that were held up by a string and an old rifle that had misfired once too often. “Let's go back inland.”
“Not me,” Lak See snarled. “There are already too many robbers searching for food back there. And I have seen too many men along the trails with puss pouring from their wounds.”
Frustration and disillusionment burned within the man in knee length rags. “What are we going to do when the rainy season starts? Where will we go then?”
Lak See had heard enough. His men were getting unruly and mutinous. Soon one of them would assert a new authority by sticking a knife in his bony back.
“Shut up, all of you. If you were not such cowards, you would have gone along with my original plan and we would not be scavenging from fishermen.”
“What plan?” asked the newest man in the gang.
“I suggested that we go farther north and climb the plateaus. We could ambush some of the guards in the poppy fields and take their weapons. They are modern and well maintained. Then we could attack a heroin processing plant and take all of the food we want.”
“Not me!” growled the man whose rifle had misfired. “They probably have machine guns. I have this piece of junk that fires only when it wants to, regardless of whether I have pulled the trigger.”
He swung the rifle by its mussel, hurling it into the river.
Lak See's anger flashed again. ''That was stupid. Most likely it only needed fresh ammunition.”
“And where am I supposed to get that?”
“I just told you. There is plenty up on the plateaus.”
“Lak See, you just don't seem to understand. There are Burmese warlords up there. The Chinese have raided them so often that they now have whole armies to protect their fields and processing plants. It would be like committing suicide.”
“Then let's go to Laos.” The plan had been drifting in and out of Lak See's mind like a vapor for several days. Perhaps the time had come.
“Laos! You mean cross the river? What's over there?”
Lak See was not a man of vision. He reached conclusions only when he was forced to. He was beginning to feel the pressure of just such a force. So he began to describe the ecstasies one could expect from robbing in Laos.
“Well, first of all the jungle along the river is not as dense. There are no poison spikes along the trails and the warlords do not seem to have such large armies.”
The men looked around for anyone who could refute the claim. No one spoke up. Like a honeybee performing a waggle dance, Lak See ordered his men to gather the fish and return to camp, there to begin their northeasterly trek across the Mekong to Laos, lush with its fields of poppies.
* * * * *
At Kublam's fortress Kublia wore khaki shorts, tennis shoes, and a long sleeve khaki shirt as did her brother, Kublar. Lo Kim Sai was similarly dressed except that his shorts were as tight as a Speedo swimsuit and his high top boots were polished to cordovan sheen. The ammunition belt that hung over his shoulder was filled with clips for the AK-47 he carried loosely in one hand. Incongruously, a fishing tackle box swung in his free hand.
“Look at the weather,” Kublam admonished his children “Are you sure you want to go fishing on a morning like this? It may start raining.”
Rather than answer immediately, she studied her thin, intricately carved gold bracelet and its roses and lotus blossoms. It dangled delicately from her wrist. In contrast to such delicacy were the rod and reel that she tossed in the topless Jeep. Her hair was held back by a red silk scarf that she wore across her forehead like a bandanna. Her rich perfume floated on the air beneath the gathering clouds that blocked the sun and dimmed all of the colors except those that glowed from her bright smile.
“Honorable Father, you would not object if we were going horseback riding. You are a renowned horseman. But you are not a fisherman. So you cannot appreciate the angler's perspective. We're going to have fun!”
“Fishing is a ridiculous waste of time. We have fish in the freezer.” His reasoning was at least consistent if not persuasive. “Didn't you hear me?”
She continued to pack the Jeep as if he had said nothing. He gave up. At least his children were going off to fish rather than off to college. Although the issue was a minor one, he feared that another compromise was going to be forced upon him. However, an augury bothered him with a strange premonition. So he hissed a warning.
“Listen to me. Stay close to the Jeep and be sure to stay in radio contact.”
His next remark was directed at Lo Kim Sai. “Keep a good lookout and keep your mind on your business.”
Lo Kim Sai got into the driver's seat, relieved to get away from the gruff old man who saw through his transparent ambitions. Just as quickly, his embarrassment dissolved into the kind of fantasy that he loved. Rather than fish, he would stroll beside the river with Kublia, perhaps holding her hand. They would talk of the future. It was a vision that made him tingle with sensuous excitement.
Warm, dusty, air blew Lo Kim Sai's short cropped hair until they approached the river where he shifted into four wheel drive and turned off road toward the south. Thinking how pleased Kublam would be that he was being diligent, he tested the short wave radio. It worked. Then, following Kublia's instructions, he drove over the rocks to the mouth of the first tributary where fresh mountain water poured into the Mekong.
The bottom of the tributary was sandy. At that particular point the bank of the Mekong had beachfront qualities. Tall, lanky grass swayed from the tops of shallow dunes. Tropical trees appeared dark green against the overcast sky. A breeze freshened from the south and rippled the bushes where the sandy terrain yielded to rock shelves on fragmented cliffs that looked down on the river.
Continuing to follow Kublia's directions, he drove to a secluded area and finally parked under a copse that was thick enough to virtually obscure the Jeep. Considering the fact that she might someday be his wife, he had begun to resent her assumption of control. Resentment turned to steam when she removed the wicker picnic basket and a blanket from the Jeep. It was still early. No need for lunch.
“Leave that for now, Kublia. I'll set it up later. Just get your rod and reel. I see an ideal spot just a short walk up the river.” Assuming that she would obey such a logical suggestion, Lo Kim Sai sat the tackle box on the sand and adjusted the knobs to insure that the short wave radio was still on the correct frequency. Then he noticed that Kublia had not obeyed at all. Inexplicably, she was walking away as if she had not heard him. She didn't even take the rod and reel. Just the picnic stuff. Rich bitch. Her time is coming.
He put his hands solidly on his hips, the better to bark an order at her. But Kublar picked up the tackle box and put it back into the Jeep.
“Put that down,” Lo Kim Sai spat. “We're going to need it. Get a rod and reel for yourself. Don't be like your pampered sister.”
Kublar put his hand on Lo Kim Sai's shoulder and gave him a big, controlled smile through even, white teeth. At that moment he looked just like Kublam and he was starting to act like him.
“Wrong! Lo Kim Sai. We won't need it at all. You and I are going in another direction. In fact, you and I are going to stroll up the tributary.”
“Like hell we are. We came here to ...”
Kublar pushed the AK- 47 across the man's chest and growled, “Take this. We're going for a walk”
Kublia began to skip through the sand. She dropped the blanket and basket behind a dune and danced circles to the water's edge.
Lo Kim Sai angrily took the assault rifle. He was confused. No longer sure of himself, he did not bark a countermanding order. Instead, he followed Kublar into the mouth of the wide canyon while glancing over his shoulder in the direction of his dashed fantasy. Watching her playful mood made him pant. Fifty yards later he could stand it no longer. He reasserted himself.
“Wait a minute. What the hell's going on here? We aren't going anyplace. My instructions were to watch her and that is what I am going to do. If you want to see the canyon walls, then take a hike.”
Kublar faced him directly, chest to chest. “Lo Kim Sai, let me explain it to you like this. You and I are going to up to the top of the ridge. Together. We're going to enjoy each other's company all day and return late this afternoon. Simple as that.”
“No, I'm not, by God. I have instructions from your father.”
“Now you have instructions from me. Cross me and you'll be out of a job.”
“Who the hell do you think you are? My father is the Chief of Staff. He and your father give orders. Not you. Now get out of my way.”
As usual, Kublar was patient with Lo Kim Sai's short sightedness. But the bronzed young man was beginning to pose a problem. Within the foreseeable future Kublam would begin to assign more responsibilities to Kublar. In the end, Kublar would inherit the great warlord's empire. Lo Kim Sai was the heir apparent to the Chief of Staff. From that position he would command the men who protected the feudal holdings. It was absolutely essential that the Chief be trustworthy and loyal to the point of sacrificing his life. That was his primary responsibility - to protect his master and the master's heirs.
For two and one half decades Lo Kim Sai's father had proved that he possessed those faithful, protective qualities. He was also possessed of an innate temperament that made him a leader among the men who could just as easily rebelled against their feudal warlord. That temperament was undoubtedly the Chief's most salient characteristic.
Traditionally, the Chief of Staff in the household of every warlord in feudal Southeast Asia exercised another, more specialized authority as well. They acted as the warlord's comptrollers and financial advisors. While they were universally ill suited for such an onerous responsibility from an academic point of view, inadequate exposure to the rest of the world presented an even more significant problem. Investing hundreds of millions of dollars was a burdensome task for those who didn't even know of Switzerland's existence. In the past, the heir apparent to that high position was sent away to school in order to enhance those abilities. However, many of the warlords had come to the conclusion that cunning in financial affairs and personnel matters could not be taught in even the best boarding schools. And cunning was the true measure of every important man.
Formal education, once thought by the warlords to be a necessity, began to loose credibility. The dilemma was solved more often than not by keeping the children of various warlord's Chiefs at home, there to filter to the top as leaders of men regardless of their academic deficits. Warehouses full of cash from the opium and heroin trade made million dollar lapses in financial judgment tolerable and even forgivable. But the inability to keep an assailant's knife out of the warlord's back was not forgivable at all.
Therefore it occurred to the young Kublar that personal loyalty was a trait that had to be developed early on and tested from time to time. So he stood his ground.
“You may be the Chief's son. But I am my father's son. If you find it so difficult to obey me now, what may I expect when my father hands control over to me? Should I believe that your allegiance will shift to me as if you were metal and I suddenly became an electromagnet?
“So let's settle one thing right now. Either learn your place or find another!”
Lo Kim Sai knew better than to risk his future by confronting Kublar at that moment. After all, as Kublia's future husband, such quibbling would become unnecessary, mooted, as it were, by familial bonding.
But those plans were suddenly shattered.
A man raced from the trees and ran across the sand directly toward Kublia. His hand was raised high over his head, waving as if it held a dagger. The distance between them was being covered quickly by his gigantic, bounding stride.
Petrified by the shock, Lo Kim Sai couldn't move. He could not even raise his weapon. It was useless anyway. The distance between the man and Kublia closed to the point that a spray of bullets might hit both of them. He could not shoot.
Kublia was doing the wrong thing. She ran straight at the man. Her arms also flailed over her head. Could she be shouting a name?
Lo Kim Sai's disillusioned world exploded into a shower of shattered dreams as the man grabbed Kublia and swung her around in a circle with her body clinging to his and her face pressed against his cheek.
Lo Kim Sai regained enough composure to jerk away from Kublar and dash toward the sand dunes.
Then Kublia kissed the man.
Horrified, he froze again, the assault rifle falling from his hand. His head spun with confused visions that swirled realities and fantasies together. His sanguine face turned white, then red again. He began to tremble.
He muttered as if to himself, “Come on, Kublar. We must save her.”
“You just don't get it, do you,” Kublar said. “Can't see that she is in love. That man is Woo Tay!”
Lo Kim Sai was stunned. Woo Tay! Woo Dang's youngest son! The beast had her in his arms. She pulled him close. Traitor! Stupid woman!
Kublar tugged his arm. The two men departed, one glowing with happiness for his sister, the other burning with unaccountable shame and uncontrollable grief.
“Your job,” Kublar told the shaken man as they entered the canyon, “is to climb to the southern plateau and keep watch for intruders. You will fire your rifle if you see anyone coming.”
From that vantage point Lo Kim Sai would be able to watch for fishermen who might come to the beach. But he would not be able to see the sand dune or those who played there. From the north side, Kublar watched up stream. He would be able to see them if he chose to look. But he would not do that.
Woo Tay and Kublia folded into each other's arms knowing that they wouldn't be bothered. Everything had worked out too perfectly for that to happen. Plans had been made on the dance floor at George Wauk's party. They had dreamed both day and night about this moment. Now those dreams had come to fruition.
“Finally, Kublia! Finally. We have waited so long!”
She dropped to her knees in the sand, pulling him down in front of her. “Two years. We made our first promises two years ago. Now we have fulfilled those promises.”
Glowing with love, he said, “We were so young then and so full of hope and yearning. We were still teenagers.
“Kublia, Kublia, I have loved you since the day we first met. Since then I haven't been able to think about anything but you. The parties where we could meet were the greatest moments of my entire existence. I waited for them and longed for them so.”
“Until last year's party at the Four Khan's, you mean. What a disaster it was when they found us together in the parking lot!”
They laughed and sprinted away, hand in hand, talking of their ordeal in the way that lovers do.
Three hundred feet above, and one quarter mile south, Lo Kim Sai knelt with tears streaming from puffed eyes. They ran in notation driven rivulets from his high cheekbones. They poured onto callused hands that wrung themselves helplessly in their solitary aloneness. Emotions swarmed over the broken man in waves of grief that were followed by vindictive anger only to submerge again into mortification. Vowing death to Woo Tay in one breath and a celibate life in bondage to his lost love in the next, confusion drove him further from the reality that demanded his attention. He buried his face in his own arms and cried. “Why? Oh, why?” His anguish was lost to the lanky grasses that dotted the dunes.
Along the river tall stems swayed to the motion of the wind. They harmonized with the two figures who caressed each other on the blanket that was to become their nuptial bed. Their bed would be blessed by nature rather than the several wooden gods that presided over the beds of their respective fathers - gods that were stylized to permit rather than to sanctify sexual delights.
Sandwiches went uneaten and wine unopened as the morning clouds accumulated into afternoon thunderheads that rumbled their approval of the brown skinned nymph whose shirt and short pants served as a pillow. Powder blue lace panties teased the clouds with fleeting glimpses of the sun tanned hands that traced patterns into the furry, feminine mound that rose and fell in search of promised fingertips. Wet lips opened.
Hours later in nympholepsy the two lovers coupled in loving promise and devoted commitment.
After a swim in the late-afternoon wind, Kublia and Woo Tay dressed to walk along the bank of the river. Careless and happy, they drank from the same glass of wine, waded across the tributary, and held hands as they faced the wind that blew in gusts from the south.
Had Lo Kim Sai not been grieving with his face in his hands, he might have seen them. He would certainly have seen the stolen outboard motor boat that had already carried a party of eight bandits across the river. It was now carrying seven more to the Laotian side.
Neither did the lovers notice the men motioning each other to hide and stay out of sight of the couple that walked toward them. Lak See slowed the boat, reducing its wake in hopes that he could reach the Laotian side of the river without being noticed.
Lak See was a small, slender man even when he was not malnourished. He was not a natural leader. Neither was he given to initiating the intellectual analysis of tactical situations. But he was even worse at following instructions. He resented all levels of authority. Avoiding authority figures in his life had required him to become one. His techniques of leadership were limited to the rudimentary threatening and bullying that are the hallmark of such men.
He forced his scavengers to obey him lest he be forced to obey one of them.
His men did not know this. They thought there was some plan that supported his order to lay flat in the little boat while he allowed it to drift south, away from the couple. He cut the motor and ordered a man to jump overboard and tow the boat to the sandy bank. That was the extent of his plan.
Once on shore he realized that the couple obviously had nothing of value, nothing to warrant an attack that might attract attention. So he urged his seven men to crawl in the sand until they reached the dunes where he thought they could hide until the couple wandered past.
The couple walked past the first group of eight men without noticing them. But Kublia was noticed by the men.
One of them, who carried a knife scar across his face, raised his rifle and yelled. “Stop”. Woo Tay put his arm around her in a useless gesture of protection.
The scarred man stepped forward. But neither he nor any of the other man knew exactly how to proceed because there was nothing to be stolen before the amusement began. Before Lak See could get there, the scar faced man motioned with his rifle, indicating that she was to walk with him toward the trees. To be helpful, he others pointed their weapons at Woo Tay. Kublia didn't move.
“Uh, take off your clothes,” the leering man ordered ingeniously. He put the mussel of his rifle in her stomach and shoved her away from Woo Tay who reacted by grabbing the rifle and pushing. The group laughed at him. They were well experienced in the finer techniques of dealing with women. Woo Tay presented no threat.
“Take off your clothes or we will take them off for you.”
She spat on him.
Having been spat on many times before, he didn't even flinch. He motioned to two men who grabbed Woo Tay by the arms and held a knife at his throat. Then he handed the rifle to another man and closed on Kublia with his knife.
He took the collar of her shirt in his filthy hand, forced her to her knees and put the point of the rust pitted knife against her cheek. She was stronger than he had expected. She held his wrist in both bands and glared with determination.
Without releasing her, the man kicked her in the stomach and punched her in the face with his free fist. Then he jumped on her, put his knee in her stomach, and forced her onto her back. She kicked.
With his knife back at her throat he said, “Kick and scratch! Make it fun for me. I'm going to undress you myself.”
Lak See did not intend to interfere. In fact, after looking up and down the river, everything appeared to be safe enough for him to participate in the fun. His primary concern at that point was to be one of the first to have her rather than one of the last.
Her shirt had been torn off and her lace panties were revealed to the men when her shorts were jerked over one kicking foot and then the other.
Woo Tay cursed and fought with the men who held him. He was muscular and strong. Of more importance, he had been well fed during the past months whereas the others were weakened by malnutrition. He nearly got free.
“Cut his throat! We don't need a sniveling boyfriend to spoil this.”
Another man reached for the gold bracelet on Kublia's wrist. To Lak See, gold was more important than sex. So he grabbed the man by the shoulder and spun him away. Then he pulled Kublia's hand away from the throat of the man who was unbuttoning his ragged trousers.
Lak See fondled the bracelet on her wrist while trying to release its latch. Something caught his untrained eye.
Tiny roses were delicately carved into the gold in a pattern that alternated with lotus blossoms. The bracelet was so finely carved that it must have been worth a great deal of money.
For the first time, he looked at her face. Even in the midst of her struggle with the man who was clawing at her bra she was obviously beautiful and well bred. Snarling and grimacing, she still exhibited those fine features that he had noticed on rich young women from the cities. He noted that the lace that decorated her panties matched the pattern of her brassiere. Her facial characteristic brought to his imagination a possible value far greater than the treasure hidden between her legs.
The conclusion was so obvious that only a fool could have overlooked it. With a woman of such taste at my side my status as leader will never be challenged again. She will be my woman.
“Stop, he said. “Leave her alone for a minute.”
“Fuck you. You can go next! But I'm going to be first.”
The man grabbed the lace and elastic to remove the last obstacle that he could see between him and the sexual satisfaction that he so richly deserved for having been the one who stopped her.
What he did not see was Lak See's foot speeding toward his face. The blow snapped his head back against his neck. Blood spurted from his smashed nose.
“When I order you to stop, I mean to be obeyed!”
The scar faced man moaned in agony. The other men gaped at the spurting blood. Lak See was uninterested in the grim sight.
“Where do you live?” he asked.
Her total concentration was devoted to putting her clothes back on. She did not answer.
“You saw what happened to him, didn't you?”
Still no answer.
Woo Tay's concern was that the man was insane and that he would actually kick her if he did not get an answer.
“We live in Luang Prabang,” he volunteered as if he were telling the truth.
“Luang Prabang? What are you doing up here and how did you get here?”
Woo Tay was handsome and quick witted. His own mustache had filled out to droop toward his jaw thus giving the appearance of water buffalo horns. There was no sharpness to his smooth, Mongolian features. A resolute jaw jutted forward, an inheritance from his father. Determination and authority reflected themselves from his features and, more particularly, from his commanding demeanor. But Lak See did not believe him when he said, “We're going to meet several friends who will be here in a few minutes.”
Instead, Lak See twirled the bracelet so that all his men could see. Clearly the girl was a windfall of considerable value. Perhaps the young man was also worth something. However, no plan presented itself to him. His mien was to attack, steal, and then to rape only as a parting monument to his success in battle. So he muddled through the confusion of these unusual circumstances until one of his men spoke up.
“If others are coming, we had better get out of here.”
One of his more prurient comrades suggested that they simply take her into the trees where they could not be seen. Noticing nods of approval, the man continued, “Then we could kill him and gag her! No one will know.”
The idea seemed harmless enough.
But Lak See was unable to envision the technique for taking advantage of the windfall that dressed herself in front of him. Somehow, killing the man and letting his gang have the woman did not seem to be the best way to launch a profitable project in the right direction.
As befits upper management in so many modern enterprises, he decided to have a meeting and use his status as leader to establish a consensus. He attempted that approach by glaring at his men, sucking in his stomach and bellowing, “This is my woman.” He attempted to adjourn the meeting on the right note. Pulling his knife and flexing his scrawny muscles, he said, “I will kill the first man who disputes that as a given fact.”
For once, Lak See thought he had gotten everyone's agreement. Even the bleeding man must have agreed because he spat blood and made croaking noises in his throat. The rale was a background for lecherous snickers.
To a man they had decided to kill Lak See.
One of Kublia's shoes had come off. Lak See told her to put it on. This, it seemed, would assert his authority and teach her to obey because she probably wanted the shoe anyway. But she stood by Woo Tay's side and did not move. Lak See understood that level of negotiations. With the air of one who had become accustomed to closing deals, he walked behind Woo Tay, put his knife against his throat, and applied steadily increasing pressure until Kublia decided to put on her shoe.
With that submission came the dim understanding that the young man might be useful until the woman learned her manners.
What Lak See needed next was time to think. Through experience he had learned that a great deal of time might be required for that. However, one thing was clear. They could not search for targets of opportunity in Laos while trying to subdue two captives.
He needed to lead the group back to Burma where, by using Woo Tay, he could establish his authority over Kublia and reestablish his leadership role over his men. Respecting his knife more than his authority, the other bandits agreed with the plan because it would he easier to kill him while he slept with the woman.
A couple of men suggested that someone stay in Laos to survey the land and locate prey.
Most plans sounded reasonable to Lak See upon first reflection. But he had been wrong so often that he always took time to reflect again. To allow himself that time, he ordered two men to go get the motorboat.
Whom should he leave behind, if anyone? The first person who came to mind was the smartest and most observant of them all. That notion was swept away by the realization that he would be putting into the man's hands valuable information that could be used to subvert him. On the basis of that reasoning, he considered the weakest of his men instead of the best. That idea presented difficulties of its own. A weak man would be more likely to be captured and, with even the slightest amount of torture, he might disclose the bandits' plan and they would be ambushed.
It was easier to imagine the negative consequences of any plan than it was to think through the abstract dialectics that would have been required to analyze the actual merits of the plan itself. So he rejected the whole idea.
With his knife in one hand and his rifle in the other, he ordered all of the men to return to Burma.
“You two,” he growled, pointing at Woo Tay and Kublia, “get in the boat.” With paranoia as a guiding principal, he pointed at the four men whom he thought were the most likely candidates to usurp his position. He wanted to keep an eye on them and then send the boat back for the less threatening elements of his mob. He ordered them to get in with him.
Before getting underway, he forced Woo Tay to lay flat. Kublia was ordered to sit on the bottom and lean back against Lak See's knees while he handled the little outboard motor.
Once again, the overloaded boat rode low in the water and headway was slow. The water had become very choppy, making the ride even more uncomfortable and dangerous. With one guiding hand on the throttle and the other resting affectionately on Kublia's shoulder, Lak See hardly noticed. Neither did he hear Woo Tay whisper to her.
“Kublia, listen to me.” The whisper was hoarse and intense. They had little time in which to plan for the humiliation he knew lay ahead for her. He had to give her assurances and prepare her for the emotional and physical trauma she would have to endure. “You know I love you. You are now my wife! Nothing they do to you will change that. Regardless of what they do, be strong and remember that we will get out of this somehow. When we do, we'll find a way to get home and face our parents together. No matter what they do to you, please remember that.”
She also knew what to expect. Tears started to form in the corners of her eyes. “My husband. I always knew we would marry. I dreamed of it. I dreamed of it so often.”
She also knew that Lak See would ultimately kill Woo Tay. So she planned ahead, fully aware of the grim decisions she would be forced to make. “I can handle the man they call Lak See. One way or another I will make him feel secure. Then you must escape! After you get away, bring help and come back for me. But do not try to take me with you. That would be suicidal for both of us.
“And, Woo Tay,” she gulped back a sob, “thank you. You have made me your wife. You are my husband. I will always love you. Please remember that no matter what happens!”
He tried to force ugly thoughts from his mind. He had to think clearly. Sorrowful anticipation and raging anger would only stand in the way. She was right. He had to escape. But he placed the full power of his determination to the proposition that he was going to take her with him. He would never leave her to Lak See or any other man.
Quietly, he held himself steady and prone in the rocking boat. River water lapped over the side and soaked him. His right hand nervously toyed with a thin rubber hose that was coiled in irregular loops beneath him. He released it because the nervous movement told that he was scared. But when he released the tube his hand touched the red fuel tank to which it was attached. Even though he could not see it, he knew it was the portable kind that could be carried around.
The embryo of a possibility began to formulate itself into a plan.
With one hand he found the tube again and ran it through his fingers until he felt a coupling.
The water became even more choppy as the two cycle engine pushed the boat ahead of the vaporous trail of blue smoke that smelled of a gasoline and oil mixture. They were within two hundred feet of the western bank of the Mekong River. Burma, the lair and bed of Lak See, was only a few minutes away.
One of the uncomfortable men in the bow shifted his weight. Lak See shouted at him. “Sit still you fool. Do you want us to capsize?” They glared at each other.
Woo Tay worked the coupling in his fingers, trying to separate the tube from the fuel container. It was difficult enough to do that with just one hand. Doing it without being noticed was a challenge of the first order even though the men seemed to be intent on watching the water splash over the gunwale. They were evaluating their chances of reaching the shore before the little boat swamped.
Finally, the coupling slipped out of the tube. Gasoline mixed with oil filled Woo Tay's hand. He released the coupling and put his thumb over the end of the tube.
In a moment the motor began to sputter. Then it stopped.
“What the hell has happened to the motor. I smell gasoline.”
Lak See began to pull frantically on the starter rope.
His men squirmed around to see what the trouble was. “What the hell did you do? Smell that gasoline? Can't you even run a simple outboard motor? You flooded it.”
The challenge in the man's voice was a clear threat to Lak See's authority. He had to do something. The motor was not going to start and the boat, which had ceased making headway, began to drift downstream.
“You two.” He pointed to the men in the bow. “Get into the water and swim. Pull us ashore.”
Instead of jumping into the rough water, they gauged the distance to the shore while doing mental calculus to determine whether the last one hundred fifty feet of the river could be crossed that way.
The calculations were concluded when Lak See reached for his water soaked rifle. They slipped over the sides, being very careful to keep the laden boat from capsizing. One man guided the bow back toward the shore while the other put both hands on the transom and started to kick with his feet.
The bow came around. But the boat made no headway. More thrust was needed.
To the third man he shouted, “Get into the water. Help push from behind.”
“If you had thought to bring oars, we would not have to do this,” the man hissed as he dropped into the river, full of disgust.
There was nothing Lak See could do. Propulsion was being provided by the two men behind the boat and steerage was in the hands of the man at the bow. So as not to look ineffective, he pushed Kublia toward the bow and started to move forward, rifle in hand.
Woo Tay rolled onto his side and put both hands on the gas can for support. Then he sent a driving kick into Lak See's shoulder. Already unbalanced and on his knees, the kick sent him onto the gunwale where he whirled his arms to keep from falling overboard.
Kublia lurched forward and jumped onto the fourth man. She sank her teeth into his collarbone. He screamed and slapped her away. She reached for one of the rifles that sloshed around in the water beneath her. But the man grabbed her arms and tried to force her to the deck. She bit him on the fleshy part of his upper arm, driving her teeth to the bone. The man howled in pain and jumped into the water, leaving flesh behind.
Woo Tay's next kick drove Lak See overboard. The three men who had been trying to get the boat to shore began to pull themselves up over the gunwale, shouting instructions to each other. One grabbed for Kublia's ankle. She kicked his hand away.
“Dive in! I'll race you to shore!” Woo Tay's spirits began to soar.
One of the men had gotten his knee into the boat and was struggling to pull his body on board. Woo Tay kicked him in the face as Kublia dove into the river.
Woo Tay dove in after her and began to swim toward the bank. All five men swam after them. But Woo Tay and Kublia, who were in excellent physical condition, quickly got ahead of them.
Woo Tay began to outdistance her with his long, powerful strokes. He yelled encouragement to Kublia who occasionally sank beneath the rough water. Even so, she continued to lengthen the distance between herself and the five men.
Moments later their strokes began to hit the muddy bottom. They stood up in knee deep water and began to run, splashing a spray of water before them. Not all of the bandits had gone on the mission to Laos. Two of those who had been left behind were sprinting toward them at a distance of less than one hundred yards, waving their rifles and shouting their threats to stop or die.
Woo Tay and Kublia splashed water before them as they ran to the shore and into the jungle. They stopped just long enough to see how much time their lead had given them. Not only were the two men with rifles after them, Lak See and his four men were swimming hard to reach the shore. The contingent that had been left on the Laotian side was already in the water attempting to swim across the river.
“Come on. Let's get out of here.”
Kublia did not need to ask where they were going. Distance was more important than direction.
When Lak See and his weakened, exhausted men finally regrouped on the bank, they looked back to see the other men who were swimming across the river amid the first signs of whitecaps. The wind was blowing harder. Some were already beginning to struggle. All of them were being carried downstream by the current.
At mid stream some of them began to tread water while hoping to regain enough strength to make it across. They unstrapped their rifles and abandoned them to the deep. Two of them started to thrash and call for help. The cries infused the other, not with pity, but with adrenaline as they began to appreciate that they might drown.
The cry of one of the men was suddenly overwhelmed by coughs and gags. He swallowed a mouthful of water. Then, as he inhaled, he respired water instead of air. He choked and inhaled more water. Then panic gripped him as he sank beneath the surface. Thrashing in the throes of death served not to save him but to frighten those who watched. No one would go to his assistance. None had the endurance or the allegiance. The thrashing stopped. Only the whitecaps disturbed the surface of the river where the man had been.
Woo Tay led the way into the jungle. At first the foliage was sparse. Tendril roots made it necessary to hop rather than run. The effect was like the exercise in which football players hop through an obstacle course of rubber tires. They tired quickly.
But the physical requirement was too great for Lak See and his men. Heaving and gasping for breath, they stopped running and began shouting at the man and woman who had just reached the edge of taller foliage where they would be lost. The men pulled knives and staggered on wobbly legs in the direction of the jungle.
Kublia and Woo Tay rushed into the vine laden trees, steadily distancing themselves from the bandits. They did not know where they were headed. But they had escaped.
“Woo Tay,” she called as he slipped between the vines that thickened into spaghetti, “what kind of honey moon do you call this?”
CHAPTER 6
Three hundred feet above the Mekong River the single engine pontoon plane hurdled ahead of the freshening south wind. The China border was only ten minutes ahead.
Jason fell into a reflective mood about the beautiful river where riverboats would soon earn a fortune transporting timber. The true objective of the flight faded for a moment while they flew over the Khone Falls. Behind the airplane the Mekong River meandered more than five hundred miles along the Laotian border with Burma, then Thailand, and into Cambodia where it formed a much abused geopolitical border with war torn South Vietnam. The river separated into several navigable streams that flowed through the Mekong Delta and into the South China Sea. Some of those streams were in Cambodia. Others belonged to South Vietnam. None were safe for commercial traffic. But constant bombing had reduced rapids to rubble, opening the way to the sea for riverboats. The river he watched was the original lifeblood of Asian Trading Company.
Refocusing he imagined that the Chinese terrain north of the waterfall could be drenched with the blood of thousands of Chinese who had been led by their political and philosophical convictions to rebel against Mao Tse-Tung's Cultural Revolution and its aftermath.
The pendulum of Chinese history had, through out dynasties and eons, swung with metronomic regularity to favor first the peasantry and then the intellectuals, each to the disadvantage of the other. Five hundred years before Christ, the pendulum, in the magnetic power of Confucius, uplifted the influence of the peasant with the promise that their rulers would perform their duties for the benefit of the people rather than in behalf of the intelligentsia who controlled the government. With few exceptions, every political philosopher of every subsequent dynasty has paid lip service to that aphorism, some with snarled lips.
The peasants, always the pawns of the competing ideologies, gained or lost little because their lowly status assured that they would not be decapitated by the pendulum as it swept by. But the merchant class was always there to take advantage or be smitten by its arc.
Prior to the mid-nineteenth century, the oppressions of society at the far reaches of the pendulum had been tolerable by some standards. China had prospered because of its rich European trade, beginning with Marco Polo in the thirteenth century and devolving to the British who traded opium for silk three hundred years later. But history and geography conspired against the most populous nation in the world. China is isolated. The highest mountains on Earth separate it from commerce to the southwest. Under-populated Mongolia offers no opportunity to the north. And the west is a vast desolation that extends thousands of miles across the inhospitable deserts of Asia and the Steppes of Russia.
The ocean to the east was China's trade link with the European commercial interests upon which she depended and prospered. When those European interests turned inward, trade with China dwindled. China's peasants fell on desperate times again and again.
During that swing of the pendulum oriental culture was the most advanced in the world. It had blessed civilization with Ts'ai Lun's invention of paper one hundred years before the birth of Christ. No longer would Chinese scholars need wagons in which to carry their learning on books made of bamboo. The secret invention of paper had provided China with an inexpensive means of communicating ideas, thus removing the major obstacle to development of a superior culture. The availability of paper provided the vehicle for development of the compass, gunpowder and block printing. Chinese civilization had progressed far beyond that of Western Europe at that point in history.
The Chinese were able to keep their secret for over eight hundred years until it fell into the hands of the Arabs. By that time China was an imperial power far out on the leading edge of technology. In Europe, expensive Egyptian papyrus was finally replaced by sheepskin parchment and calfskin vellum, opening the way for Western Europe to close in on the East in cultural and scientific advancement. And the pendulum swung.
Then Fate was again given her turn to paint on the canvas of history.
Shortly after the year 1400 Johann Gutenberg invented the printing press with its movable, metallic type. Almost instantly the Renaissance World began to communicate the ideas of exploration, scientific and cultural development and, in the process, China lost that important competitive edge.
Gradually, isolated China began to fall behind, perhaps burdened with religious philosophies that addressed art and culture rather than adventure and challenge. She never again emerged as an economic or political power to be reckoned with.
In 1921 Mao Tse-Tung joined the newly formed Shanghai Communist Party. In 1927 he led it in the Harvest Uprising and fought, some say brilliantly, against the Kuomintang forces that had been under the leadership of Chiang Kai-Shek since the death of Sun Tay Sen. In 1934 Mao took his fleeing army on the Long March across the body of China. On that arduous journey he consolidated his power and in 1937 he became chairman of the Communist Party. After World War II Mao forced Generalissimo Chiang Kai-Shek to abandon the mainland and set up the Republic of China on Formosa. That event left China's peasants exclusively in the hands of Mao, chairman of the Peoples Republic of China. The political philosopher promised to bring prosperity. But he brought the pendulum instead.
The most populous nation in the world, with more people working in agriculture than any other nation on the planet, could not produce enough food to export. China could not even feed itself.
Food shortages were perceived as a philosophical problem. So Mao responded by launching the Cultural Revolution in 1966. For the next ten years he told the peasants that, under collectivism, they would prosper and regain the respect that had been taken away from them by the merchants and intellectuals. The latter classes he attempted to destroy. The pendulum swung low.
Lawyers and university instructors were dispatched to chicken farms to clean hen houses. Writers and artists were purged of their revisionism by being forced to dig ditches and slop hogs. Such was the dignity of the Revolution.
Culturally, the nation fell apart. Economically, the peasants suffered untold misery.
By 1970 a band of intellectuals began to protest. In 1972 the serious protestors in the south were five thousand strong and armed with AK-47's that they had purchased with the support of Admiral Phillip Langsford and Jason Harte. Their miniscule but brave and well planned revolt gained the attention of the world's liberals and the support of its conservatives. Media descriptions about the desecration of the Chinese culture afforded sympathy and funds to the rebels. Unfortunately the attention of Chairman Mao was also addressed to the rebels.
Even though the rebel force had captured nine cities from the Chinese Army in most remote southern China, they did not have the logistical basis to support and defend them. As a consequence, reinforced elements of the army drove them first from one city and then another.
The Admiral, whose status in the United States Navy was unclear, and who may not have operated within the confines of the war clause of the United States Constitution, was forced to propose a hiding place and resupply center in the mountainous valleys of northern Laos.
Since Jason Harte had successfully supplied the dissidents with AK-47's several months earlier, he was the Admiral's logical choice to establish such a location and to contact the titular head of the movement. Not only was he the logical choice, the symbiotic relationship between the two men had produced results. The Admiral believed that success bred success.
The Laotian pilot of the single engine pontoon plane that carried Jason Harte did not know of that relationship. No one did except, perhaps, the Admiral.
The pilot pointed to the left. About ten miles into Burma was the conical remains of a volcano that had at some point in antiquity dominated the mountainous landscape with its previous height and, more spectacularly, with its earth shaking eruptions.
“Jason, that is Mount Soru. We'll fly over it later. We just passed the Khone Falls. This part of the river is not navigable from the south. You won't find any business up here. Do you want to turn back?”
“How far are we from the China border?” Jason asked innocently.
“Just a few minutes away. The mountains and passes are spectacular up there. We have time for a quick look if you want to.”
“You bet. Fly on the Laotian side first,” he said, skillfully manipulating the pilot for the Admiral's purposes.
“Well, okay. But that is the more dangerous route. The Chinese may shoot at you from the northland. But the opium warlords will sure as hell shoot at you from the south. That's Kublam's territory.”
Jason's reflections turned to the Minister's party where he had been introduced to Kublam and his daughter. Kublam had looked as fierce as any horseman who had ever stormed out of Mongolia with a slashing sword and a banner proclaiming the defeat of all who stood before him. But Kublia had been beautiful, if duplicitous.
“Don't get us shot out of the sky. But I would like to see the border,” he said, as if the border itself were important rather than the isolated valleys that intersected it.
“Right below is the China border.” The pilot pointed at an imaginary line that crossed plateaus and barren valleys. “Of course, it is not marked. But it's down there.”
The pilot banked right and assumed an easterly heading of one hundred degrees magnetic. Poppy fields began to appear on the plateaus. They were scattered because of the valleys that gouged between the soaring mountains. Nevertheless, many of the fields covered thousands of acres of land on the relatively flat plateaus. None of the processing plants could yet be seen. But they were there.
Most of the valleys ran from east to west. Privately, Jason searched for a north-south pass that would provide a remote, hidden access from China - a valley in which to establish a base to supply China's rebels.
The pilot had climbed to six hundred feet, not only for a wide angle view, but also for protection against ground fire. He did it just in time. Off to the right of the aircraft the flash of automatic weapon fire could be seen through sputtering gun smoke. Tracers were not evident so the pilot presumed it was small arms fire. The estimated range was one thousand yards and closing. So he banked and turned north for a few seconds before resuming his easterly course, safely out of range.
Within moments they left the poppy fields. Forests at the higher elevations dominated the terrain.
They flew over Route 13, the road that connected Pakxe in the southern most part of Laos with Xia, one of the northern most towns. Route 13 followed the Mekong River from Pakxe in the south to Vientiane, and then turned due north through Kilometer 6 to Luang Prabang and on to Xia. From there to the border the road became a rough trail that was hardly traveled although it could easily be seen from the air.
Beyond the border, Route 13 was nonexistent, like an occidental idea that dissolved before it could reach the people of China.
The aircraft was insured. But there was no insurance that it would not be hit by gunfire if they continued to fly over Laos. They banked left and flew over the China border until they could return to a western heading. Just before they reached the Mekong River, Jason saw a valley that reached north from Laos into China. It was remote and it covered approximately ten square miles. It was perfect.
“They guard those fields and processing plants pretty well,” the pilot was saying. “Several planes have been lost over the mountains between here and Luang Prabang. Flying is sort of dangerous up here.”
Jason already knew the answer to his next question. But he asked, “Can't the government do anything about it?”
A snicker was the first reply. Then the pilot said, “The Four Khans have the Prime Minister believing that his hands full with the Pathet Lao. The warlords do not seem to bother anyone who stays away from their land. So the government looks the other way.” To his audience of one he observed, “The Four Khans negotiate all kinds of deals for the warlords. How do you think they are able to fly those sleek business jets over Vietnam on their way to Hong Kong?”
“I don't know. How?”
“Easy. The Four Khans cut a deal with the Vietnamese. The warlords were given a protected flight corridor in return for providing heroin to their contacts in Saigon. The heroin is then cut and sold to the Americans. Marijuana and hashish reached Saigon in the same way.”
Jason knew that.
Just ahead, Mount Soru, its blunt peak having been diminished by more than twenty thousand feet during its geological lifetime, stood as a stubby cone about seven miles in diameter at its apparent base. Through the inevitable forces of erosion the extinct volcano had contributed hundreds of millions of cubic yards of igneous and volcanic rock, ash and cinder to the surrounding landscape. The eroded fragments had been captured one grain at a time and were ultimately crushed into porous rock.
No longer the tallest mountain in the area, it appeared as a squatting Sumo wrestler in the midst of giants.
But Mount Soru was not what it appeared to be. Its original roots were still in place some fourteen thousand feet beneath the current ground level. The multitudes of explosions that had erupted through the main cone and the many fumaroles that perforated the rock around it had spewed volcanic ash. It had risen into the atmosphere and settled back on Northern Burma. Each successive stratum was crushed beneath the weight of the thousands of feet of debris that covered it. The ash was crushed into tuff, the soft, porous, white rock that buried the base of the mountain.
Subsequent explosions cracked the tuff, ruining the geological demarcations between its plates. Flowing lava filled many of the cracks. Early man carved caves into the soft rock. Ancient men had dug rooms into the mountain. They dug vents to exhaust the smoke from wood fires that provided heat for cooking and warmth.
Prehistoric man in Southeast Asia was a small creature, usually less than five feet tall. Thousands of them had lived in the region until they began to disappear about one thousand years ago, as the Anasazi had done in the United States' southwestern desert. However, far to the northwest in China, there are as many as two hundred thousand human beings who still dwell in caves. They are China's modern cave men, indistinguishable from their ancient ancestors.
Neither the caves nor the vents could be seen from the air. The pilot climbed over the eastern rim of Mount Soru. He and his passenger could look down into the extinct volcano. It was partially filled with water that formed a deep, blue lake, the surface of which was about six hundred feet below the rim.
They emerged over the western side of the volcano to see miles of high plateau covered with poppy fields. They were controlled by well armed Burmese warlords.
Gunfire, not the volcano, erupted and raked the airplane as soon as it crossed the rim.
The surprised pilot jerked the airplane into a tight turn in an effort to evade the bullets that tore into the wings and fuselage. The most direct route to safety was back over the top of the volcano. But the aerodynamics of a single engine plane that carried two pontoons was not efficient enough to execute an extremely tight turn without loosing altitude. The turn seemed to take forever. A bullet punctured the plastic window next to Jason's face. Another tore through the instrument panel. Then, just before they reached the reciprocal heading, more holes ripped through the floor. The pilot screamed. Blood spurted from a wound in his calf.
In excruciating pain he jerked the flight controls sharply. The plane began to lose critical altitude. With a grimacing effort he regained level flight. But the plane had fallen below the rim. It was headed directly into the side of Mount Soru.
Controlling his panic, he pulled the nose up to gain some altitude, suppressing the urge to pull up more abruptly. That could have caused a stall that would have resulted in the loss of even more altitude, if not a crash. The rim was almost fifty feet higher than the bullet riddled pontoons. It was only a few hundred feet away and they were closing the distance at ninety knots.
Just as they got high enough to see over the rim, bullets tore the cowl away from the engine nacelle. The engine sputtered to a stop. They ceased gaining altitude.
The airplane flew directly at the rim. It was impossible to tell whether it would clear the top. But there was no room or power for maneuvers. The pilot clenched the yoke and Jason put his hands in front of his face. A violent collision with a gnarled bush tore into the starboard pontoon. Higher foliage on the wide lip of the rim ripped into the other pontoon. The stricken plane literally bounced over the rim into the volcano. The damaged aircraft yawed to the right and began to plunge into the volcano. There was no hope of reaching the other rim. Trying to land on the lake was the only alternative. With the finesse and skill of a trained fighter pilot, he lowered the flaps by a few degrees and began to slip down toward the southern end of the lake.
No need to throttle back. The engine had stopped. Still, he closed the throttle by force of habit and let the plane glide.
When the water was only thirty feet below, the plane suddenly yawed sharply to the right and, unable to control the rate of descent, damaged pontoons hit the water hard. The airplane bounced back into the air. They were too close to the shore. Both damaged pontoons hit again and created additional drag against momentum. They skimmed the water just a few yards from the rocky shore. Still traveling at fifty knots the plane hit the rocks and the starboard pontoon sheered off. The nose dipped and crashed into the rocks, forcing the tail to rise high above the center of gravity. The airplane threatened to cartwheel onto its back. But it lacked the momentum. Instead, it fell back onto a three point stance, listing to the right because of a missing pontoon. It came to rest with Jason and the pilot hanging forward in their shoulder harnesses.
They sat in stunned silence until Jason regained enough composure to realize that the plane might catch fire. They had to get away. He opened the door and let it fall forward against the fuselage. Then he braced himself against the shattered instrument panel with one hand and released the restraining belts with the other.
Lowering himself to the floor of the cockpit, he turned to assist the pilot whose door was jammed closed.
“Release your harness, man. We can get out on my side.”
He did not have to ask whether the pilot was all right. The blood on his leg told that story. So he asked if the pilot was armed.
“There is a .38 in the chart bag. How about you?”
“No. Let's get out of here before this thing explodes.”
The fact that the nose rested on the ground made it difficult to get out. With the six shot revolver and a flashlight in his pockets, Jason lowered himself to the rocks by using the wing struts as a ladder.
No doubt the men who had shot at them would climb to the rim if for no other reason than to use the downed airplane for target practice. Any live targets they found would treat them to additional excitement and, probably, a large reward.
In spite of the danger Jason sat on the ground, thoroughly shaken. It had been one thing to have crash landed his jet in Vietnam almost a year ago. He had been in control when the plane ripped through trees and into a tobacco field. It was quite another matter to sit helplessly while someone else faced the danger, vicariously representing a life other than his own.
The pilot crawled through the door, equally shaken and still bleeding. Jason helped him to the ground.
“Good landing. Now let me get a belt tied around your leg to stop the bleeding. Then let's scramble.”
The pilot looked pale and labile. But there was no sign of panic. It was not that he had faced death many times before. Rather, he faced death constantly in the realization that man is not able to affect any plan that is contrary to Fate's own design.
“Forget the belt. Let me see if I can walk.”
His first attempted step gave him a painful, bloody answer. The belt was then securely fastened just below the knee to stop blood loss. Nothing could be done about the other problem. Fate would have her way.
The two men appraised the six hundred feet that had to be ascended to reach the eastern rim. The prospect of getting there before the riflemen arrived were somewhere between slim and nonexistent.
“Okay. Try putting some weight on it again.”
The pain was barely within tolerable limits. Progress was going to be very slow. The rocks and debris that had weathered from the side of the volcano provided several yards of relatively flat surface. They moved to the first level of ascent without much difficulty.
The pilot crawled on his hands and one knee, dragging the injured leg. But after three or four minutes he stopped. Jason, who had kept an eye on the rim, looked at him with growing concern. “Are you going to make it?”
The pilot's belief system taught him that whatever would be would be. He said so.
Jason sat down beside him as if they had time to talk about weighty subjects. His motive was to provide some time for the man to rest. “You don't believe that.”
“Sure I do. How can anyone trade in the cards that Fate has dealt?”
The metaphor he offered was consistent with his belief that man was only another organism to be tossed around by the forces of nature exactly like all other organic and inorganic matter. Certainly the wooden gods that had been carved with such intricacy had no influence over, or interest in, the natural order of events. And he wasn't sure that another existed.
“Surely you know that, don't you,” the Asian pilot asked again.
Jason stood and pulled him to his feet. “I haven't thought about it that much,” he lied. “But I know you don't believe that kind of crap. Otherwise you wouldn't bother to look both ways before you step off a curb or keep your eyes open when you land an airplane. In your heart you believe you can do things to protect yourself and fate hasn't a damned thing to do with it. So lean against me and let's get out of here.”
Ten minutes later more blood started to flow from the wound. It began to throb. Sweat soaked the pilot's shirt and the pain blurred his vision. He sank to the ground again and cried, “I can't climb any more. It's getting steeper. Leave me and go on alone.”
He meant that even if he could go on, which he doubted, he was holding Jason back. Fatalistically, he knew what Fate had in store for him. His conscience would not allow him to impose that same fate on another man. He failed to notice the inconsistency.
“No. You just don't care enough about human life, even if it's your own. Now get up,” Jason ordered.
The remark sounded like an unfair generalization, especially since his concern for Jason's life was part of the reason he wanted to be left behind. They were less than one third of the way to the top. By calculation or guesswork, he knew the riflemen would reach the summit long before they reached safety.
“That may be true.” His gritted teeth made him hard to understand. “But Oriental beliefs put us at peace with ourselves. We know that we are one with nature and we do not try to dispute its authority. We have learned to flow with events that you struggle against in vain. You must know at least that much.”
“Later!” Jason snapped. “Get up on my back. Come on. We can make it to the top if we hurry.”
Grabbing the pilot's sleeve, Jason tried to lift him. We can't possibly make it all the way to the top. But I'm happier when I try to think positively. That's the kind of stuff that puts me at peace. Frequently during the past year he had wondered about his obsession with positive thinking in juxtaposition to his diminishing ability to change things for himself and those around him.
With the pilot's passive consent they tried a piggyback arrangement. But the ascent was too steep. The additional weight counterbalanced them. Jason stepped on a loose rock. It slid out from under his foot. Even though he dropped to his knees and leaned into the incline, their center of gravity had shifted too far backward for them to recover. They tumbled almost thirty feet.
The trauma to the injured leg seized the pilot in the grip of unbearable, excruciating pain that completely obscured his vision in a shroud of red. He fainted.
The riflemen had not reached the ridge of the rim. There was time. But not much. Jason flattened himself on the incline just below the unconscious pilot. Then he slid the limp body over his head and caught it on his shoulders. Then he stood up and began to climb again, recovering most of the distance that had been lost in the fall.
There had been no lost traction when the footing was on solidified lava. But in the cinder he sank back half a step for every climbing step he took. It was tiring, time consuming and frustrating. They were only half way to the top. Then the pilot regained some measure of dim consciousness, groaning in agony.
“Put me down, please. I can walk.”
“Shut up. You can't walk. You can't even stand up.”
“Then leave me. Save yourself if you think you can. But leave me here. You'll never make it like this. There's no hope.”
“I told you to shut up.”
Salt and mineral laden sweat ran from his forehead into his stinging eyes. Cinders filled his low cut Italian loafers. The pistol in his pocket gouged into his thigh.
He forced his thoughts to drift away in order to avoid thinking about his exhaustion and the eminent danger that threatened his life. That didn't work. The past year had witnessed a significant change in Jason's philosophical perceptions. No longer was he the gregarious college athlete who excelled by the singular exertion of his own will power. Neither was he the man who had flown combat missions with the hubris that assured him of only one possible outcome. In those days the concept of defeat or compromise had never darkened his vision. Why should it? It could not have happened. But that was then.
Now the lemurs of those whom he had killed or maimed began to arise. He couldn't force them back into their graves. They arose to attack him, questioning his justification for killing other men so that he might live, so that he might even live in luxury. Such questioning had laid the predicate for his virtual collapse after having been defeated by the cunning businessmen who had defrauded him and ruined his company. It wasn't only that he had killed. He was also responsible for those who had suffered and died while sharing his dream. Sure, Southeast Asia was inherently violent. Human life in that part of Southeast Asia had little value - unless it was your own life. So he had killed to defend himself. He had killed to escape. He had killed to protect innocent people. But that kind of justification did not stop the ghosts from accusing him, from sneering at the empire he was building.
He lacked the strength to dismiss those grinding memories as he climbed. They weakened him. His own loss had been accompanied by the irreparable damage his negligence had caused to those who had unfortunately come to rely on him.
He began to breathe heavily, each step draining vast amounts of his energy. He climbed. Trying not to think about exhaustion, but hating the thoughts that brought a new reality into his pondering.
He had been unforgivably recklessness with the lives and fortunes of his friends. It was their losses, not his own, that caused him to begin questioning himself in the first place. From his emotional knees he had begun to question not only his physical and intellectual ability, but also the justification for his beliefs. If that foundation began to crumble, there would be no support for his daring.
In the depths of overwhelming despair, he had resolved nothing about moral justification. Living versus dying had been the only issue. When he could, he had assiduously avoided epistemological ventures into the unstable realm of right and wrong. Same for Fate and its predispositions. It was as if he had known that such questions must never be asked. The answers might have conflicted with beliefs he had adopted from his evangelical father. But his dejection had been so acute that he couldn't resist accusing himself
“Maybe you're right,” he said to the pilot, but really to himself. Fatigue was overcoming him, sapping the strength from his legs. With each laborious step the weight on his shoulders became heavier. His legs began to quiver and spasm. “Maybe we should just lay down and hope for something.”
He didn't know what to do. For all he knew, Fate had decided the conclusion of that episode of his life without regard to his futile attempt to climb the last quarter of the ascent over cinder and lava. He didn't stop climbing. But he couldn't explain why.
Automatic rifles opened fire.
On the crest of the rim to his right he saw ten armed men firing in the direction of the airplane. Water splashed and bullets whined off the lava that surrounded it. He climbed faster.
Then a shout interrupted the firing. One of the men was pointing at him. Then they all started shouting orders and instructions to each other. They knelt to their knees in order to steady their weapons and opened fire again. Rock and cinder kicked up around him as the riflemen attempted to find the range. Most of the bullets seemed to fall harmlessly to his right. Then the rocks started flying near his feet.
He tried to climb faster. But the pilot's weight imposed absolute limits on his ability. Bullets started kicking cinders into his legs. A few more shots and they would have the range. Then it would only be a matter of time. The intensity of the firing increased as did the shouts of the gleeful men who had a completely exposed target and the opportunity to earn a great deal of money with their marksmanship or, more accurately, with the fire power of their automatic rifles.
Not all of the shouting was from the riflemen. Neither were all of the slaps at his side those of the flying cinders. The guilt ridden pilot thrashed his arms and demanded to be released. His plea was ignored until a bullet hit him just below his original wound. He howled in pain.
Jason considered dropping him and making a desperate run to the top.
But Fate or geological forces had intervened thousands of years earlier. A tremor from the bowels of the earth had caused a crack in the wall of the volcano. It was only ten feet wide and gouged perhaps thirty feet into the side. A hail of bullets ricocheted off the lava mere inches away from his head as he carried the pilot into the fissure.
A floor had been formed by the thousands of cubic yards of rock and cinder that had poured into the crack over the millennia. But the floor did not extend the all the way to the back of the of the crack. He could see the point at which the floor began to disappear into a crevasse.
The pilot slipped down to the floor and leaned against the wall, his eyes tightly closed against the throbbing pain. His lower leg was beginning to turn purple. Loosening the belt allowed blood to circulate through his aching calf and pour from the wounds.
Jason took the flashlight out of his pocket and explored the back of the fissure where the lava was extremely jagged and sharp. The black walls narrowed until he could touch both sides with his outstretched arms. Finally it narrowed to the point where he had to turn sideways to go farther.
The floor suddenly disappeared into darkness.
Supporting his weight with both hands and both feet on the walls, he wedged himself beyond the abyss toward the extreme end of the fissure. Loosened shards of lava fell into the crevasse that opened beneath him. Visibility dimmed in the depths but the clattering shards told him that it was about fifteen feet deep and rough.
At the very end of the crack the walls widened to form an irregular circle with no floor at all. It was a hole. Even in the dim light its black entrance was easily distinguishable. Its depth was uncertain.
It would be easy to climb down into the hole because its jagged and cracked lava walls contained multitudes of handholds. It was irregularly shaped and about four feet in diameter.
The pilot had followed, dragging his bloody leg. He was pale from weakness and blood loss. Jason tried to encourage him. “Let's climb down into the hole. Maybe we can find a hiding place. Maybe even a way out.”
Cinders fell from overhead. A dim shadow further darkened the black lava wall. An ear shattering explosion fulminated from above. An automatic weapon opened fire. Bullets ripped into the lava, showering the two men with sharp fragments.
When the first burst ended, Jason leaned over the hole and fired two quick shots at the place where he thought the rifleman might be. No one was there. But there was laughter from the entrance to the fissure.
“Climb down as far as you can,” he ordered. “See if you can find a ledge or something to hide under. I'll cover you from here.”
The wounded pilot climbed into the narrow hole. There were plenty of handholds on the jagged wall. Sharp extrusions of lava tore into his clothing. With his injured leg hanging uselessly, he released one hand to free his shirt from a rock. The shadow reappeared. Jason looked back and fired again. More laughter. He stepped on a large rock. In a frightening instant a rock dislodged and fell past the pilot and plummeted out of sight into the hole. Both men grabbed the wall for support and waited to hear the rock hit bottom. They heard only silence.
Seconds later there was a crashing noise when the rock hit something. Jason was astounded. By his rough calculations it had fallen more than four hundred feet! Five seconds later another muted crash. It had fallen a thousand feet into the apparently bottomless pit!
The hole into which they were climbing was an ancient fumarole, a vent from which the volcano had emitted its vaporous steam and ash to release pressures from the hot mantle of the earth.
Fumaroles were formed either insidiously or violently when high pressure and super heated gases could no longer be contained by the earth's crust. Seeking fractures, or creating their own, they opened their way to the surface in the general area of the volcano itself. The volcano cone was the main vent though which molten magma flowed. That was the super heated precursor of the igneous outcroppings of which mountains were formed.
Lava normally cooled and hardened to close off the main rupture. But fumorals such as the one into which Jason and the pilot descended were left open, often to tremendous depths. Jason climbed down about thirty feet. There was not enough light to distinguish shadows from above. But, when more pebbles fell, he aimed past the pilot and fire again.
No more pebbles fell. But more laughter burst forth from those whose clever tactics had captured the intruders in an ancient cage.
The pilot made the painful descent into what he knew would be his grave. There could be no escape even if he had the strength to climb back to the top. They had temporarily evaded the fate that stalked them. But he knew they could never get away.
His voice was unsteady. “They won't shoot any more. They'll start throwing rocks into the hole!”
“You're probably right this time. Can you climb down any deeper?”
“I'll try. You go first.”
Jason descended another twenty feet into the darkness while holding on to the cracks and protrusions of jagged lava. He reached for the next handhold. But there was nothing there. His hand had suddenly reached into a black void. He lost his balance and grabbed for the near side. The pistol slipped away. Jason lurched for it. Reaching too far, he fell into the hole.
In panic he spread his legs and jammed them into the opposite side of the hole. Sharp knives of burnt minerals tore into his clothing and slashed into his back, wedging him over the black abyss that gaped open for him.
Trembling and shaken by the close brush with death, he could not control the muscles in his thighs. They shook violently as he fought the painful hyperextension of his legs. He could no longer support himself.
With more trepidation and panic than courage he released one leg and arched his body over the hole. Then he forced his hands into a crack and worked his feet around the wall until he regained his balance. His straining muscles trembled uncontrollably while he worked his fingers one inch at a time to discover the void that had nearly caused his death. Working his way around the arc toward the void, he began to regain the comforting grip of solid rock.
The void was there. He explored it with a careful hand. The arc created by the wall terminated at a sharp outcropping.
He exerted all of his strength to sustain his grip and climb around the bulge. His back scraped against something. He was in another crack. A breath of fresh air touched his face.
Rather than continue to explore, he called in a low voice to the pilot, “Climb down to me. I found another crack that we can get into.”
Unwilling to exert the energy without knowing more, the pilot answered, “We don't need a crack. We need a rope. Count on it. Those guys will have ropes.
“What kind of crack did you find? Where does it go?”
“I don't know. But they can't drop stuff on us in here.” No need to get his hopes up by mentioning the fresh air.
That was sufficient. The pilot began the descent, grimacing and crying in pain every time his leg caught on a rock or bumped against the side. Finally he neared Jason, panting and wheezing in pain and exhaustion. Only the promise of safety had given him the strength to hold on to the side of the hole as he descended into the dimness.
There was a grunt from above. A sibilance increased in pitch and finally to a whistle. Before either of them could look up a twenty pound rock hurtled at them and hit the pilot's hand, crushing his fingers, and tearing his grip away from the wall.
In horror Jason saw the smashed hand jerk away and flail. The pilot recoiled. Screaming, the pilot fell. His body bounced first off one side of the hole and then the other. Suddenly his scream stopped. But the sound of the falling body did not.
Laughter and howls of delight preceded a hail of boulders that crashed off of the walls and followed the path from which they had originally emerged eons earlier. They hurtled back to the depths of the earth.
No more rocks fell. But the laughing, joyous men fired hundreds of rounds into the part of the hole they could see from above. Then streams of liquid began to fall. It was obvious from the odor that the bravest of the men were standing on the very brink of the precipice, urinating on their vanquished victims.
New orders were being shouted from above. Reinforcements were on the way.
Wedged between the walls of the second crack, Jason rested in silence. Muscles ceased quivering. Spasms relented. Panic receded. Gradually his strength returned.
But lost emotional energy could not be restored. Another man had died while following him on his adventures.
A new sound broke the silence. At first it was too faint to identify. Insulated by porous lava and depth, the sound resembled what is heard from a seashell. Dull popping or thumping intermittently disrupted the droning sound of crustacean silence. It became more intense and rhythmic, finally becoming a clamor and then a din as the blades of a helicopter hovered within the cone just above the crack.
The down draft created by the blades could not penetrate the interior of the hole. But the sound waves became a base kettledrum of pounding vibrations.
A machine gun opened fire from the aircraft. Bullets whittled at lave walls and ricocheted into disintegrating chunks of lead and rock.
They thought someone was still alive. They intended to kill again.
What if a hand grenade or tear gas followed?
Sudden anxiety that approached hysterical proportions shocked him from his rest. He squeezed back into the crack to get farther away from the hole.
The crack widened and narrowed in irregular configurations. Nothing was consistent except the projections of sharp edges that cut into his unprotected arms. Another fifty feet of scrambling led him into total darkness. Blindly and cautiously he felt for walls to guide him. But the walls suddenly disappeared. He could feel nothing other than the uneven but solid floor beneath him and the thumping of his own heart beat.
Crouching to his knees he got the flashlight and turned it on to find himself in a room that was twelve feet wide. Its ceiling hung just above his head.
Following the beam of his light he found the end of the room. It was a solid wall of lava. Consumed with an augury of doom, Jason Harte fell to his knees on the rough, jagged floor.
Panic began to erode hope, as it always does. Fear, not only of death, but of the unknown, immobilized him. He clenched his teeth and squeezed his eyes shut, the better to regain control of his emotions. It didn't work.
A deafening explosion dragged his imagination back from the bitter edge of remorse. Would the ceiling crash down on him? Would he be pulverized in the collapse of the cave?
Bound in the chains of unreasoning fear he turned his face to the floor and covered his head with his arms. But nothing fell on him other than oppressive silence.
He curled up on the floor, mentally sliding back into the security of the womb that his imagination offered. From his tightly knotted contortion he fought against panic.
The dead pilot's fatalism reproduced itself in an image of distorted reality. Then Lim's image arose, slashing its way through life with a knife to insure that a woman and a bottle of sake would comfort him for a given moment, not caring whether it was his last. Did they live life according to misconceived fantasies about Fate's inevitability? Jason had never cared. But he had to think about something, anything, other than the daunting volcanic fissure that enclosed him.
His thought process reconstructed itself involuntarily. Rationality made a weak attempt to take control. Reason reasserted itself.
He needed something to think about, something less nebulous than the problems of epistemology.
An example of some immediacy presented itself. What was the explosion?
Reasoning as rigorously as he could at the time, he decided that it had not occurred within the hole. It had not been loud enough.
The airplane! They had blown up the airplane.
Why? A ruthless act of power? To create burning evidence of the execution of the invaders. Unreasoning anger?
All of the above?
He relaxed his facial muscles and allowed his eyes to open. The flashlight was still on, draining away the battery life that might be needed to survive. After turning off the switch he tried to recreate the cave from memory. Nothing would solidify into a mental picture. Then the jagged lava walls emerged from the blackness. Next the ceiling and floor tried to materialize. He closed his eyes in a useless gesture to shut out the darkness.
Something had been peculiar about the ceiling. What was it? What incongruity had distinguished it? He exerted all his energy in an effort to concentrate, to remember each detail, to put each jagged protrudance of lava into its proper place. But no answer was suggested. Perhaps it was only his imagination. Maybe there was no incongruity. Maybe I should turn on the flashlight again.
Then it came to him. The ceiling was a darker shade of black than the floor. It was almost gray.
So what?
He could not let go of the question. Even if the answer turned out to be insignificant, the dialectic process was much healthier than the panic had been. It absorbed concentration that might otherwise have been abandoned to fear. He hated fear.
That was not his first experience with caves. The lava flows of southern New Mexico had been the destination of many weekend drives from his home in Santa Fe. In particular, he had enjoyed his weekends as a teenager near Gallup in the midst of the Mount Taylor lava flow.
It was spectacular in its immensity, covering more than forty miles to the south of the volcano and more than twenty miles in width. The flow, which had poured across the surface of the earth only ten thousand years ago, was so perfectly preserved that it still looked as if it were hot. Standing in the middle of budging flow lines had always given him the impression that the lava was molten and moving beneath his feet.
Mount Taylor had erupted several times, centuries apart. Each sent a succeeding flow to the south where it buried its predecessors beneath twenty feet of molten, bubbling rock. Then each successive flow cooled, contracted and hardened to await the next geologic event that would immerse it beneath another red hot blanket of fresh lava.
Pleasant memories of those childhood adventures had been fondly preserved. He had always enjoyed reflecting on them. Now they calmed him.
Successive lava flows were remarkable in one certain respect. Each new flow poured down from the volcanic cone as molten rock to cover the previous one. As the molten rock cooled, it hardened and contracted. When the flow contracted, it often pulled away from the strata it rested on, leaving void space between the two flows.
In some spots, after thousands of years, the weight of the upper crust became too much to bear and it crashed into the entombment below, leaving a hole in the surface. Summer rains poured into the holes. Then cold, heavy winter air, perhaps twenty-five degrees below zero, fell into the holes, freezing the rainwater into solid pools of ice. Porous lava walls provided insulation for the ice. The ice that was formed in that way remained intact for thousands of years, forming the Ice Caves of southern New Mexico.
On hot July afternoons, Jason had climbed down into the ice caves. Descending only thirty or forty feet, the temperatures fell from one hundred degrees into subfreezing layers of cold. He had touched the ice that had filled the void between the two uppermost strata of cave. He had touched the rivers of ice that were more than ten thousand years old.
The rich, outdoor experience had astounded him then and it stunned him now.
The difference in colors between the ceiling and the floor existed because they were of different lava flows from Mount Soru! I am in a stratified cave that could extend for miles away from the cone.
He turned on the flashlight and examined the back of the cave for a passage into the next lower chamber. What he found did not look like a passageway. It was small and narrow with jagged edges. He memorized the configuration, turned off the light to save the batteries and wedged his body through the opening. It led into a much larger room, perhaps sixty feet wide and of indeterminate length.
His heart sank. There, in the ceiling, twenty feet overhead, was a tiny ray of light coming from a crack no more than three inches wide. He had found the source of the fresh air. But he had not found an exit.
He jerked upright. Voices came from behind. He looked back to see men with ropes and flashlights entering the crack from the hole. They had come for him.
Two sports had never interested him. One was hang gliding. The other was spelunking. He had no interest whatsoever in cave exploration. But he was very interested in living. So he went on, flashing the light in short bursts, memorizing the route, turning off the light to save the batteries, and moving carefully into the reaches of the cave.
Here and there he found a pool of water that had seeped in from the ceiling. There was no ice at the temperate latitudes of northern Burma. There was only the cave that declined from room to room beneath a low hanging ceiling of lava.
The floor was uneven. Heaving ripples of lava formed high mounds followed by folded crevices that swirled around and folded again into a mosaic of unearthly formations. The ceiling was rough and jagged with sharp spikes hanging down.
Angry, complaining voices were getting closer. No more than one or two of the cavernous rooms separated them and the distance was being closed rapidly.
A short flash from his light revealed an upheaval that reached almost to the ceiling. There was no way around. So he began to climb in the darkness.
Someone saw the quick flash of Jason's light. Shouting, threatening men surged ahead, their quarry in sight. Anger and complaint yielded to avarice and greed. Bonus. Reward. Hurry, catch him!
Before he reached the top of the upheaval, the ceiling closed to only a fifteen inch clearance. He laid flat and lifted his leg to the top. Then he pulled the rest of his body up. The rough lava surface snagged his shirt and pants. The clearance diminished. Crawling became more difficult.
Shouting became louder. Scuffling feet clamored over the echoing surface of the path that led to there pinioned captive-to-be.
The squeeze got tighter. He could no longer crawl. Only by inching along like an elongated, invertebrate caterpillar could he move forward. The sharp points hanging from the ceiling began to scrape into his back. They snagged the waist of his pants and held tight. He could not move forward or backward. He was stuck.
He panted for oxygen. There was hardly enough room to breath. Lesser constitutions would have succumbed to claustrophobia.
The lava formations that hung from the ceiling only inches above were spikes that jabbed into the tissue of his back. His waistband was snared on yet another spike. Every attempt to move forward or backward was repulsed by a deeper gouge on the hanging scythe.
The raging voices got closer.
Piercing wounds were being inflicted into his back. His knees and elbows stung from grit filled abrasions. Then the pain submerged into a greater concern that began to torment him.
What if he could not free himself?
The augury of horrifying doom returned. Angst caused him to shiver with the realization that he might be entombed in the lava forever. Dread converged with fear. Anxiety replaced reason and panic began to hover over him again.
Grunting, growling men reminded him of the more immediate danger. His progress was stopped. They were getting closer. In a couple of minutes they would be in the same room with him. They were running. He was pinioned.
He had to fight back. Telling himself to think of something else, his consciousness laughed at him. How could I think of anything else when I am pinned between layers of lava at an untold depth beneath the surface of the Earth? Only his enemies knew were he was. No help would come.
Legions of assertions about the irresistibility of Fate poked at him, threatening him with inevitability.
As a last, hopeless gesture of defense, he turned on the light in a vain attempt to get a look at the spikes that held him. But they were stuck into his back. The angle over his shoulder was too acute to see the other spikes. He couldn't contort his body that far.
The ulterior reason for turning on the light was to have something else to think about. Anything else.
What he saw was exactly what he had seen the last time that he looked. No way out!
The daggers in his back were being forced deeper into the wounds. Could that have been nothing more than his imagination at work? No! The wounds were beginning to swell.
Twenty inches to his left was a depression in the upheaval. But the cave immediately in front of the depression was almost completely closed by the juxtaposition of the upheaval and the ceiling. Only two or three inches separated them.
He tore the flesh on his back to allow himself to scoot sideways into the depression. Then he put his feet against the spikes that had held him, pushing against them with all of his flagging strength. None would break.
Then he coiled one foot beneath him and sprang a vicious kick into the nearest spike. That had about the same effect as kicking the cornerstone of the Royal Laotian Hotel.
There was no alternative to exchanging flesh for crawl space. He left the depression and crawled over the upheaval leaving a chunk of his body on the longest spike. He rolled onto his back and climbed up again, using his heels and the palms of his hands to inch himself along.
Ducking his head under the next spikes, he scooted forward until the longest one passed his cheek and dug into his chest. He exhaled, put his fingertips against the rib that was pinned under the hanging spike, and forced the semi malleable bone an inch or so into his thoracic cavity. Then he slid forward until the spike dug into the next rib. Repeating the laborious, painful process, he inched forward, leaving torn skin hanging from the lava.
He could hear the riflemen. They were very close.
The last and lowest rib, exposed beneath his torn shirt, caught firmly.
A beam of light spread over him, silhouetting the hanging spikes. An excited yell announced that the prey was in sight. Jason was the prey.
He placed one hand under the back of his head and lifted it to the ceiling in order to create an arch in the thoracic cavity of his chest. Then, with all of his remaining strength, he pressed the offending rib down, exhaled again, and tore flesh from his body when he disimpaled himself.
Only his hands and heels propelled him into the darkness of the next room. The upheaval began to descend away from the ceiling. Head first, still on his back, he lowered himself to the point that only his toes dug into the roof to keep him for sliding down where he would bash his head on whatever lay below, at whatever distance.
He turned on the flashlight. He was twenty feet above the floor of the next room. The ceiling was out of reach and unavailable to use as a spinner with which to suspend himself while lowering his feet down the incline. He forced his palm into a crease in the flow line of the lava and made a tightly clenched fist, the lava tearing into the muscle and callus of his knotted hand. Then he released his toes, flattened his legs against the wall and maintained as much friction as possible with his calves and heels. One leg at a time, he spun in a slow arc with his body, lowering his feet and rolling his torso face down onto the rock. With his arm fully extended above his dangling body, he released his clenched fist and slid against the meat grinding surface until he hit the floor, bleeding and in pain.
The room was no larger than the previous ones had been. Its floor was cluttered with folds, flow lines and high upheavals. He left his light on in order to negotiate his way around and over the obstacles that blocked his path. A light from behind him told that his pursuers had reached the upheaval that had pinned him against the ceiling for precious minutes. They were less than thirty feet away. But the clamoring men could not climb over the upheaval. They were unwilling to pay the price that Jason had paid. Bloody strips of his flesh served as a warning to them. They stopped.
A deafening blast roared in the cave, reverberating for what seemed an eternity. Prey and pursuers froze in a rigid anticipation of the collapse that would kill them all. Gradually the echoes faded into still, frightening silence. Countermanding orders were issued unnecessarily. No one would repeat the harrowing experience. The brush with crushing death deflated the courage of the riflemen. No more shots were fired. The chase was abandoned
During the next two hours Jason estimated that he had covered more than three miles through rooms, crawl spaces and over upheavals. No end was in sight. He did not know what might be ahead - other than darkness. But he knew what was behind him. So he continued until the batteries in his flashlight began to fail.
Dim illumination made the descending climb more difficult and hazardous.
When the batteries failed completely, he would be left in total, deadly darkness, abandoned to an eternity of entombment in the void between the flows of volcanic lava.
He hurried and stumbled along in the failing light, sweating, panting, and afraid. Finally, the light dimmed to the point that he could no longer find his way. Then it went out.
Blackness. Total blackness enveloped him. A different characteristic attached itself to the darkness. It resulted from the dispiriting knowledge that he could not drive it away with the flip of a switch - no different from a submarine lying dead on the very bottom of the ocean - black and escape proof. Its dying crew could be hysterical or resigned. The end would be the same either way.
Jason sank to the floor. It did not protect him at all.
The ultimate questions of life and death presented themselves to the prone, heaving figure whose blond hair had once blown waggishly in sun drenched wind. Fate or destiny preordained or of natural consequence, intersected with events to terminate his life.
What difference did it make at that final point? Neither the pilot in his fatalistic resignation nor those who defied their destiny would come to an end that was in any way different from the death of the other.
Death by entombed starvation was promised to Jason Harte. Resign yourself or rebel. It makes no difference.
The successes and failures, the joys and disappointments of his life flashed before his eyes in an amorphous collage of events that had colluded to define him. What, if anything, distinguished him from the pilot? If we all end up standing before the same morbid door, what difference would it make that life was lived by one set of precepts or another? They were all reduced to their lowest common denominator in the finality of one last breath.
Leaning against what was probably a million year old backrest, he thought that such a conclusion was not logical. But the most rigorous logicians taunted him with their theorem. “Things equal to the same things are equal to each other.”
The pilot's life and Jason's would finally be equated to nothing more than their dusty physical remains. What conclusion could be reached other than that their differing philosophies had meant nothing in any ultimate sense. Life, whether moral, immoral or absurd, is always reduced to the same nothingness in the end.
Angst overwhelmed him in the total darkness. Panic and daunting thoughts about meaningless life and death stormed at him. He screamed into the echoing sepulcher.
“I don't believe that! I don't know what I believe any more. But I don't believe that kind of shit!”
Disregarding all of the innumerable arguments that he had considered and evaluated during his lifetime, there had to be more to expect than scientific, mortal death. He did not know what to call it. God. Heaven. Factor X. Whatever. It forced him to believe in more than what he could touch. He squeezed his eyes shut, the better to see the truth. He cried out loud, shaking his finger at the void, “There is more to life than death!”
When he opened his eyes, only total blackness greeted him. But he felt a lot better. Perhaps the experience was in fact nothing more than a dose from the opiate of the masses. No wonder it was so popular. It worked. He stopped thinking in terms of futility and possibility.
He laughed at his confusion. Then he laughed at his lowly position in the face of death. How absurd. To himself he said, I have no light. But I haven't run out of energy. Use it. Use it all. Why die with any energy left over? That would be like leaving fried chicken on the table just because the mashed potatoes ran out.
So, on hands and knees, he crawled down hill in total blackness, feeling his way, bumping from one prehistoric marker to the next. Changing directions continuously as dictated by the black tunnel, never certain whether he was going in circles or in the right direction, if there was a right direction, he blundered toward what he believed was down hill.
Two hours later he began throwing cinders ahead. If he heard them hit anything, he changed direction rather than smash his head into another monolith.
An hour later, fatigued, with bloody knees and a skinned forehead, he stopped to rest. How far had he crawled? What difference did it make? His bruised head ached from being used as a bumper for three solid hours. And from thinking.
Breathing deeply, he sensed that the air smelled differently. It had a scent of freshness. Blinking against the darkness he saw a faint glow far ahead.
The ceiling had collapsed leaving a hole that was fifty feet in diameter! The rubble of the roof lay strewn in disarray on the floor, wet from the light rain that fell from the overcast sky.
Twenty feet of jagged wall had to be scaled in order to reach the ceiling. That wouldn't be difficult. Toeholds and handholds stuck out of every conceivable configuration. A ladder could not have made that task any easier.
But the ceiling formed an eight foot lip from the wall to the hole in the roof.
The upper stratum of lava leading to the surface was only seven or eight feet thick and highly fractured. It would also be easy to scale if he could get to it. He had the easy part figured out. But nothing suggested itself as a solution to the problem of crossing that part of the ceiling from the wall to the hole.
Jason's elation and outright thankfulness overshadowed the problem. Regardless of what he would do when he got there, he scaled the wall all the way to the ceiling in less than four minutes.
Hanging spikes of lava defined the ceiling, as did the stalactites that decorated limestone caverns of the southwest. Stalactites, however, were too slippery and too smooth to grip. These were rough and jagged.
He got a firm grip on the nearest one, stepped away from the wall and let himself dangle in cavernous space, holding onto the ceiling itself. Hand over hand he carried himself from one spike to the other until he reached the hole in the lava. Spikes that had originally pinioned him had provided the means of his escape.
The rupture in the lava that had resulted in the collapse had left a sheer, highly fractured hole. Working his way around the hole, suspended from spikes, he finally came to a crack that he could reach. He pulled himself up as high as he could on the spike, locked his elbow, and transferred his grip to the crack. Then he climbed the remaining eight feet of the wall.
He stood in daylight on the top of the lava flow. The next stratum of elements above was rifled with clouds and moisture. He was free.
Two hundred yards downhill the black flow terminated into a cliff of white tuff. In shredded, bloody clothing, Jason staggered to its softness.
Several deeply worn trails traversed the cliff from its lava base to its seventy-five foot summit. Ancient cave dwellers had retraced those very paths for perhaps hundreds of years, their straw shoes and bare feet wearing away the hardened tuff that had drifted to earth after having been blasted into the atmosphere by Mount Soru.
Beyond the ridge a valley had been eroded by centuries of run off from the northern Burmese rains. Under a ledge were the collapsed remains of several caves that had been carved into the tuff.
The largest was a three room structure, the first of which had collapsed centuries ago. The second and third rooms had been cut deeper into the cliff. He climbed through the narrow door and walked to the back of the deepest room. It was dry and snug, as it had been for its inhabitants who labored and slept away the Middle Ages in its safety. Jason stayed for just one night.
Dawn brought a still calm into the cave where no other man had slept for a thousand years.
The floor was hard. Jason had slept in a rounded depression that had probably been used for the same purpose by ancient cave dwellers and the various animals that had wandered in over the centuries for protection against the weather. The tuff floor had been ground into a fine powder of talc consistency by the footsteps of cultures long departed. The powder filled all of the several cuts and abrasions that scored his body. He doubted that it had any medicinal value.
The lower one half of the walls were the same shade of white that he had seen on the cliff. Above that level they turned black with a thick layer of soot that also covered the ceiling, a final remembrance of fire, Prometheus' gift that had warmed and cooked at man's pleasure.
Soot had also provided the canvas for an embryonic stage of artistic culture. Stick men and angled animals were scratched through the pitch black carbon into the starkly contrasting white wall. They told of the simplistic, guileless representational abilities of a men who had not yet learned to confuse other men with colorful parodies that could neither be recognized nor understood. Man has progressed. Modern art galleries have not.
Above the stick figures was the flue through which smoke had been vented for generations. It was an interesting engineering and architectural feat. But Jason was not yet up to examining any more narrow crawl spaces.
Leaving the cave without an expression of gratitude to its previous owners seemed inappropriate, not that they would notice. But it offended his sensitivities. So he left the most precious gift he could imagine under the circumstances. He left the cave undisturbed.
The rain had stopped. Dark, low hanging clouds promised that it would come again. Monsoon winds blew out of the south. The rainy season would be early again. That meant more profits. However, thoughts of financial gain were stored in a safe compartment in the depths of his mind where they would not interfere with the peace and quiet that had protected and nurtured him through out the previous night in the cave dwelling. Not even the specter of roving bands of searchers was allowed to interrupt the experience of walking through the valley beneath the alluvium and talus that separated him from the sparse cave dwellings.
The larger engines of society had driven the ancient ones away from the peaceful valley. He did not know why. But he celebrated those who had lived there.
At the end of the valley he stopped and turned to say good bye. A tremendous explosion greeted the gesture. It erupted from within the extinct volcanic cone that dominated the immediate terrain. The echo, more like thunder, had not marked the awakening of the giant. Probably the cave through which he had escaped had been sealed with dynamite in an attempt to permanently entomb him within its lava walls. If so, a helicopter would soon fly out of the volcano, its victorious crew celebrating the execution of the trespasser.
Jason celebrated his freedom. He jogged to the end of the valley, climbed to a plateau, and turned east toward the Mekong River. That night he slept under a tree near its western bank.
At daybreak the next morning he waded into the water and began to swim, guessing that he was a mile or so south of the China border. With long, evenly timed strokes the distance to the Laotian shore diminished while he allowed the current to carry him downstream and wash his wounds.
There was no need to fight against the current. Kublam's holdings were so vast that he could hardly miss them, especially since the Khone Falls were still some distance away. It was time to take unannounced advantage of Kublia's invitation.
Rain began to fall, splashing droplets around him, cooling the surface of the water. He rolled over, swam on his back and let the rain patter against the abrasion on his face, a salve of fresh, clean water.
The eastern bank was sandy. Its trees swayed in the gentle monsoon wind that caressed the landscape. The land was fertile and rich with broadleaf undergrowth.
South of the waterfall he found the dirt road that he had seen from the air. Somewhere up that road he intended to find either an entrance to Kublam's fortress or the village of Muang Sing.
He found neither. A man stepped out of a copse that grew beside the road. In one hand he held a small military radio. In the other he held an AK-47 assault rifle. It was aimed at Jason's chest.
“Stop where you are and do not make another move.”
Beads of rainwater stood on the weapon. It was well oiled and in excellent condition. The man who carried it walked cautiously around Jason, stopping behind him. Refusing to listen to Jason’s explanation, he placing the mussel against the blond nape, he patted the waistband him down. Satisfied that he had captured an unarmed man, he backed away and keyed the mike. In a voice that became more excited with each word he announced his feat.
A voice squawked back at him as if it had come from some subterranean hen house, “Hold him. Do not kill him. Do not let him get away. Make him lay flat on the ground.” The squawk became a hysterical screech of excitement.
“He cannot get away. I have got him. He is right in front of me.” My fortune is right in front of me!
“Is he alone?”
“Are you alone?” the captor asked naively.
Jason amused himself by not answering.
Suddenly the man leaped into the copse, aiming at Jason, but looking frantically in all directions.
“I think there are others,” he rasped into the radio.
“How many others?”
He did not answer the question. With wide, horror filled eyes he rolled his vision from one bush to another, wondering where the bullet would come from.
“How many do you see?” The squawking from the crackling receiver became insistent. “None?” the voice squawked again. “You can't see any of them?”
That ended the squawking for a moment.
Jason laughed at the confused, piteous man who was his captor. “Tell them that twenty guns are aimed at your back.”
The man spun around, dropped to his knees and opened fire with the automatic weapon.
Jason walked to the other side of the road and sat down against a tree.
Squawk. “Are you still there?”
“I am under severe attack. I don't know whether I can hold out.”
“Do your best. You will be rewarded. We will be right there with reinforcements. We must take him alive.”
“Hurry!”
Just as suddenly, he spun back around, shocked to find that his captive had moved.
“Are you crazy? I told you not to move.”
Squawk, squawk. “Disarm him. Take his gun. Be careful “
“He is unarmed.”
“What!”
“Yes. I searched him. He does not even have a knife.”
“Search him again! All of Woo Dang's men are armed. How about the others? What kind of armament do they have?”
“I don't know. I can't see them yet.”
“How much have you had to drink?”
“Nothing. I swear it! I have not even had my lunch yet.” The lie was convincing because half of it was true. He hadn't eaten anything.
The man was so nervous and agitated that the prospect of his accidentally pulling the trigger began to loom as a distinct possibility. It was time for Jason to calm him, if possible.
“I'll tell you what. Let me have your lunch and I'll tell my men not to shoot you.”
“You're crazy. If you make one sound, I'll kill you.”
Jason disregarded the threat, “You aren't going to kill anyone. Your boss just told you not to kill me. So give me your lunch.”
“No. I won't. I don't have to do that.” He's right. I can't kill him. Maybe he will be satisfied with half of my lunch.
“I can't watch this,” Jason said, covering his eyes and turning his head away. “You're about to be shot.”
“All right. All right. Here's my lunch. But don't move! I have you covered.”
A few minutes later a Jeep engine running at high RPM whined above the whistle of native birds. The radio came to life again.
“I forgot to ask. Where are you?”
“I'm down here.”
“I know you're down here. But where is that?” Stupid!
“Oh. I am at my post. I never leave my post. It is about one mile from the river on the Muang Sing road.” Idiot!
Moments later the Jeep skidded to a stop. Jason waved at the driver who replied by pointing a pistol at him. His captor was still hidden -- flat on his empty stomach behind a tree. Only when no gunfire erupted did he scramble back onto the roadway.
A short, husky man got out of the passenger's seat and took control as if it were his quasi divine right. His eyelids drooped somnolently, or cunningly, beneath bushy black eyebrows that sloped in the wrong direction. Swarthy and handsome in his jeans and black polo shirt, collar up, he struck a well poised superiority over the others.
Though wide lips that supported a full mustache he growled, “Who the hell are you? You don't look like one of Woo Dang's men. Or has he started hiring beach boys?”
Brusque mannerisms are always intended to infect others with an inexplicable respect for assumed authority. Those who are able to sound rough and blunt often attempt to affect a greater dimension of respect by dominating conversations to the exclusion of all others. In that way they try to become what they imagine themselves to be. But the husky man was in fact what the others imagined him to be - smart and tough.
“I asked you a question. Care to answer? Or shall I run over your legs with that fucking Jeep!”
“I'm Jason Harte. Who are you?”
“Your worst nightmare, that's who.”
“You look more like someone's wet dream.” Jason stood and towered a full four inches over the husky one.
The husky one glared through squinted, unintimidated eyes. He pulled a long knife from its sheath and pointed it at Jason's groin. Then he snarled, “One more smart ass remark and you will have had your last wet dream.”
Jason tossed the empty lunch pail to his captor, who sheepishly tried to cover his embarrassment by saying, “He looked weak. I fed him some scraps.”
“You're right. He looks very weak.” The husky one walked a circle around Jason, stopping to examine the wounds on his back, face and knees. “What happened to you? Looks like you tried to mate with a tiger. Probably a male tiger.” The accusation brought unconvincing laughter from the captor and the three men who had arrived in the Jeep with the husky one.
Jason was a little too lightheaded and lighthearted to leave the bait alone. “You probably know all about mating with animals.”
Then he smiled his heartiest to demonstrate that he had won the skirmish. The husky one got a rope out of the Jeep to demonstrate that he had not.
“When I'm finished with you, there won't be enough left to be recognized by your own mother and father.”
Jason laughed and replied, “When your mother wants you father, does she search for him in the tree tops?”
“What is this problem you have with your mouth? Does it always attack when it should hide? Did it run out of control until it finally got you hurt? Is that how you got all cut up? And look at those cuts on your throat. Someone try to shut your smart mouth the hard way?”
Jason licked the last of the captor's rice cake from his thumb with a loud smack as if he had not heard any of that.
The husky one folded his arms and shifted his weight. He was beginning to appreciate Jason as a verbal sparing partner. No one else had the courage or the wit to contend with him. There was some measure of excitement in the exchange. Perhaps it could be raised to a less insulting plane.
“Enough of this,” he said. But it was not enough at all. He knew that when the Chief of Staff finished interrogating the arrogant foreign devil, there might not be enough of him left to banter with. He would lose his sparing partner and that could not be helped. “Get in the back seat and keep quiet, if you know how.”
The guard jumped to his own defense. “Wait. What about me? I captured him. I am the one who should take him to the Chief.”
“Quiet! Or would you rather find yourself back in the rice patties as the farmer you were before we hired you?”
That ended the argument along with the captor's hope of a reward. He was unwilling to risk being returned to the plot of land that had meagerly supported him and his ancestors before him. The work had been hard and almost fruitless. He, along with the vast majority of the warlord's armed forces, had been relieved of those onerous agrarian duties when they got lucky enough to be hired as Kublam's guards. Much face and an easier life blessed them from that moment. No real or imagined slight would be worth jeopardizing the privilege of serving a warlord. So he backed off.
Moments later the Jeep raced along the dirt road with its occupants bouncing up and down like popcorn in a popcorn popper. Jason sat sideways to keep his mangled back away from the plastic seat covers. After three or four turns they accessed a smooth road and speeded up. Another turn and they approached the walls of Fortress Kublam where bright flags unfurled in the wind and Gucci clad guards paced the bastion.
The electrically operated front gate was opened by a sentry whose cigarette dangled from one corner of his mouth, the parody of a gangster he may have seen in a magazine. Rain splattered Wayfarers inhibited his vision but not his well projected image of himself.
“Take off those sunglasses. When you do you will notice that it is raining.” Only one image was to be projected when the husky one was present.
“But the Chief said we could wear them anytime except at night,” complained the gate keeping sentry.
“Take them off anyway.” Of course, this mongrel wouldn't recognize an enemy even if he could see one. So what difference does it make? None, really. So let him wear the glasses. Who cares?
Jason, wondering what kind of reception he might receive from Kublam and Kublia at his unannounced arrival, studied the compound in detail while the Jeep made its way between tennis courts, armories, swimming pools and barracks.
Having expected something like the hordes of Ghangis Khan to compromise the legions of the great Kublam's army, he was astonished at the polo shirted men who strutted on the wall and the dull expressions of those who sat around playing board games in their high state of readiness. The feudal warlord's army was laughable. But it was very well armed with oil polished AK-47's and the occasional high powered hunting rifle.
Jason could hardly stifle laughter when he saw that several of the soldiers who paced the wall had binoculars hanging around their necks on orange DayGlo straps under turned up collars. Incredibly, some of them held umbrellas to protect blow dried locks from the drizzle.
On the down wind side of the compound the scene changed dramatically. Smocked scientists strolled about with round, steel framed glasses perched on their fat noses. Then an ominous odor of sickening sweetness swirled into his nostrils. The theatrical setting faded into obscene reality. Keystone cops protected a huge opium processing plant and its owner. Deadly addictive heroin was being produced in the final act, bringing down the curtain on the hopes and aspirations of countless unfortunates who sought peace and tranquility in its subtle, iron grip.
Jason's smile vanished. His light heartedness ebbed.
The Chief of Staff approached the Jeep. “Is this all you found,” he demanded when he appraised the harmless looking American. “He is not one of Woo Dang's spies. He looks like some lost puppy whose master has given him a well deserved beating.”
“True,” answered the husky one. “Shall I take him back to the river and throw him in?”
“Of course not. Take him to the stockade. At least be efficient enough to tie his hands. I'll question him later.”
A set of jet engines began to whine on the runway beyond the compound walls. Then another set ignited. They idled back to warm up and await takeoff instructions.
He didn't get to watch the takeoff. And he was not taken directly to Kublam. Instead, he was ushered into an isolated, windowless building. The door was slammed and locked. Clearly, he should have made prior arrangements.
A messenger could be heard briefing the Chief. “We have one hundred armed men in the compound. The rest are on the third plateau awaiting your orders. And the jets are ready to be evacuated.”
The Chief straightened his pistol belt and responded, “Good. We are ready. Launch the helicopters as soon as the jets are safely airborne. Then order the men on the third plateau to attack!
“Remind everyone on the attack frequency to hit only Woo Dang's barracks. Be careful not to shoot at his mansion. Under no circumstances must her life be placed in danger.”
With anger and determination he also ordered, “And be certain that my son is in the lead chopper!”
Jason heard the husky one reply, “But, Chief. Honorable Lo Kim Sai is still in his room with the door locked. He won't come out. He hasn't come out since she, well, you know.”
The next order was equally angry and unequivocal. “Break down the damned door and drag him out. Get him into the chopper even if you have to carry him”
Bare feet marched away. Jason could not believe what he had heard. For some reason a war had started between Kublam and Woo Dang.
Jet engines turned up to maximum RPM and raced down the runway. In a moment they were gone. Then the jet engines of the helicopters spun to life and lifted off in a noisy ascent to a destination that he could not imagine.
The first wave of warriors had been launched.
“Hey,” Jason yelled, “what's going on?”
“Woo Dang, the stupid bastard, has kidnapped Kublam's daughter.”
CHAPTER 7
Woo Tay and Kublia thrashed their way into the jungle heedless of the lagging men who chased them. Their clothing was soaked, not only by the light rain, but also by the dripping vines and broad leafed plants that covered the jungle. There was no trail. The growth that they could not separate, they circled. What they could not circle, they crawled under.
Thirty minutes later they stopped running. Breathing hard, they sat on the soaked undergrowth where their pounding hearts gradually resumed a normal pulse.
Not a sound could be heard other than that of the of rain dripping from the jungle canopy that darkened the biome. Their pursuers had either lost them or given up the chase. They were relatively safe. So thick was the foliage that Lak See's men would literally have to step on the peregrine couple or else they would never be found.
The world beneath the canopy was a wonderland of life and decay, each full of its own color. Increasingly, the ambient sounds of tropical life reached ears that had listened only for running footsteps and signs of human danger.
Tiny tree frogs squeaked, vibrant green lizards hustled after unsuspecting insects, and pretty little flowers snapped shut on adventurous flies. Mammals clawed in the sodden bark of overhanging trees. Birds that had camouflaged themselves in silence returned to their cawing, whistling, screeching communications with others of their species.
Kublia placed her head on a welcoming shoulder and asked, “Okay. How far is it to the Marriott?”
“Take your choice. London or San Francisco.”
“The British can be so stuffy,” she said, cuddling up close. “Am I dressed for Market Street?”
Woo Tay rolled her over onto the warm, ductile bed of ferns. “Being dressed won't be a priority that you need be concerned about.”
He kissed her gently on the lips. She put her arms around his muscular neck and drew him close. “You did better than that in the parking lot when we were only eighteen years old.”
A cacophony of cheering birds applauded their lovemaking. Little brown monkeys swung from their tails in unison with the sensuous rhythm of their movements. Droplets from the trees patted them with approval. Kublia purred and soughed.
Two hours later the audience had lost interest. The performers had fallen into an innocent sleep. Later they were treated to a new sound. Kublia wrung water from her shirt. It splashed mischievously in the middle of her lover's back. Laughter and giggles were the new sounds.
Woo Tay admired his wife when she pulled on her wet clothing. Lithe and supple, bronzed and strong, she was the filigree nymph of whom he had dreamed forever. She caught his eye. They gazed at each other in loving wonder.
Finally, she threw his wet clothes to him. “Which way to San Francisco?”
“North for a few days. Then east until we can swim beneath the Golden Gate Bridge. When we get there we can decide whether to invite your father, mine, or both to the wedding reception.”
“Think of it,” she said. “When they see us, they will, for that moment, abandon their ancient hatred. They won't try to kill each other. They'll try to kill us instead. Does that make us peacemakers?”
When they put the warm, south wind to their backs and began pushing their way through the vines, she said, “My father is going to explode. Nothing new. He always explodes. But this time it will be worth watching. From a safe distance of course.”
His reply was practical. “My father's first reaction will be to calculate the area of our lands, divide it by the newly combined number of heirs, and then explode. And my brothers! The war games they played as children involved conniving plans to ride into the north, swords flashing, to conquer the mighty Kublam and his army. Now what will they have to live for? My oldest brother is the worst. He always imagined himself as the power behind the throne -- and sitting on it as well! He will have no one left to suborn, no arrant plots to devise. He's the insidious one.”
Marital exploration gave way to exploration of the jungle and a way home. It was getting late. As they strolled north, Woo Tay said, “Tell me, what is your brother like?”
“Kublar is like you. Strong and intelligent with qualities of charming graciousness. You two are going to be famous friends. We have his total support, you know. He even urged me to meet you at the river. I hope he isn't too worried about our disappearance. I'm sure he doesn't know what happened.”
Woo Tay was about to continue the chattering, vivacious conversation. The wind shifted. The smell of smoke interrupted and cautioned him. Kublia dropped to her knees. Creeping through the hanging vines they found a clearing. Three tents had been pitched around a campfire that was protected from the rain by pinnate fronds suspended over a bamboo superstructure. They counted seven men who scurried from one lean-to or another to the fire. They were undernourished, malevolent and unshaven. A daunting atmosphere pervaded the camp.
“More bandits. Be very quiet.”
They slipped back into the jungle on the east side of the campsite, hiding every time a wild bird cried out, threatening to reveal them.
“We have to get around this camp and go farther north.” His whisper was so soft that she could hardly hear. Two more men were slashing their way toward them with machetes, their rifles slung over their backs.
“Sshh.” She pointed in the direction of the new menace. “This place is crawling with them.”
They turned and moved farther into Burma on hands and knees at first, then in a crouched run. It was impossible to move quietly and the birds were no help at all. But the ambient noises of the jungle covered their escape. They abandoned their plan to go north. It was too dangerous. The only safe route was west, away from the Mekong.
Just before dark they stopped in the thickness of dense undergrowth, almost impenetrable, completely wild. They pulled vines from the closest trees and formed them into a superstructure that slanted toward the ground. Then they wove grass and juicy broadleafs into the vines until the roof of their lean-to was several inches thick.
Woo Tay gathered several large leaves that were shaped like full grown elephant ears. Those he spread as water repellent shingles over the top of the roof and on the floor. Kublia wiped the water from the floor with her shirt, wringing it out from time to time as if it were a sponge. Finally, they had a dry structure in which to spend their first night together.
Ever cheerful, she said, “Wake me when room service brings breakfast.” Then they both slept.
Rain abated during the night. A low cloud cover occluded the entire sky with a linen whiteness that was hardly ruffled by the warm air that supported it. The reflection from the clouds brightened the tropical biome with a soft, argent light.
Kublia complimented the architect under whose creation she had slept so well. Her first words were, “What a fantastic lean-to. Not only did it keep us dry, it drove the rain away. Just look”
It was to this cheerful, naturally positive voice that Woo Tay awoke. Her voice lifted his spirits and authenticated his wise choice for a mate. With gentle affection he told her so.
She sat up and looked deeply into his eyes, searching for the good heart that gave volition to the man who loved her. Black diamonds sparkled back at her with radiant caring.
Too soon the spell had to be broken. But their delight could not be. They scattered the elephant ear leaves and moved on to the west.
“Actually,” he said with sensitivity, “this is not the forest. We're still in the jungle. The forests grow at a little higher elevation. That's why we wanted to turn north yesterday afternoon.”
“You're saying that we're going to circle around the men we saw yesterday?”
“Right. I have heard that there are more bandits hidden in the jungle along the riverbank than there are in the forest. Apparently they hide here to attack fishermen.”
Kublia considered the similarity between the lands of Laos and Burma. Both were infested with jungle along the river. The plateaus were somewhat dryer on both sides of the river. Poppies could be cultivated only on the plateaus that proliferated there. Forests in Burma were denser than they were in Laos for some reason. She had noticed the phenomena many times from the air.
She asked a question to which she thought she knew the answer. “How far north do we have to go?”
“Beyond Kohne Falls. From there we'll cross the Mekong and go uphill to your father's fortress. Even through this stuff we can get to the falls three or four days.” He was referring to the vines and tendrils that entangled them and the stubby palms whose serrated leaves scratched at them.
One last question. “How far inland should we go before we turn north again?”
“That I do not know. Bandits could be anywhere. We'll just have to move as quietly and carefully as we can and turn when it looks safe.”
Kublia was elated. She had already put all of that together on her own. It was comforting to have her analysis confirmed by her lover. Sharing her thoughts with Woo Tay was just like talking with her brother. Both of them shared their information freely with her. Neither condescended to her.
After a breakfast of wild bananas and bright blue berries they struggled on through the undergrowth. Chameleonic vertebrates and tree frogs slithered away while multicolored birds complained at the disturbance that was created by the peregrine intruders.
The couple envied the variety of brown and gray monkeys that swung effortlessly from tree to tree -- in contrast to their own laborious trudge. It began to rain. A steamy miasma rose from the decaying dross of the tropics. They covered only two miles in four hours.
“I think we missed the turn off,” she jested. “Maybe I should drive for a while.”
“Wrong! This takes skill. Just recline your seat and leave the driving to us.”
“Right! You just went through a speed trap. They'll be after us in a second.”
Woo Tay was about to continue the youthful banter with a wise crack about setting the cruise control when they came upon a narrow, well used trail that cut across their path at a forty-five degree angle. He gave a palm down signal to wait at the edge of the trail. The only noise they could hear came from the red and yellow feathered tropical birds that started chattering above.
Woo Tay filtered out the noise that had become the common idiolect of the jungle. Concentration was directed only on the possible presence of the unusual footstep, the cough, the brushing of cloth against branches. The filtration yielded only silence. There were no sounds other than ordinary.
When he was satisfied that they were alone he began to search for a place to cross the trail without leaving any evidence of a disturbance. He found it between two stubby marsh palms.
“Cross here,” he said while holding the fronds apart. “When you get to the other side, try not to step on any clumps of grass or bend any of the branches. Otherwise, someone might see our trail and try to follow us.”
Kublia moved deftly in a crouch between the two palms. Before she entered into the foliage on the other side of the path she stopped to study some thin bamboo stalks that seemed to be out of place in some curious way. After gathering a few she stepped gingerly into the foliage.
“Where do you think the path leads?” she asked without looking up. The quarter inch thick bamboo pieces she had gathered absorbed the rest of her attention.
“I don't know. But it seems to go inland from the river. Let's stay in the jungle and watch for a place to turn north.”
“Okay. But wait a second. Look at these.” She held out the short lengths of bamboo. One end was blunt and dirty. It had been stuck into the ground. The other end of each length was whittled to a needle sharp point.
Woo Tay examined them primarily because he had been asked to. But his interest, like that of Kublia, intensified when he studied the contrasting blunt ends and sharpened points.
“They look like arrows or spikes. What do you suppose they're for?”
She went back to the edge of the path. “Look! There are dozens of them on both sides. The points all stick out at knee height.”
The spikes could hardly be seen because their light green tincture blended with the adjacent foliage. All of the points were directed at the trail.
“It looks like they were intentionally arranged that way. What do you think they're for?”
“Not what, but who. I'll bet the tips are poisonous.”
Instinctively he stood perfectly still and looked all around his legs for more of them. One always walks with greater caution after having seen a viper.
Kublia was noticeably shaken. “Let's get away from the trail.”
Neither of them wanted to think about poison spikes. They began to watch where they stepped. Progress was even slower.
At dusk they found a tree from which a plethora of vines dangled. Another lean to was woven while Kublia gathered a feast of colored berries and wild bananas.
“Umm, Chateaubriand for two. Shall I pour a red Bordeaux or would you prefer a bold Cabernet Sauvignon?”
“Exquisite, my dear. But tell me. How do we know that these lovely fruits are not poisonous?”
“Hmm. Please decant the wine whilst I run up to 7-Eleven for some more of these blue ones. We survived them this morning. I'll also have the butler pick a few more of the red ones. They should be excellent with Grey Poupon. Ugg.”
They took the colorful varieties with which they were not familiar and arranged them to spell 'Love'.
Cuddled in the lean-to after dinner, Kublia embosomed the chef and they talked about the future. It was not that they made light of the dangers that faced them. On the contrary, they were both keenly alert and observant. But their frame of reference was filled with joy rather than dread, light rather than darkness. Unscarred by the concerns of those who tumbled about in the other world, they were soothed in the velvet of innocence and riches. Their vows were offered to each other in terms understood only by young lovers, too uncomplicated for those whose experience had taught that dreams should be practical and well ordered.
Offhandedly, the conversation began to address those pre-eminent issues that modern lovers allowed to throttle their freedom. “Shall we stay in Laos or move to some romantic paradise like Paris or Boston?”
“I have always assumed that I would live here and help my brother run the business. I love Laos and I love my family. But I'm open to suggestions. Where shall we live?” She meant it. Geography not a concern. What she had would travel well.
“Me too,” he said. “My two brothers are perfectly satisfied to vie for Woo Dang's good favor and then lay in wait to fight over his estate. That would have been all right with me too. But I'm not really sure anymore. My family has done that for generations. Where did it get them?”
“True,” she agreed. ''We have more money than we can spend. We have absolute power over a huge and productive land. But we have no friends. That has always bothered me.”
Woo Tay agreed, “Woo Dang any my brothers think the same thoughts and make the same plans that engrossed our ancestors for the past two hundred years. It seems to me there should be more to it than that.”
Kublia pondered the issue as she had done in solitude for so many years. Not even with Kublar had she shared her meditations. It was not that she did not trust or love him. It was that he had his father's single minded purpose. He needed nothing else to sustain him.
“Eight of my brothers and sisters left Laos,” she told him. “They have invited me to join them in one exotic part of the world or another. I just never saw the point. Why should I leave those whom I love to join others whom I also love? What would be improved? Why should I surround myself with hedonistic distractions in Europe when I am surrounded with hedonism right here? What would I really gain?”
It was as if she had codified Woo Tay's own perceptions. “Exactly! I wouldn't object to staying with the family business - or, for that matter, going to some far end of the earth. But I would like to have a valid reason for doing one or the other. It seems there should be some real reason for staying or moving on. I love my family and I love this land. But staying here has been nothing more than a choice by default. Nothing ever persuaded me to leave.”
“Same here.” She had paralleled his experience and had also accepted the default. It Wasn't unpleasant. “It's really not all bad, you know. In fact, the only times I really got excited about the possibility of making a change was when a new tutor would come in and tell me about living in Greenwich Village or some wild place in the Southwestern United States. Now, that was tempting.”
He held her hand gently and stroked her shoulders as they walked. “I know what you mean. I always got excited when the pilots came back from Hong Kong or Mexico City. Neither of those places really offered anything I wanted. It was the adventure itself that sounded so exciting.”
“Absolutely!” She put her arm around his waist. “I feel the same way. There is nothing I want from New Orleans or New Guinea. But the adventure of going there, meeting the people and seeing the places where history was made would be the real reason for going.”
Woo Tay shared her adventurous spirit. They inspired each other. Woo Tay thought the way she did.
“Let's pack a small suitcase and go off on an adventure. We can leave with no destination in mind, no itinerary, no reservations, and just go. When we find a place we like, we can stay for as long as we want. Get involved with whatever interests us and then move on when it is time for another adventure.”
“Sounds good. But I'm not too sure about being burdened with a suitcase. Let's just buy clothes when we need them and give them away when we don't.”
They laughed at first. But as the conversation progressed, the idea sounded doable.
But then she asked, “What shall we tell people about ourselves when we meet them? Shall we tell them about the poppies?”
They walked on in silence for a while, considering the implications that were inherent in her question. While many people would find it exciting to be the family of a feudal warlord, others might have qualms about the opium and its byproduct, ninety seven percent pure heroin - China White.
“That subject may be a little controversial. Maybe we should tread lightly until we get a feel for it.” She pursued the subject, “What do you think? Do you have any problem with growing poppies and selling heroin? I understand that the drug is terribly addictive.”
“I've never thought that much about it. It's just another wholesale supply business as far as I'm concerned. My older brothers say that heroin is just like any other commodity. Take flashy new cars for example. People get hooked on them. Then they kill themselves with them.”
She agreed to a point, “Kublar says the same thing. He told me the car wrecks kill fifty thousand people every year in the U.S. alone. That sounds impossible. But it must be true. Heroin is not even that dangerous. He also says that if would make no difference if our family quit growing poppies. The other warlords would simply start supplying our customers. Nothing would change.”
“Well,” Woo Tay reasoned, “I can see the validity of those arguments. But there may be more to it. Otherwise, we wouldn't be so hesitant about telling people about our business.”
They climbed over vines, skirted bushes and marched on while singing San Francisco Here I Come.
Innocent fun and childlike pleasures were suddenly interrupted when they pushed aside the hanging foliage of a giant Bird of Paradise tree and stumbled right into the camp of three murderous looking men. One lay supine on the wet ground, his bare leg a swollen, tumid, an utterly ghastly appendage. A lurid, suppurative lesion dripped yellow pus. His pale, emaciated face and rolling, febrile eyes warned that his condition was critical in the extreme. He was near death.
Two rifles laid flat on the ground, stocks and barrels covered with mud and rust. The two malefic men, shirtless and unshaven, jumped to their feet in surprise. Then they grabbed their weapons and leaped at Woo Tay and Kublia. They turned and ran.
A weak, plangent voice cried, “Oh, shit. Don't leave me.” No one paid attention to the dying man.
They could easily have out run the near skeletons who chased them. But the foliage was too thick. In an instant the first of the men was within reach of Woo Tay. He knew he would have to fight in order to give Kublia time to escape. So he turned without warning, ducked the rifle that was being used as a club, and smashed his fist into the man's ribs. The skeletal bandit gasped as the blow ripped into his exposed rib cage. He fell, unable to breath.
The other man jumped over the fallen one, screaming a bestial threat, the butt of his rifle swinging at Woo Tay's unprotected head. A hanging vine deflected the blow. Then he swung the rifle butt like an ax. Woo Tay drove his head into the man's stomach and the blow landed harmlessly on his back. The man stumbled backwards, gasping for breath. His eyes opened wide in fear. Woo Tay, once prey, turned attacker, was flying through midair with one foot aimed at his throat. Cartilage crushed. A gasp ended in a life deflating rale. The fight ended as quickly as it had begun.
Woo Tay took a dagger from the waistband of the one whom he had just hit. His body laid crumpled with his neck hanging lax at an odd, oblique angle. His partner, who folded his arms around his broken ribs, planned for surrender with honor and dignity. He fell to the ground and began to plead that the other two men had made him do it, whatever it was. He obeyed the order to shut up - but not until he was grabbed by the skin of his neck and dragged to his wobbly feet.
“Who are you!” It was not a question. It was an order to speak up. Woo Tay shook him. “I said, who the hell are you?”
“No one. Honest. I am absolutely nobody at all.”
“Where is Lak See?”
A blank, vacuous stare gave the real answer. Then the man's eyes began to narrow and other, less genuine, answers began to insinuate themselves. “Ah, I don't know where he is at this particular moment.” He began to warm to his own genius and the possibility of saving his own life. “But if you will give me an hour or so, I know I can find him for you.” He meant that, given two minutes in the jungle, he could never be found again.
Man, the only animal on the entire planet that had evolved to the intellectual level of being able to lie, further distinguished himself.
Disregarding the liar, Woo Tay opened the rusty bolt actions of both rifles and found the magazines to be empty. The guns had been used as clubs because there had been no ammunition with which to further the frontiers of civilization.
The man was left to babble a new invention about how he could help find Lak See.
Woo Tay didn't run after Kublia. Confident that she went only far enough to get out of sight, he followed the undergrowth that she had trampled. After a few moments he began calling her name softly.
When he found her they skirted the camp and headed east again.
He told her that the three bandits were not affiliated with Lak See. Evidence was mounting that in the jungle there was a proliferation of bandits who were loosely grouped into bands of varying size with one common element between them - abject desperation.
They found another path just before noon. Like the first one, it was protected by poisonous bamboo spikes that were situated in clusters on both sides of the trail at intervals of about two feet, innocuously blended into waist high grass.
This time they decided to explore the path - carefully.
What they found was a neat group of three tiny bamboo huts that stood above the ground on short stilts. Their carefully thatched roofs had been repaired recently and the clearing in which they were constructed was littered with freshly cut limbs leaves that had been trampled into a lush carpet of green.
The encroaching jungle foliage had been cut back as if the houses had just been reinhabited. But no one could be seen to enjoy the fresh red and yellow flowers that were strung around the windows. The lintels over open doors were decorated with welcoming baskets of fruit. No one was there to show appreciation.
Kublia and Woo Tay just stood there holding hands, unwilling to intrude and fearful of trespassing.
In an eerie counterpoint to festive decorations, the houses themselves were empty. They brought to mind an inexplicably abandoned treasure. Stillness surrounded the miniature village like a chaperone hovering over a teenager dance floor. All gaiety was preempted by their presence.
After a few minutes, Woo Tay called a friendly 'hello' first in the Laotian dialects and then in the Shan language of the Burmese plateau peoples. There was no response.
Then he spoke to Kublia, “Let's sit down and wait. I know someone is here. Look at the fruit and flowers. And look at the trampled grass. They had some kind of celebration here.”
“That's what it looks like to me, too. But the party is over. If no one shows up, let's make a camp nearby and wait. I don't want to go into those houses until we know why they're decorated that way.”
Patiently, they waited until they began to shuffle around, wondering whether they might be the chaperons that were keeping everyone away. Finally, they got up to leave. A noise from behind froze them in their tracks.
A woman stepped out from a grove of banana trees. She was followed by a girl and two young boys. No one spoke. There were no threatening gestures. The six people just looked at each other, appraising one another.
Ultimately, Kublia made the first move. She reexamined the trail for spikes and then walked toward the woman with her hand extended in greeting and a wide smile on her healthy, suntanned face.
“Hello, I am Kublia. This is my husband, Woo Tay. May we visit with you?”
The boys maintained a controlled countenance. The girl stood behind them. They were wearing clean, neatly pressed short pants and colorful shirts. Blue bandannas held back the boys' hair. The girl's hair was adorned with a single wreath of flowers.
“Yes, of course you may visit,” the woman said, “but what do you want here?”
She was in her mid twenties. Although she was not smiling, she had a pleasant mouth that complimented her soft, rounded features. Her clothes were white and her fluffy hair was silky black.
Kublia continued to approach with her hand extended. “I don't know,” she said, amused at herself. “Just to visit I guess. Every camp we have seen so far has been so primitive and dangerous looking. Your little village looks different. So we stopped.”
The woman took her hand but kept an even gaze into her eyes. The boys did not move at all.
“Parts of the jungle are dangerous indeed. That is why we try to be very careful to avoid strangers. If you had gone into our ceremonial huts, we would never have come out of the bushes to see you. Why did you wait on the path instead of going inside?”
“Well, it seemed like the respectful thing to do. We didn't want to intrude.”
Guileless, sincere, and above all, beautiful, Kublia put people at ease. It was her self confidence that beamed disarmingly enough to say that she had all she needed and that those around her need not fear. That quality caused the woman to relax when she offered her hand.
“I am O Nu. This is my daughter and these are some of the children from our village who have participated in our Autumn Rite. Please come along while they complete their work.”
Surprised, Kublia asked, “Do you mean this is not your home?”
“This is a place we visit only once each year. We are from Cheoe which is in the forest several miles that way.” She pointed toward the west with a slender arm and a delicate finger. Her muscles were long and well toned. It was not the result of hard work. O Nu was naturally blessed with a shapely figure that had born children gracefully.
She sent the children back to work with a nodded instruction. Then she returned her attention to Kublia.
“May I ask were you are from?”
Kublia told that they lived near Muang Sing, a town across the river in Laos. Reading between the lines of her question, she explained that they had run into some trouble with the bandit Lak See and several of his men.
Woo Tay interjected a practical question, “Do you know of him?”
“No, I have never heard that name. But there are so many bandits these days. They cause so much hardship. Even in our village we are very careful of them although the river is where they are the most dangerous.”
The children had taken long bamboo poles and lifted the roof off of one of the huts. They sat its thatched covered superstructure on the ground and began removing the fronds and ferns that had been loosely laced between lengths of bamboo. The two boys carried the bamboo frame into the nearby foliage while the young girl scattered the covering. Then they began removing the next roof.
“It is because of the bandits that we partially dismantle the ceremonial huts each year. They are less inviting without roofs. So this is my family's job before we go back home.”
Woo Tay left the women to go help the children even though they had their task well in hand. That gave Kublia the opportunity to tell O Nu about the men who had attacked them earlier that afternoon. She told her they might be no more than five hundred yards away at that very moment.
“Kublia, in this jungle, five hundred yards is almost the same as five hundred miles. It is so difficult to get through. It is especially difficult for the bandits. They have a very limited constitution for hard work. That is why so many of them starve to death in Burma. This jungle is absolutely abundant with life supporting food. Not only are there fruits and vegetables, there is meat. Wild bores and smaller animals abound. But the bandits only know how to steal. They haven't the stomachs for building traps or harvesting the abundance that surrounds them. So the natives take advantage of those resources and the bandits take advantage of the natives.”
“How horrible!”
“It is horrible. And the problem is getting worse with each season. We do not have good communications with the outside world. But we understand that there are wars in Cambodia, Vietnam, and even in parts of Laos. We are told that the war has ruined the rubber plantations in Cambodia. Their rice fields have been devastated and millions of people have been left homeless. Thousands of the displaced men have deserted the armies or run away from their homes and become scavengers. The Shan plateaus and jungles of northeast Burma have become a killing field for the thieves. More come everyday.
“Worst of all, they are concentrated right here. The warlords up on the poppy plateaus have armies that keep them from penetrating farther north. They are afraid to venture too far away from the river. So they are our uninvited guests.
“Even our village, which is on the edge of the forest, is unsafe. Our population is only seventy people. But three have been killed already and many more have been robbed.”
With the roofs completely dismantled and the decorations removed, Woo Tay returned to the conversation.
“If it is not impolite to ask, please tell us what the Autumn Rite is?” He was afraid of embarrassing either O Nu or himself by venturing into some secret custom in which the liturgy was sexual. He looked at the tops of the trees as if he were not that concerned with the answer. He had read about temple prostitutes and the rites of passage for those who were about to enter puberty with an exotic flare. He did not want any lurid details. But he was inquisitive.
O Nu sent the boys to collect the poisoned spikes from the trail along with the roots and herbs from which the poison had been concocted. When they were safely out of sight, she answered.
“Young women know exactly when they pass from immature youths to adolescence. Boys sometimes need to be told. So each year we bring our young men to this place for our celebration. Not only is it sacred to us, it provides a quick study in life, growth, maturity, and decay. In addition, it gives the adults an excuse to have a party.
“The Shan people are an admixture of Buddhist, Christians and Taoist, depending on whose army is in control of their regions. We have always been almost evangelical in our acceptance their faith. That kept our heads on our shoulders -- regardless of whether it would also preserve our souls in heaven or nirvana. Beneath all of that, we have always been animist. So, when the British or the Chinese or the Khmers or whoever are not in attendance, we carve our cute little gods and practice getting along with each other so that our souls will not be too terribly corrupted when we are finally absorbed back into the cosmos.
“As you know, Buddhism is our primary religion in Burma. When the British colonized Burma and annexed the country to India, there was great confusion and conflict over beliefs and mores. Now that we have our independence, the British and Indian institutions are being dismantled.
“We don't pay much attention to all of that. No governmental reorganization, not even socialism, has ever made the slightest difference in our wellbeing. But religion has. Some of our children have nearly gone crazy trying to search unfathomable depths and unearthly secrets in order to learn how to live and what to believe. Many of our more zealous adults have pressed themselves into despair over the issues of divine intervention and codified commandments. The rest of us just try not to hurt each other and try to tell our young boys when it is time for them to start thinking more seriously about accepting communal responsibilities. So we have these little ceremonies. That's all.
“Speaking of boars, have I bored you with all of this? You asked only a simple question.”
“No. Not at all. In fact, it was fascinating to hear it put in that perspective. Thank you.”
O Nu continued, no less casually, “Tell me, where are you going from here?”
Woo Tay told her that they intended to go east and the north until they out flanked the bandits. Then they would cross the river and go home.
“Are you not concerned about the warlords who control the poppy fields up there?”
“We are. But we don't intend to go farther north than the forest. We won't go onto the plateaus if we can help it.”
Scowling O Nu said, “I know you will be careful. But you must be exceedingly careful. The forest is infested with bandits who want to steal guns and opium from the warlords and armies of men who are hired to prevent that. The forest is sort of a no man's land where they frequently clash. We're going west to our own village early in the morning. You are welcome to come along if the need should arise.
Becoming circumspect and even more thoughtful, she continued, “In the meantime, I have heard of a shortcut to the northern forest. I can tell you about it although I must warn you that I have never traveled that way myself. I can only give you hearsay.
“Are you interested in hearsay?”
He asked, “How short is the shortcut?”
“I have heard that it shortens the trip from five days to only a day and a half. But I am not sure about that. Also, I have heard that it is much more dangerous because you have to cross a swamp.”
Woo Tay and Kublia didn't want to spend five days in the jungle. He said they were definitely interested.
O Nu described the short cut by drawing a map on an elephant ear leaf. It showed the jungle they were in and the higher ground that surrounded it. She said the high ground was the forest.
She explained, “If you travel due north, the entire journey is supposed to be through dense jungle. If you go northwest instead of due north, you travel through a swamp. On average, the water is only about ankle deep and rarely more than knee deep.
“But it is said to be dangerous. The danger is that the swamp is the natural habitat of autochthoal water snakes, some of which are quite deadly. They have inhabited the area longer than man has lived on earth.
“And there are constrictors that crush animals as large as pigs. Then they swallow them whole.”
Kublia shuttered perceptibly. Woo Tay could not afford to show fear. But he turned bloodlessly white.
“How far is it to the edge of the swamp?” Woo Tay did not indicate whether he was trying to judge how much time would take to get there or how long the snakes might take to get to the huts.
“It is very close. In fact, that is why we have these huts on stilts. This area is under water during the rainy season. So, if you wait long enough, the swamp will come to you!”
He usually appreciated a sense of humor. But snakes were serious business. They should only be discussed with furrowed brow and sideways glances.
He had a litany of reasons for not wanting to go into any swamp, this one in particular - not even to investigate. But, if a quicker way could be found, none of his phobic reasons would be sufficient to justify exposing Kublia to five days of travel through the bandit lair.
But he had to have a first hand look at the swamp in order to evaluate its relative danger. Going there was the only way to accurately separate truth from myth, venomous snakes from the fantasies that harbor themselves in the darker creases of native imagination.
“You know,” he said to the two women, “I think I should check out the swamp before we try to cross it. Since it's still early, maybe I'll explore for a couple of hours. Then, when I come back, we can make a semi-informed choice.”
O Nu was certain he had made a wise decision and she said so.
But Kublia had to be convinced.
Woo Tay was patient because he was in love.
Actually his patience was more persuasive than his reasoning. Kublia, with lingering doubts, finally agreed, not on the basis that it was a good idea, but because Woo Tay wanted it that way. That's how partners do it. Woo Tay did not know that. So he kept on articulating the advantages of the swamp.
“You are absolutely right, my dearest.” She didn't agree at all. “I had not thought of those considerations. Please hurry back and be very careful! Watch out for snakes!”
After Woo Tay left, the two women made themselves comfortable on the elephant ear leaves and talked about themselves and their respective customs. The children completed their tasks. Then they brought bananas and rice cakes that had been cooked with fish filets. One half of it had been given to Woo Tay to take on his exploration. The remainder was ample for the lunch at which the bonds of friendship were forged.
“You and the children were hidden when we arrived. How did you know we were coming?”
“Oh, it was easy. Just beyond the last turn in the trail there is a fairly large tree. It is full of bird nests. Two of the birds are large parrots with red and blue tail feathers. They look just like military macaws. Anyway, they have been there for years and years. Every time they are disturbed they fly out of the tree and make a harsh cry that is quite distinct from the other birds. When we hear them, we hide, even if we are right in the middle of a ceremony.”
“Oh, I love parrots,” Kublia said with enthusiasm. “Can we go see them? My father has always had a parrot. The one he has now is almost thirty years old! You should hear his foul language.”
O Nu and the children were happy to have something to do now that the rituals were completed and everyone had gone back to their village. They were carrying the left over rice cakes in macramé tote bags.
O Nu took delight in giving names to the various plants that encroached on the narrow trail. Tropistic plants bent their faces away from the shadows to face the minimal sunlight. Dozens of hanging ferns and mosses spread out in every direction from the trail. The taxa of undergrowth was a confused organization of the kingdom's phylum, families and species.
Usually they were able to walk side by side unless the way was blocked by an unruly elephant ear or by leggy tropical rhododendrons. Then they had to walk in single file, always accompanied by O Nu's commentary.
“The birds in the jungle are so different from where we live. Here you can see pheasants, peacocks and all kinds of parrots. At home there are more grouse and the birds are generally less colorful than these. The animals are different too. We have several elephants and wild buffalo as well as a rhinoceros that seems to enjoy frightening the children. He has two of the ugliest horns you have ever seen! We stay away from him as we do from the tigers and leopards.
“Out here there are more boars and wild cats. You can also see a lot of pythons and other constrictors and occasionally you will see a cobra.
“In the old days, I am told, our hunters would watch the larger constrictors. When the snake would catch a pig, they would use sticks to take it away from him. Then they would let the constrictor go find more food.”
Kublia was fascinated. “Wasn't it dangerous to get so close to a large constrictor? I have heard they can grow to twenty feet in length!”
“I guess they knew how to do it. For myself, I'll wash dishes and work in the rice paddies. Snakes and I just don't get along. Most of them simply avoid us and we rarely see them. But the boa constrictors lie in the grass or hang on a limb until their meal comes along. And, believe me, they don't try to slither away when a person walks by. They can attack. They often swallow their victims whole.”
She might have gone on about large snakes. But she changed the subject. “There is the tree. Be real still for a minute. Then we will move closer.
“Kublia is such a pretty and unusual name,” she commented in the course of their conversation. “Is it a family name or does it mean something in the Lao Lum dialect?”
“It means something all right. It means that my father intended to have sons. Not even the birth of a daughter would dissuade him from that dream. So he gave each of us our preordained names and tried to raise us as men instead of women. For example, I can shoot better than I can sew.
“To some extent each of my sisters felt that they had been minimized by what they considered to be his thoughtlessness. And they may have been justified in feeling that way.
“Personally, I never let it bother me. He gave us names in honor of his great, great ancestors, or those whom he imagined to be his ancestors. I loved him for that. In fact, he is really sort of cute in his gruff way. Very high handed. But cute.”
O Nu told the story of her husband's death. He had also been a man's man. That was why he had chosen to work as a lumberjack for one of the British timber companies.
As they approached the turn, she said that he had been killed in a logging accident. “He died like he lived. Fierce and proud of his manhood. Like your father, perhaps, he surrounded himself with the images of what he invented himself to be. One of those images killed him and, in a way, we are paying for that image.”
She shook off the mood.
Hiding behind a banana tree they saw a large, green parrot on the lowest branch of the tree. Effortlessly he stood on one leg while handling nuts with his hooked bill and his other clawed foot. The shell cracked open to reveal the nut's white meat. He devoured it by spinning it around in his hooked beak, a culinary lathe at work. Then, with majesty and poise, he climbed from branch to branch in a three pointed gait, oblivious of the audience.
The larger parrots condescended to allow the jungle to evolve and decay beneath them, uncaring about the jejune spectators they awed.
* * * * *
Woo Tay waded through ankle deep water, probing several feet ahead with a bamboo branch that had its leaves still attached. An occasional frog squirted away beneath the surface. Water spiders hurried out of the way without breaking the surface tension. Floating lily pads allowed themselves to be pushed aside thus revealing their tendril roots and the water grass that shared their habitat. He saw no snakes. But he carried the bamboo stalk anyway.
After becoming accustomed to the saturated footing, he began to walk just fast enough to keep his feet from creating suction on the bottom. Gray moss hung from trees that grew in thickets. Initially the green arbor obscured the cloudy sky, leaving the water murky and forbidding. Gradually the trees thinned to the point that the water and the sky assumed a synonymous gray.
No prominent landmarks could be seen through the blend of low foliage and trees. Woo Tay knew he was traveling northwest only because of the south wind that blew over his shoulder. Otherwise, he would have become hopelessly lost in the monotony of gray and green.
Grass covered mounds sporadically emerged from the water to give root to Chapac trees that blossomed with magnolia shaped flowers.
Splashing and sloshing through the water was much faster than crawling and climbing through the jungle. Woo Tay became confident that the swamp could be crossed if, as O Nu had suggested, the higher ground was only a day and a half away. If it turned out to be farther, they would have to sleep in the swamp. Perhaps one of the grassy mounds would serve as a bed.
Almost an hour after entering the swamp he decided that he had seen enough to justify an attempted crossing. When he turned around to go back he was surprised to see the ripples that his footsteps had made in the otherwise smooth waters. It had been glassy smooth before him until that moment.
The water had time to settle while he had his lunch under a tree on a tiny grass island. It began to mirror the gray sky and the undersides of the overhanging bower. His first step back into the water disturbed its sheen, as did the chevron ripple of the water snake that glided along the surface not thirty feet to his right. He froze.
The snake moved with surprising speed. Every slithering motion propelled its head like a reptilian prow toward Woo Tay who stood perfectly still.
A frog left its water lily perch. The snake took no notice. But when it was directly in front of Woo Tay, he thrashed the water with the bamboo stalk, an experiment that seemed safe enough because of the tree on the island. He intended to climb if the snake came at him. Instead, it turned its prowish head away from its intended course. With considerable relief and the wind in his face, Woo Tay resumed his.
Ultimately reached shallow water. With the jungle emerging before him, the relative silence of the swamp gave way to calling birds and grunting animals. Two bright red and blue parrots flew laboriously overhead, harshly squawking above the din to protest an interruption of their afternoon. A wild boar snarled, shook its tusks, and hurried into the safety of the foliage. Woo Tay had reached dry land.
He had intentionally altered his course slightly to the southeast, knowing that if he missed the ceremonial huts, he would certainly cross the trail that he and Kublia had taken earlier in the day. The jungle to his left was dense. To his right it seemed to thin out a little. So he went that way, excited to see Kublia and hear her cheerful voice again.
What he heard instead was a moan.
It was faint and intermittent, seeming to come first from one copse and than another. Cautiously, he angled to his left in search of the mysterious sound. It faded away. Then, after an interval, he heard it again. Crouched and very still, he listened intently to distinguish it from the noises that made the jungle an orchestra of screeches and calls, wishing them away. But they would not go and he could not find the source of the moaning. So he crept forward to a different location and listened again.
The groaning was more distinct and more akin to painful breathing. It came from his left. He moved forward to get a better fix. There was an injured quality to the moan. It sounded human. He began to search in earnest. The sound had abated. He couldn't get a good fix. So he moved in the direction from which he thought it had come, moving palm branches and elephant ears to the side, looking behind bushes and creeping in an arc at the distance from which he thought he heard it last.
Then, from under a giant fern, he saw a foot. Before moving closer, he turned completely around, searching for potential danger. The jungle foliage with its uncounted shadows was the apparition of thousands of hiding eyes, lurking and waiting. But he could see no specific danger.
Cautious, afraid of what he might find, he moved the fern. There, hollow eyes wide open in a glassy stare, was a man whose belly had been slit open with a knife. Congealed blood was smeared over the supine man's stomach. It sagged beneath heaving, emaciated, bony ribs. It was the skinny man whom he had fought earlier in the day. The ribs on his right side were still bruised. He was near death.
“Help me.”
Nothing could be done for him. A spume of blood formed at each corner of his thin lips. His teeth were sanguine with his own body fluid.
“Help me.”
What the man needed was a large shot of morphine to ease the pain during his last hours on earth, not as a symptomatic remedy, but as a helping hand along this, his cruelest journey.
“Help me.”
“I'll do what I can.” Woo Tay could do nothing to help. But, in the absence of drugs, empty promises and inane conversation would have to suffice.
“Where is your friend?” Woo Tay asked.
The man lifted one bony finger, “You killed him!”
The words hit like a hammer against Woo Tay's chest. “I killed him? Do you mean I killed him? I didn't kick him that hard. He can't be dead!”
But he was. Woo Tay was shaken by accusation, disbelieving it. He had never killed before.
The man made another sound before Woo Tay's remorse set in. It sounded as if his breath was being forced out in a guttural, sibilant spew. Then he made the same sound again.
The grass all around the fern had been seriously crushed. Limbs were broken and a frond from a miniature palm was folded down to the ground. There had been a struggle. The odds had not been in favor of the near skeleton.
He made the same sound again. There was a mumbled pattern to it.
Woo Tay got down on his knees and put his ear over the man's mouth. “Say it again.”
There was no reply.
The man's left arm was hung in the lowest palmate cleft leaves of the dwarf tree. It looked uncomfortable and distorted. When Woo Tay reached for it, he jerked back in horror. The bone stuck out from the bottom of a compound fracture, the sharp end sticking into the decaying leaves that were the man's deathbed.
Then the bonny man made the sound again.
He said, “Lak See.”
“Lak See the bandit?” Woo Tay shouted as a tingle of dread ran up his spine. “How many men were with him?” The full implication of the name registered hard.
The near skeleton could not answer.
“Ten, twenty, thirty, forty?”
The man's eyes flickered.
“Help me,” he whispered again. It was barely a sough. His eyes and mouth grimaced in utter pain. His legs shook involuntarily.
Suddenly a realization flashed across Woo Tay's mind. A gang of men had trampled the grass!
“Kublia!”
“Which way did they go?” He yelled. “Did they have a woman with them? Speak up, man. Tell me before you die.”
But the man only groaned in misery.
Woo Tay jumped to his feet and turned to run. But he heard the man cry again.
“Help me.”
The ultimate humanitarian instinct gripped Woo Tay. He could not leave the man to suffer and die alone. But he could not help him. What good would it do to carry him to some other place to die?
But he was loath to leave him there. A dark specter emerged from the recesses of mortal consciousness. It hovered like a dreadful seraph, suggesting. At first the vision was lewd and obscene. Then the suggestion was squarely presented in agonizing, mournful clarity.
Shall I kill this man to take him out of his last moments of suffering? A snap of the neck, a kick to the skull?
“No!”
The word was not spoken. It was screamed. Woo Tay could not kill the man, he could not leave him to die, and he could not take him to a better place to die. His mind crashed in on itself. An uncontrollable shudder raked his body. He was not prepared to face the dilemma. But he could not avoid it.
He ran away, leaving the skeleton to suffer alone, agonizing in a solitude and calling upon powers that man is not equipped to answer. The skeleton would have to finish dying alone and in severe pain.
In less than fifteen minutes Woo Tay reached the trail and turned toward the ceremonial huts. The trail was littered with trampled, crushed foliage that had been left in the wake of the bandit horde. Heedless of the danger that he might cause to himself or to Kublia, he dashed toward the huts, stopping only at the last moment before running head long into the clearing. He ducked into a bush.
The grounds were empty, vacant. No one was there. There was no sign of O Nu, the children, or the bandits.
Kublia was gone.
* * * * *
O Nu had grabbed up the little girl and begun to run. The two boys were right in front of her. Kublia brought up the rear. They ran for their lives.
The red and blue macaws flew away from their perch, squawking angrily at the disturbance that had aroused them. They flew toward the swamp while O Nu's group dashed to the west, hoping to lose themselves in the jungle before the gang of shouting men could catch them.
Their lead was less than stone throw. Normally that would have been enough to insure an escape. But the men attacked at full speed. While the children struggled through the tangled vines and hanging branches men gained. Within moments it became clear that they would be captured. Kublia knew the fate that was in store for the three females. She cringed at the thought of what they might do to the boys.
Suddenly one of the boys got his foot tangled in a web of roots. He fell. O Nu yanked him to his feet. Kublia looked back at the pursuers. They were armed but they did not shoot. Instead they hacked at the vines with machetes and rushed to take their victims alive. She couldn't have that on her conscience. She refused to be responsible for the denigration and probable death of the people who had helped her.
Defiantly, she stopped, picked up a stick and waited beneath the vine entangled trees through which O Nu and the children struggled in their effort to escape.
In a matter of seconds the first of the men charged at her, followed by the entire gang of bandits. There must have been at least thirty of them, maybe more. She faked a blow at the face of the first man, dropped to her knees, and swung the stick into his groin. He doubled over and fell in a screaming heap.
The next man stumbled over him. But Lak See jumped over both of the fallen men and tackled Kublia. The gang stopped to watch the struggle, leering and prurient.
Kublia jammed the stick against his nose and pushed him with all her strength. But he let the stick slide across the bridge of his nose and buried his face between her breasts, driving her to the ground. Someone yanked the stick from her. Then she dug her index finger into Lak See's right eye. He released her and screamed.
“Wildcat bitch!”
She jumped to her feet to run. He grabbed her ankle in a vice grip. She turned and kicked him in the face.
The other laughing, jeering men took her by the shoulders and forced her to the ground and held her until Lak See could get to his knees, unsteady and hurting.
Her flight was finished. The men had crowded around to watch the fight while O Nu got away with the children. Kublia resigned herself to her fate.
The encircling gang closed in, lewd and obscene in their anticipation, abandoning their filicidal lust in favor of the sexual assault that they expected and in which they intended to participate. The closest ones began to remove their meager clothing in readiness.
Lak See rolled back into a sitting position and rubbed his injured eye for a few minutes. Occasionally he blinked myopically, trying to wash away the lacerations that Kublia's fingernail had rent on the iris. The stinging would not abate.
Impatiently the men started to grumble. Muttering disgusting threats, they moved in closer. Finally, while Lak See recovered, two of them started tearing at her shirt. If he was not going to enjoy himself, they would.
Lak See got to his feet, blinking his lurid eye, and ordered quietly, “Let her go.”
She squirmed to get away from them. They became more aggressive. One grabbed her hair and the other drew back his fist. “This,” he said, “is how to handle a wild woman who does not know when to relax and spread her legs!”
Lak See caught the man's wrist and raised his machete. Suppressing his pain he growled, “I told you to let her go. Do it or I'll turn you into a girl.”
Having preempted the woman again, he said to her, “We have a ways to walk. Come along quietly or I'll let them have you!”
For the next two hours the mob hacked its way through the jungle, griping and conspiring. Their leader, already traduced, was injured. How much longer could they be expected to follow one who had demonstrated such ineptitude? A light rain began to fall. It did not cool the heat of the debate.
Kublia gritted her teeth, forcing back the tears that needed to flow. It was manifest that no one could save her from Lak See or, worse still, from the cadre that followed him. Her courage waned. She fought against the specter of the encounters she knew awaited her. She would either be forced to become Lak See's woman or she would be raped. Same difference. Terminal despair overwhelmed her and tears began to pour down her cheeks.
Only one hope glimmered in the dimness of her depression. As a marascent flower, withering but not fallen, she hoped for Woo Tay's safety. Perhaps he would get away. If he did, someday, somehow, she would escape and rejoin him, if he would still have her. Would he?
Misty drizzle and descending cloud cover dominated the atmosphere. Fear dominated her spirit. She hardly noticed or cared that the aroma of campfire smoke crept into their midst as they shuffled along.
Machetes were sheathed. They were no longer needed because the area had been well traveled in the recent past. A clearing opened before them and they entered Lak See's lair.
Bamboo huts stood beneath shabby thatched roofs in the center of the clearing. One had no walls. It had a blackened hole in the center of the roof. The structures off to one side of the clearing were made of vines that had been tied to trees and staked to the ground. Palm fronds had been thatched to form a slanted roof. Elephant ear leaves had been arranged on the top of the structures in a shingle arrangement. Still, a lot of rain dripped in.
Kublia was taken to the hut that had a hole in the roof. Smoke came from a campfire that had reduced itself to coals. A thin plume drifted up to the hole. A stack of dry firewood sat on one side. There was no furniture. The fire seemed to be a communal source of hot coals for cooking.
A quarter inch nylon line was whipped into a knot and pulled tight above her ankle. Bee’s wax was coated over the knot to make the nylon too slippery to untie. A similar knot was used to tie the other end of the cord to one of the bamboo poles. It would take a knife to free her.
Thus secured, Lak See stood triumphantly over her.
“This will be your home. You will share it with the men who come here to cook and rebuild the fire.” He dug a shallow hole in the ground with his foot. “And this is your toilet. You will be given no food. When you are ready to come willingly to my bed, I will release you.” He stood as tall as he could, brandished his machete, and said, “Do you understand?”
He turned to the other men and said, “Do all of you understand?”
* * * * *
Woo Tay wanted to call. He wanted to scream for her. But he marshaled his emotions and reasoned that shouting would not only be futile, it would jeopardize his life and, perhaps, Kublia's as well.
Panic probed for an opening through which to attack him. It lurked around his rational processes. Thinking clearly was almost impossible. There were no facts to go on. Nothing was firm except the undeniable extremes. Lak See had been there and Kublia was gone.
Panic finally discovered the fissure through which to surface and hurled itself at him. Out loud, as if to those whom he knew could not help, the reality bellowed forth, “How could she be expected to escape thirty or forty men? Lak See has her.”
Panic born terror prickled up his spine and immobilized him. Cold, clammy sweat filmed over his back and chest. Facial muscles drew taut over his deeply creased brow and insanely clenched teeth. Either reason was leaving him or there was nothing to reason about. They had his mate. In a gesture that seemed to be as futile as it really was, he ran toward the trail. Grass was trampled. Beside the trail on the other side he found the macramé tote with its left over rice cakes. They were spilled on the ground like a white symbol of life, pure and wasted.
Woo Tay threw the macramé tote bag away, discarding the rice cake along with any hope that Kublia had escaped. Machete slashed vines and stalks were grim spoors of the animals that had chased her. Abruptly, near a vine-entangled tree, the hacking had stopped. A terrifying reality emerged from the scene. He had found the exact place where they had laid their hands on her.
Just as abruptly, the trail of trampled grass turned to the southeast. Woo Tay sprinted through the slashed jungle with reckless disregard for the bloody welts that were raised by the stubs and stalks that tore at his arms and legs. With no plan other than haste and no hope other than luck, he charged after his mate.
As the jaws of hell closed on his lover, the heavens opened in a pouring deluge of rain. It fell in unrelenting sheets that obscured his vision. Its roar drowned the pulse than hammered his temples. All jungle sounds were muted by the downpour.
Less than two hours later the density of the surrounding jungle relented. It appeared that all of the smaller trees had been cut down, perhaps for firewood. Woo Tay did not slow his pace. But he became ever more alert to the danger that lay ahead or, perhaps, all around him.
After a few more strides the foliage became quite sparse, and then nonexistent. Through the driving rain he had entered the bandit's campground.
Prudently, he retreated to the low bushes and began to circle the perimeter. Sheets of rain that fell straight down from a windless sky occluded all but an impressionistic outline of the primitive structures. A fire was being stoked inside the one that had no walls. Smoke began to curl through a hole in the roof. The crackling of the flames was unheard in the deafening rain. A step or two closer and he saw her, sitting on a stack of firewood, hands in her lap, head hanging low. Two armed men guarded her.
Passion replaced reason as the persuasive force that drove him. With the rusty knife as his only weapon he crept furtively to the perimeter's tangent nearest to the fire -- ready to attack.
Not fifty feet away from her was an open lean-to where ten men lounged or rolled dice. Others just watched her.
Pragmatically, he backed away although his resolution was firm. The rain slackened. But his anxiety churned his emotions and his pulse began to pound. The quandary began to crush him. There she was. But he could not rescue her without getting her killed. The odds against success were astronomical. The cost of aborting seemed to be even higher. He was her only hope.
Tottering on the fimbria of delusion, he reconsidered the frontal attack. Gradually, reason prevailed again. He felt as if he were on an emotional double Ferris wheel that first threw him sky high and then hurled him back to earth, never settling on a level course that would support logical consideration.
Woo Tay knelt and held his hands between his knees to suppress the agitation that had gained the upper hand, leading him toward doing something irrational.
The answer that he did not want to acknowledge waited on the jungle trail. He turned away from it. He could not bear its implications. So he evaded it, again allowing passion to replace reason. But it surfaced again and again.
At last he could avoid it no longer. With his temples crushed between his palms he cried out to himself, “I need help. I have to leave her here alone and go for help.”
The dreadful thought of leaving her was revolting. He could not even alert her or give her hope.
He had to abandon his wife.
It was still raining hard although not as intensely as it had been just a couple of minutes earlier. The water had been splashing off his head as if he were being held under a faucet. Visibility increased to two hundred feet. It was at that distance that he saw her for the last time when he backed away from the clearing.
He retraced the path to the ceremonial site. Then he made a dash for the swamp. From there he would go to the river.
The pouring rain cooled him while he sprinted between the trees and leaped over fallen branches. He jumped over the dead body of the skeleton-like creature he had killed and raced into the swamp.
Once in the ankle deep water his pace was slowed by the drag and he began to feel the weight of his legs as they pumped in a controlled, elongated rhythm. Gradually he had to shorten his stride when the water deepened. Each step sent a spray of water fanning out ahead of him. Rain continued to fall.
Two hours later the daylight began to fade along with Woo Tay's supply of energy. But he didn't slow down. His thighs began to ache from the unaccustomed strain of pulling his legs out of the swampy mire that sucked his feet and his strength. Occasionally he tripped over submerged roots and sprawled headfirst into the greenish mire. Then he reestablished his pace and ran on, allowing the rain to wash the swamp water from his body.
He thought that, if the swamp could be crossed in one or two days by men walking at a normal pace, he should be able to reach the forest in a little over seven hours. Imagining the possibility urged him to set a faster pace. But the darkness began to close in. The remaining daylight was embosomed by the evening. Snakes began to slither into the water.
It finally got too dark to run. He was forced to stop.
He sloshed onto a small, glass covered island that was scarcely large enough to accommodate the roots of the tree that had first claim. It offered scant protection from the rain and none whatsoever from the emotional storm that intensified when he was forced to sit helplessly while there was so much distance left to be covered. He tried to think about something else. But he could not. The limitations on his physical ability hung around his neck with the weight of an anvil and dragged his head down between his knees in despair.
Finally he opened his eyes to find that he was in total darkness. No feature of the swamp could be distinguished against the backdrop of blackness. He could not even see the insects and creatures that occasionally moved or slithered on the wet grass around him. He left them alone. They left him alone.
He slept fitfully and uncomfortably through out most of the night. The rain abated around midnight although the absence of the moon and stars indicated that clouds still hung close to the earth. Darkness persisted.
Restless dreams awoke him so frequently that he did not believe he had slept at all. Birds finally began their predawn chirping. At the first hint of light he started out again, the gentle south wind at his back.
In just over two hours the water through which he splashed was no longer as deep as it had been. The trees began to take on different shapes as the water level fell to ankle depth.
Finally he broke out into the forest among hardwoods, evergreens and oaks. It was dense. But Woo Tay raced on as if freed from an entangling web that had shrouded him to prevent him from reaching his destination.
Oblivious to his hunger, he ran through out the morning and afternoon. Then he stopped, the smell of the river casting itself over him with the wafting breeze.
In total exhaustion he rested for a moment and made plans. What would his father say? Should he be told about the marriage? How would he react? What if he refused to help his wife because she was the daughter of his hated enemy, Kublam?
What if he tried to prevent him from returning for her?
That last thought decided the issue for him. He could not go to his own father for help.
He would go to Kublam!
With that decision having been made, he rested a few moments before jumping into the water.
Lak See did not rest.
He paced the floor of his hut in agonizing distress. Powerful sexual drives tore at him. How long would the woman suffer before she submitted to him? How long would he allow her to suffer before he took her by force?
He paced the floor, wringing his hands and massaging his temples as his perditious desire and fury mounted.
CHAPTER 8
Jason watched the horizon over the wall of Kublam's compound after the heavily armed helicopters disappeared into the drizzle. Through an unglazed, barred window it could be seen that the state of alert had been incremented. The Gucci clad guards had put aside their board games. Assault rifles no longer leaned against the tables. The men no longer had their feet comfortably propped.
Those who strutted on the wall removed their Wayfarers and scanned the sky with black binoculars, umbrellas at the ready.
The husky one strolled up to the stockade door. “I see you're still able to stand. I guess the Chief hasn't had time to question you yet.”
Rather than replying to the observation, Jason demanded to use the telephone. He was ignored. Then he asked where the helicopters were going. The husky one answered as if he had to explain everything to the demented beach boy who smelled so bad. “Obviously we are going to attack Woo Dang's fortress.”
“With the number of weapons you sent, you could attack downtown Hanoi. It looks like you plan to blow Woo Dang to hell.”
“We would be advantaged if Hanoi were the problem. We have influence there. In the meantime, a real hell will be our target.”
Jason didn't enjoy cryptic conversations. Peoples' ideas were hard enough to understand even when they were not encrypted in subtle allegories and analogies. “Well, are you going to tell me why you're going to blow up Woo Dang's fortress?”
“You, my friend, are not here to ask questions but to answer them.”
“Wrong. I'm not here to answer questions. I am here to see Kublam.”
The announcement had its intended effect. The husky one paused for a moment.
“In what paramilitary magazine did you happen to read the name of Kublam?” I knew it was going to be engaging to have this fellow around for a while. It may be better than I had hoped. He's amusing.
“First, I'm not your friend. But Kublam is a friend of mine. When can I see him and when can I use the telephone?”
The husky one disregarded the request and laughed out loud. “Right. He is your friend and your deposed Richard Nixon abhors bad language. I liked you better when you were a mere smart ass. As a liar you would make an excellent toilet. You're full of ... well, you know.”
“Take me to him and we will see who ends up in the toilet.”
“Your maneuvers are terribly transparent,” the husky one said while tying a thin nylon rope to one of the bars on the stockade door. At the other end he whipped an unusual kind of knot that he covered with oil. “You should learn the value of simple, prosaic duplicity. I am going to teach you.”
He pulled a chair to the table next to the stockade door and removed two supple leather bags from his pocket. On the inlaid tabletop he began untying the thongs that held them closed. One was filled with small, ovate, white stones. The stones in the other were black. They were also egg shaped and flat on the bottom.
Then he put his foot against the bottom of the jail door and opened it slightly, just a quarter inch crack. Through the crack he slipped the loose end of a thin rope and ordered Jason to wrap it around his ankle.
Jason was not curious in the least. He knew exactly what was coming next.
Rather than waiting for instructions, Jason sat in the nearest chair, tied the oiled line to his ankle, and took the leather pouch that contained the white stones.
“I'm ready when you are.”
The tabletop was inlaid with a series of equidistant parallel lines. Those lines were intersected at right angles with another series of parallel lines at equidistant intervals, resulting in squares.
The husky one slumped forward in an uncharacteristic rounded posture. “Don't tell me you play Go.”
“No. I don't really play. But I know most of the rules.”
“Well said!” he exuded as he hung his pistol belt on a peg well out of Jason's reach, “Just like chess, it takes but a moment to learn the rules about moving the men. But it takes character and years of experience to learn how to play Go. Now, since you are a neophyte, you may call me Master.”
“Not hardly. But you may call me Jason.”
Jason placed the first stone on square and play began, each man trying to secure control of the board with the alternate placement of their stones. The board began to fill out.
Thirty moves later Jason had feinted a spearhead and mounted a disingenuously disguised attack on the lower left side of the board. It didn't work.
The husky one was unimpressed, “Poorly planned, poorly disguised, and poorly executed. What other complements may I offer? At least you did not fillip the stones at me like a five year old. In the meantime, I will close the eye and deaden these stones. Concede?” He made the threatened move.
“Not yet,” Jason said. “I don't see that my position has deteriorated so terribly.”
“Exactly. That is the initial observation of the reckless neophyte who charges in pellmell while failing to understand that the ploy cost him the game. Make a few more moves and I'll show you what I mean.”
Jason's concentration left the game. He found himself back in Vientiane, where he had rushed pellmell into the fray against seasoned riverboat operators who ate him alive. He remembered standing there on the bank of the river, chest stuck out proudly, while the messenger of his defeat had cruised by undetected. He had been out maneuvered and out classed.
The reflection had its impact. He stood, bowed his head and said, “Okay. I see that you will win. Just indulge me a few more moves so I can grasp the concept rather than the tactic.”
The husky one was impressed by the singular act of humility. Humility was the beginning of knowledge for those who truly wanted to learn. So he held out his hand and said, “My name is Chow.”
The midgame of their third round was interrupted by the return of the helicopters. All those in the fortress waved wildly. But the men who sat in the open doors of the descending aircraft had sad faces and their machine guns were slack toward the ground. Obviously, the attack had been a failure.
Just as the three choppers hovered near the hanger under the guiding hands of the ground crew, six other helicopters burst over the horizon at altitudes under one hundred feet. They ascended to one hundred fifty feet and started firing machineguns at the compound. Two others appeared and darted toward the hanger, firing a paroxysm of thunder at the ground crew and the helpless aircraft.
Kublam's three helicopters leaned forward and bolted north for the China border, low on fuel and ammunition.
The interior of the compound suddenly bristled with assault rifles. More than a hundred of them fired a steady stream of lead at the airborne charge of Woo Dang's helicopters. A few of Woo Dang's bullets chipped the walls of the barracks and a few thudded into the roof of the processing plant. But rifle fire from the compound was too intense. First one chopper backed away and then another. The fusillade kept them away from the wall.
The remaining four swung to the east and tried to flank the processing plant over the wall. They were repelled by the specter of rifles that opened fire on them before they got close enough to do real damage.
The attacking helicopters were joined by those that had swooped toward the hanger. Now buildings and men were their targets, not empty hangers. But the ground fire approached the order of a thousand rounds per second. Even though there were few hits, neither the pilots nor the gun crews had a stomach for the withering gunfire. They retreated to the south after having been thwarted by the same strategy that had sent Kublam's helicopters into retreat.
A hundred men crowded around an armory. Two men furiously handed out fresh ammunition from the door. Men stumbled over one another. Full clips were stuffed into pockets and waistbands. Others were accidentally dropped in the rush.
“What a time for another attack,” Jason observed from within the stockade where he and Chow had taken refuge. “That's a stupid way to resupply ammunition.”
“True,” Chow replied. “But that is how the warlords did it when they attacked each other on horseback. So that's how it is done today. Employable logistics and employed tactics is an oxymoron around here. They are diametrical contradictory opposites.”
He left Jason and ran to the armory. The Chief of Staff rushed from the main building. Both were shouting, “Get away from the armory door. Get back to your posts. Give everyone some room. Break up into smaller groups to replenish your ammunition.”
Every man whose clips were nearly empty considered himself to be a prime candidate for the first group. Those who had gotten their replenishment couldn't find a way through the mob. They were in a trap of their own making. Their lives were saved by the equally inept air strike. The choppers had left the battle zone.
“Were there any casualties?” demanded the Chief. “Were our helicopters hit?”
A couple of men reported that there had been no injuries except for the man who had gotten his thumb caught in the breach of his rifle. His thumbnail was crushed and bleeding.
Jason sat down in his chair and laughed until tears filled his eyes.
“Cool it, Jason. This is no time . . .” But Chow's remonstration was too late. The Chief stormed toward him.
“What the hell is this man doing out of the stockade? Stop that laughing.
“And, Chow, when I instructed you to tie him up, I only presumed that you knew the difference between his two hands and his one foot.”
“Well, Chief, I thought he needed some imaginative interrogation. So we played Go. I learned that he claims to be a friend of Kublam's.”
“Right! And I am friends with Siddhartha. And how many times do I have to tell you? It is I-Go, not Go. Are you Japanese or Laotian?”
“Neither, Chief. But he did say that.”
The Chief was livid. He snarled at Jason, “I told you once. Stop that laughing. Get back inside and put your hands behind your back.”
Jason, who had amused the troops enough, wiped tears from his eyes and said, “You know what your problem is?”
The Chief's rejoinder: “I don't have a problem. You do.”
“You have a problem all right. If you expect these paddy warriors to protect you, there is definitely a problem. They don't know how to shoot straight.”
“Since when has Woo Dang started hiring Americans like you? And since where do American's blond beach boys learn anything about shooting? Maybe on the sunny California shores?”
“There is no discrimination in California,” Jason responded. “Beaches, freeways, bars. People shoot everywhere. But your men couldn't hit the ocean from the beach.”
Disregarding the blond heckler, the Chief turned on his heel to march away. His time would come.
“Stop where you are!” Jason ordered.
The Chief froze. Without looking back he asked, “Is he armed?”
Amused and thoroughly astonished, Chow said, “Well, he has a sword for a tongue. Otherwise he's clean.”
Slowly, deliberately, the Chief turned, suppressed his fury, and approached Jason at whom he glared and as if he were an offending hound that had just taken a dump on the living room carpet.
“Who do you think you are, talking to me like that,” he snarled, drawing back his fist.
“I am the man who will probably save your life one day.”
The Chief was only slightly more superstitious than the rest of the population that shared bloodlines with the Chinese, Mongolians and Southeast Asians. The measure of his superstition was such that even the most improbable claims of prophecy could not be dismissed without scrutiny.
“What do you mean by that?” His threatening fist moved to the hilt of a knife that was secured in a belt-mounted scabbard. “Answer!”
“I mean that one day soon your life will depend on the marksmanship of your riflemen. It's terrible. I am a marksman who can teach them to shoot.”
“Oh, that is very astute.” The Chief was noticeably relieved that Jason had not pronounced a divination of some sort. Since he had proved not to be a shaman, the Chief continued, “Not only are you a beach boy warrior, now you are a tactician whose theories hold the key to my life. Well, let me relieve you of your concerns. All of these men have been given adequate, responsible instructions in the art of marksmanship. They are as proficient as you are vain.”
“Sure they are,” Jason pressed “That's why they just fired thousands of rounds without hitting anybody. Their idea of marksmanship is to fill the sky with lead and hope that a target flies into the path of a stray bullet.”
An audience of sixty or seventy men had gathered in hopes of seeing bloodshed.
The Chief was incensed. “You have a very big mouth. Enjoy using it while you can. By tonight you will have neither lips nor a tongue. He pulled the sharp blade from its sheath to demonstrate the meaning of his threat.
“Now there's a great idea,” Jason responded. “That should really teach them how to shoot straight!”
The Chief dismissed the rude nonsecquitur with a digital gesture and turned to leave.
“You!” Jason commanded. “Come here!”
The Chief spun around again, this time to attack and kill. He had been insulted for the last time.
But Jason's order had been given not to the Chief of Staff but to a man whose AK-47 was slung loosely over his shoulder. The man obeyed without hesitation. He approached Jason, hardly daring not to salute.
“Shoot a hole in that ammunition box.” The metal box at which Jason pointed was about fifteen inches long and nine inches high. It sat next to the wall at least a hundred yards away - a long shot.
“Since when,” demanded the Chief, “do you give orders to my men? Were you born with that superiority complex or did it infect you when you were captured by one of our least able men?”
Jason disregarded him. “Flip that thing on to single fire and shoot.”
The lanky soldier-at-arms grinned a toothy, agrarian substitute for acceptance of the challenge. He turned toward the box.
But the Chief reacted with diplomacy. He stomped his foot and screamed, “Put that weapon down. Where is your discipline?”
“Why not let him try?” said the amused and aloof Chow.
“You mean,” Jason taunted, “he might not even hit the wall.”
That did it. The Chief's authority and leadership ability had been called into question. “Shoot a hole in that fucking box!” He continued with the instructions that would demonstrate to his men that he was confident and in complete control of the situation. “Aim carefully and squeeze off one shot. Hit it dead center.” He reassured himself by observing that the AK-47 was renowned for accuracy.
The assembled troops moved to form a clear line of fire. Those who were closest to the line of fire glanced at the rifleman. Then they prudently stepped back into the ranks, insuring their own safety - just in case.
The lanky man confidently raised the weapon to the firing position, balancing it carefully as he aimed. Jason noted that the iron sights were steady and that the mussel did not move in the circular motion that he had expected from an inexperienced shooter. The thought flashed by that perhaps he had chosen the wrong man to demonstrate his point.
The man's tongue slipped out from between his pursed lips, his left eye closed and, without flinching, he fired.
Jason, who needed to assure others of his own confidence, even though he wasn't too sure, studied his broken fingernails rather than the target. Without even looking at the box after the rifle had fired, he stood and said, “That's what I'm talking about.”
There was no hole in the box. In fact, the bullet did not even chip a piece out of the wall. The lanky rifleman had missed completely.
“How could you miss a shot like that?” screamed the Chief who squeezed his fingertips against his throbbing temples.
“I don't know. There must be something wrong with the gun. I aimed along the side of the barrel just like I was taught.”
“Aimed along the barrel! You idiot. Who told you that? You are supposed to aim through the iron sights.” Fury and anger fumed while the Chief ranted.
“Give me that rifle.” Jason reached for it. “I'll show you how it's done.”
“Oh no you don't! You would flip it on to full automatic and prove how insane you really are.” The Chief interposed himself between Jason and the rifleman.
“Well then, just load two rounds into one of these bolt action hunting rifles. If I hit the target, I get to kick your ass.”
Chow walked behind Jason, put the mussel of his pistol at the nape of his neck, and said, “Why not? If he misses, you can cut his tongue out for his impudence.”
“You and your child-like fascination with games,” the Chief of Staff fumed at Chow. “You have progressed as far as you ever will unless you decide to get serious about your duties.” But the Chief had progressed as far as he could. All of the men were watching to see how the challenge would be handled. He caved in.
“One bullet. And you don't get to kick anyone's ass even if you get lucky enough to hit the target. But your tongue will serve as a target for everyone else if you miss!
“Two bullets. The first will be for practice.”
A sleek, bolt action hunting rifle was given to him. It was a new Savage that was in perfect condition. One round had been chambered. The other was in the magazine. It did not have open sights. Instead, it was equipped with a target rifle peep sight. Jason clicked the rear sight to its lowest setting. He was pretty sure that indicated one hundred yards. The highest number was eight.
Sitting in the chair with his legs crossed comfortably, not bothering with the shoulder strap, Jason steadied his left elbow on his knee and aimed at the handle of an old wooden bucket. His 20/15 vision served to focus perfectly. He aligned the front sight with the center of the peephole. The handle disappeared in the midst of a cracking explosion. The rifle shot true.
Then he moved the mussel a few degrees to the left, aimed, and said, “There may be some ammunition in that box. So I'll just shoot the little latch off to avoid the possibility of injuring anyone.”
A hushed murmur drifted through the excited onlookers. They began taking bets. But the Chief's teeth were clenched. He knew he had made a bad decision.
In one smooth, gentle motion Jason pulled the trigger. The rifle fired. The box did not move at all.
But the latch disappeared into shrapnel, its parts whistling around the compound.
Hoots and applause burst forth from the crowd. They had never seen a native Santa Fean shoot before. They were astounded. The Chief was not. He was pissed. He snatched the rifle and ground his heel into the sidewalk as he turned away from the cheering crowd to return to the safety of his office. But he was not quick enough.
“Care to try a shot,” Jason said to the Chief from behind.
“Where did you learn to shoot like that?” inquired Chow, whose astonished eyes were open as wide as two ripe bananas.
“California beach boys have to keep New York boys away from the beach bunnies. How else?”
No food or water was provided to the sole occupant of the stockade for two consecutive days, the better to punish his odious tongue.
But the battle with Woo Dang raged on. Confident that no helicopter could fly directly over the compound, the Chief didn't fear that dynamite or hand grenades would be dropped onto the processing plant. However, he knew that Woo Dang didn't have walls to protect his heroin collection sites. So Kublam's helicopters were armed with dynamite that was taped tightly together in bundles. Short fuses had been inserted into the brass firing caps and the caps had been stuck into slits that had been gouged out of the center stick. Each bundle contained ten sticks of the powerful explosive known locally as Dupont Red Devil.
The results were devastating. Kublam's helicopter crews were able to locate eight of Woo Dang's sites. The first explosion always ripped the roof off of the virtually unprotected sites. The next charge splattered thousands of pounds of the brown, congealed poppy latex over the countryside. The walls of the buildings were knocked down by the explosions and blown apart. Clouds of smoke carried the sickly sweet stench into the atmosphere where it could be whiffed by cheering crews. But the choppers could not reach Woo Dang's new warehouse in the compound.
Kublam's ground force, which had been totally unsuccessful against Woo Dang's walled fortress, had returned to defend Kublam's compound. Woo Dang's riflemen could not get close enough to inflict one single casualty and his helicopters were again repulsed by a fulmination of gunfire.
Neither side was even close to achieving any measure of victory other than a slight disruption in Woo Dang's sole source of income. Even that was of no major concern. He was running out of warehouse space in which to stash his earnings. So he needed the respite anyway.
Jason's continuous demands to see Kublam and use the telephone went unheeded. Not even Chow dared to offer suggestions. Neither would he discuss the war between Kublam and Woo Dang.
Nevertheless, he did continue to teach the subtle, sometimes oblique, sometimes deceptive, often aggressive maneuvers that replicated life and war on the Go board. Time after time, hour after hour, he patiently demonstrated the strategy that supported those moves. Jason learned fast. He was confident that, if he continued to practice and to think in strategic terms, he would fully grasp the techniques sometime within the next century.
“Speaking of strategy,” he said on the second day, “why don't these two wealthy warlords have more sophisticated weapons? With their money they could have jet fighters, bombs and tanks. Instead, they seem to fight with evenly matched, low tech equipment. Neither one of them can expect to win at this rate.”
Patiently, between moves, Chow contemplated what he would say. At length, which Jason assumed to be a mere delay, he answered.
“You would have to have lived in this culture for many years, maybe centuries, to understand. Perhaps an overly simplified summary will give you an inkling of the truth.
“For uncounted generations these mountains have been controlled under the feudal concept of land ownership. The fiefdoms were protected by armies of horsemen that were comprised of tenured servants who were allowed to cultivate surrounding lands on the basis of their feudal obligations to the lord. Their two primary obligations for the cultivation rights were to pay taxes and to serve in the feudal lords' armies.
“If the tenured servants, who were really nothing more than farmers and their families, refused to perform either of those obligations, they were summarily dispossessed of their fiefs and the lands were assigned to other, more trustworthy, servants.
“It was only by war and the threat of war that order was maintained. The feudal lords were, in fact, warlords. That was the primary system of government in Europe as well as Asia until the greater engines of civilization reorganized boundary lines into larger nations that were controlled by the world's kings. The kings themselves operated much like warlords on a grander scale. Indeed, there were constant wars between the kings and the existing warlords whom they attempted to displace under the name of Higher Authority.
“Gradually, over the centuries, the kingdoms increased in size and power. And yet, to this day in several isolated regions such as the Middle East, Laos and Burma, there are warlords who either cannot be conquered or who, for other reasons, are tolerated by the rulers of the realm. Kublam and Woo Dang are two of the thirty or forty who exist as anachronistic throwbacks to the old days.
“Anyway, the Four Khans resumed power after the Japanese left in 1945. They arranged an agreement between all of the warlords and ultimately issued an edict that limited the types of weapons they could use against each other. Bombers, poison gas, canons, and all that kind of stuff were prohibited. When anyone tries to circumvent the edict, the Four Khans arrange for their flight corridors to be closed off and that prevents them from marketing their product. Opium.
“On the whole it has worked out pretty well. They can cut each other to pieces in the poppy fields. But they are relatively safe inside the compounds. And, as you can see, they are quite comfortable as they live out their fantasies of olden days.”
“Is this war over poppies?” Jason asked.
“No.”
Usually, one is compelled to expand an answer if he is left hanging in silence. Chow was too secure for that. So, after a period of time, Jason pressed him.
“Well, what's it about.”
“You wouldn't understand”
“Yeah, but tell me anyway. Woo Dang looks reasonable enough in a fierce kind of way. Why don't they just work it out.”
“How would you know what Woo Dang looks like?”
“Well, I've met him. You might say that we have a mutual acquaintance.”
Chow roared. “Right! First you are a friend of Kublam and now you are also a friend of Woo Dang. Next you will be an intimate of the Four Khans. We had better play some more Go. Your mendacious characteristics are beginning to resurface in a very big way.”
It began to sink in. They were never going to tell Kublam that he was in the stockade because they didn't believe his story. So he pressed a little harder.
“You're right about the Four Khans. Kilong My, Dang Latlat and Vien Vguyen are at least acquaintances. Kayo Maharu might be considered more of an enemy than a friend.”
Stunned to the point of being flabbergasted, Chow reeled in his chair and gasped, “How do you know those names?”
“I told you.”
“Yes, but you didn't tell me enough. You're nothing more than one of Woo Dang's spies. Simple as that.”
“Stop acting crazy. Just take me to Kublam.”
“You're the crazy one. Not me. Let me out of here.” He left in a confused rush.
Jason was left alone until the next day when he saw Kublam, the Chief and Chow walk briskly toward the armory, apparently to check on the ammunition supply. Their officiousness demonstrated that they weren't going to stop at the stockade.
When they were within hailing distance, Jason shouted, “Hey, Kublam. I'm here to see you and Kublia. But the Chief locked me up in the stockade.”
The Chief froze in his tracks and thought Oh, shit! Chow didn't freeze. He turned and walked the other way, having seen or heard no evil.
“Who's that?” Kublam asked, incredulously.
“Just some spy we caught trying to sneak into the compound,” lied the Chief, realizing too late that he may have made a serious error in judgment about Jason. “We'll shut him up.”
“Wait!” Kublam studies the long blond hair and criticized his failing memory. Then it came to him. He turned pale as if he had seen a ghost.
“Jason? Is that you? You aren't dead?” Confused and annoyed, Kublam walked cautiously toward what he was certain would turn out to be the lemur of one who had returned from the dead to haunt him in his hour of travail.
“It is you! I read that you were killed in an airplane crash a couple of days ago! What are you doing in there? Chief! What the hell is he doing in there? Open the door this instant.”
The Chief cringed. First his son had failed to protect Kublam's daughter. Now he stood accused of imprisoning one of Kublam's friends. It was too much for the Chief to handle. His hand shook so badly that he could not enter the punch button combination to the lock.
Kublam stood back in shock at the sight of the man who had been so handsome and impressive just a few weeks ago. The gashes were not healing. Many cuts and abrasions had not even been cleaned. Some were infected.
“What has happened to you, my friend? Look at yourself. Are you all right?”
“No. The Chief hasn't fed me in days and he has given me no medication. He's been torturing me.”
Chow heard the condemning pronouncement and quietly closed the door of the room where he had chosen to hide.
Kublam exploded.
“He what! Is that how you got those cuts all over you?”
Three hours later, a thoroughly chastised, agonal Chief of Staff had apologetically provided Jason with food and an evil smelling antiseptic for his wounds. Then the rehabilitated guest met with the leaders of the fortress. The Chief sat as far away from Kublam as possible.
“That's about all there is to tell,” Kublam said, sadly. “Kublar reported that she was missing. We found some tracks in the sand that headed south. Woo Dang has captured my daughter and we are going to get her back, one way or another.
“After that, we are going to kill Woo Dang and level his fortress.”
Jason listened in awe. It was as if he had been sitting in on the deliberations of King Arthur and his knights, or Agamemnon after Helen of Troy was captured.
He tried to count the number of days that had lapsed since the plane crashed in the volcano. The days blended together in a fog. The calendar wouldn't fit in place until he counted from the night he was supposed to have met Delores Chen at Riverbend. Instead of having spent the night with her, he had spent the night in a cave. Time began to fall into perspective. He realized that news of his death must have reached Xiang and the Superintendent. And Kefu.
“You know,” he said, “that was the day we flew up the river. I saw a small motorboat adrift and there were six or eight people trying to swim across to the western bank. Could Woo Dang have taken her to Burma?”
“Why would he take her to Burma? They were headed in the direction of his compound. That's a safe haven. There was no reason to go to Burma.” The Chief's Hegelian dialectic was hard at work trying to resurrect himself from shame.
“I'm just telling you what I saw. You can draw your own conclusions. Or you can call Woo Dang and ask him what's going on.” Jason's retort reflected his exasperation with the man's imperious attitude.
“Call Woo Dang!” the Chief howled. “Now there's a thoroughly American idea. Just call the enemy on the phone and ask about his plans. It could put the CIA out of business and the USA along with it.”
“Then why not call Koyu Maharu?” Jason said.
“He already knows what's going on.”
“You're sure he knows about Kublia?” Jason's question produced a series of shrugs. War was war. No one had thought it necessary to fill in the details for the Khan who represented the warlords. They were unimportant, emanating as they usually did from a truth that depended upon one's perceptive.
Finally Jason persuaded Kublam that calling Khan Maharu would do no harm. At least that would provide a vehicle by which to convey a new threat to Woo Dang. Besides, since the Khan was so well paid to represent the interests of the warlords, he should be allowed to have some input.
Kublam picked up the phone and dialed a well memorized number. Soon he concluded the conversation with a threat. “Tell the bastard that, if one hair of her head is harmed, I will personally fillet him and feed him to the vultures!”
Twenty minutes later the telephone rang. It was Koyu Maharu who was doing what he was so highly paid to do. He was trying to enforce peace and keep profits from eroding.
“What!” yelled Kublam? “He accused me of abducting his son? We don't have Woo Dang's son. What an outrageous lie. That bastard has taken my daughter.”
Kublam slammed the receiver without saying good bye to the Khan. Angst settled over him. Foreboding reigned. Shrill desperation choked his vocal cords.
“Surely Woo Dang lied to him. But, if it is true that he did not kidnap her, then where could she be?”
In an interlude of silence the men contemplated her fate.
Chow and the Chief shared a vision of her slender body laying in a crevasse along one of the tributaries, broken and lifeless.
But Jason recalled the way Kublia had embraced Woo Tay in the disguise of a dance at the Ministers' party. An optimistic scenario suggested itself that he did not share with the others. It would have been too cruel if it turned out that he was wrong.
The door opened. Kublar entered without knocking. “Father,” he cried in a whimper, “you are going to hate me. I have something I must tell you. I have done something terrible and stupid. I should have told you days ago.” No one paid much attention to him.
The Chief could hardly disengage himself from the macabre conclusion he had reached about Kublia. Chow had his face in his hands. Only Kublam acknowledged his son's presence. He interrupted Kublar and said, “I know. I know. You were not diligent and watchful. But now is not the time to be remorseful. We have to think.”
“Father, I must tell you . . .”
He was interrupted again. The door flew open and another man burst into the room.
“Sir. Excuse me! We have captured a spy at the river. A Jeep is bringing him to the compound now. He says his name is Woo Tay and that he is the son of Woo Dang!”
The four men sprang to their feet and hurried out after the messenger. Kublar, broken and contrite in his disgrace, sat in one of the emptied chairs and slammed his fist into the table. He had failed to protect his sister. She was lost. Why had Woo Tay betrayed him? How had he allowed himself to be hoodwinked? A war had erupted as a result of his stupidity. Never again would he be trusted and loved as a son. He had betrayed his father's trust by conspiring with Woo Tay. And he had not had the courage to confess his sin until this very moment.
The outer gate closed behind the Jeep. Kublam and the Chief burst out the front door of the mansion followed closely Chow and Jason. Woo Tay, his clothes torn to shreds and his body covered with lacerations, was dragged to the ground and held by his hair.
“Where is my daughter? What have you and Woo Dang done with her?” demanded Kublam, his fierce face trembling with rage.
“Sir, we should speak in private for a moment.”
Kublam raged, “You don't need a private conversation with me. You need to answer my question before I turn you into a girl!” He pulled a menacing knife from his belt and placed it against the young man's groin.
“Answer me,” he growled.
Woo Tay had expected the rage and he had expected the knife. He would probably have done the same thing if the situation had been reversed. So he stuck to his plan. “You need to hear what I have to say. If you so much as touch me with that knife, you will have heard the last of Kublia!”
An ominous, threatening quiet displaced the murmurs from the men who were standing around the Jeep. Some expected a bloody knife to slash the man. Others expected Kublam to choke the information out of the husky but depleted son of a sworn enemy.
Kublam's hand shook and his eyes widened in raging anger at the impudent disregard of his authority. He grabbed Woo Tay's torn collar and pressed the knife against his throat.
But Jason spoke softly to the two men. “Is she safe?”
“No!”
“Can you take us to her?”
“Yes!”
Jason stepped back, allowing Kublam to think his way to an unavoidable decision.
After an eternity during which only a moment elapsed, Kublam hurled Woo Tay toward the front door. The Chief and Chow followed, assuming it to be their duty. Jason brought up the rear, expecting that a negotiator would be needed.
In the spacious living room Kublam shoved Woo Tay against a cabinet that was filled with priceless heirlooms. He returned the knife to its sheath and said, “Well?”
“Sir, Kublia and I are married.
Kublam staggered.
“We consummated the marriage on the beach near the first tributary.”
“You what?” Kublam gasped and fell back a step in astounded disbelief.
“Then we were captured by a bandit named Lak See. He and his men took us to Burma.”
“Burma!” screamed Kublam as he reached for his knife again.
“She's being held there now. I escaped and I need your help to free her.”
The Chief jumped at Woo Tay and grabbed him by the throat as Kublam raised his knife to kill the man who had ruined his family. Blood lust replaced all reason in the men whose standards were defined by the moral values of the Mongolian hordes who had always demanded instant retribution for wrongs committed against them.
Chow interceded by shouting, “Wait! Kublam! You've got to find out where she is before you kill him.”
Unaccustomed to being shouted at, the two men hesitated just long enough to let their blood cool. Not their hatred. That was indelible. They calmed themselves just enough to allow Woo Tay to live one more moment.
“Where is she?” they both demanded simultaneously.
“Several miles deep in the jungle. There are at least thirty men in the camp and at least two were standing guard over her.
“Where?” Kublam was single minded at that point. Revenge focused itself to a narrowly defined attack. They would storm the camp, kill all of the men and take Kublia home.
“I can take you there. But it's a two or three day trip. We have to go through the forest, across a swamp and then through the jungle. Please! Let's get started now.”
Kublam was outraged again. “You are not going anywhere. Tell us how to get there. Draw a map.”
“I can't draw a map. There are no landmarks. I must take you myself. It's the only way.”
Kublam reached for his knife again, the ultimate rational approach to any problem. “Draw the damned map!” he demanded.
Jason asked, “How large is the camp?”
“There are only three or four buildings. Most of the men are in lean-to's.”
“Is she being held in one of the buildings or is she in the open?”
The sound of a reasonable voice gained Woo Tay's undivided attention. He studied the man whose lengthening blond hair had been pushed out of his festering face and tied under a blue bandanna.
“You're Jason Harte,” he said. “I remember you from the party. You are the man who destroyed the Red Fang Society.”
The Chief jerked his pistol from its holster and yelled, “Never mind who he is. Answer the question. This is not a social gathering!”
Woo Tay described the open sided, thatch roofed hut that protected the fire and the firewood from the weather. Then he said, “It's about fifty or sixty feet from the edge of the clearing. Two men were in there with her.”
“Is she free to move around or is she tied?” Jason asked.
“She was sitting on the firewood. Probably she was tied but I could hardly see through the rain.”
Jason looked at Kublam and realized that the man was thinking in terms of a frontal attack with helicopters, blazing rifles, and slashing machetes. That was his mien. In order to establish the feasibility of a more pragmatic plan he was forming, Jason asked the question that he thought would dispel such foolishness.
“If we could get to the camp, could we attack before they killed her?”
“No. I'm sure they'll kill her as soon as trouble breaks out.”
“Well, could a couple of men slip up on the two who are guarding her?”
“I doubt it. She is the center of attention. I expect they watch her all the time.”
Kublam looked lost, having been disarmed of his only weapon. The warrior slammed his fist into his palm in frustration and kicked a chair across the room.
“Kublam,” Jason said, “I need a cross bow.”
“I don't have a damned cross bow.”
“How about a gun with a silencer.”
“We don't use them. A long sword will do. I, Kublam, will free her.” He ordered the Chief, “Get the men armed and ready. Fire up the helicopters. We will leave in ten minutes.”
“You'll get her killed,” Chow observed, taking his own life in his hands.
Kublam did not like to be spoken to in those terms. The Chief stepped back out of the way.
“All of a sudden everyone is barking at me as if I were some mongrel instead of Kublam! Who the hell do you think you are?”
Jason felt that his time had come. “Woo Tay, how close could we get with a helicopter if only five or six of us went in?”
“There is nothing but forest, swamp and jungle over there. They would hear us and kill her. You could not get within ... Wait! The ceremonial clearing! We could land there and they wouldn't hear us. It's only a couple of hours away from their camp.”
“Kublam,” Jason began as if he were about to speak the unspeakable, “may I make a suggestion?”
“No! I already know what you are thinking. Cross bows, silencers. You want to sneak in like a thief. I won't have it. Kublam does not sneak around.”
Jason did not offer a rejoinder. He just waited to see what would happen next.
Several minutes passed in silent deliberation and stomping around the room. No one spoke. Each one of the men evaluated the possibilities. Reason began to prevail in the slow, grinding process of weighing imponderables. But each, in his own way, came to the same conclusion. Time was of the essence. But that did not change the genealogical disposition of the warrior. He laid out his own strategy.
“Woo Dang has twelve helicopters. We have three. We can move almost one hundred men to that place you were talking about. Then we will rush in and slaughter everyone before they even know what hit them.”
Jason remained quiet. In fact, no one else said anything. They just looked down at the floor
“Well?” demanded the old warrior.
“Jason has a point,” Woo Tay mused undiplomatically. “A few men might get close enough to do something. You have to consider this. The clearing is only large enough to land one chopper at a time. The trail through the jungle from there to the camp is only wide enough for single file progress at places. Not only would fifteen choppers raise a racket that could be heard all over Burma, a hundred men could never surround the camp without being heard.
“So I vote for one chopper. I can take four or five men and we can...”
“You are not going anywhere. You have caused enough trouble as it is.” Kublam, of course.
“I'm the only one who can find the place,” shouted Woo Tay in defiance of the man who towered over him.
“No! And that is final.”
“Damn you, Kublam. If you don't let me use one of your choppers, I will call my father and ask him to come. At least he is reasonable enough to understand the difference between success and suicide.” He didn't believe that at all. But the threat seemed to be the right gambit.
“I am the one who makes decisions around here!” Kublam growled, “Not the son of Woo Dang.”
“You, sir, are my father-in-law. But that does not give you the right to endanger my wife!”
“I'm your what!” bellowed Kublam, unable to control himself. His face turned purple between shaking jowls.
Jason decided it was his time again. “I don't know about the father-in-law part. But the plan sounds reasonable. I'd like to go along.”
“Great,” said Woo Tay as if some sort of decision had been reached.
It had not
Jason continued as if the decision were too obvious to discuss. “I would like to take Woo Tay, Chow, and a couple of others. I think we should be armed with Kovitch machine pistols if you have them.” He had taken control. “After we get her, there may be a chase. So, have the chopper stay in the area. Give us about four hours leeway. Then bring all three choppers to cover our escape with machine guns just in case they come after us.”
Jason had flown over a lot of Southeast Asian jungles during his sorties from the Enterprise. There was no question in his mind that helicopter cover would be absolutely useless. The foliage would be too dense. And fuel would be a problem. But it would give Kublam something to do and thus, perhaps, cause him to agree to the plan.
Kublam glanced around the room. Each man, in turn, nodded his assent. Reluctantly, the old warrior also nodded.
“Chief, get a chopper ready. Chow, issue sharp daggers to each man. And I suppose you should issue a gun to anyone who happens to want one,” Kublam said with disdain and disgusted resignation.
Jason observed that Woo Tay looked as if he could use some food and, perhaps, some disinfectant. Medical needs of intruders were a very low priority at fortress Kublam. Jason was left alone for a moment. He went to the room where they had left the sad, remorseful Kublar.
The dejected man sat with his hands between his knees, his head hanging low. Dispirited and alone, he mourned over his lack of good judgment.
“Kublar,” Jason said, “do you remember me from the party?”
“Yes, sir. I do.”
“You looked very disturbed a moment ago. Is there something you were going to say about Kublia and Woo Tay?”
The two men were about the same size. Although distinct from each other, they were handsome in their own particular ways. One considered himself to be a failure who had his back against the wall. The other had already been there.
As the story about the secret meeting on the beach unfolded and the role of Kublar and Lo Kim Sai was revealed in shame and remorse, Jason shook him by the shoulder and spoke softly.
“You tried to do the right thing. Better luck next time. But now I'd like for you to come with me. We're going to go get your sister.”
Kublar looked up with disbelieving eyes. How could anyone trust him after what he had done? He didn't deserve to be trusted.
But Jason had been against that wall, too. He lifted Kublar to his feet, brushed a tear from his chin, and led him to the door. It was not a good idea to expose both of Kublam's children to the danger of Burma. But it would be equally as destructive to omit Kublar from the rescue attempt. That would have reduced him to nothing. At least he would have something to build on if he got back alive.
Chow, who had chosen two additional men, distributed weapons, rain ponchos, and daypacks that were full of food and extra clips of ammunition. The chopper engine was warmed up and they were ready to go. But when Kublam and the Chief saw Kublar, they objected. The Chief offered to send his son instead, although he was not entirely certain that he wanted to see his disgraced offspring return alive.
An argument erupted about which men should go. The Chief was about to throw in the 'only son' argument. But, after reconsidering the possible implications, decided to be quiet. Who knows how this might turn out. If Kublar is killed, that could work to the advantage of my own family.
Woo Tay yelled that they had no time for arguments. But he was not heard.
Finally Jason stepped into the middle of the fray and said, “I've picked the men I want to take. No one else is going.”
Chow let his eyes roll. Jason had done it again. He had not deliberated long enough. In spite of all he had been taught, he had charged right in, just like Kublam, with his flank unprotected. So he came to Jason's rescue again.
“What he meant,” he said to a glaring, outraged Kublam, “is that Kublar's sister is out there. He must be allowed to rescue his own sister. Otherwise, how could he face her when the two of them work together in the future to manage this empire?”
That got Kublam's consent. The men got aboard and the helicopter tilted forward toward Burma.
They reached the Mekong River in minutes. There the pilot turned north in a precautionary maneuver that took them to the falls. Why get shot at before even reaching Burma. Then they turned west again. After several minutes flying time they turned south until they reached the swamp.
The pilot slowed the craft and descended to tree top level. Then he flew across the wet wasteland. A light drizzle began to fall. After what seemed an interminable flight they reached the jungle. Swamp water no longer rippled under the helicopter's blade and the foliage became extremely dense.
“Which way?” inquired the pilot.
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