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PROLOGUE


MACAU


MacMurphy watched the speck on the horizon grow into a full-sized hydrofoil. The sleek craft arched around the breakwater and throttled back, splashing down from its pontoons onto its hull as it entered Macau harbor.


He walked slowly toward the ferry terminal and watched the boat maneuver into its docking position. He felt run down and tired, and couldn’t shake the butterflies from his stomach—that horrible feeling of trepidation. He did not like the feeling at all.


His condition was worsened by the physical injuries he had received in the fight with Lim. His left arm was held in a loose sling. Broken ribs scraped across his lungs with each breath. The sunglasses he wore did not completely hide the ugly bruise on the left side of his face. He wore tennis shoes, jeans, and a short-sleeved denim shirt. He looked a mess and felt like shit.


He was also quite certain that the news the courier was bringing from the DDO was not going to make him feel any better.


He saw him first as he passed through the double doors of the customs area and entered the main terminal. He wore baggy blue jeans, a rumpled white shirt with an open collar and an unbuttoned blue blazer. His graying hair was tosseled and he walked with a familiar limp. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days. Mac’s eyes widened and his heart quickened. He realized the news couldn’t be as bad as he had expected— not if Edwin Rothmann was the courier delivering it.


The DDO flashed a weary smile when their eyes met. He hefted the backpack slung loosely over one shoulder and quickened his pace. When they met, the big man enveloped Mac gingerly in a loose bearhug, frowning at his condition. “You look terrible,” he growled.


“You should see the other guy,” Mac replied sheepishly. “But you know all about that by now. I guess you’re here to tell me what happened after I left, and what’s going to happen next.”


They entered the first cab in the queue and Mac directed the driver to take them to the Pousada de Macau. They made small talk during the short drive to the inn, not wanting the driver to overhear anything he shouldn’t.


When Rothmann saw that the driver was concentrating on weaving his rattletrap through the traffic around the gaudy Lisboa Hotel and surrounding casinos, he decided it was safe to break the silence and assuage Mac’s greatest concern. Mac was gazing thoughtfully out the window. The DDO leaned close and spoke to him in a low, gravelly voice. “Lim’s alive; he made it—what’s left of him.”


The taxi dropped them in front of the old Pousada de Macau. Mac paid the driver and led the big man up the old wooden steps of the inn, through the small entrance hall and directly out to the veranda overlooking the bay. The sun hovered a few feet above the horizon, casting a crimson spell over the sparkling blue-green waters.


They chose a table a discreet distance from the other people. A stately old waiter in starched whites arrived instantly. Rothmann ordered a scotch and Mac a vodka-tonic. When the waiter returned with their drinks, Mac lifted his in a toast. “Kam-bei, boss, thanks for coming.” The rim of his glass touched the DDO’s slightly below its rim, honoring him in an ancient Chinese way, like a deeper bow from a Japanese.


Mac leaned forward and touched Rothmann’s arm. “Okay, let’s have it . . . all of it . . . from the beginning. How about starting with why you came yourself.”


The DDO looked up at him wearily. “I came because I like you, Mac. I wanted you to hear this from someone close to you, someone who respects you, not from one of the assholes who are taking over this fucking outfit.”


The DDO sipped his scotch and gazed out over the water. The red sun was slipping slowly into the cool and soothing sea. “Anyway, I decided the best thing was for me to come personally. The fact that no one else could figure out where the hell you had gone when you bugged out also helped a lot. You really had them doing back flips.


“I got the back channel cable you sent via Rodney and didn’t tell another soul about it. I just called in sick and beat my way out here A-S-A-P to see you.


“And let me tell you, we’re both damn lucky Lim didn’t check out, because if he had, the Director would have had an excuse to crucify me and push me out. Not to mention what he would have done to you.”


MacMurphy adjusted his position, grunting as one of his cracked ribs stabbed him. “What about Lim? When I left him, I thought he was dead. I thought I had killed him.”


“Well, from what I hear, it wasn’t from lack of trying. When the police found him, he was indeed at death’s door. But he survived. The Chinese have already returned him to Beijing. Only problem is he suffered extensive brain damage from the loss of blood and oxygen and the pounding you gave him. So not only will he be the ugliest guy in his neighborhood—I guess you really did do a job on his face—he will also be the village idiot.”


MacMurphy grimaced. “You must think he got what he deserved.”


“You better believe I think he got what he deserved. I’ve got no sympathy for that murdering SOB whatsoever. I’m just glad you’re not facing a murder rap.”


“What about the police?”


“It was reported as an attempted robbery.” His large finger spun the ice in his drink absentmindedly. “They think Lim caught someone trying to rip him off and decided to take the law into his own hands. Only problem was he obviously bit off more than he could chew.” He grinned.


“And he’s in no shape to tell them any differently . . . even if he wanted to . . . and from what I heard, he never will be. Actually, that’s the way it is with your entire theft operation at the Chinese embassy. The French know nothing, the Chinese won’t say anything, and the Agency will deny everything.


“So the Chinese would prefer to let the whole matter drop. They don’t want the news to get out that they smuggled fifty million euros into France through the diplomatic pouch—especially if people were to find out the money was to be used to fund illegal covert operations in Europe to support Iran’s terrorist activities and efforts to replace the U.S. in Iraq.


“Furthermore, they are thoroughly embarrassed by the defection of one of their senior MSS officers and want that kept quiet too. For our part, we agreed to keep mum about the defection—no publicity—and to give Huang a new identity so he can live out his years in the U.S. in anonymity.


“And you can be sure the Company won’t be jumping to advertise the fact that one of theirs pulled a heist right under the noses of the French and then pulverized a friendly third country diplomat.”


“So Huang did defect,” said MacMurphy.


“You knew he would. He had no choice. Losing fifty million euros of the people’s money and allowing Lim to run amok the way he did would not win him any medals in Beijing. He would have spent the rest of his days in whatever the Chinese equivalent of Siberia is.”


He thought a moment before continuing. “But I’m getting a bit ahead of myself, that’s only part of it. The induced defection of Huang was so important, the Director’s putting you in for the Intelligence Star. He doesn’t want to, but he has to. Huang is the highest-level MSS officer ever to defect to the west.”


Mac was not surprised, but he expressed obvious pleasure.


“I’m glad everyone is so pleased,” his voice was laden with sarcasm. “But it all didn’t come without cost. The lives of François and Le Belge and Wei-wei . . .”


“Well, yes, but don’t be too proud of yourself. The medal is just half of it—the good news. The bad news is you’re . . . fired. The Director wants you out of there.” He looked at Mac levelly, watching for his reaction, but Mac didn’t return the gaze.


MacMurphy stared into his drink pensively. “Can’t say as I didn’t expect it. So . . . I guess it’s really over. . . .” His voice verged on cracking.


“Yes Mac, it’s over. At least this part of it . . .” He reached over and patted his arm gently. “People like you and I are dinosaurs. The cold war is over. They castrated the Agency through budget cuts and all the rest, and now they want to reorganize it out of existence. It’s just not the same organization anymore. You said it yourself. It’s time to leave anyway, don’t you think?”


“Yeah, I suppose . . .” Mac looked out over the calm, moonlit bay. Shards of silver moonlight glinted on the nearly still waters, broken only by an occasional small wave or the wake of a boat. “Let’s take a little stroll along the quay before dinner.”


MacMurphy paid the check and led the DDO down to the quay. The bright full moon, competing with the flashy neon lights of the distant Lisboa Casino, danced on the bay. A gentle breeze came off the water. Mac took a deep, painful breath, and inhaled the fresh salt air. They walked silently along the path on the water’s edge.


Mac broke the silence. “What about the money?”


“Oh yeah, I almost forgot about the money. No one wants to hear about it. As far as the Agency is concerned, there is no money.”


“No money? There’s fifty million euros sitting in that Swiss bank!”


“Yes. The money’s a problem. A big problem for all concerned. The Agency can’t return it unless the Chinese government asks for it, and they won’t even admit to ever having it. And we can’t give it to the Treasury without having to explain how we got it. So, there simply is no money . . .”


“You’re joking!” exclaimed Mac, grunting from the pain in his ribs. “Just what the hell do they expect me to do with the fifty million euros?”


The DDO stopped and turned to face him. He spoke very softly. “This is serious, Mac. We’re not done. Not by a long shot. Listen, I want you to set up some sort of a cover business and wait for me to contact you. Keep the money safe because we’re going to need it to fund operations this politically correct outfit can’t do anymore. We’re going back into business.”





CHAPTER ONE


CHIANG MAI, THAILAND
(SEVERAL MONTHS LATER)


Khun Ut directed the operation from the balcony of an apartment building directly across the muddy Mai Ping River from the sprawling U.S. Consulate General in Chiang Mai, Thailand.


As the protégé and successor of the notorious drug warlord Khun Sa, who ruled the Golden Triangle for three decades with his twenty-thousand-man Shan United Army, he was no stranger to meticulous military operations. And like his predecessor, he was a hands-on leader.


Observing the gate of the consulate through powerful binoculars, he spoke into his lapel microphone. “One, what is his location?”


The voice in his earpiece responded. “I am behind him, just passing the Muangmai market on Wichatanon Road. You should be seeing us shortly.”


Khun Ut scanned his binoculars to the right. “I see you. Two, pull out when I tell you. Five, four, three, two, one, go-go-go-go . . .”


The ten-wheel dump truck pulled out of Witchayanon Road at the corner of the consulate compound and headed south toward the entrance, falling in behind a grey Toyota Corolla driven by young, first-tour CIA case officer, Jimmy Steinhauser. The surveillance vehicle dropped back to follow the truck. “Two, drop back a bit more. Make space. You are too close.”


The truck slowed, leaving three car-lengths of separation between the two vehicles. It was past mid-day and traffic was light along Wichatanon Road, the north south thoroughfare running along the bank of the peaceful Mai Ping River.


It was hot in Chiang Mai in the summer; people tended to stay indoors during the siesta time. Except for the Americans at the consulate. They were on American time—always.


The Consulate General and the ConGen’s residence were located on a ten-acre, manicured compound that once belonged to the last Prince of the Lanna Kingdom. Stately palm trees and lush banyans shaded its historic sand colored buildings, covered with red barrel-tile roofs. The compound was surrounded by a beige, twelve-foot concrete wall topped with identical red tiles.


Coils of razor wire to deter would-be wall jumpers were strung on top of the wall. Security was tight among drug lords and terrorists.


The sliding gate at the main entrance was strong enough to stop a small bulldozer, and if a vehicle made it past the gate, a pop-up two-foot high pneumatic barrier was raised by the ever-present Marine Security Guard installed in the bullet proof gate house next to the entrance. The only chink in the security armor occurred when the gate had to be opened and the barrier lowered to let a consulate vehicle through.


Khun Ut had learned this from weeks of observation, and he was counting on it today.





CHAPTER TWO


At that moment a Country Team meeting was being held in the Consul General’s office on the second floor of the main Chancery building at the far end of the compound. The office was in an L-shaped, two-story building that once housed the prince’s stables and servants’ quarters. Present were the ConGen and his deputy, the head of the DEA, the CIA base chief and his deputy, the Army and Air Attachés, the AID chief and several other ranking consulate officials.


The group sat around a large conference table. The CIA base chief, Marvin Sadosky, was giving an intelligence briefing on the latest overhead photography of the poppy fields taken by the CIA’s Porter STOL aircraft. Map-like photos covered the conference table and PowerPoint images were flashed on the screen to his side. The country team was discussing Khun Ut’s increasing boldness.


“Next slide, Charly,” Sadosky said to his deputy.


An aerial view of Khun Ut’s heavily guarded palatial villa in the highlands north of Chiang Rai, in the area of the famed Golden Triangle, was displayed on the screen. “This is where the bastard lives,” he said, circling the villa with a laser pointer. “Not bad for a half Akha, half Chinese peasant from Ban Hin Taek, eh? The sonofabitch has more than doubled the acreage of poppy fields under cultivation since the last estimate was done two years ago.”


The CIA base chief was a tall, athletic man with a shock of longish blond hair hanging over one eye. “It’s not back at the level it was when his step-father, Khun Sa, was running the operation back in the seventies and eighties, but it’s getting there.”


He paused until the next chart appeared on the screen. “As you can see, the opium production from the region amounts to ten percent of the worldwide supply, with the rest—or most of it—coming from Afghanistan. At last count it was over 2,500 tons, but that ten percent accounts for almost half of the U.S. heroin supply. He sends most of his shit straight to us.”


A frustrated Sadosky tossed his notes on the table. “And the worst part is that he’s becoming more and more aggressive, attacking Thai and Burmese police forces, eliminating his rivals, openly bribing officials— you name it. Chiang Rai is becoming Dodge City.”


The DEA chief, a brash, balding former New York cop named Peter Wollner, was sitting at the foot of the long conference table. He raised his hand, got a nod from Sadosky, and said, “He rules his empire like Gengis Khan—far worse than Khun Sa ever did—taking out his enemies with a brutality never before seen in this part of the world.


“And that’s accelerated ever since his new Cambodian security chief joined him a couple of years ago. Guy by the name of Ung Chea. He’s a vicious snake. You never see him around town because you would recognize him on sight. Story is he took some shrapnel from an RPG round when he was fighting the Vietnamese with that Khmer Rouge bastard Ta Mok in northern Cambodia. Took off one of his ears and left a gash in his face to the corner of his mouth. He’s an ugly sucker alright. Can’t smile—face just screws up in a menacing scowl when he tries.” Wollner screwed up his face in a mimicking snarl that drew snickers from the rest of the group.


He continued with the briefing. “Okay, okay, I’m a bad actor, but no kidding, Ta Mok, the most brutal Khmer Rouge leader of them all, was his mentor—like a father to him. Story is Ung Chea’s mother was a nurse who saved Ta Mok’s life when a land mine blew off his leg at the knee. He’s known in these parts simply as ‘The Cambodian.’”


“That’s right,” said Sadosky. “We’re going to have to deal with that bastard along with Khun Ut. We’ve got a pretty good dossier on him. Couple of good surveillance photos as well.”


He turned to his deputy, an attractive thirty-ish Eurasian woman sitting at the back of the room, operating the projector. “Charly, would you do me a favor and go grab Ung Chea’s file off my desk? I want to show the group what a pretty bastard he is.”


They exchanged smiles as she rose and he winked at her.


“You bet.” Charly Blackburn pushed her shiny black hair back away from her face, and hurried across the room to the exit. Sadosky watched admiringly as her hips bounced under her light summer dress.


The entire Country Team had the same thought as they turned their attention back to Sadosky. You are one lucky bastard, Marvin.


She walked to the end of a long corridor, turned left to the CIA wing of the building, and punched in the three digit code on the cipher lock on the entrance door. She entered the office suite, turned into the COB’s office, located the file on his desk, and went back into the hall. Then, full of the morning’s coffee and anticipating another hour in the meeting, she made a lifesaving decision to make a brief bathroom break before returning.


She was there when she heard the first sounds of gunfire and screams coming from the direction of the compound entrance. Almost immediately, she heard a deafening explosion and the building erupted, tossing her hard against the wall and showering her with plaster from the ceiling.





CHAPTER THREE


The Cambodian slowed the ten-wheeler to allow more distance between him and Jimmy Steinhauser’s vehicle. “We are about one hundred meters from the entrance. He has right turn signal on,” he said into his lapel mic. “I will let another car pass. Do not want to get too close.”


“Okay, Unit two,” said Khun Ut, “I see you. Wait until the rabbit is almost through the gate before you hit him.”


“Yes, okay . . . Hold on, hold on, gate is opening. Turning in now. Hold on . . . there he goes . . .”


The Cambodian hauled the wheel to the right, hitting the gas and horn at the same time. The case officer’s Toyota was mid-way through the gate when the dump truck slammed into his rear bumper and accelerated, pushing him through the entrance, the blaring horn adding to the shock and confusion of the moment.


The Marine in the gate house stood, stunned, for a moment too long before he uttered, “Oh, fuck!” and hit the switch to raise the internal barrier. He screamed into his microphone: “May Day, May Day, May Day, intrusion alert, intrusion . . .”


The pneumatic barrier began to rise and caught the back wheels of the truck, raising them off the ground. The truck slammed over it, hit the ground hard and screamed into the compound, engine revving, pushing the Toyota in front of it.


Steinhauser spun the wheel of the Toyota in an attempt to pull away from the charging dump truck, but the truck’s bumper caught the left rear fender and flipped the car on its roof. The truck ran over the rear end of the up-righted vehicle, its rear wheels crushing the Toyota and rupturing its gas tank. The car burst into flames, leaving the young case officer trapped and screaming inside.


The Cambodian yelled, “We’re in, we’re in. Bail out now. Go-go-go.” He pushed a heavy cement brick against the accelerator, set the wheel to continue the truck on its journey toward the main building, opened the door and rolled to the ground. He came up firing back towards the gatehouse with his AK-47 rifle, taking out two local guards before they could raise their pistols.


There were better automatic weapons, but the AK-47 was the one he had used since joining Ta Mok’s Khmer Rouge army as a teenager. It was like an extension of his arm. What he aimed at, he hit.


The passenger hit the door, rolled on the ground, and came up shooting with his automatic weapon. Several more men leaped out of both sides of the bed of the truck, hitting the ground and firing their weapons at whatever moved inside the compound.


The Cambodian screamed, “The guards, get the guards,” concentrating his fire on the area around the front gate. Two of the local guards returned fire with side-arms but were quickly cut down by the intense automatic weapons fire.


The ten-wheeler reached the end of the driveway, crashed through the front entrance of the chancery building and exploded, bringing the second floor of the building and all that it contained, including the entire Country Team, down upon it.


The Cambodian’s men directed their fire up at the windows of the office buildings that cirled the courtyard. People inside, foolishly drawn to the windows by the firing and explosion, were hit with bullets and flying glass.


The Marine on duty returned fire with his M-16 from behind the bullet proof guard shack. He stepped out into the open to optimize his shooting and hit one of the Cambodian’s men before several rounds stitched across his chest, sending him flying backwards, killing him.


Several of the insurgents directed their fire toward the fleeing visa applicants, who moments earlier were standing patiently in a line that wound like a snake in front of the consular section. People were screaming and crawling through bloody trails in their attempts to get away from the chaos.


Three more Marines came out of their barracks firing M-16 automatic weapons. They took out another one of the Cambodian’s men in a fusillade of automatic weapons fire. Chaos reigned, and then the Cambodian screamed over the din and into his mic, “Out, out, out, out . . .”


Khun Ut watched intently with great satisfaction through his binoculars. He heard the Cambodian’s signal to retreat and spoke into his microphone: “Vans up now. Move, move, move . . .”


Two white vans were waiting about a half-block down the road from the entrance of the consulate. Upon receiving Khun Ut’s command, the drivers screeched away from the curb, rushed toward the consulate, and skidded to a halt in front of the consulate gate.


The gate was wide open with no guards in sight. Smoke, fire, and screams accompanied the withdrawal of Khun Ut’s men as they backed out of the gate, firing their weapons at anything that moved within the compound.


The men turned, ran, dove into the van’s open doors and were gone, tires screeching, down Wichatanon Road.


Police sirens wailed in the distance, the sounds getting stronger and stronger, but Khun Ut’s men were gone.


Khun Ut stood at the window of his observation post and watched the escape with the smile of a man proud of his work. He glanced down at his watch. The whole operation, from the time the truck crashed through the front entrance to the time his men jumped into the waiting mini-vans, had taken less than three and one-half minutes.





CHAPTER FOUR


Rising from the floor, a dazed Charly Blackburn pulled a pistol out of her handbag. She was bleeding from a scalp wound and had a splitting headache. Shaking cobwebs from her brain and trying to stop the ringing in her ears, she hurried downstairs and out into the courtyard in time to see the Cambodian’s men backing out of the front entrance, firing at anything that moved in front of them.


She dropped to one knee, took careful aim holding the pistol with two hands, and emptied the .380 Walther PPK at the retreating terrorists. She slapped in a fresh magazine and prepared to fire off a few more shots, but they were gone, speeding off in identical white mini-vans.


One of the CIA communicators, a lanky Texan, came out of the building behind her and laid a hand on her arm. “You won’t be doin’ any good with that little pea shooter, Charly. They’re all gone anyway,” he drawled.


She spat back, “The hell I won’t. I hit what I aim at and I just hit one of those monkeys in the back as he was running for the van. I saw the sonofabitch hop.”


Heart racing, she sat down heavily on the steps of the building and surveyed the courtyard around her. Blood matted her hair and stained her dress, and her shoulder ached. The terrorists were gone and all that remained was carnage. The communicator sat down beside her.


They watched as the chancery building burned, timbers creaking and crashing to the floor. Dozens of dead and injured were strewn about the courtyard. Cries and moans from the injured replaced the cacophony of shooting and screaming.


Police and militia forces began arriving, sirens blaring, pouring through the main gate. Charly thought about her colleagues and realized that no one could have survived. There was only a huge burning hole where the chancery building once stood. No human sounds came from the wreakage.


She stood up slowly, glanced around the courtyard one more time and walked purposefully back to the CIA’s suite of offices on the second floor. “Come on, Gene,” she said to the communicator, choking back the emotion, “We’ve got to report this to Headquarters right away.”


They hurried up the stairs, taking them two at a time. The communicator worked the dial of the combination lock on the vault door. He heaved the heavy door open and they entered the commo room lined with whirring communications gear.


“Send a flash precedence cable back to Headquarters. Make it ‘eyes only’ to the DDO with an info copy to the COS in Bangkok.”


The CIA communicator sat down at a console, typing the message as she dictated. “Say the following: ‘Consulate attacked by unknown terrorists at approximately 1100 hours. Truck bomb exploded under ConGen’s office during Country Team meeting. All presumed dead including ConGen and COB. Small arms fire in courtyard inflicted additional casualties among staff and locals. Details follow shortly.” She choked up again and paused briefly before regaining her composure, such as it was, and continued, “Sign it: ‘DCOB Blackburn Acting.’”


“Got it,” he said.


The message would be automatically encrypted and arrive in the CIA operations center within seconds. It was approximately 2330 hours–eleven thirty in the evening—in Langley. The Ops Center would call the DDO, Edwin Rothmann, at home on a secure STU phone, and he would head into the office. It would be a long night for him and several key case officers and analysts in the CIA’s East Asia Division.


Charly Blackburn headed back down to the courtyard to help with the wounded and to assess the damage. Two of Khun Ut’s men lay dead. One had been shot in the face by the Cambodian as he lay wounded, crying for help—the Cambodian wanted no potential prisoners left behind for questioning.


Directly in front of the entrance to the consular section, just north of the front gate, was the worst carnage. A dozen or more bleeding bodies of innocent Thai visa seekers were strewn about. Whole families mowed down as they waited in line for permission to visit America.


A third severely wounded terrorist sat near the guard shack beside the gate. The dazed and dying man was being interrogated by one of the Marines who stood over him with an M-16 jammed in his face.


The Marine screamed, “Who do you work for you fucking little maggot? Who sent you here?”


Charly Blackburn got there in time to hear the terrorist wheeze; hands held out in front of his face, “Please, please, no, no shoot” he begged, “Khun Ut is boss. Please not shoot . . .”


Charly put a hand on the Marine’s arm. “Don’t kill him Corporal. He’s more valuable to us alive.”


The Marine lowered his rifle. “I understand what you’re saying Ms. Blackburn, but I’d really rather kill the dirty little sonofabitch right here and now. Anyway, probably don’t matter none anyway, the way the little shit’s wheezing and oozing blood like he is. He won’t last long from that chest wound anyway. Fuck the little maggot. Let him die, real slow and painful like.”


Nothing in Charly Blackburn’s background had prepared her for this moment. She was now the thirty-five-year-old Acting Chief of a decimated CIA base amidst a ruined consulate general. It would be her job to pick up the pieces and bury the dead, including her lover, Marvin Sadosky.


She would have to get on with the business of collecting intelligence on the narcotics business in the region and bringing down Khun Ut. She steeled herself; she could do it. She would get that sonofabitch.





CHAPTER FIVE


The Cambodian’s white mini-vans sped out of the area. One turned right on Thywang Road and headed west toward the outskirts of town. The other continued down Wichatanon Road before crossing the Mai Ping River heading east. When their drivers were certain they weren’t being followed, they slowed to the posted speed limit and took circuitous routes out of town before heading north toward Khun Ut’s main warehouse, in a forested area north of Chiang Rai.


There were nine of them left, including the Cambodian. Two received minor gunshot injuries. One took a .380 round in the right buttocks as he was running toward the mini-van. Three were left behind in the courtyard and presumed dead. One had been shot by the Cambodian during their retreat because he didn’t have time to drag out the wounded man. The Cambodian was not aware that a third man was left alive in the courtyard.


They joined up at Khun Ut’s heavily guarded warehouse. After driving their vans inside, they stood in the middle, surrounded by bales of marijuana and pallets of heroin and raw opium.


Khun Ut, dressed handsomely in his signature uniform—a grey, short sleeved safari suit, starched and tailored to perfection—surveyed the remaining nine fighters, two of whom were on cots receiving medical first aid.


The one who had been shot in the buttocks moaned loudly on a cot as a medic probed the wound and retrieved the .380 round from his right butt cheek. A dozen members of the security staff and warehouse workers surrounded the group, listening intently to Khun Ut’s words.


“I am very proud of what you men accomplished today.” His voice echoed through the vast room and he liked the sound of it. “We have taught the Americans a well-deserved lesson. They will think twice before meddling in our affairs again.


“You have struck a huge blow against the DEA and the CIA who have tried to disrupt our business. And they have no way to retaliate against us. They are impotent. The United States is tied down fighting wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and their erstwhile allies, the Burmese and Laotians no longer fear them or support them.


“And as for the Thais,” he paused for emphasis, “the Thais have been bought and paid for by us. We own them. There is nothing they can do, or will do, to stop us. They will ring their hands and cry foul. But they will stop meddling in our business.”


He paced among his troops, chin up and limping on a stiff right leg, drawing strength from their presence. “Before my dear father died in that stinking Burmese prison, he had built an empire in these hills. Twenty years ago Khun Sa was responsible for seventy percent of the heroin consumed in the U.S. But pushed from behind by the stinking Americans, the Thai government went after my father with a vengeance and all but destroyed his empire.”


His troops nodded and muttered in agreement. Many had heard this speech before but none of them dared let on.


Khun Ut turned to face them and raised his voice. “In their assault on Ban Hin Taek they killed his natural son, my closest friend in the world, my brother, and destroyed my leg.” He reached down and rubbed his right knee with both hands for emphasis.


“With your help we have regained much of that lost ground and are now well on our way to once again cornering the U.S. heroin market. Leave the cocaine to the Colombians. We are once again the kings of the heroin trade. Khun Sa would be proud of what we have accomplished in such a short time. He would be gratified, just as I am.”


By now Khun Ut was sweating profusely. The air was still in the warehouse, despite dozens of whirling ceiling fans. “We left three fine men on the battlefield today and they will be remembered. Their families will be well taken care of. I will see to that personally. And the rest of you will be generously rewarded as well. We have struck a hard blow at the Americans. This has been a glorious day for which you should all be very proud.”


He turned to the Cambodian. “Ung Chea, I have a special note of thanks to you. Your father would have been extremely proud of you today. Your operation was executed perfectly, absolutely precisely. Your keen attention to detail during the planning stages was clearly well worth the effort, and your men performed with precision. You left nothing to chance. I am honored to have you with me and I am grateful that you traveled all the way from Anlong Veng in Cambodia to join me here in the hills of Northern Thailand. I recall vividly how sad you were at the passing of Ta Mok in that filthy Phnom Penh prison. We shared the grief of losing both our fathers that same year. You have become my right hand, and I thank Buddha every day for bringing you to me.”


The Cambodian did his best to look stern, but his scarred face glowed red from the praise that was being heaped upon him by Khun Ut. He had indeed found a new home here in the Golden Triangle, and a new mentor in Khun Ut. The crowd erupted in applause as Khun Ut limped victoriously past them and out the main door.


Khun Ut may have been right about the impotence of the U.S., but what he did not count on was the wrath of the CIA’s deputy director of operations, Edwin Rothmann, the DDO.





CHAPTER SIX


SUZE-LA-ROUSSE, SOUTHERN FRANCE


MacMurphy paced nervously at the edge of the ancient town, his eyes flicking to the old Roman stone bridge that separated the village from the highway. It was six minutes past noon. He was late, which was unusual for a case officer coming to an operational meeting.


Then he saw a taxi pull to the side of the road and discharge a big man.


The man headed directly for the bridge, his feet crunching on the gravel at the side of the road. He walked with a John Wayne swagger, one shoulder dipped lower than the other, and with a slight limp.


He wore a white, button down shirt and an open blue blazer over tan slacks. A computer case was slung over one shoulder. His hair was receding and graying, but still mostly dark despite his sixty-odd years.


They made eye contact when the big man reached the crest of the bridge and the man’s face broke into a wide grin. They greeted each other warmly on the town side of the bridge.


“Mac, it’s so good to see you again.” The DDO embraced the smaller man in a bear-like hug and then stepped back and held him by the shoulders, examining him. “You look great–lean, mean, tanned and rested. What are you doing so far from home? Writing a book like so many of your other detached former colleagues?”


Dressed casually in blue jeans, a powder-blue polo shirt and running shoes, MacMurphy stood just under six feet tall. He had an athletic build, dark eyes, handsome chiseled features and short, prematurely gray hair, which made him appear older than his forty years.


“No, no exposés,” he replied, grinning broadly. “I just love this place. Lots of old rocks and stones. This village has been here since the twelfth century, and I’ve been coming here regularly since my Paris assignment way back when. I rent a small condo in the village.”


They walked slowly toward the center of town, chatting amicably. Mac pointed toward a hill on the far side of the town. “See that castle on the hill up there. It’s the Chateau de Suze-la-Rousse. Built between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries and maintained in perfect condition. There’s even a sixteenth century jeu de paume tennis court built for Catherine de Medicis and her son Charles IX. So much history here. The castle is now the home of the L’Université de Vin where sommeliers and just normal folk like you and me can learn about the great wines of the Drôme region.”


The two colleagues continued to get reacquainted as they walked. The last time they had seen each other was at Wei-wei Ryan’s funeral service at the Trinity church in McLean, Virginia, shortly after Mac had been separated from the Agency. At the time the DDO had reiterated to Mac what he had told him in Macau: that he would be calling on Mac from time to time to help out with some “sensitive, non-attributable things.”


MacMurphy knew that Edwin Rothmann’s visit to Suze-la-Rousse was not to chat about renaissance castles.


He was here on a mission.





CHAPTER SEVEN


They found a café in the village square next door to the ancient Chapel Saint-Sébastien. It was a sunny August day with a light breeze, and there were plenty of empty tables outside, but the two case officers opted for a banquette inside the restaurant where they would have more privacy.


“So, what mischief brings you to Suze-la-Rousse, Ed?” asked MacMurphy.


Edwin Rothmann was examining the menu. “First, let’s get a glass of local wine—red for me. What do you suggest?”


Without looking at the menu, MacMurphy replied, “Let’s get a bottle of the Domaine du Jaz. It’s grown right here in the vineyards surrounding Suze-la-Rousse. Can’t get much closer than that. You’ll like it.”


He motioned to a passing waiter carrying a tray and wearing a starched white shirt and black bow tie and ordered the wine. Then he turned his attention back to Edwin Rothmann. “I expect you’re here to help me spend some of my ill-gotten wealth. Must be really important to bring you all the way out here.”


Rothmann sat silently while the waiter brought the wine, popped the cork loudly and poured their glasses. When he set the bottle down and left, Rothmann pulled his bulk closer to MacMurphy and spoke in low gravelly tones. “I’ve got a problem in Thailand. Chiang Mai to be precise.”


“You mean last week’s attack against the consulate. It’s all over the press.”


“That’s it.” Rothmann took a sip from his glass, savoring the wine. “Yeah, Chiang Mai. What the papers didn’t say was who was behind it. No one took responsibility for the attack. But we know that bastard Khun Ut did it. He’s out of control. Killed one of our finest officers. Problem is, we’re pretty impotent as a nation, and as an Agency, at the moment. Our ass-kissing DCI won’t let us do anything about it. Zilch. They’re all a bunch of scared pussies.”


“I heard the FBI’s been called in. Have they got the lead on this?”


“Yes, they do, and they’re treating it like a crime, which of course it is, although an act of terrorism. Those Fibbies are swarming all over the place. They’ve even taken over our dead COB’s office.” The DDO shook his big head. “Bunch of arrogant bastards running around trying to uncover as much evidence as they can to link Khun Ut to the attack. Hell, we know he did it. We should just take him out. The sooner the better. That’s the only way to handle a situation like this. That’s what I suggested . . .”


He looked down at his wine, sighed, and took another sip from his glass. “The most the administration will agree to do is to exert more political pressure on the Thai government—to try to force them to take some military action against the guy. But we know it won’t work. The Thais won’t do anything because Khun Ut has everyone in his pocket. Bought and paid for.”


“There’s no question Khun Ut was behind the attack?”


“Absolutely. One of his wounded was left behind along with two dead. We got a confession from him and were able to trace all three back to Khun Ut.”


The waiter returned and dropped a basket of sliced baguette on their table. He hovered over their table, twirling his tray, impatiently waiting to take their orders.


“What’ll you have, Ed? Something to go with the wine?”


“You bet. I’m hungry. How about a nice steak frites medium rare?”


“You got it. I’ll have the same.”


Mac placed the orders in perfect French and when the waiter left he turned back to the DDO. “So you’re frustrated. This Khun Ut guy is running amuck, the administration is treating it like a simple crime to be solved by the FBI, and without the help of the Thais nothing will be accomplished. Is that about it?”


“That’s why I love you, Mac. You always cut right to the chase.”


“What do you want me to do?”


Rothmann peered into his wine glass thoughtfully and then looked up.


“Let me tell you a story . . .”





CHAPTER EIGHT


Back in Vietnam in the late sixties, I was assigned as a liaison officer to MACV-SOG. Ever hear of that outfit?”


“Sure. SOG, Army Special Operations Group, right?”


Rothmann smiled. “Well, you’re half right. I keep forgetting how young you are or, I should say, how old I am. MACV-SOG stood for Military Assistance Command Vietnam—Studies and Observation Group, an outfit that conducted highly classified, deniable covert ops and sabotage missions behind enemy lines in Vietnam. The teams were made up of Army Special Forces, Air Force Air Commandos, and Navy Seals. They worked directly for the Joint Chiefs, and the commander at the time was a real smart Army guy named Jack Singlaub.”


The waiter returned with their steaks and a heaping platter of chrispy frites. Rothmann speared a frite and held it up like a prize. “Jack was a colonel back then, already a legend due to his exploits in World War Two and Korea. He was one of the original OSS ‘Jedburgs.’ That’s how he latched up with the Agency. He’s worked closely with us ever since, and he’s a real good friend of mine.”


Mac said, “I’ve heard of Jack Singlaub. He commanded our troops in South Korea. He was a Major General at the time I believe.”


The DDO sliced into his steak. “That’s the guy. Anyway, Jack had this idea to lead the Viet Cong and the NVA to doubt the safety of their guns and ammunition—make their guns explode. He called the operation ‘Project Eldest Son.’ He came to us and we arranged for CIA ordnance experts to conduct a feasibility study, which we did. A few weeks later, Jack and I watched one of our techs slide a 7.62mm cartridge, loaded with high explosive rather than gunpowder, into a bench mounted AK-47. The explosive round blew up the receiver, projecting the bolt backwards. Jack whooped when he saw that. He said he could just imagine that bolt flying back into the face of some shitass VC.”


Mac said, “Sounds like something that crusty old guy would say.”


The DDO twirled his wine and emptied the glass. “Yep. So what the SOG teams did was to identify VC and NVA ammunition caches, mostly along the Ho Chi Minh Trail, break into them clandestinely, and replace a few of the 7.62mm rounds with substitute rounds provided by us. The explosive they used so resembled gunpowder it would pass inspection by anyone but an ordnance expert.”


“You know, I have heard of that operation. From my dad. He was a Marine Gunny in Vietnam. He said it made the Marines wary of shooting AKs for fear they’d blow up in their face, and some of them preferred the AK to the M-16 before that came to light.”


“That’s right. Everyone feared using 7.62mm ammunition by the end of the war. By that time it was an open secret that the ammunition was tainted. Project Eldest Son was one of the most successful covert operations of the Vietnam War.”


“That’s a great story, Ed, but what’s Project Eldest Son got to do with your visit? I don’t get the connection between that and the attack on our consulate.”


“Eldest Son . . . Just an idea I had.” The DDO paused, then leaned forward and lowered his voice. “What would be the best way to take down Khun Ut? Think about it for a moment. Destroy his empire, break down his distribution network, and create havoc in his ranks. Make people fear using his narcotics.” The big man sat back and gave MacMurphy time to let it all sink in.


The wheels spun in Mac’s head. He looked up at his mentor and former boss. “You want to doctor Khun Ut’s heroin. Make it unsafe to use. Then, if nobody buys his shit, his empire will crumble from the bottom up. Am I close?”


The DDO reached for the bottle and refilled both glasses. “You’re on the right track. I’m thinking Project Eldest Son on steroids. I haven’t discussed this with anyone but you. If we move ahead with this plan, it has to remain strictly between us. Agreed?”


“Of course, Ed. But whatever I do for you will have to involve my team—Culler and Maggie at the minimum. I’ll have to brief them, right?”


The DDO pushed his plate away from him and then popped a last French fry into his mouth. “Culler and Maggie are fine, but strictly use the ‘need to know’ principle with anyone else you chose to enlist. The point is this—if we decide to proceed, there can be no blowbacks to the CIA. We’re going to need complete deniability. Nothing can be traced back to the Agency. Understood?”


“Understood. And no one else in the Agency is aware of this?”


“Right. This is strictly between you and me, Mac. I’d never get approval for an operation of this sort in this day and age. Everyone is looking over their shoulders these days. That’s why I came all this way to see you. If you’re successful all fingers will naturally be pointed at the CIA.”


“But you will have plausible denial,” MacMurphy interjected.


“Yes, plausible denial. No links back to the CIA, unless someone is watching and recording us right now,” the DDO gazed around the room and laughed.


“No chance of that, boss. Nobody comes to Suze-la-Rousse but me. And I know you made sure you weren’t followed here.”


“Right, I wrangled a boondoggle to Paris and then told the guys I wanted the day for some shopping and sightseeing. I hopped the bullet train to Montélimar and took a taxi to here. It took less than three hours.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to be back at the station in Montélimar by three-thirty to catch the train back to Paris, and we’ve still got some things to cover.”


“I guess that means you won’t get to see any more of my quaint little town while you’re here.”


“Next time, Mac. Now, why don’t you get the check, my wealthy friend, and we can talk some more while you walk me back to the bridge.”


“You bet. We need to figure out how to get to his stash and doctor it. It won’t be easy.”


MacMurphy signaled the waiter for the check and finished his wine. He paid with cash and the two men walked out into the warm summer air of Southern France. They strolled slowly back toward the ancient Roman bridge at the entrance of the village, enjoying the sun and summer breezes.


“Too bad you can’t stay longer, boss. I’m disappointed.”


“We’ll have plenty of time to get together when this is over, plenty of time.”


They crossed the main square and Rothmann looked back at the imposing Renaissance castle on the hill behind him. “That is a beautiful sight. I really will have to come back here some day. When this is all over.”


“Yes indeed. You’ll be my guest. I’d love to show you this part of France.” They continued to walk while Mac thought about what he was being asked to do. Finally he asked, “So, how do we sabotage Khun Ut’s heroin shipments?”


The DDO stopped and shook his head. “You’re going to have to figure that one out for yourself, but I’ll give you a couple of resources to help you come up with a plan. The first is a guy down in the Florida Keys. He’s done some good work for me in the past. Bill Barker’s his name. He’s a bit of a rogue. An arms dealer who’s always working on the fringes of the law. But he knows his shit. He’ll fix you up with whatever you need in the way of weapons and get them safely delivered to Thailand. He’s also a chemist. Knows everything there is to know about poisons. He can advise you on what you need to put into Khun Ut’s shipments. I’m thinking something that will make people who shoot up really, really sick. Kind of like Eldest Son.”


Mac said, “What if the stuff we put in kills someone? Like Project Eldest Son.”


“Collateral damage . . . can’t help it. That’s something we may have to struggle with.”


“Okay, we’ll cross that bridge if and when we come to it. But what about access?”


“You’re going to have to be real careful with this one, Mac. There can be no connection to the Agency at all. That said, you’re going to need a way to get access to Khun Ut’s heroin in order to sabotage it. And I’ve given it a lot of thought. I don’t see any way around it, so I’m going to put you in touch with our ACOB in Chiang Mai, Charly Blackburn. You may even remember her. She says she met you in Bangkok a couple of years ago. She was stationed there when you visited from Hong Kong to attend some sort of a narcotics conference.”


“Of course, I remember her well. Real smart gal. Eurasian. Very pretty. An expert on the Golden Triangle heroin trade.”


“That’s Charly all right. I knew you’d never forget a beautiful face like that. Anyway, I named her the new acting chief in Chiang Mai after Sadosky was killed. She’s a little young for the job, but I think she’s up to it. Real bright and no one in the DDO knows more about that part of the world than she does. Speaks fluent Thai too, which is a big plus. Her mother was Thai. Dad was an Air Force officer. Bombardier on a B-52 out of U-Tapao, if memory serves. I hate to create a link to the Agency, but you’re going to need some support. She’ll be your contact in country—funnel intel to you. She’s also got an asset who might be able to help get you access to Khun Ut’s heroin shipments. Guard that connection with your life. She’s totally loyal and reliable, the only other CIA employee who knows about you and me. That also makes her the weakest link in our little daisy chain, so be careful about meeting with her.”


They reached the foot of the bridge and Rothmann stopped, reached into a pocket of his computer case, pulled out an envelope and handed it to MacMurphy. “This contains contact instructions for Barker and Blackburn. Note that Barker only knows me as an arms buyer named Tom Willet. It’s important we keep it that way. I vouched for you and told him you would be contacting him, so your bona fides is established, but I didn’t give him a name. I assume you’ll use an alias with him and, for that matter, for anything you do in Thailand. There’s also a cell phone number you can use to reach me in an emergency. It’s an untraceable throwaway phone. I suggest you get a similar phone. Make sure it’s an international quad-band, so we can reach each other in an emergency.”


“Okay, boss, I’ll be in touch.” They hugged each other warmly and said their goodbyes. MacMurphy watched the big man walk over the old Roman bridge, limping slightly with his signature swagger. On the other side of the bridge, Rothmann hailed a taxi, entered awkwardly and disappeard into the late afternoon traffic.


MacMurphy had his instructions, and funding for the operation was understood. It would come out of the stash sitting in MacMurphy’s alias bank account in Bern. There would be no traceable connections back to the CIA. There would be total deniability.





CHAPTER NINE


FT. LAUDERDALE, FLORIDA


When Harry Stephan MacMurphy had separated from the CIA after thirteen years of service as an operations officer, he did two things right away. He moved to Ft. Lauderdale, Florida, and he rented a suite of offices on the eighth floor of a towering glass building overlooking the Intracoastal Waterway on Las Olas Boulevard. The sign he hung on the door read, “Global Strategic Reporting.”


He financed GSR with the money he had taken from the Chinese embassy during his last gig with the CIA. Access to the account could only be gained by a U.S. citizen named Frederick Martin, and MacMurphy had the alias U.S. passport to show he was Martin.


Now he had a mission.





CHAPTER TEN


MacMurphy, Maggie Moore, and James “Culler” Santos sat huddled around a small marble conference table in the GSR offices. One wall of the conference room was glass from ceiling to floor; the view offered the sparkling Intracoastal Waterway, sprinkled with white yachts and marinas, and the office buildings and condominiums lining historic Las Olas Boulevard. Beyond spread the expansive blue waters of the Atlantic Ocean.


MacMurphy, dressed casually in jeans and a white, short-sleeved, button down shirt which accentuated his deep, Florida tan, was winding up his briefing on his meeting with the DDO in Suze-la-Rousse two days earlier.


“So that’s about it. We’ve been given wide parameters to complete this job. Even Ed Rothmann doesn’t know exactly how to accomplish it. He just gave us the goal and told us to run with it.”


“How is this arms dealer down in the Keys going to fit in?” asked Santos in his slow, South Boston drawl. “We can find enough weapons in Northern Thailand to start a revolution. What do we need him for?”
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