
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	While you may recognize elements of this story, it remains a work of fiction.



	




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	X-Ray feature explained

	 

	Who is that character? – Use X-Ray

	Curious about that city or place – Use X-Ray

	Unique words? – Use X-Ray

	 

	This book utilizes a unique Kindle eBook feature called X-Ray. It allows you to learn more about a novel-specific character, topic, event, place, or any other term, simply by pressing and holding on the word, currency, or phrase that interests you. A description from Wikipedia or an author-provided source will be displayed. 
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Chapter 1

	 

	THIS CAN’T BE GOOD

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Prime Minister of the Saintly Islands, Robert Saleh, approached the podium, eyes darting from section to section across the special session of parliament. Adrenaline pulsed. His mind flittered.

	“This is it. The first step into a bold new future.” The words flowed silently from his lips as newfound confidence bolstered his posture.

	Fifty parliamentary members, unsure of what to expect, hobnobbed as they shuffled to their assigned seats in the amphitheater. 

	Saleh’s secretary had summoned the members of parliament without prior coordination, and that abruptness didn’t sit well. It sparked an odd mixture of indignation and curiosity that stirred the emotions of those in the room.

	“What’s so important that brings us together without notice?”

	“There must be some sort of emergency. Why else would we be here?”

	“Does he think we’re his minions to order around?” 

	Saleh struck the gavel and called everyone to order. He remained confident despite having good reason to feel otherwise. The far-reaching national infrastructure upgrade plan he’d secretly and unilaterally accepted now required majority ratification. It would authorize Armageddon Corporation to undertake major construction projects throughout the nation and train Saleh’s meager national police force. Armageddon’s corporate president had laid out an enticing plan that he guaranteed would kickstart and sustain the country’s sluggish economy.

	He assured Saleh that newly generated revenue would more than offset the overall costs. He also insisted the economic opportunity had been there all along, but unlike Saintly’s treaty partners, he’d invest the required startup capital. 

	Saleh blinded himself to Armageddon’s overly optimistic business plan and the significant risks that came with it. Instead, he focused on convincing his parliament of guaranteed results and obtaining the necessary quorum of thirty-nine members to ratify the deal.

	 

	Gabby Chubani, staff administrator for senior parliamentary member John Panabari, sat in the back row with a notepad in hand. He and one other non-member had been allowed access based on the relative pecking order of their principals. The accommodation seemed somewhat unusual, given that long-standing tradition had dictated these sessions to be private and the content restricted to members only until its official release. This exception would prove to be a critical miscalculation on the part of Prime Minister Saleh.

	And yet, Gabby considered his access insignificant as most discussions amounted to little more than an inconsequential rehash of opposing viewpoints. He resigned himself to taking notes and, if necessary, refreshing Panabari on the meeting’s details. That all changed when Saleh’s first words sparked a searing nervousness that prickled his skin. Gabby’s underwhelming anticipation evaporated. 

	 

	Saleh minced no words as his short and to-the-point vision unfolded. Muffled concerns rippled through the room with each infrastructure element - the sports and entertainment complex, the casino, new ports, and upgraded airports. After imploring the members to accept this leap into the twenty-first century, Saleh concluded, “This is the future of our country. I am the future of our country.”

	He abruptly turned and walked offstage, leaving no opportunity for discussion.

	The room slowly emptied. Individual members internalized their state of anxiety. One muttered, “Can we afford such risk?” and another, “We’re inviting the devil into our house.” And several others, “He talks like a dictator.” 

	Saleh’s decisive action had materialized out of the blue. It shocked everyone, including Gabby.

	 

	Ian occupied a cluttered office near Honiara’s port where he managed a number of Australian government contracts. One of them regulated the training of Saintly’s national police force. 

	In a somewhat more secretive vein, Ian also managed several indigenous agents, including Gabby, who kept him informed on internal government matters.

	 

	Gabby had called Ian to discuss the details of an upcoming Australian Embassy party. He concluded with, “…Ian. I don’t know where my wife finds these spicy recipes, but she asked me to pick up a handful of jalapeño peppers at the market.”

	The hair on Ian’s neck froze when he heard “jalapeño”. He and Gabby had established that codeword to highlight a serious situation. He ticked through potential issues.

	“Gabby must have heard something of real interest,” he quietly told himself. “Why else would he trigger a rendezvous within the hour?” 

	He straightened the paperwork on his desk and not long thereafter pulled the office door closed behind him. He pointed his nose toward the Point Cruz Yacht Club, where Gabby would soon share all the close-mouthed details.

	 

	An isolated and unoccupied table near the beach caught Ian’s attention. He sat facing the club and ordered two bottles of SolBrew Lager from a dark-skinned teen who claimed to be his waiter. The kid scampered off and moments later, to Ian’s relief, reappeared with two tall glasses and the beers. As he popped off the bottle caps, Gabby approached and took a seat. He appeared slim and wiry by Polynesian standards. Loose-fitting slacks and a white collared shirt accented a deeply curious energy and his quiet, almost shy, personality.

	“How are you, Ian?” he asked in a tone that suggested he wanted to know the answer. “It’s been a most unusual day at the government building.”

	Ian shrugged his shoulders as if to say, “It’s always a struggle.” And chuckled.

	“What’s got your knickers in a knot today?”

	Gabby feigned shock before turning serious.

	“Are you familiar with an organization called Armageddon? Well, they invest in relatively small and underdeveloped nations like our Saintly Islands. From what I’ve seen, they build major infrastructure projects that they leverage to project future economic growth. The catch is that they also finance everything, employ their workers, and in the process contribute little to the local economy. Quite often, their economic projections are overstated, and when their projects don’t generate the revenue required to repay the loans, they assume title to the land along with its associated infrastructure.

	“Armageddon presented Prime Minister Saleh with such a plan, and he secretly agreed to their draft proposal. At the moment, most members of parliament are furious that the PM hadn’t consulted them beforehand, and it’ll take thirty-nine of them to approve the contract. I suspect the prime minister will somehow get that many votes despite their anger.”

	 “Doesn’t the PM see the risk?” Ian asked.

	“He’s blind to it.” Gabby looked out to the ocean while drinking his beer. “Remember back a year ago when your government’s security team forced its way into his chambers and left it a mess? Well, those actions, no matter how justified, definitely irritated the prime minister. It opened his ears to others.

	“I strongly suspect there’s a mechanism in place for him to acquire a fairly large sum of money as a part of the contract. Think about it. Armageddon paints a rosy picture of economic success; Saleh extracts a measure of revenge against a seemingly half-interested treaty partner; and he pockets a tidy sum of money in the process. One thing I do know is that he sees any modernization as a good thing.”

	 

	Ian ordered two more lagers. “Have you talked with your boss about this?”

	Gabby knew he had to be cautious in what he said. Panabari viewed the contract as a violation of parliamentary procedure regardless of its merits or shortcomings. Speaking too forcefully against the prime minister could be perceived as treasonous behavior, and putting his boss into that position would be worse. He’d pick his words wisely.

	“Look, everyone is rightfully irritated at how all this transpired. We’re a parliament. We’re supposed to discuss these major issues and jointly formulate a national position. That didn’t happen this time, and it’s one of the most important decisions we’ll ever make.

	“Mr. Panabari is more nervous than I’ve ever seen him. He fears the contract will ultimately divide the nation and lead to vastly more instability than good fortune. This Armageddon group worries him. He’s watched as they cleverly gained control of national infrastructure elsewhere and told me there’s a great deal of risk here.

	“He confided to me that he believes the contract will be ratified. Saleh will do it by funneling money to those who support him, or he’ll do it by calling in favors. Somehow, he’ll get it done. So, what’s going to be the consequence?

	“Provinces may split in their support for the government. That could lead to civil conflict and a possible heavy-handed response from Armageddon.

	“Even if civil order is maintained, Armageddon will likely overfish our waters, take control of the lumber industry, and destroy our sustainable forests. Their track record in these areas is not something to brag about. As we cede more and more land, we could see them controlling large areas of prime land. There are lots of ugly iterations that might transpire right under our noses. They’ll be impossible to control if we’re not careful.

	“So yes. We’ve talked, and it sounds pretty alarming to me.”

	 

	 “This isn’t good,” Ian sighed.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	STATE TO STATE

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Ian picked up the phone and punched in the number.      

	“New South Wales Office of the Director, this isPaul. How can I help you?” Ian disliked the fact that Paul, or whoever answered the phone, had always been a necessary precursor to reaching the Director.

	He spoke with a hint of clipped urgency.

	“I need to speak with Director Smith, rather quickly.”

	“Please hold.”

	Seconds ticked by. Ian felt himself slipping into a slow-motion time warp when Smith’s voice snapped him back to reality.

	“Gooday Ian. What’s got you so impatient this morning?”

	Ian took a deep breath.

	“Is the line secure?

	 

	“We’ve got a bit of an issue here in Honiara. Prime Minister Saleh has verbally accepted a far-reaching agreement with a rather nasty corporation called Armageddon. The announcement came out of nowhere. It definitely caught the members of parliament off guard.”

	“Armageddon,” Smith interrupted, “I seem to recall several national-level contracts they used to establish themselves and ultimately sell their ill-gotten gains to our adversaries around the globe.”

	It relieved Ian that Smith at least knew of Armageddon.

	“Yes, it’s the same group. They’ve promised to build a track and field complex along with a casino here in Honiara. They’re also shaping the national infrastructure with a plan to develop new ports and to rebuild most, if not all, the regional airports. Saleh’s willingness to allow Armageddon’s security personnel to enter the country and train his fledgling national police force comes into direct conflict with our existing engagements. I feel like we’re being replaced.”

	Smith swallowed at hearing the scope of the agreement. He’d need more background data before briefing the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

	“Do you have a feel for the internal political reaction? I mean, is there a possibility of revolt or serious dissent?”

	Ian only had Gabby’s assessment of Parliament Member Panabari’s response.

	“First, my one-and-only source thus far thinks the agreement will ultimately get ratified. That means that two-thirds of the parliament will be in cahoots with Saleh. The remainder will be unhappy. Ultimately, and especially if Armageddon’s promises don’t materialize, it could precipitate anything from sporadic unrest to large-scale turmoil and a change in government. So yes, things could get ugly.”

	 

	Retired Major General Tommy “Grits” Smithberger, the Deputy Director at the Department of Homeland Security, joined the U.S. State Department’s Monday morning video conference. The title slide, Armageddon Corporation’s Infrastructure Contract with the Saintly Islands, sparked his curiosity.

	“Strange, the Saintly Islands are in the middle of nowhere. This should be interesting.”

	Assistant Secretary for Political-Military Affairs, Jerry Hendson, spoke with no more than routine concern.

	“This represents an unusual situation for all of us. First of all, our partners in Australia already have a bilateral security treaty with the Saintly Islands and have expressed a desire to take the lead in managing this situation. They’ve asked us to provide a passive response in the northern sector, including the Choiseul, Shortland, and New Georgia islands. They’ve also left open the possibility of working together on more clandestine operations should they be required.”

	“I’m prepared to deploy additional Marines to our training area in Darwin,” Major General Sam Armstrong, USMC, interjected. “We have a good working relationship with our Aussie brothers and sisters and can reinforce any deployments they might undertake. Our naval and air components remain at your disposal. They can assume a standby posture, provide a simple show of force, or actively interdict if the situation requires it.” 

	“Whoa, I can’t have you going in guns-a-blazing,” responded Hendson. “I certainly appreciate your ability to project forces across the spectrum, but I have a somewhat milder approach in mind. The Aussies stressed that non-confrontational actions would have a vastly better likelihood of achieving our desired outcome.

	“I’m sure Prime Minister Saleh and the Armageddon team already anticipate a level of response. And there shall be one, one that is not provocative. We’ll up our military presence ever so slightly. In other words, one without sending in the troops or pushing too close with naval vessels. We already have a number of civilian assets on the ground who keep us apprised of anything unusual. At this point, I think high-altitude surveillance might be appropriate.

	“And I don’t want to run the risk of exposing ourselves with clandestine special forces operations, at least not yet. That’s where DHS can help.

	“Grits, you still have that civilian Greyhawk International company on retainer, don’t you?”

	Smithberger smiled, happy with himself for keeping Gar Randolph and his company within arm’s reach.

	“I do, and they now have significant resources that can be employed without discovery or connection to our government.”

	“Great,” Hendson resumed, “here’s what I have in mind. First, Armageddon may very well build facilities that benefit the country, such as the stadium complex. Those types of projects will initially be off-limits to any interference.

	“The casino is another story. It’s designed to provide the necessary income to pay for everything else. In other situations similar to this one, Armageddon paid to attract clients during the first year or two. Unfortunately, Prime Minister Saleh won’t know that Armageddon is creating an unrealistic business picture. The casino will operate at a loss but report profits. Once Armageddon pulls the casino support, the country will more than likely default on the other infrastructure loans. That’s their game.

	“Seaports and airports are another area of concern because they introduce potential military applications while providing limited commercial value. In all likelihood, the contracts will ultimately bankrupt the nation. Therefore, any construction delays we introduce will undercut Armageddon’s ability to deliver the finished product. In effect, it’ll save the Saintly Islands from being saddled with loans they can never repay.

	“What I have in mind for Greyhawk International is to keep an eye on the northern islands and report any observed developments. They’re to remain hands-off. At least initially, it’ll feel more like a vacation than anything else. They’ll also be available to support the Aussies should they call for a joint, non-military operation.

	“Any questions?”

	 

	Thirty minutes later, Smithberger picked up his secure phone. The voice on the other end sounded familiar.

	“General Smithberger, this is General Sam Armstrong. Please, call me Sam. Have you got a few minutes?”

	“Of course,” Smithberger answered. “I’m glad you called because at some point, I want to set up tactical communications between your forces and our Greyhawk team.”

	 “Exactly,” Armstrong agreed. “I’d like to provide you with a list of nautical and aviation capabilities that we can keep within arm’s reach. I’m talking about the more advanced stuff. I’d also like to pass along methods of contact so that I can be as supportive as possible.”

	Smithberger thought for a moment before responding.

	“What specifically do you have to offer?” he asked. “I’m curious more than anything else at this point, although it’ll be helpful if I know what technology tools you have in your toolbox.”

	Armstrong wanted to be as helpful as possible, and he also wanted to keep his foot in the door more firmly than Hendson had allowed.

	“Well, I have submersibles that are equipped to perform a variety of tasks. For example, simple sonar and visual surveillance, cutting cables, or providing your divers with outside access. One of our trainers could instruct your boys on how to operate them, or I could find a non-military operator to assist.”

	“Interesting,” Smithberger answered.

	 “I can also provide real-time imagery for areas of interest,” Armstrong continued. “It might take a twenty-four-hour lead time, but we can get it. I have little things like the latest re-breathers for your scuba divers, advanced goggles with integrated communications and projected displays, underwater torches, and any number of other things.

	“It might be worth having your team contact one of our SEAL teams and meet up somewhere convenient.”

	Smithberger concluded the call.

	“Thanks, Sam. I’m sure there’ll be merit in coordinating capabilities and, more importantly, establishing effective communications.”

	 

	“Interesting call,” Smithberger mumbled to himself as he lit a fresh Cuban.

	He needed to decide where he’d draw the line on this. Coordinating too closely with the military could potentially compromise any Greyhawk clandestine operations. On the other hand, Armstrong and his special forces had a lot to offer.

	He leaned back in his chair.

	“Let’s see what equipment Gar already has in his hangar and what materials he can get his hands on. Based on that, I’ll decide how much coordination is necessary.”

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	MEET GAR RANDOLPH

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Jerry Hendson called Smithberger not more than fifteen minutes after Gen Armstrong hung up.

	“Grits, I’m curious about this guy of yours, Gar Randolph. We’re putting him into a somewhat murky situation that could very well demand on-the-spot decision-making. I’d feel more comfortable if you’d share some of his background. Do you mind?”

	Smithberger wouldn’t normally reveal much, however, in this case, it made sense to do so.

	“Ah yes, Gar Randolph. Now there’s an unusual, capable individual.

	“He occupies an office downstairs from me but more often finds himself traipsing about Asia’s uncharted countryside.

	“What’s interesting is that he’s technically not an employee of DHS, but rather a contractor hired through the Pentagon and loaned to me. I’ve found him and his team to be extremely effective in resolving seemingly impossible international snafus. I’m sure you see more than your share of similar head-scratching situations where you can’t officially get involved, but at the same time need to nudge the outcome one way or the other. Well, Gar has done exactly that while maintaining an independent small-business façade.

	“During his college days, he moonlighted as an ethical hacker. He arranged meetings with corporate staff and showed them first-hand how vulnerable their online presence had become. His slide-flipper hacked everything from personnel and payroll records to individual credit card numbers and email addresses during the presentation. At the end of the briefing, he shocked those in attendance by displaying their confidential information on the final slide. Gar would propose a comprehensive training program coupled with the latest secure processes, techniques, and hardware. 

	“One of his more interesting jobs had involved hardening Native American casinos in Minnesota and Wisconsin. He’d studied the internal workings of their slot machines and mainframe gaming management systems, and once he discovered their vulnerabilities, developed insidious methods of exploiting them.”

	Money flowed, and he used the income to buy a small airplane, which he learned to fly and maintain. Shortly after that, he formed a small air service company, and that’s when I found him.

	“Interesting,” interjected Jerry. “Those are skills that could potentially come in handy.”

	A warmth filled Smithberger’s body at being able to provide such a useful talent, yet he needed Jerry to understand the full breadth of Gar’s abilities.

	“There’s a lot more to him than his advanced IT-oriented brain. He’s tracked down an elusive Asian drug lord, dismantled an international gold smuggling ring, retrieved extremely sensitive space debris from under the noses of the Chinese and Indians, and more recently, explored the jungles of Papua while eliminating a group of foreign thugs. He remained mostly invisible during those missions.”

	“Yes, I seem to remember some of that.” Jerry was still worried that Prime Minister Saleh might catch wind of Gar’s activities. “That’s all good to hear, and it does ease my concerns. As long as Gar remains hands-off in his surveillance and clear of suspicion, I’m comfortable moving forward.”

	 

	Brandon answered the phone with an official-sounding voice.

	“Hello, this is the office of His Highness, the Gar of Greyhawk.”

	His quirky greeting didn’t surprise Smithberger. Brandon had always operated on a different wavelength. He often wondered why Gar liked him so much.

	“Brandon, I’m looking for his highness. Is he in Washington, D.C., today? As I recall, he mentioned something about visiting Cessna’s aircraft design team in Wichita.”

	“Oops, Sir.” Brandon gulped while trying his best to sound contrite. “Ah, yes sir. He’s on his way back as we speak and should be landing at Reagan International shortly before 6 p.m.”

	“I see…” Smithberger thought for a moment before adding, “I need to talk with him sooner rather than later. Do you suppose you could contact him and arrange a place close to the capital where he and I could meet for a casual dinner?

	“Once you get it arranged, call back and pass the details to my secretary.”

	Brandon reached for a pencil and a pad of paper as he responded.

	“Yes sir. I’ll get back muy pronto.”

	 

	Gar had carefully affixed technical drawings to the sides of his first-class cubicle and focused on one of them when a young stewardess with an engaging manner touched his shoulder.

	“Sir, our Captain received a request for you to call a Mr. Brandon before our landing. I can help you log onto our aircraft’s Wi-Fi and, if necessary, assist in placing the call.”

	 

	“Well, it took you long enough,” Brandon grumbled after answering the phone. It had been less than fifteen minutes since he’d called the airline’s headquarters and requested help contacting Gar.

	“Hi Brandon,” Gar responded with a healthy dose of sarcasm. “Gee, I missed you these past three days. What’s on your mind?”

	Brandon shifted to a more serious tone.

	“Sir, the Deputy Director wants to discuss a few seemingly important matters as soon as possible after you land. He suggested you choose a nearby restaurant where the two of you can find enough privacy to eat dinner while having that discussion.

	“Got one in mind?”

	Gar subconsciously mumbled as he thought.

	“Give me a few seconds . . . I know a place above Rosslyn Metro Station called the Bad Monkey Bar. Hang on a moment.”

	Gar turned to the stewardess.

	“Excuse me, ma’am, is our landing still scheduled for 6 p.m.?”

	She leaned closer and half-whispered., “I think we’ll be a few minutes early. My guess is that we’ll be connected to the jet bridge and offloading the passengers by then.”

	Gar gave her a thumbs up and returned his attention to Brandon.

	“I should be out of the airport by 6:30. Tell Grits I’ll meet him at the Bad Monkey around 7 p.m., give or take a bit.”

	 

	Smithberger looked across the street from the Rosslyn Metro exit and immediately noticed the bright neon Bad Monkey moniker.

	“This is definitely not a top-tier establishment. Typical Gar.” He mouthed the words to himself.

	As he entered what appeared to be a pub, he encountered a half-distinguished-half-mischievous gray-haired man who seemed to recognize him. Before he could fully absorb Bad Monkey’s ambiance, the gentleman introduced himself.

	“Hi, I suspect you’re Grits. I’m Chode, and I’ll be your host for the night. This is my place.”

	Smithberger wondered how this guy, Chode, could sound so informed on his arrival.

	“How on earth do you know me? I mean, I’m not famous or anything.”

	Chode grinned like a child with a secret that only he knew.

	“When Brandon asked for a quiet corner where you and Gar could eat dinner while discussing something important, I used my sources to find a current picture. After all, a person of your stature deserves a personalized greeting when coming through my door.”

	Smithberger laughed.

	“Tell me about your place. What’s that, a full-sized P-51 crashing through the wall? And those 105mm howitzer shells fashioned into beer taps? Nice.”

	 Chode moved his arm in a sweeping motion across the main room.

	“This place operates in homage to our firefighters, police, first responders, and our military. I thought it appropriate to open here because of its proximity to Arlington Cemetery. Bad Monkey is a place to reflect, celebrate, and find commonality of spirit. The barmaids are a select group of fitness gurus, mostly combat vets, and are good at what they do. What do you think?”

	“I love it,” Smithberger confessed. “Is there a quiet spot anywhere?”

	Chode’s devilish look reappeared.

	“I’ve cordoned off the stairway to our second-floor VIP Lounge. It’s all yours for the night if you want. I’ll make sure a waitress is within eyeshot down here behind the bar. If you need anything, just wave in her direction and she’ll respond.

	“And don’t be shy if the music gets loud, I’ll find a way to tone down the festivities. Gar and I have known each other for what seems like most of our lives. He’s a friend.”

	 

	Gar appeared a short while later with several barmaids in tow.

	“I’ve invited the best of Chode’s staff to take our dinner order. I must apologize for keeping you waiting, but an incident along the subway tracks delayed things.”

	“I’m sorry to say that we’re only here for your drink order,” one of the barmaids announced. “Tonight’s dinner will start whenever you’re ready, with two Bavarian-style pretzels to go with your beers. We’ll serve an onion soup, and the entrée will be our special sauerbraten with red cabbage. And for your dessert, we’ll tempt your dietary resolve with our house-made vanilla ice cream topped with Cold Brew Jägermeister.

	“I hope this will be to your liking.”

	 

	Smithberger relaxed with Gar as they ate and caught up on happenings around Washington, D.C. Eventually, he broached the topic at hand.

	“How familiar are you with the Saintly Islands? They’re pretty close to Rabaul, where you spent time recently, if I recall correctly.”

	Gar suppressed a smile.

	“I’m happy to hear you remember anything about my adventures.” He chuckled and continued, “Well, I know where they lie in the ocean and to be honest, little else.”

	Smithberger provided a lengthy background on geography and the political climate.

	“It seems the prime minister has convinced enough of his parliament to ratify an agreement with a shadowy corporation by the name of Armageddon.”

	A bitter taste filled Gar’s mouth.

	“Armageddon? I’ve run across them before, in Burma. They speak a good game, but they’re a cutthroat group of thugs who give little and steal a lot. The planet would be much better off without them.”

	Smithberger understood Gar’s animus. He recalled an Armageddon security guard having shot one of Gar’s aircraft mechanics in Burma.

	“They’ll undertake several far-reaching infrastructure projects and train the national security forces. The Australians are about as nervous as a hen-pecked husband hiding a naked girlfriend in the closet. They’ve asked for our assistance in keeping an eye on things to the north.

	“By keeping an eye on things, I’m talking about activities like foreign vessels over-fishing local waters, a control shift in the lumber industry, unusual construction at airports, new seaports, radar sites, or land-grab initiatives.

	“This assignment will almost certainly feel like an extended vacation before it evolves into something more interesting. It’ll require a breadth of equipment and personnel to cover land, maritime, and sub-surface surveillance. And in all likelihood, it’ll be a long-term undertaking. I’d plan on being in place for at least a year once you get there.”

	Gar asked a few basic questions about working with the Australians and his relationship with U.S. military forces.

	“Let’s have one more beer. After that, I’ll set a time for briefing my approach. I have to admit that this feels impossibly broad right now.” 

	 

	Gar looked from the P-51 to any number of other plaques and displays. The ambiance filled the bar with motivation and positive feelings. The food and drinks tasted delicious. He considered it to be classic Chode, and a good choice.

	 

	He eventually looked up at Smithberger.

	“It’ll take most of a day to pull the pieces into place. Despite its complexity, I’ll have a plan ready to go by the close of business tomorrow. Can I drop by your office late in the afternoon, or would you prefer I find another off-the-beaten-path restaurant like this?”

	 

	“One day to concoct an impossible plan. What have I gotten myself into this time?” He wondered.

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	THE PLAN

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Gar tapped his knuckles twice on Smithberger’s open door, doing so without his usual aura of self-confidence. He’d briefed a number of scenario support plans in the past. However, none had ever felt so inadequate as this one.

	Smithberger looked up.

	“Come in here, young man.” He pushed his dimpled leather desk chair back and stood. “I thought you’d forgotten about me. For most of the day, curiosity about this mission pulled my focus from the work at hand. I imagine that surveilling such an expansive area is nearly impossible. As I often tell my kids, when it comes to skinning a cat, there’s more than one way to do it. Tell me how you envision getting it done.”

	Gar simply nodded his head, took a deep breath, and stepped to the large whiteboard on the wall opposite Smithberger’s desk. He grabbed a marker and explained while sketching a map of the Saintly Islands.

	“We’ve been assigned three general areas to surveil. The first is this large island called Choiseul. From what I’ve been able to gather, it has few natives and no real industry. There are forests along its central spine, although not many of the trees are being actively managed or harvested. It does have two airports, one with a macadam runway on its northwest corner and the other a dirt strip on the opposite end of the island. We’ll definitely keep an eye on them and their surrounding communities.

	“I plan to engage two talented, fun-loving adventurers to circumnavigate the island on a large sailboat. They’ll keep an eye out for offshore mineral exploration, foreign fishing fleets, or any sign of unusual onshore activities.”

	Smithberger puffed a Montecristo No. 2 Cuban as Gar briefed, seemingly satisfied.

	“That sounds like an easy enough solution. I like it.”

	“It may seem like a leisurely undertaking, but setting it up won’t be as easy as you might think,” Gar confided. “My two adventurers are hiking in a remote section of New Zealand’s Kahurangi National Park. I’ll need to track ‘em down before I can convince them to shorten their commune with nature and join the team.

	“The sailboat I want to use is currently docked in Cairns, Australia. That’s over eight hundred miles from the Saintly Islands, and even with favorable winds, it’ll take almost two weeks across open seas to reach Choiseul. To streamline things a bit, I’m going to hire the boat with its crew and get them headed toward Rabaul. That way, my adventurers can rendezvous there and sail to Choiseul the next day.

	“Once our yacht, Tanigue, anchors at Rabaul, I’ll provision the two of them with whatever gear I think they’ll find useful.

	“The islands off the southern coast of Bougainville present a somewhat more complex challenge. In addition to several rural airports, there are a hundred little uninhabited islands we’ll need to watch. Initially, our trawler will support one or two scuba-diving teams. I envision it leapfrogging the teams between islands after a week of assessing each area. We’ll use our quadcopter, Icarus, to scan the interior portions of the islands at night.

	“The last major area of coverage will be the New Georgia islands. To be honest, I’m not sure how exactly we’re going to provide adequate coverage. At least ten established airstrips and numerous seaports are spread throughout the region. We’ll surveil the eight most significant islands, all of which have limited electricity, primitive dirt roads, and a complete lack of cell towers. We’re gonna have to pick our spots and trek from one to the next with some regularity. Once northern island surveillance is established, I may bring the quadcopter down to New Georgia and have it help move our folks around.”

	 

	 “Are we gonna need military assistance after all?” Smithberger wondered.

	“Do you plan to bring your Cessna SkyCourier? That might be handy for hopping from airport to airport.”

	Gar hadn’t thought to bring it, a rare oversight since he planned to bring almost every other asset he possessed.

	“Now that you mention it, I think it might be a good idea. I’ll have to work out the deployment and logistical details. Yes…it’d be helpful, especially if we paint it with one of those missionary liveries you might see in Papua New Guinea.

	“I know we’re not cleared for any disruptive actions. Just the same, I plan to bring most, if not all, the weapons we’ll need if asked to do more than simply watch from a distance.

	“General, these guys are dangerous, and in my experience, aggressive. I plan to be prepared for action, and that’s why I’ve leased the sailboat and will deploy the trawler, the 210-foot yacht, the quadcopter, and now the SkyCourier.”

	“The military has offered to loan us their high-technology submersibles and underwater communications gear,” Smithberger interrupted. “Would that help?”

	Gar chuckled at the perfect segue into what he’d planned to discuss.

	“You might be interested to know that we’ve already been analyzing and secretly developing a variety of submersible technologies. I believe we’re at least one step ahead of what the military gets through the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. Greyhawk is a top-secret advanced developer for many of DARPA’s early-stage projects.

	“Our submersibles for this mission can best be described as hybrid speedboat submarines. When I last checked, the development team had disguised their surface cowlings to resemble a simple fishing skiff. Those can be repositioned in open seas to provide a vastly more streamlined shape for sub-surface operations. We’ve got two of them, and I’ll load both on Tanigue.

	“Another interesting technology involves several robotic torpedoes we’ve been testing. They can do all sorts of things, such as autonomously attaching themselves to a metal-hulled boat and painting the hull with a variety of compounds. For example, we’ve developed a highly corrosive goop with a negative .5pH level that introduces all sorts of nautical issues without the victim knowing how it happened.

	“This stuff is not affected by seawater and has a delayed effect because it takes a day before the goop fully activates and corrodes its way through a two-inch metal hull. By then, we’ll be long gone.”

	Grit's face came to life.

	“Are you kidding me? You can actually sink a ship with that stuff?”

	Gar didn’t want to sound overly confident.

	“Theoretically, yes. Our torpedoes can attach themselves to moving or stationary ships. Electronically, they’re undetectable and can paint a lot of the goop from stem to stern before detaching and returning to our mothership. The batteries last approximately four hours, and the little demons move fast.

	“I’ve asked the team to see if we could get one to goop a propeller shaft on a stationary target. That makes the process a smidgeon more demanding, but it’s exactly the motivation our guys needed to devise a solution.”

	 

	Smithberger couldn’t help but feel pleased knowing that Gar remained a step ahead of that overly helpful Sam Armstrong. The thought of letting the General remain on the sidelines for the time being caused the sides of his mouth to curl upward.

	“And communications?” Smithberger wondered out loud.

	Gar hadn’t completely worked out that aspect. He’d set up an initial communications network that he planned to modify later if necessary.

	“This will probably sound sophomoric, but it’s all I’ve got for now. We’re going to use encrypted satellite phones. Our command center will exist on Tanigue, and I’ll have Chambo organize all the necessary support links. We’ll bring a complete suite of tactical communications equipment and employ it as the situation dictates.

	“And before you ask, the lodging plan is about as firm as smoke in a typhoon. Initially, we’ll live on board ships. I’ll make sure we have enough camping gear to outfit anyone who needs it, and I’m looking at including ten large self-contained geodetic dome-type tents to form the basis of a more permanent land-based command node.

	“Ultimately and ideally, we’ll find an isolated resort in the right place that we can either purchase outright or lease long-term.”

	Smithberger lit another Cuban, stood, and turned toward his sixth-floor window. He gazed unfocused at the low-hanging gray clouds while assessing Gar’s hastily construed plan. Gar returned to his chair and sat quietly while Smithberger judged the plan’s merits.

	“Okay, it’s a go. I’m aware that I’m asking a lot. Your objective is expansive and elusive. Keep in touch and let me know when you need my help.”

	Gar stood before responding.

	“Yes sir.”

	His heart pounded more rapidly with the realization that he now faced the incredible challenge of finding people from around the world who would drop everything and move to the Saintly Islands in the next two weeks.

	 


Chapter 5

	 

	CHAMBO & MARLO ALERT

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chambo stood alone in one of Greyhawk International’s spotless hangars. To his left, toward the rear, two small egg-shaped Raptor aircraft with long swept wings and graceful winglets appeared otherworldly. Their gull-wing doors had been lowered from the open position, and the windshields were covered with soft-fabric dust covers.  A sleek twin-engine helicopter sat closer to where the horizontal folding hangar doors touched the white-painted floor. Chambo couldn’t help but think out loud.

	“All this potential energy, so much power waiting for a pilot, like me, to unleash it... and not a soul in sight.” 

	To his right, a Cessna 408 SkyCourier rested two feet off the floor atop airframe jacks – everything frozen in time, the workers elsewhere on a break.

	Boredom dulled his psyche.  He resisted its blanketing effect by focusing on the tasks at hand. This same malaise often took root between assignments, and the past two weeks had been no exception. Fortunately, a more energizing buzz of activity existed nearby in what had become Greyhawk’s research hangar.

	As he turned to head in that direction, two mechanics under the SkyCourier caught his attention. They’d been hidden behind the landing gear structure.

	“Okay guys, get those hydraulic lines inspected and clear any remaining write-ups. I want everything in here ready to go at a moment’s notice.”

	 

	Chambo’s six-foot-four-inch frame could be intimidating from a distance. Once close up, however, he transformed into a more jovial, devil-may-care manager. He occasionally exhibited a feistier demeanor, usually after noticing an overlooked task he’d failed to tick as complete on his ever-present to-do list.

	 

	Marlo, the captain of Gar’s large yacht, Tanigue, unexpectedly ambled through the hangar door.

	“Hey, big guy. Are you lost?” he called to Chambo. “I think the offices are to the rear of the hangar, over there behind the SkyCourier.”

	“Very funny.” Chambo shot back. “And what brings you to our fair hangar so close to lunchtime?”

	Marlo’s bubbly personality shifted to a more serious tone.

	“I’m here to inspect those top-secret cigar-like gadgets you call torpedoes,” he whispered.

	Chambo noticed Marlo’s face morph from a deadpan seriousness to a subtle grin.

	“I’m thinking of having them painted brown and adding one of those colorful Cuban cigar bands toward the rear end,” Marlo added.

	Chambo knew he’d been had. His chuckles diminished.

	“Let’s head over there. This hangar is depressing.”

	 

	As they approached the second hangar, Chambo’s phone beeped. Gar, again.

	“Chambo, sorry to bother you in the middle of the day. I have a few questions, and I need answers. Have you got a few minutes?”

	Chambo always liked it when Gar called him for what little information he didn’t already know.

	“Sure. I’m here with Marlo and about to review the progress on our torpedo project.”

	“Good. I’d appreciate an assessment of them in a few minutes. But first, I’m going to outline a new mission that, as usual, is complicated and has a right now deployment timeline.

	“We’re going to take most of our personnel and equipment to the Saintly Islands. However, getting everything there presents something of a challenge. People and equipment will start moving in that direction soon, but at different times and from all over the place. We’ll gather in Rabaul, and that’s where I’ll provide a final briefing before we move south into the Saintlys.

	“Our presence is to be as close to invisible as possible. If you need to talk about destinations, I’d suggest using Rabaul as the target location. Got all that?”

	Chambo hesitated.

	“As soon as Marlo gets me a pad and pencil, I’ll get it all down. So far, I understand that things will happen quickly, and our operation will be hush-hush.”

	“That’s right,” Gar confirmed. “For starters, I need you to get Tanigue, Icarus, both submersibles, and a handful of our torpedoes ready to ship out for the long term.

	“We’ll eventually deploy the SkyCourier as well. Before it departs, have one of our programmers modify its surface display subroutine to project a Missionary Aviation Fellowship livery. Also, bring two hundred gallons of that corrosive goop we’ve been experimenting with.”

	Chambo jotted notes as Gar spoke – Tanigue, Icarus, SkyCourier, subs, torpedoes, goop . . . 

	“What else?” he asked as though the list would continue.

	Gar thought to himself before adding.

	“Think about the conditions in which we’ll find ourselves and suggest anything that I’ve missed. We’ll need all the scuba gear, and we’ll need an off-grid solar array, let’s say fifteen kilowatts worth. A lot of food... and camping gear.

	“I haven’t given the camping gear a lot of thought. If you could come up with a list of the basics for ten teams of two, that would be helpful. Include portable tents, sleeping bags, tarps, cooking stoves, backpacks, and other essentials. I’m going to purchase several geodetic dome-type tents I read about in Science and Technology and have them delivered to Zamboanga. You can load them on Tanigue when you’re refueling.”

	 

	The news energized Chambo, and the return to normalcy bolstered his spirits once again.

	“I’ll forward a list of key items first thing in the morning. Do you have any idea of a departure time for everyone?”

	Gar wanted to launch Tanigue within twenty-four hours, but knew that’d be impossible.

	“Let’s first get a status on the submersibles and the torpedoes. If any modifications can be wrapped up within a day or two, complete them. After that, load ‘em on Tanigue. Let’s hope that all the other odds and ends can also be loaded within the next two days, including Icarus. Fly it to the ship’s landing pad under the cover of darkness. Tie it down and raise the faux shipping container walls around it.

	“Let’s set Tanigue’s target departure date for three days from now. I’ll confirm it tomorrow. It’ll take almost ten days to reach Rabaul, and we’ll need refueling stops in the Philippines and Papua. The SkyCourier can depart after its livery is updated. Let’s say in a week. It should take Darsh and whoever flies with him two days to find their way to Rabaul.

	“Now, tell me about the submersibles.”

	 

	Chambo took great pleasure, and pride, in talking about his pet projects.

	“It occurred to me that eventually, we’d find ourselves involved in a mission that required some level of underwater snooping around. I know we can already scuba dive, but we often motor our way dangerously close to the target area before doing so. While a diving bell can get us well below the surface, it won’t be of much value if the objective area is fifty miles away from our closest approach.

	“The problem is that conventional large submarines are generally expensive, complex, and not particularly practical if the objective area is a long way off, like the Saintly Islands.”

	Gar’s patience ran thin, yet he continued listening.

	“The solution came to me while playing a mind-teaser game, I think drop-4, at Sue’s bar. Why not create a hybrid vessel that can motor a hundred miles along the surface before submerging within striking distance of its target? King Neptune himself appeared in my dream that night as if to say, ‘Son, you’re a genius.’”

	 “Chambo, I have limited time. Let’s get to the actual status of things, okay,” Gar blurted in frustration.

	Ignoring Gar’s rebuke, Chambo continued.

	“In a nutshell, King Neptune liked my basic underwater shape for the hull. I added adjustable side panels that give it the appearance of a small fishing vessel cruising along the surface. Those panels fold into much smaller fin shapes like collapsing a hand fan after use. The fins are then lowered into place along the sides of the vessel.

	“It features a jet ski Ultra 310 engine for surface propulsion and two tiny sealed electric motors that drive small propellers. All of this has been fitted and tested, and it all works fine.

	“We can reach speeds of thirty knots on the surface and ten knots when submerged. The two cockpit windscreens pretty much eliminate water friction across the upper surfaces when we’re submerged. Better yet, we’ve tested it to an operational depth of one hundred feet.

	“Once the team dons their scuba helmets, they’ll engage the electronic projection system so that all the gauges and technical data can be selected and displayed on their visors. A state-of-the-art integrated communications system enables the divers to remain in contact with each other and also with control room technicians. Those technicians could be located on a nearby ship or just about anywhere, even here in our control room. We’re in the final stages of checking all the associated gear and will try to complete that validation by tomorrow night.

	“The real value of this equipment lies not only in its vastly greater range but also in the fact that it can carry a variety of larger tools such as cutting torches or netting material or even several gallons of our special goop.”

	Gar warmed inside.

	“They’ve developed these little gremlins just in the nick of time,” he mused.

	 “Do we have anyone trained to operate them yet?”

	Silence.

	“Ah, not exactly. I thought you’d like to have a say in who we train, or hire, to become the system specialists.”

	Gar realized Chambo had made a good point.

	“Okay, I’ll make a note and get back to you on it. Nice work on the developmental end.”

	 

	His thoughts raged

	“Where am I gonna find and train a handful of technical experts for these things? And do it in the next two weeks? Aagh.”
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