
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	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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	An incandescent beam of light darted across the room, momentarily settling on the nearest desktop. A moment later, it slid forward in a smooth arc over the desk’s edge, disappearing until it found the next desk.

	“It’s Siraj’s research papers,” Wu called to his accomplice in a hushed, almost inaudible tone, like wind slipping through a crack. 

	The eerie quiet and distant glow of streetlights blanketed Jayapura’s downtown district. 2 a.m. A solitary car passed outside; only the muted whine of its engine and the continuous whisper of its motion across empty pavement resonated inside the darkened laboratory.

	Wu snapped pics and prepared to force open the top desk drawer. Wait. An anomalous sound outside.

	A security guard making his rounds on grave-shift had crumpled a candy bar wrapper. He tossed it toward the hallway trash receptacle; it ricocheted off the top and fell to the side.

	“Into the shadows,” Wu ordered. “It’s time to leave.”      They slipped outside an instant before the lab door opened. 

	As the guard entered and made his way around the lab, thoughts of the upcoming weekend came into focus. The solitude of night duty suited him. He noticed scattered papers on Siraj’s desk and thought it odd, as Siraj had always impressed him with his overly fastidious work.

	A muted commotion at street level snapped him from his thoughts, and he walked to the sliding door. Strange. It’d been left ajar. Two men across the street pulled their car doors closed. The engine started, and they departed. 

	The thought of them having just been here, in the lab, flashed through his mind. Rather than make a formal entry in his log, he’d leave a note for Siraj. That way, if anything turned up amiss, he wouldn’t get involved in an investigation. 

	 

	“Good afternoon, Greyhawk International,” Chambo announced in a relaxed, professional tone.

	Static hissed through the phone, then a troubled voice.

	“Hello. My name is Dr. Ripon Siraj. I need to talk with Gar.”

	“Sorry, he’s not available for the next two hours. Can I help with anything?”

	“I need help, rather quickly, I’m afraid. Please inform Gar that Rava and I are proceeding to Point Echo. I’ll message him with all the details. He’ll know what to do.”

	Click. The line went dead.

	Chambo sensed trouble. Siraj’s desperation had bled through the phone. Chambo had a feeling things would spin up soon.

	 

	Rip turned to Rava with his usual adventurous look. “I’ve got just about everything set for tonight. Have you gathered your things?”

	“Yes, brother. For the past week, I’ve stuffed extra clothes into my bag and hid them in my lab locker.”

	Rip had done the same. He gathered research documents and carefully sealed them in storage baggies before locking them in his well-worn briefcase. He’d left unassociated technical papers in their place that suggested his research focused on developing new experimental pain-relief medicines from the plants Rava bought from the natives.

	 

	The Laboratorium Kesehatan Jayapura, where Rip and Rava leased lab time, remained busy throughout the day until roughly 3 p.m., when most technicians took time off for dinner. A handful of lab techs returned to work from 6 p.m. to 10 p.m. on Monday through Thursday. Fridays ended early.

	Long shadows from nearby buildings stretched across the lab’s few windows as Friday evening’s neon lights came to life. Rip had created several meaningless lab tests to provide an excuse for working late. He’d conferred with the senior technician and agreed to lock the lab doors on the way out. After everyone left, he walked into the men’s room and shaved his thick black beard. While at it, he also trimmed his already-shaven head. He fitted a nicely trimmed hairpiece before sitting at his computer and preparing the message for Gar.

	Rava entered the women’s bathroom, where she dyed her dark hair a shade of blonde. Before leaving the building, she planned to twist and clip it into a bun.

	 

	Rip had purchased an all-expenses-paid weekend stay at a nearby beach resort earlier in the week and proposed an unusual vacation deal to one of the younger lab techs. Rip liked the kid and routinely teased him about his scraggly beard.

	“I received this super promotional package for a weekend stay at a coastal resort about fifty miles east of here,” Rip told him. “It includes room and meals, but I can’t take advantage of it because I’ve already committed to a jungle excursion south of Jayapura.”

	Rip leaned his head close to the technician and whispered, “Take these rooms for you and your girlfriend. I can’t use them, and they definitely shouldn’t go to waste. The only catch is that you’ll need to use my car as the rooms are somehow tied to its registration. If I can use your car to get around this weekend, you can have the rooms.”

	“Wow, thanks. My Toyota is old and has a couple of dents, but it runs fine.”

	 

	A muscular Oriental peered over the magazine he pretended to read as Rip’s car pulled from the parking ramp. The Asian started his car’s engine and tailed those he thought to be Rip and Rava eastward as they headed for the resort.

	A disguised Rip and Rava looked like a younger couple an hour later as they exited the stairwell into the underground car park area and walked toward the dusty old Toyota hatchback. They eased left onto Raya Abepura Road without drawing attention. Their escape route led them west past the Sentani Airport before bending south around the west end of Lake Sentani. Rip had known that driving along jungle roads at night in Papua would be prohibitively dangerous, so he and Rava planned to stop for the night at the Luther Yawan Christian Church. Rip had met its pastor a year earlier when, quite by chance, they struck up a conversation while dining at a small outdoor restaurant in Jayapura. The pastor had invited them to spend a night whenever they wanted, and tonight seemed to be the perfect opportunity.

	 

	Gar landed the odd-looking quadcopter and switched off its electric motors. Chambo greeted him with a glass of iced tea.

	“Got a rather unusual call while you amused yourself with this goofy aircraft. The caller identified himself as Dr. Ripon Siraj and said he needed your help. Do you even know this guy?”

	Gar thought for a second.

	“I suspected this call would eventually come. Rip is an old friend who’s currently working for General Smithberger in Papua. Somewhere in our safe is a manila envelope with his name on the outside. I think it’s time we take a closer look.”

	 

	Garfield “Gar” Randolph owned an unusual company called Greyhawk International. Its principal base of operations consisted of several hangars on the eastern tarmac of U-Tapao International Airport in Thailand. The company functioned as an agent of the U.S. government for resolving sensitive issues on foreign soil. Gar came under the direction of Major General, retired, Tommy “Grits” Smithberger, the deputy director of the Department of Homeland Security.

	Over the past years, the public purpose of the company grew from a simple fly-for-hire outfit to a research and development node for advanced aviation technologies. Gar prided himself and his company on work in prop and engine noise reduction, visual stealth, aerodynamic efficiencies, and more recently, artificial intelligence and virtual reality integration. What started as a bold investment by a young college graduate slowly became an effective tool for the government. In addition to the more or less public purpose, a vastly more clandestine mission existed. 

	 

	Greyhawk performed a unique mission and did it with equally unique aircraft. Gar’s austere hangar initially housed a Cessna 208B Grand Caravan. Smithberger called him one day with a proposition to replace his unpressurized single-engine Grand Caravan with a new, more capable Cessna SkyCourier. The team immediately started modifying it for more stealthy operations.

	The latest addition to the fleet arrived in crates several months ago, a revolutionary electric/combustion/nuclear-powered quadcopter. It occupied most of Greyhawk’s second hangar, where it remained out of sight to all but those assembling and testing its systems. Gar had been the only person to fly it, although he’d planned to recruit several more pilots in the not-too-distant future.

	Chambo had joined Greyhawk International several years earlier as part of a support package for two of Gar’s more unique Raptor aircraft. He’d soon found his niche as the operations manager. His larger-than-life personality and organized approach to complex projects and missions brought a fun-loving professional approach to daily operations. In many ways, he’d become Gar’s right-hand man.

	 

	Gar and Chambo entered Greyhawk’s air-conditioned operations room and looked for a couple of convenient overstuffed chairs where they could discuss Rip’s call.

	“Let’s project a map of New Guinea on the wall,” Gar suggested. “I’ll dig out that envelope from Rip.”

	Chambo started flipping switches before briefing what little he knew about Papua.

	“Did you know that Papua is the second largest island in the world after Greenland? It’s divided in half, with Papua New Guinea to the east and simply Papua to the west. The western part originally existed as Dutch New Guinea, but later became a part of Indonesia. Its Grasberg mine at one point produced more copper and gold than anywhere else in the world. But mostly, it’s a vast jungle with few roads penetrating inland from the coastline. I think there are still cannibals running about.”

	Chambo rarely surprised Gar, but his knowledge of Papua did just that.

	“Wow Chambo, you never cease to amaze me. Don’t tell me you’re planning a vacation there or have relatives from the mountains.”

	Gar chuckled to himself as he sat at the conference table across from him. Chambo smiled inwardly, knowing he’d caught his boss off guard.

	Gar carefully opened Rip’s envelope. A USB drive slid out as he extracted the remaining single sheet of paper. He read it aloud.

	 

	Dear Gar,

	The USB drive contains a unique encryption algorithm. Should I need to message you, plug it into your computer before opening your email application. Since you’re reading this, the time is probably now. In the meantime, here’s a list of locations with random identifiers in case I reference them.

	 

	Gar thought for a moment before responding. “There’s not much we can do right now. The Point Echo Rip mentioned appears to be a coastal town called Sarmi. Let’s find that on the map.”

	Chambo searched the internet for Sarmi.

	“It has a small seaport and a nearby airport. Other than that, it looks pretty remote.”

	Gar studied the map.

	“You know, Rip is an interesting and very smart guy.

	“I first met him at Mammoth Mountain Ski Area, or more precisely, along a tiny creek near his Airbnb. Narrow pathways in that area had eight-foot-high snow walls. They made me feel like a mouse looking for cheese in a maze. He’d taken a wrong turn on the way to his apartment, which seemed an understandable mistake after having sloshed down more than a few shots of whisky. He fell into the creek, and I almost followed him into the same mess, but stopped in time to realize what had happened and ultimately pulled him out. Our friendship took root.

	“Rip went on to become a medical research scientist, specializing in neurological disorders. He’s quite meticulous yet comes across as the polar opposite of geeky. His younger sister, who, I might add, has beauty that matches her brain, specializes in medical botany. They shared laboratory findings in Los Angeles for a short while before shifting their work to Papua. General Smithberger has them working on one of his pet projects. Not long after I’d introduced Rip to the General, he and his sister packed up and moved.”

	“You seem to know everyone,” Chambo interjected. “Dang.”

	“Get me if Rip calls again. He must have been desperate to have called in the first place.”

	Gar worried about Rip and his sister. If Rip called in need of help, he absolutely needed it.

	 


Chapter 2
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	Rip’s email appeared on Gar’s screen along with its telltale notification beep. Gar reached for Rip’s envelope, poured out his USB device, and plugged it into one of the computer ports. After a few screen flashes and scrolling text, the message appeared.

	 

	Gar,

	As you know, I’m with my sister Rava in Jayapura. While I’ve been analyzing a variety of potions that affect neurons and neural pathways (which make up the essence of our nervous system), Rava has ventured into the jungles in search of medicinal plants. Until recently, various tribesmen provided promising specimens, and everything seemed fine.

	 

	But strange situations started popping up. Several of Rava’s tribal contacts disappeared. We sensed strangers watching us, and our lab experienced a break-in. We’ve decided to quietly leave Jayapura and establish a much lower profile elsewhere. Shortly after I hit the send key, we’ll start driving northwest, roughly following the coastline to Point Echo. 

	 

	Gen Smithberger supports our research, and I’m about to ask him to bless our plan of action. It’ll include potential support from Greyhawk, such as airlift into the more remote regions of the jungle, where Rava convinced me the most important plants grow. We’ll also need a few pieces of laboratory equipment to replace, in part, the lab we’re about to abandon.

	 

	I wanted to give you a sliver of advanced notice before Grits surprises you.

	 

	Thank you, and as always, we wish you well.

	Rip

	 

	Gar read the message again and wondered who wanted his research and why.

	“Chambo, where are Marlo and his new ship? Let’s get him headed to Rayong as soon as possible, like within the next few hours.”

	Gar had added an eighty-foot converted fishing trawler to all the stealthy aircraft he’d accumulated. Marlo sold it to him several years earlier and agreed to remain as its captain.

	 

	General Smithberger soon realized its utility and envisioned an even larger, more versatile ship that could support helicopter operations. He seized the opportunity to buy such a vessel when one became available. 

	Smithberger and the Secretary of the Navy shared thoughts on future projects over a Crown Royal at the Army-Navy Club on a cold, blustering December night. When the Secretary mentioned divesting the Navy of an advanced fast support vessel built in the Netherlands, Smithberger envisioned several game-changing applications, ones that wouldn’t require major modifications. The Secretary had his ear.

	Purchasing the 210-foot luxury vessel had been a mistake in the mind of the U.S. Navy, and the Secretary wanted it gone before Congress caught wind of his spending fiasco. Smithberger quietly acquired it along with five key crew members who would sail it to Subic Bay in the Philippines. 

	A new off-black veneer featuring rust streaks and corrosion blotches applied after its arrival transformed it into what appeared to be a derelict vessel one step short of the ship cemetery. With such a degraded appearance, the vessel could ease in and out of most ports without attracting undue attention. Gar asked Marlo to temporarily mothball his trawler and take command of the yacht. A handful of Filipino engineers and bridge-mates accompanied him. Their technical expertise and indigenous appearance complemented the ship’s well-worn veneer. Marlo often worked alone, even with his expanded crew force. On more than one occasion during the ship’s sea trials, he’d felt like the captain of a ghost ship.

	 

	Chambo returned from his desk in the hangar.

	“I’ve talked to Marlo. He’s at Subic Bay with full fuel and says he can easily average fifteen knots once underway. He’ll be here in five days at that speed.”

	 

	Smithberger had fallen asleep in his bedroom recliner. He’d settled into the overstuffed lounger an hour earlier to clear his mind while reading an autobiography he’d picked up at the Pentagon Book Store. The relatively quiet beep on his smartphone triggered his mind. He sat up, stretched, and looked to see who’d sent the message. It turned out to be two messages from Rip. The first one pushed the encryption interface to Smithberger’s phone. The second message appeared, and it warranted his attention.

	 

	General Smithberger,

	Rava and I are on the verge of an exciting breakthrough, but we’ve got trouble on our doorstep. Explaining the breakthrough should add clarity to the trouble portion, so I’ll start there.

	 

	A tribesman from deep in the coastal jungles gave Rava a plant his people use to prevent a wide range of diseases. I’ve run a variety of tests and am shocked to find that it generates near-universal antibodies. It looks genuinely promising. 

	 

	More interesting, I’ve discovered additional properties that stretch its usefulness to much greater limits. It has the effect of stimulating damaged neurons to repair themselves. Neurons are our nerve cells. They translate raw input into an electrical impulse and transfer it cell-to-cell via a neural pathway that ultimately triggers our brain cells. For example, if a neuron experiences heat, it sends an impulse to the brain that interprets it as HOT!

	 

	I’ve found that the same plant extract seems to encourage the growth of new, or alternative, neural pathways. Hypothetically, if we could manipulate the creation of specific neural pathways, we could transmit camera-like inputs into the optic nerve and create vision for a blind person. Injections, or perhaps even skin applications, could accomplish this.

	 

	Here’s another thought . . . say we take a highly sensitive chemical detector and convert its signals into a format that our nasal neural network can recognize. Humans might smell with the acuity of a rescue or drug-sniffing dog. 

	 

	I see many positive applications for humanity–the blind could see, the paralyzed could walk, we could all perceive the world around us more clearly, smell better, and so much more.

	 

	It could, unfortunately, spur more nefarious activities like the theft of scientific development for short-term profit. Let’s think about even darker applications like the creation of a super-healthy military force or the reduction of our humanness into a more robotic existence. This plant’s broad immunization properties could encourage bio-warfare where one side has universal immunity. I think those might well be the reasons for the trouble we’re experiencing.

	 

	Rava’s jungle contacts are slowly disappearing. It’s as if someone else is grilling them for information and eliminating them so they can no longer support her efforts.

	 

	Unknown people secretly watched us. I noticed a young Asian following me several times during the past weeks. Three nights ago, someone broke into our lab and went through my technical papers. The incursion went mostly unnoticed and unreported. Thank goodness I tend to be cautious and keep my important research papers with me at night. In their place, I leave a separate set of more or less meaningless documents.

	 

	Rava and I are secretly moving out of Jayapura later tonight to Point Echo, where we hope to continue our studies. I’ve mentioned the move to Gar and asked if he could provide a small level of airlift and laboratory support.

	 

	The good news is that I think we’re onto something important, and I would like to continue researching it. Since this deviates from our initial contract, I’m asking for your permission to continue as planned. Here’s what we’ll need to do that . . .

	 

	Smithberger began pacing back and forth, thoughtful, worried. He had a lot at play here, not just Rip and Rava in Papua. His larger plan focused on the development of more effective aircraft operations in contested airspace. The technological leap he hoped to make had at its core the ability to take the pilot out of his traditional flying role and transform him into a mission manager. It included an ever-increasing use of man-machine interfaces where raw signal inputs would translate into neural pulses that would be transmitted from sensor to converter to a neural transfer point, and ultimately to the brain. The sensor element, for the most part, already existed.

	The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency had made great strides in the signal conversion process, and Rip appeared to be solving the neural transfer and neural pathway elements. Gar stood ready with his quadcopter to function as the testbed.

	Smithberger’s mind jumped from element to element of his master project. He eased back into the recliner, found a cigar, lit it, and let his mind slow down. He breathed a sigh of relief at having delivered the quadcopter, none too soon. Once Gar learned to fly it and tested it for endurance, stealth, and general utility, advanced testing could begin. He wondered if it’d be ready for Papua and supporting Rip. If he could do that, it’d be a great trial run. He made a mental note to ask.

	 

	Chambo twitched when the phone rang.

	“Greyhawk International.”

	Smithberger’s voice sounded at the other end. “Chambo, can you get Gar on the line, please?”

	“Yes sir.” 

	He swiveled his chair toward Gar. “It’s the General.”

	As Gar came on the line, Smithberger puffed cigar smoke from his mouth.

	“Rip needs your help in Papua, and I’m trying to determine how you can best provide what he wants. Is that quadcopter flying yet?”

	Gar chuckled to himself for anticipating this very phone call.

	“Sir, we’re calling the quadcopter Icarus even though its rotors are neither feathers nor wax. I flew it earlier today and can confirm that its basic controllability works as advertised.

	“I have to admit that I’ve had a couple of hours to think about a support package for Rip. Marlo will arrive with our yacht in a couple of days, and I’d like to make several modifications to it before we set sail for Papua. The first task will be to reconfigure the sub-deck under the helipad into a laboratory. I don’t know what equipment it’ll need, nor do I know exactly how to source it. Nonetheless, I’ll get a working lab set up before departing.

	“I’d like to clear the rear deck so that we can take our helicopter or maybe even Icarus. We’ll depart once I line up full-time pilots and complete the basic acceptance tests.”

	Smithberger relaxed slightly and drew gently on his cigar. He let the smoke in his mouth linger as he savored its rich flavor. Eventually, he subconsciously exhaled.

	“I like the direction you’re going.

	“This may be preaching to the choir, but I feel compelled to warn you of the dangers you’ll face.

	“Papua presents a naturally hostile environment, complete with impassable swamplands bordering most rivers, venomous slithering creatures, tribal conflicts where its few natives exist, and a vast army of annoying bugs that feast on humans using their miniature tiger teeth. There are few roads, and those that do exist often start and end at alternative versions of nowhere. Rivers are the unifying conduit of travel, and they similarly host a variety of nasty creatures, including crocodiles and flesh-eating fish.

	“Did I mention cannibals? Well, you’re lucky because most of them stick to the highlands. But if one of them invites you for dinner, stay away from any large pots near the fire. Most tribes speak a unique language. There are almost three hundred of them–they’re different and unrelated to each other. As a result, it’s nearly impossible to fully understand tribesmen without years of exposure, so good luck there. 

	“The reason I point all this out is that I want you to be prepared for the worst. There are several issues concerning what is it… Icarus. I’d like to know if you can fly missions in super-stealth mode. I’m not ready to have anyone see such an aircraft yet. And, I’d like to know if Icarus can operate for extended periods without refueling. Helping Rip should provide the perfect opportunity for validating those concerns, along with the aircraft’s other physical upgrades.

	“Rip is researching the technical end of how I envision aircraft to be operated in the future. Your crews will be the direct beneficiaries of his work. Keeping him alive and productive in Papua might speed up the process. Here’s what you’ll be up against politically.

	“Foreign governments are keenly interested in the medicinal aspects of Rip’s research. Their efforts range from stealing new drugs and reaping huge profits by being the first to market, to developing a friendly force immune to the bio-warfare agents they develop. I believe at least one Asian country is after Rip’s research. They’ve already killed several of the tribesmen who provided plants to his sister, Rava. They’ve made one attempt to steal Rip’s research, and it appears they’re becoming even more aggressive.

	“I’d like you to gather a team that can protect Rip and Rava while at the same time validating Icarus. Let me know what funding and additional support are required, and good luck.” 

	 

	Smithberger hung up. Gar had his marching orders. He needed a plan, and he needed to set it into action.

	 

	Rip,

	I’m gathering the troops and getting ready to head your way. It’ll take almost three weeks for our ship to arrive at Point Echo, so keep a low profile until then.

	 

	One of my areas of interest will be flying you into the jungle as close as possible to where the tribesmen found Rava’s medicinal plants. We’ll try to remain at nearby jungle openings, if there are any, and provide at least a modicum of security. It sounds as though alternate transportation, such as motorcycles or even paragliders, may be impractical. Any thoughts on small boats or canoes?

	 

	Besides airlift and physical security, is there anything else I’m missing?

	Regards, 

	Gar

	 

	He hit the send key, got up, and walked into the hangar.

	“Chambo, I’ve got a list of tasks for you to work on. Regarding Icarus, let’s make sure the noise-canceling rotor housings are intact and verify that the skin cameras and surface displays are working. We won’t be flying it again until we fly it to the deck of Marlo’s yacht. I’d like to have a team clear the aft deck once Marlo arrives so the pilots can park Icarus there. We’ll need a protective cover to shield it from the salty ocean spray, and more importantly, from curious eyes.

	“Let’s hire locals to construct two ten-foot canoes out of Kevlar and fiberglass. Make them look like native canoes from Papua. You can probably find descriptive pictures on the internet. Build internal fuel tanks and buy a couple of small engines to power them. They should have hardware so that we can attach them directly to the bottom of Icarus.”

	Chambo scribbled the last of his notes.

	“Are you going to be the only pilot for this mission?” he asked. “What about maintenance?”

	Gar had given this some thought.

	“I’m flying to Tokyo later tonight to get additional pilots. I should be able to do all the ground training on the way to Papua. For maintenance, you’d be the perfect solution. Do you get seasick?”

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Rip’s lab-tech co-worker and his girlfriend approached the coastal resort’s receptionist.

	“May I have the keys to our cabaña? It should be reserved under the name Siraj.”

	She glanced at the reservation ledger and reached under the countertop for them.

	“You’ll be staying in one of our lovely beach units. It’s down the road a bit, and there’s space to park your car nearby.”

	 

	The two lovers arranged their luggage and relaxed before heading to the beach. He’d entered the bathroom and looked into the mirror to examine his teeth, all the time envisioning his soon-to-begin carnal adventure. A sudden thud against the door... a muffled call. His girlfriend kicked, and the commotion broke his train of thought. She’d wandered onto the lanai when a stranger grabbed her from behind and pressed his hand over her mouth. A gun barrel jabbed against her rib cage.

	The stranger forcibly maneuvered her back into the room.

	“I’ll shoot the girl if you don’t comply,” he threatened. “I want all your research papers, and I want to hear the details of your experiments.”

	Anger filled the tech’s veins.

	“I don’t have any. . .”

	At that moment, the girl drove her elbow into the assailant. His fingers instinctively twitched. The gun fired, and the girl slumped to the floor. A candle dislodged from its spot on a low table during her fall. Curtains caught fire, then the ceiling. The tech charged the intruder and grabbed his gun. It fired again, and the tech collapsed next to his girlfriend. 

	The intruder seethed inside as his simple plan unraveled. He frantically looked for the research papers, knowing they existed somewhere. Searing heat singed the hair on his arms and eyebrows and forced him to withdraw, empty-handed. He ran from the structure toward his car, got it started, and drove into the dark. The cabaña blazed beyond control.

	 

	Rip and Rava arrived at Luther Yawan Christian Church several hours after sunset. Rava breathed a sigh of relief as they pulled into its grassy yard.

	“Thank goodness they paved the roads the whole way. I don’t feel comfortable driving around here in the middle of the night.”

	“I agree,” Rip concurred in a relieved tone. “We’ll get an early start in the morning and hopefully find a new home before another sunset.”

	 

	Rip leaned across the front seat of their car toward Rava as they prepared for the next leg of their journey. He held up a weather-beaten map and drew his finger along a road from the church to Sarmi.

	“Aah, see here. It connects this series of villages located roughly along the coast. At least we shouldn’t get lost. I think it’s the only road, and I’d bet anything branching left or right transitions into a rutted pathway rather quickly. Let’s get started.”

	Rava relaxed. The muscles in her neck loosened once she and Rip pulled onto the recently laid pavement. Jungle growth slowly closed in and brought with it a rich, fragrant aroma of dew rising off its floor. The soothing sensation would, unfortunately, lose its grip on her senses as the more oppressive heat took hold. Small home fires began warming water for morning coffee. The dried wood produced a wispy white smoke that rode air currents horizontally through the palm trees while highlighting beams of morning sunlight.

	“Do you think we’ll eventually explore far enough into the jungle to find our miracle plants?” Rava asked. “The last native gave me directions to a possible location this side of the high mountains.”

	“I don’t know,” responded Rip, “but Gar has always been incredibly reliable. If he says he’s coming, I think we’ll be okay, and he’ll get us to where we want to go.”

	 “Tell me about Gar. The one time I met him, he seemed... polite. But is he interesting?”

	“He’s one of the more unusual fellows I’ve ever known. Our parents would approve. He places great value on the work he does, which, to my knowledge, is mostly secretive. Those who work with him carry a deep respect for their leader. I remember him telling me about his mother and father taking him to food shelters during Chicago’s bitter winter months. He heated soup and mingled with those he fed. He appreciates the troubles of others and knows the struggles of the impoverished. It’s a mystery why he never married. He’d be a prize for any woman, yet he deflects their advances and siren-like callings. He’s a most interesting man.”

	Rava absorbed her brother’s words as she watched the jungle blur along the roadway.

	“That’s perfect because I don’t want a man in my life right now. How will he travel to Sarmi? Is he going to meet us there?”

	“I don’t know. It’ll take time to organize everything, but once he figures all that out, I expect to hear something. We’ll blend into the local area in the meantime and familiarize ourselves with the airport and seaport. The map shows a little island nearby. I’d like to rent a boat and explore it as well.”

	 

	They rode in silence for the next twenty minutes. Rip recalled comments the pastor had shared.

	“You know, I learned something last night that I hadn’t thought about until the pastor mentioned it. He told me about private aircraft operators flying natives and missionaries to remote locations.

	       “I asked, ‘What airplanes?’ and he told me about the Missionary Airlift Fellowship that flies Cessna Grand Caravans. A few other outfits offer the same fly-for-hire option. They routinely charter flights to a number of the less austere landing strips. The ‘barely usable’ category of landing strips is occasionally requested, but not nearly as often.

	“With luck, we’ll have Gar to get us around. That’ll keep our whereabouts much more private. But the thought occurred to me that maybe those scalawags chasing us might try to charter an aircraft. I asked the pastor about it, and he assured me that the missionaries would know, and if he asked, they’d pass that info to him. He gets wind of ninety-nine percent of their non-standard flights because he’s always a potential passenger. I gave him my satellite phone number.”

	 

	As midday approached, Rip stopped to refuel at a small Pemex gas station. Rava surveyed the area from the passenger seat.

	“There’s a little restaurant. Let’s stop.”

	She managed a few local food phrases when the owner approached their table and pointed toward the seafood display. He seemed to know what she wanted, nodded his head, and disappeared into the back room. Rava turned to Rip.

	“I think I ordered ikan bakar, sago seeds, and rice.”

	“What on earth are the first two?” Rip asked. “I understood the rice.”

	He chuckled to himself.

	 “The ikan bakar is also called kapeting raja, or more commonly, king crab legs. My fingers are crossed that I’m correct on this. Sago is more traditional here. It’s made from a pith or palm tree heart. They mash it to a pulp and serve it in a variety of ways. It’s supposed to lower blood pressure and contain a fair amount of potassium. The seeds help in a lot of ways, but mostly they lower the strain on your heart. The natives believe it prevents birth defects. Anyway, I didn’t have many choices. Hope you like it.”

	 

	By late afternoon, they’d passed Sarmi’s coastal airport and driven around a small cove leading to the center of town. A rather garish hotel called Jasmine caught Rava’s eye and looked inviting. They stopped. Its Spartan interior appeared bland and uninteresting, but perfect for their temporary needs.

	They showered in their room before descending an old staircase to the empty dining area. Iced fruit drinks relaxed the tension of the past few days. A television in the room’s corner began blaring the daily news, and they couldn’t help but hear about a scientist and a research botanist who’d been murdered near Jayapura. The hair on their necks bristled. A cold shock took hold. Rip looked at Rava.

	“That should have been us,”  he whispered.

	Rava silently mouthed the words, “Oh my God.”

	 

	They drove back along the coast to Sarmi’s municipal airport the next day. Two small aircraft had been parked outside a correspondingly small hangar, and next to it stood an office building.

	“How often do commercial flights come and go?” Rava asked its sole attendant.

	The young man looked up and mentally assessed the person asking the question. He didn’t recognize Rava and assumed she wanted to book a flight rather than inspect his work.

	“There’s a flight every Thursday afternoon. It goes from here to Jayapura. If you need to get to Sorong or further west, you’ll have to first fly east to Jayapura and then fly directly from there.”

	“Do you have aircraft fuel available here?”

	“Yes, of course, he answered with a puzzled look on his face. “But it’s often in limited supply. Why do you ask?”

	“Oh, I’m just curious. My father once flew in Papua, and I always wondered about such things.”

	He perked up a bit. “Did you ever hear of General MacArthur’s airstrip on Wakde? It’s a small island group about twenty miles south of here. If you’ve got the time, it’d be a great day trip.”

	Rava listened intently, thinking they might be safer on a remote island than here in Sarmi.

	“Tell me what you know about the island. We might rent a boat and go exploring.”

	He recalled what his parents had told him.

	“I think the Americans fought the Japanese there during World War Two. The Japanese carved a coral runway out of the palm trees and built a small base. It must have been a fighter base because it didn’t appear to be very large. 

	“A battle raged, and the Japanese fought courageously from well-entrenched positions. But after several days and many banzai charges, the island fell into American hands. My parents lived nearby on the mainland and could hear the fighting.

	“There are sunken remains of a battleship nearby. My friends and I camped there one weekend and looked for it, but never did find anything. Wakde has nice beaches, and the local village sells food. Other than a few surfers, the island remains pretty isolated.”

	“Wow, it sounds interesting,” Rava responded. “You call it Wakde? Right.”

	Rip and Rava casually assessed Sarmi’s little airfield as they left, looking for signs of equipment like forklifts or cargo pallets. They saw none.

	Rip sounded almost disappointed.

	“It looks like a decent runway, but nothing more. Let’s see what the port looks like.”

	 

	Rip started the engine while wondering if they could camp on Wakde for a week or two. That might be the safest way to keep them from being recognized. They’d return later when Gar eventually arrived.

	“Rava. What do you think about buying camping gear and spending a couple of weeks exploring Wakde?”

	“Heck, we already have almost everything we’ll need. Let’s see if we can hire a boat to drop us off and come back later to fetch us.”

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chambo found himself deep in thought and mumbled to himself. “Let’s see, where to start?”

	He’d found a small aircraft company near Suvarnabhumi Airport that worked with Kevlar and fiberglass. They agreed to design and build the two canoes he’d described.

	Four workers gathered around him inside their Bangkok hangar. Chambo held up a large picture of a crude canoe that resembled a hollowed-out log with a tapered front.

	“Here, this rather crude look is what I’m after, but keep the structure light. The outer surface should look hand-hewn and weathered; the inside can be smoother. Let’s put the fuel tank along the floor and make it big enough to run the engine for at least six hours. That would be about twelve to fifteen gallons.” 

	He continued with various other details.

	“If you can include a top covering that I can pull overhead from inside the side structures, it’ll give me the option of sleeping in the canoe on rainy nights. I’ll find a couple of motors and deliver them later today.”

	He turned to leave, then hesitated.

	“And... I’d like two crude paddles for each unit.”

	 

	Chambo sat behind the steering wheel, thinking. He eventually started his van’s engine and turned the air conditioner fan on high, all the time worrying that the lab he needed to provision would turn out to be a discombobulated mess. He tried to recall the equipment he’d used in high school chemistry class. Questions ticked off one after another. Can I trust Aczel? Are they knowledgeable?

	His phone beeped. A text from Gar. . .

	 

	Chambo, I have little idea of what equipment Rip needs for a lab, but he suggested, among other things, a microscope, a microbiological incubator, and a centrifuge. You know, all the basics. Be sure to ask the supplier for his recommendations. I’ll somehow justify the cost later. Don’t worry about the disposables yet. Grits has a contact who’ll help us there. Have fun!

	 

	Chambo reviewed the list again and decided that it included pretty much what he would have come up with given a few minutes. 

	 

	It took more than an hour before he spotted Aczel’s storefront and another fifteen minutes to find parking. A young female sales attendant met him inside the brightly lit showroom.

	“Sawadee ka, may I help you, sir? Ooh... you’re as big as a giant.”

	Chambo laughed; his huge frame and curly blonde hair often prompted such a reaction.

	“I have a list of items I’d like to see. I’m setting up a new lab and need... well... just about everything.”

	She looked over the list.

	“I can show you most of the items on your list. We have new, and in a few cases, high-quality used equipment. Maybe we could have tea while I explain an option to order what we don’t have on hand. We guarantee delivery within a week on most unstocked items.”

	Once Chambo had placed a rather extensive order, he asked for the girl’s phone number and suggested he’d call if he needed anything more. He concluded that the brief visit went far better than he’d imagined. He also decided to order something; anything would do, later.

	 

	Smithberger called Lieutenant General Spencer, Commander of Air Force Special Operations Command.

	“Hi Gene, it’s Grits. I have a special request that I’m hoping you might be interested in satisfying. I’m conducting rather secretive research that includes a prototype quadcopter. Unfortunately, I don’t have anyone with tilt-rotor experience, and of course, that’s the crux of my request. The work will be conducted in Asia, probably in Papua. Do you have two experienced pilots I might borrow for a month or two?”

	“Good to hear from you, Grits,” Spencer replied. “I’d hoped you called to offer me a couple of excess CV-22s or an increase in our manning allocation. As you probably know, we’re stretched pretty thin on personnel, but if you can support me on a future budget fight and maybe share the pertinent details of your research, I’ll try to free up a couple of capable flyers.”

	“Thanks, I’ll remember this,” replied Grits. “Let’s get together the next time you visit our crazy capital. I’ll give you a more detailed update on our testing, which I think, at a minimum, you’ll find interesting.”

	 

	Gar realized that flying internationally had changed dramatically over the past year. Rather than taking a direct flight, he’d have to connect via Singapore before continuing to Tokyo. He booked an evening trip with a two-hour layover, followed by a seven-hour flight to Tokyo’s Narita Airport.

	 

	Ming pre-flighted and started one of the Raptor aircraft. He’d replace the lengthy drive to Suvarnabhumi Airport with a more relaxed thirty-minute flight and deposit Gar on a commercial ramp near the main terminal.

	This would be Ming’s last flight with Greyhawk International. The time had come for him to shift gears and move back to administrative work in Washington, D.C. He’d contribute his considerable intelligence and communicative skills as a legislative liaison for the Department of Homeland Security, more specifically, for General Smithberger.

	 

	As they flew toward Bangkok, Ming turned to Gar.

	“Gyoza or sushi. They’ll keep you thinking straight in Japan and somehow stave off the effects of too much sake.”

	“Has that been your experience?” Gar asked in a light-hearted tone.

	“Possibly,” Ming responded before a nearly imperceptible smile revealed the truth.

	“I’ll miss you, Ming. Hell, we’ll all miss your subtle insights.”

	“If you find time,” Ming added, “you might try a place we call Communist Gyoza near the Tachikawa train station. You get one chance to order. No sharing. No seconds. No take-outs. I think he’ll let you get beer refills, but that’s it.

	“The real name is Gyoza Ten-go-ku, or Gyoza 10-5-9, but it literally means ‘Gyoza Heaven’. The sign by the door reads ‘Gyoza 1059’. Try the garlic gyoza. Like all the others, it’s huge. In fact, it’s like eating a handful of barely seared raw garlic. It’s pretty good.”

	 

	Gar awoke in his first-class flight pod an hour out of Tokyo. An attractive flight attendant stooped next to him a moment later and asked if he’d prefer eggs and bacon or miso soup, grilled fish, and steamed rice. He decided on the Japanese option mostly because he’d acquired a taste for miso soup.

	His BlackBerry displayed an alert from Smithberger just as his food arrived.

	 

	Gar,

	You’re cleared to proceed with acquiring two pilots–they’ll be yours for up to two months. Those guys are tough and smart. I only hope they fit in with your existing group of misfits.

	 

	On your way to Papua, please plan a refueling stop at Zamboanga City in the southern Philippines. Don’t be surprised if an official-looking party asks you to load additional cargo. They might also give you a security team.

	 

	Rip’s work is vital to our overall plan for a man-machine interface. That, in all likelihood, has made him a priority target by others. Be cautious.

	Grits

	 

	Gar called the tilt-rotor squadron commander while processing through Narita’s Immigration section. The commander suggested he catch a train to Mitake Station between Ome and Lake Okutama. Leaving the station, he needed to cross
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