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To David Morrell, Rambo’s father, master of the high-octane thriller, mentor and friend; this book, as the others that precede it, would not have been possible without you, and to the men of MACV-SOG and their Montagnard teammates, who plied their trade in Vietnam and across the fence in the Secret War into Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam, to those who disappeared, to those still unaccounted for, and to all those who fought and died in Southeast Asia from 1954 to 1975, I salute you.





“Cry ‘Havoc!,’ and let slip the frogs of war”

—THE FROGMAN VERSION OF THE LINE FROM WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE’S JULIUS CAESAR, ACT 3, SCENE 1



You have never lived until you’ve almost died.

For those who have fought for it,

Life has a flavor the protected shall never know.

—UNOFFICIAL MOTTO OF MACV-SOG



“Lam Nut Bau troi, Rung chuyen Trai Dat”

—CODED MESSAGE FROM HANOI TO NORTH VIETNAMESE FORCES ON THE EVE OF THE TET OFFENSIVE IN JANUARY 1968. IT TRANSLATES AS “CRACK THE SKY, SHAKE THE EARTH”



I shall inflict so much personal pain and grief, suffering and outrage, that as a person you shall have but two choices: SURRENDER OR DIE

—PORTION OF THE UNOFFICIAL VIETNAM-ERA SEAL CREED



Havoc (hāv’ək) n. Widespread destruction or confusion. To destroy or ruin.

THE AMERICAN HERITAGE DICTIONARY, 1969 EDITION









PREFACE

“JUST ANOTHER DAY IN SOG.”

Nineteen sixty-eight was the bloodiest year for Americans fighting in Vietnam. Of the 542,000 U.S. troops deployed to Southeast Asia that year, 16,899 were killed in action and 87,388 were wounded. Among them were a small number of special operators running missions “across the fence” in a secret war into Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam—the men of MACV-SOG.

Despite the innocuous name of “Military Assistance Command, Vietnam—Studies and Observations Group,” the organization and its members conducted some of the most audacious operations of the Vietnam War. SOG was a highly classified, multiservice U.S. task force established on January 24, 1964, to operate beyond the official boundaries of the conflict. Their mission was “to execute an intensified program of harassment, diversion, political pressure, capture of prisoners, physical destruction, acquisition of intelligence, generation of propaganda, and diversion of resources, against the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) [North Vietnam].” Missions were undertaken by small teams, typically consisting of two Army Special Forces soldiers and six indigenous Montagnard tribesmen. In 1968, every MACV-SOG operator was wounded, many of them more than once. Close to 50 percent were killed.

And so, it is with the operators of MACV-SOG that Cry Havoc begins.

In his 1960 novel, The Centurions, a book that follows French paratroopers in counterinsurgency operations in Indochina and then Algeria, author Jean Lartéguy, who just might make an appearance in the pages ahead, writes: “I’d like… to have two armies: one for display, with lovely guns, tanks, little soldiers, fanfares, staffs, distinguished and doddering generals, and dear little regimental officers… an army that would be shown for a modest fee on every fairground in the country. The other would be the real one, composed entirely of young enthusiasts in camouflage battledress, who would not be put on display but from whom impossible efforts would be demanded and to whom all sorts of tricks would be taught. That’s the army in which I should like to fight.”

Every time I read that passage, I cannot help but think of MACV-SOG.

Nineteen sixty-eight was also a year of turmoil in the United States. The USS Pueblo was captured by North Korean forces in January, President Lyndon Johnson announced that he would not run for reelection in March, Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in April, and Senator Robert Kennedy was killed in June. Riots and protests erupted across the country, including at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, Illinois. At the heart of those protests was the issue of American involvement in Vietnam.

The violence that year was not limited to North America and Southeast Asia. In Europe, President Charles de Gaulle’s Fifth Republic struggled to survive in France while the Prague Spring set the conditions for a Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. In Africa, the Biafra War, Rhodesian Bush War, Angolan War of Independence, and Chadian Civil War raged.

The world was on fire.

Amongst the chaos, tensions between East and West, communism and capitalism, the U.S. and the USSR, built toward a breaking point. The divide was best illustrated by the cold concrete and sharp barbed wire of the Berlin Wall, a physical manifestation of the division between the world’s two great superpowers, two empires with distinctly different governments and ideologies. On one side was the freedom of the Western Bloc. On the other, the oppression of the Warsaw Pact. Both sides were in possession of nuclear arsenals capable of destroying the world many times over.

Rather than a direct confrontation between the nuclear superpowers, the hot wars between East and West were fought in the latter half of the twentieth century in Korea, Cuba, Congo, Nicaragua, Chile, Angola, Mozambique, El Salvador, Afghanistan, and a small country in Southeast Asia called Vietnam. Between 1954 and 1975, the United States would send a generation into the fray, first as advisors and then as combatants. The war would span multiple administrations from both political parties and would scar a generation.

America’s involvement in Vietnam ended in April 1975 with the fall of Saigon. An iconic photograph would come to symbolize the moment. Shot by Dutch photographer Hubert van Es on April 29—the day a complete American evacuation of South Vietnam was ordered—it captures a CIA Air America UH-1 on the roof of a building, one of the pilots assisting a group of refugees up a ladder. Often misidentified as being the roof of the U.S. Embassy, it was actually the Pittman Apartments, a CIA safe house on 22 Gia Long Street. The following morning, April 30, the CIA chief of station and deputy chief of station would send the final cable from Vietnam to CIA Headquarters in Langley, Virginia. It read: “… this will be the final message from Saigon… It has been a long and hard fight and we have lost.” A helicopter would evacuate them from the embassy later that afternoon.

In the end, it was the Vietnamese people and the American service members who fought there who would pay the price for decisions made in air-conditioned offices half a world away. Decisions made in those same offices would impact another generation decades later, one that stepped up to fight in Iraq and Afghanistan.

From The Terminal List onward, I intentionally incorporated characters into the narratives that would allow me to explore multiple generations in the Reece and Hastings family lineages. Cry Havoc is the first and focuses on Tom Reece, the father of James Reece, the protagonist of my first seven novels. Tom has played an essential role in the previous books, guiding his son via memories and conflations from beyond the grave. Only the Dead in particular gives readers a glimpse into his later years at the CIA. Cry Havoc is the story of how it all began.

In The Centurions, a character is recalled to Paris where he is asked about the paratroopers, to which he says, “They’re dangerous because they go to any lengths and nothing will hold them back… they are beyond the conventional notion of good and evil.” That passage speaks to another conflict, one raging in the soul of young Navy SEAL Tom Reece, a man torn between survival, revenge, and the morality of choices, temptations, and trials that will forge his future.

Cry Havoc is a novel of brotherhood and betrayal, a novel of Cold War espionage set against the backdrop of a hot war in the jungles, mountains, deltas, and urban centers of Southeast Asia, a war fought by the men of MACV-SOG. It is a tribute to those who answered their nation’s call amongst the upheaval of the 1960s, to those who donned the uniform, picked up the rifle, and held the line.

Vietnam was a watershed moment in special operations history. Navy SEALs, Army Special Forces soldiers, and Marine Corps snipers would develop the tactics, techniques, and procedures upon which the next generation would build when the torch was passed in the aftermath of September 11, 2001.

This is also a novel of our collective responsibility to those we sent to Vietnam, our obligation to exhaust every effort to answer the questions that continue to haunt the families of those left behind.

There are 1,571 Americans still listed as Missing in Action from the Vietnam War. Most were declared “presumptively dead” by the United States government in an effort to forget, to move on, and to normalize relations with Hanoi. Among the missing are 58 MACV-SOG U.S. Army Special Forces soldiers—Green Berets—lost across the fence in Laos and Cambodia.

As of this writing, a full accounting of American POWs and MIAs from the war in Vietnam remains elusive.

Jack Carr

March 19, 2025

Limpopo Province, South Africa





PROLOGUE

Laos

May 1968

IT WAS THE ABSENCE of sounds that alerted him.

The jungle, itself a living, breathing creature, spoke to those who knew its secrets.

A pause in its natural rhythm was a warning; intruders had violated its sanctity.

The jungle is neutral.

That’s what Dad used to say after he got into the brown water.

That was a different time. A different war.

The jungle remains neutral.

Supposedly so did Laos, but only on paper. In reality, Laos allowed the NVA, the North Vietnamese Army, to resupply units in South Vietnam in direct violation of the 1962 Geneva Accords. To do so, they used the Truong Son Strategic Supply Route, known in the West as the Ho Chi Minh Trail. That was where MACV-SOG came in and why Thomas Reece, Gunner’s Mate First Class, SEAL, United States Navy, lay sweating on the jungle floor in the oppressive humidity beneath the triple canopy that kept his world in a perpetual state of dusk. His ears, nose, eyes, and mouth were under attack by hungry malaria-ridden mosquitos while the leeches that had found their way under his clothing were swelling to the size of thumbs with his blood.

MACV-SOG was the rather innocuous name for Military Assistance Command, Vietnam—Studies and Observations Group. With operators selected primarily from the ranks of the 5th Special Forces Group, MACV-SOG Recon Teams were tasked with prosecuting the secret war across borders in Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam. Though the team did “study and observe,” more often than not they brought death and destruction to the enemy on their home turf. They had become so effective that the NVA had deployed specially designated hunter-killer teams focused on neutralizing the SOG threat. Trained by the 305th Sapper Command, the NVA enlisted the assistance of expert local hunters and trackers, offering sizable bounties for any SOG personnel—dead or alive.

Tom ever so slightly tightened his grip on the chopped Soviet-designed Chinese-made 7.62 x 39 RPD machine gun. He had modified it by shortening the barrel and removing the bipod to give him a weapon that felt closer to Eugene Stoner’s famed Stoner 63 that Tom had carried on his last SEAL deployment in the Rung Sat Special Zone in the swamps of the south. Things were different in the mountains of Laos, but what remained the same was the need to unleash as much chaos as the gods of war would allow when there was no choice but to go kinetic.

A Montagnard mercenary lay an arm’s-length to his left. Another to his right. The name Montagnard came from the French and translated as “inhabitant of the mountains.” The indigenous fighters came from tribes of the Central Highlands and had formed a close alliance with American Army Special Forces teams.

The ’Yards had sensed it too; the specter of death that hung over them in the perpetual mists of the highlands was descending. Once the rain started, it would make it hard for aircraft to identify the small element on the ground, a complication that meant no air support. They would be on their own. A benefit would be that the rain would allow them to move more quickly through the jungle, masking the team’s movement. As they were well aware, it did the same for the enemy.

At present, it was not the twenty-two varieties of poisonous snakes that infested the jungle that concerned Tom Reece. Neither was it the venomous spiders or foot-long centipedes and their toxins, nor the tigers that would trigger the ancient superstitions of his Montagnard teammates. It was not even the elephants that had once trampled a SOG hide site. Tom’s primary concern was the element of NVA soldiers converging on his team’s position.

Don’t fucking move.

The team was arranged in a tight circle facing outward. As the One-One, Tom was second in command. The leadership role landed on Frank Quinn—the One-Zero—a veteran SOG operator with Native American blood who had forgotten more about running ops across the fence than Tom thought he would ever know. Their fellow SOG brethren called them the Odd Couple after the recent Neil Simon film starring Jack Lemmon and Walter Matthau, though none of them had yet seen it; new releases were hard to come by at FOB 1 in Phu Bai. Their partnership—one young Navy SEAL and one older Army Special Forces veteran—was unique in the annals of MACV-SOG, but it was hard to argue with their results. Quinn demanded the best, and Tom gave it. Even in the highly compartmentalized world of SOG, they had developed quite the reputation.

This operation was a typical wiretap mission to record transmissions along an NVA communications line. Upon returning to base, they would turn the physical recordings over to the intelligence analysts for exploitation. What made this task not so simple was that it was taking place across the border in Laos along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Though they had removed the tape from the recording device and respooled the wires from where they had attached them to what amounted to a phone cable, their scent lingered. That meant they could be tracked.

Nothing was overlooked or left undone when it came to blending in. They had only eaten Vietnamese food with no spices for four days prior to the op. In Indian Country one wanted to smell like an NVA soldier. The entire team was under a no showers, no soap, no deodorant, and no smoking order in the lead-up to a mission. Detergent was never used to clean their olive drab fatigues. They had worn their op uniforms for three days before insertion and even took constipation pills to stuff them up while they were across the border. Leave no trace.

The two Americans and six Montagnards all wore sterile uniforms—no name tags, unit patches, rank, or any other insignia adorned their clothing. No dog tags were worn around necks or attached to boot laces, though Tom wondered why they bothered; the NVA knew all about SOG Teams and was well aware of the impact they were having in Laos, which was why Hanoi had diverted critical resources to training the teams hunting them.

In the jungle, one could feel an enemy before the other senses registered their presence, before one heard a twig snap, observed the unnatural movement of a branch or leaf, or smelled the dried hot peppers or strong nuoc mam fish sauce favored by the Vietnamese seeping from sweat glands. Sometimes an enemy element would patrol right through a SOG perimeter and continue on, never knowing how close they had come to discovering the teams that dared venture into denied territory. It was the smell of fear-laced sweat that could give one away in the jungle. You had to become a part of it and make it a part of you.

While Tom carried the RPD, Quinn armed himself with the CAR-15 as did each of their Montagnard teammates, aside from their point man who dressed like an NVA soldier and carried an AKM Type 56. Six members of the eight-man team carried three claymores each. The ’Yard point man and M79 gunner carried one. That gave Recon Team Havoc—as their FOB commander had designated the joint Frank Quinn, Tom Reece, Army-Navy team—twenty claymore mines, which was more than any other operational SOG element. Quinn had insisted on it. That standard operating procedure had allowed Havoc to chain-link seven claymores just 10 feet away, the bold FRONT TOWARD ENEMY emblazoned on their green fronts. They were set against thick tree trunks to protect Havoc from the violent back blast of an amassed ten and a half pounds of C4. The detonation would send a combined 4,900 steel ball bearings ripping through the jungle at 4,000 feet per second, turning any living creature on the receiving end into pink mist.

Another five claymores were arranged behind them in a layered defense pattern attached to time fuses that would be primed as they passed by, beating a hasty retreat. To their flanks, the team had put out four toe poppers and two frag grenades on trip wires. Tom had replaced their standard 4.5-second fuses with smoke grenade fuses that had a zero-second delay.

Best-case scenario, the NVA would pass by completely unaware. Countless times Havoc had remained motionless as enemy soldiers stepped within feet of the camouflaged team, never the wiser.

Tom used all his senses to filter and assess information, including the sixth sense that Quinn preached was the most essential of all. If they can see you, they can hit you; if they can hit you, they can kill you. Don’t let them see you. And if you see them, you better shoot first. Do not hesitate.

If this went to shit, Tom would clack off the seven linked claymores. Four of the seven had Willie Pete grenades attached to their fronts, which would disperse gobs of burning white phosphorus into the approaching enemy. Tom’s element would then fall back, tapping Quinn as they passed. Quinn’s squad would remain online while Tom set up his section of the team at a slight offset. Quinn would then light the time fuse that would detonate his five additional claymores three minutes later.

In the resulting chaos, Havoc would make their escape. That was the hope. But as they all knew, things in the jungle rarely went as planned.

Forty millimeter—or mike-mike—grenades from their M79s were to be used next, followed by hand grenades. Their rifles and machine guns were a last resort. As soon as they started shooting, the NVA would know their precise location and concentrate all their fire in that direction. Weapons like the claymores, grenades, and 40mm mike-mikes kept the enemy guessing and would be Havoc’s primary means of deterrent until they had no choice but to go to the guns. They would then continue to fall back toward an emergency extraction point to be picked up by H-34 Kingbee helicopters flown by South Vietnamese Air Force pilots. If they could summon fast movers for CAS—close air support—they would bring down a world of hurt on their pursuers. If…

Tom remembered the days of his first deployment with SEAL Team TWO in the Mekong Delta where, as a new guy, he had carried the Ithaca Model 37 pump-action 12-gauge shotgun with duckbill attachment when walking point in blue jeans and Converse All Stars. That seemed like a lifetime ago when he and his fellow Men with Green Faces rained down hell on Viet Cong patrols from ambush sites in the mangroves along the River of the Nine Dragons as it meandered its way toward the South China Sea. The amount of firepower carried by his twelve-man SEAL Platoon caused the Viet Cong to think their force far exceeded their actual numbers. That was a different mission. Those were VC. In Laos they were dealing with the NVA, an army that had been trained by the Soviets.

Even at midday it was gloomy beneath the triple canopy. At night it would be pitch black. Tom felt comfortable in the dark. It provided a blanket of security. It also meant that an extraction was highly unlikely, keeping them behind enemy lines until at least sunup.

They traveled heavy, much heavier than Tom had when operating in the deltas of the south. Laos was an area that by international law was off limits, which meant it might be a while before they could contact the FOB through an overhead air asset or their top-secret Hickory radio relay site to request extraction. In these situations, extra magazines and grenades were more useful than anything out of a C-Ration. As Quinn was fond of pointing out: I’d rather be hungry than dead.

Tom’s first-line gear consisted of a Browning Hi-Power 9mm pistol in a black leather holster on his right side, and an integrally suppressed .22 caliber High Standard H-D semiautomatic pistol on his left. A Randall Made Model 14 knife with its seven-and-a-half-inch blade and black Micarta handle in a weathered brown leather sheath was on his right hip behind the Browning. Bo Randall’s company in Orlando, Florida, had been crafting knives since 1938, blades that had accompanied U.S. servicemen into the Second World War, Korea, and now Vietnam. The base tailor had modified Tom’s fatigues and added extra pockets specifically sized for his signal mirror, notebook and pen, maps, morphine syrettes, a pen flare, whistle, compass, and his URC-10 emergency radio along with a frequency and code book. A fluorescent orange marking panel to signal aircraft and mark landing zones was stashed in one of two large cargo pockets on his pant legs. He wore black gloves with more breathable cloth on the tops and leather under the fingers and palms. The thumb, index, and middle fingers were cut off at the first joint. A Swiss Army Knife in his right pocket was tied to a belt loop with green parachute cord. Everything had a purpose.

Tom didn’t dare look at the watch on his left wrist, a Rolex Submariner on a black nylon strap with two marine-grade snaps to which a leather cover was affixed to prevent reflection. A small Waltham compass was attached to the band just below the stainless-steel case of the timepiece. The watch reminded him of Saigon, of the CIA… of Ella.

Not now, Tom. Stay focused.

Like most SOG operators, Tom’s second-line gear was attached to modified World War Two–era BAR—Browning Automatic Rifle—web gear. In Arctic canteen covers attached to the belt were his four additional RPD drums lined with strips of linoleum to prevent the open-link metal non-disintegrating belts and rounds from rattling. He had increased the length of each belt from their standard 100 to 125 rounds per drum—every round mattered and could mean the difference between life and death for the entire team. A cut-down M79 was secured with a D-ring through the trigger guard on the left side of the harness. Additional BAR pouches carried two high-explosive 40 millimeter rounds, two flechette 40mm antipersonnel rounds filled with steel darts, four frag grenades, two smokes, and a white phosphorus grenade. A canteen and a gas mask were situated behind the ammo pouches. An extra claymore was attached to his chest—blasting cap removed. Also on the web belt was a Frank & Warren Survival Ax Type II, which he thought was superior to a machete due to its sharp hook that allowed him to cut vines regardless of which way it was swung. Anything that shined was covered with black tape. Anything that rattled was modified to keep unnatural sounds to a minimum. Of primary importance was a 12-foot section of green rope, coiled and attached to his web gear. It would be used to tie a Swiss Seat harness to clip into a rope, the operators called strings, dropped from a helo to hoist them out of the jungle. Then it was a freezing ride at 7,000 feet for the hour-long flight back to Phu Bai.

Quinn was similarly outfitted but ran his CAR-15 with thirty twenty-round magazines, each loaded with eighteen rounds. For his secondary he opted for the 1911A1 .45 pistol, one of only a few SOG pistols customized by gunsmith Armand Swenson. Instead of the Frank & Warren Survival Ax, Quinn carried a Special Forces–issued Peter LaGana hatchet from the American Tomahawk Company as a nod to his heritage, and because it was more effective than a blade for dispatching sentries.

A specially designed Indig Ruck, the brainchild of Conrad Bennet “Ben” Baker of the obscure Counterinsurgency Support Office hidden away in Okinawa, Japan—SOG’s own Q Branch from the popular James Bond films—held Tom’s third-line gear. In it, he stowed an extra canteen with water purification tablets taped to the outside. They supposedly killed whatever microorganisms lived in Laotian streams, and he hoped counteracted the Agent Orange defoliation chemical the U.S. blanketed over the jungle from the air. The pack also contained a medical kit, six extra grenades, three more smokes, eight M79 rounds, additional claymores that now lined the perimeter, and a small plastic tube of indigenous rations also developed by the ingenious Ben Baker that consisted of precooked lightly seasoned rice with fish, shrimp, or meat laced with vitamin B. Though most recon teams carried a single large man-portable radio, Tom and Quinn both carried PRC-25s, hefty, unwieldy communications devices that were their lifeline. They both believed it was worth the extra weight to have a backup. The PRC-25 was the most essential piece of equipment in their arsenal, capable of connecting them to A-1 Skyraiders, F-4 Phantoms, F-100 Super Sabers, A-6 Intruders, and AC-130E gunships. To prevent the radios from falling into enemy hands, a thermite grenade was taped to the sides to melt them into oblivion if the team was about to be overrun.

Each team member also carried handcuffs. They were always ready to grab an enemy combatant for their intelligence value. A live prisoner also meant five days of R&R in Taiwan or Thailand and one hundred U.S. dollars as a reward. Someone higher up the chain of command had figured that operators on the ground needed an additional incentive to carry an unwilling captive soldier out of the jungle when it might be much more efficient to simply slit their throat. Higher had been right. Instead of money and a vacation, the little people, as SOG affectionately referred to their Montagnards, on a successful prisoner snatch op would be honored with a new Seiko watch from supply.

If rain didn’t ground the aircraft, Havoc would make contact with the Air Force FAC aircraft overhead—call sign Covey—in a low-flying O-2A Cessna Skymaster or possibly with a C-130 command post high above southern Laos. Coming over the radio with Prairie Fire Emergency would shift priority for all aircraft in the AO to the SOG Team under fire. Next to the pilot was a Special Forces MACV-SOG soldier, a Covey Rider, who could speak directly with the unit in contact on the ground, help direct strikes, and guide the recon team to their LZ for pickup.

A favorite aircraft amongst all SOG Teams was the slow and highly maneuverable A-1 Skyraider, a venerable single-prop plane of Korean War vintage that could carry more than its own weight in ordnance. While jets typically had about fifteen minutes of loiter time and had difficulty dropping ordnance closer than 250 meters to a team in contact, the A-1 could provide support for over an hour. It had an array that included cluster bombs, napalm, 250-pound white phosphorus munitions, and a 20mm cannon that could cut down the enemy within 5 meters of a SOG Team in contact. This was extremely helpful as most contacts in the heavy jungle took place at distances of less than 20 feet. All SOG operators at one time or another had prayed to hear the distinctive growl of a low-flying Skyraider screaming in just above the canopy. Recon Teams out of FOB 1 were usually supported by A-1s from the 56th Special Operations Wing in Da Nang. They were the best in the business.

Havoc had made contact in eleven out of their last thirteen missions as a team. All of them had been wounded, but, so far, they had not had any fatalities. Tom knew that one day his Frogman luck would run out. All he could do was hope that day wasn’t upon them.

Did Dad ever feel like this, Tommy gun in hand, battling the Japanese in World War Two?

Dad didn’t have claymores.

Tom shifted his eyes to the right. Even though he was less than four feet from Mang Hai, their Montagnard team leader, Tom couldn’t see him. Mang was Tom’s age but looked younger. He had been a replacement for Amiuh. Tom missed Amiuh. Quinn still carried the Montagnard’s rosary in his pocket. Amiuh’s wife had insisted upon it. His death had hit Quinn particularly hard.

Mang lived for one purpose: to kill NVA. The AK round that had grazed Mang’s scalp on their last mission only added fuel to his fire. The Montagnard hated the North Vietnamese more than the Americans did. Truth was, the ’Yards hated all Vietnamese. They had history.

Rain began to fall through the mist.

A part of the SEAL prayed they would continue on, none the wiser. Another part was itching to cut them all down. This was war, a war that had claimed too many of his friends.

It took all of Tom’s strength not to wipe away the sweat that crept down from under the green cravat do-rag that obscured his dark blond hair. The salty liquid traversed over his camouflage face paint to sting his eyes. He found that the cravat worked better for him than the boonie hat favored by Quinn. He also liked the fact that the prop wash of an approaching helo wouldn’t blow it from his head.

Maybe we’re going to get lucky.

Then he heard the clacking.

NVA trackers would signal each other and the main element by tapping two pieces of bamboo together.

Perhaps the trackers didn’t have dogs.

Then Tom heard the barking.

Shit.

This is about to get western.

They had unclipped the phone cable tap and were fading back from the trail into the shadows of the jungle when the enemy patrol appeared, forcing them into their perimeter, behind the claymores. They had covered their scent with a mixture of CS powder—a potent irritant—and black pepper as they respooled the wires attached to the communications lines along the trail. The mixture was highly effective, though it did not work if the dogs had been fooled before. Bloodhounds used by the NVA were smart. If they had previously encountered the countermeasure, they would stop before getting close enough for it to destroy their sense of smell. Some would even circle around the concoction to pick up their quarry’s scent on the other side.

Tom prayed these were not those kinds of dogs.

The barking stopped. Tom shut his eyes and focused on his hearing.

A dog was moving around the countermeasure.

He slowed his breathing.

Steady…

Tom gently removed the integrally suppressed .22 caliber High Standard H-D semiautomatic handgun from the holster on his belt. The World War Two–era pistol had been modified by Bell Laboratories for the Office of Strategic Services, the predecessor to the CIA. With the type of ammunition that made up the ten rounds in the magazine and one in the chamber, it suppressed the shot to 20 decibels, or the sound of a light cough. The longer Tom’s team could go without revealing their exact location, the better.

Tom brought the pistol up as deliberately as he could. Havoc’s advantage was stealth. The NVA had to move to find them, making noise, while Havoc could remain still, silent, and camouflaged.

Get ready.

The barking was getting closer, now from the flank.

Havoc’s claymores were set up facing the Ho Chi Minh Trail, which was to Tom’s twelve o’clock. The dog was approaching from his right flank, so the .22 would have to do.

The barking stopped, but Reece could hear movement. An NVA tracker would not be far behind.

You won’t see him until he’s almost on you.

In SOG they treated the dogs the same way they treated the NVA, as an enemy to be dispatched.

From Tom’s position on the jungle floor, the dog appeared much larger than it actually was as it materialized out of the brush. The hound registered the prone American at the same instant a .22 caliber round left the pistol’s muzzle without so much as a whisper. It was followed by four more. From experience Tom knew that dogs, and humans, could soak up a few rounds before going down.

The brown and black–colored bloodhound dropped inches from Tom’s face.

Sorry, friend.

What was not expected was for his handler to appear right behind him as quickly as he did.

The sound of the approaching dog had disguised the noise of the tracker.

Reeling in shock at the sight of his dead dog, the NVA soldier’s eyes went wide as the jungle floor came alive at his feet.

Tom put a .22 round into his neck and another in the underside of his chin. At the same instant, the man’s finger depressed the trigger of his Kalashnikov, sending a burst of 7.62 × 39mm rounds into the dirt just to the left of Tom’s head.

He stumbled and fell on top of the SEAL, who put two suppressed rounds into his temple and another through his ear. More than one SOG operator had been killed by men they believed were dead. Learn from the mistakes of the departed.

Once the shooting started, if you weren’t moving, you were dying. The NVA with their superior numbers would flank you in a heartbeat. Hence the toe poppers and frag grenade trip wires.

And now, the shooting had started. The jungle in front of Tom and his team erupted in automatic fire all concentrated in the direction of the dead dog and handler.

There was no need to yell “contact” or “fire in the hole.” Havoc knew what was coming next.

Tom depressed the claymore’s trigger, sending three volts of electricity down the firing wire into a blasting cap embedded in C4. This caused the detonation of a shaped charge that propelled the embedded steel ball bearings into a directional sixty-degree arc of pain, tearing through the jungle foliage and the enemy marching through it.

The backblast felt as though it dislodged Tom’s teeth from his skull when the shock wave passed through his body, compressing his brain and internal organs in a nauseating surge of violence. The concussion and smoke were accompanied by a barrage of dirt, rocks, leaves, roots, and branches that showered the Americans and their Montagnard teammates with the vestiges of death. The explosion immediately robbed them of hearing, which quickly returned as a piercing ring that would follow them like devils on their shoulders. It was as if the universe suddenly inverted and just as quickly set itself straight, now a few souls lighter.

Time to move.

One thing to do first.

Tom reached into his gas mask pouch and retrieved an AK mag, a special Eldest Son AK mag with a bullet six rounds down modified to contain a high explosive in place of gunpowder. Certain to destroy the rifle firing it, the bullet was also capable of maiming or even killing the shooter. Tom quickly removed a magazine from the dead man’s canvas chest rig, secured it in his gas mask pouch, and replaced it with the Eldest Son mag, making sure to refasten the wooden toggle.

Tom then slapped the Montagnards to his right and left. Staying as low as they could, they turned and moved through Quinn’s squad, setting up about 20 yards behind and offset in the direction of their primary extract point.

With any luck this was a small NVA element, and those claymores had decimated most of them.

Luck…

Was it bad luck that an NVA patrol had appeared on the road just as RT Havoc had been removing their wiretap? Or was it something else?

Recon Teams were disappearing with increasing frequency these days.

Not now, Tom, damn it.

You can discuss it with Quinn over beers in the Green Beret Lounge at Phu Bai.

But first you have to get to Phu Bai.

The jungle erupted in gunfire, most directed at the position Tom’s element had recently occupied.

They don’t know exactly where we are, not yet.

Good.

Tom could see Quinn’s element moving toward them, which meant they had less than three minutes before their five linked claymores detonated.

“Tommy-son, beaucoup VC. Charlie,” Mang whispered, pointing to the left flank.

Even though these were NVA, VC and Charlie had become colloquial terms for “enemy,” to include NVA and Pathet Lao.

If you see them, you better shoot first. Do not hesitate.

Tom let the RPD hang on its leather sling, transitioned to the cut-down M79, broke open the action, switched the flechette for a high-explosive round, closed the action, thumbed the safety forward, aimed, and depressed the trigger. He was rewarded with the distinctive low-pressure thump of the projectile operating precisely as designed, a sound that resulted in the M79’s nickname: Thumper. He reloaded and fired another 40mm grenade into the flanking enemy. He was joined by the team’s dedicated Montagnard M79 gunner who carried the full-size weapon. The ’Yard sent three HE projectiles before reloading with a flechette round, ducking and falling into the line of march.

The team had practiced this immediate action drill time and time again at their Monkey Mountain training area to either break contact, continue mission, or as in this case, break contact, move to extract.

Keep moving. To stop is to die.

They could move faster now, with the rain and the confusion caused by the first set of claymores.

Tom pivoted his head toward the smoke that still lingered after the linked claymore detonation to see figures moving through the haze.

That’s a lot of NVA.

This is more than just a simple patrol.

His eyes met those of an NVA soldier. As the enemy combatant pivoted his AK toward the SOG man, Tom brought up his M79 just as Quinn’s three-minute time fuse detonated the five linked stay-behind mines.

A thunderous explosion shook the jungle, as 3,500 steel ball bearings ripped through the bodies of the NVA point element.

Move.

The SOG Team opted to sacrifice security for speed to take advantage of the chaos. Though they didn’t know if weather would ground air assets, their top priority was making it to extract before darkness set in.

Tom heard Quinn calling “Prairie Fire Emergency” through the handset. Now someone just had to receive the transmission.

Nothing.

Need to get somewhere we can make comms.

A smaller explosion reverberated to their rear; one of their toe poppers or grenades on trip wires. Whether it killed or maimed, those devices should cause the NVA to think twice before they took another step.

Havoc continued to put as much distance between their element and the NVA as possible. Even in the gloom of triple canopy rainforest, they could tell it was getting darker. They were on the clock, compromised, across the fence in Laos, being hunted by an unknown number of NVA.

Just another day in SOG.

Quinn passed back the hand signal for a hasty perimeter at the edge of a small clearing of elephant grass and keyed his handset.

“Covey, this is Havoc. Troops in contact! I say again troops in heavy contact!”

Still nothing.

“Prairie Fire Emergency! I say again, Prairie Fire Emergency!” he transmitted.

Radio silence, when extraction was a team’s only means of survival, had a way of infecting the psyche of even the most hardened of warriors.

Quinn and Tom shared a glance.

As Quinn gave the signal to move out, the radio, turned to its lowest volume, broke squelch.

“Havoc, this is Covey, say again your last, over.”

The voice from the heavens, heavy with an American southern accent, was a lifeline. A chance to survive.

“Prairie Fire Emergency! I say again, Prairie Fire Emergency! We’ve been compromised and are in heavy contact! Request extract ASAP!” Quinn said, throwing a VS17 orange panel at the edge of the small clearing.

As Quinn relayed their coordinates Tom scanned the jungle to their rear.

Pretty fucking convenient that the NVA just happened upon us.

Happens frequently.

Yeah, too frequently.

Later. Keep your head in the game.

Game. It’s no fucking game.

I need a cigarette.

When you get back to Phu Bai.

The buzz of the Covey aircraft caught their attention.

“I’ve got you, Havoc. I identify an orange panel. Tough to see through the clouds. You have a company-sized element moving in your direction, two hundred yards to your November.”

Company sized? That’s anywhere from three hundred to five hundred soldiers.

“Kingbees and CAS inbound but I need you to move…”

The FAC came off the radio as the NVA element caught sight of the aircraft through the clouds and began firing.

Though it could be hard to tell in the jungle, they seemed closer than 200 yards.

“Havoc, I need you to move about a klick and a half to your Sierra,” the FAC said, using the military terms for kilometer and south. “Hit a creek and follow that another klick downstream to a clearing for extract. Get there. I’ll keep an eye on your six.”

“Roger, Covey. We’re moving.”

Quinn gave the hand signal to move out, his squad in the lead with Tom’s trailing.

Air support changed the equation. If weather grounded them, Tom knew that with a company-sized element in pursuit, the odds of surviving this mission were not in Havoc’s favor.

Fuck the odds.

As Quinn’s squad disappeared into the thick vegetation, Tom removed a claymore from his tail gunner’s pack and primed a ten-minute time fuse.

That should slow them down.

Tom felt the humidity fall as evening shifted toward night. If they had to RON—or remain overnight—the NVA would not be their only enemy. The rain soaking their cotton fatigues paired with the wind off the mountains would chill them to the bone. They would survive the elements, but the cold would make them far less combat effective. Tom knew all these concerns were on the mind of his One-Zero. Quinn would get them out. He always did.

Tom would never know if he heard movement over the ringing in his ears or if a gut instinct caused him to turn to his left. When he did, he found himself less than 15 feet from a man in a loincloth carrying an AK. Pathet Lao? Had it been an NVA soldier Tom knew he would already be dead.

The Pathet Lao in Laos were the equivalent of the Viet Cong in Vietnam. Not highly skilled or trained like professional soldiers of the NVA, both the Pathet Lao and Viet Cong were expendable insurgents, bodies to throw against the Americans.

There was no time to throw a grenade and sink back into the protection of the thick brush. It was time to go to the gun.

The RPD had two settings—safe and fire—and was designed so a shooter’s finger could sweep seamlessly from the selector to the trigger, which was what Tom Reece did.

The man swung his AK toward the American.

He never made it.

Tom’s five-round burst stitched him up from his pelvis to his heart. Another five rounds tore through what was left of his chest. As he crumpled to the ground his head caught in the Y of a teak tree, which arrested his fall, leaving his soulless body upright; a human scarecrow hung in effigy.

AK fire exploded from the jungle, only muzzle flashes visible through the dense vegetation. Havoc had already turned toward the contact and was sending rounds into anything that moved.

Another loinclothed figure was cut to shreds as he charged toward the SOG Team, screaming and holding a ChiCom stick grenade that dropped to his feet as Havoc’s 5.56 and 7.62 rounds sent him to the afterlife.

The grenade detonated and propelled one of his dismembered legs past Tom’s head.

Are the NVA using Pathet Lao as some sort of shock troop force or suicide bombers?

They sacrificed the VC during the Tet attacks. Maybe they are doing the same in Laos?

The jungle behind them came alive with gunfire.

That’s NVA.

How did they counter us so fast?

Not now, Tom.

Now it’s time to kill your way to extract.

He pulled a grenade from a pouch and slid his RPD back under his arm just far enough to allow him to hook the ring of the safety pin on his front sight, a trick he had learned in the Mekong Delta. This allowed him to stay on the gun and more efficiently make use of his grenades in a firefight. He then made sure that the ball of death wouldn’t careen back on them after bouncing off a nearby tree. The path was clear, so he sent it flying.

Tom lay down another burst from his RPD into an NVA soldier as he heard the grenade detonate. The accompanying screams told him he had hit his mark.

We’ve got to move.

As he turned, he saw Sau, his tail gunner, writhing on the ground.

“Phe—cover!” he yelled to the Montagnard who was next in the line of march.

Phe turned back and took a knee next to his wounded comrade as Tom pulled a claymore from the ’Yard’s pack and attached a two-minute time fuse. He then threw Sau over his shoulder and slapped Phe on the back before turning to follow Quinn into the depths of the jungle. Phe sprayed an eighteen-round magazine on full-auto toward the enemy to the rear, changed magazines, and then threw a grenade before following his squad leader.

Tom charged ahead, following the ’Yard in front of him.

Move, Tom.

A little over a klick to the river, then south another klick to a possible LZ. Then home to Phu Bai.

You need to get there before darkness falls or you will disappear just like so many other SOG Teams have recently.

Imprisonment, torture, and death awaited at a prison camp in Laos or North Vietnam if he or any of his teammates were captured.

No fucking way.

His legs and lungs burned with an intensity that had become the norm on missions across the fence.

Sau was only nineteen years old. And now he was bleeding out on Tom’s back. At least their “little people” were, for the most part, just that; little—shorter and thinner than most of their American teammates—which allowed the larger SEAL to make good time even with the extra weight on his shoulders.

Tom heard the explosion as the stay-behind claymore’s time fuse reached its terminus. He kept moving.

Always keep moving.

They would have to stop to treat Sau before long or Tom would be carrying a dead man to extract.

The SEAL almost tripped over Hoahn, the tail gunner of Quinn’s squad.

Quinn had called a hasty perimeter. Tom threw Sau to the ground and immediately started stuffing the stomach wound with gauze as Quinn quickly evaluated the wounded soldier while raising Covey on the radio.

They were moving into the wind, which was bad for tracking purposes, especially if the NVA had more dogs, but it was good for CS or smoke to mark locations as it would push that smoke back on the enemy.

“Covey, what’s the status on CAS?”

“Two F-4s inbound. Two mikes out.”

“Ordnance?”

“Napalm.”

Quinn prepped a smoke and threw it behind them.

“Marking,” he said into his handset.

“I identify white smoke,” came the reply from Covey.

“Have them put everything they have north of the smoke. How does our route look to extract?”

“Hard to tell through the clouds. Appears clear.”

“Good copy, Covey. We’re moving.”

Quinn looked at Tom, who had finished stuffing Sau’s stomach. There was nothing more they could do at the moment.

“Havoc, recommend you cross the stream,” came the composed voice over the radio. “Nothing moving on the other side, then di di mau south for half a klick. Then another klick to the clearing. I’ll guide you in.”

“You got him?” Quinn asked his One-One.

Quinn was shorter than Tom’s six feet but was thicker by a good margin. Three days of black stubble protruded through his camo face paint and blended with his Fu Manchu mustache that was well out of regulations.

Tom nodded.

“Hiep, tell them,” Quinn instructed their interpreter.

Hiep made his way around the inside of the small perimeter, whispering in the dialect of his tribe, one that was the primary language of Havoc’s Montagnards.

“Fuckers knew we were coming,” Tom said to his One-Zero.

Quinn nodded.

“Later. Right now, we move to extract.”

They heard the high-pitched howl of the F-4 Phantom’s twin engines when the main element was halfway across the stream. Even though it impacted over 200 meters away, they felt the heat of the napalm wash over them as the sheets of fire torched the NVA below. Napalm was one of the most feared and devastating weapons in the American arsenal. Conceived and developed at Harvard University during the Second World War, the burning gelatin was brutal and horrific if one were on the receiving end. As the second F-4 turned onto its glide path, Havoc heard the weapons of the NVA turn to the skies in a futile effort to bring one of their tormentors down.

Havoc worked their way into the jungle on the opposite side of the stream and heard the jets make another pass, this time on gun runs tearing up the NVA column with their 20mm cannons.

“Havoc, I don’t have eyes on your location. Keep moving toward extract. F-4s are Winchester. Spads inbound,” he said, referring to the A-1 Skyraider. “Ten mikes out. NVA has split into two elements and are still moving your direction.”

“How much of a lead do we have?”

“About a klick.”

“Roger, Covey.”

Quinn turned to the SEAL.

“Let me know when you need a spell.”

“I got him,” Tom said.

Quinn signaled the direction of travel to the rest of the team before pumping his closed fist up and down, which meant to double time—di di mau.

The team knew that Covey was clearing their path to extract. They were going to make it.

“Talk to us, Covey. What do you see?” Quinn said into his handset as they continued through the jungle.

“Banking left over your target box. Looks clear. Kingbees fifteen mikes out. Skyraider will be here in six. Keep moving, Havoc.”

Quinn keyed his mike twice in acknowledgment.

Tom had carried wounded comrades before. It didn’t get easier. He tried to block out Sau’s groaning in his ear over the ringing caused by the claymore detonation and gunfire, trusting his team to provide security. His focus was on maneuvering around trees and root systems that threatened to trip him up and avoiding two-step pit vipers and cobras that could be coiled up on the other side of any decaying log.

The detritus-tinged heat of the day began to give way to the chill of the night. The smell of decaying plants, rotting logs, and stagnant water lingered in his nostrils even as he forced air out of his nose in a losing attempt to fight off the constant infiltration of gnats, flies, and mosquitos looking for any open orifice or uncovered skin to exploit. Tom could not tell if it was sweat running down his back or if it was Sau’s leaking blood. It was probably both.

One foot after the other, Tom. Think of those beers at Phu Bai. Think of getting Sau to the docs.

Tom crashed into another hasty perimeter. Quinn was at the far side on the radio. The team had formed a circle. Through the foliage, Tom caught sight of the clearing.

We’re going to make it.

Don’t get cocky.

It’s not over until you touch down at Phu Bai.

Tom checked Sau’s pulse. Weak. He pulled up the Montagnard’s shirt. Gray intestines had slipped out around the gauze. The Montagnard’s face was ashen.

You are not dead yet, Sau. Fight for me, Tom pleaded as he poured water from his canteen on the intestines. He stuffed them back inside his teammate and followed with additional gauze.

Quinn turned and took a knee. The grizzled warrior didn’t need to ask how Sau was. He knew. It didn’t look good.

“Covey is going to talk the Skyraider onto the NVA to our six,” he said. “Kingbees are about four minutes out. There’s enough room here to land so we won’t have to come out on strings.”

Tom unsnapped one of two buttons holding a side of the leather flap over his Rolex and swung it to the side: 1855. 6:55 p.m.

“It’s getting dark,” he said.

“They’ll be here,” Quinn responded.

The South Vietnamese 219th Helicopter Squadron was based in Da Nang. Piloting their camouflaged unmarked H-34 Kingbee choppers, they were fearless. Most had personal reasons for flying, and the United States government paid them an extra $25 every time they inserted or extracted a team across the fence. That added up. The old helicopter with its huge nine-cylinder Curtis-Wright R-1820-B4 piston engine, similar to those that had once powered the B-17 Flying Fortress, could soak up enemy rounds even as its overhead lines leaked pink hydraulic fluid. As long as they kept leaking you knew they had not run dry. It was when they stopped leaking that you had to worry. Armed with a single .30 caliber machine gun mounted in its lone starboard side door, the H-34 was the helo you wanted to see coming when the odds were against you. With its distinctive bulbus nose cone that acted as armor and unique raised cockpit, the Kingbee stood out amongst its contemporaries in what some were calling The Helicopter War.

Tom nodded as Quinn and Hiep went to brief the team.

An A-1 screamed by overhead, offset of the team, on its approach, the reverberations of its engine echoing through the jungle in its wake. The Skyraider would keep the NVA at bay. Havoc was going to get out of there.

The sheer size of the NVA element was concerning. An entire fucking company? And what of the Pathet Lao flanking them in what appeared to be a suicide run? That was new.

There had to be a mole at Phu Bai, Da Nang, or Saigon. Somone had sold them out.

Come on, Tom. You need to get out of here.

What was the old adage? You can’t control the wind, but you can control the cut of your sail. If he ever had kids, he would pass that bit of wisdom along.

Tom crept to the twelve o’clock of their perimeter—their direction of travel—and narrowed his eyes, assessing the clearing that was their LZ.

The A-1 made another pass to their six o’clock, dropping bombs that sounded to Tom like 500 pounders.

“Havoc, this is Covey. Kingbees are two mikes out. Mark your position.”

Tom looked back at Quinn, who was working his way around the inside of their perimeter making sure each member of the unit knew the plan. He nodded at Tom, who then tapped the point man, an old ’Yard hunter named Tuan who had been at Dien Bien Phu, to let him know he was moving beyond the perimeter. The Frogman snuck toward the clearing, RPD at the ready. As he approached the edge of the tall elephant grass, he paused to look, listen, smell, and feel.

Did he catch the scent of something in the air? Or was it his imagination? The wind was swirling now. With the bugs still attacking his nostrils and the smell of decomposing rainforest mixed with the distinctive odor of charred bodies from the napalm, it was hard to tell.

He keyed his handset.

“Covey, this is Havoc, I mark you identify,” Tom said, pulling a VS17 panel from his cargo pocket.

His eyes continued to study the clearing.

“I identify orange panel,” came the reply from their eyes in the sky.

“Roger, request a low pass over the LZ. Tough to see through the grass.”

“Roger. Commencing pass.”

Tom could hear the twin push-pull engines of the unique-looking aircraft. The pilot passed so low Tom could make eye contact with him and his SF Covey Rider.

“Appear to be clear. Climbing to spot for CAS. Tossing you to Kingbees for extract.”

“Roger,” Tom replied over the radio as Quinn appeared at his side.

“What do you think?” Quinn asked.

“I think we are either lucky or dead.”

“I’d rather be lucky.”

“Yeah, me too.”

The distinctive whomp-whomp of the large Kingbees filled the air.

“Let’s go home. Squad two first,” Quinn said.

Tom nodded. The One-Zero was always the first off a helo on insertion and the last out on an extraction.

Tom turned and checked Sau’s pulse one more time. Even weaker.

Hold on, buddy.

Tom hoisted his ’Yard teammate onto his shoulders. The remaining members of his squad took point and rear security.

He looked up to see a monstrous helo. It appeared to fall from the sky in a maneuver called a Falling Yellow Leaf, in which they autorotated in a downward spiral out of the clouds to drop as quickly as possible into an LZ. The first time Tom had been aboard for the maneuver he almost threw up.

The Kingbee came to a hover and settled to earth, its powerful rotor wash beating down the dense, thick elephant grass. The H-34 landed so that its only door faced the ridgeline to the west, giving the door gunner a clear line of fire into what was unknown territory. Tom was halfway to the helo when he heard the machine gun open up.

“Contact!”

A second later an RPG ripped under the tail of the helo, impacting the ground and showering Tom’s squad with dirt.

He heard shouting in Vietnamese as the helo lifted off just as a second RPG sailed under its fuselage.

Tom’s element reversed course and sprinted to the relative safety of the tree line as the first mortars impacted the LZ.

The mortars didn’t even need to bracket, Tom thought. They knew we would come here and were already sighted in.

Motherfuckers.

All they had to do was wait another minute and we would have been dead.

The enemy’s impatience had cost them.

Tom could hear Covey on the radio talking with the Skyraider, directing them toward the new threat on the opposite side of the clearing. The calm with which the airborne assets communicated was always in stark contrast to the chaos on the ground.

“Havoc, this is Covey, marking contact with rockets for Skyraider. Move five hundred meters to the southeast. Pickup on strings.”

Quinn keyed his handset twice as he led the patrol to their new extraction point.

With Covey and the A-1s making passes at both enemy elements, Havoc was in direct comms with the Kingbees.

“Drop the ropes,” Quinn said when they could hear one of the big birds hovering just above the trees.

A sandbag attached to a thick 120-foot rope fell through the canopy and crashed to the jungle floor. It was followed by three more—all from the single right-side door. All four operators hanging from the helo’s starboard side created a weight imbalance that increased the flying challenges for the Kingbee pilot.

“See you for beers at Phu Bai,” Quinn told Tom with a smile before turning to lead his squad farther into the jungle under the second helo that hovered over the canopy about 75 meters east.

Tom lay Sau on the ground and tied a Swiss seat around his unconscious friend’s waist and legs while Tuan and Mang held security. They could hear the A-1s pounding the enemy with cluster bombs, napalm, 250-pounders, 500-pounders, and their 20mm cannons.

“Kingbee, I have one wounded. He’s strapped in,” Tom said into his handset.

“Roger, Havoc,” came the reply in heavily Vietnamese-accented English. It was a voice Tom recognized—Captain An, a pilot who had hauled Havoc out under fire on multiple occasions.

Tom had purchased many a beer for An in the Phu Bai Green Beret Lounge following missions across the fence. He prayed he would be able to do so again tonight.

Tom quickly tied his own Swiss seat and then motioned to Mang and Tuan to do the same while he held security. Tom would be the last in his squad to clip into the rope that would haul them out of the jungle.

Almost there.

He felt a bullet impact the radio on his back, followed by two more in quick succession, putting him in the dirt. It felt like he had been hit three times with a sledgehammer. He scrambled to his feet.

Mang and Tuan, though attached to the strings, returned fire with their CAR-15s.

Tom pivoted and began raking the jungle with the RPD.

He could tell that the helo was taking rounds as the NVA fired through the canopy. Even though the enemy couldn’t see the Kingbee, they could hear it.

The giant helicopter began moving, dragging the three ’Yards through the jungle.

You are going to get left behind, Tom.

The radio was awash in Vietnamese from the pilots at the same time his Montagnards were yelling at him to clip in.

Tom ran to catch up to the remaining rope as it slid through the jungle. Grabbing it with his left hand, he struggled to attach with his D-ring, his eyes darting between the black carabiner, the rope, and the jungle. An NVA soldier emerged from the trees. Tom let go of the D-ring and grasped his M79. Pushing the safety forward, he fired a flechette round directly into the neck and face of the enemy soldier—the steel darts removing his head from his body and dropping him instantly.

Tom reloaded the RPD and let loose another 125 rounds into the jungle before turning to sprint toward the rope moving farther away through the trees. Bullets whizzed past, the distinctive green NVA tracers resembling lasers on a trajectory of death.

He reached for the rope. Missed, increased his speed and tried again.

Got it.

Clipping in, he keyed his mike and shouted, “Go, go, go! Di di mau! Di di mau!”

Green enemy tracers continued to zip through the jungle as the helo picked up speed, dropping slightly as it did so, dragging their marionettes on strings into the dirt before gaining speed and altitude.

The gunshots began to fade, only to be replaced by the sound of branches cracking as the four teammates were hauled through the trees.

A limb caught the shoulder strap of Tom’s pack, tearing it away and whipping him upside down.

He was now inverted, being pulled through the upper reaches of the canopy, smashing through the thick foliage.

Tom felt the sling of his RPD violently twist around his neck, cutting off his oxygen supply. He frantically tried to pull it away only to be obstructed by his web gear, which slid down around his chest and face. His head hit the trunk of a tree and bounced him to the side.

His equipment was catching on everything.

He was getting torn apart.

You need to breathe.

Tom forced his right hand away from the sling at his throat and dug the fingers of his left hand between his neck and the leather in a vain attempt to create space for air. He smashed off another tree. The sling twisted tighter. A sharp branch slashed across his chin.

His hand found the handle of his Randall. He hit the snap with this thumb and unsheathed the blade, immediately slicing through the sling where it attached to the weapon.

Don’t stab yourself or you will never hear the end of it.

He felt one side of the weapon give way, but the weight of the machine gun just yanked his head to the side as he crashed through branches.

This extract is going to kill us all.

Upside down hurtling through the canopy as the aircraft continued to rise, he found what he thought was the second sling attachment point and cut it away. The pressure continued to build. Tom realized he had sliced through a part of his web gear.

Find the fucking sling!

With the blood flow to his brain restricted, he cut away anything that felt like the sling as the darkness began to creep in around his vision.

You are going to black out and die upside down dangling from this damn bird.

No, you’re not.

He found the other sling attachment point and sawed through it until he felt the RPD fall toward earth. Grabbing the leather sling still attached to his neck, he twisted it off, desperately sucking in precious oxygen as he attempted to right himself.

He felt the rope catch, pinning his leg against a thick branch, the pressure building as the rope strained under the force of the Kingbee’s engine. The jungle was not going to give him up without a fight. Just as he felt his femur about to snap, the branch splintered with a thunderous crack, propelling Tom through the upper reaches of the canopy. He held fast to his knife as his web gear was ripped away before he was pulled above the trees into the evening mist.

Gasping for breath, he twisted his head and counted his men dangling from the other strings. Sau looked like a dead man, but he remained attached. Mang had lost his CAR-15, but he and Tuan were upright and alive.

Tom swiveled his head to look for the second helo expecting to see Quinn and his three ’Yards suspended beneath it.

The sky was clear. Tom’s helicopter was the only one in the air.

He frantically scanned the jungle floor.

No!

Heart sinking, he saw the flames of a downed helo.

Kingbee down.

Quinn.

With his head dangling mere feet above the trees, he felt the H-34 begin to gain altitude and glanced up at the underside of the extraction bird.

Quinn is on the ground. His squad is on the ground.

They are probably dead.

 But maybe not.

Never leave a man behind.

See you for beers at Phu Bai.

Tom looked back to the smoke of the burning Kingbee and made his decision.

He curled his body in an inverted sit up and lashed out with his knife. His first slash missed the string. The helo began to lift higher. Last chance. He summoned his final ounce of strength and pulled his body upright. Reaching up with his knife, he sliced through the lifeline connecting him to salvation and plummeted into the Laotian jungle.






PART I CRACK THE SKY


“All men are created equal; they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights; among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”

—THE VIETNAMESE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE, SEPTEMBER 2, 1945









CHAPTER 1

Four Months Earlier

USS Pueblo

Off the coast of Wonsan, North Korea

January 23, 1968

THE USS PUEBLO HAD departed Yokosuka, Japan, on January 5. Commander Lloyd M. “Pete” Bucher had decided on the southern route to avoid the notoriously rough winter seas north of Hokkaido. The Pueblo first sailed south for Kyushu Island and then adjusted course north for Sasebo, where the United States maintained a naval base. There they had refueled and taken on additional provisions along with classified publications and documents to assist in their mission.

Officially an Auxiliary Cargo Ship, Light, the USS Pueblo was in reality a spy ship. It was one of a proposed seventy ships commissioned under Operation Clickbeetle, a program conceived as a way to observe and report on Soviet ship and submarine movements while collecting their electronic transmissions. Commander Bucher was only aware of three ships commissioned under the program to date. His ship’s cover was as an oceanographic research vessel, though its mass of intricate antenna arrays indicated it might have other motives. At 176 feet long and a top speed of 13 knots, it did not look like a United States naval vessel. In fact, it hardly looked seaworthy.

The Pueblo first hit the water in 1944 as a United States Army Freight and Passenger Ship, but was put into mothballs ten years later, where she sat until the Navy requisitioned her in the 1960s for Clickbeetle. She was redesignated as a Technical Research Ship and given a captain, former submariner Pete Bucher. The Pueblo was his first command.

The ship had been specially retrofitted with a Special Operations Department space called the SOD hut, a 20- by 10-foot container with a triple-locked door located just forward of the bridge. The hut was home to a team of communications technicians, called CTs, and the classified equipment designed and built for the Pueblo’s mission as a signals intelligence collector. With its relatively new designation and top-secret charge, they did not yet have the requisite manuals specifying the range of protocols on how to deal with their particular assignment and its possible contingencies. As such, they were making a lot of it up as they went along.

For security reasons, Bucher had only received the specifics of their mission once they departed Yokosuka. Though envisioned as an intelligence collector focused on the Soviet threat, the Pueblo had a different target on this voyage. They were directed to sail for North Korea’s border with the Soviet Union and then follow the coastline south, collecting signals intelligence and mapping coastal radar sites as they went.

Bucher had been uneasy from the start.

He knew that the ship carried too much classified material without a reliable way to incinerate it. Nor did they have dependable protocols in place for the destruction of their highly sensitive encryption machines.

We should be more prepared, the skipper thought.

He had asked a senior officer in Hawaii what to do if his ship came under attack and was told that his sister spy ship, the USS Banner, had operated off the North Korean coast without incident, though it had been harassed by the Soviets and Chinese.

We are fucking expendable.

When he requested new destruction systems for the sensitive material, his requests had fallen on the deaf ears of his superiors. As a result, he bought a small incinerator out of the crew’s recreation fund. It was nowhere near large enough to handle the mountains of classified documents that the ship carried, but it was better than nothing.

As they sailed toward their target, Bucher thought of his briefings at the Naval Security Group and National Security Agency after taking command of the Pueblo. He worried about the encryption machines he was responsible for belowdeck along with their plans, manuals, and codes. He thought of the USS Liberty and the lessons of the previous June when sailors had struggled to destroy classified documents belowdeck in trash cans rather than using the topside incinerators, which would have exposed them to gunfire from Israeli jets and torpedo boats. Thirty-four Americans had been killed that day. The Liberty had been attacked in water too shallow to discard classified material overboard. That was only a few months ago. Why was nothing done? Nothing other than a directive that all spy ships be armed.

What am I supposed to do with two .50 caliber machine guns if we come up against the naval and air forces of North Korea, the Soviet Union, or China?

I tried to tell them. I should have made sure we got explosives in Japan, enough to destroy everything. I know better.

By January 16 the USS Pueblo, its decks covered in ice, was in position collecting intelligence off the coast of North Korea just south of the Soviet border. To the dismay of Commander Bucher and the communications technicians in the SOD hut, there was almost no activity to keep them busy. The Pueblo pushed south, staying in international waters so as not to provoke an international incident.

A few days later, off the coast of Wonsan, they were circled by North Korean trawlers. Bucher confirmed they were still in international waters. The trawlers had grown aggressive with one coming within 25 yards. That was still less harassment than the Banner received from the Soviets and Chinese on their deployment.

Then the CTs started to collect. The Pueblo was successfully accomplishing its mission. Alone with no support, the spy ship sat off an enemy shore, its antennas pulling in electronic transmissions from the military base less than 15 miles away.

On the twenty-third of January, while Bucher ate lunch in the galley, a North Korean submarine chaser had vectored in on them and approached at a high rate of speed. The Soviet-built SO-1 was fast and maneuverable, armed with 25mm antiaircraft guns, torpedoes, and a 57mm cannon. As Bucher ran to the bridge, the sub chaser was joined by three torpedo boats.

We were never in Korean territorial waters. I know we weren’t.

First came the warning. The sub chaser hoisted signal flags: HEAVE TO OR I WILL FIRE.

Fire? What’s going on? We are in international waters adhering to the laws of the sea.

They had been more than 12 nautical miles off the coast of North Korea, hadn’t they? Bucher had checked their position himself.

Two MiGs screamed by overhead.

The four original boats were augmented by a second SO-1 and torpedo boat.

Why this escalation?

They can’t want war with the United States, can they?

Maybe they are just harassing us.

That thought evaporated as Bucher saw North Korean soldiers with AKs transferring from the SO-1 into a torpedo boat.

They intend to board us.

The commander ordered his ship ahead at one-third, then two-thirds, then full.

How long would it take to scuttle the ship? Two hours by flooding the engine room.

What’s our current depth? One hundred eighty feet.

Not deep enough.

Two torpedo boats positioned themselves in front of the Pueblo, blocking its path.

Bucher ordered evasive maneuvers, but the Pueblo was no match for the speed and agility of their pursuers. The MiGs thundered past again.

Next came the warning shots from the SO-1’s cannon, one hitting the Pueblo’s main mast, causing the first wounds of the engagement as Bucher and two of his sailors took shrapnel.

Struggling to his feet, Bucher ordered the emergency destruction of classified materials.

He thought of the incinerator he wished he had and of the small one he was forced to buy. He thought of the canvas bags that they did not have enough of to dispose of their mountains of sensitive documents, as well as the explosives he had not acquired in Japan against his better judgment.

Do we return fire? Do I order my crew to man our two .50 caliber machine guns?

One was mounted close to the bow on the starboard side and the other was mounted near the stern. Neither were prepped and ready to fire. Both were still lashed down and covered with tarpaulins.

If I give that order, the North Koreans will blow us out of the water killing every sailor under my command.

Protect your crew!

The MiGs roared over again as another salvo of cannon fire from the sub chaser tore through what was left of the Pueblo’s masts. That barrage was followed by a volley of machine-gun fire from the torpedo boats.

Bucher ordered the bridge cleared just before another torrent of bullets tore into the pilothouse.

He could hear the sounds of sledgehammers and axes making contact with steel housings as the CTs attempted to destroy equipment in the SOD. At the same time, other crew members frantically struggled to burn classified material in trash cans. A group tried to use the small incinerator the captain had purchased, but it could only hold loose sheets requiring the sailors to tear top-secret manuals into single pages before stuffing them into the small furnace.

The SO-1 had adjusted its aim and fired again, sending a shell through the pilothouse window. They followed it with an additional barrage of artillery.

The Pueblo went dead in the water.

What’s happening?

Why did we stop?

I didn’t give that order, did I?

Keep your head!

If we keep going, we will be torn to shreds.

My crew will die.

Thick smoke from the fires fueled by classified documents obscured Commander Bucher’s view of the North Korean torpedo boat not 40 yards off his starboard bow, but it was clear enough for him to see the men in helmets behind machine guns trained directly at him.

How do I buy more time?

He directed the crew to continue burning documents and destroying top-secret code machines.

Think, damn it, think!

Will U.S. aircraft or ships intervene?

Doubtful.

How would I even know they were inbound?

Buy time.

The crew needs more time to destroy documents.

He ordered “all ahead one-third” in response to the signal flags that were run up a mast on the Soviet-built submarine chaser that tormented them. The flags translated as: FOLLOW ME.

Maybe we can destroy our classified before they board us?

We can’t hold them off forever.

Remembering he had sensitive material in his stateroom, Bucher rushed belowdecks. The shrapnel he had taken in the first barrage had punctured his intestines and made movement difficult. He gritted his teeth, fighting off the pain, and pushed his way through the smoke-clogged passageways, grabbing a sailor en route.

“Come with me.”

He threw open the door to his cramped quarters, his home since taking command of the USS Pueblo almost two years earlier, and rummaged through drawers for the classified manuals that concerned him. He found them and passed them to the young sailor.

“Burn these,” he said.

He looked at his Shakespeare collection on a shelf and wondered if he would ever see it again.

He then located his two personal pistols, a .22 and a .38.

What the hell would these do against six armed ships and two MiGs?

He gave them to the sailor as well.

“Toss them over the side,” he said. Bucher could not stand the thought of his personal pistols ending up in the hands of the enemy.

The skipper then returned to the pilothouse, ignoring the excruciating pain from his wounds, and took stock of their situation.

Outmanned. Outgunned. Outmaneuvered.

I have a responsibility to my men, to not waste their lives.

I have a duty to the country to not give up the ship.

He looked back out over the sea and made his decision.

“All stop!”

No sooner had the engines responded to his order than the sub chaser sent another barrage of shells at the Pueblo in concert with machine-gun fire from the torpedo boats.

He ordered the ship all ahead one-third and the barrage stopped.

Okay, keep moving, but keep moving slowly.

Screams intruded on his thoughts.

My men.

He made his way toward the chaos below. Pushing open a hatch, his hand felt a dislodged piece of human flesh. On the deck, the ship’s medic was working on a sailor who had taken the brunt of one of the shells. It had almost completely severed his right leg, opening his abdomen in the process. Other sailors were wounded, bleeding from wounds to arms and legs.

Dear God. How many wounded do I have?

He continued on to the SOD hut, the classified chamber where his CTs fought to burn what they could.

There is still too much material that we can’t dispose of.

Bucher accepted the Pueblo’s fate.

He made his way back to the pilothouse and ordered his navigator to destroy the log.

Then he brought the Pueblo to a full stop when directed to do so by signal flags on the sub chaser.

A United States naval vessel was about to be boarded by a foreign nation.

Bucher returned to his stateroom for what he knew would be the last time. He put on his arctic boots and adjusted his cover, a Navy hat with his rank.

Surrounded by two sub chasers, four torpedo boats, with two MiGs doing suppression runs, in a slow boat that was tough to maneuver, with no American ships or planes to assist, without the means to destroy the remaining classified material, Bucher returned topside.

I should not have left Yokosuka until I had explosives.

The Navy rejected that request.

I should have tried harder.

Think of your sailors.

Do we have the ability to resist?

Have I done all I can?

He then moved to the stern of the Pueblo where the North Koreans were boarding.

Am I, a United States naval officer, really about to surrender?

He looked to the skies and then scanned the waves one final time. No one was coming.

Am I surrendering without a fight?

“Damn the torpedoes!”

“Don’t give up the ship.”

“I am an American fighting man.”

Ten men with rifles and bayonets boarded. They were followed by two men in green uniforms, the red and gold epaulettes on their shoulders identifying them as officers in the North Korean military.

One walked straight to Commander Bucher and raised a pistol to his head.





CHAPTER 2

GRU Headquarters

Moscow, Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic

January 24, 1968

MIKHAIL LAVRINENKO COULD TELL that Sergei Egorov was nervous. That was not uncommon. Everyone was nervous when meeting with the director of the GRU, the main intelligence directorate of the general staff of the Soviet Armed Forces. Lavrinenko knew that his appearance added to the intimidation factor of his title. Even at this later stage in life he had maintained the hairline of his youth. His black and gray hair was in a battle that had reached a stalemate, though the GRU director knew that the army of gray would soon overtake its adversary. It was inevitable. He had never considered taming the rogue nose and ear hair that protruded from those appendages at excessive lengths, nor had he once trimmed his eyebrows, which sprouted hair in varying directions. His lack of refined grooming gave him the look of a wild animal. It also helped distract from his significant girth.

In certain circles, the GRU was more feared than their neighbors in the KGB, though the KGB certainly held the distinction of having more international recognition. The GRU was the intelligence arm of the Soviet military and therefore had no direct links to its counterpart in the KGB. Two foreign intelligence services serving different masters led to a deep rivalry, with the GRU viewed as subordinate. That perceived standing did not bother Lavrinenko. It allowed the GRU the ability to maneuver in ways that the KGB could not, something that fit his current needs, though he planned to work his way back into the ranks of his former intelligence agency in due course. Perhaps the man before him could accelerate his transfer and promotion. It all depended on how this situation was handled.

Egorov had landed at Khodynka Airfield on the outskirts of Moscow earlier that morning on a flight from Schönefeld Airport in East Berlin. He was met by rough-looking Spetsnaz soldiers in ill-fitting dark suits and escorted through a special entrance that led directly from the airfield into the GRU headquarters campus, the centerpiece of which was a nine-story glass-encased tower called the Aquarium. It was bordered by a two-story structure that housed administration and support offices. An adjacent fifteen-story building that resembled a larger version of Moscow’s concrete Khrushchevka communal housing facilities was located just beyond the GRU’s gates. It housed the intelligence service’s employees and their families.

Lavrinenko wondered if his guest was aware that the Aquarium sat atop a mass grave.

Despite the significance of the GRU’s mission, its entire headquarters facility was deteriorating. The dilapidated structures stood in sharp contrast to the KGB’s Lubyanka building in central Moscow just northeast of Red Square. Lubyanka’s towering Neo-Baroque structure had once housed an insurance company and was built on the spot where Catherine the Great had headquartered her secret police. Lavrinenko thought it fitting that the building had returned to its roots following the Bolshevik Revolution. He had been proud to work in the yellow-and-red-brick building, walking underneath the hammer and sickle chiseled into the marble over the entrance each morning when he had been tasked with countering the largest and most secretive intelligence agency in the United States, the National Security Agency in Fort Meade, Maryland. He had been entrusted to stand up a new Special Section of the Eighth Chief Directorate, a cryptanalysis department specifically dedicated to penetrating the NSA. He had done so with great success.

That was before the fall.

The Soviet leadership had made a habit of demoting KGB officers they saw as competition for new leadership. Lavrinenko knew that was part of the cycle. He had seen it before. Several GRU directors had come from the KGB and its predecessor organizations dating back to the Cheka—the All-Russian Emergency Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution and Sabotage—established in 1917 in the wake of the October Revolution. Lavrinenko had worked for KBG chairman Ivan Serov from 1954 to 1958. Nikita Khrushchev had demoted Serov and banished him to head the GRU, which he did until 1963. Serov had barely escaped the firing squad when it was discovered that his protégé was spying for both the British and the Americans.

Lavrinenko would not make the same mistakes.

The GRU director studied his visitor.

Lavrinenko discerned that Egorov was forcing himself not to chew on his already gnawed fingernails. He had instead settled for picking at a bit of stray skin on the cuticle of his left thumb. In an attempt to prevent further fidgeting, the portly engineer wiped a strand of unruly thick black hair from his sweaty forehead. The bitter cold of a Russian winter was kept at bay by a centralized steam heating system that, when it worked, made the Aquarium uncomfortably hot. He pushed his horn-rimmed glasses back into position on the bridge of his nose and squirmed in his uncomfortable chair. Lavrinenko knew the engineer was wondering why he had been so abruptly summoned to Moscow. Such summonses had a history of not ending well in Soviet Russia.

Egorov’s eyes were drawn to the huge window at Lavrinenko’s back, a window through which one could see the airfield, its thick concrete wall, a maze of barbed wire, and the GRU’s infamous crematorium. A conspicuous square chimney extended from its black asphalt roof. Today a light gray smoke billowed from it toward the heavens.

“Do not worry, Comrade Egorov,” Lavrinenko said. “Only sensitive papers are being burned today. Humans make a darker, oilier smoke.”

Every member of the GRU knew that they would one day leave the intelligence service through that chimney. All hoped it would be in a casket when they were old and gray, decades removed from the secret world. Each of them also knew there was another way to go. They had been required to view a film while in training, a black-and-white video of a man bound to a stretcher with wire, forced to watch caskets of better, loyal men fed into the furnace on guide rails. There was no sound in the video, which somehow made it all the more disconcerting for GRU recruits; the bound man screams, eyes wide with madness, drenched in sweat, the veins on his face and neck bulging to the point of bursting as he tries desperately to break free. The man is in a suit and the implication is clear—betray the GRU at your own peril. The recruits watch as men in gray or silver—it is hard to tell in the video—heat-resistant insulated suits pick up the stretcher, set it on the rails, and slowly insert the man into the flames. His shoes catch fire first, the hungry furnace devouring him at an excruciating slow pace. He can be seen writhing in agony as he is consumed by fire. His head and hair are the last things to combust before the furnace doors close. No GRU recruit ever forgets. The chimney and smoke of the crematorium at GRU headquarters are an ever-present reminder of the cost of betrayal.

It was not unintentional that Lavrinenko’s office window offered the best view of the crematorium in the Aquarium. All who stepped through his office doors were on notice.

Tracking down the GRU’s best cryptologist in the electronic communications department had fallen to his deputy director, Anatoly Penkovsky. He had found Egorov in East Berlin.

Lavrinenko turned his head to his second in command, who sat in an overstuffed leather chair to the right. Thin and pale to the point of looking sickly, Penkovsky stood and handed the young engineer a file stamped in red with SPECIAL FOLDER: PARTICULARLY IMPORTANT, the highest Soviet classification. He then retook his seat without a word.

Penkovsky never said much during meetings. His primary job was to make people uneasy. In his tweed jacket and off-white shirt, he looked more like a downtrodden professor than an intelligence officer, though as many had learned, he was to be underestimated at one’s own peril. He was the director’s eyes and ears, a consummate strategist who listened and took copious notes, thoroughly documenting every issue and decision. Oftentimes people in the chair opposite Lavrinenko’s desk would look to the professor for help, help that would not come. If Lavrinenko were to return to the KGB he would need a worthy replacement. Penkovsky was being groomed.

Like Lavrinenko, Penkovsky was a bachelor, though for different reasons than his boss. Lavrinenko had recently moved on from his fourth wife. To him, wives were temporary. Penkovsky’s wife had left him following the death of their child, a boy stricken with tuberculosis. That had been fifteen years ago. Neither man had once brought it up. Lavrinenko had learned about it from his subordinate’s file.

Lavrinenko dug into a glass jar of nearly room temperature black caviar with a mother-of-pearl spoon and shoveled it into his waiting mouth while Egorov flipped through the classified file. The director had picked up his caviar habit during the Nazi blockade of Leningrad, when it was sold in bulk, back before it had become an expensive delicacy. Exports of the popular black gold in the prewar years had allowed the Soviet Union to industrialize at an exponential pace. Rich in vitamins, minerals, fats, and proteins, the salted fish eggs were quickly added to military provisions at the outset of the war, though the tin rations were reserved for pilots and submariners. They were not wasted on the human fodder thrown against the Germans in a war of attrition in what the West called the Eastern Front. It intrigued the director that the wild sturgeon roe had a role in the Soviet victory of the Great Patriotic War, that something so small and delicate could have such historical impact. Like any good Russian, Lavrinenko washed it down with vodka.

Aside from his breakfast and dinner, which he took at his flat, Lavrinenko rarely left his desk at GRU headquarters. Instead, he preferred to summon subordinates to his office while sustaining himself on an incessant diet of Đerdap Fishery Kladovo caviar from eastern Serbia and his favored Stolichnaya vodka.

Kladovo caviar had a history dating back to the 1600s. There was none better. It was rumored to have been the caviar selected for the RMS Titanic’s maiden voyage, though that did not end well. Kladovo came from sturgeon that lived the majority of their lives in the Black Sea. At reproductive age they would journey from the salt water of the sea to the fresh waters of the Upper Danube, which offered ideal spawning conditions. The long migration allowed their eggs to reach the final stage of embryonic development. By that stage of the journey, the eggs contained all the nutrients needed for survival of the pending hatch. Roe harvested too early lacked those nutrients. Producing the highest quality roe required patience.

Patience was vital to survival in the secret world as well, which was why Lavrinenko had outlived many of his contemporaries. The large man swallowed another spoonful and thought of the dams planned for the Iron Gates Gorge section of the Danube River, which he knew would block the prized sturgeon from their spawning areas. Since the clock was ticking on his favorite caviar, Lavrinenko was determined to enjoy the Black Pearl of Kladovo while he still could. He recognized that there were some things even beyond the control of the Soviet Union’s most ruthless intelligence organization.

Lavrinenko’s dark eyes never left the engineer as he read, the older man evaluating his subordinate, searching for weaknesses to exploit.

Egorov closed the file and tapped the document with his index finger before looking up and shifting his gaze between his two superiors.

“So, it’s true? We have them?” he asked.

“We do,” Lavrinenko replied. “The U.S. spy ship, the USS Pueblo, and her crew, are in the custody of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. The General Staff Department of the Korean People’s Army’s Reconnaissance Bureau has custody of the KW-7, KL-47, and KWR-37.”

“But those are the American’s most secure cipher machines.”

“You are correct, Comrade.”

The engineer took on an otherwise absent air of confidence. He was now in his element. Or perhaps he was relieved that he was not being sent to the crematorium.

“You built the rotor reader—a device that copies American keying material—did you not?” asked Lavrinenko.

“I did.”

“How?”

“I was provided keying material and rotor diagrams. I built the reader around that.”

“How does it work?”

“It fits in a coat pocket, about this big,” Egorov said, holding up his hands. “It folds in half to the size of a pack of cigarettes. Once open, it can be mated with the key material; a rod is then pushed over the top to make an exact copy. It’s really quite basic.”

“Where did the key material come from?” Lavrinenko tested.

“I was never told.”

The director nodded.

“How did you know it would work?”

“I didn’t. I still don’t. But if we physically acquire the equipment—the KW-7, KL-47, and KWR-37—from the Koreans, I can test it and I am confident I can reverse engineer complete systems.”

“I see.”

Egorov swallowed.

“I will need time with the systems.”

“We will bring them to you.”

“Here?”

“Or in Berlin.”

“Berlin would be best. I have access to machinery with tighter tolerances in my lab there. What exactly do we have?”

“The KL-47 was slightly damaged, but we recovered a fully intact KWR-37 and KW-7, along with a KWQ-8 repair kit, additional cryptographic equipment, keying materials, maintenance manuals, and operating instructions. There may be more, as it is still early in the exploitation process.”

Lavrinenko studied the smaller man.

“You seem troubled.”

“As I am sure you are aware, Director, even with these devices that allow for real-time encryption, offline encryption, and receiving fleet transmissions, the Americans must have already changed the codes. They will discern that the Koreans have shared all intelligence from the Pueblo with us. The machines without updated keying material—the correct codes—will be useless. Kerckhoff’s Principle.”

“What?”

“Kerckhoff’s Principle, formulated by Dutch cryptographer Auguste Kerckhoff. He found that the most secure cryptosystem was one that would not be compromised if it was known by the enemy.”

“Explain.”

“In other words, design the system under the assumption that your enemy will compromise it. Make that your given. If that is true, how do you make it unusable?”

“You change the key.”

“That principle forms the foundation of all modern cryptographic innovation. We may have the American encryption machines, but if they change the key, which they invariably have, those machines are essentially useless.”

Egorov looked from Lavrinenko to Penkovsky.

“We would need someone on the inside passing us new keying material for this exercise to be useful.”

The director and his deputy remained silent.

Egorov swallowed again.

“I am sorry, Comrades. I forget myself.”

Lavrinenko waved his hand in the air, sweeping the misstep aside.

“Continue,” Lavrinenko ordered.

“The KW-7 and KL-47 machines were built adhering to the work of an American mathematician named Claude Shannon.”

“Who is he?” Lavrinenko asked.

“One of the more brilliant minds of the twentieth century. If he was on our side, there would be no stopping us. He won the Nobel Prize in ’39. Wrote a paper called ‘A Mathematical Theory of Communication.’ I have studied his work extensively.”

“Why is he important?”

“He built on Kerckhoff’s Principle. He counseled that ‘one ought to design systems under the assumption that the enemy will immediately gain full familiarity with them.’ ”

“For situations just such as this,” Lavrinenko said.

“That’s correct, sir.”

“Are the American crypto devices similar to the Fialka?” the director asked, using the code name for the Soviet M-125 cipher machine with which he was familiar.

“All modern cipher machines trace lineage back to Enigma even though they use different mathematical ciphering functions. Our Fialka uses ten rotating electrotechnical cipher rotors—wheels—while Enigma used three or four depending on the model. I have an Enigma in my lab in Berlin. As you know, Fialka has thirty contacts on each rotor in both Cyrillic and Latin, and the KGB has a model that uses rotors with the Russian alphabet. The American machines use eight rotors. The Swiss NEMA has ten. They are all similar in that a code is required to decipher the message traffic.”

“We are obviously talking to the right person,” Lavrinenko said. Praise could be as useful as fear when dealing with someone like Egorov. “Tell me more about the KW-7 and KL-47.”

“Well,” Egorov said, pushing his glasses back in place. “Both were developed by the NSA but built by private corporations. The KW-7 is built by Honeywell. The KL-47 is built by a company called the Teletype Corporation. They operate off the same principles. Think of the KW-7 as a tactical-level device sending coded messages via UHF—ultra high frequency radio waves. From the photos in this file, it looks like it connects to a Teletype Model 28 printer. The KL-47 uses the same cipher wheels and accepts the same keying material but is larger and has a built-in keyboard and printer. They both sync with machines on the receiving end, machines that also need the same message key. I’ll know much more once I have disassembled them.”

“I will expect a detailed report.”

“You will have it, sir.”

“I don’t have to tell you the level of importance this has for the Party,” Lavrinenko said.

“I understand.”

“I know you do. Failure will not be tolerated.”

The engineer attempted to swallow but found his throat too dry to complete the act.

“I can’t believe the Americans did not scuttle their ship or destroy these machines,” Egorov said, changing the direction of the conversation and again tapping the file in his hands.

“They tried, but upon inspection it appears that the ship had very little in the way of destructive devices. Most everything was still intact. As to why they did not scuttle their ship, perhaps the Americans are not the adversaries we thought?” Lavrinenko offered.

“And the sailors?”

“They will stay in the DPRK.”

“For how long?”

“Let the politicians deal with that. We will get the interrogation reports and be able to tailor the questioning to meet our needs. Any queries you need answered by the captured American crypto technicians can be passed to our Sixth Directorate men in North Korea. Our goal is to decrypt American NSA communications without their knowledge. Any information you need from the prisoners should pass through Deputy Director Penkovsky,” Lavrinenko said, pointing his caviar-heavy spoon at his second in command.

“How long will we have access to the Americans?” Egorov asked.

“Work as if you had weeks, but in all likelihood, you will have months. Our Sixth Directorate men in the DPRK are facilitating a transfer of the equipment as we speak. I will have it sent to you in Berlin.”

“I will still need encryption keys.”

“Excuse me?”

“Encryption keys. To decrypt communications, we will need the latest keying material.”

“Concern yourself with getting the American machines running; learn everything about them. Reverse engineer them so we can build exact copies. Leave the keying material to me.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And leave the file. I will have a copy made available to you. Send daily reports to Deputy Director Penkovsky. You are dismissed.”

Egorov stood, carefully set the file on Lavrinenko’s desk, and made his way to the door on unsteady legs.

When it shut behind him, Lavrinenko helped himself to another heaping spoonful of caviar before turning to his deputy.

“What do you think?”

Penkovsky folded his hands in his lap.

“It is possible the Americans intended for us to acquire their cipher machines,” he said, his voice slow and calm, almost detached.

“I have considered that. But to give up their crew? That seems unlikely. We will soon know more from interrogations. How could they not have destroyed all the sensitive material? From the reports it would seem they had the time,” Lavrinenko observed.

“Let us not underestimate their propensity to deceive,” Penkovsky replied.

“Let us not give them too much credit either.”

“Perhaps they have a new encryption device that is unknown to us, and they plan to feed us disinformation through the KW-7 and KL-47?” Penkovsky offered.

“If that is the case, they would have had to identify our spies in their intelligence services and military and be working them back as doubles. And they would have to be sure they had all our spies. If not, there is too high a likelihood that we would find out from an asset in their midst.”

“True.”

“Everything points to Pueblo’s capture being a complete surprise to the Americans.”

“Had the Koreans consulted us, I have to think we would have advised against taking it,” Penkovsky said.

“I believe so. It is an act of war, and we have a mutual defense agreement in place with the Koreans. As it is, the Americans practically gave it to them, but, now that we have it almost wholly intact and have access to the surviving crew, this may turn out to be one of the greatest intelligence coups of the decade,” Lavrinenko said, resting his hands on his protruding midsection.

“Egorov will learn those machines front to back. This triumph may be on par with the Poles cracking Enigma prior to the Great Patriotic War,” said Penkovsky.

“If he does, and if the keying material from our spies in the West allows us to decrypt NSA communications, we then have a new problem.”

“Yes,” Penkovsky granted. “The difficulty of acting on information from deciphered encrypted communications. If we do, they know we’ve broken the code. An age-old problem in intelligence circles.”

“But a good problem to have,” Lavrinenko replied. “One of the main reasons for our existence.”

“Quite.”

“What is your assessment of John Walker?” the director asked, referring to a new source.

“I have my reservations.”

“What are they?”

“Who would have thought a U.S. Navy warrant officer ‘walk in’ to our embassy in Washington, D.C., would ever be so useful? And for a few thousand dollars he gave us top-secret keying material that allowed us to build the rotor reader. He could be an American plant to give us the ability to decrypt communications. It would give the NSA the ability to tailor their communications to influence our decisions knowing we are intercepting them.”

“Quite elaborate. And why would they use so obvious a target for exploitation? Walker has marriage and alcohol problems, and, from the assessments, he does not seem to be among their best and brightest.”

“Maybe that is why they chose him?” Penkovsky opined.

“Perhaps, if he is in fact a plant. We will get a new set of keying material from Warrant Officer Walker and compare it to what we are getting from a disassociated asset, one who might prove more valuable than the navy man. But there are complexities, Deputy Penkovsky. Do you have his file?”

“Here, sir,” Penkovsky said, handing the director a brown folder.

Lavrinenko opened it to refamiliarize himself with the new asset.

“Desmond. Allister Desmond,” he read aloud. “I remember. Though not a Philby by any means, it appears that Desmond has an attraction to the lies, the performance art necessary to deceive not just his work colleagues with but also his family and friends.”

“Thus far he has passed all his verification tasks.”

“He seems drawn to living a fabrication, as was Philby,” Lavrinenko said, referring to one of the Cambridge Five. “He’s never asked for payment. His compensation is the thrill of living the fantasy of the spy’s double life.”

“It appears so.”

“Philby,” Lavrinenko continued, almost spitting out the name. “He lives not far from here. I had lunch with him once, you know. He’s been in the Soviet Union since ’63. Useless to us now for anything other than a propaganda tool.”

“I agree.”

“This American, Desmond, at the NSA, he was recruited by the Stasi, correct?” Lavrinenko asked, referring to East Germany’s Ministry for State Security.

“Yes.”

“Recruitment?” Lavrinenko asked, continuing to flip through the file.

“The oldest kind.”

Lavrinenko looked through photos of Desmond taken at a distance; one at a café, another at a bar, one getting into a Peugeot taxi in what looked like Paris. He was struck by how ordinary the man looked.

“Who is his handler?”

“Right now, it’s her,” Penkovsky said, handing over another file.

Lavrinenko glanced at the name: Clara Müller. He opened it to a photo of a stunning, young, red-haired woman who looked more like a model than an intelligence officer.

“A swallow?”

“Yes, she’s dyed her hair and wears glasses to tone down her looks. Keeps her hair much less stylish than in that file photo from the academy. She’s a brunette now,” Penkovsky said.

Lavrinenko ran a finger down the file’s bio as his deputy continued.

“As you can see, she is a graduate of our State School 4. Easier to infiltrate West Germany with an actual German. She met Desmond in Paris.”

Lavrinenko looked back at the photo. Her thin nose, light skin, and perfectly proportioned and pronounced cheekbones and chin made her seem more Danish than German.

“Was she specifically targeting him for the Germans?”

“No. She had a different target, a Brit, but when he turned out to be uninterested in women, she took advantage of another man. She used initiative.”

“A rare trait,” Lavrinenko noted.

“Like all Stasi trained in the Soviet Union, she retained her ties to us.”

Lavrinenko turned a page in the file.

“First contact, 1966?”

“Yes. In Paris at the International Conference on Information Processing. Desmond was attending at the behest of the NSA. Ironically, they met at the hotel Le Meurice.”

“The bar frequented by Mata Hari before her execution for spying for Germany,” Lavrinenko recalled.

“Precisely. It appears Desmond is enthralled with the history of espionage. Müller was lunching with her previous mark when she spotted Desmond and made her approach. Over drinks, she played to his ego. He does not seem to be socially aware enough to keep climbing the ladder. He’s topped out. He’s gone as high as he will go in the NSA, which could work to our advantage.”

“If he has the access we need and stays in place, he could be a most valuable asset. Do we know when she will see him next?” the director asked.

“They meet at science and technology conferences. Desmond is married, which plays into his discretion and acceptance of agent Müller’s precautionary measures.”

“She can travel freely?”

“Yes, it’s in the file. She was an orphan. Her mother was a prostitute who gave her up for adoption. She’s been a ward of the state since birth. She was identified early on via intelligence tests and then later for her physical characteristics. At sixteen she was taken from polytechnic secondary school and sent here for training. She finished State School 4 at eighteen and returned to East Germany. She had an aptitude for the technical sciences, so the Stasi inserted her into France as a student at Université Toulouse III Paul Sabatier to study information and computer sciences. She joined Française de Calcul to solidify her academic bona fides while continuing to employ and refine her tradecraft in a relatively permissive environment. She applied for a job in West Germany after university and was hired by Nixdorf Computer Corporation in Paderborn. She’s now a mid-level programmer, which allows her to travel internationally to computer science conferences under the auspices of her job, the same conferences attended by Allister Desmond of the NSA.”

“Interesting.”

“She cultivated him. He fancies himself something of a spy novel aficionado, which she then exploited to further the relationship sexually.”

“Does he know who he’s spying for?” Lavrinenko asked.

“That is unclear. According to the file, he thinks he’s helping agent Müller with her job at Nixdorf, and as long as he delivers, her hotel room door is open to him. She assesses that he sees it as industrial espionage. As you know, our swallows can be very persuasive.”

“Does the Stasi know she is working for us?”

“No, but they must suspect that any agents they send through our training will be recruited. And in agent Müller’s case, we have a place for her if the wall should ever come down. She’s an orphan. She needs a home.”

“What keeps her from going to the West Germans, the Brits, or the Americans?”

“It’s in the file as well. First, she was saved by the East Germans. They offered her a sanctuary. Then so did we. And after State School 4, she knows the price of betrayal.”

“Quite,” Lavrinenko said, swiveling his chair to look through the window at his back. Smoke still poured from the chimney of the crematorium.

He turned back to his deputy.

“Now is time for the real test,” Lavrinenko said. “Get her to America. We can’t wait for the next computer conference. It’s time to find out just how much this Allister Desmond will do for her.”





CHAPTER 3

South Vietnam

January 27, 1968

TOM REECE AND FRANK Quinn had conducted off-the-books missions before. Accompanied by Amiuh, their Montagnard team leader, they called them hunting expeditions and used them as testing and evaluation ops, which indeed they were. By venturing into the jungle just beyond the gates of Phu Bai, helicopter insertions or extractions were unnecessary. These missions were a way to shake out new gear before going across the fence into Laos, or in this case, a way to assess if conducting missions armed only with suppressed 9mm Sten submachine guns and .22 High Standard silenced pistols was a viable option. This way, just two miles from the base, if they got into trouble, they could make it back to FOB 1 for beers at the Green Beret Lounge before senior-level leaders were any the wiser. The intent was to develop silent ambush techniques that would not draw the attention of nearby NVA units when extraction could be hours away.

Previous hunting expeditions assessed cave and tunnel infiltration methods, using the rock walls to ricochet rounds into unsuspecting enemy fighters. On others, they configured M16s with new Starlight scopes to test them out against living, breathing targets.

No messages were sent to CCN in Da Nang or MACV-SOG headquarters in Saigon for approvals or to coordinate insertions and extractions or preplan close air support. These missions were completely off the books. Other recon teams knew of the expeditions, which they labeled the Odd Couple’s Hunting Adventures but kept them quiet. They would question the odd couple in detail over drinks in the team room upon their return, incorporating the lessons learned into their own teams’ standard operating procedures. Frank Quinn and Tom Reece had become part of MACV-SOG lore.

Prior to venturing outside the wire, Quinn would write up a basic mission op order and leave it on his bunk in case of emergency. It was labeled: UNODIR—Unless Otherwise Directed. Tom had passed along the idea of UNODIR from his time working with the Sharkman of the Delta on a previous deployment. Quinn loved it. This allowed them to circumvent the approval process up the chain of command. They specifically framed these unauthorized missions as training ops, which in a sense they were, serving to keep their skills sharp between official missions north of the border.

Amiuh took point on these unsanctioned forays into the jungle. He knew how to maneuver through the thick vegetation, stay off the trails, and most importantly how to sense when the enemy was nearby. Quinn had recruited Amiuh back in 1966 when he was running ops with Project Delta. The two Americans had learned a lot about the jungle from Amiuh.

These unapproved missions usually lasted less than twenty-four hours. That was enough time to work out kinks, return to base, adjust gear, and go out again the next day. Team Havoc was constantly adapting and evolving both their tactics and equipment. That is how one stayed alive in Southeast Asia.

Move, stop, listen.

They were just about to set up a RON site parallel to a trail when they smelled the smoke. Smoking in the jungle? It wouldn’t be the first time that a nicotine addiction had led to the death of an enemy combatant.

Quinn made the decision to approach.

Across the fence in Laos, the decision would have been different, but in Vietnam, so close to base, the risk of discovery was worth it.

It was closing in on last light, which meant that soon they would not be able to see their hands in front of their faces.

They crept slowly through the vines in the direction of the smoke.

The odor was getting stronger.

They slowed their pace.

Darkness was almost upon them. Tom judged they might have ten minutes of light left.

This was pushing it.

The SEAL caught sight of an NVA uniform through the vegetation. Was it the smoker? How many were with him? It was next to impossible to tell in the bush.

Tom saw Amiuh look back at his One-Zero. Quinn gave the hand signal to keep moving ahead, turning his head to ensure Tom got the message.

Tom nodded.

They could hear voices speaking in hushed Vietnamese.

Amiuh took another step and froze but signaled for Quinn and Tom to approach online.

How many, Tom wondered?

Sten guns and silenced High Standards were no match for a large force of NVA armed with AKs, SKSs, and RPDs, though there was something to be said for the element of surprise. This must be a small patrol, or Quinn would not have gestured them forward.

Just a few more minutes of light.

Tom saw Quinn take a knee just feet to Amiuh’s right.

He motioned for Tom to move up beside him.

Tom took it slow, deliberately choosing each foot placement until he was online with his teammates.

Then Tom saw them clearly.

Seven.

They looked like they were settling in for the night on the side of the trail.

Why did they feel so comfortable here?

They were all sitting down and had slung AKs except for one who carried a canvas satchel. An officer? A courier? Whoever he was, his only weapon was a handgun in a leather holster.

Quinn did not need to verbalize the plan. Both Amiuh and Tom knew: this hunting expedition had turned into a prisoner snatch.

Tom watched Quinn raise his Sten gun. Usually, they fired from the hip at muzzle flashes in the jungle. Having time to aim down their sights was the exception. Tom and Amiuh deliberately raised their Sten guns, mirroring Quinn’s movements.

First fielded by British commandos in 1941, the MK II Sten gun was a direct blowback, open-bolt, 9mm submachine gun with a distinctive thirty-two-round magazine that extended from the left side of the weapon. Tom’s was one of the specially modified versions produced on the grounds of the Special Operations Executive’s Station IX in Welwyn, England, in 1943. SOE commandos, much like MACV-SOG operators, found themselves in need of firearms that would allow them to silently dispatch sentries behind enemy lines. The MK IIS—“S” for Special Purpose—resolved this issue with an integral suppressor shrouding the length of the barrel. Tom often wondered if his was one of those dropped into occupied France for use by the Resistance. He felt the thin canvas sling slide across his shoulder as his right eye focused through the rear circular aperture and found the large triangular front sight welded in place on the trunnion.

The Sten could be temperamental with magazines it didn’t like, which was why they had tested all their mags at the range. They had taken a hammer to those that did not feed well to avoid them being reissued at some point in the future.

Tom’s support hand gripped the magazine and mag well that protruded from the left side of the weapon, just as the commandos of the Special Operations Executive had two decades earlier. The barrel shroud and silencer, even with a canvas wrap laced tightly with cord around it, tended to heat up when used on full auto. He lined up the sights on the man to the far right.

Tom would work his way from right to left. Amiuh, from left to right. Quinn would focus on the middle.

Tom ensured he was on semiauto; his Sten’s silencer baffles would not last long on fully automatic. Precision and surprise would be critical. His finger rested on the trigger, waiting on his One-Zero to initiate.

The NVA officer had just filled his lungs with a long drag from his cigarette when Quinn’s bullet found its target, a man less than two feet from the smoker’s right. Tom and Amiuh sent their suppressed rounds an instant later.

This close, head shots were the order of the day.

It took a moment for the officer to realize that his escorts’ heads had vaporized almost instantaneously, showering both sides of his face with wet brain matter. The lit cigarette dropped from his mouth into his lap. He had begun to fumble with his holster when Quinn bolted from the tree line. They were only about 15 feet away. The grizzled Army Special Forces soldier was on him in seconds. The NVA officer was seated and took the full brunt of Quinn’s impact. Quinn trapped the hand fumbling for the pistol as Tom delivered a front kick that caught the underside of the man’s chin, knocking him unconscious.

Amiuh stepped into the trail and took up security.

A POW meant that their secret hunting expeditions would come to the attention of senior-level leadership, but a live enemy officer was an intelligence coup. Maybe that would make up for Havoc’s approval violations.

What was this officer doing with a security detail this close to Phu Bai?

They would find out, if they managed to get him back to base alive.

Transporting prisoners was always fraught with issues. Did you make them walk out or carry them out? If you were with them overnight, what was the best way to keep them from screaming or trying to escape? Did you assign one person to carry them, which took that person out of the fight, or two, which took two people off line? They had experimented with tying rope to a prisoner’s feet, which allowed them to walk but not run. The problem was that it slowed everyone down as they moved toward extract.

Being so close to the forward operating base, Quinn decided that he would carry the prisoner halfway and then switch out with Tom. They blindfolded the NVA officer with a cravat, the yellow brain fats from his dead comrades that had showered his face soaking through the green cloth, and injected him with morphine to keep him subdued. Tom made a mental note to always carry a syringe with some sort of tranquilizer in the future so no one on the team would have to part with their morphine.

In the fading light, they did not have time to go through the man’s canvas courier bag, so Tom slung it over his shoulder. With Amiuh still holding security, the two Americans went through the pockets of the dead NVA and left three Eldest Son magazines in their victims’ web gear before moving off into the jungle. It had been less than three minutes since the first shots were fired.

It was time to get back to base and find out what this courier and his security detail were doing so close to Phu Bai.





CHAPTER 4

Maryland, USA

ALLISTER DESMOND WAS NOT going home. Instead, he called his wife, Brenda, telling her that something important had come up at work, that he would be in meetings for the next few hours, that she shouldn’t wait up, and to please give their newborn daughter a kiss for him. He did not do this with any regularity. Maybe it would be different if Clara Müller lived in the United States. Brenda could call the NSA switchboard at Fort Meade and be patched through to his cubicle to check on him, but the operator would tell her that her husband was unavailable. Such were the perks of working in the national security space.

He pulled out of the large parking lot and onto Savage Road thinking of the evening ahead.

His wife did not know exactly what he did. Top secret and all that. She was proud and somewhat in awe of him. She was quite content to care for their young daughter in suburban Maryland and keep a tidy home. She even pretended to like the spy films to which he dragged her on date nights, or had before their daughter was born.

Allister checked his sideview mirror and eased the 1965 Ford Galaxie 500 onto 295 North toward Baltimore. Luckily, he had made the purchase before the birth of their first child. The car was only a year old when he had found it at the local used car lot. Brenda had been so proud when he pulled it into their driveway. As the man of the house, he handled the finances, and she had absolute trust in him. If Allister thought the new car fit their budget, it must be so.

He had opted for the Raven Black paint job on the Galaxie, the four-door version to keep it a little more practical. The only hint of excess was the red interior, which also happened to be the only option available on the lot. At $2,815 it was a bit of a splurge, but not enough to raise any eyebrows in the office of counterintelligence.

He had taken Brenda to the Volkswagen dealership when they discovered she was pregnant. She looked so happy behind the wheel of the 1967 baby blue VW Squareback station wagon, a car that was now parked in their garage. As far as she knew, they were living the American dream.

Allister sighed and checked the speedometer running the length of his dashboard. His eyes dropped to the clock, centered below the speedometer and just above the steering wheel. He was late. That was okay. Running late would just make him seem more important to Clara. Held up at the office. Matter of national security. Yes, that would impress her.

She would be waiting for him at the Lord Baltimore Hotel’s Diamondback Lounge, where they had met a few times over the past two years when she had business in the area. It was convenient because she would already have a room paid for by her German technology company. He pictured her there now, dark hair styled into the fashionable “beehive” made popular by Audrey Hepburn and Natalie Wood. He thought of the men of the after-work crowd noticing her and starting to chat her up or buy her drinks. His foot pressed down a bit harder on the accelerator.

He wasn’t betraying his country. West Germany was an ally after all. It’s not like he was giving secrets to the Soviets. It was just pillow talk, or so that was how it had started. But pillow talk would only take him so far. He knew that if he was to continue to spend time in bed with someone as stunning as Clara Müller, he would have to give her more.

Allister wasn’t a fool. He knew he was no Sean Connery, but now he was having an affair that made him feel as though he was. He also knew that she did not lust for him because of his looks or physique, or lack thereof, but rather for his keen mind. When they discussed the future of technology, Clara got a ravenous look in her eyes. To her, when they talked computing, no one else mattered but Allister Desmond. He had never had that effect on another woman, not even his wife. The importance of technology went right over her head. Not Clara’s. She spoke his language. She understood him and the importance of his work. And when she invited him back to her hotel room after an intense discussion on the opportunities presented by cryptology in the public and private sectors, Allister was hooked. Once in her bedroom she had taken control, doing things to him and taking him to heights of pleasure he never knew existed. She had blown his mind. European women were different.

What would she be wearing? A cocktail dress? A miniskirt that had become so popular a few years ago? Or maybe the more subdued Jackie Kennedy–type Chanel suit with matching hat? She tended to deemphasize her stunning figure. Knowing what was under those conservative clothes turned him on even more.

He knew she must have other boyfriends in Germany, but she never mentioned them and Allister never asked. He preferred the fantasy that she only had eyes for him.

Thinking that he would soon be enjoying what lay hidden beneath her Chanel suit made him start to perspire. He removed his brown felt trilby hat and set it on the passenger seat. It was from Dobbs of Fifth Avenue in New York. He had purchased it in 1963 after seeing From Russia with Love. Even though it had fallen out of style, he still liked it. If it was good enough for Connery, it was good enough for Allister Desmond. At the time he bought it, the hat had covered a head of thick brown hair. Now, the well-worn fedora concealed the bald spot that ran from his forehead to just below the tips of his ears. The hair that still grew on the sides and back of his head resembled a horseshoe. A supervisor had once called him Friar Tuck, and Allister remembered the laugh of the attractive secretary who had overheard it. Allister did all he could to hide his embarrassment, knowing his face had flushed a bright red, his humiliation on full display.

He had tried for months to impress that secretary, replicating the hat trick from the Bond films, lobbing his trilby onto the dusty and unused communal tree each morning on his way into the office, but she never responded with so much as a smile. After the Friar Tuck comment he had stopped. He had a much sexier prize now. That it was an illicit rendezvous made it even sexier.

He had thought of getting a toupee but then reconsidered; it would be just one more thing for his colleagues to gossip about behind his back.

Clara also called him “Des.” He had always wanted to be called the more masculine “Des” or “Al,” but Allister had stuck early on in life, and he had never managed to shake it.

He did not dislike his wife. She was the homemaker, plump and plain. He did feel guilty knowing he had betrayed her, but there was an excitement to living two lives that he couldn’t deny. Sex with Brenda lacked the enthusiasm that Allister desired; lights off in the missionary position during which she hardly moved. It was done more out of a sense of marital duty than any physical attraction or animal magnetism. Clara was a different beast altogether. The interest in his work, the passion with which she took him in the bedroom, in the shower, on the floor, or on the hotel room sofa, drove him wild. Afterward she would light a cigarette, making no attempt to cover her naked body. She was completely at ease walking around the hotel room in nothing at all, windows open, unafraid of her sexuality, perhaps even flaunting it.

Allister had not told her what he did for a living when they had first met. That came later, after they had met for a second time. Clara had been even more impressed as he held her in his arms, her perfect breasts pressed against him, sweaty and exhausted after the most intense sexual experience of his life. That was when he told her of his work at the National Security Agency.

He passed over the Patapsco River, fighting the urge to drive faster imagining what awaited him after a drink or two at the bar.

Slow down. No sense in getting a speeding ticket.

His right foot, encased in a black leather Sears “Mile Hi” casual shoe, let off on the accelerator. The shoes were advertised as having extra thick, extra bouncy Searofoam soles, which supplemented his height. A man as vertically challenged as Allister needed all the help he could get. At $5.77 from the Sears catalog, they would not break the bank. He also liked how comfortable they felt on his pudgy feet. They complimented his dark gray worsted wool trousers and charcoal Harris tweed jacket. Both items also happened to be featured on the same page of the Sears catalog, which meant they must pair well together.

Allister loved spy novels. The British authors were particularly good: le Carré, Fleming, Deighton, O’Donnell, Greene, Ambler, Clifford, Hall, Gainham, Williams, MacLean, and Lyall. Having read all of le Carré and Fleming, he knew, as much as he tried to fight it, that he was more Smiley than Bond. Le Carré just depressed and confused him, though he suffered through the stories all the same. He shuddered at the notion of Brenda becoming Lady Ann Sercomb to his Smiley. Well, not tonight anyway. Tonight, he was going to be Bond with Clara Müller as his Daniela Bianchi.

Allister glanced at the glove compartment where he stashed a Colt 1917 “Fitz’d” cut-down revolver. He had never even fired it. He could only take his fantasy so far. A fairly inexpensive military surplus gun, he bought it after seeing it on the cover of Fleming’s fifth Bond novel. Richard Chopping’s cover art featured a similarly cut-down Smith & Wesson revolver over a beautiful red rose. Allister had taken the book to a military surplus store to show the clerk what he wanted. He ignored the man’s scoff and handed over the $55.49 for the used firearm. He had put it in his glove box where it had lived ever since.

Passing signs for the University of Maryland, Baltimore, he took a right onto West Baltimore Street. This section of the city looked defeated, as if the rest of the country had moved on and forgotten about it. Less an exotic Bond location, it briefly reminded him of a le Carré novel, dark and brooding.

Tonight, you are Bond, not Smiley, Allister reminded himself. And you are about to get the girl. Smiley wouldn’t get the girl.

It was closing in on six o’clock in the evening when Allister pulled into the hotel parking lot. Knowing it did not offer valet service, he parked, put on his trilby, and adjusted it in the rearview mirror.

Very Connery, he thought.

He reached behind him and grabbed the handle of his Hartmann attaché case, finished in tweed and tan leather, before exiting the vehicle. He locked the driver’s side door and tested the other three door handles and the trunk latch to ensure they were all secured before marching toward the front of the Lord Baltimore Hotel, cautioning himself not to run and appear overly eager.

Play it cool.

Even from the outside, the once regal hotel that had opened in 1928 looked slightly dilapidated, a venue losing the battle to which all eventually succumbed.

He entered through the large double doors and took an immediate right into the dimly lit lounge. Just after working hours on a Thursday, the bar was filling up. The bartender and overworked waitresses scurried about delivering a variety of cocktails to patrons eager to dull their inhibitions.

It took only a moment to locate Clara amongst the crowd. She was seated alone at a high-top table in the far corner with two drinks in front of her. She was striking in a black skirt and form-fitting gold knit turtleneck sweater that accentuated the shape of her breasts. Geometric triangle-drop earrings dangled elegantly from her ears, their shape blending seamlessly with her black-framed cat-eye glasses. An understated single gold bangle adorned her left wrist. A wide leather belt that matched her shoes completed the ensemble. She looked exquisite.

Allister watched as a well-dressed and slightly inebriated man approached her, touching her shoulder and leaning up against the table. She politely indicated the second drink was for someone else and the man sauntered off in search of easier prey.

Allister twisted his wrist and glanced down at his 1953 Hamilton Cranston timepiece with a ten-karat gold case and subset second hand on a black pebbled leather band. He had been trying to decide between the Cranston and Boulton models when the secondhand jeweler had explained to him that the wider tank shape and rounded edges of the Cranston would look better on his beefy wrist. Allister remembered the jeweler’s disinterested sanctimonious tone. He was sure he had paid too much. Maybe it was time to switch to a Gruen?

Just after six. Allister should be home by nine so as not to arouse suspicion. That didn’t give them much time.

Allister took the two steps down into the lounge going unnoticed by any of the other patrons. He was used to being ignored in social circles. He fought the urge to run directly to her and instead intentionally cut a wider path to approach her from behind. He was sure she could feel his heart palpitations as he neared.

He slid his left hand across her eyes, briefcase still in his right.

“Guess who?”

“Des.” Her voice, a mysterious combination of French and German–influenced English, was music to his ears. He could tell she was smiling. Pure magic.

He stepped to the side, and she stood to embrace him. His shoes helped elevate him to five feet seven inches, which put them at eye level. As her breasts pushed against his chest, he felt a familiar arousal between his legs. She was wearing just the right amount of perfume. He remembered the fragrance from the first night they had met. He had never experienced anything like it, an exotic blend of jasmine and rose with a slight hint of sandalwood. Intoxicating. He was ready to get her upstairs, but he took the chair across from her instead.

“I ordered you the Diamondback. It’s their signature cocktail.”

“Brilliant,” Allister said, raising his drink to touch her glass.

“A night to remember,” she said.

“With you, they all are.”

That was pretty smooth.

Named for the local aquatic turtle and official state reptile of Maryland, the potent drink consisted of rye whiskey, applejack, and yellow Chartreuse. The concoction was then shaken with ice, strained over ice, and served in a rocks glass. Allister particularly liked the mint garnish.

A nice touch.

“We can get you a fresh one,” Clara said. “My company is paying. I ordered it to keep the wolves at bay.”

“I am so sorry I was late. Emergency at work, you see.”

“They wouldn’t survive without you,” she said, never taking her eyes off his, making him feel like the only person in the room.

Her face was a study in symmetry with high cheekbones, fair skin, light blue almost gray eyes, thin nose, statuesque jawline, and exquisite chin. Allister whispered a silent prayer thanking the heavens that she was attracted to the world of computer programming and not modeling. He caught a glint of auburn in her normally dark brown hair. If she had applied any makeup, he couldn’t tell. She certainly didn’t need any.

“It is so good to see you, Des. I’ve missed you.”

That accent. Captivating.

“I’ve missed you too.”

“Do you have time for dinner tonight?” she asked.

Allister looked at his watch and shook his head.

“Have to get home? I understand,” she said. “This is America. In Europe, our women are much more relaxed and accepting of such things. There is a tacit understanding that relationships are open. We are sensual creatures. Having a mistress is natural and accepted in France.”

“Different than Germany?” he asked, taking another sip of the strong cocktail.

“Oh yes, much less stodgy. Dating begins with sex rather than the complicated rituals in most of the West. We get right down to it.” She smiled. “That way we know from the outset if dating is worth the investment of time.”

“Makes sense to me,” Allister said.

“A spouse is the person you share a home and children with while the mistress is who you share your passion with. One life. No regrets. An outlet for passion and sex means a man does not have to try and force carnal desires into a relationship at home. Life is all about expectations. It’s very natural if you think about it.”

Allister knew she was saying these things to assuage the guilt he felt over Brenda. If Clara didn’t feel guilty and it was normal in France, then why should he?

“To only one life,” he said, raising his drink and finishing it off, eager to get upstairs. “No regrets.”

“No regrets,” she repeated with a mischievous sparkle in her eye.

Allister could hardly contain himself. The alcohol was having the desired effect.

“I brought you a present,” he said, tapping his briefcase at the base of his chair with his foot.

“I hope it’s not flowers or diamonds,” Clara said.

“It’s what you asked for. From my work.”

“Even sexier,” she replied, still keeping her eyes on his, not even glancing at the attaché case.

“Another drink?” she asked, noting his empty glass.

“I don’t have much time tonight,” Allister admitted.

“Well then,” Clara said, leaning seductively forward in her chair. “We’d best get upstairs.”





CHAPTER 5

FOB 1, Phu Bai

South Vietnam

January 28, 1968

AMIUH SAT IN THE dirt, squatting opposite the commanding officer’s hooch at Phu Bai waiting for his two American teammates to emerge. Amiuh had never been inside.

He wore his tiger stripe camouflage pants and a brown T-shirt given to him by the Americans. Rubber sandals made from worn-out tires were on his feet and a bracelet crafted from spent brass casings was on his wrist. It was engraved with etchings that resembled bamboo.

At irregular intervals, green Army jeeps, motorcycles, mopeds, bicycles, and soldiers on foot would pass between him and the hastily constructed plywood building with its small front deck. All seemed extremely out of place in Vietnam.

He made the sign of the cross with his rosary. He had carried the wood beads and brass Cross of Lorraine crucifix since he was a child. It was pressed into his small hand by a French Catholic missionary as Amiuh sat crying in the smoldering ruins of his village, burned to the ground by soldiers who came from the north. The priest was familiar to eight-year-old Amiuh. He had been in their village for months and was often visited by the Americans with their strange green hats, headgear that could neither protect from the sun nor shield from the rain. He had heard his father say that it made them look French. The priest’s light blue eyes were streaked with blood vessels. He had been crying too. His normally pale face was dark with soot.

Amiuh remembered looking down at the cross in his bloodstained hands. The crucifix was not like the ones he had seen in the parish. Instead of the traditional cross, this one had an additional and longer horizontal bar below the shorter one.

All these years later the cross never failed to bring him back to the night of fire and death.

“I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth; and in Jesus Christ, His only Son, Our Lord…”

The Vietnamese soldiers had come to the village before, had beaten the men and done things that Amiuh did not understand to the women.

They had threatened to destroy the village if the tribe continued to welcome the Americans, and if they continued to follow the teachings of Christ. The soldiers from the north did not like Catholics. Amiuh could not fully comprehend why.

Amiuh moved his hand from the cross to the first large dark wood rosary bead, made from the wood of a banyan tree, his eyes never leaving the hooch across the dirt road.

“Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name…”

His father had told him to run when the carnage began, so that is what Amiuh did. Other mothers and fathers had done the same. He stopped in the thicket at the edge of the village. That’s when he saw the longhouse begin to burn. His father rushed forward only to be struck down with the butt of a soldier’s rifle. Amiuh continued to watch as his mother and two sisters were pulled from his family’s thatch hut by their hair, flailing in the dirt, backlit by the growing flames. Young Amiuh could feel the heat on his face. Even at this distance, he could hear the soldiers laughing. Other men from the village were kicked and beaten as their wives and daughters were dragged from huts that soon also began to burn. Then came gunshots. His sisters’ screams, rising over the laugher and shouting of the soldiers, anchored Amiuh in place.

Amiuh moved to the next three small beads, contemplatively rolling them one at a time between his fingers.

“Hail Mary, full of grace…”

He watched as a baby was torn from his mother’s arms and impaled on the sharp bayonet attached to the end of a soldier’s rifle. The man held the baby aloft as the others cheered, their ovations rising to a zenith as the soldier pitched the child into the thatch of a burning hut.

“Glory be to the Father, to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, as it was, is now, and ever shall be…”

Amiuh’s breath was coming more rapidly as one of the soldiers turned from the melee in the village’s center and began walking toward him. Amiuh could not move his feet. It was as if the vines and roots of the jungle had taken hold, as if they had decided to make him a witness to the carnage. The man stopped walking, leveled his rifle at his hip, and held back the trigger, spraying the tree line with bullets.

Amiuh heard the crack as one passed by his head. He would never forget that sound.

He watched the soldier fumble with his rifle. Young Amiuh knew another barrage of bullets would follow and that this volley would surely find him.

He squinted his eyes against the intense heat of the burning longhouse, toward his family. His father lay unmoving on the ground. It looked like some of the soldiers were on top of his mother and sisters.

The soldier had finished reloading his rifle and leveled it at the tree line again. Now, instead of keeping him anchored in place, the screams of his mother and sisters merging with those of the other villagers caused him to trip backward, breaking away from the grip of the rainforest. Amiuh got to his feet and followed his father’s orders. He turned and ran.

He moved to a large bead and began to meditate on the Sorrowful mysteries.

“Our Father…”

The bullets flew past as Amiuh propelled himself deeper into the jungle. He ran until exhaustion set in, until he was far enough away that he could not hear the screams of his mother and sisters or the laughter of the soldiers, until he could not hear the gunshots. He found a rotting log, lay down next to it, and closed his eyes, willing away the images of his burning village. Alone.

And into the Annunciation from the Gospel of Luke.

“The angel Gabriel…”

When the sun rose, Amiuh slowly made his way back to the village. He had always been friends with the jungle. It was as much his home as his village.

He began the first decade of Hail Marys.

“Hail Mary, full of grace…”

He smelled it before he saw it. The odor of death told him that life would never be the same. He paused at the edge of what was left of his village and watched as others, the survivors, returned from the depths of the jungle, some stumbling amongst the rubble, some floating like ghosts lost in a sea of ash and flame. He saw mothers wailing over the bodies of dead children. Bodies of once strong, vibrant men were twisted in unnatural positions, littering the ground, and he saw his mother and sisters, naked, sprawled in the dirt, their necks and stomachs awash in blood. His father lay nearby.

“Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit…”

Amiuh ran, passing burnt bodies, naked bodies, mutilated bodies. He fell to the ground and clutched his mother’s neck, her eyes wide and unmoving. Even at the young age of eight, he knew her soul was with God. He crawled to his sisters a few yards away. He wanted to cover them, to hide what had been done to them, but there was nothing left with which to do so. The entire village had been burned to the ground.

Eventually he stood and moved to his father, though he did not look like the man he knew, the strong hunter who provided so much for the village. His head was oddly distorted. When Amiuh sat to cradle it in his lap he saw that the other side of his father’s skull was missing. Hair, bone fragments, and brain matter littered the ground behind him. Amiuh’s little fingers tried to close the gaping wound but he succeeded only in staining them with mushy goo still seeping from his father’s head. He felt even more alone than he had that night in the jungle. As the sun rose higher the stench became too much. Amiuh stood and turned away from his mother, his father, his sisters, and his family home. He looked to the parish.

He continued through the Rosary he knew by heart.

“Hail, Holy Queen, Mother of mercy, our life, our sweetness, and our hope…”

Amiuh was sitting in the pew, his short legs still unable to reach the dirt floor, his bare feet dangling above the ashes, when the priest found him. The single rough-hewn pew was all that remained of his village parish.

His fingers moved back to the tarnished brass Cross of Lorraine crucifix, the Croix de Lorraine as the priest had called it, as a dust cloud from a passing jeep washed over him.

The priest had told him that the Cross of Lorraine was carried by someone named Joan of Arc in something called the Hundred Years War. He told the young Montagnard that it was also a symbol of independence.

“Your mother and father, your sisters, were freedom fighters, just like Joan of Arc,” the priest had said. “When the Blessed Mother revealed the rosary to Saint Dominic in 1208, she told him that it would be a ‘weapon of war and a battering ram for heresy.’ So too shall you become.”

They had rebuilt and the Americans had come in greater numbers, some in civilian clothes and others in military uniforms wearing the green berets. They had fortified the village with sandbags and taught the men and boys how to shoot, arming them with a variety of modern weapons.

Now that he was older, he knew that the U.S. Army Special Forces worked with parish priests in Montagnard villages to arm and train their parishioners to aid in the effort against North Vietnam. The missionary who lived in their village was part of the Civilian Irregular Defense Group—CIDG—in a program called Fighting Fathers. Amiuh had learned that the Fighting Fathers Program was developed by an American president, by the one who had led the allies to victory in Europe before his successor had been killed in a place called Dallas.

He tried to push what had happened to his family that day the village was burned from his mind, finding solace in the word of God, and in the words of the priest who had turned him into a fighter.

Amiuh was one of many Montagnard orphans who were raised communally by the surviving villagers. His understanding of French grew steadily under the tutelage of the missionaries, and his English improved through the lessons from the Green Berets who stayed with them for a year at a time.

Just a few years later he had been tested in the jungle, hunting a tiger alone with a crossbow to prove his worth. The poison that tipped his arrows was made from the white sap of the Cong tree, strengthened by adding red pepper and boiling it before use. The poison was taken on the ninth day of the first month of the lunar year; the tribal elders told him that was meant to increase its potency. The solo hunt was a rite of passage for all Boute Montagnard boys. The Boute tribe believed that in order to become a man, a boy must hunt alone, tracking and killing a gaur, elephant, or tiger. Boute women would not marry one not yet considered a man.

A tiger claw dangled from around his neck on a dried sinew string. He was now a hunter as had been his father. He had married a woman who had also lost her parents that dark night. Together they had a young son named Tuan. Amiuh vowed that his child would never have to endure what he had that night in the jungle.

Now when Amiuh ventured into the bush, he was not alone. Instead of a crossbow, he was armed with a CAR-15 rifle. And instead of a tiger, he now stalked men, NVA. He was part of a team, a team tasked with killing those who had taken his parents and sisters, and no one did it better than the two men who were now inside the commanding officer’s quarters.

Amiuh would wait—they had finally captured an NVA prisoner. That meant a Seiko watch for him, just like the Americans wore. He also knew it meant American money for Quinn and Tom and time away from Phu Bai for what he heard them call R&R—rest and relaxation—to an island called Taiwan or neighboring Thailand. While they were away, Amiuh would visit his family and continue to teach Tuan how to hunt. His wife and child would be proud of his watch. One day he would place it on his boy’s wrist.

When his two American teammates returned from R&R, they would go hunting again. They would kill more NVA. And Amiuh would be wearing his watch.

“Hail, Holy Queen, Mother of Mercy, our life, our sweetness, and our hope…”





CHAPTER 6

TOM REECE AND FRANK Quinn stood at attention in front of their commanding officer’s desk. Dust was visible in the morning light pouring through the room’s single window and making its way through cracks in the walls and floor. It mixed with the humid air, heavy with the unmistakable stench that emanated from the wax coating applied to the canvas material of the roof. It was tinged with the slight smell of mildew that clashed with the aroma of diesel exhaust coming from generators and smoke from burning feces blowing in from the burn pits, each distinct odor battling for supremacy.

They had cleaned up and changed into their garrison tiger stripe uniforms after turning their NVA prisoner over to the MPs at the Phu Bai FOB 1 brig. Wanting to get ahead of the shitstorm that was sure to follow their unauthorized training mission, Quinn had written up a quick after-action report and left it on their CO’s desk well before sunup.

The CO had sent a courier to rouse them at six a.m.

Lieutenant Colonel Konrad Backhaus sat at his wooden U.S. Army field desk. Two steel file cabinets were against the wall to his right on either side of a small window. The space was illuminated by a single uncovered bulb that hung from the ceiling and a desk lamp that Tom was certain had been in the inventory for decades. Maps of Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, and China were tacked to the plywood walls. Target boxes were placed over specific areas in Laos. A CAR-15 was leaning in a corner.

Quinn knew Lieutenant Colonel Backhaus as well as anyone could, which is to say he knew the legend and, like most others on base, did his best to stay out of his way. Tom had met him upon arrival at Phu Bai months earlier, but had not personally interacted with him since, except when the colonel would see them off before missions. He had a tradition of shaking hands with the entire recon team before they boarded helicopters into Laos. He never said a word to anyone but the One-Zero.

Tom knew him, as did everyone in the ranks of SF, by reputation. There were a good number of Army Special Forces soldiers recruited under the Lodge–Philbin Act of 1950 who had fought for countries other than the United States in the Second World War, but there were few who fought under three flags. Even fewer who had fought for Germany, though most Finns were fighting for Finnish independence from the Soviets, not for Nazi Germany. The enemy of my enemy. The idea of the Lodge Act was to recruit men fluent in European languages with firsthand knowledge of the villages, towns, and cities in which a future war with the Soviet Union would be fought, creating a valuable addition to the ranks of America’s growing force of unconventional warriors.

At fifty years old, his reddish-blond close-cropped hair was tinged with iron gray, which gave him the look of an old fox. Daily PT kept him in shape. He was a no-nonsense CO who never spent time drinking with the men in the Green Beret Lounge. Tom wondered if that was due to the loss of so many men in a career dating back to the late 1930s. Perhaps he did not want to get too close to soldiers who had such a high chance of being dead or wounded by tour’s end.

A huge German Shepherd that accompanied Colonel Backhaus everywhere was curled up on the floor to his right. How he got approval to bring his personal dog to Vietnam was anyone’s guess.

The old warrior stayed seated and slowly packed a pipe with tobacco before striking a wooden match against the top of his desk and dipping it into the bowl. He extinguished the flame, closed his eyes, and took a draw.

“Tell me about your ‘hunting expedition,’ ” he said in a thick Finnish accent.

Legend had it that the Finnish-born soldier was something of a boxer in his youth and that he had Olympic potential, had it not been for the Soviet invasion of Finland in 1939. He inflicted such heavy casualties on the Soviets in the Winter War that they placed a bounty on his head.

“Well?” the colonel prodded.

As the One-Zero, Quinn took the lead.

“You know about the hunting expeditions?” Quinn asked.

Colonel Backhaus nodded without changing expression.

The sweet smell of Cavendish tobacco filled the small space.

“I take full responsibility, Colonel.”

The dog lifted its head and growled.

Backhaus said something in German and the dog again rested its head on a large paw.

“What was your intent?” Backhaus asked.

“To train, sir.”

“Too much time between missions?”

Quinn paused.

“Sometimes.”

The unsettling nod again.

“I read in your report that you were testing out tactics for prisoner snatches.”

“Yes, sir. Assessing going in light with just Stens and High Standards.”

“What did you learn?”

“Wouldn’t want to try it against many more than seven. But it worked. We got our prisoner. Next time I’d take someone with an AW, a chopped RPD like Tom, I mean Petty Officer Reece, usually carries.”

“And you?” the colonel said, looking at Tom for the first time.

“A syringe of something to knock a prisoner out is going to be SOP from now on. We used morphine, and it worked, but it would be better to hold that in case it’s needed for someone on the team.”

The dog heard a truck rumble by outside and jumped to its feet, an ominous growl adding to the tension.

“Nein. Platz,” No. Sit, came the colonel’s sharp command in German.

“Braver Hund,” Good dog, Tom said, complementing the dog’s immediate response to the colonel’s command.

“Wo haben Sie Deutsch gelernt?” Where did you learn German? Backhaus asked.

“Von meiner Mutter. Sie war Lehrerin. Sie unterrichtete Deutsch. Ihre Familie hatte deutsche Verbindungen,” Tom replied. From my mother. She was a schoolteacher. She taught German. Her family had German ties.

Tom switched to French.

“J’ai appris le français auprès de mon père.” I learned French from my father.

“Était-il français?” the colonel said, seamlessly switching to French. Was he French?

“Non. Mon père était ici vers la fin de la guerre, combattant avec le Viet Minh contre les Japonais.” No. My father was here near the end of the war, fighting with the Viet Minh against the Japanese.

Tom hoped his language skills and the fact that his father and Colonel Backhaus had fought in the same war would buy them some favor in their current predicament.

“Welche anderen Sprachen sprechen Sie?” What other languages do you speak? Backhaus asked, switching back to German.

“Die Navy schickte mich vor meinem ersten Einsatz zum DLI für Vietnamesisch.” The Navy sent me to DLI for Vietnamese before my first deployment.

The CO moved to Vietnamese.

“Người Việt của bạn thế nào?” How is your Vietnamese?

Tom stumbled a bit.

“Không tốt bằng tiếng Pháp và tiếng Đức của tôi.” Not as good as my French and German.

“Was hat dein Vater im Krieg gemacht?” What did your father do in the war? Backhaus asked in German.

“Bewaffnete Widerstandskämpfer.” He armed Resistance fighters.

That struck a chord with the colonel.

“Ich nehme an, Sie sprechen kein Finnisch.” I don’t suppose you speak Finnish.

“Leider nicht.” Unfortunately not.

Tom and Quinn remained at attention as the colonel considered his options.

“The usual $100 and five days of R&R in Thailand is denied. As is the Seiko for your ’Yard. Instead, you will escort the prisoner to CCN,” he said, referring to their higher headquarters, Command and Control North in Da Nang. “And take Amiuh with you. He’s in trouble too. Drop the prisoner and his bag with the interrogators. Stand by in case you are needed. Your R&R is now at FOB 4 in Da Nang.”

“Yes, sir,” Quinn said, responding for them both.

Backhaus relit his pipe and took another draw.

“I hear they call you the Odd Couple.”

Tom and Quinn exchanged looks.

“If you get a chance, see the movie in Da Nang. It’s funny,” he said without smiling.

Tom and Quinn did not quite know how to respond.

“I’ll adjust the report to reflect your prisoner snatch mission was approved by me ahead of time.”

“Thank you, sir,” they both said in unison.

“And gentlemen, stay out of trouble. Get back here in one piece. We have a war to fight.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dismissed.”

Quinn and Tom both rendered salutes, as it seemed appropriate, and turned for the door, the low growl of the German Shepherd speeding their exit.

As Tom turned to close the door behind him, he glanced back at the colonel and could have sworn he caught the hint of a smile on the old soldier’s face.



The two MACV-SOG operators breathed a sigh of relief as they waited for a loud deuce and a half truck to rumble past.

“You never told me you spoke German,” Quinn said. “But I’m glad you do.”

Tom laughed.

“First time it’s come in handy.”

They waited for the dust to settle from a passing truck.

“Did Backhaus really do all those things I’ve heard?” Tom asked.

“Probably more. We have some interesting characters in SF. An instructor who put me through qualification had an almost undecipherable German accent. Being students and not yet having our tabs, we didn’t dare ask about it. He wore his class A uniform to our graduation and guess what was right there along with two Silver Stars and more Bronze Stars than I could count?”

“What?”

“A Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross and a Croix de Guerre.”

“No.”

“You better believe it. He was a German paratrooper in the war and then fought with the French Foreign Legion at Dien Bien Phu before his time with us. Rumor has it that the Knight’s Cross was awarded in North Africa by Rommel himself. He’s at 10th Group in Germany now, doing something classified with Det A in Berlin.”

“Sounds like a character out of a Fleming novel.”

“Sure does, but he’s not.”

They jogged across the road toward Amiuh, who had risen to his feet.

“Pack a bag for Da Nang,” Quinn told the Navy man. “Ever been?”

“Just a quick stop for briefings at CCN before the assignment here. Signed my NDA and got the plausible deniability speech.”

“Who read you in?”

“Jack Warner.”

“Was the good colonel in uniform?”

“If shower shoes, a bathrobe, and green beret are his uniform, then yes.”

Quinn laughed. “We have some unique personalities in SF.”

“Just like the SEAL Teams. By the way, could you guys have picked a more un-American piece of headgear than a beret?”

“Well, your Navy Dixie Cups were already taken.”

“Touché.”

“They will probably put us up at a safe house in the city, House Twenty-Two. FOB 4 has the Project Delta bar. Best team room in ’Nam. They call it the Delta Club. Those boys will want to take some of your Navy pay in five-card draw.”

“That’s okay. Only thing other than French that my dad ever taught me was how to play cards.”

Quinn raised an eyebrow.

“Hope he taught you well.”

Tom smiled as they approached Amiuh.

“Quinn-son, Tommy-son, did we get Seiko?”

His eyes sparkled in anticipation of his prize.

“Afraid not, Amiuh. We barely kept our rank,” Quinn said.

“What mean?” the Montagnard asked, puzzled.

“Being an unauthorized mission, we are in the doghouse.”

“What mean doghouse?”

“Just an expression meaning we got caught breaking a few rules and there are consequences. Like ‘number fucking ten,’ ” Quinn said, using SOG slang to describe something terrible, with “one” being the best and “ten” being the worst.

“There is some good news,” Tom said. “We are getting that R&R, and you are coming with us.”

“To Thailand?”

“No.”

“America?”

“Well, little America. Da Nang.”

Amiuh looked confused.

“We leave in an hour,” Quinn said. “We are taking our prisoner to CCN for questioning.”

“No Seiko,” Amiuh said, looking at the dirt. His face was the picture of disappointment.

“Shit,” Tom whispered. “Here Amiuh, take mine.”

He slipped the Seiko from his wrist and handed it to the Montagnard tribesman, whose eyes widened like he had just been given the keys to the kingdom.

“Thank you, Tommy-son.” He bowed his head. “Compass too?”

“Both yours now.”

“But you need watch.”

“I’ll get one from supply. I’ll tell them I lost it on a mission or something. That’s yours now. You have more than earned it.”

Amiuh bowed his head.

“I not forget this, Tommy-son.”

Amiuh fastened the Seiko on his wrist, beaming with pride.

“I cannot accept gift without giving you something in return,” he said, pulling the tiger claw from around his neck. “From my first kill.”

“Amiuh, I can’t,” Tom said. “That’s yours.”

“I insist, Tommy-son. You do me great honor.”

Tom looked at Quinn for help.

“Really,” Tom said. “That’s too special. I can’t accept it.”

“You must. Tribal code.”

Tom reluctantly took the gift and slid it over his head.

“Thank you, Amiuh.”

Amiuh looked back down at his new watch.

“I glad the colonel not kill you,” he said with a wide grin.

“He tried but it was two on one,” Tom replied.

“Both you dinky dau!” Amiuh laughed a laugh that sounded like it came from a much larger person. “Number fucking one but beaucoup dien cai dau.” Much crazy in the head. He laughed again and walked toward the Montagnard hooch to show off his new watch.

Quinn turned to Tom.

“You made his decade.”

“I can always get another watch. You think this gift was really a tribal code thing?”

“He might be screwing with you, but there’s no doubt you had to take it.”

Quinn looked at the Seiko on his wrist, a small Waltham compass affixed to its green nylon band.

“Meet me in forty-five at the brig. We’ll grab Charlie and di di mau to the chopper. We’ll be in Da Nang in time for beers at the Delta Club. I heard Martha Raye is singing there tonight. I just missed her the last time I passed through.”

“Roger that.”

“And Tom.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t be late.”

Tom tapped his wrist

“How could I?”





CHAPTER 7

GRU Headquarters

Moscow, Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic

“ENTER.”

The door to Mikhail Lavrinenko’s office opened, and an army major in a spotless uniform stepped inside, closing the door behind him and coming to attention. “Major Kirill Dvornikov reporting, General.”

Blond with close-cropped hair, square shoulders, and a chiseled jawline to match, he looked like a model for a Red Army propaganda poster.

Lavrinenko was well aware that Dvornikov might look like the ideal soldier, but he had not done any real soldiering since training. His career had been spent on the intelligence track with a posting to the Paris Rezidentura, one that had produced exceptional results. Lavrinenko’s predecessor had thought the major had grown too accustomed to life in France and had taken the precautionary measure of recalling him to Moscow and assigning him to the Vietnam desk. His mission was to continue to stall American involvement in Vietnam, bog them down in the quagmire that distracted from the Soviet threat and fostered domestic division. The major had been so successful that he now oversaw all GRU operations in Southeast Asia.

Director Lavrinenko dabbed the corners of his mouth with a soiled napkin and dropped it into a drawer where he had just placed his jar of caviar and spoon, gesturing to the chair in front of the desk as he did so.

“I believe you know Deputy Director Penkovsky.”

“Colonel,” Dvornikov acknowledged the man to the director’s right as he took his seat.

“You requested the meeting,” Lavrinenko said.

“Yes, General. I thought we might discuss the U.S. spy vessel taken off Korea.”

“That is a bit removed from your area of concentration.”

“True, but I think there is a connection. It would help if I knew what was recovered.”

“What if I was to say that you have no need to know in your current assignment?”

“I believe I do, General.”

A bit of insubordination leaked into the major’s voice. Perhaps a trait he had picked up in Paris? Lavrinenko respected that. He had encountered too many officers of late whose fear of consequences paralyzed them from taking risks. An inevitable effect of their system. In this game, taking risks was necessary if one were to counter the American foe in any meaningful way. He looked to Penkovsky, whose expression remained unchanged. He nodded, indicating Major Dvornikov should continue.

“General, it is my understanding that the American spy vessel was captured largely intact by our DPRK allies. For years we have been unable to decode the NSA’s encrypted communications. If that were to change, we would have an unprecedented opportunity to use that decryption technology against the Americans in Vietnam.”

“If we did indeed acquire the ability to decrypt NSA communications, what do you propose?” the general asked.

“First, we do not want to tip off the Americans that we have the technology. From what I know about decryption, the hardware—the physical equipment—will not work without keying material that can easily be changed, rendering the cryptologic machines useless. If we were to take action against the Americans based on a decrypted message in let’s say, Europe, the timing between a message sent and an operation blown is too coincidental to be anything else; the Americans would know we have their machines and keying technology.”

“I see you have read your Voennaya Mysl journals. Get to the point, Comrade.”

“Yes, General. In Southeast Asia, specifically in Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam, countries the Americans enter in violation of international law, they conduct operations with a higher frequency than they do anywhere else in the world. They are losing so many men already that, as long as the numbers remain steady and do not spike, they would not be tipped off as to how we are thwarting their missions.”

“If we are already compromising them, how does this help us, if we don’t want the numbers to spike?”

“Because now we can plan. We would know who is going, how many, and be privy to mission specifics. If it’s a wiretap mission on the Ho Chi Minh Trail, we can arrange to transmit disinformation. That is a team and mission we would not want to interdict. If it is a raid on a weapons cache or a reconnaissance or ambush, we can be set up not at an insertion or extraction, which is where we typically interdict, but at their overnight sites or target sites when their helos are hours away. We can be ready to take them with a special counter mission in mind.”

“And what would that be?”

“Capture.”

“The Laotians, Cambodians, and North Vietnamese are already capturing and interrogating American soldiers.”

“Yes. But many American soldiers are killed. These are their most highly trained men. When they are killed, we lose all intelligence value. With advance knowledge of their missions, we can focus our efforts on capture-kill, rather than kill-capture. I know you appreciate the difference.”

“And upon capture, these Americans will continue to be exploited by the Laotians, Cambodians, and North Vietnamese?”

“I propose a different course of action.”

“And what would that be?”

“I propose we bring them here.”





CHAPTER 8

“HERE? TO THE SOVIET Union?” the director asked.

“Yes.”

“We have taken Americans before; those who fought with General Andrei Vlasov,” Dvornikov said, referring to the Soviet general who had turned against the motherland and led a collaborationist Russian Liberation Army for the Nazis.

“Yes, we captured them from German POW camps at the end of the Great Patriotic War. Most of the Americans were repatriated.”

“But not all.”

Director Lavrinenko opened his drawer and placed his jar of caviar back on his desk.

He slowly unscrewed its top and dipped a dirty spoon in to extract the black gold.

“I see.”

The usually stoic Penkovsky leaned forward, placing his elbows on his thighs.

“And have you thought through the political and possible military fallout if the United States were to discover we were keeping their military personnel on Soviet soil?” the deputy asked, his voice deeper than his thin frame would suggest.

“With respect, Deputy Director, they are not uniformed combatants. In Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam, they are spies. International law is very clear on this point. They can be treated as such. If, and I reiterate if, this operation were to come to light, we would be on very firm legal ground.”

Penkovsky raised an eyebrow and looked at his boss, conceding the point.

“We were also on firm ground with Gary Powers,” Penkovsky said in reference to the U-2 incident that had captivated the world in the early sixties. “But he was flying over our country, not Laos or Cambodia.”

“As we know, Powers was convicted of espionage in a public trial and then traded for Rudolf Abel,” Dvornikov said, using the alias for William August Fisher, a KGB illegal who worked for years in the United States before his capture in 1957.

“And Frederic Pryor,” Penkovsky reminded them.

“Yes,” Director Lavrinenko said. “I worked that negotiation. Pryor was released by the Stasi under our direction. Though he was merely a university student, a political prisoner of no actual intelligence value. Teaches economics at Yale or Swarthmore now, I believe. Wrong place at the wrong time. Caught behind the curtain when the wall went up because of a girl he was dating.”

“My point is that we have two examples, Powers and Pryor,” the major continued. “Powers was of immense intelligence value and Pryor had virtually none. After almost two years of interrogations, we assessed that Powers had given us all he knew about the capabilities of the U-2 and what the United States had photographed with their spy plane overflights of our sovereign territory. He was of no use to his country. We traded both and got Abel in return. Abel never broke, and as you know now works for our KGB neighbors educating the next generation of illegals. There is not much the Americans won’t trade for one of their spies. With this plan, we would be holding Americans captured in Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam. We will deplete them of intelligence value and, if discovered, we have incredible leverage in future exchanges for captured GRU and KGB assets in America.”

“And years from now, if the Americans find out we are holding POWs from Southeast Asia?” Penkovsky asked.

“Then we do what we always do,” the major replied.

“What’s that?”

“We put bullets in their heads and bury them deep in Siberia. Deny we knew of their existence.”

Penkovsky sat back in his chair and folded his hands in his lap.

“We assess who can be turned,” Dvornikov continued. “Give those back to Hanoi for repatriation to the United States, though they would now be working for us.”

“This is not a new idea, Comrade,” Lavrinenko said. “As I am sure you know, during the Korean War, GRU advisors worked on U.S. POWs in the DPRK and China.”

“Yes, with varying results. I believe that twenty opted to stay in China, is that right? This time we bring them here. No Koreans or Chinese to work around or through. We have been trying to interrogate John Downey for over fifteen years with no success.”

“Yes, the CIA spy captured in Manchuria in 1952. The Americans won’t even acknowledge his existence, and the Chinese still refuse to give us access.”

“Let us remember that the Vietnam War is less popular than the Korean War,” Dvornikov said. “In a few days, after the Tet attacks, it will be even more unpopular.”

“The captured Americans would be experiments,” Lavrinenko said almost to himself.

“Precisely. As they are spies, they can disappear in the Soviet Union, and we will not have the Koreans or Chinese to deal with.”

Lavrinenko poked at the sturgeon eggs with his spoon, mulling over the risks and possibilities.

“We are working on the equipment from the Pueblo now, Major,” he said.

“And the keying material?”

“It is being acquired.”

“Director, with the network I have developed in Saigon and the ability to decrypt American communications, we not only have the ability to shape the war effort based on misinformation, but we have the ability to capture, interrogate, and possibly turn American servicemen working for an organization that is essentially a branch of the CIA.”

“Remind me of this unit’s name.”

“MACV-SOG.”





CHAPTER 9

FOB 4

Command and Control North

Da Nang, South Vietnam

TOM GLANCED DOWN AT his cards. Things were not looking good.

They had landed in Da Nang hours earlier, turned their NVA prisoner over to the Marine interrogators, checked in with the overworked FOB 4 S3 operations officer, and got out from underfoot as soon as they confirmed their mission was complete. Their captive and his satchel had been turned over. Now it was time for five days of R&R.

They said goodbye to Amiuh, who split off for the Montagnard barracks while Quinn and Tom headed for a secure section of the compound belonging to Special Forces Detachment B-52, better known as Project Delta. Quinn had operated with the secretive unit in 1964 and again in 1966 before being assigned to MACV-SOG. Drinks were already flowing when they arrived as the Delta team celebrated a successful recon mission in the A Shau Valley. Even though they were three sheets to the wind, they were just getting started. Like all special operators, the men of Project Delta worked hard and played hard.

Just as Quinn had promised, the Delta Club was the most extravagant team room that Tom had yet seen in-country. A massive, padded leather–sided mahogany bar complete with barstools stretched along the far side of the room. Expended shell casings were embedded in the leather to spell out DELTA HILTON in huge letters with the triangular Greek delta character between DELTA and HILTON. Two Vietnamese barmaids behind the counter served twenty-five-cent beers and slightly more expensive liquor. The centerpiece of the pub was a captured NVA 12.7mm machine gun with two protruding shoulder rests and antiaircraft spiderweb sights. Bottles of whiskey, scotch, and gin were arranged around it in a defensive perimeter.

Interspaced between sections of glass behind the well-stocked bar were paintings of beautiful naked women. The linchpin of the collection was a large signed and framed photo of Jo Collins, the 1965 Playboy Playmate of the Year, who had passed through Vietnam in 1966. It was signed “To the men of Project Delta, ‘GI Jo’ Collins.”

So much for secrecy, Tom thought.

Flanking the flagship photo were pictures of Miss Collins at various outposts in Vietnam, including the Special Forces camp at Nu Ba Den. Everything from Hueys to buses had been renamed Playboy Special and adorned with the Playboy logo in honor of her visit. Tom remembered the story well, as it had made headlines across the conflict zone. By the time Miss December touched down in Vietnam the entire country knew the story. It felt like the war had come to a stop with every unit hoping to catch a glimpse of the striking model who embodied everything they yearned for on the home front.

Every GI in theater owed Second Lieutenant Jack Price of Company B, 2nd Battalion, 503rd Infantry, 173rd Airborne Brigade, a beer. He had scrounged together the $150 for a lifetime Playboy magazine subscription on behalf of his company and sent Hugh Hefner a letter reminding him that the first issue of a lifetime subscription was to be delivered by a Playmate in person. The letter specifically requested that the bunny be Miss Collins. Playboy came through, and Jo Collins delivered Price the magazine in person, in his hospital bed at Bien Hoa where he was recovering from wounds sustained in battle. By the time she left Vietnam, she wasn’t known just for her striking beauty, but also for her bravery and heart, representing all that was good about America and bringing the promise of home to units far afield at great personal risk.

Plaques commemorating Leaping Lena, Hatchet Force, White Star, and Snakebite Teams were arranged on the walls of the club amongst captured AKs and SKSs, an RPD, a Montagnard crossbow, and an NVA flag. A jukebox blasted through forty-fives with tunes from The Rolling Stones, The Beatles, Jefferson Airplane, The Animals, Edwin Starr, The Byrds, Jimi Hendrix, Cream, Janis Joplin, and Creedence Clearwater Revival.

Even with the plush interior, they could not completely hide the fact that they were in Vietnam; the cigarette and cigar smoke had a hard time competing with the odor of urine emanating from the piss tubes behind the building.

One section of wall was adorned with a mural of the Special Forces Crest—a Second World War stiletto facing up over two crossed arrows along with the words De Oppresso Liber at the base of an encircling black scroll. Latin for To Free the Oppressed. Next to it was another mural that read:


THE SPECIAL FORCES SOLDIER

AS SEEN BY:

(MACV-HQ) A DRUNKEN, BRAWLING, JEEP STEALING, WOMEN CORRUPTING LIAR WITH A STAR SAPPHIRE RING, SEIKO WATCH, AND A DEMO KNIFE.

(HIMSELF) A TALL, HANDSOME, HIGHLY TRAINED PROFESSIONAL KILLER, FEMALE IDOL, SAPPHIRE RING WEARING, DEMO KNIFE CARRYING GENTLEMAN WHO IS ALWAYS ON TIME DUE TO THE RELIABILITY OF HIS SEIKO WATCH.

(HIS WIFE) A STRIKING MEMBER OF THE FAMILY WHO COMES THROUGH FORT BRAGG ONCE A MONTH WITH A RUCKSACK FULL OF DIRTY CLOTHES AND A HARD ON.

(COMMANDER) A FINE SPECIMEN OF A DRUNKEN, BRAWLING, JEEP STEALING, WOMAN CORRUPTING LIAR WITH A STAR SAPPHIRE RING, SEIKO WATCH, AND A DEMO KNIFE.

(DEPT OF THE ARMY) AN OVERPAID, OVERRANKED TAX BURDEN THAT IS INDISPENSABLE BECAUSE HE HAS VOLUNTEERED TO GO ANYWHERE, DO ANYTHING, AS LONG AS HE CAN BOOZE IT UP, BRAWL, STEAL JEEPS, CORRUPT WOMEN, LIE, WEAR A STAR SAPPHIRE RING, SEIKO WATCH, AND CARRY A DEMO KNIFE.



In the center of the room was a poker table, and just as Quinn had said, the men of Project Delta were more than willing to take Tom’s Navy pay.

Quinn had introduced Tom to his SF brothers James Jarrett, Gary Stedman, Moose Monroe, Ken Edens, Mike Norris, “Doc” Simpson, Jay Graves, and David Lee as they walked in the door. Soon they were all trading stories and reminiscing about past missions and hijinks and the influence of leaders like Charging Charlie Beckwith, who had commanded the unit in 1965.

“You just missed Martha Raye again, Quinn,” said Jarrett.

“I always miss her. When did she leave?”

“Just this morning,” Stedman said. “Off to visit the boys at Kontum.”

“I think I’m the only Green Beret who has never met Colonel Maggie,” Quinn said, referring to the actress and entertainer who had been given an Honorary Green Beret and rank of lieutenant colonel in 1964 for her work supporting the troops.

“I heard she worked the med tent during the battle of Soc Trang,” Tom said. “Is that true?”

“Sure did. Didn’t take a break for over thirty hours,” Stedman said. “She’s a legend.”

“You’ll catch her next time, buddy,” Jarrett said.

“You SEALs have anybody like Maggie?” Graves asked.

“No, but maybe we should. No one writes books about us, though.”

“Here we go. That Robin Moore book again,” Jarrett said.

“Catchy title,” Tom joked. “The Green Berets. Heard there’s a John Wayne movie coming out based on it in a few months.”

“If you want visits from Miss December, you need someone to write a book about what you are doing over here. Something like The Navy SEALs,” Graves offered.

“You kidding? No SEAL would ever write a book,” Tom replied.

“Have to learn how to write first,” Graves noted.

“That’s a good point.”

Before long Tom and Quinn were at the poker table with the Delta operators. As they played the early hands, Tom found out that Lee had been given the call sign Gambler.

As the night wore on the numbers dwindled. Jarrett, Stedman, Moose, Edens, Norris, Doc, and Graves folded and moved to the bar to continue debriefing the latest lessons learned in the A Shau, leaving Tom, Quinn, and Lee at the table.

Tom extinguished his cigarette and looked down at his cards, disguising his concern. In theory, it wasn’t a bad hand. More than that, it was a respectable hand that in an average game of poker should have decent odds of winning the pot. The trouble was that this game played as loosely with the rules of poker as special operators in ’Nam did with just about everything else. Quinn had warned Tom about Delta Rules ahead of time, cautioning him that rules could change at the whim of the dealer and by the hand, but experiencing it was another thing entirely. It probably didn’t help that each hand was accompanied by another generous glass of Old Grand-Dad bourbon.

“You know, Lee, I wish I had been aware of your nickname before we started playing,” Tom said.

“Wish in one hand, shit in the other. See which fills up first,” the Gambler replied.

“Good tip.”

“Tiger, another round, please,” Lee said to the pretty barmaid behind the counter.

The game was five-card draw, and the dealer, Sergeant David Lee, was making the rules. Tom gauged him to be in his early twenties, though it was hard to tell with the dark thick stubble from a few days in the field. He announced that treys—or a pair of threes—were wild but only when paired with at least one face card and not matched with any aces. This extra rule superseded the standard rules of five-card draw, making hands with such pairs more favorable. And, as Lee was a southern gentleman by birth, additional hands such as a blaze—any combination of five face cards, which can beat two pair but loses to three of a kind—were also in play.

“One card,” said Tom, running through the new rules in his mind.

His father had told him that you do not go into a game feeling the cards or believing in the will of the cards but rather believing in yourself and your skills as a player. The elder Reece was a voracious card player who said luck was made. On this night, that theory had been punched through with more holes than a Kingbee helicopter on exfil. The deck was not in the young SEAL’s favor.

Of the last three hands, Tom had folded once and lost to another hand he had never heard of: wild deuces—pairs of twos—that were only of additional value when in suits of the same color.

Lee had almost sardonically explained this rule to the SEAL visitor again after Tom was sure he had won with a full house, only to be beaten by a pair of eights with two wild cards making four of a kind under Delta Rules. Not for the first time that night, Tom wondered if the rules changed to keep things interesting, or to scalp visitors of their savings.

Stay focused, Tom. Don’t dwell on the last hands. Every hand is a new opportunity. Skill over luck.

Lee plucked Tom’s one new card from the top of the well-worn deck, passing it face down across the table into the SEAL’s grasp. Glancing at it briefly and seeing the one heart he needed to complete his flush, Tom smiled to himself. Still in the fight. It was expected that these games were to the death, with only one man left standing.

“It’s your bet,” said Lee, looking eagerly at Quinn.

Quinn studied his hand.

“I fold,” he said, discarding his cards face down and giving up any claim on the growing pot.

“Losing your edge up there in Phu Bai,” Lee said.

Quinn leaned toward Tom. “How’s your wallet looking?”

“It’s pretty light.”

“I thought you said you were good at this.”

“The creativity around these Delta Rules took a minute, but I think I’m getting the hang of it,” Tom said.

“Here,” Quinn said, passing his teammate what amounted to $92.80 in bills and coins. “Some Marshall Aid between branches. See if you can win some of my money back.”

Keeping flush with cash meant little in units with such a high mortality rate.

“Investing in the Navy? Oh Quinn, how the mighty have fallen,” Lee said as Tiger refreshed their drinks.

Tom glanced again at his cards and tapped his middle finger on the table, something he had done all night with lesser hands.

“Any more bets?” Tom asked.

“Sure thing, Frogman. Let’s get some serious cash on the table. I bet $100.”

“Fair enough, Lee. Now that I’m gambling with a bit of Quinn’s dough, we might as well make it interesting. Showdown. Heart flush. What about you?”

Tom flipped his cards to reveal the two, five, six, ten, and queen of hearts. While not the strongest possible hand, Tom knew it had a good chance of coming out on top.

Any experienced card player knows that the moment your spirit recognizes it’s time to call it a night, you call it a night. If not, recklessness becomes mistaken for confidence, which muddles the mind and leads to a spiral of defeat. Tom had learned a lot from his dad at their family card table, some of which translated to life away from the deck. Perhaps that had been his father’s intent all along?

Tom’s father, Thomas Reece, was a hard man, forged in the fires of the Great Depression and the Second World War. The one thing that softened that rigid exterior was a deck of cards, over which he opened up about long voyages across the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, where the mind could descend into darkness if left to its own devices. Thomas and many of his compatriots battled those demons by playing cards.

“Learning poker was as much a survival skill as anything taught at Camp X,” he told his son as he dealt a new hand one night during a snowstorm.

“What’s Camp X?” a young Tom Reece had asked his father.

The elder Reece had looked at his wife and then to his son.

“Never you mind that. Think about your possibilities with your new hand.”

Thomas Reece was a survivor. He was passing on what lessons he could over cards. Poker, Texas hold ’em, vingt-et-un, baccarat, and a dozen other games were drilled into Tom’s young head. Now, at a different table in a new war, all their unique qualities were swimming through his brain, sloshing alongside the bourbon and Delta Rules.

Shaking his head to clear away the thoughts of his father and the fog of alcohol, Tom heard Lee swear under his breath, flipping his cards to reveal a king high straight, which loses to a heart flush. After the players had initially anted up $25 each and bet an additional $25 before the draw, the final pot winnings for Tom totaled $350. Quinn’s donation, paired with the $33.40 he had left in his reserves, put him just shy of $500. Not bad.

Tom glanced at the wrist that a day earlier had held his Seiko.

“What time is it?” he asked.

Lee twisted his left hand and turned the face of a new Rolex Submariner toward him.

“Three a.m. Just getting started.”

If the sweat and smoke of Da Nang were not unpleasant enough in the daylight, they were nauseating in these early hours of the morning. At this point their game of Delta Rules five-card draw had been going on the better part of five hours. It was time to bring it to its conclusion.

Tom studied his opponent. Lee was tired. He was fighting it, but he was growing weary and now he was on the ropes, the pile of crumpled bills in front of him dramatically diminished after the last hand. Tom decided it was time to end it.

“I got lucky on that one,” Tom said, reaching for the deck. “Since I’m gambling with Quinn’s money, how about one more hand?”

“All in?”

“All in,” Tom said. As it was his deal, he began shuffling the deck, the worn cards bridging easily in his hands.

“Sure thing. One condition, though.”

“Another rule change?”

“Green Beret house, Green Beret rules.”

“Of course.”

“Treys are still wild with face cards and no aces, and we’re still playing southern hands. I feel a blaze or Dutch straight coming on.”

“You never know,” Tom said, pushing his wad of about $500 into the center of the table. If he won, the money would allow him to spruce up the Green Beret Lounge at Phu Bai, now that he saw what was possible at the Delta Club.

“How much is that?” Lee asked, assessing his stack of cash.

“Call it $480 and change. Can you call?”

Lee rubbed his chin and looked concerned for the first time all night.

“I’ve got maybe two hundred, two-fifty in front of me, but I’m feeling good.”

Tom smiled and lit another Marlboro.

“That’s not quite enough. You have anything else to call my bet?”

His eyes went to the Rolex on Lee’s wrist.

“Oh man, I just picked this up today at the PX. Two hundred bucks. That’s more than half a month’s pay.”

“That doesn’t really cover it, but seeing as how you are Quinn’s friend and this is the Delta Club, I’ll pretend it does. Plus, I need a watch,” Tom said, shaking his empty left wrist. “Want me to bury any top cards before I deal?”

“No need, but let’s finish these drinks and get another pour. You in, Quinn?”

“I’m in for a drink. Hoping Tom can get me a bit of my money back.”

“I doubt it,” Lee said. “Let me make a toast.” He raised his glass. “To lying, stealing, cheating, and drinking. If you’re going to lie, lie for a teammate. If you’re going to steal, steal a heart—like ‘GI Jo’s’ over there on the wall.” He nodded to the photo of the beautiful Playmate behind the bar. “If you are going to cheat, cheat death. And if you’re going to drink, drink with me, motherfucker!” Lee tossed back the dark brown liquid and shook his head.

Tom and Quinn did the same.

Tom set down his glass and dealt out ten cards, five each.

“Lee, as much as I like you and appreciate the toast and hospitality, it’s time for you to lose that watch.”

All right, damage report, Tom thought, arching his cards off the table for a glance at his current hand. Could be worse. I need one card.

He looked up at Lee, who was staring at him with a confidence that at this stage of the night would be hard to fake.

“Any cards, Lee?”

“Nope.”

“I’ll be taking one,” Tom replied with an easy smile.

“Good luck.”

“ ‘Always play to the end and finish the game,’ ” Tom said, quoting his father. “I shall finish the game.”

Tom discarded his one unwanted card and pulled a lone fresh one off the top of the deck. He was adding it to his hand when he saw Lee place his cards down on the table face up.

“A goddamned royal flush. Sorry, boys,” Lee said. He reached forward and began pawing in his winnings. “Looks like you’re going to have to keep asking Quinn for the time.”

Quinn dropped his head.

“Don’t worry about it, Tom. I have a little left over to get us through the week.”

Tom had not stopped looking at his cards.

“One moment, Lee, you did say that treys were still wild, didn’t you?”

Lee’s hands stopped midway through their sweep of the winnings. “Well, yeah, but only with face cards, and not with any aces.”

“Oh, that’s good to hear. For a minute there I thought I was in trouble,” Tom said, flipping his original four cards to reveal the three of spades, three of hearts, jack of hearts, and jack of spades. “Was damn near tempted to go for a spade flush until I remembered what was wild. That’s a pair of jacks, plus the wild treys, so long as this last card isn’t an ace.”

Tom flipped the last card to reveal the jack of diamonds, “five of a kind”—the only hand that beats a royal flush and only possible if there are wild cards.

“I believe by Delta Rules I’m going home with a new watch.”

“Son of a bitch!” the Green Beret swore. “You are one lucky bastard,” he said, removing the Submariner from his wrist and handing it across the table. “It never even got to see the field.”

“I’ll take care of that. Pleasure doing business with you,” Tom said, rising to his feet and shaking hands with the Delta operator.

“Come see us at Phu Bai,” Quinn said. “We’ll give you a chance to win back some of your combat pay.”

“Son of a bitch” was all Lee could muster.

“Quinn, my wallet is heavy again. What do you say we head downtown to celebrate? We are on R&R after all,” Tom said.

“You’re buying.”

“Deal.”





CHAPTER 10

Da Nang, South Vietnam

January 29, 1968

TOM LOOKED DOWN AT his new stainless-steel Rolex, unsure if the noise that had roused him from his slumber was incoming mortars or the throbbing in his head. It was after noon.

The dive watch was attached to a black nylon band with two brass snaps on either side of the case. He would have to get a leather cover for it and possibly pick up a custom Olongapo stainless bracelet in the Philippines at some point.

He almost felt bad for taking the new timepiece off a fellow operator. Almost. That was another card lesson he had taken from his father. You always paid and, just as importantly, collected your debts.

They had taken a taxi into the city and celebrated the win into the early-morning hours. This was R&R after all.

It took Tom a moment to realize that the pounding was coming both from his head and from Quinn’s fist knocking on the door to his room in House 22, the infamous SOG Da Nang safe house, though Tom was now certain it was a safe house in name only. It was more like a private club located in the city on 22 Le Loi Street. The French-style villa, guarded by Chinese Nung security personnel, was part hotel and part bar, a place where the members of MACV-SOG could let off some steam away from base without having to worry their antics might result in them being locked in the brig and court-martialed.

The SEAL pulled on well-worn jeans and a dark blue T-shirt. He stepped into his Converse All Stars, ensured his blade was secured horizontally along the back of his belt and that his Browning Model 1905 .25 ACP pistol was in condition three. Without a holster you did not keep a round in the pipe. He then splashed some water on his face before joining Quinn in the hall.

“I’m hungry,” the Army NCO said. “We’ll grab a snack on the street and then hit China Beach for burgers.”

Tom pretended to shield his eyes and slid his Ray-Ban Wayfarers into place.

“Turn off that shirt.”

“Too bright?” Quinn asked, running his hand down his thick chest over a gold Hawaiian shirt adorned with brown sailboats and hula dancers. He wore beige slacks and brown leather Alden boots that appeared more beat-up than the jungle boots he wore on missions.

“Not if you want to blind the bad guys.”

“Let’s eat,” Quinn said with a smile, donning black Cool-Ray sunglasses.

They stumbled out of House 22 and found Quinn’s favorite street vendor, who set up just across the road from the safe house to take advantage of the clientele in need of a quick bite. They ordered cơm bình dân and chose a combination of rice, pork, soup, and pickled vegetables. Tom practiced his Vietnamese by haggling with the vendor and then paid more than the agreed-upon price as a thank-you.

The mama-san would be the perfect enemy asset, watching and possibly photographing those coming and going from House 22, but her food was so good no one said anything. Plus, there were plenty of other buildings within line of sight that the NVA’s General Department of Defense Intelligence could use to surveil the building.

It was a beautiful day, and with some food in their stomachs to tide them over, it was time to hit the coast.

The two operators hopped a Lambretta three-wheeled taxi for a harrowing ride to China Beach. They showed the gate guard their military IDs and after passing through a few layers of concertina wire were soon drinking cold beers and waiting on burgers in front of a shack with a sign reading CHINA BEACH SURF CLUB.

Beach chairs were haphazardly strewn about the sand, occupied by service members in various stages of intoxication turning deep shades of red in the blazing sun.

Tom and Quinn sat on a wooden bench, their backs resting against a table made from a plank of scrap plywood, looking out to sea.

“How you guys doin’?” asked a man approaching in red shorts and flip-flops. He had the toned body of a swimmer and blond uncombed hair well out of military regulations.

“Better now,” Tom said.

“Rough night?”

“From what I remember.”

“Well, welcome to China Beach. You here on R&R?”

“Actually, we are. Unexpected R&R.”

“Hey, take what you can get. I got boards over there if you are interested. Quiet day today. A bit closed out,” he said, looking at the swells.

“Sharks out there?” Quinn asked.

“Hell, man, sharks for sure, barracudas bigger than me, but I’d be more worried about sea snakes.”

“Sea snakes?”

“Yeah, lethal. Craig Vente, Navy corpsman, caught one when it brushed his leg the other day. He grabbed it by the back of the head and surfed in with it. Killed it on the beach with a piece of driftwood. We skinned it and grilled it up. With a little salt and pepper, it tasted like chicken. The skin’s over there,” he said, pointing to a dried snakeskin nailed to the wall of the surf shack.

“You work here?” Tom asked.

“Yeah, I was a Navy storekeeper, but when they found out I could surf they assigned me here to help the lifeguards. Too many soldiers getting drunk and almost drowning. Getting blown up by Charlie is one thing in the ’Nam, but no one wants to write that letter to parents saying their kid died drunk at the beach. So I built the surf shack, got a grill, and set up shop.”

“I should have joined the Navy,” Quinn said, taking a sip of his beer.

“Bruce Blandy shaped that one on the far right,” the man said, pointing to a large board leaning against the far side of the shack. “He built himself a shop in an abandoned amphibious landing vehicle to make boards out of whatever he could scrounge. He’s gotten creative. Jerry Shine smuggled another in from Hawaii. He almost went to mast for it.”

“You have quite the assortment,” Tom said, turning to eye the boards.

“It’s not bad for ’Nam. Have a couple Hobie’s and a Dextra shaped by Dale Velzy. Those are popular. Got a Bing and Rick board over there too.”

“Rick Stoner?” Tom asked.

“Yeah, you know him?”

“I worked for White Owl Surf Shop in Santa Barbara to help pay for school. Learned about blowing blanks, glassing, glossing, shaping. Wasn’t much in the way of board shapers on the central coast, so I’d drive south on long weekends. A buddy at Owls hooked me up with Stoner, who had started Rick’s Surfboards in Hermosa while working as a lifeguard. Velzy taught him how to shape boards in the fifties.”

“Yeah, man, Stoner’s a legend. He and Bing Copeland enlisted in the Coast Guard to get stationed in Hawaii so they could surf. They sure pulled one over on Uncle Sam.”

“He told me about that,” Tom said, smiling at the memory.

“Who knows how many people he plucked from the surf as an LA County lifeguard. A true waterman.”

“With what he taught me, I started shaping boards in my dorm room. That didn’t go over well with the other residents, so I got a small place on the beach and started shaping in my garage.”

“Everyone shaping today owes a debt of gratitude to Stoner,” the surfer acknowledged.

“The most generous man I’ve ever met,” Tom said. “Taught me so much about the sea.”

“How’s he doing?” the man asked.

“Last I saw, he, his family, and business were all doing great. Met his son before I enlisted. Mike. That kid was on a board before his second birthday. Hope to get back to Hermosa after the war. Rick would love to hear about this place.”

“We’ve got his Barry Kanaiaupuni model right over there.”

“That’s pretty new. How did that get over here?”

“Hell if I know, man. This war is crazy.”

“True.”

“Well, if you see Stoner before I do, give him one of our cards,” the man said, handing Tom a worn and dirty business card with frayed edges that read:
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“And if you go out, be careful. Charlie don’t surf, but Charlie still shoots. One day they might get lucky.”

“Thanks. Who should I say said hello?”

“Larry. Larry Martin.”

“Thanks, Larry. I’m Tom Reece. This is Frank Quinn.”

The three men shook hands.

“Come back when we get a tropical storm to the east. That’s when you want to surf this break.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

A Vietnamese waitress delivered two huge cheeseburgers and fries.

“Enjoy your sliders and beers,” Larry said.

He left them to it and went back to the shade of his makeshift shack.

“Nice fella,” said Quinn. “Fucking Navy. Lifeguards. Surf shops.”

“It’s not for everyone,” Tom said, taking a bite of his burger. “Now this is proper hangover food. Greasy. Perfect. I guess that’s what got me to SOG.”

“Greasy burgers?”

“No, the Navy. Someone in Saigon wanted a SEAL who had jungle experience assigned to CCN to advise on riverine ops. NVA was using rivers and streams hidden by the triple canopy jungle to raft supplies south. CIA had a mission to booby-trap fifty-five-gallon fuel barrels being smuggled into the south via the river system. SOG and CIA brought me in to advise. I had done the SAS exchange program, so I’d been through their jungle warfare phase in Malaya, had two tours in ’Nam working the rivers and deltas, and had been to DLI for Vietnamese.”

“Did it work?”

“It did, but the Agency had a Nung who could barely swim on the hook for it, so I ended up doing more than advising. Launched out of Eagle Mountain just north of Phu Bai. Went in with RT Idaho. Took three days to get to the river, but I’ll tell you, there must have been hundreds of fuel drums floating south with NVA barrel tenders on wooden rafts positioned every hundred yards or so. They had no idea we were there. They felt safe, yapping away in Vietnamese, laughing and joking. Looked like a scene out of Huck Finn. We observed for a day waiting for it to get dark and getting the timing down between barrel tenders. I re-camoed my face and went in with just my Browning.”

“Did you have fins?”

“Oh yeah, otherwise I never would have gotten that barrel to shore.”

“You might have been the first person to insert into Laos with fins; case of beer,” Quinn said, reminding the SEAL that any first meant that operator was on the hook to supply a case of beer for the team.

“Water was freezing, though,” Tom continued. “I didn’t expect it to be so damn cold. The barrel was also a bit heavier than I thought. I had to swim it to shore in the dark, replace the cap with one the Agency designed that was attached to an explosive device, and then swim the drum back out to put it in with the others without being seen.”

“Can’t believe you pulled that one off.”

“I honestly think the Agency was surprised as well. We detonated it when it arrived at their collection point, which was about three klicks south. Blew the fuel depot sky high. Came out on strings under Kingbees. All told, that op was seven days.”

“That’s a long one.”

“It felt like it. The mission being successful, they decided to keep me around for future maritime missions. Assigned me to you.”

“Glad they did. Cheers.”

Quinn looked out across the South China Sea.

“You know, you keep going northeast from here and you hit China,” he said.

“I know,” Tom responded.

Quinn shook his head.

“We aren’t just fighting the NVA here. We’re fighting China, the Soviet Union, Eastern Bloc countries, even Cuba. It’s like we are here so they can all take their shot.”

Tom listened as Quinn continued.

“This war, it’s not like our fathers’. It’s different. NVA wears uniforms, but the VC don’t. Pathet Lao don’t. In World War Two, those guys were there until they were wounded, died, or won. We are rotated through by the year, making no real progress.”

“McNamara is tracking the body count,” Tom offered.

“The body count is bullshit, and if it did mean anything, the enemy has a much higher tolerance for death. You know what they call the war in the North?”

“They call it the American War.”

“That’s right. But in Vietnamese the full translation is the War Against the Americans to Save the Nation. What does that tell you, Tom?”

The SEAL shook his head.

“It should tell us all that we are going to lose this one,” Quinn continued. “Like the colonists fighting the British in our revolution, the greatest military in the world at that point in history. And we won. Why? We were fighting for something, not against something. And we were on our home turf, fighting for our families, our land, our way of life.”

“If it’s a losing war, then why do you do it?” Tom asked.

“Same as we all do, I guess. The nation asked. We answered. Though I’m getting a little old for it.”

“You’re twenty-eight.”

“That’s ancient in SOG years. I’m old enough to remember when SOG stood for Special Operations Group. They changed it to Studies and Observations Group pretty quick. More bland. I haven’t been here since the beginning, the Colby years, but I was here for Shining Brass, White Star, Project Omega at Kontum, Hatchet Force, Snakebite, Project Delta. Doubt America will ever hear of SOG or Delta, which is fine by me.”

Tom studied his friend, wondering what he was getting at.

Quinn took another sip of beer.

“Life expectancy in SOG isn’t great. Life is a matter of inches in ’Nam.”

“Sometimes less,” Tom said, draining his beer and signaling the waitress for two more.

“You are either going to make it out or you’re not. Simple. Life is simple over here. Maybe that’s why we do it.”

“Maybe,” Tom said.

“One of the Delta One-Zeros you met last night, Gary Stedman, told me something years ago when we were running ops into the An Lao Valley. We were back at Nha Trang after a particularly nasty firefight that should have killed us both and he said, ‘Training gives you an edge, but luck will wield the sword.’ ”

“Just like poker.”

“I guess so.”

Quinn paused, gathering his thoughts.

“You know, the closer you are to the war the less the politics matters,” he said. “It was probably that way for our fathers too. But then came Hiroshima and Nagasaki. We suddenly had the power of gods. American identity is tied to this war, Tom. How we emerge will put us on the path for the future we deserve.”

“You a philosopher now? What does that mean?”

“It means war is our most primitive instinct. Well, a close second behind sex. America is the dying god. She’ll be replaced. It’s only a question of what will replace her? The Soviets? A new America that’s America in name only? I mean look at this place. What do you see?”

Tom scanned the beach, taking in the scene.

“Some soldiers trying to have a good time before they go back to the jungle.”

“But deeper. The hierarchy, the authority of the garrison military in the States is just an illusion. Long hair, ripped uniforms, drinking, smoking pot; that’s what we gravitate toward beyond the eyes of the parade grounds and air-conditioned halls of the Pentagon. War is our ritual.” Quinn paused. “That’s only partly the booze talking.”

“You get wiser when you drink.”

Quinn laughed.

“There is something else,” he said.

“What is it?”

“We are losing too many guys.”

“It’s war.”

“It’s more than that.”

“What do you mean?”

“When I was with Project Delta our teams didn’t just vanish. We were smaller, harder to infiltrate. SOG has gotten too big. Too much command and control. Too many teams disappearing across the fence.”

“You think we’re compromised?”

“I’m certain of it. There is a mole in Saigon, probably in the Special Exploitation Directorate, which is now called STD—Special Technical Directorate—a South Vietnamese SOG contingent. Their command-and-control staff know too much about what we are doing in Laos.”

“STD,” Tom said, shaking his head. “Someone has a sense of humor. Have you voiced your concerns up the chain?”

“More times than I can count. The brass is all about working with our Vietnamese counterparts, no matter what it means for us on the ground.”

Tom waited until the waitress delivered two new cold beers and removed their empty cans before speaking.

“Quinn, I wasn’t entirely honest in the CO’s office.”

“Who gives a fuck?” Quinn said, pulling the pop top from his beer can and tossing it on the table.

“Well, I’d feel better if you knew.”

“Knew what?”

“The real reason my dad was in Vietnam at the end of the war.”

“What’s that?”

“He recruited Ho Chi Minh to spy for the OSS.”





CHAPTER 11

“WHAT?” QUINN ASKED, ALMOST spitting out a mouthful of beer.

“It was late winter of ’45. By that point my dad had been in the OSS for a year or so.”

“Back in the good ol’ days.”

“I did a little research on my own, as my dad never talked about the war. In fact, he hardly talked at all. The Japanese occupied Vietnam in 1941, but they essentially left the French in control until March 1945. The Japanese turning on the French that late in the war came as a surprise. Vietnam was a logistics base for the Japanese for their operations in China and Burma. The OSS put together a group of commandos they called the Deer Team and parachuted operatives into Vietnam to arm and train the Viet Minh.”

“Your dad jumped in?”

“He did. He spoke French, was jump qualified, and was already working for the OSS.”

“So, without much time to plan they recruit Uncle Ho?”

“Essentially. His real name is Nguyễn Sinh Cung, though. He started using Ho Chi Minh in the late thirties. It translates as ‘he who enlightens’ or ‘bringer of light.’ He was born here but spent time in France, China, and the Soviet Union. He had rescued an American pilot years earlier and escorted him to China. That put him on our radar.”

“How do you know all this?”

“A former OSS agent named Charles Fenn visited us when I was a kid. Strange accent. I think he was in the process of moving from Hong Kong to England at the time but wanted to see my father. He’s a writer now. He told me the story. He wanted me to know what my dad had done. Granted, this is all well before Ho Chi Minh and Viet Minh were our enemy. Fenn and my father recruited him. Gave him the code name Lucius.”

“Why Lucius?”

“I don’t know.”

“So your dad trained and equipped the people we are fighting now?”

“To an extent. I saw a picture once. He was out of town, and I was going through boxes of his things in our attic. I didn’t know who it was at the time, but now I have no doubt. It’s him and Fenn with Ho Chi Minh and Vo Nguyen Giap.”

“You realize that if you get killed over here, he’d never forgive himself.”

“I’m not sure he thinks that way.”

“All dads think that way.”

“They were not in-country for long. The war ended in August. With the French ousted by the Japanese, the Viet Minh filled the void.”

“You are telling me the OSS, the precursor to the CIA, created the Viet Minh and Viet Cong?”

“Well, they certainly helped set the conditions.”

“I think I need something stronger than beer,” Quinn said, swirling what was left in the bottom of his can. “What happened next?”

“Things deteriorated from there. The Viet Minh, French, and Americans were all trying to figure it out in the wake of the Second World War. We decided to get out and leave it to the French and Viet Minh. Have you heard of Peter Dewey?”

“Can’t say the name rings a bell.”

“He was OSS. Like a lot of these guys, he was born to it: son of a congressman, boarding school in Switzerland, Yale, UVA law, became a journalist. He was recruited by none other than Wild Bill Donovan himself.”

“How did your dad get mixed up in all that?”

“Not exactly sure. Dewey jumped into southern France as part of an OSS team reporting on German troop movements. I don’t think my dad was there, but I can’t be certain. Dewey eventually became the point man for OSS operations in ’Nam. He was a lieutenant colonel, though positionally he was what we would call a CIA chief of station today.”

“How does he play in?”

“He was shot and killed on his final day in-country. My dad was with him. He was the first casualty of the war in Vietnam. That was September 1945.”

“Jesus. And your dad never told you any of that?”

Tom shook his head.

“I would hear things from people who stopped by to see us in Colorado. Ostensibly they were there to see the man who owned the ranch where my dad was employed as the majordomo, but I got the sense a lot of them just wanted to see my father. I heard about Ho and the Deer Team from Fenn after he got into the booze. Like a lot of his generation my dad came home from the war and got to work. They had trained up for operations at Fort Pierce, Florida, so he went there first. He tried college through the GI Bill, which is where he met my mom. I get the impression that, after what he had done in the war, he felt trapped in a classroom. Then he got a job offer from the Poe family in Colorado, a family who certainly had OSS and CIA ties. William Poe put me through two years at UC Santa Barbara.”

“I thought you said you worked your way through school shaping surfboards.”

“I did. Kind of. I paid for the in-state tuition. Mr. Poe covered the out-of-state difference. It really wasn’t a big difference then. I hear it’s getting worse now, but it felt like a lot to me at the time. Told me that since I was in Colorado because of him, it was only fair that he picked up that part of the tab. I think he was proud when I dropped out to go to ’Nam. My dad was too, though it was hard to tell. My mom was devastated.”

“All moms are devastated. They lived through a world war. Watched their fathers and brothers march off to battle. They don’t want their sons dying in the jungle for this foolishness.”

“Or any foolishness.”

“So, you spent time in both Florida and Colorado?”

“I have some memories of Florida, but I grew up primarily in western Colorado. My dad was a worker; up before dawn and back after sunset. Large property. We had help; a Lakota Indian and his family lived on the property as well. They still do. I think I spent more time with him than my father.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s not that he wasn’t loving. He just came from a generation where kids were meant to be seen, not heard. The ranch was a ways out of town, but we had frequent visitors. Poe was a powerful man, so all sorts of people passed through that ranch. The property even had a separate lodge for them. My dad traveled with Mr. Poe frequently. When I asked him why he had to be away so much, he said that men like Mr. Poe had a lot of enemies and that he was there as an extra set of eyes.”

“Like security?”

“I guess so. My dad wasn’t big on explanations, though he lit up at the card table. Great memories of playing with him and my mom, fire keeping us warm on a cold winter night. My mom insisted we only speak German or French at the card table.”

“Are they still alive?”

“Yes. Working that same ranch. Mom teaches school in Gunnison County. She’s hoping I come back to finish college and do something safer.”

“Safer than this? That leaves a lot of open territory.”

“That it does.”

“Maybe that’s why we work well together.”

“How’s that?”

“I grew up in Minnesota. Family lore has it that our darker skin is from Dakota blood, but who really knows.”

“That why you carry the tomahawk?”

“That and the tie to the French and Indian War. Our tactics are not so different. Is the Lakota why you carry that blade in civies?” Quinn asked.

Tom tapped the back of his belt where he had affixed an EK Model 2 knife, a double-edged spear-point blade with a full tang and walnut grips weighted with lead for balance. He had modified the sheath to mount horizontally so it would be hidden by his shirt.

“Beats the little .25s they give us for R&R,” Tom said, referencing the small-caliber pistols he and Quinn both carried in their pockets.

“I don’t want to get shot with one.”

“I don’t want to get shot with anything.”

Tom reached behind his back, unsnapped a button with his thumb, and extracted the long, narrow blade. He handed it to Quinn.

“Interesting design. You don’t see too many of these.”

“Mr. Poe gave it to me when I enlisted. I got fairly good with blades on the ranch.”

“From the Lakota?”

“Yes, but also from some of our guests. A few of our visitors thought it would be a good idea to pass on some of what they learned in the OSS. I think they saw that my dad was torn and had decided to lock the experience away, at least from his family. They had me practicing the knife fighting techniques they had learned directly from William Fairbairn and Bill Sykes based on their experiences with the Shanghai Municipal Police in China before the war. That was all when my mom wasn’t looking. Rex Applegate stopped by a few times as well. He was quite a character. I guess it was a fairly unique way to grow up, but it was all I knew. After high school I’d had enough of the mountains. I felt the pull of the ocean, so off I went to California.”

“It’s like you were bred for this,” Quinn said, handing the knife back.

“Maybe I was. What did your father do in the war?” Tom asked, resheathing and securing the sharp blade.

“Came into Normandy on a glider with the 82nd. Made it all the way to the Battle of the Bulge. He was wounded by an artillery shell. Then he froze to death. A man from his company came to visit us after the war. Told us the story. Wanted us to know. I never saw him again. I want to track him down when we are done with this mess, to learn more about my dad. My mom doesn’t talk about him. It was tough for her after he died. Sent me to military school, which kept me out of trouble.”

“The women of that generation were something else. Went right from the Great Depression into World War Two. Did she remarry?”

“She did. Nice guy. Was a clerk in the war. Went to work for the post office when he got back. Good job. I think I’ll do the same.”

“You? In the post office?”

“Why are you so surprised? Someday, this war, like all wars, is going to end.” His voice sounded almost sad. “Fuck it. Maybe I’ll stay here. Go to Thailand and open a bar.”

“Will your wife be on board with that?”

“Second wife. And it’s not going to last. I’d say divorce is imminent.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Marriage doesn’t seem compatible with SOG.”

“Good to know.”

“If you are looking for relationship advice.”

“I’m not.”

“Well, I’ll give it anyway. Be far away from ’Nam and even farther away from SOG before you even consider it. It’s not fair to them.”

“What’s not?”

“Having a mistress.”

“What do you mean?”

“SOG is that crazy, mysterious mistress you can’t stay away from. She’s not good for your wallet, your health, your liver, or your sanity, but you keep coming back for more. If you want to get married, stay away from SOG.”

“Good advice. Now, you want me to teach you how to surf or what?”

“You heard what Larry the lifeguard said about snakes and sharks.”

“Come on. The odds of getting munched by a shark are almost zero.”

“Key word—almost. If I stay out of the ocean and grab another beer the odds are exactly zero,” Quinn said.

“Suit yourself.”

Tom kicked off his Converse shoes, pulled his shirt over his head, and removed his jeans.

“What the hell are those?”

“UDT shorts.”

“They look uncomfortable as fuck.”

“They are.”

Tom grabbed the surfboard leaning against the bar.

“If you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

“Out amongst the waves. I know. If you catch a sea snake, I’ll grill it up. We are snake eaters after all. Cold beer will be waiting for you upon your return.”

Tom put the board under his arm and took a few steps toward the water when a loud rumble caught his attention.

A green military Harley-Davidson motorcycle pulled to a stop, and a uniformed captain dismounted, immediately zeroing in on the SOG operators.

“Sergeant Quinn?”

“Yeah.”

“Petty Officer Reece?”

“Guilty.”

“You’re wanted at headquarters.”

“Which headquarters?” Quinn asked.

“CCN.”

“What’s this about?”

“Your prisoner. He started talking.”

“That was the point of dropping him with you. Out of our hands now. What’s this got to do with us?”

“They need you to take him to the CMIC in Saigon.”

“What’s the CMIC?” Tom asked.

“Combined Military Interrogation Center.”

“Why?”

“It’s direct from Chief SOG.”

“Colonel Singlaub?”

“Yes.”

“What’s the prisoner saying?” Quinn asked.

“He keeps repeating, ‘Lam Nut Bau troi, Rung chuyen Trai Dat.’ ”

“What’s that mean?” Quinn asked, looking at Tom, who was already sliding back into his T-shirt and jeans.

“Strange,” Tom said.

“What is?”

“Lam Nut Bau troi, Rung chuyen Trai Dat translates as Crack the Sky, Shake the Earth.”





CHAPTER 12

Moscow, Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic

MAJOR KIRILL DVORNIKOV SHRUGGED off his dark wool overcoat and folded it over his arm, his eyes scanning the restaurant. How Dvornikov missed Paris. During the dark months of winter, he would have even settled for Berlin. A Moscow winter was not for the faint of heart.

Located not far north of the Moscow River and Red Square, close to the statue of Yury Dolgorukiy on horseback to commemorate his founding of Moscow in 1147, the Aragvi restaurant stood out. It had no rivals, and therefore no competition, so much so that it might as well have been a private club.

A man in a rumpled dinner jacket stepped from behind a reception desk and started to open his mouth but was silenced by the rise of Dvornikov’s left finger. The host simply bowed his head. He had not survived this long because he was bad at reading signals, especially the obvious ones.

The restaurant did not cater to the average Muscovite. In fact, there were no restaurants for average Muscovites. The Aragvi was beyond the means of anyone not associated with the highest echelons of the Party or those lucky few whose power was derived from access to people and information. Connections were the real currency at these levels, currency that was traded behind these doors, one of the most exclusive markets on earth.

Old men, Party members and a few of the cultural elite, no doubt currying favors with one another, were seated at partitioned tables. The Khrushchev Thaw that most of the Soviet elite had read about over a decade prior in Ilya Ehrenburg’s The Thaw had turned the way of the Moscow winter. Even so, a piano piece Dvornikov recognized as the work of Dmitri Shostakovich played from an unseen gramophone, masking the whispered conversations of Aragvi’s patrons.

The Thaw. Not this year, Dvornikov thought.

The Russian writer Ehrenburg was interred at Moscow’s Novodevichy Cemetery. Maybe one day Dvornikov would make a point of visiting his grave. He had heard the headstone was etched with a portrait by Pablo Picasso, though the major would wait until Brezhnev no longer wielded the sword before paying his respects.

Even more so than behind the Kremlin Wall, deep within Lubyanka, or offices in the Aquarium, the Aragvi was where decisions were made that would either usher in the golden age of the Soviet Union or result in her demise. Decisions such as these were best made on full stomachs.

Dvornikov had stayed far afield during Khrushchev’s ousting in 1964, watching from an apartment in Paris as the Brezhnev era swept the nation. The Soviet Union was now accelerating its arms manufacturing capability in a bid to outmatch the United States while at the same time expanding Soviet influence around the globe. These were dangerous times.

Khrushchev would not live much longer. Reluctantly, the KGB permitted him a house, a dacha, a car, and a pension. Though prosperous by Soviet standards, Dvornikov knew Khrushchev’s retirement for what it really was, a prison without the bars. Dvornikov would have to tread carefully. One did not misstep in Brezhnev’s Russia.

Would the Soviet Union one day fall? Perhaps. One must be ready. Rise, fall, or stagnate, Dvornikov preferred to experience it far from the confines of his homeland, over dinners at Lapérouse with a young female Parisian or possibly a British or American exchange student rather than amongst old men smelling of mothballs and rotting cabbage in frigid Moscow. If a nuclear exchange were to destroy them all, he would rather leave the world in bed with a warm, naked coed.

Without ever making eye contact with the host, Dvornikov found his target and strode through the room. The director’s two bodyguards sat at a table on the far side of the restaurant, drinking ice water and eating stale rye bread. The major always found it unsettling that fresh bread remained an elusive commodity to even the proprietors of the best restaurant in Moscow. At least they did not have to stand in long lines for it as did most of their countrymen. They recognized him and allowed him to approach. Dvornikov had maneuvered in these circles all his adult life. He was comfortable here.

“Director, we have a problem,” Dvornikov said, hanging his damp jacket on the back of a chair and taking a seat across from the man who ran the GRU. Interrupting his superior at dinner, as he knew Lavrinenko was aware, was a power move intended to demonstrate to those watching furtively out of the corners of their eyes that the major had the director’s ear.

“We must if it means disturbing my meal,” Lavrinenko said.

Lavrinenko took a final bite of shashlik, touched a napkin to the corners of his mouth, and then let it fall to his lap.

“I would only intrude if it was of the utmost importance.”

“I know.”

Dvornikov’s eyes took in the table, noting the stark contrast between the plentiful Georgian food and what he imagined life was like for those struggling to put bread on their own tables just blocks away. He wondered if he was the only man in the room to find the irony in discussing the greatness of Soviet Russia over full plates while the collective stood in long lines hoping for a meager portion of meat and vegetables with which to make soup for their families. History would be the ultimate arbiter of the success or failure of collectivization, and it would be written, as were all histories, by the victor. Right now, the Soviet-American Cold War felt like a stalemate. He must tread carefully.

“The rumor is that all tables here have microphones,” he said.

“I have heard that.” Lavrinenko smiled. “And it is true, Comrade, but they are our microphones. And all the tables are bugged but this one. Advantage, GRU.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“Lavrentiy Beria used to frequent this restaurant. He would bring Stalin’s son Vasily for lunch. They liked the Georgian wine. Can’t stand it myself. Doesn’t hold up to vodka.”

“But what does?”

“See that man over there? The one with his back to us, dining with the woman. That’s Kim Philby. Would you like an introduction?”

Dvornikov shook his head.

“He got caught,” the major said. “I’d rather talk with a spy who didn’t,” he added, by way of explanation. Every conversation with Lavrinenko was a job interview, a test, a probe, an examination. The way you handled the inquisition would directly impact a future posting and determine whether that assignment would be Paris, France, or Norilsk, Siberia.

“Ah, true. He did. But he managed to defect to us.”

“I think the British let him. Less embarrassment than a full-blown trial for espionage in England.”

“That is entirely possible. He was not the best of spies looking back on it, but even as inept and overt as he and his compatriots were, he, and they, caused unimaginable damage to British and American intelligence services. Think what a competent asset could do.”

“Like the man you have bringing us keying material?”

“Why do you assume it’s a man? And why assume it is just one person?”

The old man still had lessons to teach.

Dvornikov nodded to concede the points. It was best to temper his approach with just the right amount of humility to offset his intentional arrogance, which he knew translated as confidence to the man across the table.

“Did you read the Philby article in the Moscow Times last year?” the director asked.

“I did.”

“He said the purpose of his life was what?”

“ ‘To destroy imperialism,’ ” Dvornikov responded.

“That’s right. He’s dining with Melinda Maclean, Don Maclean’s wife. Quite incestuous. Shouldn’t come as a surprise. Don Maclean is bisexual. Burgess and Blunt are gay, though at first we didn’t know if they were homosexual or just British. The Brits make it hard to tell at times. Never needed to use that against them. They were quite open about it. Do you know why they got away with it for so long, the spying I mean?”

“The arrogance of the British aristocracy?”

“Certainly, but there was another factor.”

“Which was?”

“They believed in what they were doing. None of them did it for money. Maclean was the most valuable; led the British Foreign Office’s American Department.”

“We should put the Trinity College staff at Cambridge on our payroll.”

“Perhaps they already are, Major.”

Dvornikov chuckled.

The director continued, “Philby was friendly with James Angleton you know, and now the CIA’s counterintelligence chief is obsessed with finding the American Philby. One day he just might, though he’s looking in the wrong division. We have an advantage. Both the UK and the U.S. are open societies. That gives us much more room to maneuver. Here, if I suspect someone is a spy, they spend time in the basement of the Lubyanka or at a work camp in Siberia. No individual rights or Constitution to contend with.”

The director’s threat was only slightly veiled in that his tone remained as constant as it had been discussing Philby.

“Now, I am sure you are not here to listen to me pontificate on the advantages of communism and collectivization or the sexual predilections and habits of spies and defectors.”

A waiter approached to clear the table.

“Vodka?” the GRU director asked his uninvited guest.

“Please,” Dvornikov said, even though he couldn’t stand the stuff. The one benefit of running the Southeast Asia desk was the ability to acquire Mekhong whiskey from Thailand. It was marketed as a whiskey when it was actually a spirit distilled from molasses and rice. Admitting his preference for the Spirit of Thailand over the goryashchee vino or burning wine favored by his countrymen was unnecessary. A Russian who preferred another liquor to vodka must be suspect. Who knew, in the future that might change, and with his network in Asia maybe he could import and distribute Mekhong liquor in the Soviet Union and their satellite states. But that was for another day.

“Now, what was of such importance that you found it necessary to track me down this evening?”

“As I said, we have a problem.”

“Do you come with a solution or just a problem?”

“The Americans have an NVA prisoner being moved from Da Nang to Saigon.”

“Why does this concern us?”

“He is a colonel, and he knows about the upcoming offensive. Colonel Phúc Trân, NVA military intelligence.”

“I see.”

“As you know, the upcoming Tet attacks were coordinated using a physical network of assets. No radio transmissions. Our assessment is that as of now we have the advantage of a complete surprise. The Americans, primarily at the CIA, who have warned of a pending attack have been ignored. We believe that General Westmoreland and President Johnson prefer the more positive reports coming out of Saigon.”

The waiter returned and placed a glass in front of the major, pouring in two fingers from the bottle at the table. The two men waited until he had retreated before resuming their conversation.

“We are less than two days away from a battle that has the potential to change the course of the war,” Dvornikov said. “Ho and Giap have temporarily left the country. They are citing medical reasons, but it is really to escape any potential fallout from Resolution 14, the Tet attacks, which they have never supported. Resolution 14 was pushed through the Central Committee by Le Duan, First Secretary of the Party, the man most likely to replace Ho when he dies. As you know, Ho is in his late seventies and in poor health.”

“All this prisoner, this Colonel Trân, needs to do is keep quiet for forty-eight hours,” Lavrinenko said.

“That might not be possible. He is being transported to the CMIC, the joint American and Vietnamese interrogation center; their Lubyanka. No one stays quiet in Lubyanka. I am concerned that he will break.”

“What makes you think he has not broken so far?”

“Because he was captured outside of Phu Bai. Then taken to Da Nang. Now he is being transported to Saigon. That tells me that he was not broken at Phu Bai or Da Nang. He won’t be able to resist when the South Vietnamese get ahold of him. The Americans at Phu Bai and Da Nang still play by the rules for the most part. Outdated rules but rules nonetheless.”

“Where are you getting your information?”

“A high-level source in Saigon.”

“The one who was supposed to deconflict our movements with American troop operations to prevent this exact scenario?”

“Yes. The two Americans transporting him are the soldiers who captured him outside of Phu Bai.”

“He had a security detail and was captured by only two men?”

“It appears so. There was no mission scheduled for the night of his capture. Apparently these two MACV-SOG operators were operating outside of normal protocols.”

“American cowboys,” Lavrinenko said, taking another sip of vodka. “You said you had a solution.”

“As you know I have established a robust network of agents throughout Southeast Asia but primarily in Saigon. One of my assets can ensure that the prisoner never reaches the interrogation center. It may burn him, but if it does then he was burned for protecting Tet. It is worth the sacrifice.”

“Do not fail.”

“You have my word, Director. The colonel will never reach Saigon alive.”





CHAPTER 13

“THERE IS ONE MORE thing,” Lavrinenko said.

“Yes, Director?”

“I want you closer to this operation.”

Dvornikov nodded slowly.

“I see the disappointment. You do not like Vietnam.”

“I prefer Moscow.” He paused. “Or Paris.”

“I see. You are moving up the ranks, Comrade, but you need to exercise judgment and caution. Someone else in my position might not be as understanding of your insubordinate attitude. Some might say it is too Western.”

“My file should list my accomplishments in France. The effectiveness of our network speaks to my efforts.”

“Are you sure it is not the Parisian nightlife, the cafés, the girls, perhaps even the freedom that attracts you?”

“I exist to serve the Party.”

“Of course you do, Comrade.”

“The excesses of life in the West are not the allure. I want to be in the place where I can do the most to advance the interests of the Party against the imperialists.”

“Save your speech for when it matters. I will not be in this seat forever. Penkovsky will advance and eventually take my place as director of the GRU. Be forewarned, he will not be as understanding or forgiving of your behavior as I.”

Lavrinenko paused and took another long swig of his vodka.

“Major, I recognize your value to the Party and to our organization. Your language skills and ability to adapt to Western culture are an advantage, as are your looks, charm, and attitude. I have often said that charm is the most valuable attribute when it comes to recruiting and running spies. It is something that can’t be taught. I will be back at the helm of the KGB before long. Penkovsky will be in my seat as director of the GRU, and I doubt he will put an agent in Paris who so clearly wants to be there. There is too much risk to him and to the country. The West can be an intoxicating drug.”

“My devotion is to the Party. I would never betray Mother Russia.”

“Penkovsky will send you to the farthest reaches of Siberia for showing the slightest sympathies toward the West. I, on the other hand, appreciate your unique talents and the benefits that come with immersion in Western society. Do this job in Vietnam, and I will consider bringing you with me back to the KGB where your skills will be best utilized recruiting assets in France. Just know that if you betray my trust, you will find yourself in the gulag, in Siberia, and you will be worked until you are too weak to move. You will try to end your life, but the guards will not allow it. They will keep you alive in an endless cycle of darkness, cold, and toil. When you become so useless that you can no longer lift a finger, they will put a bullet in your head and leave your body to be devoured by the wolves outside the gates. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“I do not have to be concerned about you falling under the spell of the Americans or the British, do I?”

“No, sir.”

“Do I have your word?”

“You have my word, Director.”

“Good. Now, get to Hanoi, deal with this colonel and Tet, and then proceed with your MACV-SOG rendition program. If successful, we will then discuss your future posting.”

“If I am to be working out of Hanoi, I have another favor.”

“You are wearing thin on favors, Major.”

“With respect, I will need someone with certain skills, skills I do not possess.”

“Sometimes I forget that you missed the last war and have never done wet work.”

“I have devoted myself to the needs of the Soviet Union.”

“Of course you have. What do you require?”

“I need a man with a Spetsnaz background. An operative.”

“An assassin.”

“Yes.”

“It will be done.”

“I have someone in mind.”

“Oh?”

“He is already in Vietnam. In fact, he is in Hanoi now. Due to an unfortunate misunderstanding with our North Vietnamese friends, he is incarcerated. He was first held in the Hỏa Lò Prison.”

“Where they keep the Americans?”

“Yes, he was isolated in a separate section of the camp, but after an incident with a guard he was moved to a North Vietnamese Ministry of National Defense holding facility about two kilometers from Hỏa Lò. They keep a disorderly group of Americans there.”

“And you need me to get him out?”

“A call from you would carry a lot of weight.”

“Don’t patronize me, Major. Who is it?”

“Adrik Voronin.”





CHAPTER 14

Ministry of National Defense Prison

Hanoi, North Vietnam

THE OPPRESSIVE HEAT WAS enough to drive one mad. That and the smell. Adrik Voronin would never get used to the smell. A mixture of urine, rotting jungle, dust, and gasoline, it was almost worse than the rats. Almost. The rats could at least be killed. They were disease infested so he knew he could not eat them raw. But he could take the slightest bit of pleasure by crushing their small skulls, hearing their high-pitched screams as death found them. One day he might give in and devour one, though he knew that would be inviting death, and he was not ready to leave the Earth. Not yet. He refused to die hungry, of starvation, as had so many of his countrymen in the wake of the Great Patriotic War. Hunger was his overriding memory of childhood. Even when he slept with his stomach full on meals bought with his Soviet Army pay, he still dreamt of starvation. No matter when he ate, he woke up ravenous. He feared that feeling would remain with him until his dying day.

At first, they had kept him in a cell at Hỏa Lò, a place the Americans had nicknamed the Hanoi Hilton. Adrik was familiar with it, as he had spent time there questioning prisoners in special interrogation rooms that had been built by the French in the early days of the twentieth century. A guard had made the mistake of opening his cell door to deliver a small portion of rice and a root known as manioc. Before other guards could respond, Adrik had beaten the small man to death by smashing his head into the edge of the concrete bed. He was pouring his small bucket toilet overflowing with piss and shit over the dead body when the others had responded with wooden clubs. After that, he was moved to solitary confinement at the nearby Ministry of National Defense Prison. His two-meter by one-meter cell at Hỏa Lò had been luxurious compared to his current dungeon in a buried concrete box, his legs in shackles. With no room to stand, his only ventilation and light came through a series of small pencil-sized holes above him. It was more of a coffin than a prison cell. At irregular intervals, the top of his cell opened and cold rice, rotten vegetables, and burnt rat meat with the hair still attached was thrown down on him.

Why were they even keeping him alive?

Adrik guessed it was because they did not want to explain the death of a Soviet advisor to Moscow. He knew there were close to three thousand Soviet troops in North Vietnam and that the Soviet Union supplied the North Vietnamese with everything from Kalashnikovs to T54/55 tanks to MiG-17 and MiG-21 fighter jets. They even provided the crews to SA-2 surface-to-air missile batteries that were so effective against American airpower. Adrik knew that with that support came strained relations. His imprisonment only exacerbated those tensions. His captors were starving him to death. Dying of natural causes would be more politically acceptable when they informed Moscow of his passing.

Waking up, his pink-and-gray-striped prison uniform, known as pajamas, drenched in sweat, the morning sun piercing the thin holes above his head, Adrik swore under his sour breath. Even he knew that he smelled of death. He would not be able to fend it off indefinitely. For the past three months he had fought the urge to somehow end his own life, perhaps the way his mother had. A former KGB assassin of Department 13, Adrik had walked with death since birth.

Down in his hole, his thoughts were occupied by questions of prayer. But to what god? He had been born in Arkhangelsk, in Northern Russia along the Dvina River where it emptied into the White Sea, a place where many of the churches had been closed or repurposed decades prior in the aftermath of the October Revolution. Religion had been replaced with government-sponsored state atheism. His Orthodox grandmother prayed in private but never passed along her beliefs to the child she was raising. It was safer that way.

He closed his eyes and remembered. In his confined space beneath the earth, memories were all he had left.

Adrik’s grandmother had lived through many famines since the rise of the Bolsheviks in 1917. She was a survivor, and when hunger struck like a rabid dog following the Great Patriotic War, she taught her grandson how to adapt. Adrik’s father, a conscripted Red Army soldier, had fallen during the Battle of Stalingrad. His mother, like many war widows, was marginalized, an unseen casualty of the fight with Nazi Germany. She did not have the mental fortitude of Adrik’s grandmother. She stopped eating and then one day did not leave her bed. Soon after, she stopped talking, an expressionless stare replacing a once vibrant sparkle. Adrik held vigil by her bed after school as she grew more and more emaciated. It took three weeks for her to die, leaving Adrik and his grandmother alone.

Famine once again ravaged the Soviet Union, just after his eleventh birthday in 1946. The drought was unforgiving, as was the State. Already weakened in the aftermath of the war, Stalin refused to request foreign aid; the postwar world reeking of the Cold War that was to follow.

Adrik was the last of the Voronin men, and the old woman taught him how to stay above ground in Stalin’s Russia. Even with the vegetables from their meager garden, Adrik understood hunger. He also understood that he could survive with the constant pain gnawing at his insides.

It was the hunger that drove Adrik to his first kill, ending the life of a dirty vagrant he caught digging up potatoes and radishes in their garden. His grandmother had been in town, and Adrik was walking home from school when he caught movement in front of their small home. At first, he thought it was his grandmother, but as he drew closer, he saw it was a man stealing vegetables and putting them in a worn burlap sack. That food was how they survived. This intrusion was more than a robbery, it was an assault, akin to murder. Without the vegetables, they would starve.

Adrik moved to the side of a low stone wall that enclosed the small plot. Though still small, he hoisted a heavy rock that had fallen from the wall up to his chest. The man was so frantic in his digging that he never heard young Adrik place the rock on the low fortification, slide over, pick it up, and approach him from behind. Adrik did not even notice the weight as he lifted it high above his shoulders. He waited for the right moment and then slammed the rock down on top of the intruder’s head.

It had taken a few more hits to ensure the man was dead.

Adrik felt strong.

When his grandmother returned to the small home that evening, she found the boy sitting on the steps gazing at the dead man. Together they buried him. They were never questioned by the authorities.

Not long after, Adrik and his grandmother were relocated from Arkhangelsk to Kaliningrad at the behest of the State, two of almost half a million Soviet citizens moved to replace the forcibly expelled Germans in what was once Königsberg. It was in a small village outside the port city between Lithuania and Poland on the Baltic Sea that Adrik would truly come of age.

Though the famine’s grip had thawed with the winter of 1947, Adrik and his grandmother still battled the elements to put food on their table. The hunger remained, but now Adrik was stronger. He would slip from his bed in the dead of night and join his friends on the streets of Kaliningrad, looking for food and money from any victims who might cross their path. One night, a fight in an alley with another boy over a scrap of bread had ended in blood. He remembered breaking a thin bottle, turning it into a jagged weapon, and driving the hewn edge into his opponent’s torso, meeting little resistance from the emaciated frame. Life leaked from the weak body in seconds, but not so quickly that Adrik missed the boy’s final breath, a ragged, helpless release of air as his body went limp. Pocketing the bread, Adrik made his way to the nearest dock. He rinsed his hands of the blood and dried them carefully before tearing the bread in two. He devoured his portion in the darkness and would leave the other half by the fire for his grandmother after he snuck back into their home.

That night would not be the last time Adrik killed for a meal.

Like many with meager prospects, upon turning seventeen, he followed in his dead father’s footsteps and joined what was now called the Ground Forces of the Armed Forces of the Soviet Union. Though paltry, the meals could be counted on.

He was surprised at how quickly he was defeated by trained boxers in boot camp. But Adrik was a survivor, and survivors learned. He continued his boxing training in the 33rd Guards Kherson Mechanized Division in Romania, gaining a reputation for his quick temper and ferocious speed.

Adrik did his job well but struggled to adjust to the team as part of a tank crew. He worked better alone, and boxing allowed him that escape. Friends were few and far between.

His first taste of combat came when his division rolled across the Hungarian border on November 4, 1956. He and his tank crew fought their way to Budapest, the Soviet onslaught leaving thousands of dead rebels in its wake. Even in war, Adrik rarely missed a meal.

While restoring communist rule to the capital, Adrik heard whispers from his comrades who were trained in voyskovaya, military intelligence. A new group was forming under the 2nd Chief Directorate of the General Staff, spetsialogo nazacheniya—Special Purpose—Spetsnaz. He recognized an opportunity to work alone. His commander was more than relieved to be rid of the loner who made everyone in the unit uncomfortable. He was soon in Pechora, Russia, learning the finer points of special operations.

While assigned to a unit in Chuchkovo on the outskirts of the Moscow Military District, Adrik was informed that his grandmother had passed away. He had sent her half of every paycheck since leaving home, just as he had split the bread with her the night of his second kill. He took leave and returned home to bury the last of his family. In going through his grandmother’s things, he discovered his father’s NR-40 Red Army–issued knife, the nozh razvedchika scout’s knife, in a trunk. When he returned to Chuchkovo, he started hunting again.

Despite the propaganda of the Party, life behind the Iron Curtain continued to be a constant battle for survival. Now equipped with his father’s NR-40 instead of the broken bottles of his youth, he began prowling the streets at night, targeting dirty vagrants like the one who had attempted to steal vegetables from his grandmother’s garden. His first kill in Chuchkovo did not even hit the newspapers. No one cared about another dead homeless man amongst the orphans, prostitutes, and crippled relics of the Great Patriotic War, most without families to grieve for or miss them. But then the bodies kept coming. One newspaper dubbed the new serial killer the “Red Ripper,” as victims were found not just stabbed but mutilated.

He might still be at it but for the man in the tattered Red Army M41 great coat, collar raised in a hopeless attempt to shield him from the unforgiving winds of the Russian winter. A vagrant, but unlike the one he had found in the garden over a decade earlier, this man reacted to Adrik’s assault with surprising speed, striking back with a makeshift weapon of his own, taking a piece of Adrik’s ear.

When Adrik was certain the vagrant was dead, he stared at the body and was once again back on the stone steps of his home assessing his first kill, waiting on his grandmother. He rolled the man over and saw intestines slip from the wound across his stomach. He stared for a long while and then reached inside and pulled. He was surprised at how long the intestinal tract was when removed from a body.

That night he did his best to treat his ear back in his barracks room. The next day a senior NCO ordered him to the infirmary and reported the suspicious injury to their commanding officer, who searched his footlocker.

The six-inch blade of the NR-40 had been too hastily wiped down, leaving blood and gray wool around the S-shaped guard at the top of the black wooden handle.

Instead of imprisonment, Adrik found himself in the hands of the KGB. A serial killer amongst the ranks of the Soviet Armed Forces would only serve to hurt relations with the locals. In an office outside of Moscow, a slight man in spectacles behind a large desk explained that his talents would better serve the State in Department 13, the KGB’s dedicated arm of assassination.

Adrik Voronin had found his calling.

Two years of training at the KGB’s Higher Intelligence School followed. It began with rifles and pistols but soon progressed to homemade explosives, poisons, sabotage, disguises, forgery, and English classes. Department 13’s methods were clear: leave no trace of the hit, keep it clean and plausibly deniable. While the army had provided the bare necessities when it came to sustenance, the KGB fed him like a king.

Following training, Adrik was dispatched from Moscow to kill at the behest of the State. His more brutal methods had been refined, and now his hits on dissidents were far more precise than anything he had done near the docks of Kaliningrad, on the road to Budapest, or the alleys of Chuchkovo.

A small dose of cyanide gas or other clandestine method of assassination at best elicits a cough at the time of application. Not quite the satisfaction that came from bashing in a skull, grinding a broken bottle into a throat, or slicing open an opponent’s bowels, but it would have to do.

Despite his restraint, his career with Department 13 came to an abrupt end due to a special double-barreled cyanide gas pistol. The weapon consisted of two short tubes welded together with long, flat triggers. He had used that method of assassination before, training on it extensively at the KGB training facility outside of Moscow. The weapon was first wrapped in a newspaper to conceal it from view. The operative would then bump into the target on the street, casually raise the paper near the target’s face, and apply pressure to one of the triggers, releasing the deadly cyanide gas.

It was during a hit in West Berlin in 1964, on a particularly vocal dissident, a Ukrainian national attempting to stir up anti-Soviet sentiment, that Adrik’s fortune turned. A KGB surveillance team had established a pattern of life on the target well before the assassin arrived. He studied the location of the hit, memorizing the streets and his exfiltration route. The time and place were set. All Adrik had to do was pass by, raise the paper, and pull one trigger. Instead, he pulled both triggers at once. A mistake? Even Adrik wasn’t sure. Maybe he wanted to feel more than the target’s light cough. By shooting both cyanide loads, trace amounts of the poison were found in the dissident’s lungs. Worse yet, a West Berliner came forward, claiming to be able to identify the killer.

His Department 13 superiors demoted him to the GRU’s Fourth Directorate and shipped him off to Vietnam, where his skills with the blade could be applied to American prisoners of war being held in over a dozen camps in, or in the vicinity of, Hanoi. Because Americans were not recognized legally as prisoners of war by either North Vietnam or the Soviet Union, they were not protected by any conventions governing the treatment of legal prisoners during wartime. They were criminals in an undeclared war.

A Soviet military transport plane had delivered him to Hanoi and when the door opened to the dense, putrid air of a Southeast Asian summer, Adrik felt an immediate distaste for the filth of Vietnam.

How long would he be sentenced to exile?

The war would not last forever, but if he kept his record clean, perhaps he would go back to the KGB and his former masters in Department 13.

Adrik learned quickly. His North Vietnamese counterparts had years of torture under their belts and had become experts in dispensing pain: savage beatings, hanging prisoners upside down and repeatedly shocking them with power from a car battery, floggings with rubber fan belts, flaying skin off live bodies, lashing with whips, and sleep deprivation. There was a special technique that included catching live rats, putting them in burlap sacks, and tying them around the heads of restrained Americans. Unable to escape the hood, the hungry rats went for the eyes first.

They had driven one man insane by tying him to a chair while rotating guards in at two-hour intervals to whip and beat him every time he closed his eyes. That torture went on for two months. He was given two cups of water and a piece of bread each day. Not permitted to leave the chair, he sat in his own filth, unable to sleep for more than a second. Even Adrik had to admire the American’s resolve. When it was clear he had lost his mind, the American was rewarded with a bullet to the back of the head.

For the most part, the assassin was forced to suppress his natural inclination to kill. The North Vietnamese had orders to extract confessions from the Americans for war crimes, which meant keeping them alive. After four months, an NVA guard left Adrik alone with an American prisoner. When the guard returned, he found Adrik sitting in a chair looking at a dead man, the floor awash in blood. Adrik had sliced through both of the American’s femoral arteries and watched him die. The guard called for help and began berating Adrik in Vietnamese. When additional guards entered the room, Adrik’s blade was imbedded in the guard’s throat.

That was the final straw that led to his incarceration.

How much longer could he last?

Adrik was pulled from his memories back into the hell of his underground tomb by footsteps above. Was it time to be thrown more of the slop that passed for food? Dirt fell through the small holes as the top was unlocked and pulled aside. Squinting, he looked up at a group of NVA guards. Instead of being pelted with rice, a strip of cloth was thrown into the hole.

“Mặc nó vào!” one of the guards shouted.

Adrik knew enough Vietnamese to understand that meant “put it on.”

He placed the material over his eyes and tied it in a knot behind his head.

Hands reached into the hole, grabbed him under his arms, and dragged him from the pit.

His leg shackles were unlocked and removed.

What was going on?

Maybe they had decided to kill him after all?

Too weak to fight back, he let himself be led across what he suspected was the open yard of a compound. He felt the sun on his head knowing that with the malnutrition his black hair had started to fall out.

Maybe it was almost over? Perhaps he would see his grandmother soon.

He smelled the food before he heard a door open. Chicken. He felt the slightest of temperature changes as the beating rays of the sun were replaced with the shade of an overhead structure. The smell of freshly cooked poultry overpowered his senses. A chair was moved and the hands that had guided him this far helped him into a seat. He was ravenous. He heard feet cross the room away from him and then heard the door shut. He remained motionless wondering if a beating or a bullet were next. Instead, he heard a voice in Russian.

“Remove your blindfold, Comrade.”

Adrik slowly moved his hands to his face and pushed the cloth blindfold from his eyes, letting it drop to the floor.

A man was seated across from him, a handsome man in a tan button-up shirt with epaulettes at the shoulders. He was set back from the table, his right leg crossed over his left. His green slacks stood out to Adrik for their cleanliness. A Makarov pistol was in a black leather holster on his belt. He was trim, freshly shaven, with neatly cropped blond hair and dark blue eyes. Adrik immediately recognized him as an officer from a Soviet intelligence service.

Just as quickly, his eyes went to the plate before him: freshly grilled chicken breast, rice, and vegetables. An American Coca-Cola can was placed to the side.

Adrik’s eyes darted around the room. They were alone.

Unable to control himself, his hands went to the chicken, shoving it into his salivating mouth. There were no utensils. He scooped up handfuls of rice and vegetables, stuffing his cheeks to capacity.

An insanity overtook him as he feverishly devoured everything on the plate, finally bringing it to his lips to lick it clean. Dropping it to the floor, he grabbed the Coke and began guzzling it when he felt his stomach turn. His eyes widened as he fought to hold the feast down. He lost the battle, leaned to the side, and vomited.

When his stomach stopped convulsing, he sat back up, took a swig of the Coke, washed the sugary liquid around his mouth, and spit it on the floor before setting the can back in front of him.

The man across the table passed him a white handkerchief.

“Sergeant Voronin, I am Major Kirill Dvornikov of the GRU. How would you like to get out of here and come work for me?”





CHAPTER 15

Saigon, Vietnam

January 30, 1968

THE C-130 TOUCHED DOWN without incident at Tan Son Nhut Air Base in Saigon just before nine a.m. after a ninety-minute flight from Da Nang.

Among the rows of U.S. Air Force and Republic of Vietnam Air Force military aircraft were civilian planes belonging to Pan Am and Continental Airlines, Boeing 707s and Douglas DC-6s and DC-8s. Tom always had a hard time wrapping his head around the business of war.

Their plane taxied to a more secluded section of the runway and lowered the ramp. It was like opening the door to a furnace. The heat mixed with the fumes of jet fuel and AVGAS, washing through the cargo hold like a tsunami.

“Welcome to Saigon,” Quinn said. He was speaking as much to Tom as to their prisoner, who sat across the cargo hold in leg shackles. His hands were handcuffed to an aluminum bar that supported a canvas bench seat that ran lengthwise down the hull of the airframe.

Tom, Quinn, and Amiuh were dressed in civilian clothes. Their two MPs were armed with M16s and 1911 sidearms.

Amiuh looked nervous.

“You okay, buddy?” Tom asked.

Amiuh shook his head.

“No trust Vietnamese.”

“I know. All we have to do is drop this guy off and sign him away at the interrogation facility. After that we’ll stop in to see Chief SOG, but as soon as that’s done, we’ll hop a lift back to Da Nang. We still have three days of R&R. Without this fucker to babysit we’ll figure out how to get you home for a few days to see your family.”

Amiuh’s face lit up at the thought.

“Thank you, Tommy-son,” he said, bowing his head.

“Don’t worry, we’ll get you home,” Tom said, grabbing his green seabag duffel from the seat next to him.

The prisoner was clad in an American flight suit so as to not draw too much attention. The entire hour and a half flight he had only rocked back and forth whispering a barely audible, “Lam Nut Bau troi, Rung chuyen Trai Dat.”

Quinn stood and stretched.

“You need water?” he asked the prisoner.

“Lam Nut Bau troi, Rung chuyen Trai Dat.”

“Guess not.”

Quinn led the way out the back of the aircraft carrying an Army duffel followed by the two MPs who held the prisoner. Tom and Amiuh took up rear security.

They were met by a man in a starched Republic of Vietnam uniform at the base of the ramp. The olive-green jacket with captain’s shoulder boards was worn over a white shirt and black tie. A row of ribbons was pinned above the left breast pocket. His matching dress cap with black visor, gold band, and ARVN officer crest was positioned squarely on his head. His eyes were hidden behind aviator sunglasses.

“I am Captain Lam and will be taking custody of the prisoner,” he said in heavily Vietnamese-accented English, motioning for two ARVN guards with M16 rifles.

Tom took in the ARVN CJ3B-J4 Mitsubishi jeep and six-wheeled deuce and a half cargo truck behind him outfitted with two M60 machine guns.

Tom’s hand instinctively touched the pistol in his right front pocket in response to being surrounded by so much firepower. Six .25 caliber rounds were a far cry from the Hi-Power he carried in the field, but it was better than nothing. The small Browning Model 1905 .25 APC was called a cathouse gun and was primarily carried by SOG men when they ventured off base to bars and brothels. Looking at the firepower on the six-by, Tom thought he should have opted for something bigger.

“We have orders to turn him over to the CMIC,” Quinn said.

When the captain snapped his fingers, a junior officer appeared at his side holding out a sheet of paper.

Quinn took it and handed it back.

“That’s in Vietnamese. Can’t read it.”

The captain was about to say something else when a green U.S. Army Willys jeep followed by an M39 5-ton 6×6 truck veered from the runway and came to a stop beside them. A tall man in a beige suit hopped from the passenger side of the open-air jeep and approached the men at the back of the C-130.

“You were expected hours ago,” he said. Without waiting for a response, he turned to the captain and said something in Vietnamese.

They went back and forth in Vietnamese a few times before he turned back to the Americans and their prisoner.

“I’m Dan Eldridge. State Department. I am assigned as a liaison to MACV.”

“I’m Frank Quinn. This is Tom Reece and Amiuh.”

“Pleasure, gentlemen.”

He removed his straw fedora hat and fanned his face, even though he wasn’t sweating.

How is he not sweating in that suit? Tom wondered.

His hair was a lighter blond than Tom’s, slicked back on the sides and longer on top, giving the impression that he spent way too much time on it than one should in a conflict zone.

He turned to the captain, who was talking with his subordinate.

“I’ve got the jeep and the truck,” he said, pointing to the monstrous vehicle to his rear. “We can turn him over to the ARVN guards but escort him to the CMIC. I’ll just need you to fill out some paperwork and then your job will be done.”

Quinn looked at the convoy and ARVN guards and then back at Tom, who shrugged. Prisoner escort duty was not something they were overly familiar with.

“All right, Captain,” Quinn said to the ARVN officer. “He’s all yours. We’ll convoy with you back to CMIC.”

The captain curtly nodded and turned to four ARVN guards standing by the Vietnamese cargo truck. They doubled-timed it to the prisoner. The American MPs handed over the keys to the leg shackles and handcuffs.

“That should do it,” Eldridge said. “Sergeant Quinn, Petty Officer Reece, you are welcome to ride with me.”

“I’ll ride with Amiuh in the truck,” Tom said. “Quinn, have fun, buddy.”

As the senior man, Quinn resigned himself to riding in the jeep with their new State Department friend.

Tom, Amiuh, and their two MPs waved to the driver and climbed aboard the trail M39 five-ton truck. This one had been painted black with Eve of Destruction written on the side in white. The original wood paneling had been replaced with metal plating. Tom had noticed a lot of cargo trucks had been modified following an ambush the previous September of an 8th Transportation Group convoy along Route 19 between Qui Nhon and Pleiku in the Central Highlands. NVA and Viet Cong forces killed seven U.S. servicemen, wounded seventeen, and destroyed thirty vehicles. After that attack, the ever-resourceful American GI had adapted. Sandbags had been placed along the steel bumper and fenders to protect the engine. Although these types of cargo trucks were only approved to carry M60s, the men who braved the roads knew what to do with that order and began outfitting their vehicles with the most lethal weaponry they could get their hands on. Cargo trucks were turned into gun trucks.

A thin GI in a flak jacket and helmet manned the dual M2 Browning .50 caliber machine guns affixed to a swivel mount in the bed.

“How’s it going?” Tom asked.

“Good, sir.”

“I’m not a sir,” Tom replied.

“Good,” he said, this time dropping the “sir” and smiling. He crushed his cigarette on the cabin of the truck and flicked the filter onto the runway. He then slammed his hand down twice on the roof, letting the driver know they were loaded.

Tom watched Quinn take his seat in the back of the jeep and turn to look at the trail vehicle as the convoy lurched forward toward Saigon.





CHAPTER 16

THE TAN SON NHUT Air Base was located in the middle of the city. As soon as the convoy passed through the gates of the airport, they were in what the French had once called the Pearl of the Orient.

Saigon was a bustling city in transition. Caught between old and new, it had become the treasured jewel in a conflict they had not asked for, a prize of the Cold War, a place where the tensions between the Soviet Union and the United States had turned hot. Colonial-style buildings stood in opposition to the encroachment of modern structures in various stages of construction.

The roads were paved and surprisingly smooth compared to the potholed streets around Phu Bai. The sidewalks were still made of dirt and packed red clay. They lumbered along, passing storefronts with awnings where women window-shopped and children played at their feet. Tom wondered how the kids kept their white T-shirts and tan pants so clean. Peugeot, Renault, Citroën, and Simca vehicles that looked like they belonged in a previous decade clogged the boulevards, as motorcycles, scooters, and bicycles ridden by people wearing the traditional nón lá wide conical hats of bamboo, straw, or palm leaves wove in and out of the traffic, through the dust and exhaust that filled the air, with what appeared to be a careless abandon. Tom gazed at one motorbike that was stacked with a family of six. Unbelievable. Adding to the contrast between old and new were occasional horse-drawn carriages. Motorized and pedaled rickshaws ferried passengers through the chaos.

Everywhere Tom looked he saw advertisements, some with familiar names like Coca-Cola, Shell, Biere “33,” and others for products he couldn’t quite discern. ARVN jeeps and cargo trucks filled with South Vietnamese soldiers and the occasional tracked APC were ignored by the throngs of people congesting the streets.

The convoy rumbled by restaurants, hotels, coffee and tea shops, tailors, markets, a Caltex gas station, the Saigon Daily News offices, a bookstore, a florist, and multiple ornate cinemas. They were all showing French films of which Tom had never heard. Blue and white Renault 4CV taxis that looked like elongated Volkswagen Beetles were everywhere. The smog mixed with burning trash and the concrete dust from construction sites threatened to extinguish what was left of old Saigon.

The potent French influence, once a mighty symbol of imperial prestige, was now a sad reminder of the limits of empire. A legacy in ruin. A vestige of imperial hubris.

I wonder if we are on the same path?

They maneuvered through a large roundabout surrounded by buildings adorned with billboards. Tom couldn’t believe they made it through without crushing a scooter or rickshaw.

He looked at Amiuh, who shook his head. The Montagnard tribesman was not comfortable in the city.

The convoy slowed to a stop and Tom stood up in the back.

“What’s up?” he asked the gunner, who had lit another cigarette.

“Nothin’. Just some construction. Gonna reroute.”

The lead vehicle had come to a stop at a roadblock. The street was being repaved. Tom watched as Captain Lam turned and motioned with his hand to the truck behind him that they were going left.

“This normal?” Tom asked.

“It isn’t not.”

Tom shot him a puzzled look at the use of the double negative and then moved his eyes to the structures to their right and left before sitting back on the bench across from Amiuh.

“Tommy-son?”

“Detour,” Tom responded.

Amiuh shook his head.

“I don’t like it either,” Tom said. “We’ll be there soon.”

The big vehicle surged from first gear to second as it took a left and followed the three vehicles in front down a narrow side street. It was less populated than the one they had been on moments earlier. Almost abandoned.

“Stay alert,” Tom told the MPs, wishing he had one of their rifles.

“Tommy-son.”

“I know.”

Tom stood again and looked at the U.S. jeep between them and the ARVN cargo truck that held their prisoner. He could see Quinn arguing with Eldridge.

The two MPs were standing now as well, tense and on edge.

Only the .50 gunner looked relaxed.

The bus appeared with surprising speed from a perpendicular side street and collided with the lead jeep. The noise of breaking glass and bending metal was horrific. The bus pushed the smaller vehicle across the street and sidewalk, into a bakery, and came to a stop blocking the narrow road.

The ARVN cargo truck attempted to push through, but was going at such a low rate of speed that it came to a stop, its heavy diesel engine straining against the crushed side of the bus.

“Contact,” Tom yelled, jumping to his feet. “Reverse out! Reverse out!”

Tom turned to their six in time to see a cement mixer pick up speed.

“Gunner, contact rear!” Tom yelled, pulling Amiuh down into the deck of the open-air back of the truck.

The .50 gunner rotated the weapon to the rear and opened up on the fast-approaching cement mixer. John Moses Browning’s Ma Deuce was developed as an antiarmor weapon at the request of John Blackjack Pershing near the end of the First World War. There was a reason it was still in service in 1968; she had yet to find her equal. The reverberations and concussions from the muzzle blast hit them like a sledgehammer. The large-caliber rounds tore into the cement mixer’s engine block and then moved to the front window, splintering glass and removing the driver’s head.

The Eve of Destruction had already started to reverse, unaware of what was behind them.

“Hold on!” Tom shouted.

Even though the cement mixer had slowed after the introduction of the .50 caliber projectiles, the combined force of the two vehicles colliding still ejected the gunner from his position behind the formidable machine gun and sent him crashing into the bed of the truck with his passengers.

“Everybody okay?” Tom yelled, his hearing still impaired by the assault of the .50 cal moments earlier.

“Yeah, man,” the gunner said, straightening his helmet.

“Get back on the gun!”

Tom looked at the cement mixer and heard the straining engine of their gun truck.

From the front of the convoy came the sounds of gunfire and the launching of an RPG or recoilless rifle followed by an explosion

You can only deal with one thing at a time, Tom.

One of the MPs held his arm, grimacing in pain as the other stood up to get his bearings.

Have to get that truck out of the way, or we are all going to die.

Tom grabbed the M16 from the hurt soldier and leapt onto the hood of the cement mixer. Clutching the roof with his left hand to steady himself, he depressed the trigger and sent a full-auto burst into the passenger side of the cab. Glass can have an unpredictable effect on bullet trajectory, so Tom pushed the muzzle of the rifle through one of the holes in the splintered windshield and ran the magazine dry. Dropping the weapon, he swung himself off the hood, but instead of hitting the street like he anticipated, he crashed into a person, a man with an SKS rifle. The man seemed almost as surprised as Tom.

Get control of the gun.

Tom landed on top of the smaller man, who wore tan pants and a green canvas chest rig over a black T-shirt.

Tom smashed the side of his head into the bridge of the smaller man’s nose and felt the bones and cartilage break as blood began to flow like a faucet, coating the side of Tom’s face. He continued to grind his head into his adversary, hearing other smaller bones break as he trapped the rifle to the man’s chest.

Get off the ground. If he has a friend behind him, you are dead.

Tom chanced a glance up but there was no one else bearing down on them.

Frogman luck.

Instead of going for the small cathouse gun in his pocket, which was smashed up against his opponent, Tom reached behind his back with his free right hand and unsnapped the button on his EK knife. He withdrew the blade and inserted it just above the clavicle at the base of his enemy’s neck. He sunk the sharp blade into the soft flesh, watching the eyes of the man below him open wide in a mix of surprise and terror. That mix turned to fear as the blade sliced through muscles, veins, and connective tissue until it pierced the upper reaches of the heart. Tom continued to apply downward pressure and began pivoting the blade back and forth, tearing the aorta, pulmonary artery, and superior vena cava to shreds. The man’s eyes froze over in a vacant state of horror as life left him, his mouth agape, never having had the strength to cry out.

Might be more assaulters back here.

Tom sheathed his blade and removed the SKS from the dead man, confirming it had a full magazine and that it had a round in the chamber.

He turned back to the gun truck in time to see the .50 gunner’s head explode.

The uninjured MP began firing his M16 down at targets on the opposite side of the cement mixer.

Tom didn’t see Amiuh.

The SEAL pushed to the rear of the cement mixer and cleared the area behind it. He then rounded the far corner and saw two enemy combatants firing up at the armored bed of the truck.

Tom raised the rifle and put three rounds into each of their upper backs, which sent them to the ground. They both lay sprawled half on the pavement and half on the dirt sidewalk, one attempting to crawl away. Tom moved his aim to the moving man’s head and sent two rounds into his brain stem. He stopped moving. Tom ran toward the front of the big truck and put two rounds into the other man’s head as he passed.

“Friendly!” he called, not wanting to get his own head blown off by his own side.

“Tommy-son!” came the reply.

Tom rushed to the back of the truck and pulled down the tailgate. The gunner was dead, as was one of the MPs who had taken multiple rounds to the chest. Amiuh had the dead MP’s M16 in his hands.

Tom could hear the vehicle’s engine strain against the mass of the cement mixer, trying to reverse out.

“I’m going to move this truck!” he yelled, opening the right-side door and pulling out what was left of the passenger. He crawled into the cab, slipping on the floor, awash in blood. It smelled of copper and excrement.

He reached across the bullet-ridden headless torso of the driver, opened the door, and pushed the remains out into the street.

Now, how do you drive this thing? Good thing I’m not an officer, Tom thought, having driven his share of six-bys in the Navy.

The cement mixer had stalled out in the chaos of the previous action, so Tom stepped on the clutch and reached for the key.

“Tommy-son!” Amiuh screamed.

He looked up to see a man with a recoilless rifle on his shoulder emerge from an alley to his eleven o’clock. Time seemed to slow as he saw the man depress the trigger. Tom observed the thick dark smoke spew from the back of the tube, signifying that a large-caliber projectile had been propelled directly at the cement mixer. He knew exactly what would come next. Impact.





CHAPTER 17

“TOMMY-SON, TOMMY-SON!”

Tom opened his eyes, blinked, and Amiuh came into focus.

He turned his head, seeing the shredded body of the dead cement mixer driver lying next to him in the street. He blinked again and turned back to Amiuh. Smoke and steam from the engine filled the air. AK and M16 fire reverberated down the street.

Tom pushed himself up.

“Where’s Quinn?”

“By jeep,” Amiuh said.

Amiuh handed Tom his rifle and magazines. Tom rose to a knee, getting his bearings. He seemed to be in one piece.

Amiuh pointed at the dead man with a recoilless rifle who now lay dead in the alley. “I sorry, Tommy-son. I not fast enough.”

“It’s okay, Amiuh. I’m good.”

“You lucky, Tommy-son.”

I’ve always been lucky.

Tom turned to look behind them. The street appeared clear.

The fight was in front of them.

“Our driver dead, Tommy-son. Just us left here.”

Tom could see Quinn returning fire down the street with an M16. Captain Lam was leaning against the rear tire. A 1911 was in his hand, and he was pressing it against a wound in his left arm. Their prisoner and one ARVN guard crouched at the tail of the jeep with Dan Eldridge. Another ARVN guard lay dead nearby. The unarmored cargo truck was now a burning hulk of metal riddled with bullet holes.

“Can you drive this thing?” Tom asked, indicating their gun truck.

“Yes, Tommy-son.”

“All right, it’s armored, so we have a chance. You fire it up. I’ll take the .50 in the back. Drive in front of Quinn’s jeep. We should be able to soak up a few rounds. Place the truck between the enemy and the jeep. I’ll provide cover. Quinn will load his pax into the back. After he does, floor it down that alley where the bus came from. Got it?”

“Ready.”

“Go!”

Tom leapt to his feet and pulled himself into the back of the gun truck, making his way to the .50. He heaved what was left of the gunner out of the way and slid behind the weapon as he felt the truck shudder to life with Amiuh at the wheel. He quickly noted that both the right and left belted feeds still had a ready supply of ammunition and that the bolt catches were locked out of engagement, which meant they were set to fire on fully automatic. The M2 was primed to go to work.

At the sound of the vehicle’s engine turning over, the insurgents shifted their fire from the jeep to the gun truck.

Tom could hear the 7.62 rounds of the enemy impacting the armored paneling that protected the truck’s bed. They made a different sound when they hit the sandbags around the fenders.

From his elevated position, Tom saw combatants with AK and SKS rifles firing at Quinn from behind parked cars.

He depressed the triggers on the dual .50s as Amiuh put the truck in gear, the heavy rounds eating through what moments earlier had been cover.

Amiuh positioned the armored truck between Quinn’s jeep and the burning cargo vehicle.

“Get in!” Tom shouted between bursts, preventing the insurgents from shooting while his friend and their new passengers loaded up.

“Come on!” Tom shouted.

The .50s continued to do the work that John Moses Browning intended, tearing through the enemy ranks, removing heads and limbs, cutting people in two.

Quinn, Eldridge, Captain Lam, an ARVN guard, and the prisoner crawled into the bed of the armored vehicle.

“Go! Go! Go!” shouted Quinn.

Tom slammed his hand down twice on the roof of the cab and got right back on the .50s, keeping the enemy suppressed as Amiuh hit the gas and maneuvered the huge vehicle down the side street and away from the battle.

“Stay down!” Tom said as he swung the weapon to cover their six, ripping multiple bursts into the beaten zone.

Amiuh took the next right, which put them behind cover.

“Everyone okay?” Tom asked as his passengers struggled onto the wooden benches that ran down both sides of the truck’s bed.

Quinn pushed the prisoner down into the seat across from him, doing a quick visual evaluation.

“Charlie’s good,” he said, referring to the prisoner. “Eldridge?”

“I’m okay,” the State Department man managed.

“Captain Lam?” Quinn asked.

The captain nodded, keeping the 1911 pistol pressed against a wound on his left bicep.

Quinn looked at the ARVN guard, who nodded.

“We’re good!” Quinn shouted up at Tom.

Quinn and the ARVN guard both still had rifles and took up security positions to the right and left sides of the gun truck while Tom pivoted the .50s back to the front.

Captain Lam had his eyes on the prisoner.

Just a little farther, Amiuh, Tom thought. Then we pull over and get someone up front who knows where we are going.

A gunshot brought his attention to the cargo area behind him.

What the fuck was that?

He snapped his head to the rear to see Captain Lam standing over the dead prisoner holding his 1911.

There was not time to pivot the large machine guns rearward so his hand went to the .25 Browning in his pocket. Tom watched as the confused ARVN guard turned to his boss and took two rounds to the chest.

Tom drew the cathouse pistol and chambered a round as he brought it into a firing position and shot all six bullets into the ARVN captain. The small rounds moving at 750 feet per second did not have the desired effect. Quinn finished the job with a round from his M16 to Captain Lam’s head.

Quinn and Tom shared a look of disbelief. Eldridge remained seated, eyes wide in shock.

Tom slammed his hand on the roof of the cab, signaling Amiuh to stop.

The prisoner was obviously dead, as was the ARVN guard and Captain Lam.

He slid from behind the gun, and he and Quinn checked bodies.

“What the fuck?” Tom said.

“One of those spies we talked about,” Quinn said. “I give you the good Captain Lam. Son of a bitch.”

Tom picked up the rifle from the dead ARVN guard and checked its status.

“Eldridge,” Tom said.

The man from State remained silent.

“Eldridge!” Tom said again, grabbing his arm and shaking him out of his trance.

“Yeah, wa… what?” He shuddered.

“I need you to go up front and navigate. Nearest base.”

“What?”

“Nearest base. I need you to guide Amiuh there. Now!”

“Okay,” he said, slowly climbing down from the bed of the truck and making his way to the front of the vehicle.

Tom and Quinn looked at each other again.

“What a mess,” Quinn said.

“Yeah, NVA didn’t want this guy making it to the interrogation center. They were willing to burn Captain Lam here to keep him quiet.”

“He must have known something they didn’t want getting out.”

“And now we’ll never fucking know. Shit!”

“Sergeant Quinn.” Eldridge was back at the rear of the truck.

Thinking he might still be in shock, Quinn said, “We need you to navigate to the nearest base. Amiuh speaks good English. Just give him directions. Tom and I will take up security back here.”

“I can’t,” Eldridge responded.

“What? Why not?”

“Because Amiuh is dead.”





CHAPTER 18

U.S. Army’s 17th Field Hospital

Saigon, Vietnam

“WAIT HERE,” COLONEL SINGLAUB said to his aide, who posted up outside the door to a small waiting area at the U.S. Army’s 17th Field Hospital in Saigon.

“Attention!” Quinn said, seeing the colonel step through the threshold.

Quinn and Tom sprang to attention from their seats.

“Keep your seats, gentlemen,” the colonel said, closing the door behind him.

The men remained standing, each taking the outstretched hand of the legendary Chief SOG.

Closing in on fifty, Colonel John K. “Jack” Singlaub looked as fit as he must have been in his days with the Office of Strategic Services, parachuting into Nazi-occupied France in August 1944. His short-sleeve khaki uniform was absent ribbons but still displayed his name tag, Combat Infantryman and Master Parachutist badges, ARVN jump wings, and Ranger Tab. The silver eagle on his collar denoted his rank. Singlaub had been involved in U.S. special operations from their modern inception: OSS, SSU, Central Intelligence Group, and the CIA. Jack Singlaub was royalty in commando circles and Tom had no doubt the colonel was on track to one day be chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff or secretary of defense. Though not much over five and a half feet tall, Colonel Singlaub projected authority. His hair was cut high and tight. His face retained the vitality of his youth, his eyes sharp and piercing.

A hunter’s eyes, Tom thought.

Tom and Quinn had pulled Amiuh’s body from behind the driver’s seat just over an hour earlier and placed him in the bed of the gun truck. He had been shot twice through the side as they extracted Quinn’s element from the ambush site and had bled out behind the wheel getting his teammates out of harm’s way.

Quinn had removed the Seiko watch from Amiuh’s wrist and handed it to Tom. He had taken the tough Montagnard’s rosary beads from his pocket and held the Croix de Lorraine in his hands as he said a prayer for their fallen teammate. He had then placed the rosary in his own pocket. Then with Tom behind the wheel sitting in the blood of his friend, and with Eldridge navigating, they had driven to the U.S. Army’s 17th Field Hospital in Saigon.

Quinn called MACV-SOG headquarters from the infirmary to report in and was told that Colonel Singlaub was coming to meet them at the hospital. The embassy had sent a car for Eldridge after he had been cleared by the doctors. He had departed to clean up and check in with the ambassador.

“Sergeant Quinn. Petty Officer Reece. Glad to see you are in one piece. I want to tell you how sorry I am about Amiuh,” Colonel Singlaub said. His tone was even and firm. This was an officer who truly cared for the men he led. “What village was he from?”

“He was of the Banhar. One of the Boute. His village is in the jungle west of Kontum,” Quinn said.

“I know that village. SF has had a long relationship with the Boute and their tribes.”

“I recruited him when I was at Project Delta. I’d like to make the notification.”

“Of course, son. We’ll get you up there.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“It’s good to see you again,” the colonel said.

“You too, sir. Been about a year.”

“Bien Hoa?”

“Yes, sir. Bearcat air base.”

“I won’t forget that day.”

“What happened?” Tom asked.

“I’ll tell you,” said Quinn. “An Air Force colonel was dragging his feet on testing out the new Fulton Recovery System.”

“The miniature blimp extraction?”

“That’s the one,” Quinn confirmed. “You wear a harness that’s connected to a balloon you inflate with helium canisters. A specially configured C-130 equipped with a V-jaw snare on the nose then hits the line and snatches you up and winches you into the back.”

“Sounds terrible.”

“I agree. A little over a year ago, an Air Force colonel wouldn’t approve it for testing, so Colonel Singlaub went down to volunteer. Do I have that right, sir?”

“You do,” Singlaub replied. “I reminded the colonel that we were fighting a war against a tenacious enemy, and we had to explore any possible way to recover key agents, downed pilots, or SOG members from behind enemy lines. I wouldn’t ask any men under my command to do something dangerous that I wasn’t willing to do first.”

“How did it go?” Tom asked.

“The new nylon cord absorbed much of the whiplash prevalent with earlier systems. The pilot was supposed to fly out over the South China Sea, but he banked left and flew over the war zone with me dangling behind at less than a thousand feet. I thought the Viet Cong were going to use me for target practice.”

“Well, I guess it worked,” Tom said.

“It did. After doing this job a moon or two, I’ve found that it’s advantageous to just concentrate on the physical things you must do rather than worry about what can get you killed.” The colonel paused. “Now, let’s sit down and you can tell me what happened out there today.”

The three men took seats in the small waiting room.

“We were targeted, sir,” Quinn began. “No doubt about it. Diverted into a channelized area. Front and rear blocked with a bus and a cement mixer. At least two recoilless rifles. SKSs and AKs. We were hit from the front and the rear but managed to break contact. That was when Captain Lam executed our prisoner and one of his own ARVN guards. Amiuh was hit driving the gun truck and getting us out of there. Saved our lives.”

“And Eldridge?”

“He’s fine, sir. A little shaken up. He already left for the embassy.”

“I’ll touch base with the ambassador. Eldridge is a foreign service officer who serves as the liaison between us, the Special Technical Directorate, and State. I think that was his first taste of combat.”

“Permission to speak freely, sir?” Tom asked.

Singlaub nodded.

“Someone set us up. There’s a mole somewhere in this outfit.”

“I know.”

“You know?”

“We are losing too many people, too many teams being ambushed across the fence, specifically in Laos, but in Cambodia too, and now this. I’m going to work with the Agency on tracking down all of Captain Lam’s known associates. Just because he’s dead doesn’t mean the leak is plugged. The same network could have another, even several, assets at various headquarters in Saigon. In fact, there are probably multiple disassociated networks reporting to multiple countries—North Vietnam, China, the Soviets. What I can tell you is this, men, you will get all my efforts to track these networks down. Then we arrest them, turn them, or execute them.”

“Sir, this is a little outside my wheelhouse, but I’d like a list of everyone at the embassy, at South Vietnamese HQ, and even MACV and MACV-SOG who knew we were coming in today.”

Singlaub leaned back in his chair.

“Petty Officer Reece, I appreciate the resolve, but you will be on a helo to Kontum soon and then be back at Phu Bai to continue missions.”

“I’d still like the list, sir.”

Singlaub nodded slowly, thoughtfully considering his options.

“I’ll be working with the Agency on this, and when we have a report or something more concrete, I’ll make sure you see it.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“In the meantime, if you need anything, you reach out to my office. Stay at House Ten,” he said, referring to the MACV-SOG safe house in Saigon. “My XO will be in contact about travel to Amiuh’s village. We’ll make arrangements and get it worked out for you.”

“Good copy, sir.”

“And, in case you get into trouble.” Singlaub produced two cards just slightly larger than business cards and handed them to the two SOG operators. Their photos were in the upper-right-hand corners. The card read:


Republic of Vietnam

Saigon

The bearer whose photo appears on this card is assigned to a special mission force of this command. All military and civilian agencies are requested to assist in the accomplishment of assigned mission. The bearer is authorized to wear military or civilian clothing, carry a concealed weapon, perform duties after curfew, and enter out of bounds areas.



It was signed by Colonel John K. “Jack” Singlaub.

The opposite side was the same copy in Vietnamese.

“You never know,” Tom said.

“We work hand in hand with the Agency here. CIA wants a debrief on Captain Lam. Nick Serrano is taking lead. We worked together in Korea. He’s a pro. You can hit House Ten first or I can drop you at the Agency annex. It’s not far from SOG HQ.”

Tom and Quinn shared a glance.

“No sense waiting if something we know could help expose whatever network Lam was a part of,” Quinn said. “We’ll go with you, sir.”

“So be it. And for what it’s worth, I’m proud of you. You did right by SOG and the country today.”

“Doesn’t feel that way, sir. We lost a good teammate, a good man,” Quinn said, pulling the Croix de Lorraine rosary from his pocket. “Amiuh carried this with him on every mission. Maybe one day this country will know some peace.”

“Maybe,” Singlaub said. “One day.”

Quinn slid the rosary back in his pocket.

One day.





CHAPTER 19

CIA Annex

Saigon, Vietnam

“YOU GUYS STILL LOOK like shit,” Nick Serrano said, his voice deep and gruff with an accent that sounded Italian to the two MACV-SOG operators.

The CIA annex was concealed in a French colonial building nestled among the tree-lined Rue Pasteur, a picturesque street that was also home to SOG headquarters. They were both within walking distance of MACV, the command center from which General William Westmoreland had overseen all operations in Vietnam since 1964. The two military headquarters also shared the street with the RAND Corporation, which had set up shop in an old French villa at 176 Rue Pasteur close to the old presidential palace. It occurred to Tom that the entire war in Vietnam was being run from a single street in downtown Saigon.

In contrast to what was happening at outposts across the country, this charming street in Saigon felt peaceful. If the generals wanted to wrap this war up, perhaps their headquarters needed to be closer to the reality of the field.

The three men sat at one of four quaint round wooden tables covered in white tablecloths and adorned with perfectly arranged place settings in an outdoor courtyard protected by high walls covered in ivy. The light stone patio blended perfectly with the colonial architecture, creating the illusion that they were in the Loire Valley. Water flowed gently from a spigot into the base of a small fountain, masking the intrusion of traffic noise from the street, just beyond the walls of their refuge.

Very French, Tom thought.

The same green tamarind trees that lined Rue Pasteur provided shade while flame trees that would bloom with fiery red and bright orange fern-like leaves in the months ahead to signal the coming of spring remained barren. Their branches resembled the brittle fingers of an old man stretching for something just beyond reach. Spotted doves cooed, and sparrows chirped from their limbs, their notes blending in an unadulterated natural harmony.

“Peaceful back here,” Serrano stated.

“A little different than Phu Bai,” Tom said.

The CIA man noticed Tom looking up at the birds.

“The birds love this courtyard. I think they know they are safe here. The Vietnamese have a preoccupation with trapping them and keeping them caged. I don’t understand it myself. The caged birds sound different, like they are trying to escape, crying for help, frightened. These birds,” he gestured to the trees above. “These birds have a different sound. It’s relaxing. They sound free.”

Tom and Quinn had arrived still covered with the blood, sweat, and grime of combat. Serrano had taken one look at them and suggested they clean up.

Tom had showered and changed into jeans and a green T-shirt from his seabag, which had survived the ambush, though his Converse shoes were still covered in dried blood. Quinn’s duffel had been destroyed in the convoy attack, but by the time he finished showering a new set of clothes in the correct sizes had been set out for him. The Agency had sent someone shopping. He now wore clean tan pants, sandals, and a black button-up shirt.

“Thanks for the clothes,” Quinn said.

“The least we can do,” Serrano replied.

The CIA officer was dressed in beige pants and a thin white linen untucked dress shirt. Leather shoes matched his slicked-back jet-black hair, and his dark complexion was offset by light blue eyes that appeared almost translucent. He was in shape and clean shaven. Tom guessed him to be around forty. A Zodiac Sea Wolf dive watch with rotating bezel and a distinctive white dial was strapped to his left wrist on a JB Champion stainless Oyster bracelet.

“Why did you want to see us, sir?” Tom asked.

“Cut the ‘sir’ business. This is the Agency. Nick is fine. I want to talk with you about the ambush. But first, can I offer you tea, coffee, beers?”

“I’ll take a beer,” Quinn said.

“Preference?”

“Local is fine.”

“I’ll hold off for now,” Tom said. “A coffee sounds great.”

“How do you take it?”

“Just black.”

Serrano looked at a small Vietnamese man dressed like a French waiter in black pants, white shirt, and black vest. He was standing on a raised vestibule seemingly guarding the glass double doors that led inside the annex.

“Beer, black coffee, and tea, please.”

The man bowed his head ever so slightly and disappeared inside.

“Tea? You don’t look like a tea guy,” Quinn said.

“Looks can be deceiving. Got addicted to it in Korea. I still start the day with coffee, but in the afternoon, I switch to tea. Now it’s a habit.”

The waiter returned holding a tray. He placed an ice-cold Biere “33” in front of Quinn, condensation rolling down the bottle. A glass French press was set next to Tom. The short Vietnamese man slowly pushed the plunger down before pouring its contents into a small white coffee cup next to it.

“Thank you,” Tom said.

The waiter served Nick his tea along with a small container of honey. He then positioned a basket of French breads and pastries in the center of the table.

“Thank you, Diêp. That’s all.”

Diêp bowed again and retreated into the confines of the building.

“Please, gentlemen,” Nick said, motioning to the bread and pastries.

Both Tom and Quinn helped themselves as Nick added honey to his tea with a wooden honey dipper.

In response to Tom’s look, Nick said, “They make excellent honey here in Vietnam. I put it on everything. Feel free to try it in your coffee. That’s what I do.”

“Maybe I’ll ease into it,” Tom said, taking a sip of his dark liquid. “Wow, this is bold.”

“Vietnamese coffee is some of the best I’ve found. The Hai Ba Trung district is dedicated to coffee shops. It’s remarkable. The French introduced it over a hundred years ago like they did everything else, hence the dark roast. What do you have up in Phu Bai?”

“Instant Nescafé, I think. Same stuff that’s in our rations.”

“After this, you just might not want to go back.”

Truth be told, Tom couldn’t wait to get back to Phu Bai.

“Jack probably told you,” Serrano said, referring to Colonel Singlaub. “But we worked together in Korea and Manchuria. Korea was my first posting.”

“Pardon me saying so,” Quinn said, “but you don’t seem like an Agency guy.”

“Because I talk like a street cop and not like I went to Yale or worked on Wall Street?”

“There is that.”

“I was only ten when we were attacked at Pearl Harbor, so I missed that one, but I was ready for Korea. I come from a family of coppers in Chicago. Well, one side is coppers and the other is Outfit.”

“Outfit?” Tom asked.

“Cosa Nostra, the mafia. I think that’s one of the reasons the Agency wanted me. Connections in Sicily. They were looking for language-qualified applicants. I speak Sicilian and now French and Vietnamese.”

“How did you get from Chicago to Langley?” Quinn asked.

“I had uncles who had been in the war. I realized there were options other than police work or prison. I wanted something different, so I broke the family mold, concentrated on my grades, and got into Georgetown. They were building up the Agency when I graduated. The 1947 National Security Act opened some doors. CIA needed bodies. Maybe I was one of the expendable ones. Next thing I know, I’m at the Farm and then in Korea. Jack was deputy chief of station then. We worked in Manchuria together after that. He requested I take this posting.”

“What do you do here?” Tom asked.

“I’m the head of what you would call CIA paramilitary operations. The official title is Chief of Covert Action, which allows me a lot of flexibility. Far East Division is more than happy to give me my space. I run a few special projects but mostly manage our assets on the ground, though being here in Saigon has naturally led to relationships I can leverage in support of the war effort.”

“Like recruitment?”

“Something like that.”

“Are you the chief of station?”

“No. The COS works out of Saigon Station in the embassy. It’s the largest CIA station in the world right now. Agency has the top three floors. I try to keep my distance. He’s got a bigger job, more political, and has to constantly deal with State. I have a different mandate.”

“What do you want with us?” Quinn asked.

“First, I want to express my sincere condolences on the loss of your teammate.”

Quinn nodded.

“Jack told me he’s arranging transport for you to Kontum and that you will be notifying his family.”

“That’s right,” Quinn said. “I recruited him out of Polei Kleng near Kontum in ’66. I’ve met his wife and son. It’s only right that I tell them.”

“I’ve offered the Agency’s assistance if you need it. Air America flight. Anything you need.”

“Why?”

“As you know we work hand in hand with SOG; targeting, assets, strategy. If I’ve got the assets and can help, I will.”

“Thank you.”

“Now, about the prisoner. We have identified him as Phúc Trân, a colonel in NVA military intelligence. Did you see the documents from his satchel?”

“No, we just turned it over to MI and the interrogators,” Quinn replied. “What was in it?”

“Maps of American bases in Quang Tri, Hue, and Da Nang.”

“All in the North,” Tom said.

“Yes. It also contained three red envelopes with messages inside.”

“What did they say?” Quinn asked.

“Lam Nut Bau troi, Rung chuyen Trai Dat,” Tom whispered.

“That’s right. How did you know?” Serrano asked.

“He kept mumbling that phrase the entire flight down here. Like he was in some sort of trance.”

“The envelopes also had lists of names,” Serrano continued. “Still working on it, but each list of names corresponds to the areas surrounding Quang Tri, Hue, and Da Nang.”

“Who are they?” Tom asked.

“From what we have ascertained, they appear to be Catholic clergy, teachers, people working for the provincial government, and a few merchants.”

“A hit list?”

“I would suspect.”

“Why just in the North?”

“Last year we had the VC and NVA on the run. I’m thinking a massive country-wide assault could be in the works. With the Tet New Year celebrations starting tonight, about half the South Vietnamese army is on leave.”

“You said country-wide, but these maps are just in the North,” Tom said.

“I’d guess he’s not the only one. He just happened to be the one that got caught.”

“NVA thought they could move him so close to an American FOB because we were not supposed to be operating that night.”

“That’s right. I checked, and you did not submit a mission approval message to Saigon. Your CO covered for you after the fact.”

“How do you know that?”

“Not my first rodeo.”

“That means someone in Saigon was deconflicting U.S. missions against infiltrators from the North? Captain Lam?”

“Appears so. There are almost certainly more.”

“Fuck, why are we still sharing information?” Tom asked.

“By, with, and through our Vietnamese counterparts is the name of the game these days.”

“Politics.”

“And now we can’t ask Lam because he’s dead. Nor can we ask the prisoner, because Captain Lam executed him,” Serrano said.

“The NVA took a big risk and burned one of their assets to ensure Colonel Trân did not make it to the interrogation center. Whatever he knew, it was important enough for him to take it to the grave.”

“I think we know what’s coming. Jack Singlaub shares my concern and has raised it with Westy,” Serrano said, referring to General Westmoreland. “He’s preoccupied with Khe Sanh, which has been under siege all week. Press in the States is already calling it ‘America’s Dien Bein Phu.’ ”

“They better be fucking careful, or the whole country is going to look like Khe Sanh and Dien Bein Phu,” Tom said.

“What do you know about Captain Lam?” Quinn asked.

“Captain Lam was from Nha-Ky-Thuat.”

“The Strategic Technical Directorate, our ARVN SOG counterpart.”

“That’s right. That means he knew you were escorting your prisoner to CMIC.”

“And now we are at a dead end.”

“Quite literally. He didn’t say anything else?”

“No,” Quinn said. “Tom, anything come to mind?”

Tom shook his head.

“What now?” the SEAL asked.

“I’m going to get a cable out through the station to Langley. For some fucking reason the seventh floor, and even some of the assholes at the station, refuse to accept the fact that this country, including right here in Saigon, is going to get hit, and it’s going to get hit soon. Get some rest. Let me know if you need anything; I’ll be talking with Jack regularly. The field hospital should be preparing Amiuh for transport. We’ll get you to Kontum. In the meantime, where are you staying? House Ten?”

“Yeah,” Quinn responded.

“Well, if you actually want to get some rest, we’ve got a few places scattered around Saigon. Clean, quiet, safe. Let me put you up in one.”

“That actually sounds good,” Tom said, looking at Quinn, who nodded in agreement.

“The booze will still be at House Ten on your next trip. Tonight is Tết Nguyên Đán, the Vietnamese Lunar New Year to mark the coming of spring. There will be huge celebrations over the next three days. Things are going to be lively. What else do you need?”

Tom looked at Quinn and raised an eyebrow.

“I won’t be shy. You are the CIA after all.”

“What is it?”

“The little Browning .25s they give us don’t pack much of a punch. Do you have something a little bigger we can borrow?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.”





CHAPTER 20

SERRANO LED THE WAY down a musty stone stairwell.

Tom felt the temperature drop.

“The previous occupants used to store their wine down here,” Serrano explained.

At the base of the stairs was a hallway, damp and dark, dimly illuminated by three bulbs hanging on wires spaced out above them.

Serrano walked down the narrow hall. It was constructed with the same stones as the stairway. He stopped at a door affixed with a Kaba Ilco Unican 1800 mechanical cipher lock and punched in a code. He turned the handle, stepped inside, and flipped a switch illuminating two rows of overhead lighting.

“Ask and you shall receive,” he said.

The spacious wine cellar had been converted into an armory. German MP-40s, Swedish Ks, Beretta M12s, suppressed Israeli Uzis, Walther MPLs, and Thompson submachine guns lined the walls next to M1 Garands, scoped M14s, and even a Harrington & Richardson T223. Assorted filing cabinets and drawer systems occupied the lower half of the walls. Red numbers stenciled onto the drawers seemed to correspond with tags hanging with the weapons.

Tom opened a drawer with a number matching a tag on the Beretta M12. Inside were twenty, thirty-two, and forty-round 9mm magazines for the compact Italian sub gun.

“I think we’ve found our home,” Tom said.

“Stay as long as you’d like.”

A sturdy table dominated the center of the room.

“Table was for tastings,” Serrano explained. “They must have built the cellar around it.”

Tom examined a rack of wines occupying one short section of wall.

“Comes in handy,” Serrano said. “Good gifts in these diplomatic circles for potential assets.”

“They look expensive,” Tom observed.

“Probably more so than the weapons, though I prefer the Italian vintages. Unfortunately, the French colonized Indochina instead of the Italians.”

“What’s this?” Tom asked, reaching for a unique Browning Hi-Power on the wall.

“A Mini-Browning,” Serrano said. “Built by a gunsmith named Austin Behlert. We commissioned him to do some work for us. It’s a modified Hi-Power with about an inch off the front, five-eighths off the grip. Beveled mag well to aid in reloads. It still holds ten rounds in the magazine.”

“Not bad,” Tom said as he confirmed the pistol was unloaded. He rotated the modified Browning in his hands, noting the extended safety lever and Smith & Wesson K sights with red front insert. Testing the action and slide to frame fitment, he saw that someone had put a lot of effort into both, taking Tom’s pistol of choice to the next level.

“Magazine disconnect?” he asked.

“Removed.”

“Hallelujah.”

“Nineteen elevens?” Quinn asked.

“Right over there,” Serrano said, pointing to a drawer.

Quinn slid the drawer open to find five 1911 pistols.

The Special Forces sergeant smiled, recognizing the craftsmanship of custom 1911 gunsmith Armand Swenson on one of them. He pulled it from the lineup, inspecting the slide and frame in the yellow artificial light.

“A steel Commander-size 1911. I’ve never seen one like this before. I like the weight.”

“Swenson built a few Bobcats like this for the Agency,” Serrano said. “It’s what I carry.”

“Smart man.”

Quinn tested the trigger and whistled.

“Holsters, ammo, belts are in those drawers over there,” Serrano said.

Tom rummaged through a drawer and pulled out an Andy Anderson Sidewinder leather holster. He looked at it, puzzled.

“It goes inside the waistband,” Serrano said.

“Ah, clever,” Tom said.

He removed dual leather magazine holders from the drawer and set about arranging them on his belt.

Quinn found a brown leather 1911 holster and mag holders made by Arvo Ojala in North Hollywood.

“We have a few companies out of California making us concealable rigs,” Serrano said, clearly proud of the offerings.

“The Golden State is where it’s all happening these days,” Quinn said. “Fifth Group sent my team out there to train with Jeff Cooper, Ray Chapman, Thell Reed, Jack Weaver, and Elden Carl a few years back.”

“Agency has had some of those guys out to the Farm. They are fast.”

“They wiped the floor with us, but we learned a lot. Colonel Cooper converted me to the 1911.”

“I’ll take the additional rounds in the Hi-Power,” Tom said.

“If you hit what you aim at, you don’t need all those rounds,” Quinn joked, as he arranged the new rig on his belt. “And that’s why we carry extra magazines.”

“Say what you will, but look at this,” Tom said, holding the Hi-Power up to the light. “Now, that’s a good-looking pistol. Check out those elegant lines.”

“Did you just use ‘elegant’ to describe a handgun? Now I see why you don’t have a girlfriend. Fucking SEALs.”

Tom laughed. He loaded his three magazines, put two in his new pouches, and inserted the last one into the Hi-Power. He racked the slide, flipped up the manual safety, and inserted it into his holster, pulling his T-shirt over the top.

Quinn did the same with the .45.

“Blades?” Quinn asked.

“That drawer there,” Serrano said, pointing to his far right.

Quinn opened the drawer and pulled out a butterfly knife with a red handle.

“Interesting,” he said as he flipped open the blade.

“A Hackman Puukko. Made for us out of Sorsakoski, Finland. They call it a latch-knife. I carry one myself.”

Quinn refolded the blade and slid it into his pocket.

“Tom, you want one?”

“Can’t have too many knives.”

“Red or black handle.”

“Black.”

Quinn threw Tom the Finnish blade. He tested it and put it in his pocket.

“Anything bigger?” Quinn asked. “My tomahawk was in my bag that is no longer with us.”

“Next drawer down. The former SF guys we have on staff ordered them from Peter LaGana.”

A smile crept across Quinn’s face as he opened the drawer.

“Exactly what I needed. This VTAC will do nicely,” he said, examining the LaGana Tactical Tomahawk. “Tom?”

“Where am I supposed to carry that thing in civies? I think I’m good.”

“Your loss,” Quinn said.

“Frank feels naked without one,” Tom explained. “He’ll be much more pleasant to be around now.”

“Where can we sign for these?” Quinn asked.

“Compliments of the house,” the Agency man said, holding the door open for his guests.

“In that case, I might liberate a bottle of wine too,” Tom said. He pulled a bottle from the rack and blew off the dust.

“Help yourself.”

“Nineteen hundred Château Margaux,” Tom said. “This any good?”

“Take it. We’ve got plenty.”

“Thank you.”

“We aim to please,” Serrano said, leading the way back down the hall and up the stairs.

“I’ll have a driver take you to one of our safe houses. I’d drive you myself, but I have an engagement I can’t cancel.”

At the top of the stairs, Serrano paused and pulled a royal blue Wearever fountain pen and a card from his pocket.

“This is my office number,” he said, as he wrote on the card. “And this is my home number. It’s just outside the city. Call anytime.”

He handed Quinn the card and then did the same on a second one for Tom.

As they headed for the front door, a young man in a gray suit appeared and whispered something to Serrano, who nodded in response.

“Gentlemen, I have a meeting. Get some rest. I’ll make sure SOG HQ has your contact at the apartment and that they get in touch with you regarding arrangements for Amiuh.”

“Thank you,” Quinn said.

As they shook hands, the front door opened, and a distinguished-looking man who appeared to be of French and Vietnamese ancestry entered. He was impeccably dressed in a slate blue tropical wool lightweight suit with a sleek, hardly discernible micro-check pattern. A burgundy grenadine tie of woven silk stood out against his white dress shirt secured under a French semi-spread collar. The tie was offset by a beige linen pocket square that sprouted from his left breast pocket below a narrow lapel. His brown leather belt matched his tassel loafers worn without socks. His left hand rested on the handle of a wooden walking cane, the derby-style handle carved into a majestic dragon.

He was followed by a young woman in her early twenties. The sunlight from the open door briefly illuminated her long straight dark hair before shutting behind her.

The visitors recognized Serrano immediately.

“Ah, my next meeting.”

Serrano stepped forward and extended his hand to the man.

“Monsieur DuBois, bonjour,” he said in flawless French.

“Bonjour.” He was short and thin with thick gray hair. Wrinkles dominated his forehead and crept around eyes that failed to hide a permanent sadness.

“Ah, Mademoiselle DuBois, comment ça vá?” Serrano said, lightly kissing her on both cheeks in greeting.

“Ça vá,” the woman responded.

She removed oversized square tortoiseshell sunglasses to reveal mysterious almond-shaped eyes. She placed the glasses in a small pouch-style straw handbag, snapped its closure, and turned to the two MACV-SOG operators. She was possessed of a small nose, full lips, and defined cheekbones, while her porcelain skin was radiant and striking. She wore a form-fitting black silk button-down shirt with a high collar that was tucked into loosely woven white linen pants. A tan canvas oversize belt and black Mary Jane shoes completed the ensemble. A single green aventurine rounded amulet necklace rested against her chest just above the last fastened button of her shirt. It was tied to a simple black string that descended from a graceful neckline. She projected an understated and effortless beauty.

“Monsieur DuBois, Mademoiselle DuBois, may I present two American colleagues, Frank Jones and Tom Smith.”

The impromptu last name changes caught Tom by surprise. Lying seemed to come naturally to Serrano. Perhaps it was a prerequisite for this type of work.

“Frank, Tom, this is Gaston DuBois, proprietor of DuBois Consortium, and his daughter Ella.”

“Nice to meet you,” Quinn said, shaking both their hands.

“Pleasure,” said Tom, doing the same.

“Enchanté,” Ella said, her voice demure yet firm.

Tom’s eyes caught Ella’s and lingered a moment too long. He had to force himself to look away.

“Monsieur DuBois runs an import and export business here in Saigon,” Serrano explained.

The man smiled to reveal the yellowing teeth that came with time on Earth.

“For now,” he said. “But Ella will be taking over one day so I can enjoy retirement.” His English was heavily accented French. It was evident that he was proud of his daughter.

“Frank, Tom, remember, call if you need anything,” Serrano said.

“Au revoir,” Tom said, once more catching Ella’s eye.

“Au revoir,” she responded, turning to follow her father and Serrano into the CIA annex.

A baby blue Citroën DS 19 with a white roof passed a horse-drawn carriage as Tom and Quinn made their way down the steps to the street where a black Agency Simca 1501 four-door sedan waited.

Tom looked back at the French colonial.

“Come on, Romeo,” Quinn said.

“What?”

“What do you mean, ‘what’? If you stood there any longer you would have spontaneously combusted.”

“Give me a break.”

“She might have as well. And by the way, you save the word ‘elegant’ for a woman like that, not the pistol on your belt.”

Tom rolled his eyes. “Thanks for the tip.”

“You’re welcome. Just remember what I told you about women and SOG.”

“You won’t have to worry. I’ll probably never see her again,” Tom said.

“You’ve got Serrano’s card. Ask him to set you up.”

Quinn walked around to the opposite side of the car and climbed into the back seat.

Before Tom opened the rear passenger door, he looked down at the card in his hand. In the upper right were the initials “NS” for Nick Serrano, under which was a number with a “w” for “work” in front of it and a second number labeled with an “h” for “home.” He flipped the card over between his fingers. There was something else inscribed on the back.

We deal in lead, friend.





CHAPTER 21

TWILIGHT HAD ENGULFED SAIGON by the time Dan Eldridge left the six-story embassy on Thong Nhut Boulevard. Still shaken by the events of the afternoon, his palms remained clammy, but not from the humidity.

He had showered in his flat and asked the embassy’s driver in a black Plymouth sedan to wait even though it was only a ten-minute walk. Upon arrival, he had been ushered directly into a spacious office where Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker waited.

A hawk on the war, Bunker was well liked and respected in military and intelligence circles. A blue blood born to American nobility, he had graduated from Yale and risen to run the National Sugar Refining Company, which was started by his father, before turning to government service. He was appointed ambassador to Argentina and then Italy under Truman, then India and Nepal under Eisenhower. Now he was America’s lead diplomat in Vietnam under Johnson. A two-time recipient of the Presidential Medal of Freedom, he was a shrewd and aggressive negotiator, his actions tempered by a cool head and impressive intellect. Tough, knowledgeable, and experienced, Bunker was serious about the work of governance, and an advocate of incursions into Laos and Cambodia by MACV-SOG. Eldridge thought his policies only served to prolong the conflict.

William Healy Sullivan, the ambassador to Laos, on the other hand, was a man Eldridge respected. Maybe things would have been different had he been ambassador to Vietnam. Sullivan graduated from Brown University with an advanced joint degree from Harvard and the Fletcher School. He was a former Navy man who had been in Yokohama Harbor when the Japanese officially surrendered in 1945. As a foreign service officer, he had extensive experience in Thailand, Japan, India, the Netherlands, and Italy. As ambassador to Laos, he frequently butted heads with Bunker on Vietnam policy. Sullivan had final approval over all missions into Laos, and with Cambodia severing diplomatic ties with the United States in 1965, he also had de facto approval over missions into that kingdom. He was detested by the rank-and-file SOG operators who were routinely denied operations and air support.

Eldridge was unsurprised to find that Bunker was not alone in his office. He was flanked by Edward Lansdale and Daniel Ellsberg, two men who frequently had an audience with the ambassador.

A Second World War veteran of the OSS, Lansdale had been instrumental in assisting the Philippine government and its intelligence services to combat and defeat the Hukbalahap and Kamlon rebellions in the 1950s. Rumor had it that he had directed the Philippine intelligence services to drain the blood from a deceased insurgent and leave the body to be found by his comrades. Most of them had a genuine belief in the aswangs of Philippine myth, jungle demons that survived on human blood. Lansdale understood the power of psychological operations.

Though officially Lansdale was attached to the Department of State, Eldridge suspected that he was very much still in the employ of, or acting at the behest of, the CIA. The United States government wanted Lansdale to do the same thing in Vietnam that he had done in the Philippines, a goal that remained elusive.

In Eldridge’s assessment, the Vietnam War was lost as soon as the CIA recalled Lansdale in 1956. His absence left a vacancy that sealed President Diêm’s fate. The president and his brother were executed in the back of an armored personnel carrier in a coup d’état in November 1963, less than a month before an assassin’s bullets killed Kennedy. Lansdale had returned to Vietnam in 1965, but by then it was too late.

There were hawks, there were doves, and then there was Ed Lansdale. Eldridge found it interesting that he had accomplished so much without having a grasp of languages. With all his time in the Philippines, Lansdale did not speak Tagalog, nor did he speak Vietnamese or French. He was not an intellectual, did not come from money, and he had not attended the universities more commonly associated with the CIA and State Department elites. What he did have was a genuine interest in the well-being of the people of Vietnam. Unlike many diplomats and think tank contractors, he would leave Saigon, with Ellsberg in tow, venturing out to the hamlets and villages. He remained hopeful that the United States could influence the outcome of South Vietnam’s future. What he failed to grasp was that the battlespace had shifted. This was clear to Eldridge, but that was because he came from a different generation. In the Philippines there had not been a draft of United States citizens, no protests to speak of on college campuses, no six o’clock news running reels of America’s sons in combat half a world away, no kids coming home in body bags, no families torn apart as the result of misguided policy.

Eldridge had been a fixture at the parties Lansdale hosted at his French-style villa near the Dakao Bridge at the edge of the city. He had clapped along with the other guests as Lansdale played the harmonica to a captivated audience. Eldridge kept the fact that he played guitar to himself, fearing Lansdale might haul him in front of the crowd to play, a crowd that consisted of foreign service officers, State Department officials, military officers, USAID workers, journalists, U.S. Information Agency bureaucrats, and others who could only be CIA, along with an assortment of girlfriends and “girlfriends.” The parties had become legendary. Eldridge always thought it was interesting how Lansdale seemed to have such strong relationships with foreign leaders and the various agencies and organizations on the ground but struggled in his dealings with the policymakers in the Washington, D.C., establishment

Admittedly, Ellsberg was more of an enigma. A former Marine, he had gone to Harvard and studied at Cambridge, though at a different college than Eldridge. Ellsberg attended King’s College, while Eldridge was a Trinity man. Now a strategic analyst at the RAND Corporation, a think tank, research, and consulting firm with extraordinary political capital, his analysis had strong influence over U.S. foreign policy objectives. Eldridge had gotten to know him socially at Lansdale’s parties. People at the embassy were always confusing the two because they shared the same first name and their surnames were similar.

Though discussing Cambridge with Ellsberg was a way to connect through shared common ground, it was also difficult and emotional. Eldridge was studying at Cambridge when he received word that his younger brother had been killed in Vietnam. A school administrator had pulled him from class and told him there was an emergency at home. He knew at once that his brother was dead. He would come to find that he was one of the 237 U.S. soldiers killed in the Ia Drang Valley. Against the wishes of his parents and brother, the younger Eldridge had enlisted in the Army right out of high school. And now he was dead.

It was not the politicians who would end this war. As his professors at Dartmouth and Cambridge had preached, war in the latter half of the twentieth century was a machine, an ecosystem of politicians, defense companies, and lobbyists, all in on the racket. At least Eisenhower had supported Vietnam with a limited commitment of U.S. forces. Eldridge could understand that. Then that traitor Kennedy had escalated it. After Kennedy’s death, fucking Johnson had vowed in speech after speech to “not send American boys to do an Asian boy’s job.” Johnson had lied, and Eldridge had watched as the United States was pulled deeper and deeper into the quagmire that was Vietnam. America was not going to win, no matter how many “Lansdales” the CIA sent over. Vietnam belonged to the Vietnamese. Let the Asian boys fight this one.

Following his brother’s funeral, Eldridge returned to Cambridge for final exams, an academic tradition unique to Cambridge called Triposes. His contemporary foreign affairs professor, whom he greatly admired, asked to see him after office hours to discuss the classes he missed while back in the United States. After expressing his sincere condolences, the professor naturally turned the discussion to American involvement in Vietnam. Eldridge had voiced his interest in helping formulate U.S. foreign policy in the future. He mentioned that he had interned at the State Department the previous summer and was scheduled to take the Foreign Service Officer Test and Assessment in January following an early graduation. He conveyed his desire to be an ambassador one day so he could have a meaningful impact and keep other families from going through the ordeal of losing a loved one due to misguided policies.

Eldridge remembered every detail of his recruitment, the office in disarray with stacks of papers everywhere, the professor’s tweed jacket, his graying beard.

What if I told you there was a way to affect policy without having to wait twenty or thirty years for an ambassadorship? You can have more influence than you think, a lot sooner than you think. What if you could affect the outcome in Vietnam and keep other boys from coming home in boxes like your brother? Would you be interested?

The professor had invited him to dinner at his flat and introduced him to a man from the Soviet Embassy in London. His training began the next day.

That had been just over two years ago.

Eldridge accepted a scotch and sat on a small couch in Ambassador Bunker’s office. He walked the three men through the events of the day before an hour of pointed questions.

Ambassador Bunker had concluded the meeting by telling Eldridge to get some sleep. Eldridge promised he would.

Now beyond the confines of the embassy, a modern concrete eyesore topped by the Stars and Stripes that stood out from the French colonials flanking it, Eldridge walked for two blocks and then crossed the street, dodging scooters, pedicabs, and rickshaws through the incessant honking of horns. He ducked into a faded yellow and blue Renault taxicab going in the opposite direction. He watched to see if anyone followed him, just as he had been taught in England. He bought a loaf of French bread at a bakery on the edge of Tu Do Street, using the stop as an opportunity to assess the crowd. He then took a tuk-tuk, a motorized three-wheel rickshaw with an open-air cabin, to Bui Vien Street, where the evening’s festivities in one of the more popular red-light districts was just gearing up. Though it could be hard to tell in the chaos of Saigon, he did not notice a tail. He strolled past the bars, brothels, nightclubs, massage parlors, and saunas that were sustained by a constant flow of American GIs, many of whom, Eldridge was sure, would be dead before the year was out. Every night in Saigon was a Saturday night. He resisted the urge to get a drink and ignored the enticing calls of the bar girls who beckoned like the Sirens of Homer’s Odyssey. There would be alcohol and female companionship at his destination.

At the end of the street, he took another tuk-tuk to Le Thanh Ton Street before redirecting his driver to the Chợ Lớn district on the western side of the Saigon River. He paid his fare and crossed the street again, darting past a group of kids playing soccer in the day’s last light, chickens and roosters scrambling to avoid the ball. Smells of roadside cooking stands burning wood mixed with the evening air, their coals glowing below sizzling meats. The Chợ Lớn district dated back to the Le Dynasty of the sixteenth century and supported a thriving Chinese community. He walked past the Quan Am Buddhist temple and Bình Tây Market.

Almost there.

Confident that he had not been followed and therefore was not under suspicion, he turned down a narrow alley. The aroma of jasmine and bougainvillea crawling up the walls calmed him, and helped offset the stench emanating from the sewage ditch that ran along one side.

Eldridge felt the bite of a mosquito at his neck and slapped it away.

He twisted his head to see if anyone turned down the alley after him. Nothing.

He continued toward a semi-detached home that shared a single wall with its neighbor at the end of the dead-end alley. Tall and narrow, each of its three floors was a separate apartment. Eldridge’s destination was the middle floor. He had been there many times.

He paralleled the sewage ditch that deposited its dark sludge into a small pond on the other side of the building. Eldridge knew the pond would soon fill the night with the sounds of frogs croaking to attract mates. Eldridge always found it amusing that he would soon be making love to the sound of frogs mating in a pond of shit just off the balcony. Fucking Saigon.

Three doorbells were affixed to the wall beside the entrance. He rang the middle buzzer twice, followed by four more in quick succession. He paused and then pressed it twice more.

A minute later he heard the shuffling of slipper-clad feet.

Lan Tri Phuong opened the door in nothing but a blue silk robe. Stunning and perfectly proportioned, she couldn’t have been more than nineteen or twenty. Eldridge quickly stepped inside, enveloped her in his arms, and brought his lips to hers.

Eldridge never told her when he was coming, yet she was always there, always alone. Was she a prostitute? Of sorts, he surmised, but during his time in Saigon, she was his alone, or so he liked to believe. It was good for his ego to think that he was important enough for the GRU to assign her just to him.

Eldridge suspected she did not have many options. She could become a bar girl and risk the sexually transmitted diseases that came from entertaining hordes of U.S. servicemen, or she could work for the GRU, get set up in an average apartment overlooking a shit pond, take his information, and pass it to the Soviets.

Eldridge also knew she was smarter than she let on. She was a survivor.

And though he was well aware she was just a cutout playing her part, he could not help but have feelings for her. He was not supposed to know how she gave the information he passed her to the Soviets. That was the very reason for cutouts. They were intermediaries, used to facilitate the exchange of information. Every now and then he got curious and thought about following her to see who she met, to whom she passed the information, and if there were a sexual component to that liaison as well. Was it another cutout, or was it a handler? Did she transcribe what he told her? Did she leave it at a dead drop or meet with someone in person and pass it along verbally?

Whether it was the aftereffects of the adrenaline dump that came from almost dying in the ambush, the intense debriefing in Ambassador Bunker’s office, or the fear of knowing that he was expendable, Eldridge was exhausted. He needed a release, and he needed sleep.

She broke from the kiss, smiled, took him by the hand, and led him upstairs to her second-floor flat. Once inside with the door bolted, she turned back to him and wrapped her arms around his neck.

“I have a lot to tell you,” he said. “I almost died today. But first…” He slipped the robe from her shoulders and let it fall to the floor.



She watched him with curiosity as he slept. The rise and fall of his chest beneath the sheets had found a natural rhythm. Every now and again he would mumble. That was one of the aftereffects of the sodium amytal with which she had spiked his fourth scotch.

Her flat had only three rooms and a small balcony. From the kitchen she could see through the living area and into the bedroom where the American snored. He was never rough with her and sometimes he visited socially. That was an acceptable part of their deal. She knew it could be a lot worse.

Usually, he passed along what information he had over a drink as soon as he arrived, eager for what was to come. She never wrote it down. She was blessed with an exceptional memory, and it was better if she was not caught in possession of anything incriminating should she be surveilled or questioned by authorities. Then she would pleasure him. She would cook, prepare drinks, bathe and massage him. Once he stayed for two days, but usually his forays were less than twenty-four hours. No sense in arousing suspicions by disappearing for too long.

Tonight was different. Tonight, he needed her immediately, and she gave him exactly what he desired. She had then drawn him a bath and poured him a scotch before preparing a meal of lemongrass chicken with a side of rice and pork dumplings. She then patted him dry, offered him a silk robe, and handed him another scotch. He sat at the small kitchen table and told her what needed to be passed to Moscow.

“The NVA prisoner of concern is dead and did not disclose the significance of ‘Lam Nut Bau troi, Rung chuyen Trai Dat.’ Whatever the secret was, it died with him.”

Lan did not want to know. She understood her role. Pass along the information. Well, that was not her only role.

His fourth scotch was spiked with the crystalline sedative. It was after that drink that he had begun to break down. Through the tears, his true thoughts and emotions, repressed over the previous hours, had found an outlet.

They were not supposed to target me.

I could have been killed.

I’m too important.

I was terrified.

The drug was not necessarily a truth serum, as there really was no such thing. It had been explained to her by the doctor who supplied it that the dose was a barbiturate, a central nervous system depressant that relaxed the user and induced sleep. She was to administer it and ask him about the information he had provided to test the veracity of his statements and ensure he had not been turned. He would wake up hours later with no memory of her questions, just a headache that was easy to blame on too much scotch.

When he awoke, she would pleasure him again and make him breakfast.

Then she would go see the doctor.





CHAPTER 22

DR. JEAN RENé BRéMAUD felt more at home in Saigon than he did in Paris, perhaps because he had spent more than a quarter of his life in Southeast Asia. Paris also held a disproportionate number of unpleasant memories that served to remind him of why he seldom returned to the country of his birth.

A graduate of Faculté de Médecine de Paris, he was already a practicing doctor when the Germans invaded the Low Countries in May 1940, the Nazi war machine pushing through the Ardennes to avoid the fortifications of the Maginot Line. By mid-June, Paris was under the control of the Third Reich.

The next years were dark for all Parisians. Food rationing along with strict regulations and curfews were mandated for French citizens while German soldiers treated themselves to the finest cuisine, wine, and entertainment that Paris had to offer. Early on, a fellow doctor had been arrested while working in the hospital. The SS officers who marched that day through the halls of Hôtel-Dieu, a public hospital on the parvis of Notre-Dame, had not even let him finish his consult. Someone had informed on him. He and his family were deported east. Brémaud never saw or heard from them again. They were Jews.

His moral and ethical obligations as defined by the Greek physician Hippocrates to treat all in need of care superseded the patriotic draw to actively resist the Nazis. Instead, Dr. Brémaud resisted by using more covert measures. He walked a fine line, treating German soldiers and French citizens alike while secretly supporting the Resistance. He cared for wounded fighters in his home and passed them information that assisted in their escape to Allied countries. His status as a physician gave him the freedom to move between the two worlds all the while knowing that exposure of his double life could end in imprisonment, deportation east, or summary execution.

Even with strict rationing, not all Parisians went hungry. There were French women who ate well during the occupation. It was not that they slept with German soldiers that angered their fellow countrymen. Rather it was the sight of them as they ate in well-stocked restaurants, drinking and laughing before strolling to the theater on the arms of enemy soldiers. There were a different set of rules for those who spread their legs.

As the noose tightened around the Nazi scourge following the D-Day landings in Normandy, the nightmare visited upon Paris by the Germans was replaced by another. Brémaud was a witness to the dark side of liberation, as young women faced brutal reprisals for collaboration horizontale. They were rounded up by the masses, their heads shaved as a mark of shame, a physical manifestation of their sins, a mark of damnation. Polite French society had given way to the more savage and carnal of human impulses. The resentment from years of seething pent-up aggression festering just beneath the surface toward those who had hiked up their skirts for food, shelter, and protection had found an outlet. While liberation produced a wave of euphoria across the nation as the Nazi occupiers were driven from French soil in August 1944, it left a new terror in its wake, a terror that became a nightmare for women who were seen as collaborators. Those known to have or were suspected of having consorted with the enemy were dragged from their homes by angry mobs and beaten, their shorn hair burned in piles in the streets. Some were stripped of their clothes or forced to wear shirts emblazoned with the mark of the Reich. They were paraded through the city, pelted with stones, tarred, and spat upon. Swastikas were painted on their foreheads as they were forced to face a public shaming and humiliation surrounded by jeering countrymen. Some were jailed and others executed as part of the épuration sauvage. Resistance leaders’ efforts to quell the reprisals fell on deaf ears. The country wanted blood.

Dr. Brémaud did not share the thirst for retribution. He saw France for what it was—a humiliated nation, shamed by its quick defeat and forced to endure years of occupation. There was now a channel for that rage—the weakest among them. Some were prostitutes who had serviced both German and French clients, while others were young mothers whose husbands had been killed or were imprisoned in German camps. Some were just hungry. A few had found love. All were vulnerable. Hunger had been weaponized for companionship. Never mind that it was a survival mechanism; bodies exchanged for food.

Brémaud treated the cuts, bruises, and broken bones of once beautiful women who had just weeks earlier dined on luxurious meals in the Tour d’Argent and drank expensive cocktails at the Hôtel Ritz accompanied by men draped in the gray uniforms of the Reich. Their long hair was gone, leaving them with the look of prisoners from a penal colony. He recognized the hollow expression in their eyes, the result of alienation and abuse.

Newspapers printed unfounded rumors of French women who had fallen in love with German soldiers picking up rifles and targeting the Allies as snipers. This only served to spur on the reprisals. Many of these rumors were instigated by those who had only joined the Resistance in the waning days of the war when victory was all but assured. Brémaud held a special disdain for those men, and for those who now eagerly assisted in the tormenting of women to deflect attention from their own Nazi collaboration or lack of support for the Resistance. During the war, Brémaud was hard pressed to find a safe house through which to transport the wounded or convince a wealthy businessman to provide money for the cause. Upon liberation there was not a Frenchman or -woman who had not single-handedly defeated the Nazis as part of the Resistance.

Rubbish. Brémaud knew the truth, and it sickened him to his core.

He had been casting a broken arm when an orderly found him. They ran to the emergency room, but it was too late. The woman was already dead. She could not have been much older than eighteen. Though her ashen face retained her youthful beauty, her eyes were open, staring vacantly into oblivion. Her attackers had avoided her face. Their wrath had been focused on her pregnant stomach. Those who hit her had done so with bats or pipes, possibly both. They had ensured the baby inside her was dead. The expectant mother had bled out internally. Brémaud would later find out that the baby’s father was a Luftwaffe officer who fled ahead of the Allies’ advance.

While he had assisted the Resistance at great personal risk in service to his nation, his country, in the end, had turned on its own. Brémaud had no desire to witness what would happen to the children fathered by German soldiers. The French could be extremely unforgiving.

He left the hospital that day in a trance, wandering the newly liberated arrondissements of his great city. Drunk American GIs carousing in the streets and signs in English advertising free condoms stood in stark contrast to the order and discipline of the previous four years under the Reich.

By 1946, Brémaud had seen enough.

The Orient beckoned. France needed doctors in Laos and Vietnam. And so Brémaud left his beloved Ville-Lumière for French Indochina. There was an opening at the Indochinese University in Hanoi, a medical school structured along French tradition. A new life awaited, one in which he could leave the horrors of the past years behind. It was not long before he recognized he had traded one horror for another. The Germans had occupied France just as France was occupying Vietnam. The baton of oppression had been passed.

He stayed through the fall in 1954 as the French faced their final, decisive defeat at Dien Bien Phu. The French Union had intended to draw the Viet Minh into a conventional battle to debilitate their ability to wage war. Instead, the French position was overrun after a two-month siege. The Geneva Accords were signed in July, dividing Vietnam at the seventeenth parallel. Even after the fall he couldn’t bring himself to return to his native soil. Instead, he, along with hundreds of thousands of others, relocated south during the three-hundred-day grace period stipulated by the negotiators in Geneva. The border was sealed on May 18, 1955.

The medical school relocated south as well, establishing graduate programs under the Ministry of Education in Hue and Saigon. Dr. Brémaud settled in Saigon. Vietnam was home now. He began lecturing at Saigon University while starting a tuberculous clinic to deal with the disease in an area that had one of the highest incidence rates in the world. By 1956, he was well established and respected, a pillar of the community. Initially, he focused on TB prevention through the administration of the Bacillus Calmette-Guérin vaccine developed by two of his countrymen at the Pasteur Institute, and through treatments, first with para-aminosalicylic acid and later with ethambutol. Over time, his clinic had gradually transitioned into a general practice.

His university lectures focused on the tuberculosis crisis but branched out into other infectious diseases so prevalent in Vietnam. The country was a hotbed of malaria, leprosy, bubonic plague, and the venereal diseases that came with widespread prostitution. The inevitable result of war was collateral damage, and innocents could die just as easily from lack of care and disease as from a bomb or bullet. As in occupied France decades earlier, civilians were the ones who paid the highest price. His goal with his university lectures was to equip his students to be ready after the fall of yet another empire occupying their homeland. When the Americans abandoned or were thrown from Vietnam, there would be a vacuum to fill.

His status as a physician and medical school lecturer resulted in invitations to parties and gatherings attended by politicians, military officers, Catholic clergy, and private sector business magnates. Through his reputation and associations, Brémaud soon became the doctor to the elite, also treating their spouses and children. Physicians by nature are inherently trustworthy, after all.

In 1958, he married into Vietnamese society. Ten years his junior, Vũ Tiên floated amongst the upper class to which she had been born. University educated, well-read, and a magnificent hostess, she moved naturally in these circles. Brémaud loved watching her work a room. While his bedside manner tended to be more logical and direct, Vû was outgoing and extroverted, an easy warmth emanating from her inviting smile. They were married by Bishop Joseph Pham Van Thien in what was then the Church of Saigon. Built with tiles from Marseille, bricks from Toulouse, and exquisite stained glass from Chartres, their ceremony in the Notre-Dame Cathedral Basilica of Saigon had been more than a wedding, it had been an event.

Though Brémaud shook hands and listened patiently to the generals and politicians drawn to the family of which he was now a part, he saw them as puppets, installed at the behest of the Americans. President Ngô Ðình Diêm’s policies that favored the Catholic minority over the Buddhist majority could not last. And neither could American support. Had the United States learned nothing from Dien Bien Phu? Every time he saw an American soldier stumbling out of a brothel or witnessed their drunken antics in the streets, he thought of his native France, of Paris, of liberation, and of épuration sauvage. The American occupiers were no better than the French colonizers and no better than the Nazis that had plagued his native France. One day they too would be defeated. When the Americans left—and they would, it was only a matter of time—the Vietnamese people would be able to determine their own future, and he and his wife would be safe from any purges, having supported the cause.

Two years after they were married, under pressure from his wife, Brémaud returned to Paris for the first time since 1946. He had been honored with, and accepted, the Médaille de la Résistance for his work in France during the war. Not only would it bolster an already stellar reputation, Vũ Tiên wanted to visit France with her husband. And so, in March 1960, they spent two weeks in Paris. Dr. Brémaud was awarded the medal at Hôtel-Dieu hospital on a small stage set up on the front lawn to a standing ovation. The next days were spent showing his wife the Louvre, Eiffel Tower, Pantheon, Conciergerie, Musée d’Orsay, Palace of Versailles, Sainte-Chapelle, Arc de Triomphe, Musée Rodin, Grand Palais, Tuileries Garden, and of course the nearby Notre-Dame cathedral.

One morning, Brémaud rose early, kissed his wife, and exited the Grand Hotel Terminus on Saint-Lazare. He took the Pont de Neuilly route bus a few stops and then walked the two blocks to Hôtel-Dieu, admiring the grandeur of the oldest hospital in Paris. He remembered the Resistance fighters and Nazis he had treated, and the women left battered in their wake. He was standing alone, so lost in thought that he did not realize a man had approached and stopped next to him.

“The war was hard on everyone.” The man’s French was almost perfect, almost.

“It was,” Brémaud responded.

“Especially on doctors, no?”

Brémaud turned to see a young, handsome man with blond hair, hands in the pockets of his dark overcoat, looking at the hospital in which Brémaud had once worked.

“You must have been too young to remember.”

“Ah, I was,” the stranger replied.

“You are not from Paris. I can’t quite place your accent.”

“I come from further east, and I have a proposition for you.”

That had been eight years ago. In the interim, Brémaud’s social circle and influence had only grown. His wife’s cousin had risen through the ranks and was serving as President Nguyen Van Thieu’s special assistant for military and national security affairs. They dined with him and his wife at least once a week, discussing politics, policies, current events, and the status of the war effort. Brémaud had also been asked to do more by his Soviet handler. His marriage and access, status and reputation as a doctor, along with his private clinic, made him the perfect asset.

Dr. Brémaud always made sure his schedule was blocked for a long, leisurely lunch. He was French after all. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, he would finish his morning lectures at Saigon University and then meet his wife or another couple for lunch at either Caravelle or Majestic, both of which had excellent wine selections. On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays he would shutter the clinic and break for lunch just before noon to walk to one of a number of restaurants that dotted the Chợ Lớn district.

He walked a little faster than normal today. He had another stop to make after he ate, and there were still patients to see in the afternoon. He felt the perspiration under his arms and at his temples, unsure if it came from the intense humidity or his nerves.

He glanced down at the rectangular A. Lange & Söhne watch attached to a brown leather strap on his left wrist, even though he had just checked it moments earlier. The watch reminded him of the occupiers.

Relax, you have plenty of time.

The young woman had been dressed professionally, but he knew what she was. If the GRU had any other prostitutes passing them information, which he was sure they did, they passed it a different way. Brémaud only dealt with Lan Tri Phuong. She would make appointments and see him on a semi-regular basis. He could not remember a time when she had made an emergency same-day appointment. That had changed today.

He did not handle her in the traditional manner of the secret world. He was merely a go-between, a cutout, only there as a conduit for passing information. Visiting him at his clinic would not arouse suspicion. They could meet alone in the clinic’s examination room where Dr. Brémaud took her confession, transcribing notes the way he had been taught by the man in Paris. When it was done, he would hand her an envelope of South Vietnamese banknotes as he had been instructed. Today, he had seen her just before lunch, made his transcription, passed her the envelope, and then bid her farewell. He had two more patient consultations after she was gone. It was important not to break routine.

Their system was simple, which was why it worked.

He passed a loud street vendor, slipping past the Adam West Batman and Santa Claus balloons that waved in his face, and turned onto Cong Ly Street, hardly noticing the dust and noise natural to Saigon. His mind was elsewhere.

Lan Tri Phuong had learned from the American spy that a recently captured NVA prisoner had been killed before he could be interrogated. Her asset believed this to be of extreme importance to the GRU. He had carried a coded phrase: “Lam Nut Bau troi, Rung chuyen Trai Dat.”

Crack the Sky, Shake the Earth.

Wonder what he was trying to protect?

Brémaud struggled to remember exactly how to operate the encrypted radio he had been taught to use by the man in Paris. He cranked the battery of the radio hidden in the wall behind a filing cabinet and sent a Morse code burst transmission through its antennae that was concealed upstairs in a north-facing window. The radio was for emergencies only. The dead NVA soldier’s message seemed like it was. For everything else, the dead drop would be sufficient.

The GRU spy reporting to Lan Tri Phuong believed he was at risk of exposure. Two men from a unit called MACV-SOG had been escorting the NVA prisoner when he was killed. The spy had told her that one of these men, Frank Quinn, was a seasoned Army Special Forces soldier and the other, Tom Reece, was a Navy SEAL with extensive experience in the Mekong Delta. They were convinced that there was a leak and were demanding a list of everyone who knew the prisoner was being moved to Saigon, as well as those who knew their route. The GRU spy was on that list.

Brémaud’s first stop was a loud lunch bistro. He smiled and nodded to a group of American soldiers slurping noodles on the crowded main floor of the compact three-story building. Choosing a meal was easy enough, as the establishment only offered two dishes, chicken or beef noodle soup. Steam rolled off the two large stainless-steel cook pots behind a long counter, adding to the torrid humidity and filling the air with the strong aroma of the herbal broth.

“What do you want?” a man in a stained white T-shirt asked in Vietnamese from behind the counter.

Even though Brémaud had eaten in the restaurant almost every week for the past decade, the owner, a man named Ngo Van Toai, treated him as if he were walking in for the first time. Toai was short, round, and perpetually sweaty. He greeted customers while tending to the stove and yelling at a cook he changed out by the week.

“Beef noodle, please, and a cup of Tua Chua-Lai Chau tea.”

If Toai was going to treat Brémaud like they had never met, the doctor was going to ask for a tea he knew they didn’t have.

“No tea. We have run out from the war. Coffee only.”

“A coffee will do nicely.”

Brémaud nodded at the owner and took a seat against the window that looked out onto the busy street. The doctor had become a familiar face to the locals. He blended in organically, speaking fluent Vietnamese and comfortable in his surroundings, whether at the university, his clinic, or on the streets of Saigon.

He pulled a dog-eared copy of Ma Vie Et Ma Pensée by Albert Schweitzer from a leather messenger bag and thumbed his way to his bookmark, a tongue depressor from his clinic. He folded the book in half to continue his reading. It was important to the operation that he did not make lunch seem forced or rushed. The exchange with Toai, the noodles, and the paperback were all part of the charade.

He finished the first bowl, reminding himself to eat slowly. Then he ordered a second. Nothing seemed out of place. It was just another Wednesday.

After finishing off the last of his broth, he waved goodbye to the owner, who was in the midst of berating his latest chef, and exited onto the street. He had two more stops to make. The last would be to a bakery to pick up a baguette. The Vietnamese had perfected the decidedly French creation, and the best bread in Saigon was made just blocks away. He would pick one up to share with his wife. It would complement their dinner nicely.

He then slipped off the main street and into a narrow alleyway hardly wide enough for foot traffic. It was the sort of place one avoided. That was what made it appealing for a dead drop.

Mid-alley, he slowed and slipped the paperback out of his bag before pausing to take a knee as if to retie his oxfords. Confident he had not been followed, Brémaud removed a brick with a small red mark in the top corner from the wall and slipped the book into the concealed cubby behind it. Then he quickly flipped the brick over, putting the red mark on the opposite bottom corner instead, a confirmation that the dead drop had been loaded, before continuing on his way. He had a baguette to purchase and patients to see that afternoon.

“Lam Nut Bau troi, Rung chuyen Trai Dat.”

Crack the Sky, Shake the Earth.

What did the message mean?

Brémaud accepted that he might never know.





CHAPTER 23

Viet Minh Ministry of Defense Intelligence

Hanoi, North Vietnam

MAJOR KIRILL DVORNIKOV SAT in the uncomfortable chair in the cramped office that was the GRU liaison office to the Viet Minh Ministry of Defense Intelligence Department in Hanoi, a lone fan in the corner in a losing battle against the midday heat.

He couldn’t wait to get back to his room at the Grand Métropole Hotel. It was the closest one could get to Paris in this part of the world. He would prove his worth to the GRU leadership, and his next assignment would find him back in the City of Light where he belonged.

The liaison office was situated near the top floor to be closer to the array of antennas on the roof that made secure communications with Moscow possible. They would need to expand their footprint if the hardware from the USS Pueblo and the keying material from the NSA proved useful in decrypting U.S. military communications captured by Soviet trawlers collecting signals intelligence in the South China Sea. They would also need to acquire a new building.

Though the Ministry of Defense Intelligence Department was headquartered in an innocuous five-story apartment building in downtown Hanoi, the antennas on the roof were a dead giveaway that it was not what it seemed. The hospital next door provided some semblance of protection, as an errant bomb wiping out the children’s ward of a hospital was not something the Americans were keen to see splashed across the front pages.

The intelligence services of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam consisted of the Viet Minh Ministry of Defense Intelligence Department and the Public Services Directorate. Dvornikov found it ironic that they had both been established by Vietnamese who had received their training from British and American intelligence operatives during the Great Patriotic War. It was also interesting that they still taught courses based on the lessons imparted by a Japanese intelligence official who joined the Viet Minh after the United States dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

Voronin had swept the room for listening devices, though one could never be sure these days. He now stood just offset from the window observing the street below. Dvornikov liked that his Vietnamese counterparts were visibly uneasy around the Spetsnaz man. They had heard the rumors. They also knew that he had been held in a buried concrete box at the notorious Ministry of National Defense Prison. Voronin looked at all of them as if, given the opportunity, he would slit their throats, which of course he would. Dvornikov used this unease to his advantage. The NVA officials assigned to the GRU liaison office kept their distance.

He unfastened another button on his thin tan shirt in the hopes of letting out more body heat as he waited for Director Lavrinenko. It had been over an hour. The tardiness was not unexpected. In the GRU, one worked on the director’s schedule. Perhaps it was an intentional delay to remind the major of just that fact.

The director had to take the call in the GRU communications room. That the large man had to leave his desk and caviar pleased Dvornikov. He could picture GRU officers stepping to the sides of the hallways averting eye contact as he barreled past. Penkovsky would most certainly be in tow, continuing his grooming for the top job.

Dvornikov glanced at the encrypted radio for the third time in five minutes and was glad to see the battery was still charged. Codenamed Shmel, the damned thing required hours of cranking on the power generator to operate effectively. Even then, it would only supply minutes of operation. Luckily, the major had his Spetsnaz comrade to do the menial labor. The small generator was now secured inside the carrying case along with a spare parts kit and a small black Bakelite box that included four additional rechargeable batteries. There was no guarantee of time or consistent power for the cable-based charger, and lugging around backups was far preferable to languishing away on the hand crank.

At least here we don’t have to set the antenna.

The R-354 radio was issued with a long wire antenna, which in the field would be deployed by lobbing it and its attached fishing line and weight into the highest tree branches. Here, they were able to tie into the relays and antennas on the roof.

The radio’s control panel was broken down into four sections: receiver, transmitter, antenna, and burst transmitter. Dvornikov would constantly monitor the settings during transmission and adjust as necessary. Everything from solar flares to battery issues to faulty antennas to equipment malfunctions could disrupt comms both on Dvornikov’s side and on Moscow’s.

It was essential to transmit the most critical information in the first message. Anticipating Moscow’s questions and answering them in the initial burst transmission was the most efficient way to communicate and limit the time Dvornikov would spend on responses. While the first would be prepared using the puncher, follow-up messages during the communication window would be hand-punched into the encoder’s built-in burst keypad. The machine was only able to send roughly 250 groups, which translated to 1,250 characters per minute, which was extremely time consuming. Therefore, it was imperative to keep communications as short as possible. Also, the longer a message, the higher the chances of interception. It was a delicate balance between sharing vital information and remaining economical.

Though secure, sending a message via the Shmel was not the quickest of tasks. Earlier in the day, Dvornikov had prepared the initial message, cutting a length of standard 35mm film he purchased at the corner store in half. He had then used the handheld punching device included in the radio’s field kit to stamp his carefully crafted message into the split film.

A tone through the unit headset indicated that Moscow was ready to receive.

About time.

Dvornikov fed the film into the slit above the machine’s manual keypad and hit transmit, the tape feeding through the machine like a film projector.


Plans for offensive secure / Source reports Col Phuc Tran killed before interrogation in Saigon / Not broken at Phu Bai or Da Nang / Source highly placed / Information verified under sedation



A tone came back through the headset indicating the transmission was successful.

Dvornikov fed his second preprepared message into the radio and pressed the transmit button.


Two MACV-SOG operators—last names Quinn and Reece—escorting Colonel Trân when eliminated / Convinced there is a spy embedded in Saigon / Concerned they will discover source / Source is most highly placed asset in Saigon / Currently at CIA safe house / Request permission to divert team during Tet and eliminate the problem



Dvornikov received a positive tone through his headset and waited for a response to his query. It was relayed via an encrypted burst transmission of Morse code. Dvornikov wrote out the reply in long hand.


Approved. Following Tet, expect surge of SOG operations into Laos, Cambodia, DRV. U.S. SOG communications decryption and capture plan is a go. HQ—Out.



Dvornikov exercised restraint on inquiring as to his next assignment. It was premature to press. He knew what he had to do if he was to walk the streets of Paris again.

“Sergeant Voronin.”

“Yes, Major.”

“The sapper team in Saigon. What is their mission during Tet?”

“The embassy, but they are part of a multiple element attack.”

“How would we divert one to a new location?”

“We pass it through the ministry here and also through the rezident in Bangkok.”

“Do it. Small team. Their mission is to eliminate two SOG operators at a CIA safe house in Saigon.”

“It will be done, Major.”





CHAPTER 24

Saigon, Vietnam

January 31, 1968

AT FIRST IT SOUNDED like fireworks. It was Tet after all, and Serrano had told them celebrations were going to get loud.

A minute later, Tom was sure it wasn’t fireworks. He threw his feet from his bed and checked his watch. It was just after midnight.

Serrano had put them up in a safe house on the west side of the Khánh Hội Bridge that connected districts one and four. It was a three-story building that blended in with the rest of the neighborhood. It was stocked with food and varying sizes of clothing for both men and women.

He put on his jeans and was pulling a black polo over his head when he heard two taps at his bedroom door.

“Tom.”

Quinn was already dressed. His new 1911 holstered at his side.

They were both set to leave the next morning to escort Amiuh to Kontum and then chopper to his village in the highlands.

Tom nodded at the .45 caliber pistol in his friend’s hand. The tomahawk was on his belt. “What do you do, sleep with those things?”

“I would, if I slept.”

Tom picked up the Mini-Browning Hi-Power from his bedside table, ensured there was a round in the chamber, and holstered it. He then sat back down on the bed and slid into his Converse high-tops before joining Quinn in the main living space.

They kept the lights off and stayed back from the windows.

“I tried to call Serrano. Phones are down,” Quinn said.

“Terrific.”

“Something big is happening.”

Tracers lit up the sky while explosions reverberated across the city.

“That’s not a Vietnamese New Year’s celebration. What do you think? A coup?” Tom speculated.

“Another one?”

“Can’t be NVA in Saigon, can it?”

“I don’t know.”

“VC?”

“Looks too big for them, but who knows?”

If the RPG had been shot from a little farther out to change the angle, or had Quinn and Tom been standing closer to the windows, they would certainly be dead. As it was, the ceiling absorbed most of the impact, showering them with debris. The overpressure of the explosion stole their hearing and replaced it with a painful ringing.

“You good?” Quinn yelled, pushing himself back to his feet.

“Yeah,” Tom shouted back, coughing to clear his lungs of the smoke that now filled the room. “RPG?”

“It sure felt like it. Let’s di di mau.”

Another explosion rocked the building at ground level.

“Hold on,” Tom said, inching toward the shattered window. “We have four men in civies with rifles entering the building. No one else is here, are they?”

“Serrano said it was just us.”

“Roof.”

“Let’s go.”

They had scouted the building as soon as they arrived and noted the doorway at the end of the hallway that opened into a small utility room with a metal ladder that led to the roof.

They shut the door just before hearing footsteps and hushed voices speaking in Vietnamese.

The two operators hurried to the roof and closed the access hatch behind them. They had identified an external pipe fitting on the building’s east side as a way of emergency egress.

Tom ran across the rooftop in a crouch. The ringing in his ears had subsided enough for him to hear the explosions rocking Saigon. They were punctuated by streams of tracer fire that continued to light up the night.

Quinn scanned the alley below as Tom drew his pistol and took a knee, holding down on the access hatch.

“Down we go,” Quinn whispered, throwing his legs over the edge of the roof and using the pipes to steadily lower himself to the alley.

Tom gave him a good forty-five seconds before holstering the Browning and following him over.

When his feet touched the dirt alley, he immediately drew his pistol and pressed himself against the wall in the shadows next to Quinn.

Without looking directly at Tom, Quinn brought two fingers to his eyes and pointed to the end of the passageway. He then moved his hand to the side displaying a peace sign indicating that he had seen two probable enemy fighters.

Tom knew it was decision time. Were they to make the safe call and fade into the darkness, or were they to go head-to-head with a numerically superior enemy force?

Tom leaned out, peering around Quinn to increase his situational awareness.

The two men Quinn had seen were across the street behind a vehicle. Their attention was on the front of the building.

Without a word, Quinn turned and ran in the opposite direction, staying in the shadows. Tom knew exactly what he had in mind.

They paused at the far end of the alley and surveyed the street. Multiple cars inundated with bullet holes were stalled in the road. Two were burning, the flames illuminating the dead bodies in the others. The door of one was ajar, and a man’s body was sprawled half in and half out of the vehicle. His head was contorted in an unnatural position on the pavement. Glass littered the street. The element responsible seemed to have moved on to their next targets. The scene was devoid of the living.

Quinn sprinted up the street along the dirt sidewalk with Tom close behind.

One block up, they stopped at a corner and pressed themselves to the side of a store that housed a fish market.

The next block up looked deserted.

They continued onward, circling around until they were behind the two men with rifles they had observed earlier.

Tom and Quinn crept forward through the dark alley that opened onto their street. As they got closer, they could hear voices speaking in Vietnamese.

At the edge of the alley, Quinn stopped again, slowly taking an angle that allowed him to see their targets.

He held up the peace sign again, confirming there were only two.

He carefully holstered his 1911 and drew the tomahawk.

Tom did the same, holstering his Hi-Power and drawing the EK fixed blade at the back of his belt.

Quinn nodded, signaling it was time.

Tom thought the beating of his heart was loud enough to give them both away.

As Tom and Quinn stepped from the shadows, it was only three quick steps to their adversaries, whose attention remained focused on the safe house.

Quinn led with the larger weapon. Driving the tomahawk down into his target’s brachial plexus between the neck and shoulder, he severed the nerves and arteries responsible for upper body motor function, forcing the man to his knees.

Tom leapt the moment Quinn’s tomahawk put the enemy to the ground. The SEAL slid his hand over the nose and mouth of the second sentry, pulling him back and off balance and twisting his head to the left, exposing the right side of his head. He inserted the narrow blade into the wind gate at the base of the skull to the right of the spine, driving it up into the brain. He twisted the sharp blade violently, feeling his enemy spasm, then let the body sink to the ground.

He turned to Quinn, who had delivered a coup de grâce to the man’s skull and was pulling the edged weapon from where it had become wedged in bone fragments and brain matter.

“I need to get one of those,” Tom said.

“Everyone needs a tomahawk.”

Tom sheathed his blade and dropped to a knee, taking cover behind the vehicle and picking up the sentry’s SKS rifle. He checked to ensure there was a round in the chamber.

Though the SKS was simple and reliable, Tom would have much preferred to be holding an AK. The wooden-stocked SKS had a ten-round fixed internal magazine top-loaded using stripper clips that made reloading less than ideal. Tom found himself wondering if the limited magazine capacity was the reason for the bayonet that folded under the forestock. He reached down and removed the Chinese Type 56 chest rig from the dead man. It consisted of ten canvas pouches that held two stripper clips each. If it was full, that would give Tom an additional two hundred rounds of 7.62 x 39mm ammunition.

Quinn had sheathed his tomahawk and now had an SKS in hand and a Chinese chest rig over his shirt. He was looking through the car’s windows at the front of the safe house.

How many had gone inside?

From the blown-out window in their apartment, they had seen at least four enter.

Was it better to wait and ambush them from across the street or move inside the building and hit them as they descended the stairs?

As the One-Zero, Quinn made the decision for them, sprinting across the street with Tom just feet behind.

This was going to happen fast.

An RPG had destroyed the entrance, and whatever was left had been pulled away to facilitate entry.

They both knew a small foyer was just behind the doors with a staircase to the left and a hallway straight ahead.

Tom and Quinn both unfolded their rifles’ long bayonets forward and locked them into place on the muzzles of the twenty-inch barrels. They then moved to the sides of the entrance against the doorjambs, which were still relatively intact.

They heard voices on the stairs.

It was almost time.

The two MACV-SOG operators waited until the voices indicated the enemy were close to the bottom before pivoting into place against the sides of the door and bringing the rifles up to firing position.

In the darkness it was next to impossible to find the front sights, so they relied on the semiautomatic rifles being positioned correctly into the pockets of their shoulders as they depressed the triggers, sending round after round into the darkness.

They heard combatants tumbling down the stairs. As their rifles ran dry, they charged into the building leading with their bayonets, thrusting them into the piles of bodies on the floor of the foyer until nothing moved. Breathing heavily, Tom reached into his pocket and flipped open his Zippo, extending his arm over the carnage at their feet. They were surrounded by death.

Quinn dropped his empty rifle and picked up a new one from a dead man. Tom extinguished his Zippo and did the same.

“Now what?” Tom asked.

Their answer came in the form of the sound of an engine.

They moved back to the sides of the door frame, this time on the inside, and looked into the street.

The vehicle drew closer, and both men prepared to engage.

A dark American sedan screeched to a stop in front of the building.

The men held their fire as Nick Serrano opened the driver’s side door.

“You guys okay?”

“Yeah,” Quinn said, stepping from behind cover, “but the safe house ended up being not so safe.”

“I got here as soon as I could. What happened?” Serrano asked.

“Six assholes decided to pay us a visit,” Quinn said. “We were targeted, again.”

“I’m beginning to think it’s safer in Laos,” Tom added.

“That may be. We’ll figure this out,” Serrano said. “In the meantime, there are large-scale attacks going down across the country. Looks like NVA and VC. The embassy is under attack.”

“Well, let’s go,” Quinn said, moving toward the CIA man’s car.

“Reinforcements are headed there now. We have another issue.”

“What’s that?” Tom asked.

“I need your help.”

“With what?”

“Gaston and Ella DuBois. You met them today. He’s important to our work here. They were hosting a Lunar New Year’s party at the Majestic Hotel. They called me before the phones went dead. Hotel was under attack.”

“They might already be dead,” Quinn said.

“They might,” Serrano acknowledged. “What do you say?”

“I say we should stop by the annex and get some additional firepower,” Tom said, indicating the SKS in his grip.

“I’m way ahead of you,” Serrano said, opening the rear passenger door of his Ford Zephyr.

On the back seat were the Harrington & Richardson T223 rifle that Tom had noticed on the wall of the annex arms room along with a Beretta M12 submachine gun. He spotted a Thompson submachine gun in the front passenger seat.

Tom looked at Quinn.

“Let’s load up.”





CHAPTER 25

ELLA DUBOIS WAS CERTAIN she was going to die.

They first heard automatic weapons barrages just after midnight, which they had all initially mistaken for fireworks. Tet was a festive time in Vietnam; a time for forgiveness, for reunions, for settling debts and of new beginnings. Then came the explosions and tracer fire. They had looked out over Saigon from the Hotel Majestic rooftop bar as the city became a war zone.

Her father held her close. She knew he was weighing their options. He had immediately placed a call to Nick Serrano of the American economic commission, but, after letting him know what was happening, the phones had gone dead. Their plantation was about a forty-five-minute drive outside the city. Was it safer to stay where they were? He had secured the two top-floor corner units of the hotel for Tet, one for him and one for Ella. Even though they had other properties and holdings in the city, staying at the Majestic where they were hosting their company gathering was the most convenient.

Gaston had rented the bar for his thirty-five employees and their families in honor of the Lunar New Year, much to the chagrin of the war correspondents who enjoyed drinking and watching the conflict from their rooftop perch, with the occasional breeze from the Saigon River to keep them cool. The previous year had been good to Gaston DuBois and his business. Now, a new year was upon them, and he wanted to celebrate with those who had made it possible.

The four-story hotel had been a landmark since opening its doors in 1925. It had once hosted a future president of the United States when, in 1951, a young congressman from Massachusetts named John Kennedy had met confidant Edmund Gullion on the roof for dinner. The wise diplomat had counseled Kennedy that the French were going to lose Indochina to the communists and that, if we stepped in, the same would happen to the United States.

Ella had studied Kennedy’s trip to Vietnam in a course on international relations while at university in Paris. Her class had listened to a radio interview he gave at the time. She could recite his comments on combating communism almost word for word. He had said that it was “not the export of arms or the show of armed might but the export of ideas, of techniques, and the rebirth of our traditional sympathy for and understanding of the desires of men to be free.” She could picture Kennedy on this very rooftop listening to Viet Minh artillery exploding in the distance, having just been lectured earlier in the day by French General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny, who had told the visiting dignitaries that in his estimation it was impossible for the French to lose the war.

Ella disliked spending time at the Majestic. The pretentious journalists drinking and carousing until the early hours of the morning while a war raged in the distance only made her despise them, regardless of how they reported on the conflict. She only relented tonight because her father was so adamant about celebrating their Vietnamese heritage with Tet.

Tiki flames and dim bulbs had illuminated the rooftop while young women in finely cut silk dresses served refreshments. Gaston ensured that Moët & Chandon Imperial Brut was plentifully available for toasting along with exclusive French cocktails, while a quartet on the stage dressed in black tie played Debussy.

They opted to stay put under the assumption that they were in one of the safest places in the city. The Majestic, along with a few other nearby hotels, were known to house foreign news correspondents; the rules of war forbade the targeting of journalists as long as they were not active participants in military operations.

Any other options evaporated as the rooftop was flooded by men with guns.

They had become hostages, held under the watch of Vietnamese combatants in civilian clothes. She could tell their leader was nervous. She had overheard whispered conversations with someone she assumed was his second in command, whose behavior seemed erratic. His eyes darted from hostage to hostage, and she could see he was sweating profusely. Most concerning was that his finger kept going to the trigger of his weapon. They had apparently believed that this was to be a party for U.S. and South Vietnamese military officers, which clearly it was not. Now they were not sure what to do. Killing them all and moving to the next target seemed to be the most likely choice. If the second in command got his way, she feared that is exactly what was going to happen.

Ella held her father’s hand tighter.

What was going on? Saigon was relatively safe when compared to the rest of the country. This could not be an NVA attack, could it? The men pointing rifles at her did not look like NVA.

She caught one insurgent eyeing her longingly. Even though her golden mini shift dress with a chiffon overlay and sequined top was stylish and graceful without being overly revealing, she now wished she had something to cover her bare arms.

Her father was dressed for the occasion in a white linen dinner jacket with a cotton voile shirt and black satin bow tie. A matching satin stripe ran down the leg of his black dress pants. Everyone had donned their very best to bring in a new year of good fortune.

It struck her that regardless of what else was happening in the city, no matter where the bombs and bullets were striking that night, the symbolism of communist insurgents gunning down Vietnamese capitalist traitors in dinner jackets and cocktail dresses at the top of the Majestic was apropos to their cause.

She counted eight captors. All had rifles that looked like AKs.

After another hushed consultation with their leader, the smaller anxious man started shouting in Vietnamese.

“Move, move!”

One of them let off a volley of fully automatic fire over their heads, herding the frightened civilians toward the far railing that overlooked the Saigon River.

She screamed as she was separated from her father, rough hands forcing her to her knees along with the others.

Her fingers found the jade amulet at her neck. She closed her eyes and whispered a prayer.

Please, Mother, protect us.

She opened her eyes to the sound of more gunfire.

At first, she thought their captors had begun executions, but the gunfire was farther behind them and somewhat muffled.

She heard confusion, the scuffling of feet, and contradictory orders that were hard to make out over the shouting.

What was happening?

Stay strong, Ella. No matter what happens, stay strong.

She turned her head in time to see the door to the roof fly open. A Vietnamese man was propelled through it as though shot from a cannon.

He was immediately filled with what she swore were at least a dozen bullets. One caught him in his head. She saw it snap back and then watched as his body dropped to the floor.

Behind the dead Vietnamese man flowed someone different. He was followed by a second and then a third. They were not Vietnamese. They were American. They had weapons as well. And they used them.

She heard their shouts in Vietnamese, French, and English.

“Get down!”

“Stay down!”

The first man stepped to the right of the door and then angled forward moving toward her, firing as he went, his shots tearing into the upper chest cavities and heads of her tormentors. The end of his rifle exploded in a violent concussion of fire with each press of the trigger.

The next man angled left, moving and firing a shorter weapon that looked futuristic.

The third took less of an angle than the first man but veered slightly right as well. He was firing a weapon she had seen in American gangster movies.

They looked like predators. They had found their prey.

They continued moving and firing until all the captors were down. They then calmly advanced and put additional shots into the downed men’s heads.

“Clear on this side,” the first man called. His voice seemed familiar.

“Clear on the left,” the second man said.

“Clear here,” the third man said. She recognized him as Nick Serrano. She and her father had attended numerous meetings with him over the past year. What was he doing here with a gun? Wasn’t he a U.S. import control officer?

She looked back to the man closest to her. It was only then that she remembered him as the man she had met with Serrano at the government building that morning.

Dark blond hair, stubble, her age, maybe a little older. Strong. She especially remembered his deep blue eyes.

He approached and knelt next to her.

“My name’s Tom. We met yesterday afternoon. You’re going to be okay.”





CHAPTER 26

GRU Headquarters

Moscow, Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic

February 5, 1968

MIKHAIL LAVRINENKO SAT AT his desk in GRU headquarters, his bulky frame hunched over the latest updates and casualty reports from Hanoi. He had not touched his caviar.

“Have you read these?” he asked his deputy.

“Yes, Director.”

Anatoly Penkovsky had not left the building in five days. He had no one and nothing to go home to. His office had a couch and there was a locker room with showers on the ground floor. If he was going to take over as director, he needed to be ready. Tet had been a test for them all. He had poured over reports all night while his boss slept.

“This is a disaster,” Lavrinenko said.

The GRU had been a principal architect of the Tet Offensive. Its failure could have severe consequences for the man who sat at its helm.

“Perhaps not.”

Penkovsky sat to the director’s right in the leather overstuffed chair. A stack of files and periodicals was on a small table next to him.

“Tell me.”

“It is true the North has suffered a catastrophic military defeat, but they can still, in a way, achieve their objective.”

“How? Is it confirmed that eighty thousand Viet Cong and NVA were involved in the attacks?”

“Yes, Director.”

“And we had the element of surprise? Half of the ARVN was on leave for Tet, correct?”

“That is what we understand. As we know from our source in Saigon, Colonel Phúc Trân was killed before the attacks, so he was never interrogated in Saigon. It also appears that the United States military and its political leadership favored intelligence reports that painted an overly optimistic picture of their progress in Vietnam. CIA warnings of an imminent attack went ignored.”

“Why?”

“We do not know for certain, but we surmise there is an unwillingness on behalf of the current American administration to accept reports unfavorable to the official narrative.”

“I see.”

“There was a problem with the timing, but I assess it did not play an overriding role in the NVA defeat.”

“What was it?”

“Back in August, Hanoi shifted from their customary China Standard Time to Indochina Time. There is an hour difference between the two time zones. Saigon and the South remained on China Standard Time. That meant some units were on China Standard Time and others were on Indochina Time.”

“Unbelievable.”

“That hour difference resulted in the South having an hour to prepare for additional attacks after it became clear that this was a large-scale offensive, resulting in the loss of the element of surprise for some targets. It gave the ARVN and the Americans a full hour to alert their forces that more attacks were imminent. It also gave them time to recall soldiers on leave for Tet celebrations.”

“And how many of those eighty thousand NVA and Viet Cong troops are dead?”

“Thousands. Possibly tens of thousands.”

“How many tens of thousands?”

“Too early to tell. We must be prepared to accept half.”

“Forty thousand?”

“Yes. Maybe more.”

“Can they recover?”

“The Viet Cong might not, but they were essentially used as shock troops. The NVA can and will recover.”

“And the Americans?”

“Two thousand to four thousand. We will get a more detailed account from our asset at their embassy.”

“Now, get to the part where you tell me how this was not a complete unmitigated disaster for both Hanoi and the GRU.”

“The goal of Tet was to inspire a popular uprising in the South.”

“Yes, leading to a final victory by the North, but that did not happen.”

“True. We overestimated the levels of support in the South. Those were based on intelligence reports from Hanoi. At the same time, we underestimated the military strength of the South and Americans. The South has won most of the battles thus far.”

“But it is not yet over.”

“Fighting continues as we speak, but of those battles that still rage, the South and the Americans will win those too.”

“I am still waiting for the good news.”

“It has only been six days, so I caution you that this might be premature.”

“Continue,” Lavrinenko said, gesturing with his meaty hand that he was eager for any shred of positive information.

“This is the first U.S. war to really be televised. Their civil war had photographs, and the Great Patriotic War had newsreels, but this is different. They are airing this war every night on televisions across America. That gives us an opportunity. Their news programs are not owned by the state like they are here. They are businesses that sell airtime—sell commercials, advertisements—which means they have to show something compelling, something more compelling than their competition. More powerful than AKs and SKSs are photographs and videos transmitted into living rooms across the United States subjectively interpreted by journalists who need to beat their competitors in ratings. While it looks like this will be a tactical victory for the U.S., in reality it’s going to be a strategic defeat, brought to you by their very press corps.”

Lavrinenko leaned back in his chair, contemplating what his deputy had just relayed.

“You really think it is possible that their press will turn this into a strategic victory for Hanoi, and therefore us, by misrepresenting what is happening there, that propaganda could transform this debacle into a victory?”

“I am saying that it is a possibility. We are already seeing the news outlets frame it as a success for the North. It’s almost like they are on our side.”

Lavrinenko grunted.

“Our sources tell us that most of the American and international press rarely leave Saigon, that they live the high life in exclusive hotels,” Penkovsky continued. “They eat, they drink, they sleep around, all in relative safety.”

“Until Tet.”

“That’s right. Until Tet. Up to this point, Saigon was not a war zone. Now, even though most of Saigon was secured quickly, it has shifted their reporting. If Saigon, a place they viewed as a sanctuary, was vulnerable, then the U.S. must be losing. They also feel lied to by the military establishment. Now the relationship is adversarial. We can capitalize on the situation. Regardless of what happens in the rest of the country, the American media is creating the perception of a defeat not just of the South, but of the United States.”

“The Fourth Power.”

“That’s right, Director, Europeans call it the Fourth Power. The Americans call it the Fourth Estate; their press as a check on their other three branches of government. Look at this,” Penkovsky said, handing the director a newspaper from the stack.

“What is it?”

“The New York Times front page from January thirty-first. A photo of a helicopter in the street and the headline ‘Foe Invades U.S. Embassy Saigon.’ The embassy attack by a small element of sappers was not one of our primary targets. It was almost an afterthought, and even though it was not commandeered and occupied, the press and their photos and videos have made it a symbol of Tet. It was a failed attack, but the imagery plastered over televisions and newspapers make it look like a victory for the North.”

“All perception.”

“This is February first,” Penkovsky said, passing across another edition of The New York Times.

“Look at that photo.”

It showed the U.S. Embassy under attack.

“And here is February second.”

The front page showed a photo of a South Vietnamese soldier holding a pistol to the head of a prisoner in the streets of Saigon.

“Who is this?”

“The man holding the gun is General Nguyen Ngoc Loan. He’s the chief of South Vietnam’s national police. He executed the prisoner a moment later. It was caught on film. A man named Eddie Adams with the Associated Press took the photo. He may have turned the tide for us with this picture.”

“This,” Lavrinenko said, “is powerful.”

“If we had infiltrated the press as part of an overall strategy for how to frame Tet in the eyes of the American people, I doubt we would have done as good a job as their media. And the newspapers are nothing compared to the television coverage.”

“What else?”

“Though the North has not achieved their objective—and if these intelligence reports are to be believed, will not achieve them in the days ahead—they have managed to do something more significant: they put a spear in the heart of America. We can take advantage of it. A devastating military defeat for the North can be turned into a psychological victory for us. America’s support for the war has been in a steady decline for years. Casualties have been rising, and they are no closer to victory. The people will lose even more trust in their president and in their military following Tet. The photos of a Vietnam in ruins after all their investment and all the military’s positive press briefings make them all look incompetent. Look at this one,” Penkovsky said.

“What is this?”

“A cartoon, a political cartoon, comparing Westmoreland to Custer. Their press is shaping attitudes. Walter Cronkite is a bit further behind, but even he will mirror the majority of the reporting soon. We are entering a critical phase, Director. The Vietnam War is bleeding America dry.”

“Give me the other side of this perspective.”

“Well, as I said, this is an early analysis, but one report,” Penkovsky said, holding up a file. “This one here, could be problematic.”

“Why?”

“It details a massacre in Hue. The Viet Cong killed twenty-five hundred civilians they termed ‘class enemies.’ If that is picked up by foreign media, it might undercut any political advantage we have.”

“What do you suggest?”

“Luckily it was not Saigon. If it gains traction, it could become a rallying cry for the South. Time will tell, but I believe the press will focus on Saigon and, as the Fourth Estate, they will make their displeasure with their government and military known. A massacre in Hue by the Viet Cong runs counter to that narrative.”

“But we don’t know for certain.”

“I am confident that Tet is a critical turning point. It now needs to be managed. Tet will turn more Americans against the war. After the Kennedy assassination and now Tet, trust in their government is at an all-time low. If these headlines are any indication, the press will now exacerbate it.”

“You said that the battle for Hue is still ongoing.”

“Yes, the fighting in the city has been particularly brutal.”

“I was briefed that the Vietnamese in Hue were the most likely to take up arms against the United States once the attacks of Tet began.”

“When that failed to happen, the NVA and VC should have retreated. They continue to fight, but they are facing insurmountable odds. Hue will be destroyed, not by the VC, but by the Americans, further demonstrating to the people of the South that their government cannot protect them. The longer they hold out in Hue, the more fighting the press will have to cover. It extends the life, and therefore the political impact, of Tet.”

“What are our options?”

“I recommend we do it again.”

“What? You just said yourself that this was a catastrophe.”

“I said it was a military catastrophe. It has been a psychological victory. We wait and further evaluate, but operating under the assumption that Tet will be a massive military defeat across the South, I recommend we hit them again in a few months.”

“Why would we do that?”

“To show the world, through the free press, that the citizens are still not protected. We hit the same targets but with a smaller, more manageable force. In all likelihood, we will be defeated again, and in all likelihood, we will win another psychological victory. After that defeat we hit them a third time, in late summer or early fall. We will be defeated again on the battlefield, but we further our psychological victory, which is how this war will be won. Let 1968 be the year the Americans start their slow bleed to defeat in Vietnam.”

“This is an interesting perspective, Deputy Director Penkovsky. I will be called to testify before a closed-door session of the Politburo. They will want to know why the extensive aid we have provided the North Vietnamese has led to the failure of Tet. I will tell them that it was not unexpected, that it was in fact a major victory.”

“And that even the American press is on our side.”

“If this continues to play out the way you have projected, I might be back at the KGB before long. That means that this desk may soon be yours.”

“Thank you, Director.”

“Our next phase, as you say, is to keep bleeding the Americans in the South. The equipment from the USS Pueblo will help open the wound. If the Americans are to pull out of Vietnam, we have a limited window to use decrypted communications to compromise their SOG Teams in Laos and Cambodia.”

“Yes, Director, Major Dvornikov and Sergeant Voronin are in Hanoi. As soon as we have one of the Pueblo’s encryption machines paired with the latest keying material from the NSA, we can begin to compromise SOG Teams in Laos. The machine and key are being tested in East Berlin now.”

“I know you have your reservations about Major Dvornikov. I may be at the KGB before the Americans leave Vietnam, so the decision as to what to do with him for his next assignment will fall to you.”

“I know he is comfortable in Paris, perhaps too comfortable.”

“That gives him certain advantages. He has given us no reason not to trust him.”

“I will do what is best for the service,” Penkovsky said. I would like to keep him closer. Perhaps Berlin.

“That will be entirely your decision.”

“There is also the matter of Gaston DuBois,” the deputy director said, opening another file. “He owns a rubber plantation and a sizable import/export business. We have been courting him for years. He never commits, but has helped us with background, introductions, and atmospherics. We almost lost him in Tet.”

“He is getting up there in age I believe. His daughter is poised to take over the company, if memory serves.”

“That’s right. They were celebrating the lunar new year, hosting a party in Saigon when they were detained by Viet Cong guerrillas who thought it was a U.S. military party because of its location in district one. Here is the interesting part: three Americans saved them. Killed all eight Viet Cong.”

“What makes you bring it up?” Lavrinenko asked.

“Two of the Americans were also with Colonel Trân when he was assassinated.”

“That is interesting.”

“The CIA has also been attempting to recruit Gaston for years. We are quite certain that he does the same for them that he does for us.”

“He plays both sides?”

“He does.”

“And the attacks of Tet might push him into the hands of the Americans.”

“It’s possible.”

“Put together a report from our asset at the embassy in Saigon and have Major Dvornikov give us an assessment from Hanoi. In the meantime, we will double down on our support of the North: weapons, training, oil. Let Major Dvornikov know he can expect to be running capture operations against MACV-SOG within the month.”

“Consider it done, Director.”

“It is time the Americans lost a war.”





CHAPTER 27

Tan Son Nhut Air Base

Saigon, Vietnam

February 7, 1968

“I KNOW WHAT YOU’RE thinking,” Quinn said.

“Yeah? What?” Tom responded.

“You’re thinking about the girl.”

“What girl?”

Tom and Quinn walked through the oppressive heat toward the Volpar twin-engine Beech 18 aircraft that sat just outside one of the CIA hangars on Tan Son Nhut Air Base. The aluminum fuselage gleamed in the early-morning sun, and though the plane lacked any distinguishing paint or military markings, its tail number would eventually lead to an entity known as Air America.

“You know what girl.”

“Oh, that girl,” Tom said. “I’ve already forgotten about her.”

“I’m sure.”

Quinn was in khaki pants and a blue button-up short-sleeve shirt, untucked and covering his 1911. Tom wore jeans and a long-sleeve green button-up shirt with epaulettes that he had liberated from the safe house. His sleeves were rolled up, and it too was untucked to conceal his Browning Hi-Power and EK blade.

Quinn pulled open the door just behind the wing on the aircraft’s left side and looked inside.

“Two seats in the cargo area behind the cockpit. The other seats are removed like we requested,” he reported.

Four of the passenger seats had been taken out to make room for a body.

Quinn tossed his duffel inside. Tom did the same.

“Well, let’s go do this,” Quinn said.

Neither of them were looking forward to what was coming.

Tan Son Nhut Air Base was home to one of two mortuary facilities for U.S. service members in Vietnam. The other was in Da Nang. Amiuh’s body had been stored at a temporary morgue before being transferred to the mortuary at Tan Son Nhut, where it was prepared for burial.

True to his word, Serrano had worked with MACV-SOG headquarters and arranged for Amiuh to be transported to his village outside of Kontum. The Air America Twin Beech aircraft would fly them to an American air base in the Central Highlands near the borders of Laos and Cambodia, where they would transfer to an Agency helo for the hop to Amiuh’s village. Tom and Quinn would accompany their dead teammate, locate the Catholic priest living in Amiuh’s village for support, and then make notification to Amiuh’s wife and family.

Tet had delayed their departure by nine days, as all military and CIA assets shifted focus to the country-wide NVA and Viet Cong assault. Tom and Quinn had heard that an estimated thirty-four provincial capitals and seventy district towns had been hit along with Saigon. Those numbers were based on initial reporting and had been increasing all week. With intelligence and battlefield reports still coming in, the full scope of the Tet attacks was unknown.

Because they were already in Saigon, MACV-SOG had assigned them to the embassy, which had been a high-profile target of the offensive. VC sappers had blown a hole in the embassy wall and attempted to take it over just after midnight. In the ensuing battle, eighteen of the nineteen guerrillas were killed, and one was taken prisoner. The security force had the compound secured by 0900, but four U.S. Army MPs and one Marine had been killed. Tom and Quinn were assigned to augment embassy security in the event of follow-on attacks. They had spent the next week on the embassy roof with a Stoner 63 machine gun and an M40 7.62 x 51mm Remington 700 bolt-action Marine Corps sniper rifle with a Redfield 3–9x Accu-range scope. Now, with most of Saigon back under the control of the South, the CIA had arranged for the two MACV-SOG operators to accompany their fallen teammate back to his village.

As they walked toward the hangar between a Curtiss C-46 Commando and Pilatus PC-6 Porter, they stopped and turned toward the sound of an approaching vehicle. The car was familiar to them. A midnight blue four-door 1962 Ford Mark III Zephyr 6 sedan pulled to a stop with Nick Serrano at the wheel.

He exited and shook both men’s hands.

“Thank you again for arranging all of this,” Quinn said. “Means a lot to us.”

“Least I could do. We are all in the same fight,” the CIA man responded.

“Any leads on why Quinn and I were targeted during Tet?”

“Not yet. We’re working on it. We’ll find the leak.”

“Thanks for coming to see us off.”

“I wanted to make sure there were not any issues with Amiuh or the aircraft. And, Tom, I am also here to ask a favor.”

“What is it?”

“I know you want to accompany Amiuh home, but as you know, Gaston DuBois is important to the Agency’s mission in Vietnam. He has also been courted by the Soviets. He is a businessman, so playing both sides comes naturally to him. We have an opportunity to use that to our advantage.”

“We?”

“Yes, he feels a strong obligation to both of you for saving his life. Something like this could sway his loyalties toward us. We think this debt of gratitude could lead to a long-term relationship extremely beneficial to the U.S.”

“We think?”

“Okay, I think.”

“And Amiuh?”

“I’m sorry, Tom. DuBois has asked that you and Quinn join him as his guests tonight at his plantation. We can get away with one of you being pulled away, but not both. That would be seen as a sign of disrespect by someone of Gaston DuBois’s standing. Timing is critical, especially after the events of Tet.”

Tom looked at Quinn.

“I recruited Amiuh. It’s only right that I take him home. He would not have been in that convoy were it not for me,” Quinn said.

“Quinn…”

“Remember what Lieutenant Colonel Backhaus said: we have a war to fight. Right now, that is your mission. This is mine.”

“That an order from my One-Zero?”

“If it has to be.”

“It doesn’t feel right. I want to get back to Phu Bai.”

Quinn put his hand on Tom’s shoulder.

“Mission first. I got this. I’ll see you at Phu Bai when you are done down here.”

Tom looked at Serrano.

“How long will I be here?”

“I can’t answer that. We’ll put you up at the Continental. It’s filled with journalists and photographers. After the good press the NVA and VC got on Tet, it’s probably the safest place in the city. I’m sorry, Tom, but we need you.” The CIA man was either sincere or an incredible actor. Perhaps he was both.

“Looks like you got me,” Tom said.

“It’s okay, Tom. Mission comes first,” Quinn reminded him. “I’ll see you at Phu Bai. Don’t get in any trouble down here without me.”

“Now what fun would that be?”

Tom accepted his fate and reached into his pocket to remove the Seiko watch that Amiuh had been so proud of just days earlier. He handed it to Quinn.

“Give this to his boy, would you.”

Quinn took the watch and nodded.

“I will.”

“And this,” Tom said, reaching for the tiger claw necklace.

Quinn placed his hand on Tom’s arm.

“Why don’t you hold on to that and give it to him when you can. We’ll be able to get another bird in there when you are done in Saigon.”

“Okay,” Tom said. “Now, let’s go get Amiuh. I’ll help you carry him to the plane and say my goodbyes.”

With that, the men turned back to the hangar where a jeep waited to take them to the mortuary, to their friend and teammate Amiuh, for his final journey home.





CHAPTER 28

Continental Palace

Saigon, Vietnam

SERRANO PULLED HIS FORD Zephyr to the side of the street and parked behind a green Renault Quatre Chevaux, which looked like a four-door Volkswagen Beetle.

“The Givral,” he said. “It’s a coffee shop. It’s just across from your hotel but has better java. And they know to make mine with honey and cream. It’s also a morning and afternoon haunt for spies and diplomats, raconteurs of all types. If you get bored, just come over here.”

They exited the vehicle and stepped into the café that abutted the sidewalk. Serrano caught the eye of a thin Vietnamese man smoking a cigarette. A pack of Lucky Strikes was on the table in front of him next to an ashtray filled with ash and butts. He was holding court with two Westerners and at his side was an enormous German Shepherd.

“That’s Pham Xuan An,” Serrano said as they waited in line to order. “He’s a journalist, but they call him General Givral because he can always be found here with that dog of his.”

“Doesn’t the dog get hot?”

“One would think. His name’s King. Goes everywhere with An. You will probably see him at the hotel. He meets with sources and other reporters in room 307. Interesting guy. I haven’t quite figured him out yet.”

“Who are the other two?”

“David Halberstam with The Times and Neil Sheehan with UPI.”

Serrano ordered a coffee in perfect Vietnamese.

“You want yours with honey?”

“I’ll stick with black.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing.”

They moved to the side to wait.

“This is a different side of the war, Tom.”

“Doesn’t even look like a war here.”

“And that’s the problem. These reporters are having the time of their lives. They got a little action during Tet, so now they have stories for cocktail parties in New York, but Saigon is back to normal. And it’s not just the journalists. State, Agency, military officials, USAID—shit, everybody is livin’ it up on ol’ Uncle Sugar’s dime. They have gotten too comfortable here. Plus, they rotate home. It’s not like World War Two where men were deployed until the war was won. This new model incentivizes making it through your year in-country rather than defeating an enemy. Push them all out of Saigon, out to the FOBs, and leave them there until it’s done. Then, one way or the other, this war ends.”

Their coffees arrived, and the two men took seats at an open table in the crowded café.

“It’s not just Vietnam, Tom. Democracy in Vietnam is a sham. Everyone knows it. No one gives a fuck about ’Nam. It’s nothing to us. In its broader context it’s the hot zone in a Cold War, but that war is only cold between the U.S. and Soviets, and by God it better stay that way. We can fight hot wars in Angola, Rhodesia, Dhofar, the Congo, Nigeria, and who knows how many other places before one of us wins. As long as the nuclear weapons don’t fly, it’s a win for all of us.”

Tom lit a cigarette.

“You think we can win this?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. You need the support of the populace, not just here but in the United States. After the reporting I’ve seen on Tet, I think it’s going to be tough. We’ve lost support here and at home. That puts us at a severe disadvantage. Probably unrecoverable. Our presence in Vietnam is about a perceived advantage in gaining control and influence in third-world countries that are not yet affiliated with us or the Soviets. This war is an attempt to establish a dominant position and halt Soviet expansion.”

“The Domino Theory,” Tom said. “You believe it?”

“It has merit. Now that we are fully engaged, if we withdraw, it will undoubtedly embolden the Soviets. That was always the danger of intervention. If we lose, American power and the deterrence it represents is exposed as a myth and will encourage our enemies to instigate acts of aggression that perhaps they would have avoided but for an American defeat in Vietnam. That’s the real danger and why I keep doing what I’m doing. How important was Vietnam to the Soviets? Not very. Not until we got here. Now it is extremely important to them. If they can engineer a U.S. defeat in ’Nam, they can do it anywhere we decide to intervene. That’s the danger.”

“You paint a bleak picture.”

“I paint an honest picture.”

“You’re telling me this is like the Titanic and all these general officers, spies, journalists, and diplomats are listening to the orchestra play as the ship goes down.”

“But add that they have not called for an evacuation. The lifeboats are not deployed. And they could have avoided the iceberg.”

“They’ll have a lot to answer for as even more Americans start coming home in body bags.”

“Sometimes, at the tactical level, all we can do is the best we can, which is what I do with special programs.”

“What types?”

“We can get into that after this job. See how you take to it. There is an official mission at the Agency, and then there’s what I do, which is more in line with our predecessors in the OSS.”

“Like the Jedburgh teams?”

“Yes.”

“And the official mission?”

“We supply the policymakers with the best information possible so they can make informed decisions when it comes to America’s defense.”

“Was Vietnam about to invade?” Tom asked.

“Don’t be a smart-ass.”

“Seems that with half a million troops over here we are just going to piss people off and give the enemy a lot of targets to shoot at.”

“I agree with you, which is why we need Gaston DuBois. This isn’t about today or tomorrow. It’s about the long term after we leave Vietnam. Imports and exports, moving people and material in and out of Southeast Asia while providing intelligence on the Soviets; what they are moving gives us great insight as to their intentions. We need people in place who can not only provide information but influence outcomes.”

“Men like DuBois.”

“That’s right. I don’t know how tonight is going to go, but I do know that DuBois feels like he owes you for saving his life and the life of his daughter.”

“What am I really doing here, Nick?”

“We’ll feel it out at dinner. If you hit it off with either Gaston or his daughter, then you stay in Saigon and further develop the relationship.”

“Further develop?”

“Yes. The world I work in is all about relationships. The spotting and assessing stages of recruitment are over but I have struggled to move past that with Gaston or Ella. Based on what happened during Tet, I think you are in a position to move this forward. If it gets to the recruiting stage with either of them, you can turn it over to me.”

“Nick, I don’t know what you are talking about. I don’t speak ‘spy.’ I’m not trained for this sort of thing.”

“Don’t worry about that. Just be cordial. Gaston doesn’t know it yet, but his repayment is going to be as an asset for the Agency.”

“Against the Soviets after we are gone?”

“Yes. Part of a broader network, but yes.”

“Is he married?”

“He was. His wife disappeared in 1963. She was Buddhist.”

“Well, that’s going to be hard to overcome. The regime arrested thousands of Buddhists that year. Killed hundreds.”

“That’s why we need you.”

“And Ella?”

“If there’s a spark, we exploit it.”

“We?”

“You. She will run her father’s company one day and could be a valuable long-term asset. She might be even more valuable than he is.”

Tom thought of the spark he had felt upon first meeting Ella in the CIA annex and then again on the roof of the Majestic. He wondered if she felt the same attraction.

“I’m not all that comfortable with this, but I’ll do what I can.”

“I know. And as soon as possible I’ll get you back to Phu Bai.”

“Thanks.”

“In the meantime, you can call the Continental Palace home.”

Serrano peered through the huge open window that overlooked onto Dong Khoi Street and Lam Son Square.

“That’s it,” he said, pointing at the white and yellow French colonial four-story building across the street. “It used to be called the Continental Hotel after a hotel of the same name in Paris. They changed it to the Continental Palace sometime in the fifties. They also call it Radio Catinat because of its reputation as a congregation area for journalists and spies. The bar in particular. You can see it from here. It’s on the ground floor. Open air. The drinks flow and they watch le tout Saigon from their barstools. They call it the Continental Shelf. It’s quite the scene. I recommend you try their cocktail of the same name. Are you a gin drinker?”

“I’ve been known to dabble. An old commanding officer of mine in the Mekong Delta lived on the stuff, which meant we lived on it too.”

“Well, be sure and try their Continental Shelf.”

“What’s in it?”

“A couple ounces of gin and fresh orange juice over ice. Half a lime. Shake once, that’s the key, and, if they forget, be sure to have them add more ice. Can’t have enough ice.”

“Good intel.”

“We’re the CIA after all.”

“At least you get the important things right.”

“I’m going to ignore that,” Serrano said, cracking a smile. “Time and Newsweek have their Saigon bureaus on the second floor, which is where I put you. Interior room overlooking the courtyard in case a bomb goes off in Lam Son Square.”

“That was thoughtful.”

“It’s also less of a jump in case you have to get out due to a fire or a coordinated attack from the ground floor.”

“Good to know.”

“This is Dong Khoi Street, here,” Serrano said, indicating the street in front of the coffee shop. “Locals call it Catinat. The hotel faces Lam Son Square, though most still call it Place Garnier, and that’s the Saigon Municipal Theatre.”

“Impressive.”

“The Continental is the central hub for meetings—journalists, politicians, diplomats, and the occasional soldier, though the military has holed up at the Rex Hotel down the road. They do their daily press briefings on the rooftop garden bar at 4:45 sharp.”

“I’ve seen them,” Tom said. “The ‘Five o’Clock Follies.’ ”

“An unfortunate and all-too-appropriate moniker.”

“If they would quit the rosy portrayal of U.S. progress and be honest, they’d be taken more seriously.”

“We’ll see if that changes in the aftermath of Tet,” Serrano said.

“I think I’ll keep my distance from Rex. With all the military brass there it seems like an obvious target.”

“That’s a solid call. The Continental is also rumored to be owned by a family with Corsican mafia ties.”

“Rumored?”

“The press loves it. Adds to the mystique, but I can confirm. They bought it in 1930. You done with the coffee?”

“Yeah,” Tom said, extinguishing his cigarette.

“Remember, you’re Tom Smith here.”

“Creative.”

“All right, let’s get you checked in.



The Vietnamese man selling newspapers on the corner of Lam Son Square watched the two Americans exit the Givral Café and stop briefly at the sleek British-made sedan. The taller man reached inside and removed a duffel bag. They both crossed Dong Khoi Street through a mass of bicycles, mopeds, and rickshaws and entered the French colonial that dominated the block. They passed under the huge green letters adorning the building just above the ground floor identifying the building as the Continental Palace.

A few minutes later the shorter of the two men returned to the car, pulled into traffic, and drove away.

The man stopped waving the day’s paper at passersby and leaned against the wall to take a break. He lit a cigarette as cover and pulled a pencil from behind his ear, making notations as he had been instructed in the periodical in his hand.

Later in the day he would ride his Peugeot scooter to the Cholon district and deliver that paper to a medical clinic.

Then he would ride home to his family.

What materialized from the information he provided in the paper was none of his concern.





CHAPTER 29

TOM COULD UNDERSTAND WHY so many news outlets had made the Continental their base of operations in Vietnam. It was located in the city center and the energy in the monstrous building was palpable. It felt like the epicenter of either a party for the ages or a pending disaster.

Serrano had ensured he was properly checked in and told him to get settled. He would be back around five p.m. to take him to the DuBois plantation. They would meet in the bar.

Behind the reception desk were three rows of clocks set against varnished wood display boards. Their white dials were adorned with black Roman numerals. Under each clock was a brass plate indicating a location. The top row displayed the time in Saigon, Hong Kong, London, and New York. The second row: Johannesburg, São Paulo, Lisbon, and Los Angeles. The third row: Cairo, Sydney, Frankfurt, and Toronto. Tom found it interesting that both Paris and Moscow were excluded. He also noticed that the four o’clock position was “IIII” instead of “IV.” He wondered why he had never noticed this before. Was it for symmetry? He looked down at the luminous triangular, rectangular, and circular hour markers on his Rolex and then back up at the clocks.

If you are going to survive in this world you are going to have to be more attentive.

The worried receptionist behind the counter told him that the hotel’s pet peacock had recently disappeared from the courtyard garden where it had become something of a hotel mascot and asked if he would please let her know if he spotted it. Tom expected it had ended up as someone’s meal but didn’t say as much; instead he told her that he would keep an eye out. She had asked how long he would be a guest and that he should really stay through the spring so he could experience the frangipanis blooming in the courtyard. They were planted in 1880 when the hotel was built. He said he would try.

Tom took the creaky staircase up to the second floor, passing groups of journalists stumbling downstairs to tackle the day. They still reeked of alcohol. Good times were being had in the Continental. Tom wondered if it was that way with the generals at the Rex.

If so, we might be in for a long war.

The hotel was rectangular with a large courtyard in its center. Its thick brick walls and wide-open windows countered the tropical heat.

He turned left at the top of the stairs and made his way down a hallway with high ceilings to room 214. Tom had never seen hotel room doors as tall as those at the Continental. The door handles were positioned noticeably lower than what would be considered normal. Tom surmised that was probably because people were generally shorter in the 1800s when the hotel was built.

Just inside the door to his room was a short hallway that opened into a spacious bedroom with a queen-sized bed protected by mosquito netting. Two large wooden wardrobes stood against the stark white walls opposite a rolltop desk. A rocking chair engraved with the French fleur-de-lis, a symbol Tom recognized from his French studies, one closely associated with French royalty and the Holy Trinity, was in the corner. Two white columns were oddly out of place and positioned off-center in the room. Tom made a mental note to be wary of them if he got up at night.

He pushed aside thick red velour drapes and opened the pair of French doors that led to a balcony. A family of geckos scurried away. A table and two small chairs overlooked the courtyard with its gardens, koi ponds, and bougainvillea. Fountains muffled the conversations of patrons enjoying a late breakfast below. Even from the interior balcony he could hear the sputtering of mopeds and rickshaws on Dong Khoi Street.

Leaving the balcony doors open for air, Tom returned to his room. An abstract painting of a woman hung above the bed. It was primarily done in grays and blacks but for the eyes. One was red and the other blue. The eyes looked like they were watching him. Her head was attached to her broad-shouldered body by an overextended neck and was encased in what looked like an oblong goldfish bowl. It was signed in the upper-left-hand corner next to a date, 1960. Tom wondered what the artist was trying to convey. He walked to it and pulled it away from the wall half expecting to find a listening device or a two-way mirror. Instead, his heart skipped a beat as a gecko darted from behind, scampered down the wall, and escaped out onto the balcony.

If the small lizards were to be his roommates, it wasn’t the end of the world. He heard they ate mosquitos, which might be helpful.

Tom opened his bag and set the disassembled Harrington & Richardson T223 rifle on the bed. It was broken down into its separate primary components so it would fit in his bag—stock, barrel and receiver assembly, bolt and bolt carrier assembly, trigger group, bipod, and five loaded magazines. After the events of Tet, he was extremely fond of its forty-round magazines. Even the new thirty-rounders were hard to come by for the CAR-15s, which meant the majority of SOG operators still used the twenty-rounders. Having a T223 with five mags of forty rounds each was a major firepower upgrade. If he was going to be staying in Saigon, he wanted more than a pistol close at hand. He assembled the rifle and placed it in the closet. Just in case.

Unpacking his few belongings, he wondered how long he would call the Continental home. If it was more than a few days he was going to need additional clothes. Before Serrano picked him up, he would run out for attire that was more suitable for the evening’s occasion. The streets around the hotel were teeming with shops where he was sure to find something appropriate.

He unholstered the custom Browning Hi-Power and placed it on the nightstand. Then he kicked off his shoes and lay back on the bed, placing his hands behind his head and looking up at the ceiling fan. Its slow-moving blades reminded him of the hands of the clocks in the lobby. He pondered how many more years of his youth he was going to sacrifice to a country called Vietnam and to the policymakers in Washington who were keeping them all chained to the deck of a sinking ship.





CHAPTER 30

SERRANO WORKED HIS WAY through the gears of the Zephyr’s four-speed manual transmission, pushing the six-cylinder engine through a turn.

“Ford makes these things in the UK,” he said. “This one belonged to my predecessor. The red leather is a bit much, but what can you do?”

Tom sat on the front bench seat, right arm resting on the open window ledge. He wondered if he should roll it up, lest someone toss in a grenade. He decided to follow Serrano’s lead and leave it down. Maybe it was better to be blown up than bake to death?

A blanket covered the T223 and Thompson submachine gun on the rear bench seat. Serrano had told Tom that there were four hand grenades in the glove box. Tom checked and indeed there were. They each had a small overnight bag in the trunk. They would be staying in guest rooms on the DuBois plantation. No sense in driving after dark. The roads were dangerous enough during daylight hours.

Rue Cabinet had escaped much of the destruction of Tet. Serrano surmised that was to protect the journalists, leaving them alive to report on the war. It made no sense to kill the reporters and news crews who were so helpful to their cause.

They stopped at a checkpoint just outside the Cholon district, an armored personnel carrier blocking their path. Serrano showed his ID to a nervous-looking soldier in an ill-fitting helmet and flak jacket who may very well have been in high school the week before.

“Careful, sir. There are still pockets of VC in there.”

Serrano looked ahead at the smoke still rising from the ruins of what had once been a thriving Chinatown.

“We’ll call you if we need you, Private.”

“Yes, sir.”

The APC moved forward, allowing them to pass, and then rolled back into place.

“We really did a number on this place,” Tom said, as they drove through a war-torn section of the city.

“VC guerrillas drew us in,” Serrano said. “Maybe that was their plan, maybe not. Regardless, they succeeded in getting us to destroy major portions of Saigon. A damn shame. I love this city.”

What was left of civilization melted away and Serrano accelerated away from the smoke and rubble.

Rice patties flanked the road as they sped northwest, villages of bamboo rising from flooded fields.

“They’ve been living this way for at least two thousand years,” Serrano said. “To conquer Vietnam, you need troops in every village, but even if you do that, they can just wait you out anyway. What do you see out there?”

“Looks peaceful.”

“It does, doesn’t it? Out here, unlike the city, they live in harmony with the land due to some confluence of Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism. There’s an old saying: ‘The authority of the emperor stops at the gate to the village.’ If you are going to rule Vietnam, you better understand that.”

“Do we?”

“Some might, like Lansdale. Maybe a few others. Each of these villages is a society unto itself, self-sufficient and therefore independent. And if you take one by force, what do you get?”

“Trouble?”

“Rice. Not gold or riches. There’s no oil. Just rice. Maybe a few cows, chickens, or dogs. We won’t succeed in restructuring Vietnamese society in our image, or if we do, it’s going to take a lot more than Levi’s and Marlboros.”

“Speaking of, mind if I smoke?”

“Be my guest.”

Tom lit a cigarette and blew his first plume through the open window into the late-afternoon air. The Iron Triangle was to their north in the Bình Dương Province. Tunnels. Even in the heat of the late afternoon Tom shivered, remembering the darkness and claustrophobic conditions of the underground labyrinth.

“Tom.”

“Yeah.”

“Thought I’d lost you for a minute.”

“I’m good. Just taking in the view.”

“We’re about thirty minutes away.”

“How many times have you been there?”

“A few. The DuBois plantation is one of the larger estates, a remnant of the French colonial days. Gaston discovered early on that the smaller farms were limited by their inability to process their own product, so he doubled down on that end of the business. He processes not only his own rubber, but rubber from the smaller plantations and nearby farms. His export company ships it out of the country. Even though this is their home, neither he nor Ella will ever be fully accepted as Vietnamese because of their French blood, which is what gives us our in.”

“Our in?”

“If Hanoi takes the South, he’ll be done for; land confiscated. They will both probably be killed. He has a vested interest in us and the South winning this war.”

“How does he keep from being murdered as it is? From what I understand, the plantations are ideal recruiting zones for the communists.”

“He treats his workers well. Historically, that has not been the norm. Harsh working conditions and inhumane treatment, what amounted to slave labor, has been the rule. The Vietnamese have a complex relationship with rubber, Tom. The sap from the trees might as well be white gold. Men and corporations will kill for it. Many Vietnamese see the plantations as a continuation of French colonial rule. Thousands of acres have been burned by guerrillas.”

“But not Gaston’s.”

“Not yet. He also employs his own security force with an intelligence arm.”

“Sounds like a warlord.”

“That description is not too far off. He is not above making someone disappear, but our assessment is that he has insulated himself by doing business differently, paying living wages, treating his staff with dignity and respect. From what I have observed, he treats them like family.”

“Every family has its black sheep,” Tom said.

The DuBois plantation was in the low hills about 20 miles outside of Loc Ninh, in the Binh Phuoc region. The higher, more dramatic peaks of the northern portions of the province loomed in the distance, slightly obscured by the heat mirage on the horizon.

“What are you thinking, Tom?”

“Just how breathtaking and wild this place is. Wonder if we’ll be back here in twenty years as tourists?”

“Like Europe? Maybe.”

“Yeah, maybe.”

The flats of the lowlands had given way to hill country, and Serrano downshifted as he navigated through the winding turns of the jungle road. He lifted his hand from the stick and pointed at the valley below.

“There it is.”

The DuBois estate emerged from the dense rainforest, the rolling hills behind it dotted with small, thatched huts. To Tom, it looked like photos he had seen of castles in the Loire Valley. Built from white and gray stone with sections of red brick, the enormous mansion was surrounded by a wall that looked too low for the structure it bordered. Serrano slowed the vehicle and turned onto the long, tumbled travertine driveway. The castle’s façade was laced with large windows abutted by open wood shutters. Recessed behind stone columns were dark decorative double doors marking the entrance. A statue of a stag surrounded by four hounds was perched atop a clocktower above it. Just below the statue was an imposing clock. Tom checked it against his Rolex. Right on time. Serrano pulled the car to a stop in the stag’s shadow.

“We made it.”

Tom exited the vehicle and stretched. He was dressed in khaki pants and a thin untucked white button-up shirt that hid the Hi-Power.

Serrano, wearing dark pants, a brown shirt, and a cream-colored blazer, joined him on the passenger side of the vehicle. He held a bottle of 1954 Grand Vin de Chateau Latour that Tom was certain came from the CIA annex armory.

“Bienvenue!” Welcome! The voice belonged to Gaston DuBois. He stepped from the shadows of the stone entranceway, leaning on his intricately carved cane.

“Monsieur DuBois,” Serrano said, shaking the older man’s hand. “Of course, you remember Mr. Tom Smith.”

“How could I forget? I owe you both my life. I am sorry Mr. Jones could not be here, but I understand he has pressing business elsewhere.”

“He does, sir,” Tom replied.

DuBois wore a matching light tan linen suit and vest over a white button-up shirt, an indigo cravat around his neck.

A Vietnamese butler in a dark suit held the door open as DuBois led the way inside. Tom was struck with how gloomy it was. As his eyes adjusted, he became aware of the clutter. It was like he had stepped back in time. Mahogany tables and bookcases were filled with leather-bound books and silver trinkets from another century. Persian rugs lined the floor and oil paintings that looked like they belonged in museums were arranged along the walls. The furniture was upholstered with varying patterns of fabric that seemed in conflict with one another: the sofa at war with the chair, the rug waiting to see which one won before choosing sides. All together it amounted to almost a hundred years of collected family history.

“Brought you a bottle,” Serrano told their host.

“Nineteen fifty-four,” Gaston said, admiring the bottle. “A challenging year for Bordeaux. An even more challenging year for the French in Indochina.”

He turned to his butler. “Decant this will you, please,” he said, switching from French to Vietnamese.

“Yes, sir.” The butler took the bottle and disappeared into what Tom assumed was the kitchen.

Tom paused at a table next to a grand piano. It was covered with black-and-white photographs. Most were of a woman who looked like Ella, though she was obviously older.

“My wife, Mr. Smith. I miss her dearly.”

Tom decided not to push.

“I have cocktails waiting upstairs where we can watch the sunset. Then dinner,” he said, leading the way up a wide stone staircase. The cane seemed more of a decorative accessory than a mobility aide. Tom wondered if it concealed a weapon.

At the top of the stairs, he led the way out onto an expansive stone terrace overlooking the gardens with views of the distant hills. Two servants in black pants and white shirts held silver trays. Small wineglasses filled with a red liquid, garnished with red raspberries, were perched on one. On the other were an assortment of olives, cheeses, and saucisson, dry-cured sausage.

“Please, gentlemen,” Gaston said, gesturing to the trays. He noticed Tom eyeing the drink with suspicion.

“A Kir Royale, Mr. Smith. Champagne topped with crème de cassis.”

“What’s that?” Tom asked.

“A black currant liqueur.”

The three men each took a glass. A fourth remained on the tray.

“That is for my daughter. She will join us shortly.”

Tom attempted to hide a nervous smile.

“À votre santé!” To your health! Gaston said, holding up his glass.

“À votre santé!” the Americans echoed.

“Well, what do you think, Mr. Smith?” Gaston asked.

“The drink? Perfect way to start the evening.”

“The raspberries were the most difficult to obtain under the present circumstances. They come from Da Lat in the Central Highlands. The City of Eternal Spring. Have you been?”

“I have not,” Tom answered.

“It’s on the shore of a picturesque lake,” Gaston continued. “Maybe after the war.”

“Perhaps,” Tom said.

“Mr. Serrano, I believe you have spent some time there.”

“I have. You know how fond I am of the highlands. It’s exquisite country.”

“When the bullets aren’t flying,” Gaston said.

The door opened and Ella DuBois flowed onto the terrace.

“I hope I’m not interrupting, gentlemen.”

The sun had just hit the horizon, casting an orange glow across the plantation and making Ella’s silk dress even more radiant. The shimmering, smooth silver fabric covered her shoulders and hugged the curves of her body, cascading almost to the floor. It appeared weightless, lustrous, as if it were alive. She wore jade teardrop earrings that matched the green pendant around her neck.

“Bonsoir, my dear,” Gaston said, as he exchanged a light kiss on each of Ella’s cheeks.

“Bonsoir,” she replied, greeting the two Americans with the same traditional la bise.

Tom felt an electric jolt when her cheek touched his. He thought she smelled slightly of lavender.

“Bonsoir, Mademoiselle DuBois,” Serrano said.

Tom stuttered a bit but managed to articulate a greeting.

She picked up her apéritif, saying merci, to the servant as he stepped away.

“Have we solved the problems plaguing Vietnam yet?” she asked.

“Almost, my dear,” said her father.

“Á la tienne,” she said, raising her glass.

“Á la tienne,” the three men said in response.

Tom found it hard to avert his eyes but did so as she motioned to the setting sun.

“I love this time of the evening,” she said. “Magical.”

A servant approached with the charcuterie board, and each of them took a piece of cheese, sausage, or olives as they finished their Kir Royales and the sun dipped beneath the horizon.

“We try to celebrate the end of each day together when we can,” Gaston explained. “With the growing business, I am spending more time out here managing the rubber enterprise, while Ella is in Saigon focused on the import/export side of things.”

“Do you commute to Saigon every day?” Tom asked Ella.

“We have holdings in Saigon as well, so I stay near the office for the most part.”

“One day, this plantation will no longer be ours,” Gaston said. “But in a sense, it has never been more than a temporary holding. We are prepared to take our business elsewhere, should it become necessary.”

“Won’t it be hard to leave this?” Serrano asked, gesturing to the view.

“Yes, but life is about change, and business is about adaptability. Ella and I spend a lot of time in Thailand. With the uncertainties that accompany doing business in Vietnam, it is vital that we prepare for a future beyond these borders. Now, what say we retire to the dining room for dinner?”

He led them back downstairs, explaining the history behind certain paintings along the way. Tom did his best to pay attention.

The butler who had met them at the door showed the group into a room with a long, rectangular dining table. Four heavy curved-backed wood chairs upholstered with leather awaited. He pulled one out at Ella’s setting. She was seated directly across from Tom. A collection of various sized candles burned on a tiered stand between them at the table’s center. Gaston took his position as host at the head, passing his cane to the butler, who placed it against the wall. Serrano sat at the opposite end. At their feet was an oversized Aubusson flat woven rug. A sideboard with neatly arranged fine china plates, platters, bowls, and cups was against the wall behind Tom. A large mirror hung opposite it. Bread had already been placed on the white tablecloth. Tom noted the absence of butter, remembering that in France bread was an accompaniment to the food and not a starter or appetizer.

Hues of burnt orange radiated through the panes of a window at the far side of the room, the sun’s final warning that darkness would soon be upon them. It caused Ella’s silk dress to glimmer. The light warmed the left side of her face, trapping the other side in shadow.

The butler showed Gaston a bottle of 1966 Maison Leroy Meursault Premier Cru Les Poruzots. He nodded in approval. The butler opened the bottle and set the cork next to Gaston, who quickly inspected it before nodding again. The man poured a taste. Gaston held it to the dying light, noting its clarity. He then brought it to his nose before taking a sip to evaluate its flavor and balance, nodding in satisfaction. The butler filled the glasses for each guest and then returned to Gaston to finish the pour.

“Please,” Gaston said, holding his glass by its stem and getting to his feet but gesturing that his guests should remain seated. “If I may propose a toast. To our American friends. I am in your debt. You have given me and my dear daughter the gift of life. It will not be forgotten. May this war soon be behind us, and may we toast again under the most pleasant of skies and circumstances. À la vôtre!”

As was customary, Serrano then stood and raised his glass. “Monsieur DuBois, Mademoiselle DuBois, we thank you for your support during these trying times. It is an honor to be here with you tonight. Here’s to years of continued friendship, more wine from my organization’s cellar, and to a time we can gather in peace and prosperity.”

Tom was unsure if he was required to make a toast as well. He looked across the table at Ella for help. She smiled and ever so slightly shook her head, her gaze as intoxicating as any drug.

The meal began with l’entrée of French onion soup.

The soup was followed by sole meunière, pan-fried sole in a lemon-butter-caper sauce topped with fresh herbs and a small side of green beans. New wineglasses were provided and filled with 1964 William Fevre Les Clos Chablis Grand Cru by four Vietnamese footmen who disappeared behind the closed doors of the kitchen as quickly as they had appeared. Lemon sorbet to cleanse the pallet was presented as soon as the fish plates were cleared.

The shadows shifted, the sky outside transitioning to indigo, foreshadowing the coming of night.

Le plat principal consisted of canard à l’orange, roast duck with sweet and tangy orange sauce accompanied by a side of steamed carrots. It was paired with the strong red Chateau Latour that Serrano had brought along. Gaston complimented the choice and thanked him for his kindness.

“This particular bottle seems to have escaped the fate to have befallen most Bordeaux that year,” he said.

Simple green salads tossed with a French vinaigrette were delivered next, along with glasses of 1964 Moët & Chandon Grand Vintage Brut for the occasion.

Then came plates with a selection of cheeses. Gaston chose a 1963 Quinta do Noval port to go with them.

“An homage to the Portuguese. They were the first Europeans to arrive in Vietnam in the sixteenth century,” he explained. “I often lunch with the Portuguese ambassador at the Cercle Sportif, which has the side benefit of access to bottles of otherwise difficult to obtain vintage port.”

The finale was dessert: small chocolate profiteroles, a French pastry with sweet cream filling, served with coffee in the smallest coffee cups Tom had ever seen. Two sugar cubes offset the bitter taste.

The meal had taken over three hours.

Ella lit up a long cigarette, so Tom took the opportunity to do the same, the nicotine putting just the right finishing touch to the evening’s meal.

Serrano stirred both his sugar cubes into his small cup.

“Monsieur DuBois,” he said. “I was hoping you might share with us your thoughts on Tet.”

“You know,” Gaston said. “Some used to say the French owned Vietnam because they civilized it. It ended up not working out for the French. Tet gives us a window into the future. America will be next.”

“We hear reports that the NVA lost a generation of fighters,” Serrano said.

“I understand that it was primarily Viet Cong, but the North will just replenish them with NVA. And, yes, they suffered staggering losses, yet you are not any closer to achieving your objectives than you were three years ago when you flooded the country with troops. They hit over one hundred cities and are still fighting in many of them.”

“Do you believe the war is going to become both a conventional battle and an insurgency?”

“Westmoreland wants a conventional war. He told Time magazine that he hoped the communists would try something, because he was looking for a fight. He seems to have gotten his wish. In a speech not long after, he said that the communists were unable to mount a major offensive. He was wrong.”

“Some say that the Viet Cong are about to enter what is called a third phase of the war, transitioning from guerrilla tactics to large-scale conventional engagements.”

“And why would they do that, Mr. Serrano? Why would they suddenly switch to the methods of warfare in which their enemy so obviously excels? Their guerrilla tactics have been successful. Why change a winning strategy? Your generals may hope with all their hearts that they get to fight the NVA and VC in another D-Day, but it is not to be. Not in Vietnam.”

“We are learning tough lessons.”

“Mr. Smith, what did you learn from Tet?”

Tom cleared his throat.

“Well, it illustrates that the NVA can plan and coordinate. They hit the embassy to show we are vulnerable. It revealed the popular support for the VC, and it highlighted their courage,” Tom added.

“Excuse me?” Gaston said.

“It takes courage to take on the U.S.”

“It does. Gentlemen, if I may.”

“Please,” Serrano said.

“They have been studying you. They infiltrated the cities. You had been telling the world that the cities were safe. The VC and NVA proved you wrong. That may very well end up being the most lasting impact of Tet. Mr. Smith, do you know what District Eight is?”

“No.”

“It was the gold standard, an area of Saigon built up by the Americans. It’s where Westmoreland took visiting senators to showcase what was possible in Vietnam. Homes were built with none of the overcrowding found in most of the city—clean water, electricity, TVs, refrigerators. And today it is in ruins. Ho and Giap knew if they had a VC presence there as part of Tet then the American military would destroy it for them, along with the pipe dream that it could become a reality for all Vietnam. The Viet Minh used a similar tactic in Hanoi against the French in ’46. Both in Hanoi and Saigon the results were the same: gunships, artillery, destruction. Now the people see the Americans, not the VC, as having destroyed their homes, killed their husband or wife, mother or father, son or daughter. How can you blame them? The VC don’t have helicopter gunships or bombers. The Americans do. You may have created more VC than you killed.”

“You may be right,” Tom agreed.

“The attacks around the country are important, but none are as important as what happened in Saigon. They proved they could hit the epicenter of American power in Vietnam, and they brought that victory into the living rooms of the American voter, showing them that American blood is being spilled here, not just in the hamlets, but in the heart of Saigon.”

“The press isn’t helping,” Serrano offered.

“Your press, Halberstam and Sheehan in particular, assassinated Diêm and Nhu on the page well before soldiers put bullets and knives to them in the back of an armored personnel carrier that was supposed to give them safe passage to the airport and out of the country in ’63. Killed in an accidental suicide, isn’t that right, Mr. Serrano? We may never know exactly what happened, but your Ambassador Lodge seemed to have a penchant for playing God. I do not know why neither Kennedy nor Johnson did not remove him earlier. That coup has come to haunt us all. Maybe they both feared Lodge would run against them for president? Or perhaps they intended to use him as a scapegoat for a failing war while at the same time marginalizing him politically? Regardless of the reason, that line of thinking backfired. Did Diêm’s ousting solve the Buddhist problem? It just exacerbated it with more monks self-immolating in the months after the coup than in all Diêm’s years as president. And where were those New York Times and Washington Post articles then? Perhaps the truth no longer fit their purposes? Your press is complicit in this story, in the exacerbation of this war. And they are watching it play out from the roof of the Caravelle Hotel.”

“What is our biggest hurdle after Tet?” Serrano asked.

“The problem with American policy in Vietnam is that it is based around a single principle that your president’s advisors, for all their education and experience, have bought into ‘hook, line, and sinker’ as I believe you like to say.”

“And what is that?”

“Anti-communism. Anti-communism is your doctrine. That makes it easy to counter. It silences debate. The consensus is around anti-communism and not Vietnam. The communists are threatening to take over the free world, yet we voted freely in January 1946, and we voted for communism. You have become so focused on how to save the government of South Vietnam that you stumbled right past any coherent debate on why the government of South Vietnam is worth saving. That will be your ultimate downfall.”

“What do you say to the notion of collective security as outlined in the UN charter? You benefit from the U.S. providing security on the seas around the globe. Trade and commerce have flourished since the end of World War Two.”

“It’s one of the reasons import and export is such a profitable business. I don’t have to pay to defend my ships. The United States does it for me.”

“If South Vietnam falls, isn’t Thailand next?”

“Your Domino Theory.”

“Yes.”

“We have a contingency to set up our headquarters in Thailand should the need arise, if that gives you an answer. You are looking at Vietnam as the test, a crucial test, of the ability of the military and political might of the United States to counter the Soviets and Chinese through a third party. You yourselves made it a test.”

“What do you suggest we do?”

“Ah, the real question. Your government won’t do it.”

“What?”

“Have the South Vietnamese government request that you leave. Have them publicly say they are ready to take on the North. Have them thank your country for all you have done. That is probably something that in hindsight you should have done following the crackdowns on the Buddhists or the November 1963 coup, but you didn’t. It is not too late to orchestrate a reason to leave. Then go ahead and put bases in Thailand if that makes you feel better. Counter the red menace from there.”

“Then Saigon will fall.”

“And fall it may very well. But you control the timing. Think of the lives you will save. Not everyone here is a staunch anti-communist, regardless of what they tell you to your face.”

“Are you?”

“Am I what?”

“A communist or anti-communist?”

“I am a businessman. It is not so simple for me, or for my daughter.”

“One day you might have to pick a side.”

“Perhaps. Though I was born without a country. That gives me flexibility. You and Mr. Smith were born to your side. And since we are talking as friends, I will give you another tip. Stop framing this conflict in terms of victory. Your countrymen see victory through the lens of VE Day and parades from the Second World War. What you are really doing in Vietnam is avoiding defeat, maybe even just prolonging the inevitable. Victory and avoiding defeat are two different things, Mr. Serrano.”

“So, defeat is inevitable?”

“You walked into a trap. You inherited a war from the French. A war the Viet Minh won. And now you have invested so much military and economic, not to mention political, capital into South Vietnam that those losses have consumed your approach, so much so that you have forgotten to ask the all-important question: What is the importance of Vietnam to the United States? Rubber? Maybe, but there are other places you can grow rubber. What do you want here?”

“Our goal is for the government in Saigon to exercise sovereignty over the South; the elimination of guerrilla and terrorist attacks from the North; the defeat of the insurgency supported by Hanoi; and the cessation of large-scale cross-border attacks by the NVA into South Vietnam.”

“And how long do you think you can sustain the strategic losses of Tet to achieve this? One year? Two years? Three? Four? Mr. Smith, what do you think?” Gaston asked.

“It’s a question of will. On my first deployment back in ’63, we captured a VC guerrilla hiding in a village. He had a three-day-old stomach wound. His intestines had spilled out, and he had put them in a dirty cooking bowl offered by one of the villagers. I think about him when I think about the will of the enemy.”

“And what did you do with him?”

“We got our corpsman on him immediately. Washed the intestines in clean water from our canteens and called in a Huey. Transported him to the FOB, where they stabilized him as best they could and then got him to Saigon for next-level care. I don’t know what happened to him. I like to think he survived.”

“And why is that? Isn’t he your enemy?”

“He was. But we probably have more in common with one another than we do with the people who ordered us into the trenches from the relative safety of Washington and Hanoi. Or maybe I just respect anyone who can live for three days with their guts in a bowl.”

“Fortitude,” Gaston said.

“That’s right. But, to answer your question, it’s not just the will of the soldier, it’s the commitment of the citizenry and our elected representatives, but most importantly our president. I don’t see all those entities having a long-term determination to win when the guerrilla tactics of our adversaries continue to erode that political resolve.”

“With Tet, Westmoreland, McNamara, and Johnson have lost whatever credibility they had,” Gaston added. “That might be the most severe wound of Tet. I believe that President Johnson has been focused on legacy.”

“What legacy?” Tom asked.

“He wanted to be remembered as the greatest domestic president in a generation. Instead, he got Vietnam.”

“ ‘These are the times that try men’s souls,’ ” Serrano said, quoting from Thomas Paine.

“There is something else,” Gaston said. “You want to show the world that what your President Kennedy termed ‘so-called wars of liberation’ will not work. If you want to win, you go to Hanoi, but your president seems to be afraid of triggering some as yet undisclosed agreement between the North and Moscow or Beijing, which would result in the deployment of Soviet or Chinese troops to Vietnam turning the whole fiasco into World War Three. Now, Mr. Serrano may know more, and some such treaty might indeed have been signed, but I have not heard whisperings of it, and I doubt it exists. As long as you operate in fear of this nonexistent treaty, you will continue to lose.”

“To win, North Vietnam merely needs to survive,” Serrano said.

“Quite perceptive. Your leaders think that Ho and Giap will behave as did the North Koreans. They will not. Their tolerance for death is exceedingly high. If your strategy is to try and make it so costly in terms of dead and wounded for the North that Ho will be forced to the negotiating table, we are in for a long war. Though it may not look that way, the North is fighting what you call a total war, while you are fighting a limited one. The longer this war goes on, the better for the North. Your secretary of war…”

“Of defense,” Serrano corrected.

“Forgive me. That’s right, and it is another reason you will lose.”

“What’s that?”

“You need a secretary of war, not defense.”

“On that we agree.”

“It is well documented that McNamara and his Whiz Kids look at war in quantifiable terms. If they spoke French, they would be familiar with élan—spirit, energy, animation, vigor. Élan is not a quantifiable term, yet that is what the North has in spades and is counting on to outlast the Americans. It is a nationalistic spirit, an anti-colonial spirit. You are overextended in Vietnam, Mr. Serrano. Remember what Ho said of the French in the fifties: ‘You can kill ten of my men for every one I kill of yours. But even at those odds, you will lose and I will win.’ Your search-and-destroy operations are not going to win this war, just prolong it. If the communists win, I will work with the communists. If the South, and by South I mean the Americans, win, then I will work with the Americans.”

“Very pragmatic.”

“I am a businessman.”

“So, you are going to sit on the fence?”

“Such an American term, but yes. You could say I am ‘playing both sides against the middle.’ I have a business to run, Mr. Serrano.”

“I understand.”

“Do you know what they call the war in the North? Dau Tranh Vu Trang, ‘the violence struggle,’ struggle being the key word. It comes down to how many Americans you are willing to sacrifice before you lose Vietnam. And on that note, gentlemen, and ma chérie, I will bid you goodnight. Lê and Trường will show you to your chambers. Rest well.”



As Tom lay on the bed beneath the mosquito netting, smoking a cigarette, in the eerily silent room, he kept going back to something Gaston DuBois said over dinner.

How many Americans are you willing to sacrifice?

Looking at the ceiling through the white netting, his thoughts of dead Americans and Vietnamese, soldiers and civilians, were intruded upon by a vision, a vision of Ella, her face half bathed in an orange glow.





CHAPTER 31

National Security Agency

Fort Meade, Maryland

USA

AS AN INFORMATION PROCESSING specialist, he should have been paying more attention to their guest speaker in the National Security Agency’s lecture hall, especially as the topic concerned what Allister Desmond would presumably be working on for at least the next decade.

The NSA had assigned him to a new project, but everything was kept compartmentalized, so none of the individual programmers knew its full scope. For Desmond, that meant writing code that could be encrypted and transmitted electronically rather than over radio waves. That also gave him access to keying material.

Whatever the project was, it was being built in a not-so-secret underground facility underneath NSA headquarters. The current NSA building was completed just five years prior when Desmond had been a young employee. At nine stories high, it looked like an ugly apartment building. In front of it was a shorter building that reminded him of the most boring mall in America. The huge parking lot that seemed to go on for miles gave them space to build additional structures. And if the portrait of the future that their speaker was painting in his lecture came to fruition, they would need some very large buildings indeed.

The NSA workforce seemed to be growing at an exponential rate. Every day, Desmond saw new faces he did not recognize. Maybe it was due to the ARPA program he had heard about. A Department of Defense organization, ARPA stood for the Department of Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency and was quietly funding universities across the country in support of its experimentation with network-based computing. UCLA and Stanford were apparently at the forefront.

Today’s speaker was J.C.R. Licklider, a pioneer and innovator in Desmond’s field. The title of the lecture was “The Computer as a Communication Device,” which was also the title of his soon-to-be published paper in the Journal of Science and Technology. Licklider had been at the forefront of the interactive computer movement from the beginning and had authored the duplex theory of pitch perception. He was also the brain behind the government’s Semi-Automatic Ground Environment, or SAGE, program, which used data collected by computers to aid in military decision-making.

Desmond perked up momentarily when Licklider mentioned “Man-Computer Symbiosis,” which he thought would make for stimulating pillow talk with Clara later that evening.

Licklider wove in the potential benefits and risks of artificial intelligence replacing man’s oversight as a decision-maker. Quoting from his 1960 article, he said: “In short, it seems worthwhile to avoid argument with enthusiasts for artificial intelligence by conceding dominance in the distant future of cerebration to machines alone.”

It sounded like science fiction, but it was a good line that should impress Clara. Maybe he would use it over dinner.

The focus of the talk was the new ARPANET—Advanced Research Projects Agency Network—which Licklider proclaimed would transform the intelligence and defense landscape.

Clara would find that fascinating.

Licklider moved on to the capabilities of networked computing and what the future would look like with what he termed “internetworking,” but Desmond was only half listening. He was thinking about what Clara would be wearing when he met her in a few hours. Licklider went on to describe “nodes,” “Decentralized Network Architecture,” “Packet Switching,” and “Interface Network Processors,” as he continued to speak to the rapt audience.

Desmond was familiar with ARPANET and had heard that modems were being built underground in a new subterranean section of the NSA from which ARPANET would be monitored and maintained. That was something else that would fascinate Clara.

Desmond lacked the self-control to keep his eyes off his watch: 4:40 p.m.

Come on.

The lecture was interesting, but Clara was probably already checked into her hotel.

As Desmond continued to half-listen, the future of digital communications began to sink in. It centered around collection and decryption. So much for Henry L. Stimson, a former secretary of state who shut down the Cipher Bureau, also called the Black Chamber, a predecessor to the NSA, back in 1929, when he said, “Gentlemen do not read each other’s mail.” Desmond knew that had changed after the onset of the Second World War, when “reading each other’s mail” became a top priority for the United States government. They created the Signals Intelligence Service to do just that. Following the war, as signals intelligence collection became more complex and critical to national security, the SIS went through multiple reorganizations and restructures, first becoming the Army Security Agency and then the Armed Forces Security Agency. The organization’s growing pains in the early years of the Cold War resulted in a National Security Council directive and presidential memorandum that ultimately created the National Security Agency. Desmond loved the NSA’s unofficial moniker: No Such Agency. Very cloak and dagger.

Desmond, along with most of those in the building, had read Herbert O. Yardley’s 1931 book The American Black Chamber. Yardley had been the director of the Cipher Bureau at its inception. After an abrupt firing, he went on to expose its existence and its secrets in his bestselling book. It set off a firestorm in Washington, eventually resulting in 1933 legislation known as the Secrets Act. Officially H.R. 4220, what would become Public Law 37 crept closer to the UK’s Official Secrets Act and specified punishments for the disclosure of codes and classified information. Desmond found the thought discomforting and pushed it from his mind.

The NSA was monitoring telephone calls of everyone from Martin Luther King Jr. to Whitney Young, to Muhammad Ali, to New York Times reporter Tom Wicker, to Washington Post columnist Art Buchwald, and even those of Senators Frank Church and Howard Baker. Desmond was unsure of the legalities, but they were the NSA. If it wasn’t legal, strictly speaking, they were above the law, weren’t they? If the NSA was getting away with listening in on the phone calls of American citizens, then what was the harm in him passing off keying material that would allow Clara to progress up the ladder at her company in West Germany? And they were an ally now. If it helped her career and made him feel like a secret agent, then so be it. His reward was time between the sheets with a woman who really understood him, someone with whom he had a real connection.

Part of Desmond wished it was not so easy to remove keying material from the building. He would feel more like Bond if it was more difficult. His job gave him access to the classified codes needed for programming, which required him to access the NSA crypto-vault every morning. He found it odd that there was not a two-person rule like the ones followed by crews manning Minuteman missile silos and the commanding and executive officers of ballistic missile submarines. It would be so easy to implement at the NSA. He knew banks had the rule in place when opening and entering vaults and some companies mandated that two executives sign checks. It was the same with some wire transfers. He had heard rumors of a bioweapons research facility at nearby Fort Detrick, Maryland. They surely had the rule in place. You didn’t want someone leaving with a bioweapon after all.

But Desmond wasn’t leaving with something so serious as a bioweapon, was he?

His hand went to the pocket of his tweed sport coat and found the rotor reader that Clara had given him, confirming it was still there.

The device was about the size of a pack of cigarettes and easy to conceal. After entering the crypto vault, he would open the device, essentially doubling its size, and mate it with the spring-loaded contacts of the rotor cipher machine, imprinting a copy of the code into the reader. He would then close and lock the rotor reader and deposit it in the pocket of his tweed jacket. Nothing appeared any different from when he had walked into the vault.

It was seamless.

Licklider concluded his talk with a passionate declaration of a future dependent on mainframe computers and time-sharing technologies, which he described as central management hubs for the dissemination of digital information and communications. He called it a “Global Computer Network.”

If the NSA controlled those hubs, we could essentially “read everyone’s mail,” Desmond thought. Secretary of State Stimson would be horrified.

The talk concluded with a rousing round of applause. Licklider then took thirty minutes of questions, through which Desmond lightly tapped his foot and looked at his watch every other minute.

Following the final question, Licklider told the audience that he would stay to continue discussions at the front for anyone who was interested. After a second round of applause, Desmond stood and pushed his way through the crowd to exit the auditorium. He had his Hartmann attaché case in hand, so he did not need to return to his office before departing for the day.

With the events of Tet, it was easy to excuse his absences at home. “All hands on deck, Brenda. You know how it is.”

Walking through the halls toward the exit, he passed black-and-white photos commemorating the Agency’s origins and its previous headquarters at Arlington Hall Station in Virginia. Herbert O. Yardley’s photo was noticeably absent.

He tried to keep a normal pace, but thoughts of Clara in lingerie spurred him onward.

Don’t run.

As he walked across the expansive lobby to the bank of glass doors that led to the parking lot, two men in identical dark suits approached, blocking his path.

“Excuse me, sir. New security protocols in place,” the larger of the two said in a pleasant enough voice. “We’ll just need to see your briefcase. Follow us.”

He gestured to a table set up against the wall in the lobby that had not been there that morning. A third man in a suit similar to the ones worn by Desmond’s two inquisitors was handing a briefcase back to another employee at the table whom Desmond didn’t recognize.

Try and stay cool.

“What’s this about?” Desmond asked, doing his best to sound normal.

“Just a random check.”

“Ah, I see,” Desmond said.

Would any of his fictional heroes say something pithy here?

He decided it was best to say as little as possible.

They stopped at the table and Desmond turned his head to see if anyone else was being selected for a search.

A random check?

There had never been security checks of any kind at the NSA.

“Sir?”

Desmond turned back to the larger man.

“Huh?”

“Your briefcase?”

“Oh yes, of course,” Desmond said. He handed the Hartmann to the security man, who set it on the table, pushed the latches to the side, and opened the case.

It was embarrassing to be singled out as his colleagues streamed past behind him. He felt better when someone he recognized was stopped and brought to the table as well. He looked at Desmond and shrugged.

The security man rummaged through the briefcase finding nothing but pens and pencils, a legal pad with a grocery list, a Kleenex pocket pack, an apple, and a paperback copy of Len Deighton’s Funeral in Berlin.

Desmond felt a bead of sweat on his temple and hoped none of the security men would notice.

“That was a good movie,” the man said.

“What?”

“Funeral in Berlin. Saw it last year with my old lady. That Michael Caine is no Connery, but I liked his character. What was his name?”

“Who?”

“Caine. In the movie.”

“Uh, Palmer. Harry Palmer. But in the book, he doesn’t have a name.”

“A book that has a character with no name?”

“Yeah, well, the novel’s better.”

“That’s what they always say. Have a good evening, sir,” the man said, closing the case and handing it back to Desmond. “Any plans for the upcoming weekend?”

Was he probing? Did he know?

“Not really,” Desmond managed. “Just going to read my book.”

“Have a good one,” the man said, turning away with his partner, homing in on another briefcase.

Desmond exited the building and began his walk across the parking lot, the Hartmann attaché case feeling heavier than normal in his right hand. He was sweating profusely by the time he got to his Ford Galaxie, not because of the distance he had to walk to get to his vehicle but because of the thought that at any moment he would be thrown to the ground by men with guns.

He set the case down, fighting the urge to turn around, picturing a legion of security officers sprinting toward him. He fumbled with his keys and managed to open the door without being tackled and put in handcuffs. He slid inside and placed the attaché case on the passenger seat, taking a deep breath to steady his nerves. Only then did his hand confirm that the rotor reader was still in his coat pocket. He wiped the sweat from his forehead, started the car, and drove through the parking lot onto Savage Road.

Desmond focused on not exceeding the speed limit as he drove past the gate.

He had made it. He was free, though somehow, he did not feel that way.

As he made his way to I-295, his eyes kept going to the rearview mirror wondering if every car behind him was full of men in dark suits.





CHAPTER 32

Saigon, Vietnam

TOM HAD JUST OPENED his eyes and was staring up at the ceiling fan. He was lying in his bed in room 214 of the Continental Palace, the chirping birds outside his balcony having just roused him from a deep slumber. It had been two days since his dinner at the DuBois plantation and he had thought of little else in the interim.

His tranquility was interrupted by a ringing phone. It was Ella. She was calling from the lobby.

Tom slipped into his only other pair of pants—light khakis—and Top-Siders. His black polo shirt barely covered the Browning but would have to do. He lifted his arm and smelled his armpit. Not great. He removed the shirt and went to the bathroom, running the water in the sink and splashing it under his arms, on his face, and through his hair. Better. He needed to do a wash or go shopping for additional clothes, probably both.

He then put the polo back on, slipped the Finnish butterfly knife into his pocket, and grabbed his Wayfarers and cigarettes before making his way to the lobby.

He caught sight of Ella from the stairs. She wore a turquoise sundress that stopped well above her knees. A tan belt with a round gold clasp was tightened around her slim waist. Two bracelets were on her left wrist, one of leather and the other of small seashells. A beige ribbon was in her black hair, which was let down and fell just below her bare shoulders. The same green amulet hung from her neck. She took his breath away.

“I hope you don’t mind. I’m an early riser,” she said in French.

“I’ve been up for hours,” Tom replied.

“I can see that,” she said with a laugh. She reached up to indicate he had something in the corner of his eye.

Tom brushed away the morning crust and smiled.

“Did I say hours? I meant minutes. Are you hungry?”

“I ate earlier, but I will join you for tea. They do a wonderful breakfast here.”

They were escorted to a table in the courtyard respectfully distanced from their neighbors. Tom ordered a tea for Ella and a coffee for himself. Warm freshly baked French bread was brought to the table along with an assortment of pastries. Tom’s coffee tasted like mud.

“Well, what did you think of our dinner?” Ella asked, bringing the hot tea to her lips.

“The meal was incredible. The company even better.”

“I agree. I’ve always had a thing for Nick.”

Tom’s mouth dropped open.

“Just kidding. Got you.”

Tom laughed. Relieved.

“What are you doing here, Tom? And I don’t believe your last name is Smith. After the rooftop rescue and our dinner, I am fairly certain I know what Nick Serrano does. I am not a fool.”

Tom decided on the honest approach.

“It’s Reece. Tom Reece. To tell you the truth, I don’t fully know what I’m doing here. I work up north, attached to a military unit up there. Happened to be in Saigon during Tet. Your father asked me to dinner through Serrano so here we are.”

She studied him intently. He sensed that she decided he was telling enough of the truth.

“That will do for now. I won’t press you.”

She reached into her purse, pulled out a pack of Virginia Slims, and smoothly extracted a long, thin cigarette. Tom leaned across the table, offering the flame of his Zippo. She lit her cigarette. Tom did the same with his Marlboro.

“So, are you a Tom, or a Thomas?”

“My dad goes by Thomas, so I went with Tom.”

“Not ‘Tommy’?”

“Not since grade school.”

“Are you a ‘junior’?”

“I’m the third.”

“Very regal. And will your son be the fourth?”

“I think that’s getting to be a little much.”

She laughed. “What about a middle name, Tom, short for Thomas, Reece?”

“Sullivan.”

“Where does that come from?”

“Family name. How about you? What’s it like to be stepping into your father’s shoes?”

“You mean, what is it like for a woman to be taking over a multinational import/export business?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s all I know. I guess you could say I was born into it. And you? Were you born to do what you are doing up north?”

“You could say that. My father was in World War Two. Just doing my duty.”

“I see. Saving the poor Vietnamese from the communists?”

“I don’t really know. It feels like we are doing more harm than good.”

“It certainly seems so.”

“If South Vietnam falls, wouldn’t it be hard to leave everything you have built here?”

“My father taught me to be pragmatic. Moving all operations to Thailand would simply be a matter of adaptation.”

“Do you like it?”

“Thailand?”

“Your work.”

“That’s a very American question, but yes, it’s fulfilling.”

“Does it leave much time for a social life?”

“Are you asking me if I have a boyfriend?”

“Yes.”

“I do not. I had a serious boyfriend in Paris. He was older.”

“How old are you?”

“I don’t think you are supposed to ask that of a lady.”

“Sorry.”

She laughed.

“I’m twenty-four. And you?”

“Twenty-five.”

“Ah, an elder.”

She laughed again.

“Maybe had I stayed in France it would have been different, but my father needed me here. Familial responsibilities are everything, Tom. Now, the work is my life. My father is old and my mother is no longer with us.”

“I’m sorry. What happened?”

Ella ignored the question.

“And you?” she asked.

“And me what?”

“Are you married? Do you have a girl waiting on you at home?”

“No.”

“Would you tell me if you did?”

Tom paused.

“I can’t answer that, since I’m not in that position. I’d like to think so.”

“Honesty. That’s attractive.”

Her eyes bore into his, and for a moment he did not know what to say.

He was saved by an interruption from a waiter asking if they would like more coffee or tea. Ella answered for them.

“We were just leaving.”

“L’addition, s’il vous plait,” Tom said without taking his eyes off Ella’s.

The check arrived, and Tom signed it to his room.

“Where are we going?”

“You asked about my mother.”





CHAPTER 33

THEY TOOK A BICYCLE rickshaw, heading west away from the Saigon River. The ride was just over ten minutes. Tom’s left side pressed against Ella’s right. She didn’t pull away or seem uneasy about their close proximity in the back of the covered rickshaw.

As their driver pedaled, Ella pointed out the sights of her city, the hotels, cafés, restaurants, Catholic churches, and Buddhist temples. Twice she tapped his leg to point out certain landmarks, sending an electric shock through his system.

The rickshaw came to a stop, and Ella leaned forward with cash and pressed it into the hand of their driver before Tom could protest.

“Let me get this,” he said.

“Already done. Follow me.”

Tom exited the rickshaw and helped Ella down from her side.

The driver pedaled off, leaving them in front of a towering pagoda.

Ella stepped off the street and into the temple’s small tree-lined courtyard.

“We’re here,” she said. She seemed sad.

“It’s beautiful,” Tom said.

The multitiered structure rose naturally from the earth and seemed to blend with the trees at its lower levels, leaving them behind as it rose toward the heavens.

“I used to think so,” Ella said, her hand going to the amulet at her neck.

“What happened?”

“Five years ago. It was August. I was already back at university—Sorbonne in Paris—or I would have been here that night as well, with my mother.”

Tom stood next to her as she gazed up at the pagoda.

“It was in the early-morning hours that they came, just after midnight. Army Special Forces and police loyal to Diêm and his brother attacked the defenseless monks and nuns with machine guns and grenades. It was a massacre. They even stole the charred heart of Thích Quảng Đức from the altar. Do you know who he was?”

Tom nodded.

“Of course you do. The entire world knows, or at least they knew.”

Pictures of the burning Buddhist monk had headlined every newspaper around the globe in June 1963, when Thích Quảng Đức self-immolated in downtown Saigon protesting the persecution of Buddhists by the Diêm regime.

“My mother was never found. Three months later, Diêm and his brother were assassinated. My father used all his power and contacts in a futile attempt to find answers.”

“Ella, I am so sorry.”

“Diêm was a puppet of your Kennedy administration.”

Tom did not know what to say.

“I weep for those who died. I mourn my mother.” She rubbed the amulet around her neck between her fingers. “I am caught between two worlds, Tom. My father is Catholic, and my mother was Buddhist. I just want peace.”

“So do I.”

“This was my mother’s,” Ella said of her necklace. “She gave it to me before I left for Paris. She told me it was for protection. Maybe if she had been wearing it that night, she would still be with us.”

She paused.

“I should be dead. I know it sounds strange, but that night during Tet, the night you saved me, I wasn’t scared. I was wearing this. It gave me strength. I felt my mother was with me. It was as if she was telling me not to worry, that she would protect me. And then she brought you to me. The door opened and all of a sudden you were there. You took the evil away. Then you were kneeling next to me asking if I was hurt.”

Tom swallowed, fighting back his emotions.

“This amulet, she protects me through it.” She turned to him. “Do you believe me?”

Tom nodded.

“And you, do you have something that protects you?”

Tom’s hand reflexively brushed the Browning Hi-Power beneath his shirt.

He shook his head.

“What about this,” she said, reaching up to touch the tiger claw that hung from Tom’s neck.

“That was a gift from a friend, a teammate who is no longer with us.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Me too.”

She looked into his eyes and moved her hand to his heart.

“There are protectors in Buddhism, enlightened bodhisattvas who guard against demons. Perhaps they work through you, Tom Sullivan Reece.”

Those eyes that had captivated him since their first meeting, softened. Her hand slid from his chest to behind his neck and she brought his lips to hers.

When they broke from their kiss, she was the first to speak.

“Take me to your hotel before I change my mind.”





CHAPTER 34

FOR THE NEXT WEEKS, the war did not exist for Tom Reece and Ella DuBois.

Though Ella kept a flat at 213 Dong Khoi Street near the DuBois Consortium headquarters, she spent her nights with Tom. She professed her apartment building was too modern and lacked the charm of either Paris or Saigon. Each day she would rise early and go to her flat to prepare for work and then meet Tom for drinks and dinner in the evenings.

The first day, while Ella was at work, Tom went shopping and purchased new jeans, an assortment of T-shirts, Fred Perry polos, olive green and tan safari shirts popular with the journalism crowd, a pair of flip-flops, and a pair of Sperry Top-Siders. That night they met at the nearby Hotel Majestic for drinks and then walked to the Chalet restaurant for a long dinner. She showed him the Pont des Trois bridge—the three arches bridge—that had somehow survived Tet before suggesting they retire to the Continental.

No matter how long they made love into the early-morning hours, Ella was always up at first light. Tom would sometimes awake to the click of the hotel room door shutting behind her as she left for work. When he did roll out of bed, he would make thick Vietnamese coffee in his room with a tin French press. He had taken Serrano’s advice on lightening it up with honey and a dash of cream. He needed to remember to drop the habit when he got back to Phu Bai, or he would never live it down.

On the third evening, instead of meeting him for drinks, she arrived at his room with a bellman who was carrying a present. He brought it inside and leaned the tall, thin bundle wrapped in newspapers and secured with twine against the wall. Ella tipped him on his way out. Tom unwrapped it to find a painting that Ella explained was created with gouache and pigments on silk. Primarily varying shades of browns and greens with touches of red, it depicted two ducks on a pond floating amongst lotus flowers.

“They are circling each other,” Ella said.

“Are they getting ready to fight?”

She laughed.

“No. It’s a courtship ritual.”

Tom twisted the painting trying to get a better perspective.

“Mandarin ducks stay together for life,” she said. “They are a traditional representation of commitment and harmony. If one dies, the other remains alone.”

“I don’t think that’s true.”

“What?”

“That ducks mate for life.”

“Well, that’s how the legend goes.”

“I’ll go with it. Who am I to mess with a legend?”

“I purchased it to put over that hideous painting above the bed. I feel like that strange-looking woman is watching us.”

Tom set down the painting and pulled the abstract woman off the wall. The gecko had found its way back and once again darted for the open doors of the balcony.

“I’ve taken to calling him ‘Drags,’ ” Tom said. “Short for ‘Dragon.’ ”

“They eat mosquitos, you know.”

“I’ve heard that.”

He set the abstract against the wall next to the wardrobe, facing the wall, and then hung the Mandarin duck painting in its place.

“Now the ducks can watch us,” Tom said. “That’s much better.”

“Oh stop. I got you something else.”

“Ella, you don’t need to get me anything.”

“Oh yes, I do. Your fashion sense is clearly wanting, but at least with your new clothes you look more like a journalist than a soldier just out of the field. You will fit in perfectly around here, except for that watch.”

“Really?”

“Well, the watch is fine, but that strap and leather cover scream ‘military.’ Here,” she said, handing him a small green box from her purse.

“What’s this?”

“Just a little something to help you blend in.”

Tom opened the box and removed a stainless-steel watch bracelet.

“I can’t accept this.”

“You can and you will. We will get a jeweler to swap it out.”

“Once again, who am I to argue?”

Their first weekend together, Ella did not go to work. They stayed in bed and ordered room service. In the late afternoon, they stood on the balcony eating fresh mangoes and dragon fruit, watching the storm clouds gather, taking in the sweet smell of impending rain. Tom held her as the deluge soaked them both to the bone, passing over and moving in a sheet across the city. It was like the winds and rain washed away the war. For a moment, it was peaceful, even though they knew weather was fleeting, while wars were not. Wars were the constant.

She showed him her city, the hidden haunts and temples, the coffee and tea shops, the antique art dealers, the restaurants, cafés, and record shops.

Ella was an admirer of French cinema, and Saigon was home to more than a few movie theaters showing French films. Tom wondered if this was something she had done with the boyfriend she mentioned in Paris. After an early dinner at the popular My Canh floating restaurant on the Saigon River, she took him to a double feature of Le Samouraï and Les Aventuriers, both starring Alain Delon.

Tom had a hard time concentrating on the films, knowing that the Viet Cong had detonated two bombs at My Canh three years earlier, resulting in over thirty dead, most of whom were Vietnamese civilians. A photo of a U.S. Army major carrying a wounded child from the restaurant had made headlines. The girl became known as the “My Canh Child.” He could not help but note what a prime target the movie theater would be, a thought that kept him on edge for most of the evening, scanning the crowd rather than enjoying the films.

He let his guard down once they were back sipping drinks at the Continental Shelf.

“Couldn’t they find someone better-looking than Delon?” Tom joked. “Are there any French films he’s not in?”

She laughed. “I find co-productions like these fascinating,” she said. “Le Samouraï and Les Aventuriers are French-Italian. I saw The Peking Medallion last year. That’s a German-French-Italian co-production. Can you imagine? Just over twenty years ago they were all killing each other. Gives me hope for Vietnam. Maybe one day we will see a Vietnamese French or Vietnamese American co-production.”

“Maybe,” Tom said, though he did not sound hopeful.

The next afternoon, she had a car and driver from her father’s company waiting for them in front of the hotel.

“I want to show you something,” she said.

The car drove them to a rundown area on the edge of Saigon, creeping past demolished buildings, where they were forced to stop at multiple ARVN and U.S. checkpoints.

“There might have been a VC saboteur or two in these houses,” she pointed out. “They may have even been killed. Was killing them worth it?”

The car pulled to a stop.

“Where are we?” Tom asked.

“A clinic, run by Catholics. My father donates vast sums to keep it running along with the facility next door for old men and women who, before the war, used to be cared for by their families.”

An Italian doctor met them in what amounted to a lobby. He looked harried and overworked.

“We will not keep you long,” Ella told him.

“Most are orphans now,” the doctor explained, in Italian-accented French. He led them through the ward packed with beds where children lay, Catholic nuns and nurses tending to the gauze wrapped around heads, arms, and amputated limbs, whispering to them and saying prayers. The stale, heavy air smelled of iodine and the putrid odor of gangrene.

“This is the true cost of war,” Ella said.

That evening the car dropped them off just before dark at the Vieux Moulin restaurant. They sat outside, their table situated to give them views of the Da Kao Bridge, which spanned a canal of the old city.

“Why did you take me there?” Tom asked. “What was today really about?”

“The dinners, the drinks, the shopping, I was getting too caught up in it. I wanted to remind us both that there is a world removed from the splendor of Rue Catinat and Place Garnier.”

“Is that all?”

“And I wanted to gauge your reaction to what you saw today. I wanted to know who I am sleeping with.”

“Did I pass?”

“It was not pass or fail.”

“Sure it was. Do you blame me?”

“Blame you?”

“For those kids. For what is happening in Vietnam.”

“I can separate the man from the policies of his government. My father taught me to survive. Perhaps yours did the same? I do not blame you, Tom. If I did, I would certainly not be spending every possible moment with you.”

“Well, that’s something.”

“When I got back from university in Paris, I volunteered at a hospital here in Saigon. It is not lost on me that I come from privilege. I live with a guilt that I hide very well. There was a section of the hospital for people with mental disorders. I heard screaming from that wing on my rounds, so I followed the sounds into what was more of a prison than a hospital. The screams were coming from a boy chained to a bed. He was eight. A nurse told me that he had been there for six years. At two years old, he was in his mother’s arms when she was shot running from her village by a helicopter gunship. He survived. No one claimed him in the hospital, and he slowly went insane. Every time he heard a helicopter fly over, which was often, he would scream. The nurse told me they think he screamed to drown out the sound of the machine that killed his mother. Imagine the horrors we don’t know about.”

“I am truly sorry for what is happening here.”

“I know. There is another reason my father is a benefactor to the clinic and orphanage you saw today. He knows how close he was to being raised in one. He was the result of a not so discreet liaison between his French father and one of his Vietnamese maids. He could easily have been cast out, but he was instead sent to school in France, all paid for by the generational wealth created off the backs of the cheap labor working the rubber plantation. They made it possible. That is why he treats his workers with such respect. The history of the rubber plantations here is a dark one.”

“I’m sorry.”

“My father also knows that one day the plantations will revert to the Vietnamese, which was why he started the import/export business. He can move his rubber out of Vietnam and be prepared for the next phase in whatever you call this century for Indochina. War and exploitation are all we have known. Everything moves in cycles. This one can’t last forever.”

“I suppose not.”

Tom leaned across the table and lit Ella’s cigarette before lighting a Marlboro for himself.

“When you are in the jungle what does it smell like?” she asked.

Tom took a moment to answer.

“Depends. Decay mostly.”

“That’s what I smell here, in Saigon. The alleys are black markets, the hotels are dens of ill repute, whorehouses, and in the clubs, you will find anything you need to numb you to the death of the killing fields—pot, opium, heroin. Our women can be purchased for the price of a beer. I smell the decay. It gives me the sense of impending death.”

She shook her head.

“America is going to destroy this country in order to save it. Saigon is for sale, Tom. It won’t go to the side offering the highest price. It will go to the side willing to make the greatest sacrifice in the form of lives, of bodies. Ho Chi Minh is willing to sacrifice a generation. Is America?”

“Sometimes it feels that way.”

“Have you read Truyen Kieu?”

“No. What is it?”

“It is our national poem by Nguyen Du. I doubt any Americans have read it. They really should.”

“Why is that?”

“Because it gives insights into the national psyche. One stanza reads, ‘It is better that I should sacrifice myself alone, It matters little if a flower falls if the tree can keep its leaves green.’ Sacrifice and fate. The North will win this war, Tom.”

“Does that mean you will move your company to Bangkok as soon as you can?”

“My father is a wise man. He thinks strategically. This is his home. I am caught between East and West, just as he was, but he embraced Vietnam. I feel as much French as I do Vietnamese. My father wants to stay on the plantation as long as he can. When I am running the company, we will move to Thailand. I can run operations in Vietnam remotely so long as it makes financial sense.”

“When will you take over?”

“That, I don’t know. It could be months. It could be years. Whenever my time comes, I will be ready.”

“I can tell.”

“And you, Tom. Why have you not gone back north?”

“I don’t know. They have me on a hold here.”

“You would make a terrible spy.”

“I know.”

“Your honesty intrigues me.”

“I don’t know another way to be.”

“Then you would make a bad businessman in this part of the world.”

“Well, I won’t quit my day job.”

“Thank you for today, Tom.”

Her dark eyes had a soft glow from the candles that lit their table. She seemed to be studying him.

“You know,” she said cautiously. “If I were to die tonight, I think I’d die happy.”

“I’d rather live happy.”

“Yes, you would, wouldn’t you?”

Even though he knew he should be scanning the street for threats, he couldn’t break away if he wanted to.

“Let’s go,” she said abruptly.

“Where does this evening take us next?”

“To your room.”

“That, I can do.”



The Vietnamese man who sold the papers didn’t like being out this late, but he had his orders. He had very little trouble keeping up on his agile scooter.

He sat on a bench at the edge of the Da Kao Bridge. It gave him a perfect vantage point from which to observe the two targets in the Vieux Moulin restaurant. When they got up to leave, he made a notation in the paper he had been pretending to read in the lights of the brightly lit bridge. He couldn’t imagine they would go anywhere other than the Continental Palace, and as he followed behind their rickshaw, he soon saw that he was right. As they disappeared from view into the ground-level bar, he made another notation in his newspaper, walked to his scooter, and rode home.





CHAPTER 35

THE PHONE IN TOM’S room rang not long after Ella left for the day.

“You awake?” Serrano’s voice echoed through the line.

“Of course. Been up for hours.”

“Good. Meet me at Givral.”

Tom rolled out of bed and picked up his Submariner on the nightstand. At some point he would need to get the stainless-steel bracelet put on at a jeweler.

It was 7:30 a.m.

He quickly showered and slid into his jeans, Top-Siders, and green button-up safari shirt to better conceal the Browning. He then made his way downstairs, through the lobby, and across the street to the café where Serrano was waiting.

“Coffee, just black, right?” Serrano asked, pointing to the mug opposite him at the small round table.

Tom looked at Serrano’s cup, which was clearly doctored with cream and honey.

“That’s right,” Tom replied.

“Thought so.”

“Who’s with An today?” Tom asked, indicating a table in the far corner where Pham Xuan An sat with a man wearing a safari jacket. A long cigarette was hanging from the right corner of the man’s mouth, its ash in danger of losing its fight with gravity at any moment. He was leaning forward, intensely taking notes in a worn leather journal, an Accurist Shockmaster timepiece on a tan crocodile strap peeking from under his cuff. An’s German Shepherd sat obediently by his master’s side.

“That’s Jean Lartéguy. He was with 1st Commando Group in World War Two. He’s now an author and war correspondent with Paris Match. Wrote an article called ‘Les Guerilleros’ last summer. I’ll get you a copy. Last I heard he was in Latin America but looks like he has the scoop on a story here now. He met with Che Guevara just before he was killed in Bolivia in October. Wrote The Centurions and The Praetorians. Have you read them?”

“No.”

“You should. You will find them useful if you stay in this line of work.”

“I’ll add them to my list.”

“How’s it going with Ella?” Serrano asked, getting back to business.

“I don’t know. She either loves me or hates me. If I were her, I might hate me.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just that she considers both Vietnam and France home. She sees the result of our involvement here firsthand. She thinks we are tearing her country apart.”

“She actually wants us to leave and give Vietnam to the communists?”

“I think she would say that they made their choice and voted for Ho in 1946, so we are just prolonging the inevitable.”

Tom lit a Marlboro and inhaled deeply.

“You should definitely read The Centurions,” Serrano said, nodding toward Lartéguy. “Any indication of when she might take over for her father?”

“Could be today. Could be five years from now. She doesn’t really know. She is focused on being as prepared as she can be.”

“Where does she stand?”

“I think she’s a pragmatist. All she has known is war, first with the French and now with us. She had a reprieve at a boarding school in France and then college. I think she was hurt in a relationship with an older guy. I get the impression it might have been a professor or someone in that orbit.”

“If she takes over, do you think we can pull her into ours?”

“I don’t know. I think she just wants to be left alone. She wants the war to end.”

“Part of it is good for business,” Serrano said. “Rebuilding will be good for business too.”

“She has plans to relocate to Bangkok when she takes over.”

“Regardless of if Saigon falls?”

“I think so.”

Tom exhaled a plume of smoke and flicked the ash into an ashtray on the table.

“Nick, I don’t think I’m cut out for this.”

Serrano smiled knowingly.

“Everyone says that when they start, Tom. You have feelings for her. I get it. I saw it the moment you met her in the hallway outside my office.”

“Is that why you picked me to go to dinner at the plantation and not Quinn?”

“One of you was going to take care of Amiuh. Quinn recruited him, so that made him the natural choice to complete that mission. And, to answer your question, it helps us that you and Ella have feelings for each other.”

“Helps us?”

“Yes. The Agency. The country.”

“And you.”

“Well, yes, but only by default. We are still courting Gaston, but he finally made his position clear at dinner: he’s a businessman.”

Tom extinguished his cigarette.

“Ella is about to be a major player,” Serrano said. “She knows I am going to ask you about her and her father’s business dealings. She’s not naïve.”

“I still feel guilty.”

“That’s good, Tom. It means you are human. I’d worry about you if you didn’t feel that way.”

“When can I get back to Phu Bai?”

“Let this play out a little while longer. Gaston will keep playing both sides, especially after Tet. Now, instead of turning him, we need to focus on identifying his Soviet contact and compromise his communications. That prospect might even be more valuable.”

“Not sure how much longer I can lie to Ella.”

“Don’t look at it as lying. It’s not. I can tell your feelings are true. And never forget that in any situation where feelings and alliances are at play, the other party might be playing you as well. Do you have any plans to see Gaston again?”

“We are meeting him for lunch later this week at Cercle Sportif Saïgonnais.”

“Cercle Sportif on Rue Chasseloup-Laubat,” Serrano said.

“You know it?”

“Of course. It is the place to see and be seen for Saigon’s elite; kind of a who’s who for the city and visiting dignitaries. Gaston is a member. It started as a fencing, horse racing, and shooting club in the late 1800s. It’s grown into a country club that rivals anything the Brits have in Hong Kong or Singapore; ten tennis courts you can watch from the dining room, a soccer pitch, and a main building with a library and reading room, a dance hall, fencing rooms, and a billiard hall. Their open-air pool and diving board are probably the biggest draw. The ambassador frequents it. You will see Vietnamese politicians, military officers, and a lot of the same crowd you see at the Continental Shelf. Did you ever try their signature drink?”

“Sure did. It packs a punch.”

“That it does. Listen, Tom, I am sorry to have put you in this position. I promise to get you back to your team in Phu Bai as soon as I can. We need you on this right now.”

“For God and country,” Tom said, not believing for a second that what he said was the truth.





CHAPTER 36

Grand Métropole Hotel

Hanoi, North Vietnam

KIRILL DVORNIKOV SAT WITH Adrik Voronin at a table at the Grand Métropole Hotel’s Le Beaulieu restaurant in Hanoi. They were situated under an awning just off the sidewalk overlooking Ngo Quyen Street and had just finished bowls of potato and leek soup. They took most of their meals at the hotel, as it was close to the Viet Minh Ministry of Defense Intelligence Headquarters. Even Dvornikov had to admit that the food rivaled most meals he had enjoyed in Paris, though today’s lunch was interrupted by a late-afternoon breeze that carried with it odors of fish sauce and shrimp paste from an unseen street food vendor down the block. The pungent aroma mixed with that of rotting garbage and the exhaust from a never-ending flow of mopeds, but it was either sit outside or suffer the indignity of the sauna-like conditions of Grand Métropole’s interior. A nearly empty bottle of 1966 Vincent Dauvissat Chablis Grand Cru Les Clos sat in an ice bucket to the side of the table.

Located near the banks of the Sông Cái River and just south of Hồ Tây Lake, the French colonial hotel had provided accommodations for the most discerning of travelers since 1901. It was the closest Hanoi could get to Paris. Ho Chi Minh used the Métropole as a meeting place when negotiating with the French, and such luminaries as Charlie Chaplin, his wife Paulette Goddard, Somerset Maugham, and Graham Greene had enjoyed its comforts. Dvornikov wondered if the bomb shelter built under the courtyard would crumble beneath the explosive might of an American GBU 1000. He glanced up at the sky. With any luck he would never find out.

He waved his hand over his empty bowl to ward off a swarm of bugs.

Fucking mosquitos!

Get me back to Paris.

The nearby Sông Cái River transported silt downstream from its headwaters in the Yunnan province in southwestern China, giving it a reddish-brown hue. The river, lake, and deltas made Hanoi a breeding ground for mosquitoes and the malaria they carried. Dvornikov had avoided the disease thus far, but knew it was only a matter of time. Perhaps he could get out of Indochina before he contracted it?

The whole city was a disorganized mess of interconnected streets and alleys with French colonials, apartments, and office buildings interspersed with shanties and Buddhist, Confucian, and Taoist temples and pagodas. If Dvornikov never saw another temple or pagoda it would be too soon.

Their hotel was a short walk to the Hanoi Opera House on Ba Dinh Square, built by the French a half-century earlier. Its design was modeled on the Palais Garnier in Paris, where Dvornikov had been many times, though this facsimile in Hanoi was built on a much smaller scale. He would walk from the Grand Métropole to the opera house and on to the Sông Cái River each morning to clear his head. It was time to move a piece on the board.

A waiter appeared.

“May I get you anything else, monsieur?” he asked, directing his question at Dvornikov even as he set a scuffed glass Coca-Cola bottle and new glass with ice in front of Voronin.

Coke was difficult to come by in Hanoi due to the embargo, but that was one of the many benefits of staying at the Grand Métropole. They had their ways.

“Yes, I’m going to switch it up—a bottle of 1959 Chateau D’Yquem,” the major answered.

“Good choice, monsieur.”

“It’s a little young, but I know you don’t have the ’37, so it will have to do.”

“Very well, monsieur,” the waiter said, removing both bowls and disappearing inside.

They had been sitting in silence for the better part of an hour. Dvornikov needed to think.

He could tell Sergeant Voronin was about to snap. The heat and mosquitos were wearing on him. It was only a matter of time before he went off the reservation again. The major suspected that Voronin was only holding it together because he knew he owed Dvornikov his life.

Two plates of foie gras arrived next. Voronin devoured his much faster than one should.

“Do you know the joke about vodka in Moscow?” Dvornikov asked his companion, breaking their self-imposed silence.

“There are many.”

“This is the one about the man standing in a kilometer-long line waiting to buy a bottle.”

Voronin shook his head and took a sip of his Coke.

“I don’t think I have heard this.”

“He tells his friend who is also in line that he has had enough of the wait, that it’s driving him mad, so he’s going to walk to the Kremlin and kill Brezhnev. About two hours later he returns and gets back in line with his friend who asks him, ‘Did you kill him?’ ‘Kill him?’ ” the man says. ‘That line was longer than this one.’ ”

Voronin let out a rare laugh.

“You should be careful, Major. If the wrong officer hears you say that, you will be sent east to the gulag.”

Dvornikov waved his hand in dismissal and took another sip of chilled wine.

“Then I should stay out of Moscow. If we are successful here in Vietnam, I may get my choice of assignments, and I’ll request something as far away from Moscow as I can. And you, Sergeant? Where would you like to go? I can’t imagine you want to stay here.”

“I have had enough of the heat. Somewhere cold where I can have a cabin but still be close to a city, a port city.”

“Well, if we can accomplish our mission here, I will do what I can for you.”

“Thank you, Major.”

“To that end, I need you to go to Saigon.”

“Saigon?”

“Yes. You will travel through Bangkok. The Rezidentura there will have your legend and necessary papers.”

“What do you need me to do?”

“There is a man there who needs to be killed, a businessman who runs an import/export business. He has been playing both sides of the fence for too long, and has recently fallen in with the Americans. While useful in the past, he can no longer be trusted.”

“Do you want me to kill him myself?”

“No. You will use local assets. It will be blamed on the VC. I need you to make sure they don’t screw it up. Never underestimate the ability of the VC to fuck up an operation. Look at Tet. They couldn’t even get the time zone right. They were slaughtered.”

“Why does this man need to die?”

Dvornikov took a bite of foie gras and washed it down with wine.

“Are you in the habit of needing to know why?”

“No, but the more I know about the target, the more I can be aware of his security protocols.”

“Details will be in the package in Bangkok. He may have a driver or bodyguard with him, but not a full security detail. The package will have contacts for local assets. Make sure they do it right. When you get back, we will know more about decrypting MACV-SOG communications. Expect to be in Laos for most of the coming year.”

Voronin finished his Coke. It was quickly replaced by a third.

“Of course, Major. Then we will get you to Paris and me to a city by the sea.”





CHAPTER 37

Saigon, Vietnam

TOM AND ELLA DEPARTED the Continental Palace hotel in a motorized rickshaw. Ella preferred the rickshaws to the taxis, as she thought they were a much better way to experience the city. The taxis put up a protective barrier between the passenger and the outside world, whereas with a rickshaw you were a part of it. Tom was not so sure. Rickshaws seemed dirty and dangerous. Why pick that option when there were others available?

“We are going to be late,” Tom said, looking at his Rolex.

“My father was young once too. He will understand,” Ella said, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “That reminds me, we still need to get that bracelet for your watch switched out.”

“Maybe tomorrow.”

One block to the west of Lam Son Square they merged into the chaos of Bùng Binh Sài Gòn traffic circle. Through swirling dust, exhaust, and a clamor of horns and shouts they emerged unscathed.

Tom was astonished they survived.

“I must admit that I do like the Cercle Sportif Saïgonnais,” Ella said, as they got closer to their destination. “I have fond memories of it growing up. My mother loved it. It was a safe place for us. We could ride horses, swim, play chess or billiards, take dance and fencing lessons, eat lunch, even have what she called ‘quiet time’ in the library.”

“I didn’t know you fenced.”

“I have not given up all my tricks, Tom Reece,” she teased.

They turned onto Rue Chasseloup-Laubat, the beautiful tree-lined approach to the prestigious club, and drove through the gates.

This is more like a compound, Tom thought as they pulled to a stop in front of the distinctive white French colonial with its massive wraparound porch.

“Mademoiselle DuBois, welcome,” a Vietnamese greeter said. He was dressed in an off-white suit with a black tie and offered Ella his hand as she dismounted the rickshaw. “Will you be joining your father for lunch?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Follow me, please.”

The greeter escorted them up a steep set of stairs and into the spacious lobby with huge windows open to the elements.

They followed him down a long hallway to the lunch pavilion, an open-air deck arranged with tables and chairs, overlooking its famous swimming pool. It was encircled by mammoth trees, beyond which were a series of tennis courts and a grass pitch. The colossal pool was the center of activity. Its green tiles gave the water a unique hue that reminded Tom of Ella’s jade necklace.

“They play rugby here?”

“On occasion, football mostly, your soccer of course. Past those trees are the stables and polo fields. Just over that rise is a sporting clays course, along with trap and skeet.”

There was an air of aloofness to the whole affair, men and women sitting together and whispering conspiratorially as they noted who arrived with whom. Some were dressed for tennis and others, just out of the pool, wore bathrobes. While children and old men splashed in the water, young mothers sat in the shade under a long trellis covered in purple bougainvillea supported by white columns.

They had the manners and style of people long accustomed to comfort, yet there was an underlying edge, an uneasiness in the air, the ominous disquiet of words unspoken, the knowledge that at any moment NVA tanks or Viet Cong sappers could upend their illusion of paradise. A sense of impending doom permeated every meal, every sip of wine, every stroke of the racket, every lap in the pool. Just as it did for the French, this manufactured civilization, this remnant of Old-World colonialism, could at any moment dissipate into the ether under the crack of rifles chambered for 7.62 x 39. It was not so much apathy as it was a pretentious deception brought about by a forced reality. They believed they were immune to the plague of war that existed outside the gates, beyond the membership, that they were somehow impervious to the effects of mortars and RPGs, should they be hurled over the fence. They were going to hold on, even if it killed them.

Their escort stopped and gestured to the center of the dining area. Gaston DuBois glanced up from his paper, smiled, and folded it, waving them over.

They had arrived at the height of the lunch rush. Waiters in white shirts, black pants, vests, and bow ties, holding trays of food and drinks, hurried from table to table, attentive to their patrons’ every need.

Gaston had a glass of white wine in front of him. Due to their tardiness, Tom guessed it wasn’t his first.

Tom smiled back and waved as Ella led the way forward, weaving around a toddler who had escaped from his mother and dodging a waiter with a tray overladen with mimosas.

That was when Tom noticed the waiter, one slightly out of step with the flow of controlled chaos that defined the Cercle Sportif’s afternoon rush. His gate was faster than the others, his face still and intense. Focused. He was approaching from the right, his eyes locked on the elder business magnate. All of that in and of itself might not have been enough, but Tom’s eyes caught the tray. The waiter was holding it with his left hand just above shoulder level. It was empty.

There were natural rhythms in a restaurant, just as there were in the jungle. A disruption of those patterns was a warning.

The jungle is neutral.

Tom grabbed Ella’s arm, pulling her down and back, his hand clearing his untucked shirt and going to the grip of his Browning Hi-Power.

The waiter was a step away from Gaston.

Tom had heeded the warning a second too late.

By the time he cleared leather, the waiter had already lowered the tray and raised a Makarov pistol from under a white napkin. He placed it to the old man’s temple.

Tom found the front sight of his Browning, centering it on the waiter’s chest, and depressed the trigger three times in rapid succession, but before his first round flew, another sound echoed through the pavilion. A gunshot.

Gaston’s head snapped violently to the right as blood and brain matter exploded across the white tablecloth. His body slumped unnaturally as gravity pulled him from his chair and he toppled to the floor.

The room erupted in chaos as mothers, fathers, children, and grandparents rushed for the closest exits. Some scampered under tables, others trampling and pushing people out of the way in their panicked rush to escape, to survive.

All Tom’s rounds had found their intended target. The assassin took three nine-millimeter rounds to his upper chest, his body convulsing around the wounds, his head hitting the table as he dropped atop his mark.

Tom took a kneeling position, his left hand pressing Ella to the floor as she struggled to get up, screaming and cursing at him to let her go. His right hand stayed on the gun scanning the room, finger on the trigger.

There might be more.

“Stay down!” Tom ordered.

Look for something out of place.

Everything is in chaos.

Look for what isn’t in chaos.

Tom’s eyes clocked a movement out of sync with the calamity that had followed the shooting. Another Vietnamese waiter, standing on a platform that overlooked the pavilion, raised a pistol in the SEAL’s direction. Tom was faster. He angled his body slightly to the right and sent two rounds into the waiter’s chest. As the man fell forward, Tom adjusted his aim and sent another into his head after he hit the ground.

“Tom! Let me the fuck up!” Ella screamed.

He kept her pinned.

“I said stay down!”

He continued scanning, keeping Ella restrained.

She continued to struggle.

“My father! Tom! My father!” she screamed.

“I’m going to check on him,” Tom shouted above the commotion. “Stay here. I’ll be back.”

He knew Gaston had been killed, but Tom needed to ensure the first assassin was dead as well. Even though he had taken three rounds to the chest, the human body could be extremely resilient.

“Promise me! Stay down!” he said.

Tom stood and quickly scanned the room. It was still pandemonium, but the majority of people had found their way off the pavilion and were running past the pool and tennis courts. He slowly stalked toward the table strewn with blood and brain matter, pistol in his outstretched right hand.

Tom never heard the bullet that struck him just under and behind his right ear. The overwhelming sensation was not pain but a shock that instantly paralyzed him. He could still hear the screams of the club patrons, still feel the chaos around him, but they were now echoes, almost a memory of something that had once been.

He blinked his eyes and couldn’t understand where he was. He should be looking at a table, a table with two dead bodies nearby. Instead, all he saw was white wood. He slowly realized he was on the ground and looking up at the ceiling of the restaurant. He blinked his eyes again, and there was Ella on top of him, grabbing his face and shoulders, shaking him.

Try as he might to respond, he could not do anything. He could not feel anything. He wanted to tell her to take his pistol, to be careful because there might be more assassins, and that they might have additional targets. He wanted to tell her to run. He wanted to scream at her to move, but he could not form the words. The echoes of violence receded, replaced with the sound of his own breathing. He could tell it was labored. He tried to move, to reach out to Ella above him, tears streaming down her cheeks as she continued to shake him. Darkness crept in from the corners of his vision, and the blinding pain in his head began to radiate through his body.

Ella stopped shaking him and turned her head toward her father. Tom watched helplessly as she pushed herself to her feet.

Run, Ella!

Her primal screams were the last thing he heard before the darkness, before he accepted that death had found him.





CHAPTER 38

GRU Headquarters

Moscow, Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic

“WHAT’S THE STATUS OF our project in Berlin?” Director Lavrinenko asked before his deputy had even taken his seat. He did not need to specify which project.

Lavrinenko preferred not to leave his office during the day. Subordinates came to him.

Anatoly Penkovsky took his customary chair and set the file folders he was carrying next to him on a small side table.

“I have promising news. We have confirmed that damage to the American encryption devices from the Pueblo spy ship was almost nonexistent.”

“How is that possible?”

“The crew tried to destroy them with axes and sledgehammers, but the devices were built into banks of eavesdropping and communications equipment. Say what you will of the Americans, they can build sturdy housings for their electronics.”

“And the manuals?”

“They attempted to burn and shred some, but they appear to have been completely unprepared to deal with the amount of classified material they had aboard.”

“Perhaps they were counting on their flag as a defense?”

“Ego and hubris.”

“Quite.”

“Keep in mind that these are all initial reports, and as with any initial reports some information is bound to change.”

“Of course.”

Penkovsky opened a file.

“The Pueblo itself was unimpressive. In fact, there were so many deficiencies, I can’t believe they let her put to sea. They didn’t even have a proper incinerator onboard. It appears their captain bought one with personal funds, but it proved inadequate.”

“What does that tell us?”

“Either that they are incompetent, or that Vietnam is eating away most of their military budget.”

“What else?”

“The crew attempted to start fires belowdeck but destroyed very little material. The North Koreans recovered operations and maintenance manuals along with blueprints to aid in repairs. Divers will recover what was thrown overboard. They were in relatively shallow water at the time of the seizure.”

Lavrinenko grunted in disbelief.

“Most importantly, the key cards for programming the cipher machines survived intact. They even still had the keying material from November and December, which by their own protocol should have been destroyed after use.”

“Can we use them to decode captured transmissions from those months?”

“That is currently underway.”

“Good. And the eavesdropping equipment? Is it possible to use it to now take measures to protect our own coded transmissions?”

“That is also in the works,” Penkovsky said, his finger continuing to slide down the file as he briefed his superior. “The ship was full of spare parts for the code machines, including extra circuit boards.” He looked up. “I don’t know of another intelligence triumph in modern history that comes close to this; maybe Enigma.”

“And what of the crew?”

Penkovsky picked up another file.

“Of the eighty-three crew members, one is confirmed dead. He was hit by a shell during the seizure. The precise number of wounded is unclear, between four and ten. One was wounded severely enough to be placed in a hospital. If he survives, he will then join the rest of the crew.”

“And their captain?”

“A Commander Bucher. He was broken in thirty-six hours. When the beatings did not produce the results the interrogators wanted, they brought in the youngest member of the crew and threatened to shoot him. Apparently, Commander Bucher looks at his crew like a family.”

“American weakness.”

“They also showed him a spy from South Korea, suspended by a leather strap, illuminated with spotlights, an eye hanging from a socket, body beaten to a pulp, a broken bone protruding from his arm, foaming from the mouth, obviously tortured until insanity took over. They got Bucher to sign a confession. They’ll get the entire crew to sign eventually.”

“What is the point of the confessions?”

“According to this analysis, the Koreans seem more concerned about confessions than they do with the captured equipment. It appears they want to show their own people how powerful they are. It will be a miracle if any of the crew survives.”

“Are we getting what we need from them?”

“The Koreans?”

“The prisoners. I’d hate for them all to die before we have our questions answered.”

“There were several cryptologic technicians aboard. They have been very helpful. We have requested that the DPRK keep them alive, but you never really know. It’s a volatile situation.”

“And the codes?”

Penkovsky closed the folder and set it down.

“The Americans will continue to operate on the assumption that without the codes the decryption machines are useless because those codes are changed frequently. They still consider their encrypted messages unbreakable even though we have the machines. Dr. Egorov has confirmed that the keying material provided by John Walker, and those provided by Allister Desmond, are a match.”

“So, this was not a disinformation operation.”

“It appears not.”

“Then why did the ship have so much unnecessary classified material?”

“That is unknown.”

“I remain skeptical. It’s as if they wanted us to acquire it.”

“We may give them too much credit, Director. It could all come down to ineptitude. They have made mistakes before: ignoring all the signs that the Japanese were about to attack Pearl Harbor; the Korean War; our intention to install nuclear missiles in Cuba; and their own intelligence reports before Tet indicating an attack was imminent.”

“True. Why did the DPRK take her?”

“We don’t know for certain. It’s possible they thought she was South Korean or in North Koran waters. We are still investigating. It could be that Kim Il-Sung could not resist the opportunity to humiliate the United States. Just prior to the Pueblo incident, they launched a commando raid into the South. Their mission was to kill Park Chung Hee, the South Korean president, in his presidential mansion called the Blue House.”

“I read the report. Thirty commandos from the 124th Army Unit. They were to cut off Park’s head and kill his family, staff, and the American ambassador and his wife.”

“That is correct, sir. They had originally targeted the South Korean military headquarters and a penitentiary to free communist prisoners. All thirty commandos were eventually hunted down and killed save for their leader who was captured. It is possible that the DPRK thought the Pueblo was part of a retaliation for the commando raid. Regardless, through interrogations we know that Commander Bucher was unaware of the events in South Korea.”

“I find it hard to believe the American Navy did not relay that information to Bucher and his crew.”

“This incident, along with Tet, speaks to the limits of American power.”

“Might the Americans bomb a base in North Korea, perhaps a harbor or airfield, in retaliation?”

“Doubtful. That risks opening another front in Asia while they are already bogged down in Vietnam.”

“Rescue attempts?”

“No doubt there are those proposing that very thing. Johnson will veto it.”

“I’ve read their newspapers. The American public wants action.”

“Yes, but none will come. Any military action virtually guarantees the crew of the Pueblo will be executed. Even though they are massing forces in South Korea, the American public will soon be distracted by the dead in Vietnam, not the living in North Korea.”

“Secretary of State Dean Rusk called it an act of war.”

“They have given the South Koreans another hundred million in military aid. That will be the extent of their response for now.”

“How certain are you?”

“As certain as I can be. I have spent most of the past twenty years studying our American adversary.”

“But these remain guesses.”

“Yes.”

“The United States has twice asked us for help in negotiating the release of their sailors through diplomatic channels. Both times we have rejected them. Helping secure their release would make us look weak to the DPRK and Chinese.”

“That is true.”

“Some in the U.S. government undoubtedly suspect us.”

“We are merely the fortunate beneficiaries of this incident,” Penkovsky said.

“How long until we can use the encryption machines against the Americans in Vietnam?”

“The machines are fully functional, and we have the keying material necessary to utilize them now. Dr. Egorov is reverse engineering them so that we have exact copies. After that we will train personnel on their use and maintenance, and then we are a go.”

“How long?”

“He estimates a month.”

“Pressure him to speed things up.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The compromise of American military communications is an unparalleled intelligence feat for the Soviet Union. With Walker in the Navy and Desmond at the NSA providing keying material, we are in a position to decrypt enemy radio transmissions, including those to and from their submarines.”

Penkovsky slowly nodded. They would soon have the potential of listening to every secure American military and intelligence communications transmission. They both knew there was a possibility that a compromise of this scope and scale could result in securing a nuclear first strike capability.

“I want to be kept apprised of the plan to capture MACV-SOG soldiers in Laos. If this works, you might be in this seat as director sooner than planned.”

“It would be an honor, Director.”





CHAPTER 39

3rd Army Field Hospital

Saigon, Vietnam

“YOU ARE LUCKY TO be alive, son.”

Tom heard the voice before he could see the speaker. He could tell it was a man, but his vision was blurry.

“I’m Dr. Kevin Brenner. You are in intensive care in the 3rd Army Field Hospital. Don’t try and talk, you have a breathing tube in. Blink if you can hear me.”

Tom blinked his eyes in response, and also in an unsuccessful attempt to clear his vision.

“Good.”

He attempted to move his hands and feet but was hit with another wave of blinding pain.

Ella! Where’s Ella?

“Try not to move. Before I go into details, just know you are going to survive. You are not paralyzed, and all your limbs are intact.”

Tom tried to talk but was prevented by the breathing tube.

His eyes darted around the room unable to focus.

Ella!

“We will get that tube out later today. Until then just try and relax. Your head is strapped to the table. We needed you immobilized. Normally we would want you in Okinawa or Germany for this, but we couldn’t risk moving you, so we did the surgeries here.”

Tom was vaguely aware that he had a tube inserted in his nostrils.

“You have been here for three days. Can you wiggle your toes?”

Tom did, but almost passed out from the searing wave of pain that shot through his body.

“Good.”

Though his vision was still blurry, he saw what appeared to be movement. The doctor was taking notes on a clipboard.

Tell me about Ella!

“How about your fingers?”

Another blast of burning neuropathic agony radiated through him.

“Good. Now, can you feel this,” the doctor said, running a pinwheel over his chest.

Once again, his body convulsed from the pain.

“These are all good signs, Petty Officer Reece.”

Tom attempted to talk again.

“Just breathe, son. A bullet hit the base of your skull. It traced a path of least resistance and hit the back of cervical one. That’s part of your spinal column. It shattered an arch but it’s one you don’t need to function. It lodged at the base of your brain stem and penetrated the lining of the dura around the base of your skull near your upper spinal cord. The shock to the spinal cord resulted in a temporary paralysis. It’s what we refer to as an ‘all or none injury.’ If you have movement at this stage, usually everything comes back. So that’s the good news. We did the surgery here because if that bullet shifted even two millimeters closer to the spine it would have killed you—paralysis and death from asphyxiation. But don’t worry. You’ll be fine. I’ll be back in later today. I just wanted to be here when you woke up. Your vision will be back soon. I have two nurses and a physician’s assistant here. They are going to take good care of you. We will get that breathing tube out soon, and I’ll answer all your questions. You will be here for about eight weeks as you recover. You are on some pretty potent painkillers. You may experience some memory loss and confusion, but that should be temporary. You are a lucky man, Petty Officer Reece. Someone on high is protecting you.”

Tom saw a blurry figure step forward, and though it was hard to tell, it appeared that it was a woman. She injected something into his IV tube.

Ella?



Dr. Brenner returned just after the throat and nasal tubes were removed.

Tom blinked his eyes and returned to the land of the living. An IV remained in his arm.

“Good to see you are still with us, and if I dare say, improving.”

The doctor was dressed in blue scrubs and appeared to be in his late thirties, of average height and build, with short-cropped salt-and-pepper hair.

“This is Nurse Maxwell. She runs this floor and will be taking care of you.”

Tom shifted his eyes toward the other figure in the room, wincing again as a bolt of nerve pain shot down his spine. His first thought was that Nurse Maxwell should be in Hollywood, not Saigon. Radiant and captivating, her dark brown eyes also exuded a calm confidence. The silver lieutenant bars on her khaki uniform gleamed under the overhead light.

“I must be dreaming,” Tom muttered, his throat hoarse and sore.

“Just take it easy,” Dr. Brenner said. “It’s going to hurt to talk for a day or two, but you are going to be fine. How’s your vision?”

“It’s back,” Tom managed.

“That’s a good sign.”

“And your memory?”

Tom paused for a moment to collect himself.

He remembered walking into the Cercle Sportif. He was with a woman. She was waving to an older man at a table. Tom saw a waiter raise a Makarov pistol from under a white napkin and place it against the old man’s head. He remembered drawing his Browning and pushing the woman to the ground. He remembered death, more shooting, the chaos. He remembered rising to his feet and walking toward the table where the old man had fallen. He remembered one last scream.

Ella.

“What happened?” Tom asked.

“Somebody shot you.”

“I was with a woman. What happened to her?”

“You were brought in alone. I don’t have any other information. I’m sorry.”

Tom shut his eyes trying to remember.

“What caliber bullet hit me?”

“I saved it for you. It looks like a full metal jacket nine millimeter. Maybe a little smaller than a nine mil,” Dr. Brenner said, holding the disfigured bullet between a pair of large stainless surgical tweezers for Tom to view. “It held together for the most part.”

“A nine-by-eighteen Mak,” Tom said.

“What’s that?” the doctor asked.

“Soviet caliber for their Makarov pistols.”

“As you may recall, I told you it stopped just after entering the dura.”

“I remember,” Tom said. “What’s the dura?”

“It’s the outermost meningeal layer that protects the brain and spinal cord.”

“That doesn’t sound great.”

“We slit the muscle to remove the bone fragments and cut into the dura to get the bullet. We can’t sew the dura completely. It’s like closing a water balloon that’s filled to capacity. It will leak for a while, but unlike a water balloon, it will eventually seal itself up.”

“How many of these have you done?”

“Procedures like this? For someone who lived? Exactly, one. You.”

“First time for everything, I guess. How long did you say I’ll be here?”

“I am not one hundred percent sure. At least eight weeks. Your spinal cord looked intact when I did the surgery, but there are a lot of unknowns with something like this. Every case is different. The swelling around the spinal cord will go down over the next two weeks. You have movement in your fingers and toes, so you should be able to start walking around then. For a while you will have a splitting headache every time you stand up, but that too will dissipate over time. We are going to keep you on a high dose of steroids, anti-inflammatory methylprednisolone. It will disrupt your sleep and maybe make you a little paranoid.”

“Just what I need.”

“First ten days you need to be in bed, head flat and secured. Then seven to ten days working on just sitting up before standing with support. After that, it’s learning to walk again with the use of parallel bars. And then, it’s two weeks of gradual mobilization and rehabilitation. Nurse Maxwell will be here to assist you, and I’ll check in daily.”

“Doc, has anyone been here to visit. A woman?”

“No, but there’s a man outside who has been here every day, waiting to see you.”



Serrano remained standing where Tom could see him with his head strapped to the bed.

When the door closed Tom shut his eyes and asked the question.

“Is she dead?”

“Ella? No.”

Tom let out an audible sigh.

“Was she shot?”

“No.”

“Her father.”

“Dead.”

“The assassins?”

“Both dead.”

“But there was a third. Somebody shot me.”

“Yes. We have not located him. No leads other than he was not dressed as a waiter, as were the other two, and witnesses say he was white with short black hair.”

“White?”

“As you can imagine, it was a chaotic scene.”

“The bullet they pulled out of me was a nine millimeter, probably a nine-by-eighteen Mak. We can start there.”

“The two dead assassins had Makarovs. Not as much ass behind the Maks as there is from a nine-by-nineteen Parabellum, especially out of that short barrel at distance.”

“He was a good shot.”

“Or a lucky one.”

“Let’s pretend it wasn’t luck. Let’s say it was skill. That means training. Who in Vietnam has that ability?”

“That’s a good question.”

“Have you seen Ella?”

“I have, briefly. She’s in mourning. She has now lost both parents. She blames us.”

“Us?”

“The United States.”

“Is that why she hasn’t been here?”

“Give her time, Tom. She’s dealing with her father’s memorial and funeral, and also stepping up to take over the company.”

“Nick, tell me it wasn’t the CIA.”

“That killed Gaston?”

“Yes.”

“It wasn’t us, Tom.”

“I wish I believed you.”

“You heard the doc. Some of the drugs you’re on are going to make you paranoid. We had no reason to kill him. We wanted to turn him, to use him, remember?”

“Maybe he wouldn’t turn.”

“And so we killed him?”

“Yeah.”

“Tom, I’m telling you it wasn’t us.”

Tom closed his eyes. Something was not adding up.

“Why didn’t they finish me off?”

“Maybe they thought you were dead.”

“That would mean I was a target along with Gaston.”

“Or maybe you just got in the way.”

“That’s a lot of maybes. They could have killed me. They could have killed Ella, but they didn’t.”

“As I said, it looks like Gaston was the only target.”

“Where’re my pistol and blades?”

“I’ve got them. They won’t do you any good here right now in your current state. I’m going to post someone outside your door. They will work in shifts, but there will be somebody here while you recover.”

“How about my cigarettes?”

“No chance.”

“Nick, there is something else going on here. I can feel it.”

“You just rest up. You have a good doc and team here. I’ve talked with them every day. We will get you on the road to recovery and then get you stateside. I’ll be back to check on you. Stay strong. Keep fighting.”

Serrano left the room holding the door open as Nurse Maxwell entered.

“This will help you sleep,” she said, injecting something into his IV. “Rest up.”

Tom closed his eyes feeling the drug take effect, replaying the assassination over and over in his head: Gaston’s head exploding, the screams, his eye finding the front sight of his Hi-Power, the recoil, his turn to the second assassin.

As he drifted off to sleep, Tom could not shake the feeling that there was more to the assassination, and there was no way he was leaving Vietnam until he knew what it was.





CHAPTER 40

IT WAS ANOTHER DAY before Ella arrived.

Tom was still immobile.

She moved to the side of the bed and took his hand.

“Ella.” He didn’t know what else to say.

He watched as she took in the room, the IV, and the strap that still immobilized his head.

She was dressed in black, the green amulet still hung from her neck.

There was something else in her eyes. It wasn’t sadness. It wasn’t even concern or pity. He recognized it as determination. He knew what was coming.

“Tom, I am so sorry.”

“You are okay, and that is all that matters.”

She shook her head.

“That is not all that matters, Tom. My father is dead.”

“I know. I wasn’t fast enough to save him.”

She sighed.

“I am taking over the company. My father’s funeral is tomorrow.”

Tom closed his eyes.

“Tom, I can’t see you anymore.”

“Ella…”

“Don’t, Tom. It’s over. America is the reason my father is dead, and the reason my mother is dead. Regardless of my feelings, you are a cog in the machine, in a business that is Vietnam, Inc. I can’t do it anymore. I can’t separate you from the damage your country is doing here.”

“Ella…”

“Don’t come after me. It’s over.”

She leaned down, with one hand on his forehead and the other on his heart. She kissed him lightly on the lips and then whispered in his ear.

“I loved you.”

Tom kept his eyes closed and heard her feet cross the room. The click of the door handle was followed by a slight change in pressure as it opened and then the more distinct sound of it shutting behind her.

I loved you.





CHAPTER 41

THE NEXT FEW DAYS passed in a haze of pain medication.

Tom continued to replay the events of the assassination over and over in his head from his hospital room.

Sometimes he had the room to himself; other times he shared it with soldiers missing arms and legs, just out of surgery before being flown to Okinawa. They all looked so young.

Is any of this worth it?

Serrano visited every few days. He had nothing new to report. The fact that Tom was still alive, with a CIA minder outside his room, made him believe that perhaps Serrano was telling the truth, that the Agency had nothing to do with Gaston’s assassination.

At the end of his second week, he could sit up, albeit with intense pain in his spine and the splitting headache that Dr. Brenner had warned him about. That’s when a second visitor arrived.

Serrano opened the door, and Colonel Singlaub entered in uniform without fanfare. He pinned a Purple Heart on Tom’s hospital gown.

Tom had enough strength to render a salute and shake the colonel’s hand.

“I came as soon as I could, son. I was on a battlefield tour of our FOBs.”

“How are the boys at Phu Bai?” Tom asked.

“They’re working. They are looking forward to seeing you when they get stateside.”

Tom glanced at Serrano, who stood off to the side, and then back to the colonel.

“Sir, with all due respect, I don’t want to go stateside.”

“That’s not up to you, son. You need to recover.”

“I can do that here. I have about a month and a half left. I’m recovering faster than the doc thought. Let me heal up here, and if I can’t pass the Army PT qual, then I’ll go home. If I pass, then I stay.”

Singlaub rubbed his chin and looked at Serrano, who shrugged.

“You’re a lot like he was.”

“Who, sir?”

“Your father.”

“You knew my dad?”

“How do you think you ended up here?”

“I thought it was the SAS exchange, the previous deployments down south, my language skills.”

“You are not the only person who fits that profile who can swim,” Singlaub said.

“You served with him?”

“We crossed paths a few times. First met him at the old OSS headquarters at 25th and E, in Building Q. We interviewed with General Donovan the same day. Did he ever talk about it?”

“He’s kept fairly quiet about the war,” Tom said.

“That sounds like Thomas. We went through training together; the Congressional Country Club, if you can believe that, then Area A-1, ‘Shangri-La.’ They call it Camp David now.”

Tom shook his head in disbelief. The pain from the movement was not nearly as bad as it had been just a day earlier. He was making progress.

“I met you at the ranch in Colorado before you could walk, you know. Thomas asked me to keep an eye on you.”

“He did? That doesn’t sound like him at all.”

“He’s a father, and the OSS fraternity is a small one. The best way to repay an old friend was to bring you closer, under my command. When this war is over, I’ll get back out to that ranch and thank him again in person.”

“For what, sir?”

“I owe him my life. A lot of us do. Someday, I’ll tell you the story. You keep resting. Recover and pass that PT test, and I’ll do what I can to keep you in-country.”

“You got a deal, Colonel.”





CHAPTER 42

Bolshoi Theatre

Moscow, Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic

DEPUTY DIRECTOR ANATOLY PENKOVSKY left GRU headquarters promptly at 7:00 p.m. Tonight was one of the rare nights when he was taking time for himself. His vehicle and driver waited just past the lobby.

Tchaikovsky’s The Voyevoda would start promptly at 7:30 p.m., and Penkovsky wanted to be there for the opening curtain. Based on the play by Alexander Ostrovsky, he had seen the three-part opera many times. Tchaikovsky had famously destroyed the manuscript only to have it reconstructed from sketches, orchestral sheet music, and vocals discovered after his death. Penkovsky found a quantum of solace in the fact that Tchaikovsky’s destruction had given way to something beautiful.

As a senior ranking member of the GRU, Penkovsky was entitled to certain perks. Even if he had his own car, he would not have had a place to park it. The 1963 GAZ-13 Chaika was a four-door convertible sedan and the pride of Gorkovsky Avtomobilny Zavod, the Soviet Gorky Automobile Plant. It was not lost on Penkovsky that he was riding in a vehicle in which its most redeeming features were undeniably American and the faults were almost entirely Soviet. Its designers had taken inspiration from the enemy. The bonnet, grille, bumper, headlights, and fenders were almost a direct copy of the 1955 Packard. From the back it more closely resembled a 1957 Pontiac. And from the side it could easily be mistaken for a 1956 Mercury. Inside, the American-style dashboard and instrument display was lifted from Chrysler. There, the similarities ended. The vehicle was large, heavy, and cumbersome, with a long wheelbase, which meant it was at its best when traveling slowly in a straight line. The Chaika only came in one color: black. It wasn’t designed for the average citizen, as no average citizen could afford it, much less have a garage or carport in which to park it. The Chaika was built for parades. Penkovsky looked at the “assist bar” between the back seat and the front seats. The bar was a handle installed to help stabilize a politician standing in back with the top down while being driven past adoring crowds in Red Square. The name was meant to compensate for its inadequacies when compared to that other titan of Soviet automotive might, the more pedestrian Volga, named for the Volga River. A Chaika was a seagull, and birds flew over rivers after all. The GRU man shook his head as the V8 pushed the vehicle through the cold night toward the city center.

The Chaika eventually lumbered to a stop at the corner of Kuznetsky Bridge Street and Petrovka Street at the edge of Sverdlov Square. Penkovsky’s driver exited the vehicle and opened the door for his boss, who stepped out into the frosty air.

While the GAZ-13 Chaika was nothing to be proud of, the architectural marvel lit up before him embodied the superiority of the motherland. The Bolshoi Theatre seemingly rose from the darkness, illuminated by lights arranged at precise angles to showcase a masterful work of artistic genius. The building’s neoclassical façade was adorned with eight towering Corinthian columns topped by a bronze quadriga sculpture—Apollo, god of music, poetry, and the arts, on a chariot drawn by four horses.

Penkovsky paused briefly in the square, adjusted his glasses, and buttoned the top collar of his thick wool overcoat. Standing there, his warm, moist breath turning to a visible cloud of mist as he exhaled into the cold air of the Moscow winter, he thought of the power exemplified by the structure before him. If only the grandeur of the Bolshoi was representative of all Soviet ventures. Unfortunately, other than caviar, vodka, gulags, and the Kalashnikov, most Soviet projects and institutions resembled the Chaika.

Penkovsky thought of his wife. She had loved the opera and had slipped her arm between his many times as they crossed this very square, taking in the same sights. She had left him following the death of their child. She held the state responsible. To her, that is what he represented. A failed system. She blamed the death of their boy on the incompetence of the Soviet state, and she would never be able to separate her husband from the system he embodied.

The child had contracted tuberculosis in the hospital, one with inadequate infection control measures. Forced to remain hospitalized for the course of therapeutic treatments that did not have the desired effect, he was then placed in a sanitarium with others suffering the same plight. They had watched him die.

He knew she was right; the state was responsible. Had their child been born in the Western Bloc, he would still be alive.

Penkovsky was an old man now, old enough to see past the splendor of the Bolshoi Theatre. The GRU man pushed his hands deeper into the pockets of his coat. He had left his hat and gloves in the car.

He walked across the square and joined the throngs of people making their way into the warm lobby. He displayed his ticket to an usher and was handed a program. He then made his way to the coat check. He removed his overcoat and passed it to the coat checker, who handed him a claim check with a number on it matching the number on the coat’s hanger.

He had changed into his black tuxedo at the office to be dressed appropriately for the evening’s performance. Some men wore their tuxedos with cummerbunds and others wore them with vests like Penkovsky. There was a scattering of dark suits. The women wore gowns and cocktail dresses for the occasion. There were even a few opera cloaks in the mix this evening.

Penkovsky purchased a glass of champagne and worked his way through the impressive foyer past red silk tapestries under lights emanating from crystal chandeliers. He shook hands with two acquaintances in passing and exchanged greetings with a few familiar operagoers before setting down his glass and entering the main auditorium. Behind him, five rows of balconies rose above the sloped main floor. Another usher glanced at his ticket and led him to his seat, stage right. He sat and looked up at the gigantic, gilded chandelier hanging from the ceiling high above. At 65 meters across and over 8 meters tall, the crystal behemoth had once been illuminated by three hundred oil lamps, though it had been converted to electricity sixty years earlier. Penkovsky always wondered how they cleaned it and changed the bulbs. He could find out but preferred it to remain a mystery. It hung beneath a ceiling adorned with paintings of Apollo and his nine muses.

He pulled a silver open-faced Molnija pocket watch from his vest. Just over five minutes until curtain time.

As Penkovsky slid the watch back into his pocket, a man about his same height and build took the seat next to him. A good decade his junior, the man had a pleasant though forgettable face. Penkovsky noticed his hair was starting to gray at the temples

“Beautiful night,” the man said.

“Cold night,” Penkovsky responded.

“I’ve been looking forward to this.”

“Have you not seen The Voyevoda before?”

“I have, but not here.”

“Where did you see it?”

“At the Mariinsky.”

“Ah, Leningrad. I hope to see it there one day as well. You are in for a treat, Comrade. It will be hard to beat The Voyevoda here at the Bolshoi.”

The man extended his hand.

“My name is Sasha Belov.”

As Penkovsky shook hands he transferred the coat claim check tag to his new acquaintance.

“It’s nice to meet you. I am Penkovsky. Anatoly Penkovsky.”

The massive scarlet and gold curtain embroidered with “USSR” opened and transported the operagoers to a seventeenth-century city on the Volga River with a Chorus of Maidens.

The two men exchanged short pleasantries at the intermissions between the three acts and stood along with the rest of the audience at curtain call applauding the breathtaking performances.

“You were right, the acoustics rival even the Mariinsky,” the man said.

“One day I will compare the two,” Penkovsky replied.

The two men shook hands in parting, Belov now sliding his coat claim check into Penkovsky’s palm.

“Do svidaniya,” the man said, excusing himself into the aisle and making his way to the lobby.

Penkovsky lingered a moment longer, gathering his thoughts. It had been a performance for the ages. A triumph. If only his wife could have been there by his side, perhaps even with their son, who would have been fifteen years old, had he survived.

Penkovsky stood and joined the pack headed for the exits overhearing remarks on the power of Roman Dubrovin’s baritone, the beauty of Marya Vlasyevna’s soprano, the vibrant richness of the strings, the complexity of the woodwinds. Penkovsky was partial to the harp. His wife had played the harp.

He followed the crowd to the coat check, looking down at his program from time to time as he waited his turn. He then presented the claim tag to a short man behind the counter who looked at the number, disappeared momentarily, and returned with a dark wool coat that he handed across the small partition before reaching past Penkovsky to take a claim check from the next person in line.

The coat looked exactly like the one Penkovsky had worn when he left GRU Headquarters. It was the same dark color, the same size, the same cut and manufacture, but it was not the same coat. It had belonged to the man who had sat next to him and with whom he had traded pleasantries and claim checks.

Though Penkovsky had never seen the man before, he knew he was CIA. He had said the right words before they shook hands. Words that meant he had not been followed and that it was safe to exchange tickets.

The CIA man had left with Penkovsky’s coat, one that was by all appearances the same as he had worn into the opera house, only this one had papers in its pocket, papers with classified information, information that was now in the hands of the Central Intelligence Agency and critical to their operations in Vietnam. In the pocket of the coat Penkovsky had just retrieved from the opera house coat check would be another set of papers. Even under close scrutiny they would look like harp sheet music for The Voyevoda, but in reality, they concealed requests from the CIA. The sheet music had been placed under a piece of paper infused with cerium oxalate. His handler had written messages on a plain piece of paper over the top, the pressure transferring the chemical into the sheet music. Penkovsky would develop the message at home using a solution of common products that included manganese sulfate and hydrogen peroxide. Once developed, the messages appeared as orange writing. He would commit the requests to memory and burn the sheet music.

Penkovsky buttoned the coat and thought of what he had originally provided the Americans as a gesture of good faith, a collection of articles from a Soviet military journal called Military Thought. He had first made contact with them in London when he was part of a visiting Soviet delegation. His initial debriefing was at the Mount Royal Hotel, where they had tested and interrogated him in an attempt to ascertain if he was a double agent. They had become more cautious in the post-Philby years. It was there that they had discovered his love of opera and worked out a means of communications using the coat exchange at the Bolshoi Theatre.

Penkovsky exited between the monstrous white Corinthian columns and pulled up the collar on the wool coat that just hours earlier had belonged to another man.

One day he would be caught. He accepted that. But he would go to his grave knowing that the system that took his son’s life, just as surely as if they had put a bullet in his head, would soon be relegated to, as Leon Trotsky so famously stated, “the dustbin of history.”

Penkovsky walked, head down with his hands in his pockets, across the square to the waiting black vehicle, leaving Apollo and the muses of the opera behind him.






PART II ACROSS THE FENCE


“The hour has struck to save the country. We must sacrifice down to the last drop of our blood to defend our land.”

—HO CHI MINH









CHAPTER 43

Laos

May 1968

TOM AWOKE IN THE darkness.

Compromise. Firefight. Extraction. Helo down. Quinn.

He started by moving his fingers and toes. He could feel them both, which was a good sign. Then he slowly bent his knees and elbows. More good news. Both worked. He felt a throbbing in his left arm and reached across his body.

That’s going to need stitches.

Touching the deep slice also made him aware that his right-hand glove was gone. He brought his hands together. The left glove was ripped almost to shreds, but he decided to keep it, as any protection from the thorns and razor-sharp elephant grass of the jungle was better than nothing.

None of his bones seemed to be broken. The tree branches of the triple canopy had slowed his fall.

He deliberately pushed himself to a sitting position and winced in pain. Broken right rib. Shit. How many? He felt across his body with his left hand. At least one. Maybe two. If that was all, he was the luckiest son of a bitch in ’Nam.

You are not in ’Nam. You are in Laos.

How long have you been on the ground?

He twisted his left wrist and ran his thumb across the acrylic crystal of his Submariner. The leather cover had been ripped away and the acrylic was scratched, but the faint glow from the tritium on the still-sweeping second hand confirmed that the watch was working. It was just after three thirty. It was a no-date Rolex, so he could not be certain of the day, but there was no way that twenty-four hours had passed, was there?

Was anyone coming?

It’s pitch black. Our helos will be up in the morning looking for us. They won’t fly at night without intel.

Tom had only inserted via helo in the dark once, and it almost ended in disaster. It was one of the scariest moments of his time in Southeast Asia. Until today.

Now for the moment of truth.

Tom moved his head up and down, then from side to side. He rotated it first one way, then the other. He touched the right side of his neck, behind his ear where the assassin’s bullet had entered. He traced its trajectory down and over to his spine.

Being in the best shape of his life probably helped him survive the fall. His months of recuperation in Saigon had made him strong.

In the hospital, he was forced to cut out the cigarettes and booze, which he reluctantly admitted had aided his healing. Nurse Maxwell had put Tom on a strict regimen of diet and exercise. She was fierce in his defense, so much so that even Serrano didn’t want to end up on her bad side. The venerable CIA man had refused to smuggle any contraband into the infirmary.

Tom felt like he could use a smoke and a drink now.

Nurse Maxwell had encouraged him to push harder in physical therapy and kept him on schedule. As he started to drive himself more intensely in the hospital’s rebab clinic, she would replace the dessert on his meal tray with extra chicken or fish for additional protein.

It took Tom a week to find out her first name was Loelia.

After two weeks of basic exercises, when he could stand without help, she arrived early one morning and roused him from his restless slumber.

“Get up.”

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

A car was waiting that took them to Cercle Sportif. Serrano had arranged it.

“They have the best pool in Saigon,” she explained. “We can use it before they open the club.”

“I need to see it.”

He didn’t need to explain to her what “it” was.

Nurse Maxwell helped him up the stairs and into the club where he was shot and Gaston DuBois was killed. It was slow going on his crutches, but when he made it down the long hallway to the dining pavilion, he stood in the doorway for ten minutes replaying the events of the attack in his mind.

Ella.

That was enough. He never went back to the pavilion. Each morning, they would go directly to the pool in the darkness. He would be in the water before the sun came up.

Maxwell explained that varying forms of aquatic therapy had been in use in the United States since at least 1911. Even Franklin Roosevelt used the therapy to help treat his polio. She told him that just last year the Social Security Act was amended to include aquatic therapy as a treatment option.

He started by walking in chest-deep water. The first week that was all he could do. Two weeks later, he ditched his crutches and was swimming laps. The next morning, Maxwell slipped into the pool beside him in a swimsuit that was made for racing.

“Let’s go,” she said.

Tom had thought that, as a SEAL and surfer, he was a strong swimmer. Maxwell put him to shame, her long lean body cutting through the water with ease.

“We’ll get you there,” she said, proceeding to give him advice on technique.

Every session she would give him something new to focus on.

He grew stronger. His times improved.

Maxwell told him that she swam competitively in high school. She continued to swim in college, but, as there were virtually no sports scholarships for women like there were for men, she used the pool as a way to relax and stay in shape while earning her bachelor of science in nursing from Penn State. After graduation she volunteered to serve, just as her mother had in the Army Nurse Corps after Pearl Harbor.

Morning pool sessions were followed by afternoons in the gym. Eventually, he began jogging around the club’s polo fields. Maxwell ran with him. She was almost as impressive on the track as she was in the pool. Almost.

At least twice a week, Serrano would stop by the hospital to check on his progress and let him read after-action reports from MACV-SOG missions. Teams were being compromised and disappearing with greater frequency. The KIA and MIA numbers were increasing. Those numbers drove him harder.

He once asked Maxwell why she was going to all the extra trouble for him.

She answered that of all the wounded men she saw pass through the hospital, she had seen very few who fought to stay. And of those who did, none were allowed by their commands to remain in-country when they could be sent to higher level care in Germany, Okinawa, or the United States. Tom was different.

He also suspected Serrano was paying her with CIA contingency funds.

“I know what you are going to do when you are ready,” she said, as they hung to the side of the pool catching their breath after a morning sprint session. “You are going back to SOG. I can mend your wounds. I can assist you with recuperation. But I won’t watch you die. I’ve seen enough death. You’ll have to do that on your own.”

Without waiting for a response, she pushed herself out of the pool to towel off.

Tom swam another lap.

Just before he left a month later, after having crushed the military PT test, she had given him a folded piece of paper with a stateside address.

“If you survive,” she had said.

“Thank you—for everything.”

“Physically, you’re ready. Emotionally, I know you are hurting. Be sure and take care of what’s in here,” she said, tapping his chest. “Look after it. It’s the most important part.”

Then she kissed his cheek, turned, and left his hospital room to care for others.

That was two months ago.

Tom was back in the jungle with Quinn shortly thereafter. Colonel Singlaub had seen to it.

Tom looked at his watch again: 4:40 a.m. The Rolex made him think of Ella and the stainless bracelet he never installed.

What was she doing now?

Would she know or even care if he did not make it out?

Not making it out was a distinct possibility.

Get your head back in the game, Tom.

Did the enemy see you fall from the helo?

Unlikely. Otherwise, you would be a prisoner. Or you’d be dead.

Were Quinn and the rest of the team alive? The pilots?

The enemy would execute those who couldn’t move and take prisoner those who could.

Quinn would never allow himself to be captured. If they had him, he must be in bad shape.

Should I try and find the crash site in the dark?

Moving in the jungle at night was not advisable. It was next to impossible not to make noise—noise that would alert a waiting enemy to your presence. The jungle did not choose sides.

The jungle is neutral.

Even if he did manage to find an enemy encampment, its sentries would hear him coming and snatch his soul before he knew what hit him.

As difficult as it was, he needed to sit tight and move at first light.

I’m coming, Quinn.

It would be early nautical twilight in a few hours, not that it would make much difference beneath the triple canopy. As soon as the sun was high enough that light began to filter through from above, he would work his way to the crash site.

Crash site. Where the hell was it?

He remembered dangling under the Kingbee when he saw the downed bird and made the decision to cut himself free. He would find it. He was good in the woods.

He thought he could smell it, the distinctive odor of burning fuel. That would help guide him. There was another smell too, one he pushed from his mind, the unforgettable odor of charred flesh.

Would the enemy wait for him?

No, they don’t know you are here.

Might they set up an ambush for a rescue and recovery mission in the morning?

Possibly. But, in all likelihood, they would take this win and move any prisoners north, knowing that come sunup, the skies would be stacked with American airpower.

If any crash survivors had been captured, the NVA would have guarded them through the night and would be moving soon.

They would take the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

Tom ran through the options in his head.

Can you find them, kill a sentry, take his weapon? Can you rescue them?

What gear do you have?

Tom took stock of his situation, stopping every few moments to listen.

If you listen, the jungle will tell you things.

His second- and third-line gear had all been torn away as he was pulled through the trees under the helo. His RPD had been sacrificed to the gods of the jungle as had his Frank & Warren Survival Ax. His Browning had been ripped away, and the Randall knife he had used to cut himself free of the chopper was missing as well. He did have one claymore strapped to his chest. That was something. His URC-10 emergency radio and code book were gone but he still had the .22 caliber High Standard pistol in its holster. How many rounds were left? He pulled the pistol from its holster in the dark, removed the magazine, and pushed down on the top, feeling only the follower; there were no rounds to unload and count. The magazine was empty. By feel, he confirmed there was one in the chamber. Okay, one. Better than zero. Still, a .22 caliber pistol was not going to do much against a company of NVA or Pathet Lao.

You’ve got the claymore.

You need a team.

You are on your own.

Tom went through the pockets on his modified uniform. He still had his signal mirror, notebook and pen, map of the target area, morphine syrettes, pen flare, whistle, and an orange marking panel for signaling aircraft. His Swiss Army Knife was still in his pocket.

He took a deep breath, which caused him excruciating pain in his right side from the broken ribs.

You can sit here, wait until you hear aircraft overhead in the morning, and signal with your flare. You can survive.

That lets the NVA get farther away with Quinn.

 If he’s alive.

If.

You need to get to the crash site.

If they are all dead, you can wait for the cavalry.

If any bodies are missing, you will need to track them.

Track them all the way to fucking Hanoi, if that’s what it takes.

Then what?

Don’t think that far ahead.

Your first priority is finding that crash site.

The best chance they have is for you to track them and then get back to Phu Bai to lead a rescue team in after them.

There has yet to be a successful U.S. POW rescue mission in the war. The military knows where prisoners are and has not launched into North Vietnam to get them. You need to hit them in Laos under Colonel Backhaus’s orders before they are moved closer to Hanoi.

Find them and then get back to Phu Bai.

That is your mission.

Maybe God spared you so you could save these men.

Maybe. Or maybe you are just lucky.

I’d rather be lucky than good.

Be both.

Light began to sift through the triple canopy above. Tom looked at his watch. Just after 5:00 a.m. It was time to get to work.

Tom pushed himself to his feet, unholstered the .22 caliber High Standard with its one cartridge, and followed the stench of burning fuel and flesh deeper into the jungle.





CHAPTER 44

EVEN MOVING SLOWLY, IT did not take long to find the crash site. Tom used the smell, stopping every few minutes to assess his surroundings. The light breeze brought with it the nauseating odor of roasted human bodies; the muscles, skin, and fats reminiscent of roasted pork while burning hair, spinal fluids, organs, and blood carried with them a putrid, coppery-metallic stink.

Tom spit, trying to rid his mouth of the taste that he knew came from the bodies of his dead friends. The closer he got, the stronger the smell became. He desperately wanted to get upwind of the noxious fumes, but he forced himself to continue moving deliberately. He would be no use to any survivors if he was dead, if in fact there were any survivors.

He saw the tail rotor first. It had snapped off as the bird came down and was suspended in the canopy above.

He stopped and listened for any unnatural sounds, his eyes scanning ahead looking for anything that did not belong.

He pushed forward. The odor was even stronger now. He was close.

Think of it as just smoke, not the bodies of your teammates.

Quinn.

No.

Tom pushed the thought from his mind.

If they had all died, there is a good chance the enemy is set up on the crash site.

He paused again, a stronger gust of wind overwhelming him with the scent of death. He bent over and retched. Dry heaves followed, and he placed his hand against a tree to steady himself.

Well, if the NVA is here, they fucking heard that. Dammit.

Without any water, Tom cleared his mouth the best he could.

You are close. Angle out of this downwind approach.

What the fuck are you doing, Tom? Wait for extract. Birds are probably spinning up now. Are you going to take on an NVA company with a claymore, one round of .22, and a Swiss Army Knife?

If I have to.

He inched forward. If the enemy had set up, he would know it soon.

Then he caught sight of the corner of the fuselage.

Keep it slow. Even if the NVA are not waiting in ambush, they may have left behind booby traps.

A larger portion of the fuselage came into view.

Steady.

The SEAL crept forward and angled farther to the right, cautiously placing each step before shifting his weight onto his front foot.

The body of the large Kingbee was remarkably intact for having sustained an explosion and the ensuing fires that consumed it. It was on its side; the crew chief’s torso was visible, burnt to a crisp, his lower body crushed under the mammoth beast.

Tom continued to angle toward the front of the aircraft. The plexiglas windscreen was shattered, and he could clearly see the two pilots inside, still strapped in their seats. Their charred skeletons were smoldering.

Tom fought the urge to vomit again.

Keep it together.

Where are the strings? he wondered, as he scanned the scene for the ropes that had pulled Quinn, Hiep, Phe, and Hoahn out on extract.

Did they burn?

Did the crew chief manage to cut them away?

Were they still alive in the jungle?

Had they been captured?

Then he saw a body.

It had been sliced in half by the rotor.

It was Phe.

The Montagnard’s weapon was gone, but that did not necessarily mean that the enemy had confiscated it. The rifle could have easily been lost at any point during the extraction and subsequent crash.

Then he saw another body. This one was not burned or disfigured from the crash.

Hoahn.

He had been executed with a bullet to the head. Tom had seen enough head shots to know what they looked like.

There could be more bodies scattered in the jungle.

Find them.

Tom forced himself to move in an arc around the downed bird, looking for bodies and tracks.

When he was directly north of Hoahn’s body, he saw the sign.

“There is always a sign.” It was a lesson he had learned long ago in the mountains of Colorado.

There is always a sign.

He knelt.

Two sets of bare feet, one larger than the other.

Quinn and Hiep.

They had survived. Tom was sure of it.

There were other signs as well: tracks from sandals and canvas boots worn by the NVA.

They had taken Quinn’s and Hiep’s boots and were forcing them to march barefoot to make it harder to escape.

The right side of the larger bare footprint was slightly dragging.

Quinn was hurt.

Tom looked ahead to the north into the dense foliage, weighed his options, and then moved off in pursuit.





CHAPTER 45

THEY WERE HEADED FOR the Trail—the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

Tom checked the Waltham compass on his watch strap. North.

They would hit the supply route and continue north, farther into Laos, perhaps into North Vietnam. Wherever they eventually stopped would most certainly be outside the operational boxes in which MACV-SOG was authorized to operate. Thanks to whomever was passing Hanoi intel from Saigon, the NVA and Pathet Lao probably knew the constraints of the operational boxes in Laos better than some in SOG.

If their destination were indeed outside the operational zone, their only chance was for Tom to plot it and get back to Phu Bai. He prayed that Lieutenant Colonel Backhaus had enough political capital built up, from his years of distinguished service, that he would risk a court-martial and authorize a rescue mission for his men without the approval of higher-ups in Saigon. If he made it back to Phu Bai alive, Tom was prepared to make an extremely convincing case. And if it fell on deaf ears, he was already thinking of how he might pull it off by going rogue.

You are getting ahead of yourself, Tom.

Stay on the spoor and plot their final location. Then deal with getting back to Phu Bai.

Prioritize.

Tom also knew that, just like MACV-SOG units, the NVA would have a rear security element. He hoped they would be a little less alert, believing that they were the only ones in the jungle.

Remember what they told you in BUD/S: hope is not a course of action.

Do what you know how to do: cut sign and stay on the track.

How much of a head start did they have? Had they hit the trail before nightfall and pushed onward?

Or had they set up in the jungle near the crash site and then patrolled on in the morning?

Tom would know soon. The sign would tell him.

And it did.

They had gone for the Trail.

Tom pulled out his map and made a notation of the helo crash site and the location of where the enemy tracks hit the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

Those tracks continued north. The trail would allow them to move quickly. Tom knew from his map study that he was about to leave the SOG operational area.

Now, did he stay off the trail and slog through the jungle? Or did he risk it and use the trail to make better time?

Stay off the trail. You know to stay off the trails, especially this one.

“Trail” was a bit of a misnomer. Though it had started as a centuries-old networked system of dirt footpaths weaving through the mountains and rainforests connecting villages for trading purposes, it was expanded rapidly by the Viet Minh during the First Indochina War and had continued to expand over the course of the war against the Americans. Parts of the trail were still dirt footpaths, while others were paved to support the movement of heavy trucks and machinery south. It was hidden from aerial reconnaissance by the thick triple canopy and an additional intricate layered camouflage netting and bamboo trellis system.

As it was mid-May, the dry season was giving way to the southwest monsoon season, a time when the dirt sections of the trail would be more difficult to travel, especially for trucks. This particular section was not yet wide enough to support anything much larger than a small jeep. With the rain coming, perhaps traffic south would have slowed.

This segment of the trail is at the edge of your operational box. No one in SOG knows what’s just to the north.

If you take the trail looking like an American, you are a dead man.

If the rains come and wash away the spoor, you will lose them. That decision will sentence Quinn and Hiep to death or years of imprisonment in North Vietnam.

Think, Tom.

His answer came in the form of two men on bicycles. They rounded the corner ahead traveling south.

Could they be a point element?

It did not appear so. They were both clad in black clothing and had slung AKs and beige chest rigs along with slung green canvas satchels. They wore black boonie hats now faded gray by the sun. One had a green-and-white-checkered cravat around his neck, while the other had one of brown. They were chatting as they pedaled south as though they hadn’t a care in the world.

Viet Cong? Tom had read reports of VC operating in Laos, using the trail to move supplies to their units in the South, but had not yet encountered any, though he had extensive experience fighting them in the Mekong Delta. Were they prepping for another Tet-type offensive as Gaston had predicted? Or were they NVA? It was hard to tell.

Let them pass.

Instead, Tom raised the pistol.





CHAPTER 46

TOM’S FIRST AND ONLY bullet entered just below the cheek of the man closest to his side of the trail, blowing through his upper jaw. That soldier’s hands immediately left the handlebars and went to the source of the pain, a movement that caused the front tire to catch a rut and turn sharply to the right. The sudden shift in direction and balance brought the bicycle and its rider to the ground.

His partner on the other bike turned his head to the right in time to see a demon emerge from the tree line at a full sprint mere feet away. He opened his mouth to scream but was taken out of his saddle by a shoulder that caught him just under his arm. They landed on the ground in a heap with Tom on top of the smaller man.

Kill him before his friend can unsling his AK.

Tom saw the man he shot out of his peripheral vision writhing in pain in the dirt, blood flowing freely through his fingertips pressed to the right side of his face.

You just have a few seconds before he realizes he needs to get on his gun.

Tom held the High Standard by its integral suppressor, bringing it down again and again, smashing the heel of the pistol into the temple of the man beneath him, his own ribs crying out in agony from the repeated battering.

This was a bad idea.

 You are committed now.

He remembered the advice from the men who had taken time with him on the ranch in Colorado. Men who had trained with Fairbairn, Sykes, and Applegate: don’t stop fighting until the threat no longer exists.

A company could be right behind these guys. You are on the clock.

Tom’s left hand went to the man’s throat, crushing off his air supply while pinning him to the ground. He had hoped for a quick knockout blow. That was not to be. When a human being is facing an opponent set on extinguishing the gift of life, fires burn, regardless of the level of training.

The SEAL noted that the man he had shot was struggling to his knees.

Finish this.

This guy must have a knife.

Tom let up just enough to allow the man to spin in an attempt to scamper away.

There it was. Next to the canteen on his belt. A sheathed blade.

Tom cracked him on the back of the head with the butt of the pistol and then dropped it and went for the blade, grabbing the back of the man’s neck and smashing his face into the dirt.

Kill or get killed.

His right hand unsnapped a strip of leather securing the blade in a crude canvas sheath, wrapped his hand around the handle, and jerked it free. Even in the throes of combat, he recognized that it was a makeshift, homemade knife. He prayed it was sharp enough to do the job.

It was.

With his opponent on his stomach, Tom dropped his body to fully cover the soon to be dead man and thrust the blade up under the ribs on his right side. It slid through the soldier’s light clothing and entered his body. Tom applied more pressure to the back of his opponent’s neck to ensure he kept eating dirt and prevent him from screaming out. He withdrew the blade and reinserted it in repeated stabs in order to do as much damage as possible.

Get to his heart.

Tom used the blade to flip the smaller man over and then violently thrust it through the muscles of the intercostal spaces between the ribs, penetrating the heart. He quickly moved the blade to the soldier’s neck and slit his throat.

Get to your other opponent before he can get a shot off.

The second man was now on his knees, coughing blood and fighting to breathe. He struggled with the sling of his AK, attempting to bring it around from where it was positioned on his back. As he choked on his own blood, splintered bones, and shattered teeth from his face wound, he pulled the rifle around in front of him.

Tom was on him in an instant. Scurrying the few feet between them, his left hand grabbed the barrel of the AK as it swung forward, jerking it at the same time to keep the man from firing. He saw the terror in the soldier’s eyes as he let go of the rifle and brought his hands up to shield him from the apparition who had appeared out of the jungle. Tom caught him with the knife’s pommel to the side of his temple and then sliced across the neck.

Not deep enough.

The Frogman slid his hand from the rifle to the back of the man’s head and jerked him forward and down, using the man’s knees as a pivot point. He then rotated to the man’s back and positioned the knife adjacent to the collarbone, reaching across with his free hand so both were on the handle of the makeshift blade. He then sunk the blade through the muscles, ligaments, and subclavian artery, the main artery supplying blood to the upper extremities, ratcheting the blade back and forth to do as much damage as possible. After extracting it, he slid it through the man’s neck, cutting through the trachea, carotid, and jugular.

Tom held him down for a moment even after the man stopped squirming. He then pushed himself off and looked up and down the dirt trail, his ribs screaming in a pain he had never before experienced.

Clear.

But for how long?

He had gambled big, with his life and the lives of Quinn and Hiep.

Tom swore. Not at the two men he had just killed, but at the men in Hanoi and Washington who had put them on this patch of dirt.

Don’t get distracted.

Clean this scene.

You don’t have much time. Someone could come around the bend in the trail at any moment.

Is your luck going to hold?

Tom stood and hurled one of the two bicycles as far as he could into the jungle. The pain emanating from his broken ribs almost put him down.

Settle down, Tom. Be smooth. Be efficient and then get moving.

He unslung the rifle from the man he had just killed. He recognized it as an AKM. He ensured it was loaded and checked its thirty-round magazine.

Full.

He reinserted it, locking the magazine in place with the distinctive click of the AK’s magazine catch.

Next, he surveyed the scene.

What a mess. Work quickly.

Tom chose the larger of the two men and unslung his canvas messenger bag. It was full of what appeared to be letters and documents. He dumped them on the ground and filled the bag with the items from the pockets of his uniform: signal mirror, notebook and pen, map, morphine, pen flare, whistle, marking panel, and the claymore that was attached to his chest. He used the Swiss Army Knife in his pocket to cut its own paracord lanyard and deposited that in the satchel as well.

Faster.

Tom tore off his shirt and removed the AK chest rig and black pajama top from the larger soldier. Luckily it was baggy on the dead man, which meant it was tight on Tom but still wearable. He then inspected the chest rig. Made of green cotton, there were three pouches across the front that held two magazines each. The pouches were secured with wood toggles. Along with the magazine in the weapon, Tom now had 210 rounds of 7.62 x 39mm. A side pouch held a crude Vietnamese version of a ChiCom stick grenade. Tom inspected it with skepticism. A metal head held the explosive and was attached to a wooden handle with four small nails. A pull string crept from under the head connected to the handle with wax.

Well, it’s made it this far.

He reached into the second side pouch, expecting to find gauze or a cravat.

Instead, he pulled out a black-and-white photo of the man he had just killed. His arm was around a beautiful young woman who cradled a baby in her arms. The man and woman were smiling.

He stared at it and then stuffed it back in the pouch, though he did not really know why.

I’ll probably be joining you soon, he thought.

Tom struggled into the chest rig and adjusted it as best he could.

He pulled off the dead man’s pants before untying his own boots, kicking them off, and stripping off his pants. He replaced them with those of the enemy. They wouldn’t quite button at Tom’s waist, so he used the 550 cord from his Swiss Army Knife lanyard to secure it. Neither of the Vietnamese men’s boots were going to fit him, so he put his jungle boots back on. He picked up a boonie hat that had fallen off in the melee and was surprised that it fit. He then wrapped the man’s brown scarf around his neck.

He tested the sharpness of the blade he had used to kill both men. It was an improvised tool that looked like it had been made from a vehicle’s leaf spring. Its soft metal would be convenient to sharpen quickly in the field. It also dulled easily, and after the work it had just done, it more closely resembled a butter knife.

Tom looked at the smaller of the two men, the one he had shot in the face. He turned the soldier over to discover that he too had a knife, and this one was sharp. Tom threw the dull blade into the tree line.

Hydrate.

He pulled the smaller man’s Type 65 Chinese aluminum canteen from where it was slung across his shoulder, unscrewed the cap, and took a long drink. Odds were that he would soon regret it, as it almost certainly came straight from a stream and was not treated with iodine or halazone. After downing half its contents, he pulled it from his lips and read the writing across the aluminum body that had been hand painted in camouflage: ĐÁNH TAN GIẶC MỸ XÂM LƯỢC. Defeat the U.S. Invasion.

He knelt and removed the magazines from the other man’s chest rig and put them in the satchel, along with the one from the man’s weapon. He ejected the round in the chamber and inserted it atop the magazine before tossing the AK off the road. That man had a grenade as well, and Tom placed that in the satchel. He didn’t look in the other small pouch, not wanting to find another photograph.

Four hundred twenty rounds, one claymore, two grenades, and one blade.

Not bad.

He took the untouched satchel, which was also filled with documents and letters, and he stuffed it with the contents he had dumped on the ground earlier along with his shirt and pants and hurled it into the jungle. Then he dragged both men as far into the rainforest as he could before going back and kicking dirt over the blood and drag marks. He picked up the bicycle and pushed it over the site multiple times to try and remove any clues of the struggle.

Any not-so-skilled tracker would find sign, if they were looking. With any luck, this deep into Laos, anyone on the trail would not be as alert as they were closer to the border, and with additional luck, these two messengers would not be missed for a while.

That’s a lot of luck.

I’ll take what I can get.

Tom slung the AK, turned his bicycle around, and took one final look at the scene.

That will have to do.

He threw his leg over the saddle and pedaled north.





CHAPTER 47

DON’T MAKE RASH DECISIONS.

Fortuna Favet Fortibus.

His father had whispered that over cards one night as he examined his hand and sipped a whiskey.

Fortune Favors the Bold.

Tom pedaled onward. The Peugeot bike was awkward and certainly not built for speed, but it handled the trail surprisingly well. The trail reminded Tom of some of the fire roads he had explored on foot and horseback in the Rocky Mountains of his youth.

If he could just make up some time and not run into any enemy patrols or supply convoys. He needed to get closer to Quinn and Hiep. Then he would ditch the bike and parallel them on foot in the jungle.

And what happens when those two messengers don’t show up at their destination?

You really didn’t think this through.

Make up time and get off the trail.

What happens when you run into a patrol? No one is buying that you are Vietnamese even in this uniform.

It might cause confusion and give you an extra second or two.

And what then?

Just pedal.

Point men on Havoc and other SOG Recon Teams would sometimes wear NVA uniforms and carry Kalashnikov rifles. The thought being that the confusion caused by an NVA running into someone dressed in a similar uniform would give the point man that extra fraction of a second that might give him the edge. Tom was hoping that if he took a corner and pedaled headlong into an NVA convoy, he might be able to keep his head down and pass right by. Who would think that an American service member would be pedaling a bike up the Ho Chi Minh Trail toward Hanoi? That was too crazy to contemplate. He just might be able to pull it off.

He pedaled harder.

Even from the seat of the bicycle, he could track the two sets of bare feet heading north.

I’m coming, guys.

He heard the ominous sound of thunder. The southwest monsoon would soon wash away their tracks.

Then what?

The road began to widen, and the dirt became hardpack, making it more difficult to find spoor.

Were they doing construction? Construction that had stopped at the onset of monsoon season?

He scanned the trail ahead and turned to look behind him.

Still clear.

The hardpack led him to a T with the intersecting section of the trail now paved and wide enough for trucks. To his right the new trail led to the northeast. To his left it led to the southwest. Tom’s spirits plummeted as the footprints disappeared onto the crudely paved asphalt.

Tom had seen paved sections of the trail before. What he had not seen was a small pumping station consisting of pipes and pressure valves attached to a pipe that paralleled the paved road. Were the North Vietnamese pumping fuel into the South through Laos? That was new.

That also meant maintenance crews.

You are going to need to get off this road ASAP, he thought.

It started to rain. He was going to lose them.

Keep going, or get off the trail and make your way back to Phu Bai to report on their direction of travel and turn what you know over to the intel shop.

You do that, and you seal Quinn and Hiep’s fate.

Tom was thankful that he had paused to evaluate the trail. Had he been on the move, his heavy breathing and the squeaking of the rusted bike chain may have prevented him from hearing the rumble of vehicles approaching from the southwest, the noise from their engines blending with the ominous sounds of thunder.

Jumping from the saddle, he shouldered the bike and scrambled into the tree line just up a short embankment and disappeared into the jungle.

Moments later the convoy appeared. GAZ-63 Soviet-built cargo trucks. The four-wheel-drive trucks were painted green and had wood sideboards that were also painted green. They appeared to be empty and must have already dropped off their cargo deeper into Laos or South Vietnam. They were taking advantage of the low cloud cover of the monsoon to travel during daylight hours, as they usually only traversed the roads at night to avoid detection. Tom had read intelligence reports stating that the lead convoy drivers had the roads committed to memory, which allowed them to traverse the Trail under very little illumination.

Maybe they are traveling during the day because someone in Saigon is passing them intel and letting them know that there are no bombing missions scheduled for today.

Tom counted six trucks. The lead and trail vehicles had a driver and passenger, while the middle vehicles only had single drivers. He noted that there were no gun trucks for security.

They feel comfortable here.

Tom looked at the bike. At least it had gotten him this far. But if the NVA was using paved roads during daylight hours on his section of the trail, there could be more.

If it’s paved then maybe they are just using vehicles, and you will be able to hear them before you see them or, more importantly, they see you. With the bike you might not be able to get it off the road in time, but on foot, maybe you can use the roads and get off them when you hear a truck.

He left the bike in the jungle, hit the pavement, and started running north.





CHAPTER 48

TOM HEARD THE ENGINES well before he saw the trucks.

He estimated he had been running for close to two miles. At the sound of the vehicles, he moved off the road and into the jungle, continuing to patrol north at a much slower pace.

I wish I had my survival ax or even a machete.

Don’t think about the tigers or snakes.

Fuck… you thought about tigers and snakes.

The noise of engines indicated that the trucks had stopped just ahead. He moved closer to the trail, the rain and wind of the monsoon helping mask his movement.

He saw the trail vehicle first.

Why had they stopped?

He dropped into a crawl, moving through the tall bamboo, thick liana vines, and palm and rattan trees with extreme caution, until all six vehicles were in view.

The convoy had not even bothered to put out security.

They felt safe this far north.

The convoy had come upon what looked to be a less than company-sized element of NVA in the road. Tom assumed their numbers were depleted in yesterday’s firefight with Team Havoc. They were accompanied by two men in bare feet.

Quinn’s face was beaten to a pulp, either by the NVA or the crash, it was impossible to tell. Based on how they were handling him, it was probably both. They had taken his shirt and boonie hat. His torso was covered in cuts and bruises. Even with his hands tied behind his back, Tom could see an unnatural protrusion of a bone in his left arm. When an NVA soldier pushed him with the barrel of his rifle, he stumbled, dragging his right foot.

Hiep, by contrast, looked almost unscathed, aside from the bruising on the left side of his face. His hands were bound tightly behind his back and his shirt was gone as well.

Why wasn’t Hiep beaten too?

Tom knew of Recon Teams that had been captured or slaughtered, all except for one of the “little people” who was left alive by the NVA, Viet Cong, or Pathet Lao to sow distrust in the ranks of SOG and Project Delta teams. The intent was to make the Americans believe that their trusted ’Yard, Nung, or Hmong teammate had been turned by the North Vietnamese. Perhaps that was their plan with Hiep?

But then why take him from the crash site? Maybe in an attempt to actually turn him?

Two NVA soldiers started shouting at Quinn and Hiep, prodding them in the back with bayonets.

Tom’s grip tightened on the AKM in his hands. He brought it up into a firing position.

He was about 75 yards away, concealed in the jungle. He would have the element of surprise.

And then what?

Are you going to kill what appears to be fifty NVA by yourself?

Think, Tom.

The soldiers kept jabbing Quinn and Hiep with their bayonets, moving them to the back of the third vehicle, where soldiers already in the back of the trucks grabbed them under their arms and hoisted them aboard. Even at this distance, Tom could see Quinn wince in pain.

What was left of the company packed into the beds of the remaining cargo trucks, which then continued northeast toward North Vietnam.





CHAPTER 49

TOM MOVED BACK TO the road and continued to run northeast through the hammering rain. Even with the somewhat awkward satchel, the kit was relatively lightweight compared to the heavy gear that Tom and all SOG operators carried on missions. The NVA and Viet Cong were unencumbered by the weight of American equipment, which allowed them an advantage in maneuverability, one that Tom now shared. He was in enemy clothing, carrying an enemy weapon, far behind enemy lines.

No one would think that a lone operator would be on the ground this deep inside Laos. That would make the enemy complacent. Tom would exploit it.

Tom’s boots pounded away at the asphalt, eating up the distance between him and his teammates, the downpour washing away all traces of his passing.

The rain stopped before midnight. Tom pushed on.

The potent smell of thuoc lao, a strong tobacco grown in the mountains of the north, forced him from the road three hours later. The smoke was carried on a light breeze, drifting over the earth as if preparing it for morning.

Tom dropped to a knee and froze, using all his senses to discern the source of the new odor, eyes peering ahead into the darkness.

The smoke was followed by a conversation in Vietnamese. Not loud, but also not hushed, the words were carried over the wind to the American waiting in the night. Tom guessed it was a sentry post or RON site a hundred meters or more ahead. He slowly moved off the road and back to the protective embrace of the jungle. There was no more he could do until daylight.

He put his back to the roots of a banyan tree that descended from the branches above. The unique roots would eventually become new trees. Tonight, they provided some comfort. Deep in the jungle, facing the trail, with the AK in his lap, Tom shut his eyes and was soon lulled to sleep by a chorus of insects and frogs, marking territory and attracting mates under the cover of a moonless night.

The jungle went silent just before dawn. Tom was instantly awake, but didn’t make any sudden moves, knowing that movement attracted attention.

Intruders?

Rain sprinkled through the canopy above. This rain was lighter than the monsoon of yesterday afternoon.

Tom stayed as still as he could, listening, smelling, watching. He stayed that way until the clouds and rain were replaced by rays of light.

Time to move.

He eased himself to his feet, doing his best to ignore his aching ribs, knowing that it did not come close to what Quinn must be experiencing.

Thirty yards into the jungle, with the Ho Chi Minh Trail on his left, Tom stopped every few minutes to assess the way ahead. One of those pauses allowed him to see the guard tower before the sentry manning it saw him. It was about 12 feet off the ground and attached to a layered system of barbed wire. Tom adjusted his direction of travel and moved farther from the road. He needed higher ground.

Probably mines and booby traps here, Tom thought. Don’t rush.

He could hear Vietnamese voices through the trees. Was it a camp? A depot? Tom knew the NVA had numerous depots set up along the trail to service the flow of men, material, and machinery south. Convoys could stop, rest, refit, refuel, and then continue on their journey.

He hiked east, the ground slightly increasing in elevation, until he came to a stream and climbed up a small waterfall covered in ferns. At times, he could appreciate the natural beauty of the country even when it seemed everything in it was trying to kill him.

The creek continued east, but Tom stepped back onto the hillside, estimating that he had enough elevation to see into the camp.

Take it slow.

The morning’s light rain had stopped and been replaced by a thick mist.

Will I even be able to see through this?

Tom identified a rock outcropping and made his way to it through the moist, gray veil.

The mist protected him from the eyes below, but it also obscured his view of the camp. He could hear voices mixed with what sounded like a generator. Morning mist had a tendency to clear out quickly and without notice in the Laotian mountains.

What if it clears out and leaves you exposed on this hill?

One thing at a time, Tom. One thing at a time.

From the noise, he estimated he was about 200 yards from the camp, but it was hard to tell. He would just have to sit it out.

Patience.

He did not have to wait long.

The sun warmed the earth, causing the mist to dissipate, the gray haze gradually ceding the territory it had taken at daybreak, eventually revealing the camp below.

Tom was a bit farther away than he thought, somewhere between 200 and 250 yards.

The camp was a depot, cut into a jungle that looked like it might take it back at the first opportunity. Various trees and foliage were sprinkled throughout, making it harder to see from the air. Aboveground fuel tanks were set up at the far side of the compound. They were attached to pipes that led toward the trail. Thatched roofs protected them from overhead observation. A longer thatched roof that resembled a longhouse shielded the six trucks that passed Tom the previous day. It was the convoy that had picked up Quinn and Hiep.

Where are they?

They must be in one of the other thatched huts.

Tom could see two of the guard towers from his position but knew there must be at least two others masked by the canopy.

How many of these do they have along the trail? Tom wondered.

He pulled his map from the satchel and oriented himself. If his calculations were correct, he was well outside the SOG operations box, on the edge of the Annamite Mountain Range between Laos and North Vietnam.

Forty-five miles to the border of South Vietnam.

He made a notation on his map. As he was stuffing it back in his satchel, he heard commotion in the distance.

The door to one of the huts was thrown open, and a man was kicked off the raised platform into the dirt.

Quinn.

His hands were still tied behind his back, but his feet were now bound as well, and a strip of cloth was tied around his head, covering his eyes. Hiep was thrown out after him with hands and feet tied. He was blindfolded too. Behind them, three additional men were marched out at gunpoint. They were dressed in black pajamas, hands and feet bound with cloth across their eyes. They were taller than the NVA soldiers. Tom squinted. There was no doubt. They were Americans.

Hiep and the three other Americans were lined up at the base of the steps leading up to the hut.

Another NVA soldier emerged and walked past the prisoners. He turned his AK around and swung it down like an ax, connecting with the back of Quinn’s head and putting him in the mud.

Tom settled into a stable seated firing position, pushed the selector lever down past the fully automatic setting to semiautomatic, ensured there was a round in the chamber, and moved the slider on the rear leaf sight to the 200-meter-mark.

Who knows if this thing is even sighted in?

He seated the butt of the stock in the pocket of his shoulder and dropped his cheek to the comb, finding the front sight.

If I’m at 200 yards and the rifle is adjusted to 200 meters, that’s just over 180 meters. With this angle, the round will go a little high. Compensate for the distance and the angle. Aim low.

Quinn attempted to push himself up and managed to get to all fours when his tormentor connected a kick to his solar plexus, putting him right back in the mud.

Tom could tell his friend was in bad shape. His left arm wasn’t working, and neither was his right leg.

Tom’s eye found the front sight.

Don’t do anything. You will get them all killed.

Hiep must have moved his head to allow him to see under the blindfold, because he charged out from the line, only to take the full force of the stock of the soldier’s AK to his face, sending him into the dirt. Another NVA soldier dragged him back into the lineup and put him on his knees.

The soldier beating Quinn pointed at Hiep and shouted something that Tom couldn’t understand at this distance, but it must have been an order to remove the blindfolds from Hiep and the Americans. The soldiers then forced the Americans to kneel.

The NVA leader was facing them, one foot on Quinn’s back. He was addressing the captives again. He then stepped back and aligned the butt of his rifle with Quinn’s head like he was judging the distance.

Fuck. They are going to kill him.

Tom’s finger went to the trigger.

As the soldier raised the rifle high over his head like an ax, Tom’s finger pressed back.

The bullet impacted the mud low and left.

Immediately the soldiers looked to the mountainside in confusion.

Adjust high and right.

Tom adjusted and put the next round into the soldier’s lower stomach.

Windage is good.

The soldier dropped his weapon and put both his hands to his midsection in disbelief.

Tom adjusted again and sent a third round that took the soldier in his upper chest.

He dropped to the ground on top of Quinn.

The compound erupted in pandemonium. Shouting in Vietnamese was followed by fully automatic fire from AKs aimed in Tom’s general direction, raking the hillside about 75 yards down and to the left of where he was hiding in the rocks.

They don’t know exactly where you are.

Yet.

You fire again, and they will pinpoint your position.

They kill you, then all this was for nothing.

What was that?

A tall white man with black hair in a khaki shirt and pants marched from a hut near the motor pool. He was pointing and shouting orders. He was carrying Quinn’s tomahawk.

Was he yelling in Russian?

It was impossible to tell over the gunfire.

A bullet hit the rock by Tom’s head, sending stone fragments into the left side of his face, a sliver lodging in his left eye.

Shit!

Tom blinked and brought this left hand to his eye to try and clear out any debris.

Was that a lucky shot?

Why don’t they have anything bigger than AKs down there?

You have got to move.

Tom squinted his left eye and focused on using his right.

Where was Quinn?

There!

Quinn was now pinned to a tree near the center of the depot. Tom could just make out a part of his left shoulder. He and the tall white man were behind it. Tom didn’t have good visibility, but he could see movement.

Was the white man using the tree as cover? Why had he grabbed Quinn?

Hiep and the other Americans were forced back into one of the huts, while other NVA soldiers took cover in the compound and continued to spray the hillside.

What was the man doing? Was he a Soviet advisor? He had to be.

What was he doing with Quinn’s tomahawk? Now he’s moving at Quinn’s waistline.

No!

Tom found the Soviet’s shoulder and pressed the trigger. He saw his shot impact the tree. The Soviet moved his body, so Tom no longer had a target.

Bullets impacted all around the Frogman.

All you did was show them where you are. These rocks provide cover, but they will send a hunter-killer team next. They are probably working their way up to flank you right now.

Tom sent another bullet that whizzed by Quinn’s tree.

What was the Soviet doing?

His left arm was moving. Tom caught sight of his elbow.

It looked like he was throwing something into the mud. Something gray.

An NVA solder stepped from behind a truck, and Tom put him down with a round to his chest.

He then moved his attention back to Quinn.

Was the Soviet tying Quinn to the tree?

No. He was doing something much worse. He was disemboweling Quinn while he was alive.

No!

Tom took up slack in the trigger.

Come on, Quinn, stick your head out.

How can I shoot my best friend?

Take him out of his misery.

Dear God.

Tom blinked in rapid succession to clear his vision.

Think, dammit! Think!

You don’t have a shot.

Tom was so preoccupied thinking of Quinn that it took him a moment to realize the shooting had stopped.

He was almost too late.

They must have men closing in on your position.

Tom looked to his left and right.

Nothing.

Then he heard the unmistakable sound of a foot dislodging a rock.

They were behind him.

Tom spun and pivoted out of his position just as a grenade landed where he had been sitting a second earlier.

The rocky face of the hillside offered cover, and Tom ducked behind a boulder just as the grenade detonated, showering him with debris.

He rose from behind the rock and fired three rounds into a man not 20 yards away, a man who had another grenade ready to throw.

The grenade dropped at his feet.

His comrade shouted and attempted to move, which put him squarely in Tom’s sights. Four more rounds of 7.62 x 39 sent him to the afterlife as the dropped grenade detonated.

Where did those guys come from?

Tom realized why there were not larger-caliber weapons in the camp. They were hidden on the hillsides. Probably antiaircraft weapons. Those two men had been manning one when the shooting started.

Tom ducked back down behind the rock as the hillside erupted again from the impact of bullets from below. He crawled to a nearby boulder, took a knee, and angled out from behind it, ready to fire. Bullets danced around him.

He found Quinn’s tree from his new position.

Stay on target.

You have to find a shot.

Would you want Quinn to do it for you?

Yes.

If you die here, the fate of these men dies with you.

You owe it to them to get out of here. Get back to friendly lines. Bring in the assault force.

But Quinn…

He focused back on the tree, Quinn and the Soviet still behind it.

Your friend is being disemboweled. You need to find and take the shot.

A liquid was sprayed on the pile of guts, almost as if the Soviet was pissing on them. But it wasn’t piss. Tom had heard of this torture before. It was gas or lighter fluid. The Soviet was going to light Quinn’s intestines on fire while they were still connected to his body.

Tom could not tell if Quinn was screaming over the gunfire. He couldn’t hear anything between barrages.

Quinn’s antagonist lit a match.

Tom watched as his friend’s entrails were set ablaze.

Then he heard the screams.

“No!” Tom yelled, letting loose with a barrage out of pure rage, his rounds impacting in and around the tree.

Get it under control. That’s not accurate fire, he thought as he replaced the empty magazine and racked the bolt, bringing it back to online and lining up the sight with the tree at the compound’s center.

Tom tried to put Quinn’s agony out of his head. He didn’t know if Quinn had stopped screaming or if he had just blocked it out. Maybe he was dead. Maybe he was dying in agony.

Come on, Quinn. Give me a target.

Can you really kill him? You have to.

Wait, those men who were coming at me from above, they were up there manning something. A weapon system.

I’m sorry, Quinn.

Tom took one last look at the tree, turned, and charged up the hill.





CHAPTER 50

THE ZPU-1 14.5MM ANTIAIRCRAFT gun was not hard to find. Tom picked up the trail of the two men he had killed on the mountain and followed their tracks to a well-worn path that led right to it.

The Soviet single-barreled belt-fed KPV heavy machine gun was designed to be pulled via its two-wheeled carriage assembly and set up in remote locations, like the side of a mountain. The entire system could be broken down into smaller parts for transport and then put together again in short order. The large-caliber weapon rested on its mount and sat atop a sturdy tripod. A seat covered in white canvas, stained almost brown with dirt and grime, allowed a gunner to manipulate the substantial system and quickly adjust for elevation and windage. It was pointed skyward when Tom slid behind the controls.

As with many Soviet weapons, the ZPU-1 was made to be simple and rugged. Tom spun the elevation dial on the left side of the system and brought the barrel in-line with the camp below, noting that from his new position he could no longer see the tree that had provided cover for Quinn and the Soviet advisor. He cranked the windage dial closer to his legs to move the sights toward his target, confirmed the weapon was ready to fire, and stepped on the pedal trigger.

Tom watched the impact of the rounds near the steps to the huts on the right side of the compound. He continued to fire, using the elevation and windage dials to walk the rounds toward the six cargo trucks. Three soldiers emerged from behind a hut and Tom cut them in two with the 14.5mm projectiles. He continued to maneuver the dials until rounds impacted the front left tire of the closest truck, ripping it to shreds. He caught movement at the rear of vehicle, shifted fire, and put two more men in the dirt. He adjusted the controls and sent rounds into the hood, grille, front window, and down to the exposed gas tank just forward of the rear tire before working his way down the line of trucks, the cigar-sized rounds decimating everything in their path. He then moved to the aboveground fuel storage tanks, the pipes, and the pumping station connecting them to the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Four soldiers attempted to take cover behind a diesel generator, but Tom’s rounds found them, removing arms, legs, and heads with devastating efficiency. When the weapon ran dry, all six trucks were steaming hunks of metal, and the fuel storage containers were spewing their contents into the dirt.

His torrent of machine-gun fire into the compound had suppressed the enemy counterattack, but that would not last. Tom bailed out of the ZPU-1 just as the 7.62mm rounds from below resumed their barrage, but he was already running.

Thoughts of Quinn fueled him.

The gutting. The fire.

Not now, Tom. There will be time to mourn. Hiep and three other Americans are still there. Get back to Phu Bai and organize a rescue.

Tom kept running, unencumbered by the weight of his usual op gear.

He knew they would track him and quickly realize they were following—not a team, squad, or platoon—but a single man. They would throw everything against him. And they knew exactly where he was going. There was only one choice: south.

His ribs burned and sent spikes of pain throughout his body, pain that was nothing compared to what Quinn just went though.

Quinn.

Put it out of your mind.

Get back to Phu Bai or they all die.

He had seen at least three Americans. Were there more? How long would they be there?

They might be transporting them north right now. They would certainly move them out of the camp as soon as possible.

You are too impetuous, Tom. You needed to exercise patience and logic. You did neither.

If you had let them beat Quinn, maybe he would have survived.

You killed him by taking that shot.

Who was the white man?

Soviet advisor, probably.

Could he have been a mercenary? Possibly.

No, he had to be a Soviet.

Come back with an assault team and kill him.

You better move!

You are leaving so much sign, you will not be hard to track.

Tom heard the barking of dogs.

He needed to slow them down.

Tom stopped and pulled the claymore from his satchel, attached the time fuse, and listened, forcing himself to wait.

Be patient.

There, that bark was close.

Tom initiated the time fuse.

Two minutes.

He ran, newly invigorated.

Had he timed it right?

It felt that way.

An explosion reverberated through the jungle.

He heard a man screaming.

Make up time in the chaos.

You are Havoc.

Should I hit the trail?

No, they will likely be on it, moving into positions to flank or ambush.

Tom needed them to think he was headed in the direction of the crash site. That would be the natural play. The NVA would assume he was making a run for the crash site in the hopes that he could make contact with U.S. forces working to recover the helo and bodies of the dead.

You will never make it.

I know.

I have another destination in mind.

He kept running.

What are the enemy assumptions?

That you are going to the crash site and that you are MACV-SOG.

They don’t know you are a Frogman.

Get to the water.

Tom’s map study indicated that there was a river, about 10 klicks from his current location—the Sepon River, which he knew eventually formed a natural border between Laos and South Vietnam. With the recent rains, and with some luck, he could find a closer tributary that was flowing into it. The trick would be making the NVA continue to believe he was going for the crash site.

How do I do that?

You need to trick the dogs.

The trackers would already think he was making a dash for the downed helo. Tom needed to confirm that bias. The rains would help. If he could survive long enough for the afternoon monsoon to cleanse the earth, he could make them think the dogs had lost the scent. To do that, he needed to find a tributary.

He heard shouting in Vietnamese to his right. They must have pushed down the Trail quickly, hoping to flank him. Then came the bullets, ripping through the jungle behind him.

They must be hearing you. They can’t see you.

He slowed his pace.

Don’t give away your exact position by firing.

Not yet.

Tom was traveling slightly downhill. The Ho Chi Minh Trail was to his right. He could hear the NVA moving down toward him. Tom stopped and looked for targets.

Wonder if these things work? he thought, removing the two stick grenades from his bag.

He heard movement. It was closer now. The NVA were coming quickly.

Here it goes.

Tom yanked the wax string pull cord to arm the grenade and then hurled it through the jungle toward the approaching soldiers.

Is it going to blow up?

Tom had his answer a second later, hearing the detonation and feeling the concussive effect against his back as he ran another 20 yards deeper into the jungle.

He stopped, armed the last grenade, and threw it toward the enemy’s left flank.

Another explosion echoed through the trees.

He kept running.

Glad I cut back on the cigarettes.

Tom’s plan required that he put some distance between him and his pursuers. He sprinted through the bare patches of jungle that the Montagnards avoided—fearing them haunted by spirits—only to disappear back under the triple canopy held back by the wait-a-minute vines and attacked by thorns that tore his clothing and exposed skin. He felt the high elephant grass slice into his hands as he pushed past the vines that thwarted his advance.

He heard the rumbling of thunder followed by rain.

Keep running.

His feet trampled ferns that could have hidden venomous serpents.

Snakes. One bite from the wrong reptile and all this ends in just a few steps.

Run, Tom!

His legs burned from the exertion, and his ribs reminded him they were broken with every breath and step. The pain also told him he was still alive. As long as there was pain, he was still in the fight.

How long can you go?

As far and as long as it takes.

There it was, up ahead. A stream. No time to look back at his map.

He charged through the water, up the opposite bank, and continued about 60 yards farther. He stopped, dropped a shredded glove, pulled off his hat, and hurled it ahead. He then walked backward, returning to the stream. It wouldn’t fool an experienced tracker, but the smell would fool the dogs, and the rain would wash away the sign.

That rain was coming down harder now.

Standing midstream with the water rushing halfway up his calves, he looked at his path leading into the creek and then up the other side. He wondered how much time it would buy him? He needed more rain.

You can only control what you can control, and right now you need to follow this creek to the Sepon River.

Tom took off at a sprint, moving downstream through the water.

He fell, got up, and fell again, the rocks unstable under his feet.

Keep going.

He stayed in the center of the tributary, making good time without thorns and vines attacking him at every step.

Was that a klick? Two klicks?

Don’t stop to estimate distance to the river. You are going in the right direction.

The stream started getting deeper and then widened into an even deeper pool. A roar from downstream indicated that a rapid was just ahead.

Tom slowed his sprint and waded farther out, pushing off the bottom to propel himself into a sidestroke, struggling to stay afloat with the chest rig, satchel, and canteen.

When he reached the other side, he realized that it was not rapids making the noise. It was a waterfall.

The water got shallower as he approached the lip of the drop, and Tom used a rock to brace himself and evaluate the distance to the pool below.

It looked to be about 40 feet, which was doable, unless there were rocks just beneath the surface. He had jumped from plenty of cliffs in Colorado and Idaho in his youth, but one always checked the depth and ensured there were no hidden rocks before hurling oneself off a ledge. He would not have that luxury this time.

You could climb down.

Too sheer and slick.

You could go into the jungle and portage around.

If the dogs were working the banks this far downstream, they will pick up my scent and confirm I am moving toward the Sepon River.

You have to jump.

Tom pulled the canteen off, unscrewed the cap, and let the water take it over the drop. Next, he removed the satchel, stuffing an extra magazine along with what gear he could into his pockets. He then threw the bag filled with magazines over the falls, watching it impact the pool below. It didn’t look like it hit anything beneath the surface. He then removed his chest rig and threw it over as well, aiming just to the right of where the satchel had landed in an attempt to discern if there was a rock in that particular location. It did not appear so.

Tom then moved the AK to his left side to keep it away from his broken ribs.

Hold on to this fucking rifle, he told himself.

Here we go. Three. Two. One.

Tom lifted his feet and let the current pull him from behind the rock to the crest of the falls. He planted his feet and propelled himself into the abyss.





CHAPTER 51

TOM HIT HARD, THE cold water instantly engulfing him.

The AK was ripped from his grasp on impact, causing the wood stock to smash into the side of his head. As it was slung, he managed to claw it back as he kicked for the surface, thankful he had not passed out from the pain that jolted from his ribs and threatened to incapacitate him.

Just think about Quinn.

He kicked himself to the far side of the pool and crawled to shallow water near the bank to take stock of his gear and injuries.

He inspected the AK and ensured the magazine was still there and locked in place. He then checked to make sure there was a round in the chamber.

Tom felt the side of his head where the stock had made contact. There was no blood, but he could already feel a welt rising.

Pushing himself to his knees, he surveyed the contents of his pockets. The extra AK mag was gone, as were his signal flare and NVA blade. He had managed to retain his mirror, Swiss Army Knife, and map, which he used to gauge his location. He twisted his wrist to look at the Waltham compass on his watch strap. The tributary was still taking him southeast.

I must be close.

He looked back at the roaring falls above him, half expecting to see a group of NVA with AKs appear at its brink.

The creek was much deeper here with the rains and multiple tributaries feeding it as it approached its terminus at the Sepon River.

He stumbled back into the current, and when the water hit his waist, he let it sweep him away. He stayed on his back in the swiftly moving water, feet out in front of him as he had learned in the rivers of the West, fending off rocks and thankful for the swim instruction from Loelia Maxwell.

Maxwell. Would he ever see her again? He had tucked her address away in his footlocker in Phu Bai.

And he thought about Ella.

If he died in this river, would she ever know? Would it matter?

Stay focused, or you will not see either of them again, Tom thought.

The current spit him through several rapids and then widened into a marsh.

Almost there, Tom thought, as he worked his way toward the protection of the reeds, bamboo, and mangroves.

He continued to move southeast, slower now that he knew he was approaching a river that was used as a transportation corridor. In much the same way as he moved in the jungle, Tom pulled himself through the wetlands, stopping every few minutes to scan ahead and behind, listen, smell, and feel before pushing onward, careful not to disturb the egrets, herons, cormorants, and kingfishers that called the marshland home.

It was dusk by the time he pulled himself to the edge of the Sepon, the mosquitoes attacking every patch of exposed skin, his ears, eyes, nostrils, and mouth with a vengeance. Hidden in the reeds he watched as various watercraft floated south: two wooden rowboats, a sampan, and a smattering of Laotian basket boats—unique round craft constructed of woven bamboo, coconut oil, sap, and tar—primarily used by fishermen to check their nets. None were full of NVA soldiers searching for an American on the run.

Should he steal one?

And kill innocent fishermen? That was not an option. Swim out into the center of the river with his AK? That would not work well. Maybe if he came across a village downstream, he could liberate one. For now, he would stick to his plan. If his pursuers were moving toward the downed helo there was no need to deviate.

Tom waited until the boats had all moved on and the sun had dropped below the horizon. He waited longer still until the reds and oranges left the world in darkness and let his eyes adjust to the night. It was only then that Tom pushed himself into the current and pulled himself south. He stayed near the shore, sometimes using the reeds and root systems that extended into the water to pull himself downriver. He remained ready to duck beneath the surface and into the reeds and mangroves if he heard an engine or saw a searchlight.

At daybreak he pulled himself onto the bank and hid in a thicket of bamboo. Warming himself in the sun, he fell into a fitful sleep before an afternoon deluge woke him and soaked him again to the bone.

After sundown, when the river traffic dissipated, he once again slipped into the water and continued south.

How long until he crossed into South Vietnam?

He estimated it was about 30 miles to the border. The twists and turns of the river would add to that assessment.

He figured that he could make it to South Vietnam in three days if he continued his slow downstream journey at night.

On the second day, he pulled himself into the reeds once again, trying not to dwell on the creatures with whom he shared the wet environment. He was fairly certain that the lethal Peron’s sea snake was a saltwater snake, which gave him some comfort, though he still had to worry about the many-banded krait, a highly venomous snake that preferred marshes. Not long after he had hidden himself in a clump of bamboo, he was awakened by a loud splash. He told himself it could be a fish jumping or a bird diving for a meal. There was no way it could be the Siamese crocodile that he knew were partial to slow-moving rivers and marshlands. He checked the status of his AK, well aware that he was not at the top of the food chain, before falling back asleep.

An engine woke him before the afternoon rains. Tom opened his eyes from a dream in which Nurse Maxwell was just ahead of him in a pool that seemed to never end. Every time Tom looked up from his stroke she had moved farther away. When he finally reached the pool’s edge, he grasped it and looked up. A woman was standing on the pool deck above him, only it was not Maxwell. It was Ella and she was holding a Makarov.

Tom’s eyes followed the sampan. This was not a fishing boat, and the men inside were not fishermen. Though they did not wear the uniform of the NVA, it was clear from their AKs that they were soldiers. They were alert, searching the banks. Were they looking for him?

Tom was tempted to slide into the water but convinced himself to stay put. Movement would attract the eye. Trust your camouflage.

After they passed by, Tom did not fall back asleep. Instead, he kept watching the river. Other sampans and basket boats floated by, though none were filled with soldiers.

You are close, Tom. Final push tonight.

He knew the river would pass into South Vietnam just north of Phu Bai. The trick would be exiting the river at the right place and then not getting shot by South Vietnamese or American forces.

The rains returned well before sunset. Tom forced himself to stay in his reed and bamboo enclosure until the skies were dark. He then slipped back into the river and kept moving south. Two hours later a sliver of a moon appeared.

Almost there. Keep going.

He swam until the point of exhaustion and then moved closer to shore, using the roots to pull himself forward. He thought of Quinn, Hiep, and the other Americans he had seen in the depot. He rotated between pulling himself along close to shore and then moving out into the current and swimming.

They are counting on you. The ones that are alive.

The moon drifted across the heavens and then dropped below the horizon, the sky beginning to warm with the soft blue light of an emerging dawn.

This time, Tom stayed in the water and kept moving.

Push it, Tom. Those POWs are counting on you. You have to be close.

The sun hovered just above the horizon when a sampan rounded a bend in the river. Tom did not notice it in time to duck into the reeds, and as it passed mid-river, it was evident that the men onboard had seen him.

They were not soldiers, but they would most certainly report an American with an AK swimming south.

No stopping now.

Two more basket boats appeared; fishermen checking their nets. They stared at him in disbelief.

He checked his watch and compass. It was just after 9:00 a.m. The river was taking him southeast. When he lifted his head, he saw the bridge.

Two hundred yards ahead, a wood-and-steel-beam structure, that was probably a remnant of French colonial rule, spanned the river. Tom wondered if it had been constructed in Laos or South Vietnam as both had been part of French Indochina.

You will know soon enough.

He swam toward it, coming ashore at river right, crawling through the mud and into the tree line. He felt chilled, but he was sweating. A fever? He would be surprised if he didn’t have malaria.

He worked himself up the embankment so that he was on the west side of the bridge with a good view of the packed dirt road.

If you see Pathet Lao or NVA, you did not go far enough, and you are getting back in that river tonight.

You are about to die, Tom.

No, not yet. You can keep going. Always one more klick.

He heard trucks approaching an hour later.

As they passed, he could see that they were cargo trucks. They were packed with soldiers. On the door of the green vehicles was a flag. It was yellow with three horizontal red stripes. It was the flag of South Vietnam.

Rather than step out and get shot, Tom decided to strip off his shirt and ditch his AK so as not to look like a Viet Cong guerrilla.

Forty-five minutes later another convoy approached. This one was distinctly American. A Playboy Bunny logo was painted on the driver’s side door.

Tom stepped into the road in front of the lead vehicle, arms outstretched to his sides to show he was not armed.

The convoy came to a halt. A gunner on dual .50s behind the cab of the lead truck had Tom dead in his sights.

A man in the passenger seat leaned out the window, a thick cigar between his lips.

“Who the fuck are you?” he asked, in a thick southern drawl.

“Tom Reece. Petty Officer. U.S. Navy.” Tom’s voice was hoarse and strained.

The soldier looked at his driver, perplexed by the lone shirtless American standing before them. He then stuck his head back out the window.

“Come forward, but don’t make any sudden moves that might get you killed.”

Tom walked until he was just off the front right fender of the lead truck. The .50 gunner in a flak jacket and unbuckled helmet was chewing bubble gum and blowing bubbles.

“All right ‘Navy,’ ” the soldier said. “What’s the capital of Texas?”

“It’s not Dallas,” Tom replied.

“Hardy, don’t shoot him,” the man yelled up to the .50 gunner.

“Yes, Sergeant.”

The man looked Tom up and down. “You look like shit.”

“Thanks.”

He opened the door and stepped down onto the red clay.

“Medic,” he yelled into the cargo bay without taking his eyes off Tom. “And somebody bring down some food and water.”

“And a cigarette,” Tom said.

“And a cigarette,” the soldier yelled.

Tom heard the steel tailgate crash open and the sound of soldiers moving in the cargo hold. He felt his body begin to give out after his days of exertion.

A canteen appeared, and Tom slugged down a few sips of water. It was followed by a cigarette and a Zippo.

Tom lit the smoke and noticed a soldier opening a meat and gravy C-rat with a P38 can opener.

“I’m Sergeant Leiter,” the lead soldier said, tipping his helmet back on his head, still astonished by Tom’s appearance. “You lost? A POW or something?”

“More of the ‘or something’ variety,” Tom said. “Where are you guys headed?”

“Khe Sanh.”

“I’m going to need you to take a detour.”





CHAPTER 52

FOB 1, Phu Bai

South Vietnam

“YOU LOOK LIKE SHIT, son,” Colonel Backhaus said.

His Finnish accent seemed even more pronounced to Tom than it had on their last meeting.

“People keep telling me that.”

“Let’s get you over to medical.”

The colonel’s eyes bore into the two MPs who had driven Tom from the front gate, where he was dropped off by the convoy, as if asking them why they had not taken the wounded SEAL directly there.

They were standing in front of his hooch on FOB 1. The Cavendish tobacco from the colonel’s lit pipe smelled sweeter than it had before. Perhaps that was because Tom was alive, and sensations would feel more pronounced from now on. Backhaus’s German Shephard sat obediently by his master’s side.

“He insisted we take him here first, sir,” one of the MPs said.

“I did, Colonel,” Tom said, well aware that he would need medical attention as soon as possible. The large open wound on his arm was clearly infected, as were some of the smaller cuts from vines and thorns. His ribs hurt like hell, and the sickly sweat that drenched his body was not from the humidity. He was burning up.

As Tom was still shirtless, Backhaus unbuttoned his green BDU top and insisted the Frogman put it on.

“Go prep the MASH unit,” he said to the MPs. “Tell them Petty Officer Reece will be there shortly. Then come back here to wait on us.”

“Yes, sir,” both MPs said in unison.

Backhaus helped Tom up the steps and into his hooch, ushering him to a chair.

Instead, Tom hobbled to a map on the wall.

“Platz,” Backhaus ordered. The dog went immediately to the side of his desk and lay down.

“Sir, did my helo make it back?”

“It did.”

Tom let out an audible sigh. He swallowed.

“And Sau? Did he survive?”

“He made it, son. Mang and Tuan too. Sau’s out for a spell, but he’ll make a full recovery.”

Tom managed a slight smile.

“We went in the next day,” Backhaus continued. “We found the chopper and recovered the bodies of the pilots and crew chief along with Phe and Hoahn. Tell me what happened.”

“They knew we were there, sir. It wasn’t a random compromise.”

“How can you be sure?”

“It was too large of a force. Now, it’s possible to run into an element that size, but they were set up to flank our primary extract location before they found our wiretap on the Trail.”

“I see.”

“Mang and Tuan must have debriefed you.”

“They did. They have been sitting in the dirt outside the radio hooch waiting for word on you since their return.”

“We were on strings,” Tom continued. “Sau was wounded. I looked for Quinn’s Kingbee and saw that it had gone down, so I cut myself free.”

“You did what?”

“Couldn’t leave them behind, sir.”

Backhaus took another pull on his pipe.

“Must have gotten knocked out, because when I came to, it was dark. When it was light enough to move, I made my way to the crash site. I found the bodies. I also found tracks with two sets of bare feet that I assumed to be Quinn and Hiep, so I made the decision to follow them.”

Backhaus remained silent as Tom relayed the events of the past few days, of the Trail, the camp, of Quinn’s death. Tom pulled out his map and aligned it with the map on the wall, tracing his route.

When he was done, Backhaus said, “I’m proud of you, son. Let’s get you over to medical.”

“Negative, sir. We need to get in there after Hiep and the three other Americans.”

Backhaus took a moment to study the SEAL.

“I’m going to request a Black Shield mission over Laos,” he said.

“What’s that?” Tom asked.

“CIA A-12 OXCARTs out of Okinawa. A spy plane.”

“Like the U-2?”

“Yes, but it flies faster and higher. Out of range of SA-2s,” he said, referring to the Soviet surface-to-air missile that had brought down Gary Powers.

“How long will that take?”

“Depends on weather. Probably a couple days.”

“We might not have a couple days, sir. They could move the prisoners at any time.”

“We can’t go in blind, son. You said it yourself, they have at least one ZPU-1 protecting the compound, probably more. And if they think you survived, they might be fortifying it even more heavily as we speak. Could be preparing an ambush.”

“Which is why we need to go now.”

“Now?”

“Tonight. There is a crescent moon, which can aid in navigation. If we do a good map study with the pilots, I know we can get in there.”

Tom could feel his temperature climbing, the sick sweat of his fever threatening to overwhelm him.

“We owe it to them,” Tom whispered.

“Walk me through it.”

“We can’t preplan or ask for approvals through Saigon. We all know we are compromised, and it’s likely coming from higher headquarters. This has to be a surprise.

“We launch out of Phu Bai. Give me four Kingbees, one Recon Team per helo. Two Green Hornet Huey gunships from the 20th SOS for close air support. They are out of Nha Trang, so we need to get them up here ASAP. Covey will go in first and mark the one known ZPU-1 position with rockets. We put in a separate counterfeit mission for approval to ensure we have an AC-130 Spectre gunship in the air supporting us out of Thailand. You’ll have to call in a Prairie Fire Emergency and bring in any tac air that’s up. They drop napalm on the mountainside where I identified the ZPU-1. They’ll also conduct runs on these positions here,” Tom said, pointing to three other areas. “Those are the most likely locations for AA. We take them out of the equation and the napalm lights up the night for the pilots. The Green Hornet Hueys take out the guard towers with their rocket pods and miniguns. My helo does a Falling Yellow Leaf directly into the center of the compound, followed by helo two, then three and then four. With me that’s twenty-five guns on the ground. We split into six teams of four. I’ll sketch out the compound and brief each team on their objectives.”

“You’ll be in medical, Petty Officer Reece.”

“Negative. I’ll be on the ground. There’s someone I need to find.”

Backhaus did not need to ask who.

“You can hardly stand up, son.”

“Give me an IV, wrap these ribs, and I’ll be good to go.”

The two men sized each other up. Backhaus, the legendary, aging operator, born to war—and Tom Reece, young, impetuous, but seasoned in the swamps of the south and mountains of the north.

“Come on, Colonel.”

“You are asking me to invade a sovereign and neutral country.”

“We can work in Laos.”

“Not outside of our operational zones.”

“Isn’t that convenient for the enemy.”

“You are also asking me to do this unilaterally, without approvals.”

“That’s the only way it works. Saigon can’t know.”

“Singlaub will have my ass.”

“I don’t think so, sir. When he gave me my Purple Heart in Saigon, he mentioned that he knew my father in the OSS days, that he owed him his life.”

“And you are willing to bet my career on that?”

“You know we have one shot at this. And if half the stories I’ve heard about you are true, I know we are going in tonight. Put up a fake mission for approval in the general area so our air requests are not too out of the ordinary. We can shift them to the actual target area once platforms are in the air.”

Colonel Backhaus looked at his dog, who went from lying down to a sit. The German Shepherd appeared to be at attention. He barked once.

The colonel couldn’t possibly be asking his dog, could he?

“Follow me, son.”

The colonel crossed the small hooch, his dog immediately by his side at a heel.

“Please, Colonel,” Tom pleaded, his strength waning.

Colonel Backhaus opened the door and walked onto the small deck. Two short steps led down to the red dirt below.

Tom stepped out after him and was about to offer one last plea when he stopped dead in his tracks.

Every Recon Team at Phu Bai had assembled outside. The American Special Forces soldiers stood with their Montagnard teammates. The two MPs who had accompanied Tom from the front gate stood next to their jeep, looking nervous.

“Word travels fast,” Backhaus said to Tom before turning to address his men. “All One-Zeros—in with me for a briefing. One-Ones—prep your teams for an in-extremis POW rescue mission.”

The colonel turned back to Tom. “Get to medical. Have them patch you up. Then go to supply and draw new gear. After that, you come back and see me.” The grizzled CO looked at his watch. “You launch just after midnight.”





CHAPTER 53

Laos

TOM SAT IN THE door of the H-34 Kingbee next to the Vietnamese crew chief, who manned a .30 caliber machine gun, as they raced over the dark jungle below. The throaty growl of the engine reminded Tom of the motorcycle gang that passed through Gunnison, Colorado, when he was a kid—the rumble of Harleys and Indians as their riders twisted throttles, drowning out any competing sounds. The crew chief was the communications conduit to the pilots, and, with Tom’s passable Vietnamese, he was responsible for passing information to the cockpit. Communicating with the rest of the team would be via hand signals.

He turned his head to the left and looked inside the spacious compartment at the two American SF soldiers and eight Montagnards, then up toward the front where he could see the pilot’s and co-pilot’s feet in the raised cockpit. Without his team, Tom was a straphanger on this op. RT Idaho had volunteered to be the lead assault element. Both the One-Zero, Robert J. “Spider” Parks, and the One-One, John Stryker “Tilt” Meyer, had operated with and respected Quinn. They wanted to be the first team on the ground. They had been joined by Mang and Tuan of RT Havoc. In the three trailing helos were Doug “The Frenchman” LeTourneau, Pat Watkins, Lynne M. Black Jr., John Plaster, Larry Trimble, Eldon Bargewell, Gene Pugh, and Dick Thompson along with their ’Yard teammates. Jerry “Mad Dog” Shriver and Bob Howard had jumped in as well even though they had just returned from missions across the fence and were on stand-down. No one wanted to be left out of a mission where the lives of American POWs were on the line.

Tom always relished the flight to a target. Southeast Asia appeared so tranquil when looking down from a helicopter. He often found himself wondering if he would come back after the war to explore the mountains, jungles, and rivers without a rifle in hand. He marveled at the contrast. From the air, the lush, green rainforest seemed so peaceful, but once on the ground, under the triple canopy, the darkness hid insects, snakes, spiders, centipedes, tigers, and an enemy armed with AKs and RPGs. Death lurked beneath the peaceful façade. Tonight, that façade was softly illuminated by the glow of a crescent moon, making the craters left in the wake of B-52 bombing campaigns all the more prominent.

Hours earlier, Tom had broken free from medical on a steady diet of penicillin. He had six stitches in his arm, and his ribs were wrapped in an ACE bandage that didn’t seem like it did much. An IV in the medical tent and a meal at the Green Beret Lounge, where he answered a constant stream of questions from his SOG brethren, had reinvigorated him. His next stop had been supply followed by the armory. Drawing gear and weapons helped keep his mind off Quinn.

He assembled his new gear, including a CAR-15, which he immediately broke down, lubricated, and sighted in at the nearby range. He then assembled his op gear, which included a BAR web harness, canteens, gas mask, URC-10 emergency radio, rope for his Swiss seat, claymore mines, fragmentation grenades, smoke grenades, compass, morphine, signal flares, map, VS17 panel, sawed-off M79, and Browning Hi-Power. Lastly, he was issued a SOG Recon Knife to replace his Randall.

Rucks, usually weighed down with a hundred pounds of gear, were left behind for this op. This was a quick in-and-out POW rescue mission, not a recon mission where they would expect to spend days on the ground without support. This was different. They needed to move fast.

The Kingbees out of Da Nang and Hueys out of Nha Trang landed at Phu Bai for a premission briefing just before dusk. The Kingbee pilots wore distinctive black flight suits and baseball caps. Leather belts and holsters with revolvers hung low on their thighs like gunslingers of the American West. Their American Air Force counterparts flying the Huey gunships wore green fatigues with Smith & Wesson revolvers and 1911s in shoulder rigs.

Colonel Backhaus began the briefing with an introduction and broad intelligence overview before giving everyone involved a chance to back out; flying into Laos at night on an unauthorized POW rescue mission could end the careers of everyone involved. Not one person blinked an eye. Most thought they were not making it home from ’Nam anyway, so rescuing American POWs was as good a way to go out as any. He then turned the briefing over to Tom for a more detailed assessment of the mission objectives and tactical picture. The Frogman used a hastily constructed sand table with beer cans as guard towers, web belts as fence lines, bottle caps as vehicles, and cigarette packs as hooches to walk the assault force through the target area. Forty-millimeter rounds represented the known AA site, and smoke grenades represented suspected AA sites. Next up were the RT One-Zeros, who talked through their actions on the objective for their specific teams.

A fake Prairie Fire Emergency would be called in when the helos were twenty minutes from the target. Timing was essential. If a fast mover with napalm could not get to them for forty minutes, the helos would loiter for twenty minutes before continuing. The idea was for the Huey gunships to be just behind the jets or Skyraiders that would blanket all four sides of the valley with napalm, taking out any hidden AA sites just before the gunships hit the guard towers. Those Hueys would go into a pattern to provide close air support for the teams on the ground. The Kingbees would then drop into the center of the compound and insert their assaulters before immediately moving off to loiter nearby where they would await the call for extract.

Following a round of questions, it was time for team gear inspections. They would launch just after midnight for a time on target, air cover dependent, of around 0200, when it was thought the camp would be at its least alert.

Before boarding the birds, every team member test-fired a single round into a fifty-five-gallon drum filled with sandbags at the edge of the helo pad and placed tape over their muzzles to prevent mud and dirt from obstructing the barrels.

Tom felt something drip onto his neck, bringing him back to the present. He reached back, his gloved fingers returning stained with drops of fluid from a hose above.

Good. The bird had not run dry.

Even at altitude screaming toward their target, Tom could smell the hydraulic fluid. It mixed with the hot exhaust fumes emanating from the nine-cylinder radial engine in the odd-looking bulbous nose. The crew carried cases of the pink liquid with them, knowing that if they fed the machine, she would get them home.

The crew chief leaned over and let Tom know they were twenty minutes from target. The two Hueys leading them in banked to the left and radioed Colonel Backhaus that it was time to call in a Prairie Fire Emergency. The helos circled for five minutes and then continued farther into Laos, the crew chief giving Tom a thumbs-up and a big smile that highlighted his missing teeth.

It was a go.

Tom turned and flashed a thumbs-up to Spider Parks in the compartment behind him. The One-Zero returned the hand signal.

Tom looked down. Just days prior, he was on the ground traversing the terrain over which he now flew.

He had failed Quinn. Failed his brother-in-arms.

He tried in vain to push visions of Quinn and the Soviet advisor from his mind.

Quinn against the tree. The disemboweling.

Use it as fuel, Tom.

From the door, he saw a shadow of a blacked-out Cessna O-2A Skymaster Covey aircraft pass by and wave its wings. Its job was to mark the one known AA site for the fast movers or AC-130 gunship overhead.

This just might work.

A few minutes later, the Kingbee popped up and rapidly gained altitude.

Here we go.

The night was abruptly illuminated as A-6 Intruders from the USS Kitty Hawk dropped their ordnance, the napalm lighting up the night. They were followed by the Huey gunships who obliterated the guard towers with their rockets and miniguns.

Hold on!

No matter how many times Tom had done it, the Falling Yellow Leaf maneuver never failed to convince him they were going to crash. From altitude, the Kingbee pilot adjusted the aircraft so that the right-side door was facing the ground. He then set the engine to idle and began a terrifying autorotation toward the target, spiraling down from the heavens. It was the fastest way to put a team on the ground.

Tom was always astonished with how quiet it was, and by the fact that everyone didn’t tumble out the door—some principle of physics he supposed. It was what he imagined it would be like to fly in a glider, but instead of floating on wings, the Kingbee corkscrewed downward. Tom felt the wind in his face and wondered if they would actually crash this time. At the last second, the Kingbee pilot revved the engine and flared into a landing.

Tom bailed out the door, his CAR-15 and an L-shaped green military flashlight in hand.

He took a knee as RT Idaho disembarked behind him, the helo quickly lifting off to make room for the second Kingbee. The rotor wash threatened to blow them off their feet as they stood and broke into two groups, sprinting to their target building, the structure that had housed Hiep and the three other Americans. RT Idaho carried axes, sledgehammers, and crowbars for mechanical breaching. The door to their targeted hooch was open.

Tom entered first. He could hear the second helo taking off to make room for helo three as he burst through the door.

Fighting in the jungle was often done at close quarters, and every SOG operator was adept at point shooting from the hip. Tom entered the hooch and moved to the left, making room for the man behind him to go right. He thumbed the button of the flashlight, sweeping the room from left to right.

Six straw mats were arranged on the floor, three on each side of the hooch. They were empty.

Tom turned and ran to their secondary target building. Tilt beat him to the door. They entered with Tilt going left and Tom going right. Four straw mats were on the floor. A round table and three chairs were against the far wall. The vacant room smelled of pungent thuoc lao tobacco.

Tom looked at Tilt, who shook his head.

The SEAL rushed back outside and saw the other RTs moving to their secondary buildings and vacating with the same sullen looks. Empty.

They were too late.

Tom looked across the compound where the cargo trucks that he destroyed still rested, now just useless heaps of metal. As the other One-Zeros exited their buildings they looked to Tom and shook their heads.

Dry hole.

Hiep and the Americans had been moved.

You failed again, Tom.

He saw the RTs start to converge on a tree in the compound’s center. Before he saw it, he knew what it was. The Soviet advisor had left a message.

As Tom approached, he could hear the whispers and prayers of his SOG teammates.

A body was strapped to the tree. Barbed wire held it in place, running under the arms and across the chest. A pile of burnt intestines was on the ground nearby.

Tom swallowed and kept moving toward the body. His friend was missing his head.

The SEAL stood before what was left of his teammate.

Quinn’s head had been chopped off at the neck and stuffed inside his stomach cavity. The head rested there, face looking out, a face that had the eyes pecked out by birds. Parts of the lips and nose were missing, also gone to creatures of the jungle.

If any of the SOG operators said anything, Tom could not hear them.

An object was embedded in the tree where Quinn’s head used to be. It was a tomahawk; Quinn’s tomahawk, its blade tarnished with blood. Something dangled from its handle. A rosary. A rosary affixed with the Croix de Lorraine.






PART III SHAKE THE EARTH


“The American soldiers were brave, but courage is not enough.”

—GENERAL VÕ NGUYÊN GIÁP, COMMANDER IN CHIEF, PEOPLE’S ARMY OF VIETNAM









CHAPTER 54

Moscow, Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic

June 1968

ANATOLY PENKOVSKY WAS NEVER comfortable in these types of settings. Too many eyes. He preferred working alone in his office or sitting in the audience at the opera after the curtain rose to reveal the stage. Even better was being at home with his sheet music and memories.

The Aragvi restaurant was too pretentious. If you could afford to eat here, you were somebody. Penkovsky thought it a spectacle.

Director Lavrinenko made a habit of eating at Aragvi once or twice a week and always at the same table. Starka vodka and caviar had been delivered as soon as the two men were shown to their seats. The maître d’ knew better than to keep Lavrinenko waiting. Penkovsky ordered a chacha.

“Ah,” Lavrinenko said in admiration. “Grape brandy. Georgian. Most politicians, army officers, and intelligence agents I typically dine with here order vodka.”

“Well, that’s to be expected, is it not?”

Lavrinenko conceded the point as he took a sip of his drink, a sip that Penkovsky knew was not his first of the day.

“We have made it to June, Comrade. I expect you to be in my seat before 1968 comes to a close.”

“But Yuri Andropov has been director of the KGB for only slightly over a year,” Penkovsky pointed out.

“True. How long he stays there depends on the outcome in Czechoslovakia.”

“I understand he has Brezhnev’s ear.”

“He does. ‘Thick as thieves’ as the Brits would say. Andropov has political ambitions. The KGB is but a stop along the path. When he vacates, the director’s chair is mine.”

“And Prague?” Penkovsky asked.

“A tinderbox. They should know better than to push for reforms through protest. It makes the Eastern Bloc look weak and divided. There will be consequences. We must be prepared for Andropov to push Brezhnev for an invasion of Czechoslovakia by the Warsaw Pact. We will keep a close eye on NATO and the United Nations Security Council. If an invasion is repelled or the situation escalates and there is enough pressure on Brezhnev, then we can expect leadership changes at the KGB. We must be ready.”

“What about the Americans?”

“They are embroiled in Vietnam and have too many problems domestically to do more than denounce and condemn us if we move on Prague. They have enough to worry about.”

“We have given them some of those worries.”

“True. Though one never knows what unintended consequences may arise out of their actions, whether tactical or strategic.”

“Meaning?”

“The quagmire that we helped to create in Vietnam led to President Johnson’s decision not to run for another term.”

“I regret I did not see that coming,” Penkovsky admitted.

“None of us did.”

“Their next president inherits a war.”

“Any predictions?”

“Probably their vice president, Hubert Humphrey, now that Robert Kennedy is dead. Killed by a Palestinian just weeks ago,” Penkovsky said.

“It was initially reported that he was a Muslim.”

“That was an assumption. We have a source reporting him to be a Palestinian Christian.”

“Motive?” Lavrinenko asked.

“Unknown. He was born in Jerusalem. Kennedy supported Israel, which could be a motive, but it’s also possible he was a failure in life and saw this as a chance to be remembered by history. Like Herostratus.”

“Who?”

“The Greek who burned the Temple of Artemis in Ephesus to the ground. It was one of the wonders of the ancient world.”

“What’s the connection?”

“Herostratus did it to be remembered.”

“Ah yes, I remember now. How the world can turn on the aspirations of those who are otherwise ‘nobodys’ is infinitely intriguing. Our own poet Semyon Nadson had something to say about it, if memory serves.”

“That he did,” Penkovsky said. “Nadson wrote that Herostratus was seeking kleos.”

“Notoriety?”

“And infamy.”

“Let me see if I can remember,” Lavrinenko said, setting his drink down and clearing his throat. “Nadson wrote that Herostratus was a ‘maggot squashed by destiny, in the midst of the countless hordes.’ ”

“Impressive, Director.”

“You are not the only one who reads,” Lavrinenko replied, clearly pleased with himself. “A report stated that something was written on the wall of the kitchen where Senator Kennedy was shot.”

“Yes, ‘The Once and Future King.’ ”

“Fairy tales,” Lavrinenko said dismissively.

“Their country is in shock. First, President Kennedy and now his brother.”

“Perhaps that family should stay out of politics,” Lavrinenko observed.

“Yes, perhaps. They are still reeling from riots in the wake of Martin Luther King’s assassination in April. America is falling apart. They need a savior. Their candidates will seize upon the chaos and promise stability. It could be Eugene McCarthy, one of their senators.”

“What about Richard Nixon?”

“Doubtful. He does not have a history of winning.”

Appetizers of pkhali—a colorful plate of spinach, leeks, beets, bell peppers, and green beans flavored with garlic, walnuts, and vinegar—and another plate of cheeses, including smoked sulguni and chechil, arrived. Lavrinenko dug in immediately.

“Nineteen sixty-eight could be the beginning of the end for the Decaying West,” he said, between mouthfuls.

“Nixon, though I doubt he will be president, has promised what he calls an ‘honorable end to the war,’ ” Penkovsky continued.

“Whatever that means.”

“It’s quite clever. It says just enough without really saying anything at all. Both sides can use it to support their positions. It is important to remember that a vast majority of the American public supports the war regardless of what is said by their media and how much attention their news outlets give to the antiwar protests.”

“Thanks to that media and a select few presidential advisors, they fail to see that their strategy is working,” Lavrinenko said. “They could even be victorious if they continued bombing and moved full-scale ground combat operations into Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam. It is so clear to me. I wonder why they can’t see it.”

“President Johnson believes that a withdrawal will embolden us.”

“He’s right. What do we know about this new general—Abrams?” Lavrinenko asked.

“General Creighton Abrams. He is a graduate of their military academy—West Point—a classmate of Westmoreland. Graduated in 1936. Something of a hero of the Great Patriotic War. Battle of the Bulge. A tank commander. He recently took over from Westmoreland, and all indications are that he will continue the search-and-destroy strategy. Though their media says otherwise, those policies are working.”

“Westmoreland long advocated for ground incursions into the North, Laos, and Cambodia. Cut off the logistics and the Americans will win. Thank goodness McNamara and Rusk have thus far advised against it. I wonder if Abrams will have more sway than his predecessor?”

“He will have an ally when Westmoreland becomes Army Chief of Staff in July,” Penkovsky offered.

“They fail to see the North’s impatience. The NVA was decimated during Tet and again in the May offensives.”

“We understand they have additional offensives planned for August.”

“Maybe they are playing to the U.S. media, academia, and protestors.”

“If so, it’s working,” Penkovsky said. “Opposition to the war in those segments is increasing, while support for the war among the American populace as a whole is holding, possibly increasing, in response to the protests.”

“Why?”

“The protestors are at odds with the majority of the American public, which views them as communists and the antithesis of American society and culture writ large.”

“You are saying it would be a mistake for us to only focus on the media and their coverage and what appears to be support of the antiwar movement?”

“Yes, Director. The American public has not forgotten they are still in a Cold War, that we—that is to say, international communism—threatens their very way of life. More than that, they support the troops. Remember, their fathers fought in Europe and the Pacific not long ago.”

“A war we won for them.”

“Ultimately true.”

“I do not understand Johnson’s order to discontinue bombing north of the twentieth parallel. Are these the first steps toward a withdrawal?”

“I don’t think so, Director. Their Democratic Party is still on war footing. They see it as a winning issue in their November elections. The North Vietnamese see it as weakness.”

“It seems our most prudent course of action is to stay the course and do what we can to keep the Americans engaged in Vietnam.”

“Before they learn that the era of imperial colonization is over,” Penkovsky opined.

“Is it?”

“Time will tell. Regardless, they can’t possibly stay in Southeast Asia forever. If the Americans see no progress, pressure will mount to get out of Vietnam as more bodies return home in flag-draped caskets.”

“That means we are on the clock as well.”

“It does. We have six Americans at separate camps in Siberia—four Army Special Forces soldiers and two Navy pilots.”

“Dvornikov’s plan is working,” Lavrinenko acknowledged.

“It is, but we have had a complication. The Americans almost discovered Sergeant Voronin last month in Laos.”

“But they did not.”

“Only because our asset in MACV took the initiative to meet with his cutout and impress upon her the information’s importance. She in turn broke protocol and called Dr. Brémaud at his home. He then used the excuse of a patient having a medical emergency as a pretext to get to his office and make an emergency radio transmission to Hanoi. The NVA was able to extract Voronin, the NVA soldiers, and our American prisoners before the raid.”

“How did the Americans know the precise location of the camp?” Lavrinenko asked.

“Our source in Saigon tells us that a SOG man survived an ambush days earlier and tracked the NVA to the depot.”

“There is more, isn’t there?”

“Apparently, he initiated an assault on the compound and then evaded capture, making his way back to South Vietnam by way of the Sepon River.”

“One man?”

“That is correct, sir.”

“These Special Forces soldiers are a breed apart. I look forward to reading the psychological profiles of those in Siberia.”

“We understand this man was a SEAL.”

“Like our maritime Spetsnaz?”

“Precisely.”

“I did not realize their SEALs were working in Laos.”

“It appears he is assigned to MACV-SOG as a maritime subject matter expert.”

“See what else you can find out about him.”

“Yes, Director.”

“The fact remains that Hanoi vacated the camp before the raid, which proves the value of our networks.”

“The raid almost succeeded,” Penkovsky noted.

“An illegal raid, outside what we know they call operational boxes, which limit where they can operate in Laos. Quite unusual.”

“It was only averted due to our asset’s initiative. Had an air support request not come to the attention of MACV in Saigon, Sergeant Voronin may very well have been captured.”

“He would die first.”

“Director, the fact that a FOB commander authorized an illegal raid into Laos tells us that they know Saigon is compromised.”

“And the fact that our asset still has access to top-secret briefings at MACV tells us that regardless of their suspicions, our agent-in-place retains his cover.”

“For now,” Penkovsky acknowledged.

“And, perhaps for the duration of the conflict.”

“We were also fortunate that Major Dvornikov was in Hanoi and not in Bangkok, where I understand he has been spending an inordinate amount of time.”

“That is where he meets with an asset who cannot travel to Hanoi,” said Lavrinenko.

“He endangers the mission. He should be in Hanoi.”

“I remind you that his plan is working, Comrade.”

“I am concerned that Dvornikov’s excursions to Thailand are putting us at risk.”

“He now travels with Sergeant Voronin.”

“The major is our one direct link to our assets in Saigon.”

“I will have the Rezidentura in Bangkok put additional men on him when he is in Thailand. He will not even know they are there.”

“Good. We are at a major turning point, Director. If our analysis is correct, the Americans will lose more men this year than in any other year of the conflict. Riots are destroying their cities. Their civic leaders and politicians are being assassinated.”

“All while we are poised to invade Czechoslovakia,” the director said, almost to himself.

“It is not just in America, Director. The riots and strikes just last month in France captured headlines around the world. Students from Nanterre and the Sorbonne inspired by Marx almost toppled the Fifth Republic. Even though de Gaulle has reasserted control, his reign is coming to an end. The world is changing in our favor.”

“Be that as it may, we will soon be in a position to evaluate the intelligence of the American war criminals undergoing interrogation and reeducation in Siberia.”

“It is a significant risk, Director. Those risks outweigh the rewards. If the intelligence gleaned does not produce quantifiable results, I recommend we shut the program down.”

“Give it time, Comrade,” Lavrinenko said, studying his heir apparent. “Does this program make you nervous?”

“I am ill at ease. It is different from holding Gary Powers, a pilot who violated our airspace. These are illegal extraditions.”

“You worry too much.”

“If you take over the KGB, these worries will become mine alone.”

“We can discuss transferring the POW project to the KGB when I transition over. We do not need to decide tonight. What you do need to decide is your entrée.” Lavrinenko waved the waiter over. “Order another drink and relish the notion that the Americans in Siberia are having a much more unpleasant night than we are.”



As Penkovsky exited onto the street in the cool summer evening, he looked for burly, thick men in dark suits waiting to throw him into the trunk of a car, but they did not materialize. He thought about acquiring cyanide that would kill him before he was taken to the basement of the Lubyanka. He knew the GRU special services department had cyanide capsules embedded into the filters of cigarettes and others that could be implanted in false molars, though walking around with death hidden in a fake tooth seemed too risky. Penkovsky would make inquiries of special services.

The deputy director had not told the CIA everything. This game had to be played slowly, deliberately. Perhaps one day he would trade his most valuable secrets for freedom. Could he damage his country enough that she would fall? If so, would he stay and rebuild? No, his mission would be accomplished, and it would be time for a new life. Where would he go? Perhaps New York. It was home to the Metropolitan Opera after all. Then he would be trading one cold winter for another. What about the San Francisco Opera? It was on par with New York. How cold were San Francisco winters?

The deputy director walked down to the street and ducked into his waiting car, its door held open by his driver.

Penkovsky would return to his home and prepare a sheet of harp music for the CIA. He would keep some secrets close to his chest to facilitate his escape when the time came. For now, it was important to prove his value both to Lavrinenko to secure his position as the next director of the GRU, and to the Americans so they would go to any lengths to extract him for a windfall of intelligence information that could turn the tide of the Cold War.

Should he pass along that there were American servicemen being held in captivity in Siberia? Did that information have the potential to start World War Three?

Penkovsky thought about the potential fallout all the way to his flat, trying his best not to hold his breath as his GRU-supplied vehicle sped past the Lubyanka.





CHAPTER 55

FOB 1, Phu Bai

South Vietnam

July

TOM’S RIBS HAD MENDED better than expected. For a time, he thought they would never heal, every breath reminding him of failure—his failure to save Quinn and his failure to rescue Hiep and the other American POWs.

Following the raid, Lieutenant Colonel Backhaus had ordered Tom to the 95th Evacuation Hospital in Da Nang for next-level care. He was prescribed a strict regimen of penicillin to prevent cellulitis, septicemia, and sepsis infections and was rehydrated by intravenous fluids to counter possible giardia, cholera, and dysentery. Multiple times a day, he forced down the hospital’s packaged salt and mineral tablets that made water almost undrinkable.

The Army doctor was also concerned about Tom contracting pneumonia. He explained that broken ribs increased the risk due to associated shallow breathing and the natural response to pain that inhibited normal coughing. This could cause the secretions of fluids and pus to pool in the lungs, leading to infection. Along with malaria, hepatitis, gastrointestinal illnesses, and a variety of sexually transmitted diseases, pneumonia was one of the most common ailments they encountered in Vietnam.

After four days in the hospital, Tom was discharged on light duty status, promising to return every week until the medical staff assessed he was well enough for full duty. Backhaus had arranged for Tom to assist in the operations department of Command and Control North, located on the coast in Da Nang next to Marble Mountain three miles south of China Beach. This allowed the SEAL to stay abreast of MACV-SOG operations while he continued to recover. Tom suspected that Colonel Backhaus also wanted to keep him engaged with responsibilities that would occupy him so as not to dwell on the loss of Quinn and most of RT Havoc.

As soon as his ribs would allow, Tom was back on a longboard off China Beach, catching waves and looking out over the sea. Hueys frequently roared overhead in low-level passes with pilots and crew hoping to catch a glimpse of scantily clad Air Force and Army nurses soaking up rays on the sand.

Tom was not built for the ops shack, and he managed to convince Backhaus that he would be much more valuable in the air as a Covey Rider in a Cessna O-2 Skymaster. Aside from wanting to get out of the Tactical Operations Center, Tom needed back in the fight. The man who killed Quinn was out there, and Tom was not going to find him in the Da Nang TOC. Soon the Frogman was airborne in the unique twin-engine aircraft that had entered service only a year earlier. The Oscar Deuce was a push-pull configured high-wing aircraft with one engine forward of the cockpit and another behind the fuselage allowing the plane a top speed of close to 200 mph, though their mission usually required them to fly much slower. Tom sat in the plane’s right seat and communicated with SOG Recon Teams on the ground in Laos, providing their eyes in the sky, marking targets with rockets, coordinating bombing runs for fast movers, relaying communications, and guiding teams to extract. Covey was a Recon Team’s lifeline. As a Covey Rider, Tom was still in the game, still learning and refining his skills, skills that would serve him well when he got back on a team. The Air Force pilots were all volunteers and extremely experienced FACs who were more than happy to let him take the co-pilot’s stick. There was a freedom to flying, something akin to being in the ocean on his board. If he survived, maybe he would take it up stateside.

Every now and again, he would join the pilots in their Covey barracks, a floor of which they had converted into a bar by knocking down the walls between rooms. A sign over the entrance read: “The Muff Divers’ Lounge—Where the Elite Meet to Eat.” Chivas Regal flowed freely, poured by a large and protective mama-san who took up her post next to a refrigerator adorned with graffiti. A makeshift library lined one wall, and a green vinyl couch stained with beer, food, and one could only guess what else was in the room’s center. By the door was a poster of Raquel Welch in a bikini from her film One Million Years B.C., appropriately positioned so that pilots could give her a ritual good luck tap as they left on missions. The bar had become a retreat, a place where SOG pilots met to trade stories, pass along lessons, mourn their dead, and party with nurses. It smelled of stale beer and incense.

For the most part, Tom laid off the booze and cigarettes in anticipation of getting back to lead a team out of Phu Bai. Instead of making the Muff Divers’ Lounge a nightly ritual, Tom would grab a longboard borrowed from the lifeguards at China Beach, and make his way to the coast, paddling out through the surf in the dark. The crashing of the waves under the shadowy skies offered him a reprieve from the war. On the water, Tom spent time with ghosts. He thought of Quinn, Amiuh, Hiep, Hoahn, and Phe. And he thought of the living, Ella DuBois and Loelia Maxwell. Though he tried to fight it, those thoughts were always interrupted by visions of a Russian, the man who had gutted and beheaded his friend.

He felt even more at home on the ocean when it rained. Storms pushing up from the marshes to the south brought an electricity to the atmosphere. His body, mind, and soul absorbed the charged current, energizing his depleted reserves. Sometimes he stayed on the water until sunup.

By mid-July, Tom’s ribs were back to normal. He was off the penicillin. His body was lean and strong from daily surf sessions, and his mind was sharp from his numerous combat flights over Laos. His primary doctor at the 95th Evacuation Hospital signed him off as fit for full duty, and the next morning he was on a Huey bound for Phu Bai. Tom wanted a team. He was prepared to make his case to Backhaus. Tom wanted to reconstitute RT Havoc, and his sights were set on the One-Zero position. From working at CCN, Tom knew that 5th Special Forces Group was set to deploy a new group of SOG volunteers from the States. One of them would be his assistant team leader. He would get Mang and Tuan back and rely on them to select four additional ’Yards to complete the team. Tom was ready.

The Huey departed Da Nang and rose through the mist that hung between the sea and the Annamite Mountain Range. The pilot used Highway 1 as a guide and maneuvered through the Hai Van Pass, the coastal road slicing across the blanket of emerald jungle like a jagged scar.

La Rue Sans Joie.

Tom ran his fingers over the double crosses of the Croix de Lorraine rosary in his pocket, the rosary once carried by Amiuh and then Quinn. One day, Tom would give it to Amiuh’s son. The Frogman said a silent goodbye to the ocean and turned his attention to what lay ahead, the distinctive rhythm of the helicopter’s main rotors, powered by a turboshaft engine, hypnotic as they cut through the air. Tom felt like he was returning to a home occupied by the spirits of dead teammates. They haunted him. Perhaps they always would.

He recognized Phu Bai airport and then the Republic of Vietnam Training Center below, noting the high fence that separated it from FOB 1. As the Huey settled onto the pad, Tom spotted Backhaus in a tiger stripe camo uniform leaning against his command vehicle, a rusted-out 1940s-era Land Rover still sporting the bullet holes and dents of conflicts past. Barely visible were the faded “clasped hands” of USAID sandwiched between stars and stripes on the door. He was smoking a pipe, his German Shepherd sitting obediently at his side. Another man was with him. A man in civilian clothes with a leather satchel worn crossbody.

Tom instinctively ducked as he moved beyond the rotor wash, an olive drab seabag in his left hand. The three men waited until the slick lifted off for its return flight to Da Nang.

“Sir,” Tom said, acknowledging Backhaus and shaking his hand.

“I believe you know Nick Serrano,” the colonel said, with an ominous edge to his Finnish accent.

“I do,” Tom said, shaking the CIA man’s hand.

“Welcome back, Tom. How are you feeling?” Serrano asked.

“I’m good to go. Ready to get back across the fence with a team.”

That neither man affirmed his statement was concerning.

“Before we talk about your future, Mr. Serrano has some business to discuss,” Colonel Backhaus said. “Toss your bag in the back and climb in. I’ll drop you at the Lounge.”

Tom was joined by Backhaus’s dog in the back of the Rover as the colonel drove them across Highway 1 and through the gate onto the FOB. Stacks of sandbags lined the dirt road as they passed bunkhouses, team houses—one blaring “We Gotta Get Out of this Place” by The Animals—the command bunker, post office, operations shack, intel, supply, comms, mess hall, and officers’ quarters before pulling to a stop in front of the Green Beret Lounge.

“Are you joining us, Colonel?” Tom asked, as he hopped from the vehicle.

“Not today, son. Come see me later.”

“Yes, sir.”

The club was quiet at midday. Part biker bar and part pool hall, the Green Beret Lounge was the unofficial headquarters of FOB 1 SOG Recon Teams. Black leather stools were nestled against a long wood bar with a red leather top. Behind it, two barmaids tended a well-stocked selection of liquor, flanked by two naked pinup girl posters. One of the barmaids was preoccupied feeding peanuts to a pet gibbon monkey that would let out a banshee-like screech when it wanted another.

Christmas lights were strung overhead, and war trophies covered the walls. A large plaque from the 1st Special Forces Group in Okinawa commemorating the contributions of Detachment A Team 214 hung next to an NVA flag, stained with blood from the last man to carry it. The mesmerizing psychedelic melody of the Crazy World of Arthur Brown’s “Fire” hummed from the jukebox.

A mama-san emerged from a back room and served burgers and fries prepared by a chef who had once worked at the Imperial Hotel in Hanoi to two men playing Liar’s Dice at a table in the corner. When Tilt and Spider saw Tom, they scooped up their drinks and made their way over to welcome him back while Serrano approached the bar.

“Still no Coke?” Tom asked.

“Only Dr Pepper. Nothing’s changed,” Tilt said, holding up a drink he clearly believed was inferior to Coca-Cola. “How are we supposed to win a war when we can’t even get a Coke?”

Spider took a swig of Biere Larue. “Missed you around here, Tom. Are you taking a team?”

“We’ll see. I’m going to talk to the old man about it later today.”

“You’re ready. Too many teams disappearing. It’s a shit show. We need experienced One-Zeros.”

“Thanks, Spider. Drinks on me later tonight.”

“Deal,” Spider said.

The two veteran SOG operators returned to their burgers and dice while Tom made his way to Serrano, who had settled in at the most secluded table available. As Tom walked across the bar, he noticed four SF soldiers he did not recognize. They were drinking and speaking German in a hushed conversation in what he discerned was an East German dialect. Green Berets from Berlin.

Tom joined Serrano and took a seat.

“Is Black Label okay?” Serrano asked.

“Perfect,” Tom said, picking up his can of Carling Black Label beer. “What are we drinking to?”

“That’s tricky,” Serrano said.

“How about, to those no longer with us,” Tom said, holding up his red and black steel can.

“We owe them our today,” Serrano said.

The two men took long sips.

“Now, what was so important that you would fly up to Phu Bai on the day I arrive fit for full duty?”

“You heard about Spike Team Idaho.”

“Yeah,” Tom said. “Back in May, Glen Lane, Robert Owen, and four indig disappeared without a trace.”

“I think I know why.”

Tom leaned forward.

“I’m listening.”

“Just before Tet, we picked up a burst radio transmission from Cholon but could not identify its exact point of origin. It did allow us to focus our signals collection resources on that section of Saigon. The night of your POW rescue mission we picked up another burst radio transmission and this time, because we were already monitoring, we were able to pinpoint its source—a private medical clinic run by a French doctor named Jean René Brémaud. He moved to Saigon from Hanoi in the 1950s and married into society circles. We put him under surveillance—all in-house with no MACV or Vietnamese involvement.”

“And?”

“And we sent a team into his office after hours.”

“You broke in?”

“Yes.”

“What did you find?”

“An R-354 hidden in a false wall.”

“R-354?”

“It’s a Soviet spy radio with a burst transmitter that sends messages in Morse code.”

“What did you do with it?”

“We left it there exactly as we found it. He’s part of a network, and we need them all.”

“Is he connected with the spy in MACV?”

“Yes, but not directly. We also photographed all his patient medical records and files. A name stood out. A patient who visited him with suspicious frequency, a woman named Lan Tri Phuong.”

“Maybe she just has a medical issue.”

“She is young and in good health.”

“Why was she visiting him?”

“The records say it was for STD testing.”

“Is that unusual?”

“It is when there is no corresponding lab work.”

“Interesting.”

“Also interesting is that her file had a false address. We had eyes on Brémaud and his clinic, so last month when Phuong had her next appointment, we started following her too.”

“And?”

“And we found her apartment, also in Cholon. It’s walking distance from the clinic. We put a team on her.”

Serrano reached into his leather satchel and slid a photograph across the table.

Tom set his beer down, his eyes searing into a face he knew.

“That fucking weasel. Eldridge. Son of a bitch. I knew I didn’t like that guy. Does State know?” Tom asked.

“Not yet.”

“Why?”

“There’s more.”

“Let me see if I have this straight so far. Eldridge is a State Department liaison to MACV, specifically to SOG, and he passes intel to this woman, what was her name?”

“Lan Tri Phuong.”

“Yeah, so she’s the cutout passing information to this doctor, who radios it to Hanoi?”

“We think Hanoi, but possibly Moscow.”

“Moscow? You think because it’s a Soviet radio he’s communicating with Moscow?”

“We don’t know.”

“And on the night of the POW mission, what happened?”

“As much as you guys tried to hide it, a request for air support was routed through Saigon, through MACV-SOG headquarters. We checked the logs. Eldridge was there. We were not following him at the time, so we don’t know what happened between that air request and the burst transmission from the clinic. We do know that two hours after that air request, the burst transmission goes out.”

“And we hit an empty camp.”

“That’s right.”

“But ST Idaho disappeared before the POW mission. Did you pick up a transmission out of Saigon then?”

“No. Your POW mission was time sensitive, so the doctor took a chance and used his radio to alert Hanoi. Hanoi then made sure that camp was a ghost town by the time you got there. We now know Brémaud communicates with someone else using a dead drop. The radio, even with its burst transmission, is too dangerous to use, so it is saved for emergency circumstances.”

“Like the POW mission.”

“Precisely. We assess that the dead drop is the preferred method of communication, which is how they compromised ST Idaho.”

“Fucking bastards.”

“I read your report; you saw a Russian in that camp. The man who killed Quinn.”

Tom nodded.

“And you saw three other Americans.”

“Yes.”

“Tom, I’m going to share something with you that no one else in Vietnam knows, not Backhaus, not Singlaub, not Abrams.”

“What?”

“I can’t divulge where it came from, because truthfully, I am not cleared to know. I can make assumptions and so can you, but it’s the information that matters. Even though it is unconfirmed, we have information that the Soviets are moving U.S. POWs to Siberia.”

“Motherfuckers. And you think the disappearing SOG Teams are part of that?”

“I do, but others as well, pilots certainly.”

“The three Americans I saw?”

“It’s a possibility, Tom.”

“So why don’t we grab Eldridge and this doctor, put the screws to them, and force the Soviets to give up our boys?”

“Because the Soviets will deny it and probably kill the POWs they have. We need a bigger fish to trade.”

“Who?”

“That’s where you come in.”

“Me? I’m a SEAL assigned to SOG. I’m about to take a team here in Phu Bai. Can I just pick up and go work for the Agency?”

Serrano again reached into his bag and removed a paper that he unfolded and pushed across the table to Tom.

“What’s this?”

“Orders from Colonel Singlaub, sheep dipping you over to CIA.”

The paper was plain and simple, an addendum, a new assignment with the Central Intelligence Agency.

“It’s dated today,” Tom noted.

“It is.”

Tom thought of Quinn against the tree and the tall Russian who gutted him.

“When do we leave?”

“I have a plane waiting.”

“Let’s go.”

“There is one more thing, something I didn’t want to tell you until you agreed to come over.”

“Oh?”

“I told you that Brémaud communicated using a dead drop.”

“Yeah, for another cutout who then probably takes the info out of country and passes it to a handler?”

“Yes, but the person we observed at the dead drop wasn’t just anyone. It was someone you know.”

“What? Who?”

“Ella DuBois.”





CHAPTER 56

Saigon, Vietnam

July 1968

ELLA DUBOIS HAD BEEN trained well.

She had the taxi drop her a few blocks from her destination in the Cholon district. The walk would be just shy of ten minutes and would give her time to spot a tail.

She concentrated on not looking over her shoulder. Instead, she focused on using the reflections in storefront windows to observe those behind her. She entered and exited shops, and crossed busy streets only to double back, scanning for surveillance. She was looking for vehicles and people appearing more than once, the way the man she knew as Gabriel de Machaut had taught her in Paris.

The Russian GRU spy had once told her what he professed to be his true first name. She knew he had done it to establish trust, to bring her closer. It happened when she was younger, as they lay intertwined, naked on the bed of his Paris apartment. “Kirill, dear one. My name is Kirill.” She had never once called him by that name.

She passed a narrow alley on the opposite side of the street and then crossed and doubled back. Why was she thinking of Tom Reece? Gabriel had asked about him when they had met up in Bangkok after the death of her father. He had surprised her by already being in her room at The Oriental hotel when she arrived.

“I’ve missed you, dear one,” he had said, lowering his head to hers.

He had broken from the passionate kiss and brushed the hair from her face.

“Did the GRU kill my father?”

“Why ever would we do that?”

“He was being recruited by the CIA.”

“The very agency that killed him. This is a nasty business.”

“Why would they kill him?”

“Because they knew they could not turn him and that he was playing them. You need to watch yourself. Give them no indication that you are connected to us. Trust me, dear one, we will avenge your father. The Americans will leave Vietnam in defeat.”

She had studied him for a moment. The same light blue eyes that had seduced her as a student in Paris bore into her yet again.

“Do you have the package?” he had asked.

“The book is in my purse.”

“Good. And the American?”

“What American?”

“The one you are sleeping with.”

“I’m not sleeping with him anymore. I broke it off.”

“You didn’t fall for him, did you?”

“Of course not.”

That had been February. They had been meeting in Thailand twice a month ever since.

Being a Friday, she would stay in Saigon overnight and take the first flight out to Bangkok in the morning. There, she would spend Saturday through Tuesday and return to Vietnam early Wednesday morning. She had meetings scheduled with her Thailand executive team and with the Thai Minister of Commerce who was also a member of the Royal Thai Government Cabinet. He was a slimy little man who was always making inappropriate comments in the hopes she would take the bait. She made sure to never be alone with him.

She would meet Gabriel at their favorite hotel and pass him the paperback that was resting in the dead drop location. She never read what was inside. If he ever asked, she did not want to lie. He would know. Gabriel de Machaut was not a man one crossed. Even if his love for her was genuine, she was still a part of the great game. She also knew that this was but an assignment for him. Southeast Asia was her home. It was not his. He was only a guest.

On her last trip to Bangkok, something was different. Gabriel was not alone. He was protected by a man with blond hair and dead eyes. Ella was no fool. She knew that he was Spetsnaz. Though he did his best to blend in, she had picked him out immediately. She asked Gabriel about it. He was impressed that she had noticed, though she thought he was more impressed with himself for having trained her to notice—of course he took the credit even if he didn’t explicitly say so. He waved it off with a joke. “I must be important,” he had said.

Satisfied she was not being followed, she turned down a narrow alley, one that always made her feel claustrophobic. The proximity of the buildings made the passageway dark, so she took off her sunglasses and placed them in her purse. She glanced behind her as she slowed her pace closing in on the dead drop.

Still clear.

Her eyes found the brick with the red mark in the lower right corner signifying that the drop was loaded. She looked up and down the alley again before dropping to a knee and removing the brick. She reached inside and pulled out a tattered paperback copy of Le Fue by Henri Barbusse. She flipped the brick so that the red mark was now in the upper left corner. She then stood and placed the book in her handbag. The process had only taken a few seconds.

She straightened her outfit and began walking toward the other end of the alley. She was getting hungry. Maybe she would stop in a café instead of waiting until she was back in Lam Sơn Square.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a figure who entered the passage in front of her. She stopped abruptly and turned back the way she had come. She could hear the footfalls of the man behind her echo off the walls. She quickened her pace. His steps accelerated. She twisted her head to look behind her in alarm. He appeared too thick to be Vietnamese, but it was hard to tell in the shadows. When she turned back, another man had entered the alley. She was trapped. This new man was tall, and there was something familiar about the way he walked. Maybe it was a coincidence. She decided to lower her head and keep going. If she could just brush past him and get to the end of the alley, she would be okay. She could disappear on the streets of Saigon. As she got closer, she raised her eyes.

“Hello, Ella.”

Her shock of coming face to face with Tom Reece quickly turned to horror as she felt a needle plunge into the side of her neck from behind, injecting a quick-acting drug that immediately incapacitated any ability she had to scream or escape. Her last memory was of Tom’s ice-blue eyes as she collapsed at his feet.



The CIA safe house was not far away. They had carried Ella to the end of the alley and thrown her into a small, dilapidated red, white, and yellow Coca-Cola delivery van that reminded Tom of a clown car. Tom slid the door closed and the vehicle pulled into traffic, blending into the chaos of Saigon’s streets.

The van was driven by one of Serrano’s assets whom Tom had met days earlier. Though Trân Van Chuan was no longer a local, he fit in as though he was. In his mid-twenties, Trân was familiar with Saigon, having spent much of his early life there. His father was a government liaison from the Ministry of Education to the private schools that had survived the French exodus. Because of his father’s position, Trân was one of the few Vietnamese enrolled in a school founded by Christian missionaries. His high school years were interrupted by the school’s move from Vietnam to Thailand in the early 1960s after the influx of U.S. troops. His class finished off the school year at the American Club in Bangkok before permanently moving to Malaysia. When Trân left high school with a commanding grasp of Vietnamese, Thai, Malay, English, and French to attend Orange Coast College in Orange County, California, on a scholarship, he came to the attention of the CIA. The intelligence services kept close tabs on international students as they were primed for recruitment, which is how he came to be behind the wheel of the Coca-Cola delivery truck in Saigon with a drugged kidnapped woman in the back cargo space.

Tom stayed with Ella while Serrano rode in the passenger seat, providing another set of eyes for Trân, who concentrated on avoiding the bicyclists, three-wheeled Lambro passenger vans, scooters, and pedestrians clogging the streets.

The safe house had a back entrance with a narrow garage. When they pulled to a stop, Serrano slid from the passenger seat, spun the combination on the garage lock, and threw open the tilt-up door, closing it behind them as Trân parked inside. Serrano helped Tom carry Ella up to the second floor of the three-story building and laid her on the couch while Trân went to the window to observe the streets below.

“How long will she be out?” Tom asked.

“Another twenty minutes,” Serrano replied.

“And when she wakes up?”

“When she wakes up, we make her an offer she can’t refuse.”





CHAPTER 57

THE TWO MEN CAME into focus as Ella opened her eyes. Slowly, she pushed herself to a sitting position and brought her hands to her temples, a dry mouth and pounding headache threatening to overwhelm her.

Her handbag was gone, but the paperback copy of Le Fue that she had removed from the dead drop was on a rectangular French coffee table of stained rosewood next to a glass of water.

Tom was dressed much as she remembered him, in jeans and an untucked safari-style dark green shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Serrano was in tan slacks and a light blue button-up short-sleeve top. They were seated across the table from her. A smaller Vietnamese man she did not recognize was sitting across the room in a chair positioned so that he had a view of the street below. A round wooden end table that looked like it came from another room was to his left. On it was a black pistol with a long silencer.

“Is he supposed to intimidate me?” she asked, reaching for the water.

She brought it to her lips, the cool liquid soothing both her parched mouth and frayed nerves.

“I see you have yet to put the bracelet on that watch,” she said, glancing down at Tom’s Submariner.

Tom remained silent as she pulled herself together.

“Well, now what?” she asked.

Serrano leaned forward and set a photograph on the table. It had been taken in Bangkok from what was obviously some distance away. Ella was clearly laughing with the man across from her at a restaurant, a bottle of chilled 1968 Phu Yuck champagne next to them in an ice bucket.

“What do you expect of me?” she asked.

“Only the truth,” Serrano said.

“The truth. And what of it? Why should I talk with you if you just intend to kill me?” she said, indicating the Vietnamese man with the pistol.

“You are alive and well, Mademoiselle DuBois. Whether you stay that way is up to you. There is no reason you cannot go back to running your business when this is over.”

“When what is over?”

“Who is the man in the photograph?” Serrano asked.

“That is a man I met in Paris. A friend. A lover,” she said, looking directly at Tom.

“And his name?” Serrano pressed.

“Gabriel de Machaut.”

Serrano pulled out another file and made a show of reading it over before turning it around and setting it in front of Ella. It was an official photograph of the same man in a Soviet military uniform.

“Are you sure you don’t know him as Major Kirill Dvornikov?”

She pushed the file back a few inches toward Serrano and shook her head.

“Ella,” he said, switching to her first name. “We know the Soviets were courting your father. We know that he gave them information and did them favors from time to time. He did the same for us. We were attempting to recruit him as well. Tell me you didn’t have a hand in his murder.”

“What?”

“He was working with us. He’s old. You are the heir to the throne.”

“Ridiculous. I loved my father.”

“His death put you in a very financially secure position.”

“I was already in a financially secure position.”

“But your father was helping prolong the war, wasn’t he? At least that’s how you saw it. He was benefiting from the death of your countrymen. Did you hold him responsible? Did your friend from Paris convince you that he was the problem?”

“No.”

“It is certainly convenient for the Soviets that you now sit in your father’s seat.”

“May I smoke?” she asked abruptly.

Serrano nodded at Tom, who reached down and opened her purse, which was leaning against the leg of his chair. He extracted a pack of Virginia Slims, pulled out a long cigarette, and tossed it on the table in front of Ella.

She picked it up as Tom ignited the wick on his Zippo. She lingered for a brief moment above the flame, noting the beret-clad skull that adorned the weathered stainless lighter. Her eyes met Tom’s as she inhaled deeply and then sat back as the nicotine took effect.

“And if I thought the CIA killed my father?”

“I would say that was something fed to you by a manipulative handler with an agenda,” Serrano said.

“Are you going to offer me my life back, after getting justice for my father, if in fact the Soviets are responsible for his death?”

“Yes.”

“In exchange for what?”

“We want you to keep your meeting with Dvornikov in Thailand.”

“You could have just tailed me.”

“Dvornikov is GRU. Too many variables. If either you or he spotted surveillance, he could jackrabbit, and we would never find him.”

“You want to use me as bait.”

“We know you have a reservation on a flight to Bangkok tomorrow morning. You will be on that flight. You will meet with Dvornikov exactly as planned. At your first opportunity you will drug his drink with a special powder. We will take care of the rest.”

“Are you going to kill him?”

“That is not our intent.”

“If you have me pegged as a Marxist ideologue, why would I do this? Maybe I love him,” she said, shifting her gaze back to Tom.

“He’s going to his next posting after this,” Serrano said. “Here is his KGB file.” The CIA man handed it across the table. “Look at all the girls he’s recruited. They are younger than you are now. We understand he wants to get back to Paris when his assignment in Southeast Asia concludes. A lot of potential recruits for him there.”

“I am not a child, nor am I the same girl he seduced in Paris. I know Gabriel will leave me and never look back. I want an end to the war that killed my parents. When it’s over, I will continue what my father started.”

“Alone.”

“Yes, alone. When this conflict ends, or Gabriel is assigned elsewhere, that is the last I will see of him. I am under no illusions.”

“You can still honor your father’s legacy. It’s not over for you. I am not with a law enforcement agency, so I am not bound by legal constraints. If you don’t do this, or if you warn him, I will ensure that both the South Vietnamese government and the United States make it impossible for your company to survive either here or in Thailand. I will have your assets frozen and instigate investigations into your business and tax practices, all the while smoothing the path and greasing the skids for your competitors. I can bankrupt you and destroy everything you and your father built with a few phone calls.”

“Unless?”

“Unless you play ball with us.”

“What do you want?”

Serrano pushed the photo of Dvornikov back toward Ella.

“We want the man who orchestrated the death of your father. And you are going to give him to us.”





CHAPTER 58

Bangkok, Thailand

“DO YOU THINK SHE’LL warn him?” Serrano asked.

“Not sure,” Tom said, his hand on the Croix de Lorraine rosary in his pocket. “I’d say it’s fifty-fifty.”

“Not the greatest of odds.”

“No.”

The two men stood on the balcony of Tom’s room at the Oriental hotel in Bangkok overlooking lush gardens and a beautifully manicured lawn that led down to a dock where water taxis waited patiently to ferry visitors across the Chao Phraya River or take them north to the Grand Palace, home to the Emerald Buddha Temple. One of those water taxis belonged to the Central Intelligence Agency and was on standby as a secondary extract platform.

The river was Bangkok’s main artery, flowing south into the Gulf of Siam and north into Bangkok proper. The canal-based city, known as the Venice of the East, was crowded with floating markets and distinctive long-tail, flat-bottom boats, characterized by long propeller shafts extending from their sterns, powered by repurposed car or truck engines. Even from the balcony, Tom could hear vendors shouting from the water below. The scene reminded him of the turmoil of the street markets he had walked through in Saigon, but instead of dirt or asphalt, these avenues were paved with water. Dilapidated boats converted to floating kitchens were situated next to ramshackle wooden rafts that acted as homes for families dressed in rags. Topless mothers cradled babies under ragged tarps, their only protection from the sun and rain. Every craft on the water seemed to be decorated with multicolored wreaths or painted flowers to honor Mae Ya Nang, the patron goddess of boats, giving the scene the ambiance of a surreal psychedelic dream state. The Oriental hotel was a refuge from the chaos of the canals, canals that were the very lifeblood of a city that never slept.

“ ‘No plan survives first contact with the enemy,’ ” Serrano said.

“Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke.”

“I think I underestimated what they teach you in SEAL training.”

“A friend of my dad’s told me that once.”

Rather than escort Ella on her Royal Orchid flight from Saigon to Bangkok, in case Dvornikov had eyes at Bangkok’s Don Mueang airport, Tom and Serrano had flown into Takhli Royal Thai Air Force Base the night before on a twin-engine Convair CV-250 belonging to CIA-affiliated Continental Air Services, Inc. They had then driven the two and a half hours southeast to the Oriental hotel in a 50-horsepower four-door French 1964 Panhard 17 that also belonged to the Agency. They checked into rooms 201 and 210 and went to bed just before midnight.

Trân took Ella’s flight in the morning and tailed her to the Oriental, where she checked in to room 213. He checked into room 226 just down the hall and was now on the lookout for Dvornikov, sipping spicy Darjeeling tea and reading that day’s edition of the Thairath newspaper in the hotel’s magnificent lobby.

“You gamble, Tom?” Serrano asked.

“On occasion.”

“You lucky or good?”

“I’ve always been lucky,” Tom said, walking inside and opening his suitcase.

Tom moved some clothes to the side and extracted a Walther MPL submachine gun. He unfolded the rubber-coated wire stock and locked it in place.

“Borrow that from the arms room?” Serrano asked.

“I did,” Tom replied, as he inserted the thirty-two-round double-stack magazine. He left the bolt forward, where it would stay until the weapon was needed. “Time to stop relying on luck.”

“Tom, if it gets to the stage where you need that, we haven’t done our job.”

“If this doesn’t work, it will not be because I wasn’t prepared.”

Tom set the sub gun on the bed.

“We’re going to get him, Tom. And then we are going to trade him for any POWs the Soviets have taken from Vietnam.”

“Let’s go over it again,” Tom said.

“Ella tells us that Dvornikov doesn’t travel with security,” Serrano said, taking a seat on the couch. “Attracts too much attention. He comes in via a flight from Japan or India. Both countries have airlines that service Moscow.”

“That’s a trek.”

“He flies from Hanoi to Moscow. Then from Moscow to India or Japan. From there he can catch a flight to Thailand, where he meets with Ella and gets the paperback. He then reverses the route, going from Thailand to India or Japan and then to Moscow where he delivers the paperback to the GRU before returning to Hanoi. Meanwhile, Ella can get here directly from Saigon. She said Dvornikov stays at the Oriental but always in a different room, which is why we don’t have eyes or ears on them. When Trân spots Dvornikov in the lobby, he will ring us here in the suite. Then it’s Ella’s show.”

The plan was for Ella to spike Dvornikov’s drink with chloral hydrate, a white power hidden in the false bottom of a round compact makeup case. When the sedative-hypnotic drug was combined with alcohol it would incapacitate the target. After Dvornikov was sedated, Ella would go to the lobby and hand Trân her key. Trân would then get Tom and Serrano and the three would go to Dvornikov’s room to carry their drunk friend to the car for a drive to Takhli Royal Thai Air Force Base. There, a CIA-affiliated Southern Air Transport Boeing 727 out of Tainan, Taiwan, was standing by to get them out of the country. The longtail water taxi would be their secondary means of extract if the car was not an option. The water taxi would take them to a CIA signals collection ship disguised as a trawler and then into international waters for transfer to a Navy ship.

“And now, it’s a waiting game,” Tom said.

“A lot of the work on this side of the fence involves waiting, Tom.”

“Terrific.”

“Just stay focused.”

“Why are you doing this, Nick?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what’s in it for you? You are taking a lot of risk here.”

“The paramilitary side of the Agency is all about risk and providing plausible deniability for the Directorate of Operations. It’s part of the job.”

“That’s it?”

“Well, if you want to psychoanalyze, I didn’t give you the full family history. One of the uncles I told you about when we first met, when I said I had uncles who served in World War Two, well, one of them didn’t come home. He was held in a camp in what became the Soviet sector after Yalta. He’s still listed as MIA. And he’s not the only one. The government has done next to nothing to find Americans caught in the Soviet sector. There are thousands still MIA. The government is too worried about political fallout to exert the proper pressure. Here, I am in position to do something about it, in this war.”

They were interrupted by a ringing phone. Serrano answered.

“Yes.”

It was Trân from the lobby.

“He’s here.”

“Good.”

“But he’s not alone.”

“What?”

“He’s with another man. Tall. Short black hair. Looks military. Our man got a key from the front desk. It looks like his friend checked into a different room.”

“All right. Stay on station.”

Serrano hung up and looked at Tom.

“Dvornikov has a shadow.”

“What was that you said about no plan surviving first contact with the enemy?”





CHAPTER 59

ELLA PACED NERVOUSLY IN the expansive suite, her fingers tight around the emerald amulet at her neck.

Had Gabriel really ordered her father killed, or were these just manipulative mind games played between rival intelligence services?

A bottle of Moët champagne was on ice next to the in-room bar. She had already polished off two glasses and poured herself a third. Her flute sat next to a whiskey glass. She walked to it, the breeze from the open windows a welcome reprieve from the stifling heat, and looked down at the white powder she had scooped in from the hidden compartment in her compact. Serrano had sworn that it was merely a sedative and would incapacitate but not kill. Could she trust him? The man they called Dvornikov was worth more to them alive than dead. And if they wanted him dead, they would have just put a bullet in him.

Turning him over to the Americans would not end the war, only prolong it, which was why she had said nothing of the security man who accompanied him. The man shadowed them at dinners and only retreated to his room when Gabriel and Ella were sequestered in theirs. There was something disturbing about him, the way he sat and drank Coca-Cola across a restaurant while she and Gabriel talked and ate, the way he kept his distance. Most disconcerting was that he never made eye contact with her but still gave her the uneasy feeling that he was always watching.

A bottle of Mekhong sat next to the lowball glass. It was Gabriel’s favorite spirit. She had tried it once at his insistence and found the bittersweet orange and ginger aftertaste to be unpleasant.

Ella shed her clothes and changed into a blue and white slip with satin and lace trim. Gabriel would like it.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a key in the door. It was time.

She poured two fingers of Mekhong into the glass, the white powder immediately dissolving under the cascade of golden liquid. She picked it up and turned as the door opened.

Dvornikov stepped inside and set down a suitcase. It was constructed of an ocher waxed fabric and had leather finishes. He wore a cream-colored tropical-weight suit over a sky-blue cotton poplin shirt. A silver woven silk tie with blue pencil stripes was at his neck.

“Dear one, you are a vision,” he said, loosening his tie and walking toward her.

He accepted the outstretched drink with his left hand and slid his right around Ella’s waist, pulling her toward him.

“I’ve missed you,” he said.

“I can tell,” Ella replied.

He stepped back, admiring her choice of lingerie, and then brought his face to hers for a ravenous kiss.

Before the moment got out of control, she pushed herself away.

“Let me get my glass,” she said, moving to the bar and picking up her champagne flute. “I hope you don’t mind. I got a head start.”

“How could I? To what’s to come,” he said, holding up his glass in a toast.

“I like that,” Ella said.

They clinked glasses and both sipped their drinks.

“Nectar of the gods,” Dvornikov said, looking approvingly at his favorite spirit.

Ella wondered how long the sedative would take to go into effect. Serrano had said fifteen minutes, but had Gabriel taken a large enough sip? Should she encourage him to drink more?

“That’s a better slogan than the Spirit of Thailand,” she said.

“Maybe I’ll go into advertising. Do you have anything else for me?”

“Yes.”

Ella walked to the desk, picking up the paperback that contained the information so crucial to the GRU.

“Le Fue,” Dvornikov said, taking it from her. “Have you read it?”

“No, I don’t think it is my type of book.”

“I disagree,” he said, setting his drink down, tapping the battered cover in his hand. “Though fiction, it is based on Barbusse’s personal experiences on the Western Front. They say it inspired Hemingway and Remarque.”

“The Lost Generation,” she said, holding up her drink as if to toast them. “Reminds me of Paris.”

“Precisely.”

“Perhaps people will say the same of us after this war.”

“What?”

“That we too were lost.”

“Perhaps,” Dvornikov said. “Though this war is but a battle when put in context.”

“Will you drink with me?”

“Enough of Le Fue, and enough of these drinks. They can both wait,” he said, pushing her back onto the bed.

She wondered if he would pass out or die from the chloral hydrate as they made love with the windows open.

As it turned out, he did neither, though he was sweating more than she remembered, whether from the drug or from his latest exertion, it was hard to tell.

“I am going to take a bath,” she said, slipping from the covers. “Can I bring you your drink?”

“Please,” he said, propping himself up on the large pillows to admire her.

She handed him the glass of Mekhong knowing he could not help but to finish it. When she was done bathing, he would be unconscious. She would dress and go to the lobby, where she would hand her room key to the young Vietnamese man in the employ of the CIA. She would then go to dinner and continue drinking to calm her nerves. When she returned to her suite, Gabriel would be gone, as would Nick Serrano and Tom Reece. They would have disappeared from her life forever. She would then go back to her routine and continue building the company her father had started, putting all this behind her. And if the security man thwarted the CIA’s plans, then Hanoi and the Soviets could continue to exert their pressure on the Americans and bring the war to a close.

She could feel Gabriel’s eyes on her as she picked up her champagne flute from the bar and walked naked to the bathroom, closing the door softly behind her. Only then did she allow herself a deep breath. She set her glass on the sink, grabbing the countertop to steady herself. She was almost done. She looked at herself in the mirror, fighting to get her emotions under control.

Did I just sleep with the man who killed my father?

That first sip wasn’t enough. He needs to finish the drink. When you get out of the bath in twenty minutes he will be sedated.

She started the bath water and held her hand under the spout, adjusting the faucet handles until the temperature was just right.

She then opened a container of bubble foam and poured it under the running water in the hopes it would help her relax.

As the tub filled, she returned to her flute and downed the remainder of her champagne before sliding beneath the warm bubbles.

Let this be over soon.





CHAPTER 60

“IT’S GETTING DARK,” TOM noted.

He turned from the balcony and walked inside, where Serrano was playing a game of solitaire. Sweat trickled down his back, dampening the back of his beige button-up shirt with epaulettes. It was untucked to cover the custom Browning Hi-Power holstered behind his hip and the EK knife mounted horizontally on the back of his belt. Two extra magazines were on his left side, and the Hackman Puukko latch-knife was in his right pocket.

“She’ll be down shortly,” Serrano said.

“And if not?”

“Listen, when chloral hydrate is combined with alcohol it will act quickly. For someone of Dvornikov’s age and size, after a couple sips, I give him ten to twenty minutes. He’ll be out cold.”

“What if he doesn’t have a drink, or she didn’t have time to spike it?”

“Ella made a point of telling us that they had a routine. Drinks in the room are always a part of it. Be patient. Let it play out.”

“I don’t like it.”

“You don’t have to like it; you’ve just got to do it.”

Tom went back to the balcony, put his hands on the railing, and looked out over the river still teeming with boat traffic, illuminated by the lights of the city beyond.



Ella stepped from the bathtub and toweled herself dry. She had not heard a sound from the bedroom.

The powder must have worked.

She wrapped the towel around her head in a makeshift turban and slipped into a hotel bathrobe.

Go out and confirm that Gabriel is unconscious. Get dressed and get to the lobby. Then forget this ever happened.

She steadied her shaking hand on the doorknob, her other hand clutching the front of the robe at her chest. She took a deep breath, opened the door, and stepped out into the main room.

The bright lights of the bathroom contrasted sharply with the dim glow of the bedroom, causing her to squint her eyes.

She expected to see Gabriel lying unresponsive, perhaps the glass of Mekhong next to him. Instead, he was sitting at the edge of the bed, elbows on his thighs. He was wearing the suit pants he had on earlier. His blue shirt was on but unbuttoned. He was sweating profusely and struggling to breathe. He was not alone.

A man was with him. The same security man who had accompanied him on his last trip. The imposing figure was dressed in tan slacks and a black polo shirt. He was holding two glasses up to the light, comparing them. One was the drink she had poured for Gabriel. He set them down and shook his head. A leather satchel was over his shoulder, from which he extracted an odd-looking pistol that resembled a derringer.

They knew.

Gabriel forced his head toward her. Even in the dimly lit room she could see the revulsion in his eyes.

“Why?” he asked, his voice weak and raspy.

Ella stood trembling.

“Gabriel,” she said.

“My name is Kirill Dvornikov.”

The tall man looked at his boss, who nodded.

Ella swallowed. Then she dropped her hands to her sides and straightened her shoulders, gazing defiantly into the dead, dark eyes of the tall man.

As he raised the pistol and fired, she had but one peculiar final thought.

She found it odd that the pistol did not make a sound.





CHAPTER 61

“I DON’T LIKE IT,” Tom said. “It’s getting too late. Something’s wrong.”

Serrano looked up from his cards.

“We wait. That’s all we can do.”

“No, I can kick in the fucking door, smash Dvornikov in the face, and drag him out by his neck.”

“Subtle.”

Tom opened his mouth to reply when the phone rang. He snatched it up before the first ring had hit its final note.

“Yeah.”

“We have a problem,” Trân said from the lobby phone one floor down.

“What?”

“I have eyes on our target.”

“Maybe she didn’t have a chance to slip him the powder?”

“Oh, she did all right,” Trân said. “He’s coming down the staircase now and can barely stand, only he’s not with Ella.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s with the security guy he came in with. No sign of El…”

But Tom had already dropped the phone. He picked up the Walther sub gun, pulled the bolt to the rear, and rushed for the door.

Tom dashed down the hallway.

Serrano was on his heels.

“Tom, wait!”

The SEAL brushed past an Asian woman in an evening gown on the arm of an older man in a black tie and ivory dinner jacket.

“Move!”

At the door to room 213, he tried the handle.

Locked.

“Tom, stop!”

Instead, he stepped back, turned, and mule kicked the door just to the left of the lock mechanism. The door flew inward, and Tom crashed into the suite an instant later.

When Serrano entered, he found his friend staring down at a body in a white robe. The Frogman knelt, turned the body over, and felt for a pulse. The front of Ella’s robe was stained with dark blood. He looked up at Serrano and shook his head.

“I’m sorry, Tom.”

But the SOG operator didn’t hear him. Tom was on his feet and running back into the hall.

“Dammit, Tom, we need him alive!”

Tom sprinted to the top of the bifurcated staircase and scanned the floor below where a string quartet played Franz Schubert’s “Gretchen am Spinnrade” to a well-dressed crowd that had continued to socialize following high tea. They were paying less attention to the viola, cello, and violins than they were to the two men who had just passed them making their way toward the front of the hotel. Tom caught sight of a tall, dark-haired man with his arm around Dvornikov, drawing stares as he supported someone people assumed had had too much to drink. They disappeared into the lobby before Tom could take a shot.

He caught Trân’s gaze. The CIA man had his hand in the small of his back behind his suit jacket and was looking in the direction of the two Soviets. Serrano appeared at the gallery next to Tom, his 1911 in his right hand.

“They’re going for the water,” Tom said, bounding down the stairs. He could hear Serrano behind him.

Tom took the stairs two at a time, a teak banister to his left and white walls adorned with photos of Thai royalty on his right. Green bamboo grew from planters in all four corners of the room rising all the way to the second floor, reminding Tom of his time in the jungle.

The landing was just off the entrance to the lobby facing the river. Halfway down the right staircase, he saw movement to his left. Trân was drawing his pistol. It took Tom less than a second to realize that there were new threats in the Oriental.

He pushed the fire selector on the sub gun to its first setting—full-auto—just as three men in suits stepped through the door, suits that were too dark and thick for Bangkok. They zeroed in on Trân and were raising what Tom recognized as Polish PM63 RAKs, weapons that were a concealable combination of sub gun and machine pistol. The metal stocks were extended, but all three had kept the folding vertical grip stowed, which told Tom that they were professionals.

Tom aligned the gutter sights on the top of his weapon and depressed the trigger as he continued moving down the stairs, stitching the closest man up his left side with eight rounds of 9 x 19mm Parabellum. He moved the sights to the next man, but the room erupted in chaos and confusion with guests obscuring his line of sight as they tried to escape, one tripping over the cello and cracking his head on the marble floor.

Tom heard Trân’s Hi-Power bark. It was followed by a full-auto burst from a PM63.

Tom hit the landing and put two rounds into the head of the man he had hit from the stairs, pushing his way through the crowd yelling “Get down! Get down!” as he searched for the other shooters.

He saw Trân down against the far wall and ran to him. He had taken three rounds across his abdomen and another in his left arm.

“Shit,” Tom said. “Put pressure on it, brother.”

“Get him,” Trân said.

Tom stopped assessing the wounds, looked Trân in the eye, and moved to the side of the door that led to the lobby. Serrano was across from him, pistol at the ready. Tom ejected the partially spent magazine and stowed it in his front left pocket. He reached back to his left for a full magazine and inserted it into the mag well, nodding at Serrano.

“I’m up.”

“What do we have?”

“Trân is down. A security man is carrying Dvornikov. There are at least two other shooters; one’s a thick, stocky white guy, about forty with a crew cut. I didn’t get a good look at the third. I bet they are going for a boat, just like we were.”

“Let’s go. Remember—take Dvornikov alive. He’s our bargaining chip.”

Tom switched his Walther to semiautomatic in case he had to take a precise shot amongst the crowd that he could hear swarming in the next room.

“On me,” he said, stepping through the threshold.

The lobby opened onto a lawn with gardens that led to a dock. The front of the hotel faced the Chao Phraya River and was conveniently positioned to welcome travelers who had been arriving by boat for close to a century. It was decorated with elaborate hanging flower arrangements and boasted a large indoor fountain filled with floating water lilies and lotuses.

The lobby was even more chaotic than the high tea room had been. Inebriated patrons had stumbled out of the Bamboo Jazz Bar and Lord Jim’s Restaurant while screaming revelers scrambled past, desperate to find safety. Tom and Serrano pushed through the crowd, searching for their targets. Women in long, colorful flowing gowns and men in beige two-piece suits or white dinner jackets and black bow ties hindered forward progress. Not seeing the Russians in the lobby, Tom dropped his sub gun to his side in an attempt to not cause further alarm. Serrano did the same with his 1911. The two men continued to scan as they maneuvered their way through the throngs of civilians.

“They have to be going for a boat,” Tom said. “Keep pushing. I’m going to flank them.”

“How?”

“Not sure, I’m making this up as I go.”

Tom broke to his right, toward the Lord Jim Restaurant. Rushing past diners who flooded past him, he felt like a fish swimming upstream.

Tom freed himself from the crowd and ran past the confused Thai hostess dressed in a form-fitting Chut Thai Chakkri, an elegant sarong of gold and silver. A few older diners had stayed in their seats, wisely deciding not to run toward the sound of gunfire. Tom clocked the huge glass window on the far side of the restaurant and, ignoring the shouts from the waitstaff, sprinted toward it, grabbing a heavy jade elephant on a pedestal lit with its own light source. He hurled it through the window and then grabbed a chair, which he used to scrape the shards away before jumping through and landing in a lush garden.

Weapon up and ready, he moved forward toward the front lawn, staying to the shadows, but now coming at it from a new angle. He heard the rise and fall of police sirens wailing in the distance.

I wish I could communicate with Serrano.

Maybe one day we will have radios small enough to use in situations like this.

If you live that long.

Stay locked-on.

Tom knelt at the edge of the building, looking across the lawn and gardens, tall palm trees swaying in the breeze, the lights of the hotel and the winds causing their shadows to come alive on the manicured grass.

There, he saw a man with his arm around a comrade, struggling to drag him down the dock. The security man raised a pistol and shot a longtail boat driver in the chest, sending him into the river.

Tom raised the sub gun. Below the gutter sights, which were designed for fast sight acquisition and close-in shooting situations, was a second set of sights with a more traditional aperture-type configuration, designed for more precise shots. Tom pressed his cheek into the wire stock and zeroed in on his target.

At this distance, the front sight post covered both Dvornikov and his security man.

After you failed in Laos, Dvornikov is the only way to get those POWs home.

Tom lowered his weapon and scanned for the other two shooters.

They must be out there providing security.

It was the gunfire that gave their position away.

Tom looked to his left and saw Serrano take a shot from behind a palm tree near the front entrance to the hotel. It impacted the pylon behind which one shooter had taken cover. Both returned fire with full-auto bursts from their PM63s.

Tom saw the security man with Dvornikov shout something in Russian. One of the men stepped from behind the pylon and let loose another barrage at Serrano while the other ran to the pylon closest to the longtail boat.

Tom tore across the lawn, using the shadows as best he could, counting on the fact that they were engaged in a gunfight and Serrano had drawn their attention. As the second shooter took up covering fire, the man closest to Serrano turned to run as his partner fired to provide cover.

Tom raised his Walther and sent six bullets into his back.

He heard the throaty roar of the longtail boat’s engine as the security man gunned the throttle. Tom still didn’t have a good shot. With both men crouched down, there was too much of a chance of hitting Dvornikov.

Dammit!

He heard more shouting in Russian, the last man none too happy about being left behind. As he ran toward the departing boat, Serrano took him with three rounds of .45 to the back, a fourth catching him in the head and spewing brains down the dock.

Tom sprinted to Serrano, putting a security round in the head of the man he had killed at distance.

They both drew down on the departing longtail boat in the distance.

“Shit, no shot,” Serrano said.

Tom took a moment longer and let out a guttural roar.

Their chance at bringing home American POWs in the Soviet Union was disappearing into the night.

“Where’s our boat?” Tom asked.

“That was it,” Serrano said.

They both turned to the left. A longtail taxi was tied off against the other side of the pier. A longtail boat driver in a ragged tunic and dirty ripped shirt was staring at them, an unlit cigarette dangled from his lower lip.

No words were necessary.

He raised his hands and stepped from the boat.

Serrano handed him a handful of bhat and untied the narrow boat from a cleat on the dock before jumping in.

“I hope being a SEAL means you can drive one of these things.”

Tom reached down and opened the fuel valve, hit the battery switch, and turned the key, bringing the engine to life.

“Used one for an op in the Mekong Delta a few years back. Hang on.”

Tom positioned himself on the left side of the long handle attached to the engine and pushed the throttle lever forward.

The boat shot away from the pier, leaving Bangkok’s Grande Dame behind them.





CHAPTER 62

LONGTAIL BOATS WERE MORE canoe than boat in Tom’s way of thinking. If he had not trained up for a mission in the Mekong using the unstable boats, there is no way he could have piloted it.

The boat was not steered using a traditional tiller and rudder. Rather, rotating the engine on a mount adjusted the pitch of the long driveshaft and propeller, which thereby regulated the angle of its thrust to change directions. Thrust vectoring, along with the movement of the boat, combined with the torque of the heavy engine and long propeller shaft, made the long, narrow boat naturally want to spin. It had taken Tom and his fellow SEALs weeks of practice in the Mekong in front of their base of operations, where more than a few of them capsized, to get comfortable piloting the unique craft. Helming was a delicate dance that required strength, balance, and finesse.

“Stay down in the front!” Tom yelled to Serrano over the growl of the engine as they sped over the water, passing longtail boats, larger ferries, floating markets, and kitchens illuminated by strands of bulbs resembling Christmas lights. Tom felt the wind and spray in his face as he pushed the boat to its limit.

Where would they go?

They are not as skilled as you are in the longtail. That means they are going to want to get off the water.

 Find them before they do.

Tom saw a longtail boat ahead turn down a canal off the main river.

There!

He passed Serrano the MPL sub gun and increased his speed.

“Plan?” Serrano yelled back.

“Still making it up!” Tom responded, narrowly missing a longtail boat coming from the opposite direction. Right-of-way rules and passing port side to port side on Bangkok’s waterways was obviously optional.

“If you get a shot, take him out!” Tom yelled.

Tom cut left into the adjoining canal in pursuit, almost capsizing when they cut across the wake of a larger boat packed with passengers.

“There they are!”

Tom increased his speed.

Twenty yards away.

Tom watched the driver turn and extend his arm, sending a burst of gunfire in their direction.

Ineffective.

He can’t possibly reload while driving. Now is your time.

Tom pushed the boat harder, cutting across the canal around another boat coming at them and then back toward their prey. He adjusted his weight while pivoting the engine on its mount.

“Hold on!”

Tom rammed the target vessel just forward of its driver, forcing it into a vacant moored market boat.

The Russian’s longtail turned on its side as it connected with the moored boat, dumping an unconscious Dvornikov into the brown water of the canal. Serrano dove in after him.

As their craft righted, Tom saw the security man make a frantic grab for the rocking market boat, hanging on to its side and pulling himself up. Tom used his boat’s momentum and leaned into the natural tendency of the longtail to spin. As the boat twisted, he leaned down on the lever attached to the engine, made a slight adjustment, and brought the driveshaft and spinning propeller out of the water, raking it across the upper legs of the man trying desperately to escape. Tom heard screams of anguish as the spinning screw cut through the muscles, tendons, and nerves on the back of his upper thigh.

“Tom!” Serrano managed, struggling with Dvornikov’s unconscious, limp body in the water. He had him in a headlock and was using his left arm to stay afloat.

Tom cut the engine, stopping the rotation of the driveshaft, and used it as a lifeline for Serrano, who grabbed it with his left hand.

The boat continued to rotate, its bow bumping into the floating market where the wounded man flailed. He was attempting to pull himself onto the market to escape, legs now useless with their connective muscles cut through to the bone.

Tom grabbed him by the neck and yanked him backward onto the boat, pinning him to the deck. The SEAL noted he had a leather satchel slung across his body.

As Tom’s hand went to the back of his belt for the EK knife to slit the man’s throat, he stopped. The man looked familiar. He had seen him before.

As blood from the man’s wounds seeped onto the deck, Tom heard Serrano shout from the water.

“Tom!”

He had worked his way up the driveshaft and was hanging off the stern.

“A little help.”

Tom extracted his EK blade but instead of slitting the man’s throat he turned the blade around and smashed him three times in the temple, putting him out. He then cut the leather satchel from his body and tossed it out of reach.

He sheathed his blade and turned to help Serrano. Tom held Dvornikov against the side of the boat while Serrano pulled himself in. The two Americans then braced themselves, careful not to capsize the unstable watercraft, and hauled Dvornikov over the side.

“Now what?” Serrano asked, catching his breath and looking at the two unconscious men lying on the boat’s deck.

“Hold us here,” Tom said, pointing to the edge of the floating market.

Serrano held them fast as Tom jumped onto the market. The SEAL looked up, drew his blade, and sliced strips of the makeshift cloth roof before walking to the bow and cutting a length of rotting rope that held it to the side of the canal. He then ran back and slid into the longtail boat.

“Help me with this,” he said to Serrano, handing him a strip of cloth.

Tom went to work using his strip as a tourniquet above the bleeding wound on the man’s right leg.

Serrano did the same to the left.

Tom then pushed him over and used the line he had cut to secure the man’s hands and feet.

Tom then rolled him back over and studied his face.

“I don’t think he’s going to make it,” Serrano said.

Tom did not respond.

“Tom, did you hear me? We need to get out of here. Let’s get to the trawler and get to international waters. Tom?”

But Tom wasn’t listening. He was staring into the face of the security man. A strand of lightbulbs suspended from the floating market illuminated his face.

“Tom? Tom? What is it?”

“I know this guy. He’s the bastard who gutted Quinn.”





CHAPTER 63

TOM MANEUVERED THE LONGTAIL boat through the canals of Bangkok. He kept it slow, not wanting to attract attention. They had a new destination now.

They had tied Dvornikov’s hands and feet in case he woke up.

The two unconscious captives lay in pooling blood.

“Take a left here,” Serrano said.

The boat glided down another canal.

They had been motoring for thirty minutes.

Instead of speeding out to the CIA trawler for extract, they had decided on a new course of action.

It was darker in this section of Bangkok, just outside the city. Gone were the crowded canals, stuffed with people and markets, lights and shouting. They had passed a few floating encampments of society’s forgotten, but the farther they ventured up the canal, the less populated it became, until they felt like the only creatures still alive in a world of darkness. Tom sensed they crossed a line and were now far removed from civilization, its rules, mores, and norms. He felt free.

“Here it is,” Serrano said.

Tom cut the engine and let the boat drift alongside a small fishing trawler that barely looked seaworthy.

“What is this place?” Tom asked.

“It’s essentially a junkyard. These three boats are in the lineup to be retrofitted by the Agency for a new maritime program. They’re for use in the canals and coastal regions.”

“For what?”

“Anything we need: surveillance, smuggling, storage.”

“But not yet?”

“No. Even we have budgets.”

Tom stepped forward and tied their boat to a cleat on the transom of the trawler, the only illumination coming from the sliver of a moon above. Tom studied the hunk of rusting steel and rotting wood that looked like it might sink at any moment.

“This will do. Dvornikov first,” he said.

The two men pulled the GRU officer aboard the larger vessel and down a ladder to a main interior cabin that had been entirely scavenged and cleaned out. They secured him to a pole that supported the main deck using twine wrapped around his hands and neck, his legs stretched out in front of him.

They brought the security man in next, leaving a trail of blood in their wake, and tied him to a second support column.

Serrano went topside and explored the other two derelict boats in this abandoned section of canal. He returned with two aging kerosene lanterns that Tom lit with his Zippo, bathing the cabin in a soft, warm, flickering golden glow, accentuated by the soft rocking of the boat against the side of the canal.

“Just us?” Tom asked.

“No one’s around up there,” Serrano said. “It’s a ghost town.”

He was leaning against the far wall, arms crossed, the Walther sub gun hanging at his side. This was Tom’s show now.

The SEAL kicked the security man in his right leg, resulting in a grunt. He kicked him again, and the man’s dark eyes fluttered open.

“What’s this?” Tom asked, pulling a small pocket pistol that looked like a derringer out of the man’s satchel.

“Fuck you.” The Russian’s accent was heavy.

“I’ve never seen a pistol like this before. Is this what you used to kill Ella DuBois?”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“It’s quiet. We didn’t hear the shots even though we were just down the hall,” Tom said, slipping the pistol into his back pocket.

The Russian grunted again.

“And this,” Tom said, pulling a larger pistol out of the bag. “This one I know. A Stechkin select-fire pistol. I’m going to hold on to it.”

“Be my guest.”

Tom returned the pistol to the satchel.

“You’re dying.”

“I know. Why don’t you just kill me now and get it over with?”

“Oh, I will, but your part in this is not over.”

Dvornikov started to stir.

Tom walked to the other pole, leaned down, and slapped the GRU man across the face.

“Kirill Dvornikov,” Tom said.

The startled Russian took in his situation. His eyes darted about the cabin, the confusion turning to fear. He remained silent.

“I have a few questions, but I am not going to ask you anything yet. I want you to see something, something that will make your choice very easy. You can either remain silent or end up like your friend.”

Tom walked back to the security man, the blood pooling up under his legs. He reached into his pocket and removed the Croix de Lorraine rosary. He knelt down, dangling the double-barred cross in front of the dying Russian’s face.

“I know you,” Tom said, his voice slow and measured, the kerosene lamp illuminating one side of his face. “I watched you gut my friend in Laos. When I got back to him, his head had been chopped off and stuffed in his stomach.”

The Russian managed a smile.

“That was you on the hill that day.” He shook his head. “Funny how things come full circle.”

“What do you mean?” Tom asked, standing and returning the rosary to his pocket.

“I know you too. Thomas Reece. Navy SEAL.”

He detected the confused look on Tom’s face.

“You thought you were in control here. No. We know all about you. You want to know why Ella and her father are dead. It’s not because of me. I am just an instrument. It’s because of you.”

“Keep talking.”

“This will stay in your head forever. I’ll die today but you will live with it. Had you not connected with them, they would still be alive. You killed them both.”

Tom’s eyes searched the Russian’s.

“Yes, that’s right,” the GRU man said. “I was there when Gaston DuBois was shot. I was there to make sure he died, to ensure his daughter was in charge. I may not have shot him, but I did shoot someone else that day.”

Tom stepped back, gathering his thoughts.

“You were a target of opportunity. Gaston was the primary, but if I had the chance, I was to take you out of the equation. You were getting too close to the girl.”

Tom took a deep breath.

“You should have finished me off when you had the chance,” Tom said.

“I won’t make that mistake again.”

“No, you won’t.”

Tom pulled the butterfly knife from his pocket and flicked it open in his right hand. He knelt back down, looked at Dvornikov tied to the pole on the other side of the room. The Soviet major’s eyes were wide in terror. Tom turned back to the security man, slammed his head against the pole, and stabbed the blade into the right side of his stomach. The Russian released a guttural scream. Tom clamped his hand around the man’s windpipe, cutting off the oxygen supply as he sliced across the abdomen.

He paused for a moment before letting go of the Soviet’s throat. He flipped the blade closed and put it back in his pocket, then grabbed a handful of the man’s hair, smashing his head back against the pole.

Tom then reached into the man’s stomach, groping through his bowels for the intestines. He felt the man’s breath on his face, deep and rapid as the anxiety and panic fueled his hyperventilation.

Tom tightened his grip around the slimy entrails and yanked, removing the gray tubular organs from his body cavity. He reached back in and pulled again, creating a pile on the deck next to the man who had killed his friend.

Tom stood and looked at Serrano, who made no attempt to stop him.

Tom then grabbed one of the kerosene lanterns and twisted its knob to the left, extinguishing the flame. He unscrewed the glass chimney that protected the wick and dropped it to the floor. He then removed the burner and poured kerosene over the Russian’s intestines.

“I saw what you did to my friend. His name was Frank Quinn. You had no reason to torture him.”

The Russian’s breath came faster as he tilted his head to eye his tormentor.

“And you? You and I, Thomas Reece,” he gasped. “We’re the same.”

“We’re not the same,” Tom said, pulling his Zippo with its MACV-SOG crest from his pocket. “I’m doing this for a reason. And you will never know what it is.”

“You don’t even know my name.”

“No, I don’t.”

Tom leaned down. He flicked open his Zippo, thumbed the flint wheel, and ignited the pile of guts.

He watched as the Russian man’s screams turned to whimpers before he went silent, his head falling forward against his chest.

Tom then turned to Dvornikov. In the red light of the one remaining glowing lamp, he reached into his right pocket, extracting the knife and flipping it open yet again. His other hand pulled the rosary from his left pocket. As the American approached through the smoke of the still smoldering intestines, a bloody blade in one hand, Croix de Lorraine rosary swinging from his other, fire in his eyes, Dvornikov started talking.





CHAPTER 64

GRU Headquarters

Moscow, Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic

MIKHAIL LAVRINENKO SAT IN silence. His caviar and spoon untouched before him on his desk.

Penkovsky was in his usual chair, waiting for the cue from his superior that it was appropriate to begin discussions.

Lavrinenko knew when to rely on wiser subordinates. It was one of the things that differentiated him from others in Moscow, those who surrounded themselves with intellectually inferior staff and executives as a way to protect their territory. That fact alone made Lavrinenko exceedingly dangerous.

“You were right, Anatoly, Major Dvornikov should have stayed in Hanoi where he belonged.”

“No, Director, he needed to meet with his asset, though perhaps he should have done so in Paris.”

Lavrinenko grunted in response.

“His capture puts us in a perilous situation,” Lavrinenko continued. “I do not assess him as someone who will remain silent under pressure. And who knows what mind-altering substances the CIA will administer. The sooner we get him back, the better. We can then ascertain the depth of the breach. Do you have a list detailing the information and projects he could potentially compromise?”

“I do,” Penkovsky said, handing the director a file.

Lavrinenko set it on his desk, unopened.

“And at the top of that list is the POW program?”

“That is correct, Director. We must assume that Major Dvornikov has, or will, reveal it to the CIA. We must also assume that our network of assets in Saigon has been exposed.”

“They will, of course, propose a trade; Dvornikov for the American POWs.”

“That is probable,” Penkovsky said.

“If we admit to having them, it poses difficulties not just for Soviet-U.S. relations, but also for us here at the GRU.”

Lavrinenko did not need to state the obvious—that the Politburo might decide to sacrifice, and even disappear, GRU leadership responsible for the failure.

“I think there is a way out of this, Director.”

“Yes?”

“We deny the existence of the POW program. We tell the Americans it is the crazy rantings of a GRU officer willing to say anything to save himself.”

“We still need him back.”

“Yes. And to get him, we give the Americans something they desperately need.”

“And what is that?”

“An end to the Pueblo incident.”

A slight smile crept to the corner of Lavrinenko’s mouth as his deputy offered him a lifeline.

“Continue.”

“We propose a trade. The crew of the USS Pueblo for Major Dvornikov. The Pueblo’s crew has been captive for over six months. I have been reading the interrogation reports from Korea. The captain and his crew have outlived their usefulness to us and the DPRK. We have successfully reverse engineered their cipher machines and are using them to collect what the Americans believe are secure communications across the globe. And the Koreans have wrung them dry for internal propaganda purposes. They have all signed coerced confessions. The timing could not be better.”

Lavrinenko rolled his fat knuckles across his desk, thinking through potential fallout.

“We also have two sources of keying material from Desmond and Walker in the United States,” Penkovsky reported. “We shift the focus off Major Dvornikov’s information regarding U.S. POWs in Siberia and redirect with promises of solving their most pressing international dilemma—that of the Pueblo.”

“And timing?”

“That is where we demand stipulations. The Americans release Major Dvornikov now, and then in a few months the Koreans release the Pueblo crew. There cannot be a repeat of the public negotiations that took place with the Gary Powers and Rudolf Abel exchange in ’62. No press. No media. We get Dvornikov now quietly. Then, before the end of the year, the Pueblo crew is released with great fanfare framed as a victory of international diplomacy.”

“And why would the Americans release Major Dvornikov before they have the crew of the Pueblo?”

“For a variety of reasons, Director, not the least of which is they need the crew of the Pueblo more than we need Major Dvornikov. They can’t afford not to take the gamble. One man in exchange for even the possibility of getting all eighty-two men from the Pueblo back? The Pueblo crisis has been a disaster for the administration. They will jump at the opportunity for a trade, especially one that is kept from the public. If the crew is released and it is not tied to a prisoner exchange, it is a diplomatic win for the Johnson administration. A public trade negates that win and at the very least makes it look like a draw. They will go for the foreign policy success. Trust me. I know the Americans.”

“It would save us great embarrassment,” Lavrinenko said.

Penkovsky knew there was no need to affirm the director’s statement.

“When I give up this chair to you, Anatoly, you will be a more than worthy successor. My hope is that we will then see greater cooperation between this agency and the KGB.”

“I give you my word, Director.”

“I have calls to make,” Lavrinenko said. “And, for something of this magnitude, I will be spending time at the Kremlin to garner the necessary support.”

“Of course, Director,” Penkovsky said, getting to his feet. “Is there anything else?”

“I understand there is a new opera premiering soon.”

“Yes, Director. This Friday. Khovanshchina by Mussorgsky.”

Lavrinenko leaned back in his chair.

“What draws you to the opera, Comrade? I could never quite stomach it myself.”

“My wife loved it.”

“Ah, that is where we differ. Had one of my wives loved opera, it would have guaranteed that I would hate it.”

Penkovsky laughed.

“Khovanshchina is about the death of a Tsar, is it not?” Lavrinenko asked.

“It is. Though I am surprised. You have never mentioned an interest.”

“An unfortunate by-product of working my way through the ranks, Comrade. ‘Akh, ty Rodnaya, Matushka Rus,’” he said, stating the opera’s premise from its first act. Woe to thee, native, Mother Russia.

“Impressive, Director.”

“Remind me, what does that imply?”

“That the state is not dying from actions of a foreign adversary, but from the treasonous intent of those within.”

“I remember now. There are three factions, each one believing they are in the right; each one thinking that they alone represent the true Russia.”

“Exactly, sir.”

“Enjoy it, Comrade,” Lavrinenko said, reaching for his phone in dismissal. “It is imperative for men at our level to have an outlet.”

Penkovsky made his way to the door, wondering if what he had proposed had any chance of success. As he stepped into the outer office, he found himself even more perplexed by Director Lavrinenko’s understanding of Khovanshchina.





CHAPTER 65

CIA Annex

Saigon, Vietnam

August 1968

“I WANTED YOU TO hear it from me first,” Nick Serrano said.

Tom sat in the CIA man’s office on Rue Pasteur in Saigon just off the courtyard where they had first met. Since the events in Bangkok, Tom had been staying at the Pittman Apartments on 22 Gia Long Street, a building where the CIA and other government agencies housed employees. It was just northeast of the U.S. Embassy and not far from the CIA annex. Serrano had offered Tom the Continental Palace hotel, but he had opted against it. Too many memories.

A fan rotating on a stand whirled in the corner, its low hum ensuring that the office was never entirely silent. Every time it breezed past the desk, it ruffled the edges of papers held down by East German binoculars that had once been issued to an NVA soldier. A slower-moving fan turned on the ceiling. Neither did much to combat the heat. A Hermes portable typewriter was on a typing table in the corner. Behind Serrano was a filing cabinet topped with a stack of books that included Street Without Joy, The Centurions, and The Golden Bough. Much like Colonel Backhaus’s hooch in Phu Bai, the walls were decorated with maps of Southeast Asia.

“I don’t love the sound of that,” Tom replied.

After taking the longtail boat farther downriver and rendezvousing with the CIA trawler as per their preplanned secondary extract, they had powered into the Gulf of Siam and then into the South China Sea, where they transferred to the USS America, a Kitty Hawk–class supercarrier. Major Kirill Dvornikov had been extremely cooperative. To his way of thinking, there was no reason, ideological or otherwise, for him to end up gutted like Sergeant Voronin.

Tom and Serrano had escorted Dvornikov to Manila aboard a Grumman C-2 Greyhound carrier onboard delivery aircraft, where they turned him over to interrogators from the CIA’s Directorate of Operations.

“Things have changed,” Serrano said.

“Things are always changing, Nick. What’s up?”

“The Soviets manipulated the situation.”

“What do you mean?”

“Tom, I’m sorry, Dvornikov is getting traded, but it’s not for our POWs in Siberia.”

“The hell he’s not! He told us the Soviets are taking American POWs from Vietnam to Siberia! He told us they have six there right now! Who knows how many more they could take from Hanoi. What the fuck’s going on, Nick?”

“The only people who know what he said in the cabin on that trawler are you, me, and Dvornikov.”

“And the Agency interrogators who have been grilling him the past few weeks.”

“I don’t know what he told them, but let’s assume it’s what he told us: that the Soviets are transporting POWs who are officially listed as Missing in Action to the USSR for interrogation. And let’s say that goes in a brief to the president, who then confronts Brezhnev. After Brezhnev denies it, then what?”

“Then we push them. We ask whatever spies we have in the USSR to get us proof. We go to war if we need to.”

“Tom, listen to yourself. The United States is not going to risk a nuclear confrontation with the Soviet Union over six guys, especially without direct proof.”

“You listen to yourself, Nick. We fucking owe it to them, to the guys who laid it all on the line, who came over here and trusted their elected representatives and commander in chief. We owe it to them and to their families to do whatever it takes to get them home.”

“I agree with you, but there is another variable at play.”

“What?”

“The Pueblo.”

“North Korea?”

“Yes.”

Tom took a breath and thought it through.

“They are offering us the crew of the Pueblo if we look the other way on U.S. POWs in the Soviet Union, aren’t they?”

“That’s right. Now, I don’t know if not pressing the POW issue is a condition of a trade for the crew of the Pueblo, but I can make assumptions.”

“How many crew members are they trading?”

“All eighty-two, plus the body of the sailor who was killed.”

“Eighty-two,” Tom whispered. “And it brings an end to the Pueblo crisis.”

Serrano nodded.

“Where is he now?”

“Who?” Serrano asked.

“Dvornikov.”

“Not sure. Something this sensitive and high-priority is going to be kept extremely close hold. Probably the Philippines, possibly Japan or Mexico, anywhere other than U.S. soil. I’m sorry, Tom, but this is sometimes how the bureaucracy and politics work above the tactical level.”

“Yeah.”

“You can’t beat yourself up over any of this. Dvornikov told us that Ella knew he had security. She lied to us. That’s what got her killed.”

“I’ll keep telling myself that. And Eldridge?”

“He’s been reassigned. It may be more advantageous to use him to pass disinformation through his cutout to Dr. Brémaud.”

“Is there talk of a State Department Office of Inspector General investigation?”

“Not yet. That would blow the opportunity to play him back against the Soviets.”

“What kind of games are we playing, Nick?”

“This is the gray zone, Tom. I’m not going to lie to you. On this side of the fence, that’s where the game is played. You need to take some time and think through just how much gray you are comfortable with.”

“If I see Eldridge, I might kill him.”

“I wouldn’t blame you, but please let us handle him.”

“I’m not about to make a promise I can’t keep.”

“Will you at least try?”

“That I can do.”

“Thank you. And, there is good news on Trân.”

“Oh?”

“As you know, he got to the hospital in Bangkok, where they managed to stabilize him. An Agency contact tight with the Royal Thai Police was waiting for him when he arrived. The next day we flew him to Okinawa for next-level care. He’s recovering in Costa Mesa, California, right now and is expected to make a full recovery.”

“Well, that’s something.”

“It’s a win, Tom.”

“Doesn’t feel like it.”

“You are due to rotate home soon. I want you to think about staying on.”

“With you? At the CIA?”

“That’s what I’m hoping. We still have a mission here, and you can keep working the POW issue on this side. I won’t forget and I know you won’t. I can’t speak for what happens above us.”

“It seems they are all too eager to put this behind them.”

“Just promise me you’ll consider it.”

Tom took a breath and looked around the room, his eyes coming to rest on a map of Laos. He turned his head back to Serrano and nodded.

“Good. In the meantime, why don’t you get out of that Pittman apartment shitbox and let me put you up somewhere nicer.”

“If I never see the Continental again, it will be too soon.”

“The Caravelle’s not bad. Nice rooftop bar. You will blend right in with your safari shirts.”

Tom smiled.

“There it is. I knew you still had a sense of humor. I recommend it for drinks with Loelia Maxwell.”

“Yeah?”

“Go see her and try to enjoy yourself.”

“That sounds like good advice.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. Now, get out of here and mull over what I said. It’s been a bloody year. The war is entering a new phase. I could use you.”

“I’ll think about it,” Tom said, getting to his feet.

The two men shook hands.

“But right now, I’ll take you up on the Caravelle.”





CHAPTER 66

St. Michaels, Maryland

USA

September 1968

EVEN THOUGH ALLISTER DESMOND got lost twice, the drive from NSA headquarters at Fort Meade to the town of St. Michaels on Maryland’s Eastern Shore took just under two hours.

He had told his wife that, due to the escalating situation in Vietnam, he was being called to Washington, D.C., for a series of important meetings over the weekend. She had been so proud of him. All Desmond could think of was that he was about to spend an entire weekend with Clara Müller.

Months earlier he had overheard one of the secretaries, who never gave him the time of day, talking about how her boyfriend had whisked her away for a romantic weekend at a quaint bed and breakfast where he had proposed as the sun set over the Chesapeake Bay. She was showing off her diamond to her co-workers when Desmond caught the name of the establishment.

Now, he was on his way to Wades Point Inn for his illicit getaway. He raced east, passing Crownsville and Annapolis, then crossed the Bay Bridge and sped through Stevensville, Chester, and Queensville, before turning south through sparsely populated farmland and then traversing west along the Miles River through the town of St. Michaels. He felt pangs of guilt when he drove under the shadow of the town’s Christ Church Episcopal Church, but those feelings dissipated as the Victorian Gothic spire receded in his rearview mirror. He was so eager and driving so quickly along Maryland Route 33 that he missed the right turn onto Wades Point Road and had to turn around at some sort of boat repair yard when he realized he had gone too far. He slowed down once he got to the dirt lane that dead-ended at the inn. Fields to his right and left were divided by long rows of trees separating the properties. He figured each field was owned by a different family living in farmhouses at the end of long dusty driveways branching off to either side. He wondered what they were farming. He passed a large pond and then pulled up to the impressive brick home that was his destination.

The Georgian-style building, with its magnificent porch, was painted white with thick black shutters to shield it from gusting winds and storms. It was nestled amongst oaks, pines, maples, and sycamores, giving it an air of seclusion. He did not see another car. Clara had probably taken a taxi.

He picked up his brown felt trilby hat from the passenger seat and placed it on his head, grabbed his Hartmann attaché case, and exited the vehicle. A late-afternoon breeze off the bay brought with it the smell of salt and seaweed. Dark clouds loomed in the distance. The waterfront location on the point gave the inn unobstructed views of the Eastern Chesapeake to the north, east, and west. There should be just enough time to settle in with Clara before enjoying the sunset together. He spotted two Adirondack chairs on the lawn that would be perfect.

If Clara had not yet arrived, maybe he would read a few chapters of The Salzburg Connection that was in his briefcase. The Wades Point Inn looked like an ideal place to dive into the new novel by Helen MacInnes, one that was sure to be a winner.

He removed his suitcase from the trunk and walked up the front steps, feeling the weight of the rotor reader in the left pocket of his tweed jacket as a flock of canvasbacks in a V-formation passed overhead. Clara was always so impressed when he handed her the device that copied the keying material so vital to her work.

A kind young woman met him in the entryway and informed him that his guest was waiting in the dining room on the other side of the home. She said he could leave his luggage, and she would have it brought to his room. He thanked her and left his suitcase, but he held on to his attaché. She led him through a hallway tastefully decorated with paintings and artifacts that spoke to the property’s history with a pedigree going back to the original thirteen colonies through the Revolution and War of 1812, when it was razed by the British, after which the farm had flourished, producing tobacco, apple cider, brandy, wheat, and rye.

“Just through there, sir,” his hostess said, bowing her head slightly and indicating the entrance to the dining area.

“Thank you,” Desmond said, as she turned back to tend to his luggage.

Desmond stepped into a room where four tables were already set for the evening meal. A large window ran along the far wall with a view north across a beautiful lawn to a long wooden dock. The whitecaps were picking up and the clouds looked closer than when he had parked just a few minutes earlier. If a storm kept them inside all weekend, it would not be the end of the world. He wondered if there would be time for a quick tryst before dinner.

Desmond shifted his gaze to the far table where he expected to see Clara sipping a glass of champagne. Instead, he was surprised to see a middle-aged man in a khaki overcoat, a cup of coffee next to a folded copy of The Washington Post on the table in front of him.

Desmond looked back down the hall wondering if he had been shown to the wrong room. When he turned back around the man was walking toward him. He heard footsteps to the rear and twisted his head to see another man in a similar khaki coat approaching.

He rotated back to the first man, who now held a badge in his left hand, his coat pushed to the side with his right, revealing the checkered walnut grips of a .38 Special Smith & Wesson Model 10.

What struck Desmond was how calm he looked.

“FBI. Keep your hands where I can see them.”

He had a New England accent, his voice almost soothing.

Desmond tried to speak, but nothing escaped his lips.

He dropped his briefcase and was vaguely aware that the footsteps had stopped in the hallway. His right hand and then his left were pulled behind his back and placed into what he knew were stainless-steel handcuffs. He felt them tighten around his plump wrists, hearing the distinctive clicks as they locked into place. Hands then went through his pockets and removed his wallet, car keys, and the rotor reader.

The man from the table had stopped in front of him at an uncomfortably close distance. His salt-and-pepper hair was slicked back, and Desmond saw that under the overcoat he was wearing a dark suit.

When he spoke again his voice was almost a whisper. There was no shouting, no malice. It wasn’t even cold. It sounded factual.

“Special Agent Jon Dubin, FBI.”

Desmond’s eyes searched the room once again.

“She’s not coming,” the FBI man explained.

Desmond was surprised at his reaction. He was not angry or scared, worried or anxious. Instead, he felt an odd sense of relief, like a weight had finally been lifted. It was over.

Then in a quieter, conversational tone the agent leaned in and said, “Allister, today’s the day.”

As the man who had cuffed him turned him around and marched him through the halls of the inn, down the front steps, and into the back of a black Chevy Impala that pulled up in a cloud of dust, Desmond found himself thinking how curious it was that the G-man had used his first name.





CHAPTER 67

Saigon, Vietnam

September 1968

LAN TRI PHUONG HEARD the buzzer, adjusted her red silk robe, and made her way down the steps in slippered feet to the ground level, where she opened the door for her guest.

Dan Eldridge looked worried.

It was late afternoon and the rains had come. Without an umbrella, Eldridge had been caught in the storm, and even though it was a warm deluge, he shivered against the elements.

She smiled and held the door open further, ushering him inside.

He attempted to give her a hug, but she placed a hand on his chest and shook her head.

“First you get clean.”

He followed her up to the second floor and into her flat.

“Are you hungry? I will make something for you?”

“I would like that. Thank you, Lan.”

She drew a bath while he undressed, adding lime leaves, orange peels, and star anise to the hot water, a recipe that quickly filled the room with a calming aroma.

“I’ve been reassigned,” he told her.

“Is that a bad thing?”

“It could be, I mean, I think it is,” he said nervously.

“What can I do to take your mind off it?”

“A drink, please. I need a drink.”

“Scotch?”

“Yes,” he replied, stepping into the bath. He held on to the rim of the tub and slowly lowered his thin, pale body into the water.

Lan returned moments later and handed him a glass. He admired it lovingly and took a long sip.

“This is just what I needed.”

To the hot bath, she added scented oils, fig leaves, elderberry, tropical dogwood, and cinnamon. She stirred the concoction with a cypress-wood bath ladle and then used it to pour the warm mixture over Eldridge’s back and shoulders. Lan could sense his tension evaporating with the vapors, the herbs working their magic to relax his mind and body.

With his eyes closed and head resting on the edge of the tub, he shook his empty glass.

“Another, please,” he said, breathing in the fragrances rising with the steam.

She took it without a word and returned moments later with his second round, knowing that he had no idea he had just been drugged.

Leaving him alone to unwind, she went to the kitchen to prepare a meal of pho—beef broth and rice noodles—with banh xeo—crispy crepes filled with shrimp.

When all the ingredients were prepared and the beef broth was warming on the stove, she made a third stiff scotch, adding more sodium amytal, and delivered it to Eldridge in the tub. As he drank, she poured more warm herbal water over his shoulders. She then set down the ladle and rubbed his tense neck, working the oils from the water into his skin and relieving built-up stress.

“That’s so nice,” Eldridge said, eyes closed, his speech starting to slur.

She continued to massage his arms and upper back until he finished his drink. She then added additional warm water to the bath.

“I need to check on dinner,” she said.

“Thank you. Another scotch, if you would.”

His eyes were still closed, the herbal blend, alcohol, sodium amytal, and the gentle touch of her fingers allowing him to leave the stresses of the outside world behind.

She stirred the pho and set a pan on the stove in which she would make the crepes. She then poured him another drink over the top of the white crystalline powder that she usually used in much smaller quantities.

Today she had a different mission.

She walked back into the bathroom and noticed that Eldridge had slipped beneath the surface. She thought for a moment that he might just be rinsing his hair or relishing a complete immersion in the herbal mixture, but the longer she stood in the doorway, the less likely it became.

She turned and walked to her balcony that overlooked a pond, a small vestige of tranquility in an otherwise chaotic city. The rain was still falling, though lighter now, and the frogs had begun their nightly ritual, their chorus of croaks echoing off the walls of the surrounding buildings. She listened for a few minutes before returning to the bath.

Eldridge had still not surfaced. She could see his black hair suspended in the liquid, as if it were impervious to the effects of gravity. She wondered for a moment why he had done it, why he had betrayed his country. Then she realized that it didn’t really matter.

She returned to the kitchen and opened a drawer. She looked down at the hypodermic syringe, spoon, lighter, rubber band, and small bag of China White. She would not be needing them. She wondered if she should sell the heroin given to her by the man who had visited her ten days prior. Maybe. She could always get more. China White was easy to come by in Saigon. One could find anything in Scag Alley, just off Congly Street where more and more American soldiers were buying the morphine derivative. Lan supposed the soldiers used it as a way to cope, a way to try and forget. Deaths from heroin overdoses were on the rise, and Eldridge was supposed to become a statistic.

The man who came to visit her was much more sure of himself than Eldridge. He was tan with jet-black hair and had the lightest blue eyes she had ever seen. He spoke Vietnamese in a deep voice with an accent she found to be quite humorous, though she did not show it. They had talked for close to four hours. He did not try to sleep with her or extort her in any way. Instead, he offered her a job.

He knew all about the doctor and told her that she should keep her appointments with him. At some point, he might pass her information, but for now she could continue to collect her payments. This new man said he would pay her too. He had given her an envelope containing more money than the doctor’s envelopes ever had. Lan had been trained to extract information after all. She could be useful to the Americans.

Her first assignment required her to inject a man with heroin, to end his pain.

Could she do that? he had asked.

It was clear that Eldridge was going to be killed one way or another. She might as well profit from it. That was how things worked in Vietnam.

She closed the drawer that contained the heroin and looked in on Eldridge one last time. She had seen dead people in rivers before and wondered how long it would take for his body to bloat and float to the top of the tub.

She would alert the authorities soon and tell them the truth, that she had made dinner while her guest had a scotch and took a bath. When she had gone to check on him, he had already drowned. Too much alcohol could do that.

She would be able to summon the right amount of emotion. Eldridge had been kind to her. She might even miss him.

The American who had visited her would be pleased. For her, an accidental drowning was much less of a hassle than a heroin overdose. There would be fewer questions.

She wondered what the new American would ask of her in the future.

Would she do it?

Lan knew she would. She was a survivor.

She took a final look at the dead man in her bath and returned to the kitchen to make herself a crepe.





CHAPTER 68

GRU Headquarters

Moscow, Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic

October 1968

MIKHAIL LAVRINENKO DID NOT bother knocking. His deputy’s secretary knew to bury her head in her work and continue to type.

Though Anatoly Penkovsky’s office was just down the hall on the same floor, Lavrinenko had never been there. He had always summoned the deputy director to his. Walking to a subordinate’s office was not how things were done in the Soviet state, and certainly not how they were done at GRU headquarters.

“Director, I could have come to you,” a surprised Penkovsky said, as he stood from behind a desk that was much smaller than Lavrinenko’s.

Everything about Penkovsky’s office was smaller than that of his superior: the space, the desk, the chair, and the window, though he still had a view of the crematorium.

Lavrinenko surveyed the unfamiliar surroundings.

“Please,” Penkovsky said, offering him a seat.

Instead, Lavrinenko walked to the window on the same side of the desk as his deputy.

“It seems I’ll be at GRU longer than I anticipated,” Lavrinenko said.

“Why?”

“Because I have no successor.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I have been wrestling with something, Anatoly. At first, I didn’t see it, but I think I do now.”

“What, sir?”

“How did the CIA know we had American POWs in Siberia?”

“Major Dvornikov obviously told them under the duress of interrogation.”

“Yes, but I kept asking myself, why go to all the trouble to abduct Dvornikov in the first place? Do you want to know what I came up with?”

“Comrade?”

“I think they already knew about American POWs in Siberia. They didn’t abduct Major Dvornikov and then find out about U.S. POWs in Siberia. No. They abducted him because they knew we had them. The intent of their plan was always to trade him for those prisoners.”

“And how would they know that?”

“Someone must have told them.”

“A spy?”

“Yes, in our very midst. I was so busy thinking about how to manage the crisis that I did not stop to ask the most important question: Why—why was Dvornikov targeted?”

Lavrinenko paused and looked back toward the door, where a dark overcoat was hanging on a coatrack.

“I recognize that coat,” he said. “It looks familiar. I believe I have a similar one.”

“It’s quite common,” Penkovsky responded.

“That is yours, is it not?”

“It is.”

“We found that exact coat worn by a man working for the CIA.”

“Oh?”

“He had just left the opera. His seat was next to yours. There was harp sheet music in his pocket. You don’t play the harp, do you?” Lavrinenko asked.

“No, Director.”

“But your wife did.”

“She did.”

“There is something else. When treated with chemicals a funny thing happened. Do you know what it was?”

Penkovsky’s eyes hardened.

“Invisible ink appeared on the sheet music in handwriting that matches yours. Can you explain that?”

The deputy director began to perspire.

“It was not difficult, Anatoly. A list of those in Moscow who know about the American POWs in Siberia is quite short. Their homes and offices were all searched. They were put under surveillance as were their spouses and children. Everyone with whom they came into contact was also investigated. All came up clean, except you. You have sheet music for the harp in your flat, yet you have no harp. That could easily be explained. What could not be easily explained was the one person other than your driver with whom you spoke for any length of time. Had you a lot of friends, this would have taken longer, but the only person outside of this building that you had any interaction with is the man who sat next to you at the opera. You really do lead a sad and solitary life.”

Lavrinenko turned to the window and looked out over his domain.

“Do you know what we did with the CIA man?”

“No, Director.”

“We let him go. He stuck to his legend. His backstory was almost perfect. We could have taken things a step further in the Lubyanka basement, but I decided there was another play. Do you know what it was?”

Penkovsky did not respond.

“We kept him for three days. No physical coercion. We allowed him to think we bought his story. Then we returned his belongings and told him that everything had checked out. We even apologized for the inconvenience. Why? Because we had substituted a new note forged in your handwriting using the same method of cerium oxalate paper transfer on the same music sheets.”

“What did it say?”

“It exposed Allister Desmond.”

“Desmond? Why?”

“Anatoly, have I misjudged your analytical prowess? Think about it.”

Penkovsky took a moment, thinking it through.

“Because the Americans knew someone was passing us classified keying material and that we had access to the encryption machines from the Pueblo,” he said. “Major Dvornikov knew we had the machines and now had the ability to decrypt American communications, but he didn’t know who was giving us the keys. You gave them Desmond.”

“Can you tell me why?” Lavrinenko asked.

“To protect John Walker. Walker was assessed to be the more valuable spy. Giving up one would protect the other. Now the Americans think they have plugged their leak.”

“Bravo, Anatoly, that is what you say at the opera, isn’t it? In your letter to the Americans, you were offering up a spy, but you did not name him. You intended to hold that information until you got what you wanted, which was eventually to defect, is that right? Now that will not happen. You pushed it too far. Desmond is sacrificed and Walker will continue to pass us keying material for years to come. He has expressed interest in recruiting others, others in his own family, and creating a true spy ring, one that gives us a seat in the inner sanctum of the Pentagon.”

Penkovsky looked down in defeat.

“If only you had given both Walker and Desmond up earlier. Why didn’t you? Don’t answer. I think I know. You wanted to bleed us slowly, to see us die a slow death as did your son.”

“Fuck you.”

“Tuberculosis, wasn’t it? We never talked about it.”

“You never asked.”

“But I’d read your file. It is my job to know the weaknesses and motivations of everyone in the building. I revisited it, in light of recent revelations.”

Penkovsky remained stoic.

“The file said the tuberculosis caused irreparable damage to your son’s lungs. It must be hard for a parent to watch their son suffocate. I understand it was extremely difficult on your wife. That is why she left you, isn’t it? You represented the state to her, the same state that killed her child.”

Penkovsky’s eyes burned in a fusion of hatred and pain.

“The official cause of death was organ failure after the disease spread beyond the lungs,” Lavrinenko continued. “Did it get to his kidneys? Spine? Liver? Brain? I do sympathize with you, Comrade. If it were me in your position, I can’t say what I would do, though I would hope I would not betray the motherland.”

“It is the country that betrayed us.”

“Is that what you tell yourself when the curtain goes up at the opera and you exchange coat claim tickets with the enemy? You were keeping Walker as your ace in the hole, as your American friends would say, in case you needed to defect. Of course, they would want to keep you in place feeding them information for years, but something as big as Walker, well, that just might have been your ticket. You didn’t know when to get out of the game. They were using you.”

“And I, you, Director.”

“I learned the way your mind works in all these years we have worked together. Do you think I just sit there and eat caviar and grow fat? I am watching, learning. That’s how I survive.”

Lavrinenko turned to the window and looked out over GRU headquarters, his eyes coming to rest on the crematorium, its chimney spewing dark, oily smoke.

“You know there is only one way out of here for you, Anatoly.”

Lavrinenko did not need to specify what that was. They both knew. It was through the chimney of the crematorium.

Four large Spetsnaz soldiers in suits entered the office.

Lavrinenko turned to them.

“I never want to see him again.”

Without a word, Penkovsky buttoned the top button of his tweed jacket and was escorted from the room.





CHAPTER 69

Saigon, Vietnam

November 1968

NICK SERRANO SLIPPED INTO the booth across from Tom Reece with two beers in hand.

They were in Mama Bic’s bar on Tu Do Street, the unofficial Special Forces headquarters of the Vietnam War. It was just afternoon, but it always felt like midnight in Mama Bic’s, where the lights were low, and the music pulsed. If you did not look at your watch, you might think it was the witching hour.

Most senior CIA and State people, along with established journalists, avoided Mama Bic’s. They tended to stick to the more upscale establishments that offered the same distractions, albeit at higher prices. There was a class hierarchy in Vietnam amongst those who fought the war. Mama Bic’s was the domain of snake eaters.

This section of the city never slept. Among the restaurants and cafés were bars, nightclubs, whorehouses, massage parlors, and tattoo studios. Outside on the streets, pickpockets plied their trade as young GIs were distracted by swindlers, pimps, and entrepreneurial locals peddling anything the heart desired. From sex and drugs to gold and diamonds, it was all available on Tu Do Street. A soundtrack of competing rock and roll tunes blared from the bars and clubs, the sounds colliding in a battle none could win.

The crowded, smoke-filled Mama Bic’s was packed with GIs in uniform, a few South Vietnamese soldiers, even fewer lower-level embassy staffers venturing out for an adventure, the odd journalist who had not yet broken into the big-time, beautiful waitresses, and, of course, prostitutes. Mama’s girls floated around the bar, enticing patrons into purchasing Saigon Tea, which really was just tea, regardless of what the exorbitant price tag suggested. A band on stage from the Philippines played a bad cover version of “The End” by The Doors.

“How did you find me?” Tom asked.

“I’m CIA,” Serrano responded. “And there really are not that many places to check.”

“There are thousands of bars in Saigon.”

“But there is only one Mama Bic’s,” Serrano responded. He raised his beer in the direction of a domineering woman behind the bar.

Mama Bic was a force of nature. Everyone in SF circles either knew her or knew of her. She ran her establishment with an iron fist, selling beer, liquor, and girls along with black market drugs and cigarettes. If you needed a Rolex or a gun, she could supply you. She passed no judgment; whatever you were looking for, she would find. She also had the best-looking girls in Saigon. She would even hide you from the MPs if you needed it. In a war where coming home was not a guarantee, Mama Bic’s could be your last good time before Valhalla.

Working as a bar girl for Mama Bic was different from working in other bars. She took care of her girls and had her own network of safe houses for them set up across the city. She had a mind for business and operated in an area as gray as charcoal. She had an arrangement to incentivize soldiers to bring her supplies from U.S. bases in exchange for a night with one of her girls. Mama Bic then sold the items on the black market at a serious markup. Part of the agreement was that you could not pick the girl, the girl had to pick you. It was well established that she had bought off the Viet Cong, so you did not need to worry about getting fragged while enjoying a beer in Mama Bic’s. She was the most well-connected woman in Saigon. Rumor had it that she was on the CIA payroll.

Mama Bic’s was more than a bar. It was a place to rendezvous with those involved in the darker side of special operations. In the gloom of the dim lights, you could catch up with SF buddies and exchange news on who had been wounded, who had been killed, and who was missing in action, while also gathering information on various special projects. It was a recruiting ground. You picked up more intel about special projects in Mama Bic’s than you did on any of the FOBs.

Tom was there searching for his next assignment.

Serrano knew exactly what he was doing and had tracked him down before he made any commitments.

“So, Dvornikov was returned to the Soviets?” Tom asked.

“He was. And the crew of the Pueblo will be released before the end of the year.”

“Well, that’s something. Though I can’t believe that fucker is free, and we still have POWs in Siberia.”

“The leak is plugged, Tom. The FBI arrested an NSA computer-type in Maryland with access to encryption keys.”

“Did he say why he did it?”

“The age-old reason,” Serrano said, nodding at a scantily clad bar girl swaying to the music on the dance floor.

“He should have just stopped by this place,” Tom said.

“Because of what you did, SOG Recon Teams stand a much higher chance of survival.”

“Well, it was never very good to begin with.”

“It’s a tough war, Tom.”

“And Eldridge?”

“You heard?”

“Yeah. Drowning. That was too good for that asshole,” Tom said, thinking of Amiuh’s dead body behind the wheel of the cargo truck.

“One might call it justice.”

“One might.”

“Listen, Tom. I know why you are here.”

“Yeah?”

“You are looking for another job. Don’t you feel like you have done enough in ’Nam?”

“Quinn gave everything for this country. So did Amiuh. I’ve lost too many good friends here.”

“And what? You want to be next? You want to join them? What is it with you?”

“I don’t know,” Tom said, looking into his beer as the cover band switched to an even worse rendition of “Break on Through.” “Maybe I’m trying to prove something.”

“To yourself?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. But I know what I’m good at.”

“That’s what I wanted to discuss with you.”

Tom took a swig of his beer.

“There’s another side of the Agency,” Serrano said.

“Oh, I’m now familiar,” Tom said.

“There’s more to it. God knows, we’ve made mistakes in Vietnam, an unacceptable number. At the strategic level, we lost all credibility with Tet. That was the beginning of the end. The American people don’t trust us. They haven’t since Kennedy was killed. With Tet, we were all reminded that empires fall.”

“If you are trying to cheer me up or talk me into something, you are doing a piss-poor job.”

“Someday this war is going to be remembered for the politicians in suits and in uniforms, for think tanks in the Beltway, for the lobbyists and businessmen who didn’t lose a single son in Vietnam. It will be remembered for the industry of war.”

“You should teach at Berkeley.”

“Eisenhower called it the ‘military-industrial complex,’ and I fear they have done irreparable harm not just to the United States, but to Southeast Asia as well.”

“With an optimistic outlook like that, why do you do it?”

“I can’t sing or dance.”

Tom couldn’t help but smile.

“What about Brémaud?” he asked.

“He’s too well connected, and we don’t yet know if he’s burned. He could be useful.”

“So, he lives?”

“That’s the intel world, Tom. You are going to have to get used to it.”

Tom shook his head.

“Not me. I’m going back to SOG.”

“You’re a SEAL. SOG was a temporary assignment. What are you going to do—deploy back to the Mekong Delta or Rung Sat Special Zone and keep killing people? You’ve done that. This war is lost. If you look back, we probably lost it before it began, but if there was any question—look at Tet. They lost, yet they won.”

“I think Ho Chi Minh had something to say about that.”

“He was right.”

“So, what are you doing here if you don’t believe in it? And don’t give me the ‘sing and dance’ routine.”

“The truth?” Serrano asked.

“That would be nice.”

“The truth is that it’s a higher calling.”

“You are telling me the CIA is like some sort of monastic order?”

“It’s not dissimilar. In fact, I’m starting up something new, a program for which I think you’d be perfect. We call it Phoenix.”

“Phoenix?”

“It’s designed to identify and eliminate the NVA and VC infrastructure in the South.”

“Eliminate?”

“You want to make a difference in this war, this is how you do it. But before you decide, I have another mission for you, one that utilizes your language skills, and one that I think will offer you some measure of justice.”

“Where?”

“Berlin.”

“I don’t have training for that. I haven’t even been to the Farm.”

“Don’t worry. This isn’t that kind of job.”





EPILOGUE


We penetrated deeper and deeper into the heart of darkness.

—JOSEPH CONRAD, HEART OF DARKNESS






THE SAN DIEGO UNION

MONDAY MORNING, DECEMBER 23, 1968

PUEBLO CREW RELEASED BY N. KOREA

Bucher Leads 81 Men to Freedom After 336 Days

Panmunjom, Korea—The 11-month ordeal of 82 crew members of the U.S. Navy electronic ship Pueblo ended in bitter pre-Christmas cold on the “bridge of no return” this morning.

North Korea released the crew 336 days after the Pueblo was captured for assertedly penetrating her coastal waters on a spying mission.

Cmdr. Lloyd Bucher of San Diego, skipper of the ship, was the first man to walk across the snow-covered bridge between North and South Korea about 6:30 p.m. San Diego time yesterday. It was Monday morning, Korean time.

There will be no Christmas for one member of the crew. Fireman Duane D. Hodges of Creswell, Ore., was killed in an exchange that took place when the Pueblo was boarded. A casket bearing his body was surrendered by the North Koreans.

The State Department said all the men immediately would be given physical examinations and returned to the United States as soon as possible.

The target date is Christmas Day in San Diego, where the crew will be reunited with members of their families, who are flying to San Diego from all over the nation.



East Berlin

German Democratic Republic

December 31, 1968

TOM REECE SAT IN the darkness of the small flat, still chilled from his swim across the Teltow Canal from West to East Berlin. He had picked the lock to Kirill Dvornikov’s home around 11:00 p.m. He glanced down at his Submariner, now on a stainless-steel bracelet. It was just before midnight. It would not be much longer now.

He had linked up with his Special Forces contact in West Berlin a week prior. His contact, who went by “James,” had a MACV-SOG rotation under his belt and had worked with Quinn in the early days.

The 39th Special Forces Detachment, known as Det A, was a highly specialized and classified Army Special Forces unit established in 1956 to prepare an unconventional response to a possible war with the Soviet Bloc. They focused on the sabotage of key installations, setting up cache sites, leading resistance elements, and infiltrating East Germany. One of those infiltration routes was the Teltow Canal.

The Det A intelligence sergeant had debriefed a man named Hartmut Richter after he swam across the Teltow Canal to freedom from East Berlin in 1966. Since then, the Detachment had been devising plans to penetrate the Eastern Sector using SCUBA equipment. They had upcoming training scheduled with the SEAL Teams and West German Kampfschwimmerkompanie on closed-circuit rigs that had not yet come to fruition, so Tom would be on open-circuit for this dive. That meant surface bubbles, but he assessed that as this was an inaugural mission, East German security would not be attuned to this method of infiltration. Plus, they were more concerned with people escaping than they were with people breaking in.

Though Det A had not yet sent anyone across on a SCUBA rig, they had the timing down to a science. They knew exactly when the guards would patrol the opposite bank, where to stop the van on the West German side, how long the operator had to get to the water, how fast they had to get across the canal, and then how long they had to get out of the dry suit, cache it, and move to the linkup with an East German asset. Det A had drilled it hundreds of times. It just had not yet been operationally tested.

Success had depended on Tom’s ability to swim. He was given a black Viking Dry Suit and an ASP sidearm, a heavily modified pistol built on a Smith & Wesson Model 39. James had mentioned it was an experimental firearm designed at the behest of the CIA by a small shop in New York City’s Garment District. The 9 x 19mm pistol with its unique Guttersnipe sight system had been fitted with a specially designed barrel and suppressor by the Det A armorer.

The dry suit had allowed Tom to wear everything he would need once out of the water without having to haul an extra dry bag. That op gear included an Anthony Sinclair suit with its Conduit Cut, which helped to conceal the ASP in its Seventrees shoulder holster, an East German internal passport with Tom’s photo using the alias Kurt Fröbe, and several denominations of Ostmarks.

He had gone in light.

The weather on New Year’s Eve was a rotating mixture of snow, sleet, and rain. Tom couldn’t have ordered better conditions. No one in their right mind was out in this weather at night, let alone swimming underwater into East Berlin.

As far as combat swimmer ops went, this had been about as straightforward as they came. It was a direct shot across the canal. Underwater in the utter blackness, Tom’s main concern was hypothermia. Once across he had attached his weight belt to his SCUBA rig and submerged it before moving across the rocks to the shadows, where he stripped off the dry suit.

The gray Trabant 601, one of the most common vehicles in East Germany, had flashed its headlights twice at the predetermined time and location. Tom emerged from the darkness in his ash-colored suit and exchanged bona fides with the driver, who had passed him a heavy overcoat and trilby hat. Tom handed him the rolled-up dry suit for disposal. The timing was indeed spot on. James and his compatriots at Det A were professionals.

The driver had dropped Tom a block from his destination and the SEAL made his way through the sleet to the GRU major’s apartment complex. He had picked the lock, conducted a search, and taken a seat in the shadows.

It was closing in on 2:00 a.m. when Tom heard a key in the lock.

Two bodies stumbled through the door and joyous laughter filled the space. Apparently, they had brought in the New Year at a party or bar and now wanted to really bring it in with a bang.

“A nightcap, dear one?” the man asked. Even though the man spoke German, Tom recognized the voice he had heard on the trawler in Thailand. “We will only usher in 1969 once.”

“I would love that. Champagne?” responded a demure female voice, also in German.

“That can be arranged. Let’s celebrate.”

The door shut, and Tom could tell the man’s hand was fumbling for the light switch. He heard the click of the switch a moment before a buzz indicated electricity was traveling along the wall and across the ceiling to an overhead light fixture that illuminated the room in a harsh yellow glow.

The man’s smile faded when he found they were not alone.

“Major, no sudden moves,” Tom said in flawless German.

He sat in an overstuffed leather chair on the opposite side of the small room, his ASP pistol with suppressor pointed directly at his target.

Kirill Dvornikov raised his gloved hands, snow still on the shoulders of his stiff dark overcoat.

He looked at his companion, a stunning young woman in a tan wool jacket. She had a red ribbon in her light brown hair. Instead of screaming or panicking, she simply walked back to the door and let herself out.

Dvornikov shook his head.

“How long has she been playing me?”

“How long have you known her?”

“I underestimated you.”

“You did. The Red Army killed her parents in the Battle of Berlin,” Tom said. “Executed is more like it. Like so many others, she has not forgotten.”

“She told me they were killed in an Allied bombing raid.”

“I know. She fit your profile for recruitment.”

“Did Penkovsky pass that along?”

“He didn’t need to.”

“We don’t give you Americans enough credit.”

Tom shrugged.

“Nikita Khrushchev called this city a ‘swampland of espionage,’ ” the Russian said.

“Did he now?”

Dvornikov moved his hands to unbutton his thick coat.

Tom shook his head.

“Come now, Mr. Reece, though I am sure you have identification under a different name. You must know all about me. Even if I had a gun, I would know better than to go for it. That’s not my style.”

“That’s why you needed your comrade; the man who killed my friend.”

“I’ll have you know, I had nothing to do with that.”

“Doesn’t matter. He was working for you.”

“And then you did the same to my colleague.”

“To get our POWs back.”

“You got the crew of the Pueblo.”

Tom indicated that Dvornikov could take off his coat.

“Slowly,” he cautioned.

The GRU man hung the coat on a rack to the right of the door.

“May I sit?” he asked.

“Please.”

Dvornikov pulled a chair from a small round kitchen table and positioned it facing his adversary.

“That’s close enough,” Tom said. “Keep your hands in your lap.”

Dvornikov sat and did as he was told.

“I got here early enough to look around. I’d have to imagine your flat in Paris was a little more to your liking.”

“It was. Here my view is of a neighbor’s brick wall.”

“Better than the gulag.”

“Quite. I feel like this conversation will go better if I can smoke.”

“By all means.”

Dvornikov reached slowly into his coat pocket and removed a pack of cigarettes and a small book of matches.

“KAROs. I prefer the Cabinets, but these damn lung torpedoes were all the pub had available tonight.”

Dvornikov struck a match and lit his cigarette.

He offered Tom one from the white and black pack.

Tom shook his head.

“Thomas, may I call you Thomas?” Without waiting for an answer, he continued, “These poor Berliners; they survived Allied bombing raids, the Battle of Berlin, the Berlin Airlift, and the Wall in ’61, to say nothing of the winter weather. I don’t blame them for being perpetually depressed. Do you find it ironic that the central standoff of the Cold War was built on the ashes of a hot one?”

“I haven’t thought about it.”

“It’s folly personified. Berlin is the front line of our ideological battle for supremacy, where the two great powers meet.”

“I bet your potential recruits eat that up.”

“Your German is very good.”

“I get by.”

“Are you here to kill me?”

“I’m here to give you options.”

“Oh? Let me hear them.”

“You can work for us.”

“A recruitment? I’m flattered.”

“Become an asset and we can get you out when the time is right. The Agency would set you up in Paris.”

“Unfortunately for your Agency, I am not a traitor like Penkovsky.”

“You can come back with me.”

“To the West? Tonight? Cross into West Berlin? I am tempted, just to see how you got here with that pistol, but no Thomas, I can’t do that. As much as I love Paris, I still love my country more. I also gave someone my word that I would not betray the motherland. I could never defect. So, with recruitment and defection out, what is the third option?”

Tom looked at the pistol in his hand.

“I see,” the Russian said, taking another long draw on his cigarette. “If you kill me, you will never know the fate of your men in Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, the Soviet Union, even China.”

“You already told the CIA interrogators all about it.”

“True. I doubt your country will ever get their POWs back, not the ones in Siberia anyway.”

“Don’t be too sure.”

“I think I know your country better than you do. Don’t you find it odd that the CIA sent you here to kill me? I’m the connection to American POWs and the Soviet Union. Why do you think they want me dead?”

“As I said, it is only one of your options.”

“The one you prefer I take? Maybe that is why they sent you.”

Tom did not answer.

“Don’t take offense but you seem an odd choice for this assignment,” Dvornikov said.

“We have history, and I speak German. Someone thought I would have the best chance of recruiting or extracting you. I neglected to tell them that I did not plan on selling you very hard on either of those options.” Tom paused. He thought of the U.S. servicemen languishing in North Vietnamese prison camps. He thought of American POWs in the Soviet Union. He thought of Ella and Quinn.

Dvornikov closed his eyes, took a draw of his cigarette, and inhaled deeply. He held it for what seemed an eternity before exhaling, the pungent smoke rising toward the yellow light above.

He opened his eyes.

“Want to tell me why you are really here?”

“I told you.”

“Could it be Ella? Such a pity. She was beautiful, that one. And quite a mystery.”

“Yes, she was.”

“You might not believe this, but I do miss her. I loved her, you know, in my own fashion,” Dvornikov said.

“Interesting way of showing it.”

“Says the man who was fucking her at the behest of the CIA. Did you love her? Is that really why you are here? Is this about your dead friend or the dead woman?”

Tom considered the man across from him, remembering the last time he saw Ella—on the floor of a Bangkok hotel with two bullets in her chest—and Quinn, tied to a tree, disemboweled and decapitated.

While the ASP was still pointed at the Russian, his left hand reached into his coat and wrapped around the grip of a small derringer, a Soviet-designed MSP—Malogabaritnyj Spetsialnyy Pistolet. He pulled a two-piece lever at the base of the trigger guard down and back, cocking the internal hammers of the integrally suppressed double-barreled pistol that had been used to kill Ella. He felt for the safety, ensured it was ready, and slipped it from his pocket.

“You’ll never know.”

Tom raised the MSP and shot Dvornikov between the eyes.

The Russian’s head snapped back, brain matter and skull fragments exploding behind him. His chin dropped forward as his body became an empty vessel. His left hand remained in his lap and his right fell over the arm of the chair, the lit cigarette dropping to the precast reinforced concrete floor.

After a moment, Tom set the silenced derringer on the table, still pointed at the dead man. Should he have felt something? He thought of all those he had killed in Vietnam and Laos. That was a theater of war, fighting combatants who were trying to kill him. This was a different game with different rules.

I know what I’m good at.

Tom left the weapon where it lay. Though neither it nor its ammunition bore any markings, he knew the GRU would be able to connect it to a GRU Spetsnaz operative who had been killed in Bangkok. He wanted there to be no question as to what had transpired.

Tom stepped on the smoldering cigarette as he walked past the body. He used Dvornikov’s keys to lock the door to the flat and then took the stairs down five flights and exited the building onto the icy sidewalk. The sleet had turned to rain. Did that signal a thaw? A warming?

Was Dvornikov right? Had the CIA sent him to Berlin because they knew he would kill the one known link to American POWs in the Soviet Union?

He pulled up the collar on his overcoat and drew his hat down low, just above his eyes.

He thought about what Serrano had told him in Saigon: I’m starting up something new, a program for which I think you’d be perfect. We call it Phoenix.

Maybe Vietnam was lost, maybe it was really lost before it had begun, or perhaps it was lost along the way. No matter the trajectory, there was still work to be done in the jungles, deltas, and highlands of Southeast Asia. If incursions into denied areas were to remain the mission of MACV-SOG, then while his teammates were doing the job, Tom would be there too, protecting them through Phoenix. There were still targets to eliminate. He also had a Montagnard boy to find in a village outside Khe Sanh. He had a rosary and a tiger claw to return.

The gray Trabi that had driven Tom into the city slowed to a stop. A woman was in the back seat. It was the woman from the apartment. Tom opened the passenger door and got in next to the driver. Without a word, the vehicle pulled back onto the street and continued on into the night.





AUTHOR’S NOTE

THE SECRET WAR IN Southeast Asia was fought by Military Assistance Command, Vietnam—Studies and Observations Group from January 24, 1964, to April 30, 1972. Though precise numbers are difficult to ascertain due to the highly classified and compartmentalized structure of the organization and the fact that many of the records were destroyed in 1972, it is believed that less than 600 men served in SOG at the tactical level over its eight years conducting missions across the fence into Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam. Close to half were killed in action. Most of those who survived were wounded. Precise numbers of Montagnards, Vietnamese, Cambodians, and Chinese Nung teammates killed or wounded on SOG operations are unavailable, as are the numbers of American and South Vietnamese pilots who were killed, wounded, or went missing supporting SOG. Fifty-eight SOG Green Beret operators remain Missing in Action along with approximately 105 American aviators who went down supporting SOG missions.

When I began this project, I thought I had a solid foundation of knowledge on the American experience in Vietnam. As I started my research, I quickly discovered that I had just previously scratched the surface. Cry Havoc became my most heavily researched novel to date, something I did not expect at the outset. My intent was to capture what it felt like to live through 1968 via the experience of various characters based on their life experiences up to that point, without the benefit of hindsight that comes from writing about something more than fifty years on. To the extent that errors exist in the manuscript, it certainly is not from a lack of effort.

The gear Tom Reece carries on mission is inspired by SOG operator John Stryker “Tilt” Meyer. Tilt is the author of Across the Fence: The Secret War in Vietnam, On the Ground, and SOG Chronicles. His books and SOGCast podcast are a wealth of information, as is his website sogchronicles.com. Find Tilt in conversation with Jocko Willink on Jocko podcast 180, 181, 182, 247, 248, and 258, and on my Danger Close podcast. I am indebted to him for his assistance with the details in this story. Any mistakes fall to me alone.

Tom Reece’s fall from the Kingbee in the prologue came from the real-life experience of SOG operator Dick Thompson, as was the loadout carried by RT Havoc. Read about it from the man who actually did it in his two books, SOG Codename Dynamite: Book 1 and SOG Codename Dynamite: Book 2. Hear about it from Dick himself on John Stryker Meyer’s SOGCast podcast episode 48; Jocko podcast episodes 204, 205, 206, 401, and 459; and my Danger Close podcast.

The riverine operation for which Tom Reece was recruited into SOG is real, but it was not conducted by a Navy SEAL. In real life it was conducted by Doug “The Frenchman” LeTourneau. For how it really went down, read chapter fourteen of On the Ground by John Stryker Meyer and listen to Jocko podcast 186. Doug LeTourneau passed on in 2019.

Playmate of the Year 1965 Jo Collins did indeed visit the troops in Vietnam in 1966 after Second Lieutenant Jack Price wrote to Hugh Hefner reminding him that the first issue of a lifetime subscription to Playboy magazine was to be delivered by a Playmate. That visit forever cemented Playboy’s connection to the troops and to the Vietnam War.

Actress, signer, and comic Martha Raye was an honorary lieutenant colonel and Green Beret for her work with the troops from World War Two onward. She received the 1968 Jean Hersholt Humanitarian Award at the Academy Awards for her volunteer work with the United States military. She has two stars on the Hollywood Walk of Fame and was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by President Bill Clinton in 1993. “Colonel Maggie” passed away in 1994 and is buried at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, near her beloved Green Berets.

From what I can tell, legendary gunsmith Austin Behlert’s Mini Browning would not have been available to the paramilitary side of the CIA in 1968. The examples I found all came from the early 1970s, but it is such a beautiful pistol that I knew I had to take some creative liberties and put it in Tom Reece’s hands a little early.

Could the Armand Swenson 1911s carried by Frank Quinn and Nick Serrano have been in the CIA arsenal in 1968? Some did make their way to Vietnam, though my research indicates it was a bit later.

Students of the gun will know that the silenced MSP, Malogabaritnyj Spetsialnyj Pistolet—small special pistol—was not adopted by the Soviet intelligence services until 1972. My thought was that it had to be tested a bit earlier, hence its appearance in this novel.

If you were to take a time machine back to Da Nang 1968 and were to look for the Delta Club, you would not find it. It was in Nha Trang. I put it in Da Nang for purposes of the narrative. To the men of Project Delta, please forgive me.

I also took liberties with the layout of Phu Bai, the Green Beret Lounge, and with the helicopter squadrons supporting the POW rescue mission in Part 2 of this book. I have tried to capture the daring and skill of those who flew into harm’s way in support of MACV-SOG operations across the fence, in particular the South Vietnamese Air Force 219th Special Operations Kingbee Helicopter Squadron. Every SOG operator I talked with while researching this book made a point of telling me that they would not be here today were it not for the bravery of the 219th helicopter pilots and aircrews.

In October 2024, we were fortunate enough to film a scene in the final episode of The Terminal List: Dark Wolf in the lobby of CIA Headquarters. It is also the scene in which I make a cameo. The last time I stood before the CIA Memorial Wall—the Wall of Stars—I was there in a different capacity while serving in the SEAL Teams. It was a powerful day for all involved and I know the cast and crew felt incredibly honored to be there. A special thank you to Janelle Neises from the CIA Office of Public Affairs, who made me aware of Thomas L. Ahern Jr. Mr. Ahern met his wife, German Embassy employee Gisela Daschkey, while he was stationed in Vietnam during the war. Their dating history in Vietnam inspired that of Tom Reece and Ella DuBois in this novel. Mr. Ahern served at the CIA in the Directorate of Operations for over thirty years and then served for another thirty years as the CIA historian, officially retiring at ninety-one years of age in 2023. He turned down numerous offers from publishers for his memoir and instead decided to publish it through the CIA’s website for all to read. It can be found at: https://www.cia.gov/resources/csi/books-monographs/nothing-if-not-eventful-a-lifes-journey-in-cia/.

Lieutenant Colonel Backhaus is inspired by the real-life Larry Alan Thorne, born Lauri Allan Törni in Viipuri, Finland. He was awarded the Mannerheim Cross by Finland, the Iron Cross by Germany, and the Bronze Star with “V” device and the Distinguished Flying Cross by the United States. He was killed on October 18, 1965, when his helicopter disappeared while on a MACV-SOG mission in Vietnam. His remains were located in 1999 by a joint Finnish and American team working with what was then called the Joint POW/MIA Accounting Command. His remains, along with the remains of the other service members recovered at the crash site, are buried at Arlington National Cemetery.

Daniel Ellsberg was indeed in Vietnam in 1968 working for Edward Lansdale as described in the novel. The former United States Marine and Harvard graduate would release The Pentagon Papers in 1971. He passed away in 2023 at the age of ninety-two.

David Halberstam was not in Vietnam in 1968 as portrayed in the book. He reported from Vietnam in 1962, 1963, and 1964 for The New York Times for which he won a Pulitzer Prize. He died in a car accident in 2007.

Neil Sheehan reported for UPI and then The New York Times from Vietnam starting in 1962. He left Vietnam in 1966 to work at the Times’s Washington Bureau. In 1971 he was part of the team that published The Pentagon Papers obtained from Daniel Ellsberg. He passed away in 2021.

Pham Xuan An was a fascinating character who reported for Time magazine from Vietnam. He knew everyone from David Halberstam and Neil Sheehan to Edward Lansdale and Bill Colby. He was also a North Vietnamese spy who frequented the Continental and Givral Café. His life is detailed in Perfect Spy: The Incredible Double Life of Pham Xuan An, Time Magazine Reporter and Vietnamese Communist Agent by Larry Berman. He passed away in Ho Chi Minh City in 2006 at the age of seventy-nine.

Jean Lartéguy was a soldier, war correspondent, and author of The Centurions and The Praetorians. I have no evidence that suggests he was in the Givral Café in February 1968, though I wouldn’t be surprised. He certainly got around. He passed away in 2011.

Edward Lansdale is portrayed accurately in the novel and did indeed know Daniel Ellsberg in Vietnam. Get to know his story through his memoir, In the Midst of Wars: An American’s Mission to Southeast Asia, and by reading The Unquiet American by Cecil Curry and The Road Not Taken: Edward Lansdale and the American Tragedy in Vietnam by Max Boot. Many of his personal papers were destroyed in a fire in 1972 in his McLean, Virginia, home. What secrets or reflections did they hold from his days in the Air Force, OSS, and CIA? We will never know, but I am sure they would have made for interesting reading. He passed away in February 1987 and is buried at Arlington National Cemetery.

Legendary Chief SOG Colonel John K. “Jack” Singlaub retired from active duty as a major general in 1978. His backstory is depicted accurately in the novel. I highly recommend adding his memoir, Hazardous Duty, to your library. The OSS, CIA, and MACV-SOG veteran passed away in 2021 at the age of one hundred.

It is true that there was a French doctor in Saigon spying for the Soviets in 1968. As far as I know he was never a member of the French Resistance.

Tom Reece’s hotel room at the Continental, 214, was the room in which Graham Greene wrote The Quiet American, though the astute reader will note that I moved it from its actual location overlooking the square to an inside room above the courtyard.

The version of events on the capture of the USS Pueblo is accurate. I used a variety of sources including Bucher: My Story by Commander Lloyd Bucher, A Matter of Accountability: The True Story of the Pueblo Affair by Trevor Armbrister, The Capture of the USS Pueblo: The Incident, the Aftermath and the Motives of North Korea by James Duermeyer, The Pueblo Incident: A Spy Ship and the Failure of American Foreign Policy by Mitchell B. Lerner, Second in Command: The Uncensored Account of the Capture of the Spy Ship Pueblo by Edward R. Murphy Jr. with Curt Gentry, and Bridge of No Return: The Ordeal of the U.S.S. Pueblo by F. Carl Schumacher Jr. and George C. Wilson, but I relied most heavily on the remarkable and definitive Act of War: Lyndon Johnson, North Korea, and the Capture of the Spy Ship Pueblo by Jack Cheevers. I highly recommend you read it.

When the USS Pueblo was captured off North Korea in January 1968, the CIA and NSA were unaware that Warrant Officer John Anthony Walker was providing classified keying material to the Soviets. Those codes allowed the Soviets to fully exploit the hardware that was not destroyed on the Pueblo. It is estimated that up to 80 percent of the classified documents and 95 percent of cryptographic hardware fell into North Korean hands. A report declassified in 1992 states: “The Soviets, in late December 1967, began to obtain possession of U.S. cryptographic keying material for a number of U.S. cryptographic machines from the John Walker espionage ring. Moreover, for the Soviets, the Walker ring held the promise of a continuous supply of such material over the long term. With the key lists from the Walker espionage ring, four different types of U.S. cryptographic machines with spare parts from the Pueblo, and collection assistance from the Cubans and North Koreans, the Soviets had everything they needed to read certain U.S. naval strategic and tactical communications.” John Walker spied for the Soviets from 1967 until his arrest in 1985. He died in prison in 2014 while serving a life sentence.

The USS Pueblo continues to be held in North Korea. It is moored in Pothonggang Canal in Pyongyang adjacent to the Victorious War Museum, a museum dedicated to what in North Korea is called Choguk haebang chŏnjaeng, the Fatherland Liberation War. Thousands of North Koreans along with foreign tourists visit the museum each day and are encouraged to take photos of the Pueblo. They can board the ship, observe the bullet holes in its windows and hull, and walk through the intelligence center where the classified military and intelligence board still hangs as it did on January 23, 1968. As of this writing, it remains the only commissioned U.S. Navy ship held captive by a foreign government.

There is no definitive evidence that American service members captured in Vietnam, Laos, or Cambodia were taken to the Soviet Union for exploitation, but if you have access to top-secret files in the basements of the Lubyanka or Aquarium from the 1960s and 1970s, I’d like to take a look.

On April 4, 2001, at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, twenty-nine years after MACV-SOG was disbanded, a group of veterans gathered on the plaza on Ardennes Street, just outside the JFK Special Warfare Museum, where a statue of Army Special Forces Colonel and MACV-SOG veteran Arthur D. “Bull” Simons stands guard, CAR-15 in hand. They were there to receive a long overdue recognition, the Presidential Unit Citation. The award citation reads:


By virtue of the authority vested in me as President of the United States and as Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces of the United States, I have today awarded

THE PRESIDENTIAL UNIT CITATION (ARMY)

FOR EXTRAORDINARY HEROISM

TO THE

STUDIES AND OBSERVATIONS GROUP

UNITED STATES MILITARY ASSISTANCE COMMAND, VIETNAM



The Studies and Observations Group is cited for extraordinary heroism, great combat achievement, and unwavering fidelity while executing unheralded top-secret missions deep behind enemy lines across Southeast Asia. Incorporating volunteers from all branches of the armed forces, and especially U.S. Army Special Forces, Special Operations Group’s ground, air, and sea units fought officially denied actions that contributed immeasurably to the American war effort in Vietnam. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam—Special Operations Group reconnaissance teams composed of Special Forces soldiers and indigenous personnel penetrated the enemy’s most dangerous redoubts in the jungled Laotian wilderness and the sanctuaries of eastern Cambodia. Pursued by human trackers and even bloodhounds, these small teams outmaneuvered, outfought, and outran their numerically superior foe to uncover key enemy facilities; rescue downed pilots; plant wiretaps, mines, and electronic sensors; capture valuable enemy prisoners; ambush convoys; discover and assess targets for B-52 strikes; and inflict casualties all out of proportion to their own losses. When enemy countermeasures became dangerously effective, Special Operations Group operators innovated their own counters, from high-altitude parachuting and unusual explosive devices, to tactics as old as the French and Indian War. Fighting alongside their Montagnard, Chinese Nung, Cambodian, and Vietnamese allies, Special Forces–led Hatchet Force companies and platoons staged daring raids against key enemy facilities in Laos and Cambodia, overran major munitions and supply stockpiles, and blocked enemy highways to choke off the flow of supplies to their troops in South Vietnam. Special Operations Group’s cross-border operations proved an effective economy-of-force, compelling the North Vietnamese Army to divert fifty thousand soldiers to rear area security duties, far from the battlefields of South Vietnam. Supporting these hazardous missions were Special Operations Group’s own United States and South Vietnamese Air Force transport and helicopter squadrons, along with U.S. Air Force Forward Air Controllers and helicopter units of the U.S. Army and U.S. Marine Corps. These courageous aviators often flew through heavy fire to extract Special Operations Group operators from seemingly hopeless situations, saving lives by selflessly risking their own. Special Operations Group’s Vietnamese naval surface forces—instructed and advised by U.S. Navy SEALs—boldly raided North Vietnam’s coast and won surface victories against the North Vietnamese Navy, while indigenous agent teams penetrated the very heartland of North Vietnam. Despite casualties that sometimes became universal, Special Operations Group’s operators never wavered, but fought throughout the war with the same flair, fidelity, and intrepidity that distinguished Special Operations Group from its beginning. The Studies and Observation Group’s combat prowess, martial skills, and unacknowledged sacrifices saved many American lives, and provide a paragon for America’s future special operations forces.





GLOSSARY


	5th Special Forces Group:

	Airborne Special Forces Group and primary recruiting ground for SOG.

	219th Helicopter Squadron:

	South Vietnamese Air Force Sikorsky H-34 Special Operations Helicopter Squadron known as the “Kingbees.”

	A1 Skyraider:

	Post-WWII single-seat propellor-driven aircraft capable of carrying 8,000 pounds of ordinance.

	A-6 Intruder:

	Two-seat, twin-engine, subsonic attack aircraft. Designed by Grumman Aerospace, fielded by both the United States Marine Corps and Navy.

	A-12 OXCART:

	Lockheed Martin Skunk Works–designed reconnaissance aircraft. The CIA’s successor to the U-2.

	AC-130E Gunship:

	The “Angel of Death.” Critical air support platform for SOG operations along the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

	Air America:

	CIA-operated clandestine airline. The private airline of the CIA, which also fronted as a real business with the slogan “Anything, Anywhere, Anytime, Professionally.”

	AKM Type 56:

	Chinese-manufactured AK-pattern rifle.

	Anthony Sinclair:

	London-based tailor founded in the 1950s, best known for the Conduit Cut suit, worn famously by Sean Connery as James Bond.

	Aragvi:

	Favored restaurant of the KGB in Moscow, rumored to have been designed by Stalin’s director of the secret police, Lavrentiy Beria. Reopened in 2016.

	Arc Light:

	Code name for a B-52 strike across the fence.

	Armand Swenson:

	“The big Swede” was one of the world’s most influential custom 1911 gunsmiths. He was known to prioritize builds for service members headed to Vietnam.

	ARPA Program:

	Department of Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency in the NSA.

	ARPANET:

	Advanced Research Projects Agency Network.

	ASP:

	Custom 9mm handgun built on a cut-down Smith & Wesson Model 39-2. Marketed as being “unseen in the best places” the ASP featured over two hundred unique modifications, including most notably a “Guttersnipe” sighting system, trigger-finger pocket, and translucent grip panels and magazine windows to aid in managing ammunition. A revolutionary handgun that helped aid in the proliferation of larger-caliber, concealment-sized pistols.

	Banhar Tribe:

	A Central Highlands Montagnard tribe considered by the U.S. government as “one of the most important tribes in the Republic of Viet-Nam.” The Banhar tribe is comprised of a significant number of subgroups.

	Austin Behlert:

	Famed custom gunsmith of the 1970s and beyond. Known for his custom pistols, such as his chopped Browning Hi-Powers and Model 39s.

	Beretta M12:

	A 9mm submachine gun with an integrated fixed foregrip and folding stock. First recorded use in combat was in defense of the U.S. Embassy in Saigon during the Tet Offensive.

	Black Shield Mission:

	A series of covert CIA A-12 OXCART flights over denied territory in Asia.

	Boute Tribe:

	Subgroup of the Montagnard Banhar people, known for their hunting prowess.

	Bright Light:

	Code name for missions to rescue downed pilots, or SOG teams on E&E—escape and evasion—or recover the remains of team members killed in action.

	M2 Browning:

	The “Ma Deuce.” One of the most effective combat tools ever designed. A belt-fed, .50 caliber heavy machine gun that has seen service since the First World War.

	Browning Hi-Power:

	A single-action 9mm semiautomatic handgun that feeds from a thirteen-round box magazine. Also known as the P-35, this Belgian-designed handgun was the most widely issued military sidearm for much of the twentieth century and was used by both Axis and Allied forces during World War Two.

	Browning Model 1905:

	A striker-fired, compact .25 ACP semiautomatic pistol that feeds from a six-round box magazine. One of John Moses Browning’s most prolific designs, its introduction led to compact semiautomatics being known simply as “a Browning” throughout Europe in the early twentieth century.

	Camp X:

	Unofficial name of Special Training School No. 103—a secretly operated British training facility for SOE and OSS operatives, and FBI agents—teaching sabotage, communications, and combat tactics.

	CAR-15:

	The Colt Automatic Rifle-15, or XM177E2. The preferred carbine of MACV-SOG. A compact and reliable 5.56 carbine that modified the M16 platform with an 11.5-inch barrel, muzzle “moderator,” and aluminum two-position collapsing stock. Five hundred and ten units would be manufactured for SOG, and SOG operators would be the first military unit fully outfitted with the rifle.

	CCN:

	Command and Control North. SOG base previously known as FOB 4, located in Da Nang.

	CCP:

	Chinese Communist Party.

	Cercle Sportif:

	A holdover of the old colonial era in Saigon. A sports club and social club for the wealthy and colonial officials.

	Cheka:

	The first in a long line of secret police organizations in the Soviet Union. Founded by Vladimir Lenin, the All-Russian Extraordinary Commission, or VChK, was the perpetrator of horrific crimes against Soviet citizens. They are not the type of people you would like to find knocking on your door.

	Chief SOG:

	Formal title for the SOG commander.

	China Beach Surf Club:

	Unofficial surf club operating in Da Nang, which became a cultural hub and place of solace for service members. Provided a touch of Americana in the heart of war-torn Vietnam.

	CIA:

	Central Intelligence Agency.

	CIDG:

	Civilian Irregular Defense Group.

	Claymore:

	Antipersonnel directional mine. The more the better.

	Operation Clickbeetle:

	Code name for the intelligence program to modify cargo ships into communications-gathering spy ships.

	CMIC:

	Combined Military Interrogation Center. A joint military interrogation facility managed by the United States and South Vietnamese to elicit the most critical information from captured prisoners.

	Colt M1911A1:

	The .45 ACP pistol used by U.S. forces since before the First World War.

	Conrad Bennet “Ben” Barker:

	The “Q” wizard of SOG, operating out of Okinawa. He absolutely gave Major Boothroyd—Q—a run for his money.

	Convair CV-250:

	First pressurized, twin-engine commercial airliner, released in 1947.

	Covey:

	Code name for SOG’s U.S. Air Force Forward Air Controllers.

	Covey Riders:

	Experienced recon men who would fly with Covey to communicate with SOG Teams on the ground.

	Croix de Lorraine:

	Cross of Lorraine. “Now I know what you’re thinking, and you’re right,” while it is most commonly associated with Joan of Arc, the uniquely double-barred cross also looks good on a signet ring.

	Curtiss C-46 Commando:

	“The Whale.” Massive cargo planes used in World War Two, Korea, and Vietnam. The final C-46 in use by the Air Force was assigned to SOUTHCOM through 1968.

	Dead Drop:

	Prearranged, concealed location, often in plain sight, for the passing of clandestine material.

	Delta Club:

	Project Delta bar of legendary proportions. The detail in Cry Havoc is based on the firsthand experiences of those who were there—and stayed sober enough to remember.

	Department 13:

	Clandestine assassination arm of the KGB.

	Det A, 39th Special Forces Detachment:

	A clandestine U.S. Army Special Forces unit based in West Berlin during the Cold War. Working closely with U.S. intelligence services, many of their operations remain classified.

	DLI:

	Defense Language Institute.

	DOD:

	Department of Defense.

	Donovan, William Joseph “Wild Bill”:

	Founder of the OSS.

	Eldest Son:

	Specially designed magazines that would explode when loaded and fired. SOG operators would leave these behind in enemy chest rigs as a form of psychological warfare.

	F-100 Super Sabre:

	North American Aviation–manufactured supersonic jet fighter.

	F-4 Phantom:

	Supersonic twin-engine fighter-bomber jet. Critical air support for SOG Recon Teams.

	FBI:

	Federal Bureau of Investigation.

	Fialka:

	Russian cryptology machine of the Cold War, known as the “Russian Engima.”

	Fighting Fathers:

	Clandestine CIA program leveraging the Catholic population of Vietnam, turning the fighting capable parishioners of villages into resistance fighters beginning in 1961.

	Fitz Special:

	Popularized modification set to a revolver made famous by Colt gunsmith, Highway Patrolman, and boxer John Henry Fitzgerald. In the mid-1920s, Fitzgerald began modifying full-size Colt revolvers, shortening the barrel and ejection rod, bobbing the hammer, rounding the butt, and removing the front third of the trigger guard. Modifications were made to aid in close-quarters combat and self-defense in the era.

	Five O’Clock Follies:

	Nickname for the daily five o’clock press briefings held by the United States military on the rooftop bar of the Rex Hotel in Saigon. The briefings were mocked openly for their spin on American progress in Vietnam.

	FOB:

	Forward Operating Base.

	FOB 1:

	Phu Bai base of operations—now utilized as an international airport.

	FOB 4:

	Command and Control North’s base of operations located in Da Nang.

	Frank & Warren Survival Ax:

	Formally designated as “Type IV Survival Ax.” Popular machete-style tool meant as an all-purpose survival implement.

	Fulton Recovery System:

	Personnel recovery system utilizing a small blimp and harness combination, which would be secured by an aircraft modified with a yoke secured to the nose, which would grab the cable and rip the operator from the ground. You might know this one from the final scene in 1965’s Bond film Thunderball.

	Great Patriotic War:

	The Soviets’ name for World War Two.

	GRU:

	Russia’s main intelligence directorate. The foreign military intelligence agency of the Russian armed forces. The guys who do all the real work while the KGB gets all the credit, or so I’m told. Established by Joseph Stalin in 1942, the GRU was tasked with running human intelligence operations outside the Soviet Union.

	Hackman Puukko:

	A Finnish blade procured in small numbers by the CIA.

	Harrington & Richardson T223:

	A Heckler & Koch–licensed, H&R-manufactured, 5.56 NATO roller-delayed rifle. Appreciated by Vietnam-era SEALs such as Rudy Boesch because of their forty-round magazine capacity.

	Hatchet Force:

	Platoon-sized force utilized in both ambushes and SOG Recon Team reinforcement, typically comprised of five U.S. Special Forces personnel and thirty indigenous team members.

	Hi-Standard HDM:

	A .22 LR semiautomatic pistol customized with an integral suppressor by Bell Laboratories for the OSS in 1943. The barrel of the High Standard was ported with eleven holes on both the horizontal and vertical axis. Bronze mesh screens were used for noise dampening, with a sleeve over the barrel holding it all together.

	Ho Chi Minh Trail:

	A vital supply route that was utilized to transport weapons, personnel, and supplies into South Vietnam by the North. It was a complex network of hidden roads traversing jungle and mountain passes. Often navigated by the NVA at night, the trail wound through Laos and Cambodia, moving gear and troops through regions where the U.S. was not able to target them. Enter—MACV-SOG.

	Hỏa Lò Prison:

	The “Hanoi Hilton.” One of the most infamous POW prisons in Vietnam. The name can be loosely translated to “Hell Hole.”

	House 22:

	MACV-SOG safe house in Da Nang located at 22 Le Loi Street.

	Iron Curtain:

	The physical and ideological border that separated the opposing countries of the Cold War.

	Ithaca Model 37:

	A pump-action 12-gauge shotgun carried by SEALs in Vietnam with a modified “duckbill” attachment to direct the shot pattern into a flat, horizontal spread. Solid choice for hunting the enemy in the Mekong Delta.

	Jedburgh Teams:

	Joint teams of OSS and SOE personnel dedicated to supporting and arming resistance units in occupied Europe.

	Katuic Languages:

	Large umbrella of branching languages spanning at least fifteen distinct languages of the Mon-Khmer family. Spoken by well over a million people in Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam.

	Kerckhoff’s Principle:

	Named for Dutch cryptographer Auguste Kerckhoff. He posited that the integrity of a cryptographic system should not hinge on the secrecy of the algorithm, but the key. Therefore, if everything was known about a system except for the key, it would remain secure.

	KGB:

	The Soviet Committee for State Security. Excelled at suppressing internal dissent during the Cold War. Most often referred to by kids of the eighties as the bad guys.

	Khrushchevka:

	Low-cost, concrete communal housing of the Soviet Union. About as imaginative as their politics in design.

	KIA:

	Killed in Action.

	Kim Philby:

	British intelligence officer and spy for the Soviet Union. Member of the Cambridge Five.

	Kingbee:

	Code name for the South Vietnamese Air Force 219th Special Operations Squadron.

	KL-47:

	Roto-wheel cipher machine developed by the NSA and manufactured by the Teletype Corporation. Utilizes a paper puncher/tape reader and teletype keyboard.

	Kontum:

	Headquarters of Command and Control Central—CCC. Home base to thirty SOG Recon Teams.

	KW-7:

	Honeywell-manufactured, NSA-developed cipher machine for the United States. Primary cipher machine of the U.S. Navy until the 1990s. Encrypted with a plugboard—the cryptographic key. Deployed in the 1960s, the KW-7 was compromised for years due to the Walker Spy Ring.

	KWQ-8 Repair Kit:

	Spare parts kit for the repair of the KW-7.

	KWR-37:

	Cipher machine designed to rapidly decipher fleet broadcasts, replacing the previously used manual decoding processes.

	LaGana Tactical VTAC Tomahawk:

	VTAC—Vietnam Tactical. Designed in 1966 by Peter LaGana. He is credited with designing the modern combat tomahawk with the VTAC. The VTAC has a double-sided head, with a flat, wider ax head on the front, and a long, double-edged spike on the rear. Issued with a hickory handle and leather sheath. James Reece owes LaGana a drink.

	Langley:

	The Northern Virgina location where the Central Intelligence Agency is headquartered. Often used as shorthand for CIA.

	Leaping Lena:

	Early cross-border operations leveraging Montagnard tribesmen and South Vietnamese Special Forces with training and oversight from U.S. personnel. Despite its severe failures in the field, this effort aided in the development of what was to come.

	Lodge-Philbin Act of 1950:

	Legislation passed on June 30, 1950, to allow recruitment of foreign nationals, specifically from the Eastern Bloc, to help the U.S. military prepare for a confrontation with the Soviet Union. The trade? Five years of honorable service for citizenship.

	Longtail boat:

	Common form of travel and commerce in Bangkok, called the “longtail” due to the long propellor extending from the stern. See Roger Moore in The Man with the Golden Gun.

	Lubyanka:

	Campus of three buildings that served as the headquarters of the KGB, on Lubyanka Square in Moscow.

	LZ:

	Landing Zone.

	M1 Garand:

	Per General George S. Patton, “the greatest battle implement ever devised.”

	M14:

	Gas-operated, rotating bolt, box magazine–fed American battle rifle, officially adopted in 1957 as the replacement to the M1 Garand. Quickly replaced by the M16 during the Vietnam War. Maybe Patton was onto something.

	M1917:

	U.S. Army service revolver, produced to supplement the supply of M1911 pistols. Production of the M1911 could not keep up with demand, so both Smith & Wesson and Colt were commissioned to manufacture .45 ACP revolvers to fill the void.

	M40:

	Bolt-action sniper rifle adopted by the U.S. Marine Corps in 1966. Chambered for 7.62 × 51mm and paired with a Redfield Accu-Range 3 × 9 scope to complete the system. Manufactured by Remington utilizing their prolific R700 action.

	M79 Grenade Launcher:

	The “Thumper.” Known as such due to its “thump” sound upon firing. SOG men cut the M79 down to become mobile artillery units.

	MACV-SOG:

	Military Assistance Command, Vietnam—Studies and Observations Group. The innocuous name for a group of brave warriors who conducted highly classified special operations missions during the Vietnam War. These operations were often conducted behind enemy lines in Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam.

	Makarov:

	A Soviet-era pistol favored by the bad guys.

	MASH:

	Mobile Army Surgical Hospital. Kids of the seventies and eighties either learned a thing or two from the 4077th or knew it was time for bed when they heard the theme song from the TV show.

	MIA:

	Missing in Action. According to the Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency, as of this writing, 1,567 service members are still unaccounted for from the Vietnam War. Never forget.

	Montagnard:

	Affectionately known as the ’Yards. French for “mountain people,” it is a term that broadly describes the tribal people of the mountainous regions of Vietnam. Remembered as fearless fighters by their American SOG teammates.

	MP-40:

	German 9 × 19mm submachine gun of World War Two, the Maschinenpistole 40 was a core weapon of the Wehrmacht.

	MSP:

	Soviet-designed, two-shot, derringer-style silenced assassination pistol.

	NATO:

	North Atlantic Treaty Organization. An alliance created in 1949 to counter the Soviet threat to the Western Hemisphere. Headquartered in Brussels, Belgium, the alliance is commanded by a four-star U.S. military officer known as the Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR).

	Nha-Ky-Thuat:

	The Strategic Technical Directorate. An ARVN special operations intelligence unit.

	NKVD:

	A federal law enforcement arm of the former Soviet Union and the action arm of Stalin’s Great Purge under the guise of protecting state security. Best remembered as responsible for mass executions and imprisonments of enemies of the people.

	NR-40:

	nozh razvedchika knife. Soviet Army–issued combat knife released in 1940.

	NSA:

	National Security Agency. U.S. intelligence agency tasked with gathering and analyzing signal intercepts and other communications data. Also known as No Such Agency. These are the government employees who listen to our phone calls and read our emails and texts for reasons of national security. See Permanent Record by Edward Snowden.

	NVA:

	North Vietnamese Army.

	O-2A Cessna Skymaster:

	Nicknamed the “Oscar Deuce,” this unique aircraft supported SOG elements on the ground across the fence.

	October Revolution:

	The Bolshevik revolution that led to the creation of the Soviet Union.

	One-One:

	Code name of the SOG Team assistant team leader.

	One-Zero:

	Code name of the SOG Team leader.

	OSS:

	Office of Strategic Services. The U.S. World War Two national intelligence agency led by William Joseph “Wild Bill” Donovan. Forerunner of the CIA.

	Ostmarks:

	East German currency. Visitors to East Germany were required to exchange Western currency for Ostmarks when entering. Interesting fact: the currency was not exchangeable for Western currency upon leaving.

	Pathet Lao:

	The Laotian equivalent to the Viet Cong.

	PC-6 Porter:

	Single-engine utility aircraft.

	Phoenix Program:

	CIA-run covert operation in Vietnam focused on neutralizing Viet Cong infrastructure. That’s a civilized way of saying the program targeted Viet Cong leadership for assassination.

	Phu Bai:

	Location of FOB 1. Now the Phu Bai Airport.

	PM-63 RAK:

	Polish-manufactured and -designed submachine gun/personal defense weapon featuring a collapsing stock and folding foregrip reminiscent of the more modern MP7.

	Politburo:

	Policymaking committee of the Soviet Union.

	POTUS:

	President of the United States; leader of the free world.

	POW:

	Prisoner of War.

	Prairie Fire Emergency:

	Emergency alert for Laos-based recon teams that redirected all air assets to support.

	PRC-25:

	A 25-pound man-portable carried radio. Not fun to carry, but critical for communication with air assets while across the fence. Interesting that the size and weight of man-portable military “big green radios” has not changed much over the years.

	Project Delta:

	One of the most highly classified and successful special reconnaissance units of the Vietnam War. Basically, their job was to be badasses.

	R-354 Soviet Radio:

	Code named “Schmel” or bumblebee, the R-354 is a burst transmitting spy radio. The R-354 was likely the most proliferated spy radio of the Soviet Union.

	Randall Model 14:

	One of the most popular knives of the Randall brand’s storied lineup. It sported a 7½-inch blade and was popular with special operators in Vietnam.

	Recoilless Rifle:

	A lightweight artillery weapon similar to a “rocket launcher” but with differences that gun nerds appreciate. See Uncommon Valor starring Gene Hackman for an example. Actually, watch Uncommon Valor regardless as it is an awesome movie.

	Rezidentura:

	Foreign intelligence stations of the Soviet Union located across the world.

	RON Site:

	Remain overnight site. The name for a team’s overnight position.

	Rotor Reader:

	Tool utilized by John Walker to obtain and pass along the rotor settings of the KL-7. A folding device, the reader was compact and easy to conceal.

	RPD:

	7.62 × 39mm belt-fed machine gun. Popularly cut down by SOG operators for serious firepower.

	SEAL:

	Acronym of SEa, Air, and Land. The three mediums in which SEALs operate. The U.S. Navy’s special operations force.

	Seventrees LTD:

	Holster manufacturer of the sixties and seventies owned by Paris Theodore, operating out of the New York City Garment District. Creators of the ASP 9mm pistol and a litany of other unique weapons and holster systems.

	Sheep Dipping:

	Term used by intelligence agencies to describe the process of removing someone from their military posting and responsibilities to transition them into a covert operative.

	Singlaub, Colonel John K. “Jack”:

	Chief of SOG, decorated OSS officer, and founding member of the CIA. An icon of U.S. special operations history.

	SIS:

	Signals Intelligence Service.

	SKS:

	Semiautomatic, fixed-magazine Soviet rifle designed by Sergei Gavrilovich Simonov with a folding bayonet. Rendered obsolete by the introduction of the AK-47 pattern rifle.

	SM4:

	KGB silenced assassination pistol. Two-shot, derringer-style pistol that uses piston-powered ammunition—SM3—and resembled the 7.62 × 39mm cartridge but leaves the short muzzle at 480 fps and only 66 pounds of muzzle energy. An up-close and personal, silent tool of death.

	Smith & Wesson Model 10:

	Introduced in 1899 as the “M&P,” the Model 10 double-action revolver is one of the most ubiquitous handguns of the twentieth century. By 1960, it was estimated that nearly 85 percent of law enforcement officers globally carried the revolver.

	Snakebite Teams:

	Temporary-duty recon teams to supplement SOG, typically from the 1st Special Forces Group in Okinawa.

	SO-1:

	Soviet Submarine Chaser Patrol Boat.

	SOE:

	Special Operations Executive. English precursor to 007’s MI6 during the Second World War. Founded in 1940, the SOE’s operatives waged clandestine warfare in occupied Europe, coordinating sabotage operations and aiding resistance movements in their efforts to defeat the Axis powers.

	SOG Seiko:

	Term that covers a number of Seiko watches adopted by SOG at the recommendation of Ben Barker. The luminous-faced watches would commonly be worn with nylon bands with Waltham wrist compasses. Operators such as John Stryker Meyer would wear them on the inside of their wrist to conceal the glow of the tritium numerals. For more information, check out the watchesofespionage.com and Watches of Espionage on Instagram. To add one to your collection, contact dcvintagewatches.com.

	Spetsnaz:

	spetsialogo nazacheniya—Special Purpose. An umbrella term for special operations units in the Soviet Union and post-Soviet states.

	Starlight Scope:

	AV/PVS-2 scope. A first-generation night-vision device, weighing in at six pounds. Starlight scopes were non-emitting, and passively utilized ambient light to own the night.

	Stasi:

	East German Secret Police.

	State School 4:

	“Sexpionage” school of the Soviet Union.

	STD:

	Special Technical Directorate. An Army of the Republic of Vietnam intelligence unit. Also diseases it’s best to avoid.

	Stechkin Automatic Pistol:

	Selective-fire Soviet machine pistol with an optional shoulder stock designed by Igor Stechkin, formally adopted in 1951 as the APS. A weapon of Spetsnaz.

	Sten MKIII(S):

	SOE-modified Sten 9mm submachine gun with an integral silencer.

	Stoner 63:

	A modular 5.56 weapon system that was a favorite of Vietnam-era SEALs.

	Swedish K:

	Fully automatic only, open-bolt submachine gun popular with SEAL Teams of the 1960s.

	Swiss Seat:

	Used for string extractions by SOG Teams. Swiss seats were a simple rope system wrapped around the legs and waist to tie a SOG man into ropes attached to helicopters. These would later be replaced by the McGuire rig.

	Tết Nguyên Đán:

	Vietnamese New Year, the most important celebration in Vietnamese culture. Unlike the Western New Year, the Vietnamese New Year heralds the arrival of spring.

	Tet Offensive:

	In 1968, a coordinated series of surprise attacks across South Vietnam by the NVA and VC. The beginning of the end of American involvement in Vietnam, not because of the military victory, but because of the devastating impact it had on public opinion of the war in the United States.

	The Aquarium:

	Nickname for the GRU’s headquarters. There’s only one way out.

	Thompson Gun:

	The Tommy Gun, the famous .45 ACP submachine gun, which was beloved by everyone from mobsters to Winston Churchill to SOG.

	UNODIR:

	Unless Otherwise Directed.

	URC-10:

	Sub-miniaturized “beeper” emergency backup radio used by SOG recon men.

	USAID:

	United States Agency for International Development.

	USS Kitty Hawk (CVA-63):

	United States naval supercarrier whose aircraft aided in the response to the Tet Offensive. Over 1,200 sorties were flown by Kitty Hawk aircraft from January to March 1968.

	USS Pueblo:

	Spy ship of Operation Clickbeetle. Captured by the North Koreans on January 23, 1968.

	Uzi:

	Israeli-designed, open-bolt 9mm submachine gun. Favored by Major Scott McCoy.

	VC:

	National Liberation Front of South Vietnam, better known as the Viet Cong. A communist insurgent group that fought against the government of South Vietnam and its allies during the Vietnam War. In the movies, these are the bad guys wearing the black pajamas carrying the AKs.

	Voennaya Mysl:

	Military Thought. A classified Soviet military journal that provided leaders with the opportunity to share opinions in military and intelligence circles. Ample examples available for reading in the CIA Reading Room thanks to Cold War spies.

	VS17 Panel:

	Bright panels used to signal aircraft.

	Walker, John:

	U.S. Navy chief warrant officer, who spied on behalf of the Soviet Union from 1967 to 1985. The Walker Spy Ring is considered one of the most damaging spy rings in American history.

	Walther MPL:

	German 9mm open-bolt submachine gun with a wire frame folding stock. A gun lost partially to history due to the popularity of the MP5 platform. The MPL found favor with Detachment A, the West German police, and U.S. Army Delta Force. I understand it was carried into Iran in 1979 by those involved in Operation Eagle Claw.

	White Star:

	Early U.S. military advisory mission to Southeast Asia.

	WP Grenade:

	White phosphorous or “Willie Pete” grenade.

	ZPU-1:

	Soviet 14.5mm antiaircraft gun utilizing the KPV heavy machine gun.
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