
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	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

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Open waters near Tawi-Tawi

	 

	Darkness breathed deep onto Arturo’s high-speed boat. 2 am. Salty brine splashed upward, followed by a hollow thud as the reinforced fiberglass hull came alongside the larger trawler. More hustle. We’re vulnerable sitting idle.

	Without warning, high-intensity spotlights stabbed through the darkness. Eyes squinted in stunned silence. 

	 “This is the Philippine Coast Guard,” the captain’s commanding voice blared through his bullhorn. “prepare to be boarded for inspection.”

	Arturo flipped all three starter switches. Throaty growls tightened into a reverberating roar as he slammed the throttles against their stops. In an instant, he vanished into the murky darkness, headed toward Tawi-Tawi’s coastline. Three million dollars, transferred from the trawler, sat securely in his cabin.

	 

	Five Hours Later …

	 

	Arturo thrived on the calm that isolation brought to his world. It also represented safety from outside eyes. 

	Today began in sharp contrast to the drama of last night. A coolness felt only in the early morning soothed his body. All-night insect chatter quieted as stars dimmed, and darkness slowly surrendered to daylight. A cleansing silence ensued, but only until the soft overture of chirping birds flowed into a discordant chorus of crowing roosters, all confidently announcing their presence. 

	Arturo “Ka Ping” Reyes heated coffee and then relaxed on his crude bamboo bench along the mini-wharf outside his kitchen.

	“I’m sure those damned insurgents will soon infest my home like red ants attacking fallen fruit,” he mumbled to himself. “It’ll be good to distribute their money and get rid of ‘em.”

	He fiddled inside his shirt pocket for the first of two cigarettes he’d smoke while watching his narrow jungle river. 

	A small dorsal fin broke the surface, sending ripples into the current. Two circling birds came and went, then a rustle along the bank. Arturo noted the anomalies for no particular reason as his mind wandered to other places and other issues. This morning, unlike most others, he found it hard to dream of better times ahead. He wondered why he’d become a financial conduit, responsible for giving insurgents cash every few weeks.

	 

	Stagnant air with its oppressive heat had engulfed Arturo’s inland river shanty well before noon. It also ushered two scraggly-looking insurgents along the river to his crude wharf.

	“Arturo! Where are you? Get your ass out here, and give us our money.”

	Arturo gritted his teeth and suppressed the juices of disgust roiling in his veins. He hated these arrogant thugs. But what could he do? He decided it better to keep them happy, at least for now. He grabbed a bottle of cheap Tanduay rum and came out of his office to the wharf.

	“Boys, let’s have a drink to celebrate last night’s successful escape from the Coast Guard. Here, take a swig.”

	For the next hour, they shared stories of the jungles and the sea. These fighters came from Indonesia, and they’d outsmarted the Philippine military and their foreign advisors for over a year. Arturo wished they’d leave. He considered them to be too full of themselves and angry, thirsty for both blood and money. 

	“How can you possibly spend three million dollars in such a short time?”

	 “It’s easy,” one of the insurgents answered. “We buy protection from the mayors and police, and we buy expensive weapons and explosives when we can find a reliable source.

	“…and we have fun with what’s left. Your contributions are now funding our activities farther inland. Over time, we’ll dominate throughout Mindanao and solidify a Sulu caliphate. 

	“But I warn you, once the government connects this new funding with the increase in violence, you’d best be careful. They’ll intensify their efforts to disrupt the flow of cash.”

	 

	Juanita Go, the Philippine President’s executive secretary, set aside a letter from the Hong Kong Gold Trading Mercantile chairman requesting assistance in ferreting out a gold smuggling ring. She fiddled mindlessly with the papers as she prioritized them before perusing a second report expressing the Philippine Coast Guard’s exasperation in stopping a new flow of cash to insurgents along the Sulu Archipelago. 

	She thought it strange and wondered if the previous letter and this one could be related. At least the cash flow seemed to connect them. Gold found its way to Hong Kong and might very well have generated the source of cash moving toward the southern islands.

	Go concluded that one evil potentially fed the other. But she worried as she clipped the two documents together that if some senior Justice or Interior and Local Government politician got involved, the investigation might never start, and she suspected that high-level corruption existed at the core of the scheme. Any investigation would be problematic.

	She prepared a memo for the President, suggesting that his intelligence director solicit outside help. 



	

Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	6th floor, 7th Street SW, Department of Homeland Security Headquarters Building, Washington, D.C.

	 

	Department of Homeland Security Deputy Director, Major General (Ret.) Tommy "Grits" Smithberger needed action on an issue requiring an unconventional solution. He picked up his phone.

	“Gar, get your butt up here for a few minutes, I have something I want you to look into.”

	Garfield “Gar” Randolph pressed the disconnect button on his sleek business phone, straightened his tie, and pushed aside his desktop papers in hopes of finding a notepad and pencil. A summons from Smithberger’s office always brought the potential for something unexpected, like peeking into Pandora’s Box from a new angle.

	“I’m headed upstairs to see the Deputy Director,” he called across the nearest cubicle to Brandon as he exited toward the stairwell. “Not sure how long I’ll be away. Just wanted you to know I haven’t gone to the beach.”

	 

	Brandon worked in Gar’s office as a research analyst. Analysts didn’t generally display bubbly personalities and embrace exciting lifestyles, but Brandon broke that mold. Aside from his endless hours perfecting computer interrogation and search tools, he always seemed to have barely survived some bizarre adventure while snowboarding or scuba diving. Gar enjoyed Brandon’s offbeat perspective on things as much as he appreciated the quality of his in-depth research.

	The most bizarre career path of anyone in the building arguably belonged to Gar. Completing college and soon thereafter acquiring an MBA surprised no one. But his seven years of extraordinary first-hand operational experience employing a small, privately-owned air force under the company name of Greyhawk International seemed more than a bit unusual. 

	He recently returned from a foreign investigation where he found himself the trusted and government-approved contact for a group of opium kingpins in Southeast Asia. As a result of that mission, his company received fifty million dollars annually through untraceable money transfers. Of those funds, forty million dollars flowed anonymously through him to a variety of approved regional projects. For Greyhawk International, utilizing the remaining ten million dollars meant having the financial means to undertake even more assignments.

	Gar committed to his work with the Department of Homeland Security, even though he technically filled an “on-loan” consultancy position from the Department of Defense. Most of his cases related to transportation security issues in one way or another. His intriguing assignments felt consequential while at the same time, they balanced excitement with danger.

	 

	The deputy director left his office door open, yet Gar habitually rapped his knuckles twice in rapid succession to announce his presence.

	“Come in, young man. How are you this fine morning?”

	“I’m great, sir. It’s always an interesting day when I spend part of it on the sixth floor.”

	Smithberger stood up from his upholstered leather chair.

	“Gar, come over here to this map of the world.” He pointed as he spoke. “This here is the Philippines, and from somewhere up here on the island of Luzon, illicit money and gold are finding their way to Hong Kong. Once there, smugglers sell the gold. The resulting cash is then transferred into the hands of people we’d prefer not to receive it. 

	“Have a seat, and I’ll explain.”

	Smithberger returned to his desk chair while Gar eased into a comfortable high-backed leather wing chair facing the general’s desk.

	"During the past six months, special agents monitoring the Hong Kong Gold Trading Mercantile suspected that warehoused gold bars used to back gold futures trading may not have originated from a legitimate source. The acquisition of gold bars is a highly controlled transaction because they form the basis for substantiating the futures’ online value.

	“We believe the suspect gold to have been smuggled out of the Philippines in the form of counterfeit Hong Kong Exchange-approved bars. The counterfeiter swapped them for cash in Hong Kong Harbor, and we suspect the cash then flowed to a laundry list of undesirable recipients in the southern Philippines.”

	Gar absorbed this revelation without emotion, considering the situation to be fairly straightforward. Numerous questions came to mind, but he simply nodded his head in acknowledgment. For now.

	“Two weeks ago,” Smithberger continued, “the Philippine Coast Guard intercepted a fishing trawler thought to have been transferring contraband into an old but fast coastal speedboat.

	“Based on the small size of the speedboat, the Coast Guard feels the exchange off the southern island of Tawi-Tawi most likely consisted of cash.”

	 “Does anyone know where the gold is mined?” Gar asked as he tried to make sense of the situation.

	Smithberger took a deep breath and gathered his thoughts.

	“No, only that Luzon is the most likely island. These cheaper gold bars mix with the authorized ones bought by the Hong Kong Mercantile to back the gold futures. The Mercantile supplier increases his profits significantly by using cheap gold, while the Philippine gold bar provider avoids taxes, gets a decent price, and can use the laundered funds to support bad things.

	“Our agents are working with the Hong Kong authorities, who are prepared to handle the inside job at the Mercantile. I’ve requested they maintain the status quo for at least a month, which gives you time to do what I’m about to ask.

	“We’re convinced the money flowing back into the southern Philippines is not coming from gold alone. When you find the source of the gold, you’ll likely find additional funds flowing alongside it.

	“During the President’s recent trip to attend the East Asia Summit, the Philippine Assistant Director for Operations at the Bureau of Intelligence Coordination requested assistance in eliminating the source of the cash flowing south. In his words, ‘It’s hard to trust an insider to investigate because it’d be too easy for him to compromise our initiatives.’ Instead, he offered a top agent to work hand-in-hand with you and your team, and he’ll make sure you get his government’s full support. 

	“I want you to unravel this web of mining activity and poison the system so that once it’s dismantled, it stays dismantled.”

	 “Yes sir. We’ve been setting up more permanent facilities in the Philippines already. I’ll initiate the operation as soon as I can put a team together.”

	Gar closed his notebook and stood to leave.

	“Thank you, General. You always seem to make my sixth-floor visits…” he searched for the right word … “challenging.”

	 

	Clinton National Airport, Little Rock, Arkansas

	 

	Gar boarded United’s 5:15 p.m. flight from Baltimore BWI to Chicago O’Hare, where he connected to Little Rock. Dark, windy skies gushed rain as he walked outside in search of transportation. He expected the hotel shuttle to arrive in another ten minutes. It appeared that ten to twelve other passengers awaited its arrival. It’d most likely deliver the other travelers to their hotels before reaching his Capital Hotel, and he decided that Yellow Cab would be quicker. Plus, small-town cabbies tended to be more entertaining with their impassioned blathering on local issues.

	Gar immediately resigned himself to enduring Little Rock’s slow evening traffic flow. It felt as though some supernatural force had grabbed his shoulders and now held him in place, the absolute opposite of Washington, D.C.’s more chaotic pace. His slow progress, the unrelenting rainfall, and the blurred visibility through the cab’s rear windows lulled Gar into half-listening to the slow-talking cabbie. Bobby-Joe Junior, as he insisted everyone address him, turned out to be a walking encyclopedia on construction and road repair initiatives in and around Little Rock. It seemed that the costly removal of thousands of personal padlocks from Junction Bridge, which Bobby-Joe Junior referred to as love locks, topped the list of local controversies. Before Gar heard all its lovelorn details, mercifully, the hotel came into view, and Bobby-Joe Junior shifted his focus to the hotel’s drop-off point.

	 

	The Capital Hotel oozed antebellum ambiance as much as it embraced Southern hospitality. Gar felt refreshed by its cultural immersion, including the well-mannered charm of the beautiful Southern belle behind the counter. 

	“Thank you, Mr. Randolph, aah hope your stay is enjoyable. The elevator and staircase are to your right. Good evening, sir.”

	He left the registration counter for the staircase and noticed the doors of the oversized elevator, rumored to have transported President Grant’s horse to his room. They opened as if to invite him inside, and looked interesting, but Gar opted for the staircase.

	His father had taught him early in life that a successful man cultivates three pillars of strength: mental, spiritual, and physical. The first two came easily, but Gar struggled with a few precepts of physical strength, most notably his penchant for a good party. He did, however, eat healthy foods and exercise relentlessly, which included climbing stairs rather than riding elevators. 

	His well-appointed junior suite did not disappoint and left him feeling disappointed that he wouldn’t be there long enough to fully enjoy it. He set about organizing his clothes, took a quick shower, dressed, and left. His destination. Cajun Wharf.

	The popular hotspot featured fresh seafood, great music, and a spacious covered deck overlooking the Arkansas River. Gar wove his way through the thick smell of spicy, boiled crawfish and a feisty crowd of jazz lovers until spotting his contact. Mex and an attractive female friend occupied a reserved table next to the river.

	“Somehow,” Gar announced, “I thought I’d find you at the intersection of great food and live music. How are you this fine, rainy evening?”

	“Well, well, look what the storm blew in.” Mex pushed his chair back, stood, and embraced Gar in a giant bear hug. “Good to see you again. I never expected us to cross paths here in Arkansas.”

	Mex had been a top special agent for the U.S. Air Force during twenty-eight more-or-less routine classified operations. Several years ago, he retired from those death-defying adventures to begin pursuing less dangerous hobbies. 

	Quite by accident, an interesting niche of publishing witty wine and music reviews became Mex’s new avocation. His wonderfully plucky writings covered popular establishments throughout all of Pulaski County. A discourse filled with blunt honesty and opinionated viewpoints attracted more followers than he’d thought possible. Despite throwing poison darts dipped in harsh words somewhere in every review, he ultimately awarded each bar, restaurant, or music hall an overall “Highly Recommended” vote. It proved to be his saving grace with the owners.

	When he first started writing reviews, he’d arrive at a site incognito, thinking it’d be easier to judge without undue influence. But his six-foot-one-inch height and robust frame betrayed his identity over time. Owners didn’t ban him from their restaurants or nightclubs, but instead, frequently offered reserved seating and preferential service. 

	“Mex, I need your help with a little operation in Asia.”

	“Whoa,” he responded as he raised both palms toward Gar. “I’m doing pretty good right here, and I have no interest in getting shot or being incarcerated in some jungle prison. Don’t say another word. My answer is ‘No’.”

	“Let me rephrase, Mex. Your country needs you. The fact that I don’t know many Tagalog-speaking half-Filipinos is also why I need you.”

	Most people considered Mex to be Hispanic, but in fact, he had a Filipina mother who raised him to speak Tagalog, Spanish, and English. He could move in and out of the country with near-invisibility as a dual citizen.

	“I’m going to recruit Fuji next,” Gar continued. “You two are my best hope for success. Here are tickets to Manila leaving tomorrow afternoon. Meet me at the Inter-Continental Hotel in Makati.”

	Without waiting for an answer, Gar stood, nodded to Mex’s girlfriend, and disappeared into the crowd.

	 

	Daniel K. Inouye International Airport, Honolulu, Hawaii

	 

	Gar caught United’s 7 a.m. flight to Houston, connecting to its 9:40 a.m. flight for Honolulu. The flight experienced moderate turbulence until the Boeing 777 crossed the Rockies and entered a smoother coastal air mass. Gar took the opportunity to shoot Brandon a quick update.

	 

	Brandon, wake up! Just because I’m on assignment is no reason for you to turn your cubicle into a bed and breakfast. I’m headed to Hawaii at the moment and anticipate arriving in Manila as planned.

	 

	Please confirm our initial meeting at the Inter-Con Hotel with the Philippine government’s point of contact. I anticipate our delegation will include Mex and Fuji (fingers crossed). When you get a moment, pass their bona fides to the appropriate party in the Philippine government.

	 

	Also, I’d like a status report on our Plaridel Airport hangar in Bulacan and our facilities on Jomalig Island. Although I’m not sure yet, we’ll likely move our aircraft and equipment from Thailand to the Philippines. We’ll need a place to hangar them if we do.

	 

	Please advise Chambo to begin planning for such a deployment. I’ll contact him with an update after our meetings in Manila.

	 

	I know you’re generally not asleep in your cubicle. Just wanted you to stay alert.

	Regards, Gar

	 

	Gar yawned as he exited the plane after his nine-hour flight. Hawaii’s balmy air along the outdoor concourse felt invigorating. The warmth and ocean breeze brought a similarly therapeutic effect. Visiting Hawaii, even for tonight’s short duration, triggered pleasant memories. The pressures of appointments and strict schedules existed elsewhere. His thoughts drifted to the time his parents brought him here on a family vacation.

	He remembered their lesson on saving money … and how to spend it. Now he knew why they made him pay for his airfare. He became invested in that trip. It held more value to him. His dad had said, “Honest hard work brings rewards if you know how to use what you earn.”

	 

	A bus pulled to the curb, its tall folding doors opened, and inside, a look of surprise flashed across the face of its driver. Walter “Fuji” Fukoshima had become one of the more colorful city bus drivers for Honolulu’s Department of Transportation. Under his bus command, freeloaders quickly found the exit. Drunks and disorderly passengers rarely made it more than half a block, and anyone who tried to physically accost Fuji ended up in a heap at the curb. He drove a happy, well-behaved bus.

	Fuji’s Hawaiian heritage shared enough Polynesian features that he easily passed for a Filipino. He also spoke fluent Tagalog with a bit of a Western inflection that remained convincing.

	Gar stepped on the bus.

	“Hey, Fuji, great to see you.”

	“It’s been a long time. Where you headed?”

	“I’d like to talk. Can we just make the circuit, and I’ll get off back here at the airport? I have an evening flight.”

	Fuji pulled away from the curb as Gar settled into the seat directly behind him.

	Suspense pounded in the pit of Fuji’s stomach.

	“This should be interesting,” Fuji whispered to himself as he looked out the side window, “but then Gar usually comes up with intriguing assignments.” 

	“What do you want?” he asked while focusing on the road ahead.

	“It’s the government that needs your help on a little operation in the Philippines. I want your skills and trustworthiness. Can we meet in Manila tomorrow night, the next day at the latest?”

	“Hmm,” Fuji exhaled as he considered what Gar had asked. “I’m done at midnight. Let’s see if I can get a flight. Sounds like fun. And, oh … you’ll take care of my leave of absence with the city. Right?”

	“Done. Here’s a first-class ticket to Manila. You leave at 3:10 p.m. tomorrow. Once there, take a taxi to the Inter-Continental Hotel in Makati.”


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Lobby, Inter-Continental Hotel, Makati, Manila

	 

	Gar habitually looked for an isolated corner of the hotel lobby where he’d peruse morning newspapers. This usually occurred between 4 a.m. and 6 a.m. as it offered the best combination of solitude and light guest traffic. Early checkouts typically involved businessmen, although occasionally a tourist getting an early start crossed the lobby. However, Gar found those crossing in the opposite direction to be far more entertaining. Their strangely predictable catwalk tended to pique his curiosity, and it nearly always involved a middle-aged or older party animal wobbling into view with his arm around some young girl. They’d traverse the open lobby together as though gracefully avoiding invisible land mines along the way.

	Today, however, Gar opted for the exclusive privacy of the fourteenth-floor Club Lounge, where he preferred their brewed coffee and fresh fruit. He’d read copies of The Star, The Inquirer, and several other national newspapers. Makati’s ultra-modern high-rise skyline came into view as the sun rose, filling the windows on all sides.

	He dressed in casual business attire, sporting dark slacks with matching Italian braided black loafers and an expensive barong over a white t-shirt. He’d taken a taxi to the Bureau of Transportation’s Air Transportation Office a day earlier to verify the status of permits for his Jomalig operations, and after observing those coming and going from the director’s office complex, decided a barong would be the appropriate attire for today’s meeting.

	 

	Gar left notes for Mex and Fuji at the hotel’s main reception counter early last evening, requesting they find their way to the Club Lounge this morning between 7 a.m. and 8 a.m.

	Mex arrived first. His fashionable appearance likened him to a model on the cover of Gentleman’s Quarterly magazine. He wore light tan slacks with an artfully designed grey barong. His expensive light-colored alligator-skin cowboy boots added a classic touch, underscoring his penchant for a distinctive wardrobe. Oakley designer sunglasses on top of his lightly shaved head added a casual touch. He walked with a crispness that suggested alertness and energy. A bystander would never have suspected Mex of having arrived in Manila only hours earlier after a twenty-four-hour trip from Arkansas. 

	Guava juice in hand, Mex eased into the seat across from Gar.

	“I love Makati. The air is always warm, and those nose-pinching smells and blaring sounds of the city bring back memories of my youth. How are you this morning?”

	Gar relaxed, relieved that Mex had made the journey.  He felt a close bond with him. Behind Mex’s fun-loving exterior existed a free-spirited kid who loved his country and had made difficult sacrifices for it at times.

	“I’m happy to see you. Fuji should be here any minute.”

	The elevator doors opened as if on cue, and out stepped Fuji, talking to a beautiful Filipina and her older business partner. Their seeming familiarity suggested the three knew each other, yet they’d only met moments earlier when Fuji entered the elevator on the fourth floor. As he approached the receptionist, Fuji noticed Gar talking with Mex, excused himself, and continued toward Gar’s table. The other two stopped to talk with the receptionist.

	 

	Fuji’s attire when not driving his municipal bus almost exclusively consisted of flip-flops, shorts, and a Hawaiian shirt. Today, however, he looked “Fuji Formal,” wearing slacks with matching basket-weave loafers, no socks, and a black-and-orange Hawaiian shirt. 

	Fuji and Mex finished hugging each other at the same time the couple from the elevator approached. Gar smiled, wondering if these could be his government contacts. He thought they’d be a little older. 

	“Hi, are you looking for a Mr. Randolph? If so, I’m him.”

	 

	The young girl’s face softened, knowing she’d found her contact. She toyed with fanciful thoughts after seeing that Mr. Randolph appeared much younger and better-looking than she’d imagined. It seemed quite unusual that he ended up with such an important position so early in life.

	“Yes, hello. I’m Lea, and this is Marcus. We’re from the Bureau of Intelligence Coordination and are here to help you however we can.

	“I’ve reserved the conference area for this morning.” She turned and nodded toward the corner of the lounge. “Over there. The waiters will rearrange some of the tables and chairs to give us an additional buffer. It should provide satisfactory privacy.”

	They relocated to the conference table while two waiters moved their drinks. Lea suggested they visit the buffet and grab something to nibble on before starting the meeting.

	 

	“First, thank you for coming so quickly,” Lea began. “As you know, our government is interested in resolving this issue with gold and money laundering. It’s a hot topic even though we’ve tried to keep it quiet.

	“A motorcycle tandem in Mabini mortally wounded the agent who’d been assigned to support you two days ago. This appears very suspicious as he’d been one of our most experienced officers and would have been of great assistance. My boss called Marcus and me into his office early yesterday morning and informed us we’d be the agents’ unannounced replacements. I’m relatively new at the Bureau, and I think he selected me because no one knows me yet. Marcus is a research attorney who’s worked several years behind the scenes, in other words, also mostly unnoticed. 

	“Our director is convinced there’s an inside mole who knows about the gold deal and wants it to continue. That’s why you’re stuck with us, and it’s also the reason he asked for your support in the first place. I can assure you the government will provide as much support as possible.”

	 

	Gar listened intently and concluded that the weeks ahead would be interesting. He formed an initial assessment of both new coworkers, thinking that Lea could have been a professional model. She stood tall and slender with ‘drop dead’ facial features, and he understood why Fuji engaged so quickly. She seemed honest and articulate. He hoped she’d also be capable.

	Marcus appeared quite intelligent, even though he hadn’t yet said a word, but took mental notes as though analyzing them. He appeared reserved and cautious, and those traits spoke volumes. He liked both of them.

	“Let’s start at the beginning,” Gar suggested. “Do you mind telling us what you know of the gold mining, minting, and gold plate exchange here and in Hong Kong? I can fill in additional data if I have any. We’ll concoct a plan moving forward once we’ve unraveled all that.”

	They discussed the situation in more detail over the next hour. Gar’s mental assessment gained clarity. He realized that Lea’s youth and tenure at the Bureau left her knowing the basics but not much more. Still, she seemed very street-wise. A strange combination. Marcus, on the other hand, knew a wealth of tangential information. His conceptualization of potential linkages between the scheme’s supporters and its beneficiaries made sense. At a minimum, he’d be a valuable resource for inside information.

	 

	“Okay guys,” Gar continued, “the clock is ticking, and there’s a lot to get done. Let’s find the source of the minted gold before jumping to anything else. Hopefully, we’ll uncover the flow of additional cash at the same time. I’d like Mex and Fuji to work their way inside the local mining operations. Marcus, maybe you can help with getting these two knuckleheads credentialed with the Department of Natural Resources or the Bureau of Internal Revenue. They could pose as tax assessors or safety inspectors, whatever you think will get them access.”

	“That shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll make a couple of calls when we’re done and get their training started tomorrow.”

	“Thanks, Marcus. Here are cellphones for each of you. Please only use them for calls related to this operation. That should keep us a bit more anonymous.”

	Gar realized the guys would be busy for a day or so. After that, they’d need to start inspecting, really snooping around. Brandon could get a list of target locations. 

	 “Lea, you and I can drive up to Plaridel Airport this afternoon and check the status of a hangar we’ve recently leased. Then I’d like to catch a hop to Jomalig Island, where we can inspect our just-completed operations center. It also features a small housing complex we’re still building.

	“Since this is such a sensitive investigation, it might be a good idea to set up operations there. That’ll keep our activities out of Manila and virtually invisible to prying eyes.

	“I own a couple of stealthy aircraft with chemical sensors that might help identify active gold processing plants. I’ll get them headed this way tomorrow or the day after. In fact, I think I’ll arrange for our Cessna Caravan to fly here from Thailand today. We’ll use it tomorrow morning for the flight to Jomalig. That way, no one other than our small group will be any the wiser.

	“At least initially, we’ll search for active gold processing plants using our Raptor’s aircraft sensors. Mex and Fuji can devise a way to get into the mining operations and look for the gold from that end.

	“When we find who’s behind all this, we’ll update our plan to undermine their operations. The goal is to fix the problem in such a way that it goes away for good.”


Chapter 4

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Greyhawk Ops, U-Tapao Royal Thai Navy Base, Thailand

	 

	Chambo heard something buzzing on the workbench twenty feet below. His cell phone vibrated as it rang, and unfortunately, it lay well beyond his reach. His attention at the moment focused on unscrewing a high-intensity LED bulb from its ceiling fixture in Greyhawk’s aircraft hangar.

	“Dog, can you get the phone? I think it’s the President calling again for advice, or something …”

	 

	Chambo’s whimsical mind became meditative as the conversation with Gar deepened, although to look at him, you wouldn’t know it. Routine hangar cleaning and periodic aircraft maintenance activities could wait until later. He suddenly needed to get a lot done in a short time.

	Greyhawk’s fleet of one Cessna Caravan expanded eighteen months ago when Gar purchased two experimental Raptor aircraft. The deal included several pilots and a six-foot-four-inch giant named Chambo. He’d been too large, or more accurately, too heavy to fly the Raptors because his weight seriously reduced the amount of mission-critical fuel or cargo they could carry. Gar relegated him to flying the Caravan and, more importantly, to managing Greyhawk’s budget and flight operations. Chambo loved this new role and poured his immense reserve of energy into managing a myriad of operational details.

	A devilish smile took shape as he gathered the team for an impromptu meeting.

	“Boys, pack your bags ‘cause we’re headin’ to the Philippines! Here’s the plan.

	“Gar wants the Caravan there as soon as possible … like tonight. The helicopter can depart tomorrow morning. Apparently, Guch isn’t ready for the Raptors just yet, so let’s plan on them departing the day after tomorrow.

	“Darsh, I want you to launch yourself in the Caravan as soon as we’re done here. I’ll get it fueled and preflighted while you plan the flight. I’m guessing you’ll need to refuel in Vietnam and then again at Plaridel. That’s where you’ll pick up Gar and a Philippine special agent. When you’re finished with whatever Gar needs, bring the plane back here so we can use it to haul equipment.

	“Oh yeah, and Gar asked if you have room, bring the SH-09 helicopter VIP package.

	“Pang, you and Wik will fly the helo. It’s probably a two-to-three-day flight, so get it planned today. Load some extra oil, hydraulic fluid, and whatever spare parts you can fit in the back. Be ready to hit the airways first thing in the morning.

	“Coop, Dog, you two can prep the Raptors for the flight. Let’s load the IR sensor ball and the chemical sensing pod. And Dog, don’t forget your music. It’ll be a long flight.

	“Your destination will be Jomalig Island. It’s approximately eighty miles east of Manila. Guch should have everything organized by the time you arrive.”

	 

	Darsh knew that a long day lay ahead. He’d do his best to increase cruise airspeed, and he reckoned that flying without cargo would save thirty minutes, give or take a few. Getting to Tuy Hoa, Vietnam, required a three-hour flight. He’d refuel as quickly as possible and hopefully save a few more minutes. From there, he’d relax during the four-plus-hour drone almost entirely over water to Plaridel. Darsh breathed easier after checking windy.com and noting that he’d have clear skies until the very last portion of the flight.

	“Great news,” Darsh said to himself. “A ten-knot headwind along the entire route isn’t too bad for this time of the year. A tailwind would have been too much to hope for.”

	Chambo fueled and preflighted the Caravan, and then grabbed a copy of Darsh’s flight log before calling the Embassy to coordinate overflight clearances for Cambodia, Vietnam, and the Philippines.

	 

	Darsh had anticipated such short-notice taskings and had pre-packed a travel bag that he stored in his Greyhawk locker. He’d get airborne rather quickly as a result. Flying solo cross-country ranked near the top of his ‘favorite things’ list.

	 

	He maintained total control at twenty-three thousand feet. The flight details appeared in the navigation computer, and he aligned the aircraft exactly on course. The hum of the prop sounded smooth and powerful, and, best of all, he’d climbed above the clouds and now existed in a private world.

	Vivaldi’s “Summer” played softly through his headset. Darsh considered it to be “thinking music” that gave him time to focus on the customs and quirks he’d experience during the next few days. He’d flown larger aircraft to major Philippine airports but not extensively and never to smaller, remote destinations. Already, the mission captured his imagination. 

	Shortly after settling into the steady hum of the propeller at cruise setting, Darsh began his descent into Tuy Hoa. As he descended through a scattered layer of wispy thin clouds at four thousand feet, the uneven air pressure bounced the aircraft. A subtle grin spread across his face when the airspace controller cleared him for a straight-in approach. The clearance saved him another ten minutes by not having to fly past the runway and then reversing course to land. Life felt good.

	He taxied to parking, and no sooner had he shut down the Caravan’s engine than a rust-bucket vintage 1950s fuel truck miraculously appeared off his wingtip. It usually took thirty minutes or more to get service at these small airports.

	“This is great!” he said to no one in particular. 

	Darsh compressed the processing time to fifteen minutes by helping the driver unroll his refueling hose, opening the fuel caps, and jumping into the pilot’s seat to monitor the fuel quantity gauges. After signing the fuel receipt, he walked into the rickety wood-sided operations building and activated the next leg of his flight plan. It all flowed like clockwork: engine start, taxi, take-off. 

	Aircraft climb-out and level-off matched the uneventful routine of earlier. He engaged the autopilot and altitude hold, then kept himself alert by playing a mental game of chess when not busy checking fuel burn, true airspeed, and other performance data. Several chess games later, his mind drifted to Greyhawk International and Gar.

	He lived the life of his dreams and flew off-the-radar missions in unusual aircraft. Greyhawk had become more like home than an office. He didn’t understand how Gar got the company funded and operational, but loved the steady and interesting work.

	He did good things and respected his boss. Gar spread around the flying time and never seemed to criticize anyone. Work existed as highly technical fun.

	As the time droned on, he wondered what Gar needed to be done in the Philippines and couldn’t wait to see the setup on Jomalig. Knowing Gar, it would be first-class.

	Manila Approach Control directed a descent after what seemed like an eternity and shortly thereafter started vectoring him around an evening thunderstorm. Visibility improved significantly as he descended through five thousand feet and approximately twenty miles from Plaridel Airport, and he spotted its runway lights in the middle of Pulilan. The routine landing on Plaridel’s three-thousand-foot asphalt strip somehow felt anticlimactic.

	Gar and Lea had coordinated with Clark Field for customs and immigration services, and locally for fuel. Darsh taxied directly to a large fuel tank where a ground technician serviced the Caravan. That same guy had been given the authority to also act as the customs and immigration representative. Darsh laughed as the guy made a symbolic sign of the cross while mumbling, “Omni, Omni, VOR,” and called to him that it had constituted special government Customs clearance.
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	Flying the Kopter SH-09 to Jomalig Island

	 

	Gar had convinced the U.S. Government to fund a state-of-the-art helicopter for his operations. A specific operational need existed at the time, and he argued that transporting special teams to remote locations without runways happened somewhat routinely. General Smithberger, to his near astonishment, approved the request, and a Kopter SH-09 helicopter fell into his lap several days later.

	Finding a proficient pilot to fly the thing immediately became one of Gar’s more interesting challenges. Chambo suggested contacting an old containerized housing unit roommate from his days as a deployed pilot in Afghanistan. The candidate, a talented Filipino-American known simply as Pang, jumped at the opportunity to once again fly in Asia. The job suited him, and he agreed to start work immediately.

	Pang qualified in the SH-09 during his first week and learned to fly the Raptor and function as a systems operator in the weeks that followed.

	Convincing Wik to join Greyhawk had been fortuitous. He’d already proven himself as an excellent research analyst for the Asian region. When he participated in a previous Thailand operation, he also became familiar with the Raptor’s systems. The other guys uncharacteristically came to love him rather quickly, ever since the morning after his epic birthday party in Udon Thani. That morning, everyone but Wik felt dehydrated and sick. Wik had been somewhat less inebriated the previous night as a result of feeling responsible for eventually shepherding everyone back to their hotel. He knew most had tossed cookies during the night and could see that everyone looked desperate for both food and liquids. He bought them double orders of pad thai and cashew chicken, and added several life-saving cases of Coke and Sprite.

	The pilots hadn’t forgotten that morning and, over the past month, had begun giving him flight instruction. Chambo even showed him how to recover after stalling the Caravan. Wik never officially qualified but learned enough to function as a contributing, albeit uncertified, co-pilot.

	Both Pang and Wik lived an easygoing lifestyle. No matter how far they slipped behind schedule, they found their destination on time and without appearing to have hurried.

	 

	Helicopter flight planning generally took more time than planning the Caravan’s missions. The SH-09 required a refueling stop before exceeding its 430-nautical-mile range, and fortunately, only two of the seven legs to Jomalig approached that distance. The average airborne time per flight worked out to be two hours, which Pang considered manageable. Needing to stop six times for fuel and staying overnight in the jungles of Malaysia, however, represented the price he’d pay for flying an aircraft that hovered. Chambo coordinated the overflight permits with Malaysia, Indonesia, Brunei, and the Philippines.

	 

	Pang and Wik threw their bags in the rear section of the helicopter before dawn the next morning, closed the clamshell doors, and began their adventure. The SH-09’s full authority digital engine control system made starting the engine incredibly easier than older helicopters. Pang pressed the start button, and the engine pretty much started itself. They departed ten minutes later for their first destination, Koh Samui.

	Pang repeatedly expressed concern about arriving during airline “rush hour” and not being able to find a cup of coffee.

	“Wik, let’s make sure we don’t get the least bit off-course. That coffee is critical.”

	“I have this,” Wik responded.

	If getting coffee at Koh Samui sat at the top of Pang’s priorities, then there couldn’t have been a better copilot than Wik. He knew the Bangkok Airways representative on the private side of the airport, and he also knew airport control would direct them to refuel there. He’d pre-coordinated all the support yesterday, including hot coffee.

	The flight progressed exactly as planned, and when they shut down the engine, Wik’s friend appeared outside the helicopter with a clipboard in hand. His assistant carried a tray with two cups of coffee, along with sugar and cream.

	The second flight remained over water until landing. It paralleled Thailand’s isthmus for ninety minutes before turning inland toward Narathiwat Airport. Wik had pre-coordinated refueling, and it happened without a hitch. Since they hadn’t left Thailand and didn’t require customs or immigration, getting airborne again happened quickly. This time, they headed southeast over the ocean to the remote Indonesian island of Matak.

	Pang looked forward to landing there. This tropical speck had been pushed from the ocean depths to above sea level a millennium ago during a series of volcanic eruptions. It remained isolated and mostly uninhabited in the South China Sea between the Malay Peninsula and Borneo.

	“Wik, the only reason we can get serviced there is because of oil-drilling operations near the island. We’d be pushing barrels of fuel across primitive dirt roads if they hadn’t discovered it nearby.”

	The somewhat harrowing over-water flight felt a bit less intimidating because of the day’s favorable weather. Clear skies and a light crosswind brought a smooth, efficient transit. Both pilots enjoyed the expansive ocean view and relaxed until halfway through the three-hour flight when Pang started craving another cup of hot coffee.

	“Wik, when we land at Matak, I’ll take care of the refueling. I want you to go inside, clear customs, and then look for some kopi luwak.”

	“Kopi luwak? What on earth is that? Some trinket to charm young Philippine girls.”

	“Wik, you uncivilized cretin, it’s what comes out the exhaust end of a civet. It’s mixed with coffee beans to produce a flavor so unique even Jack Nicholson put it on his bucket list.”

	“So … what’s a civet?”

	“They live in the trees around here and look like a cat with short legs,” Pang explained in a slightly exasperated tone.

	“… that’s gross.”

	The arrival course into Matak brought them face to face with the idyllic beauty of the area. As their GPS approached ten miles to go, large splashes of deep green mountains began speckling the ocean. Along the northern coastline, a narrow finger of land jutted a quarter-mile into the water. An asphalt runway ran atop the length of the finger with one end tickling the ocean and the other feeding into the recently upgraded terminal area. 

	“Whoa,” Wik blurted as they hovered to their assigned parking area, “this is a nice place for being in the middle of the ocean.” 

	Pang agreed but had no intention of lingering longer than necessary.

	“We’re still facing another three-hour, over-water flight to Sibu airport in Malaysia, so don’t dally.

	“And most importantly, don’t forget to ask about the kopi luwak,” Pang reminded him. “If they don’t have it, we can ask again at Sibu. I’m hungry, too.”

	“I brought some rambutans and peanuts,” Wik teased, knowing Pang wouldn’t consider it to be enough. “They’ll hold me ‘til Sibu. There are also peanut butter and jelly sandwiches in my cooler. I knew you’d need something like that.”

	“Well, well, well … I don’t care what everyone else says, I’m beginning to like you.” 

	The flight to Sibu proceeded normally until the last forty-five miles, where they paralleled the Rajang River. Isolated thunderstorms had gained intensity throughout the day and now moved randomly across their flight path. Wik kept oriented by cross-referencing the onboard mapping display while Pang wove his way around the worst of the dark clouds. They tolerated the bumps and lightning flashes
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