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What though the field be lost?

All is not lost; th' unconquerable will,

And study of revenge, immortal hate,

And courage never to submit or yield.




 

 

 


-- Milton, Paradise Lost
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PROLOGUE

 

The four stocking-masked men didn’t give a damn about the luxury items that crowded the shelves and display cases of the chic shop on Hong Kong’s Salisbury Road. 

They had come to sell, not buy. Death was what they were selling. Cold, fast and bloody.

The silenced 9 mm round made less noise than a muffled sneeze, far less than the clatter of the Silver plated Colt .44 onto the top of the glass display case or the dull thud of the lookout’s bleeding corpse a pulsebeat later.

While two of the masked hardmen bracketed the door at the rear of the shop, the guy in the center blasted a circle of bulletholes in the door and kicked it in with a savage lunge of a booted foot.

The havoc-bringers raced into the carpeted corridor beyond the door and were at the target zone seconds later.

In the steamy hot tub, two prostitutes were on their knees in the water, giggling as they used their hands and mouths on the old, gaunt Thai who sat with his head thrown back and his eyes closed in rapture. Loud rock music from concealed stereo speakers covered the sound of the dark angels closing in for silent termination. 

The man, named Leung Pang-Wei, was a Chiu-Chow, one of the Kings of Kings of heroin dealership. 

The whores’ tongues flicked expertly across the pearls inserted beneath the foreskin of Leung’s erect penis. The pearls were worn by Thai criminals as a mark of honor and rank. The pearls completely encircling the penis signified a man very highly placed on the criminal ladder. 

One of the whores looked up, caught sight of death in the room. She shrieked and a red mouth gaped in the center of her pretty head.  “Out!” the gunmen ordered the rest of the girls who fled shrieking from the tub of blood in the room of pleasure. A pistol smash to the nape of the neck made the old man go limp.

They pulled the unconscious man from the hot tub and dragged him naked from the shop leaving a trail of bloody bath water behind him, pitched him into the trunk of a black BMW limo parked outside and roared off into the neon-lit Hong Kong night. 

The snatch had gone down in a little less than eight minutes.

One of the Golden Triangle’s most powerful druglords had been just taken



ONE

 

   Bangkok, Thailand, in the Year of the Snake.

   Twenty-five years ago, it was a picture postcard city of Chinese pagodas, meandering canals and manicured gardens.

   Then came the Vietnam war and hordes of penniless refugees.  The canals were filled in and the pagodas torn down.  Today a shantytown of endless rows of tin-roofed shacks, forming mazes of alleylike back streets, surrounds the bustling core of downtown Bangkok with its plateglass-and-steel skyscrapers rising above crowded, noisy avenues stinking of car exhaust and industrial pollution. 

   Bangkok, Thailand, in the Year of the Snake. Paper dragons whirled. Dancers in colorful native costumes swarmed through the steaming-hot streets of Patpong Road.

   Fireworks exploded everywhere, lighting up the night sky in multicolored cascades of streaming brilliance. Amid the chaotic confusion of the celebration, few took notice of the bush-jacketed American with the half-moon scar on his right jaw as he picked his way through the crowd of New Year’s revelers. 

Few, that is, except for the killers who had been tracking Z-Comm’s top merc since he had left the Siam Intercontinental Hotel an hour before.

Logan Cage knew the Thai “number men” were going to make their play any minute. When it came it was going to go down fast and hard and Cage would have to be faster and harder in order to survive the shootout.

Cage had spotted the dark green taxi following his cab and had told the driver to pull over and let him out at Patpong Road.

The broad street that was known as the “massage parlor capital of Asia” was bracketed by sex shops, whorehouses and sleazy bars catering to a rough-and-tumble clientele. 

Pounding disco thumped and throbbed from both sides of the boulevard.  Sweaty bodies clogged the roadway, forcing traffic to crawl by at a snail’s pace. Much of this was the motorized three-wheeled pedicabs called samlors or, more commonly, tuk-tuks by the Thais.  Cage figured to lose the goon crew of Oriental buttonmen in the confusion of the wild New Year’s celebration.

Sure, Cage was armed. Holstered under the left armpit of the khaki bush jacket, Z-Comm’s  merc honcho packed an Ingram MAC 11 SMG.  The 32-round clip in its belly was loaded with .380 Super hollowpoint rounds that the lethal stinger could spray out at 900 rounds per minute or belch out in highly accurate single shots in select-fire mode. 

But a firefight in the tightly packed streets would lead to a bloodbath of massive proportions. Elsewhere in the world, the wall-to-wall bodies surrounding the American soldier of fortune would be as good as a life insurance policy. 

Not here though. To the Thais, like practically anywhere else in the hellhole of Southeast Asia, human life was notoriously cheap.

Cage was sure of at least five Thai assassins on his tail.  Three were in the blue Toyota sedan which had followed at a snail’s pace through the swarming street. Two others had gotten out and followed on foot. 

The number men, so-called because of the number designations given to Thai criminals in the tongs they belonged to, were short, wiry Chinese hardguys, skilled in martial arts and handy with knives. They would also be armed with concealed full-auto blasters.

A burst of twanging guitar chords from a live band playing in a bar across the street caught the merc’s attention.  Cage cut in front of a slowly moving tuk-tuk and pushed through plateglass doors into the saloon.  

The air inside was thick with a haze of grey-blue smoke.  Rock music pounded at his ears, loud enough to feel. On a stage opposite the entrance, an Oriental rock band did a bad cover of Madonna’s “Material Girl,” flanked by two totally naked Chinese babes who rotated their hips and shook their large, erect-nippled breasts with lewd suggestiveness. 

Customers sat at tables across the nearly empty saloon, most with Thai whores who, for the most part, were as naked as the dancers.  Other Thai prostitutes circulated around like sharks looking for stray fish.

“Want to party?” asked one of the women, grabbing Cage by the arm. “You like good head? I give best head in Bangkok.” Cage was about to tell her to go bang somebody else’s cock when he saw a pair of the Thai buttonmen enter through the bar’s street entrance. 

They were instantly recognizable: unlike the rest of the bar’s patrons, the faces of these newcomers were grim, taut masks, the reptilian black eyes set in them were like small, vicious animals as they emotionlessly scanned the strike zone, missing nothing.

The goon crew walked stiffly and kept their hands in their pockets, ready to whip blasters from beneath the lightweight jackets they wore over open-necked shirts through which heavy gold chains gleamed.

“What’s your name?” Cage asked the hooker between clenched teeth.

“Swan Willow,” the girl answered. 

“Where’s the room?”

“Upstairs,” replied the whore. “We go. Yes?” Cage hustled the hooker up the stairs to the level above which was lined with doors on both sides of a long, narrow corridor.

Sounds of laughter, screams and grunts of sex came from behind the doors in the wall as the girl led Cage down the corridor to one of the doors at the end of the line.

“Two hundred baht,” she told Cage as she undressed.  “Fifteen minutes, okay, mister?”

The hooker’s small, white breasts were bared but Cage didn’t have sex on his mind. He had turned his back to her, scanning the neon-strobing roofscape of downtown Bangkok through the room’s dirty window.

“Mister?” the hooker cried out, putting a hand on Cage’s shoulder. “What wrong. You no like—"

Before the girl could complete the sentence, the door of the room caved in with the earsplitting crash of splintering wood as an enormous fist smashed through it like a human battering ram. 

Throwing the girl to the floor, Cage whipped out the MAC 11 and cut loose a .380 burst which stitched a zigzag of holes across the shattered door. 

He heard a loud, animal scream and a sharp thud as a body beyond hit the floor hard in the hallway beyond the room. Then came shouts and the ugly ratchet of autofire as the lock was shot away.

As the door caved in, the hooker got up and ran toward the door where a brace of hardmen were pushing their way in.

“Go!” she screamed. “I buy you time.” 

Before the two Thai killers burst into the room, Cage was out the window, running along the tops of the tin-roofed shanties that formed a labyrinth of twisting, narrow streets. 

Pushing aside the naked Thai prostitute, one of the number men stuck his head out the window. 

He swore loudly as he saw the dark silhouette against the neon-lit horizon and got off a 9 mm autoburst from the KG/TEK SMG he fisted. 

Bullets banshee-wailed past Cage’s ear as he jumped down to a lower roof, powerful calf muscles cushioning the impact of landing. Crawling to the roof’s edge, he hung his body over the side, then dropped to the level of the street. 

Snapping a fresh .380 Super clip into the Ingram, Cage did some fast number crunching. He was halfway along a narrow alley.  It was blind at the near end and opened onto one of the smaller, alleylike streets which fed diagonally onto Patpong Road a few blocks from the bar. 

Cage could see the New Year’s celebration pass amid the neon sprawl beyond the alley’s mouth.

“There is the scarred farang!” the voice came sharply from behind him as one of the Thai buttonmen ran from a side door and spotted Cage. “Quickly! Do not let the foreigner escape!”

A steel butterfly of autofire fissured the pavement near Cage’s feet, sending a shower of cement chips across his head.  Dropping to one knee, Cage swung the MAC subgun in the direction of the muzzle flash and triggered a .380 quickburst. 

There was a scream and a body jerked from shadow into light like some obscene thing suddenly exposed from a dark, hidden place.

The Thai badass was hit high on the left shoulder. Most of his collarbone blew away in a wad of bloody glop, leaving behind a raw, shattered mess. 

As he staggered out into the open he stumbled into a ten-foot pile of empty vegetable crates stacked for disposal, knocking over the boxes with a sickening crash. 

The KG/TEK machine pistol in his hand chattered as he triggered a wild panic burst and collapsed in a blood-belching heap on the dusty ground.

Laying down a whirlwind of answering steel, Cage broke and ran for the far end of the alley. He hit the street at a full-tilt run. As Cage pounded the pavement, he saw the windows roll down on the blue Toyota he’d spotted earlier and the black muzzles of SMGs stick out like the ugly steel phalluses of mutant dwarves.

Rrrrrrrit!

The grim serenade of fast-cycling SMGs sent the crowds ducking for cover as a hurricane of slugs turned plateglass windows into powdered sugar. Cage heard tires squeal as the Toyota climbed the sidewalk to avoid the gridlocked traffic ahead while car doors slammed as killers got out to chase him down.

Cage whirled and scored another takedown, triggering a burst of .380 steel which flushed another buttonman down the roaring toilet of eternity. At the mouth of another blind alley, the merc snapped a fresh clip into the MAC and chambered a round, bringing the shooter into shoulder-fire position.

At which point, the goon crew did the last thing Cage expected it to do. 

   It threw up its hands en masse.

“You not understand,” one of the Thais surrounding Cage said. “Boss send us to get you, not kill you.” He signaled to one of the wasters who cracked the car’s rear door.  “You come with us now, yes? Boss say to tell you he already have man you come to Bangkok to grab.”



TWO

 

The town was located on the Thai side of the zone where the borders of Thailand, Laos and Burma come together to form a region known as the Golden Triangle. 

From this delta of death originates the majority of the world’s heroin production. Hundreds of tons of refined heroin base flow yearly along the opium trails from Burma to transshipment points in Thailand—often at Thai militaryinstallations—accounting for almost the entire world’s supply of base

The estate had once belonged to the French colonizers of Thailand before the foreigners were expelled in the 1930s. The mansion was a self-contained fortress whith weapons ranges, barracks for a small army of bodyguards and a communications center equipped with the latest satellite transmission gear. 

There was even an armored APC in the large underground garage, ready for instant action. There was also a traditional pagoda housing a Buddhist shrine for prayer and meditation as well as a whorehouse. 

The whorehouse was stocked only with white women who had been kidnapped and addicted to heroin to help keep them docile and willing to please.

The black limo glided through the sentry boxes as the electrically controlled wrought iron gate twenty feet high slid back. Tracked by armored security cameras posted atop the towering concrete walls, the car followed a long, winding driveway to the front of the white marble mansion.

Bracketed by the stone-faced Thai gunmen wielding Czech-made Skorpion 9 mm autopistols, Cage exited the limo and was ushered through the door into a large sitting room. The room had a curved glass atrium open to the night sky. 

“This way sir,” said the Malay servant. “The general is anxious to meet you.”

Cage was ushered into a sitting room. General Quan Zhou-Ji stood and came forward. He was a fat man with a thin Fu-Manchu moustache and thin grey hair in a khaki uniform decorated with medals. Quan stuck out his arm, clasping Cage’s hand in a rough grasp.

“Good of you to come, Mr. Cage,” the Chinese warlord said.

“Care for a drink?”

“Bourbon,” he said, “straight-up. No ice.”

The general gestured to the Malay who poured a drink for Cage. “I prefer scotch,” Quan said in a clipped Oxford accent that was out of character with his coarse Chinese features and squinty black eyes. “I developed a taste for it while studying in England.”

“Let’s cut the circle jerk,” Cage told the guy. “You shot up half of Bangkok trying to bring me here. Now you want to sit around sipping whiskey and shooting the breeze. Get to the point or I’m out of here.”

The fat Chinese laughed. The flaps of flesh on his throat jiggled merrily. “Most refreshing, Mr. Cage,” he said. “Yes, by all means, I shall get to the point immediately.” 

Leaning closer, he said in a lower voice that was half a whisper, “The point is that I have it on good information that you are in Bangkok on a mission that has ends which are desirable to us both.”

Quan put up a hand and blew cigar smoke at the ceiling, where pinspots made revolving shafts.  

“Hear me out, sir,” he said. He put the cigar in the ashtray, sipped more scotch and went on, “For some years the man you were sent to Thailand to kill—yes, kill, for murder is a brutal word and we can call it nothing else, not ‘terminate,’ ‘neutralize,’ or even ‘waste’ as you Americans say. No sir, there is no other word to use but the short, brutal verb ‘@I[kill]’— has been a thorn in my side. He was a man of little honor and poor judgment,” Quan went on, “and his demise could only benefit myself and my associates in the long run.”

“Where is he?” Cage asked.

Quan gave a little laugh, the flesh at the corners of his deep black eyes rolling up in merriment. “Well sir,” Quan said, “come with me and you shall witness the fate of our Mister Leung.”

Cage accompanied the heroin khan down a long corridor. At the end was a locked firedoor. A Thai guard armed with an AK47 Avtomat rifle stood guard, throwing open the door at a nod from the General. 

Inside, the air stank of blood and vomit and the unmistakable stench of fear-sweat. In its center, strapped to a stainless steel clinical table under a fluorescent light panel that bizarrely distorted the colors of blood and destroyed body tissue, was the former King of Kings. 

The rogue heroin lord had been worked over for hours. On a table on rollers beside the dead man lay the implements of torture which had been used on him. There were scissors, surgical probes, scalpels and dental explorers.

Quan picked up on of the stainless steel dental implements.

“Amazing instrument, isn’t it?” he asked, holding it up to the light and watching the way its hooked, needle-sharp tip flashed. 

“I have seen men plead for mercy as one of these flays strips of raw, bleeding flesh from his bones, exposing the bare musculature beneath. Of course the trick is to keep them in pain,” he said, laying the dental instrument back down, “keep them screaming. In Leung’s case, we touched the high-voltage tip of a cattle prod to the bare, wet muscle tissue. Thus the straps, Mr. Cage. A man in such violent agony can become possessed of almost superhuman strength.”

Back in Quan’s sitting room, Cage said, “you’ve established that Leung is out of the picture. What’s in it for you?”

“What is in it for me, sir,” Quan replied, “or rather what I hope your government will see fit to facilitate for me, is to adopt an attitude of what I believe is called ‘benign neglect.’ Of late, your government has been pressuring the Thais to crack down on my business interests. No doubt the pressure might also be turned off if some of the hardliners in Congress or the Senate were appeased with the right incentive, such as the capture and execution of a man who is responsible for putting more high-grade heroin on the streets of American cities than any other man on earth.”

Quan looked reflectively at the glowing tip of his cigar for a long minute. Returning his glance to Cage, an amused gleam came into his eyes. “There is an added incentive,” he said. “Call it a gesture of good faith between two friends if you will. Call it the icing on the cake. Call it whatever you wish to, Mr. Cage, but please relay what I am about to reveal to you to the appropriate parties.”

Cage waited.

“Just before Mr. Leung left this earth to join his illustrious ancestors, he attempted to bargain for his worthless life. He had little to trade in any event, but we persuaded him to speak all the same.  During this futile effort to mitigate his demise, Mr.  Leung provided us with testimony regarding the existence of something close by these borders that I am sure will be of inestimable value to your countrymen.”

Quan waited and when Cage did not respond, went on, “Mr. Leung told us about the existence of a camp in southeastern Laos in which special prisoners are now being held captive. They are, Mr.  Cage, American MIAs.”



THREE


The headquarters of the Central Intelligence Agency are located in the Washington D.C. suburb of Langley, Virginia.  Set in the pine-studded mountain country of the dogwood state’s northern tier, the operational center of the largest intelligence agency in the free world is housed in a group of sterile boxlike buildings that give as little clue to what goes on behind the Agency’s walls as the professionally blank faces of its personnel. 

At his desk in his office in the west wing of CIA headquarters, the Director of Central Intelligence sat staring at the peak of his steepled hands.  

Behind the wingback chair in which he sat, and beyond the picture window, the verdant countryside was covered with a dense layer of morning fog. It was just a little past seven on a rainy Sunday morning, and Roger Edward Wilson had a lot on his mind and even more on his plate.

The first thing most visitors to the DCI’s office saw was the plaque on his desk which proclaimed: @I[We the unwilling, led by the unknowing, are doing the impossible for the ungrateful.] The next thing they noticed was the Director himself. 

Roger Wilson was the epitome of everything the world’s foremost spymaster shouldn’t be. His wispy grey hair ringed a bald head dotted with liver spots. His pale cheeks were jowly and the thick glasses he wore made his eyes resemble dried coffee stains.  Combined with his penchant for loud ties
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