
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	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

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Swissport Cargo, Baltimore/Washington International (BWI) Thurgood Marshall Airport

	 

	 

	Downtown Baltimore teetered on the brink of violence. Over the past two weeks, racial tensions flared. Tolerance frayed. Anger festered. Yet, Mr. Tuk worried more about the outcome of today’s National Football League playoff game than the unrest in his troubled neighborhood. He selected the play-by-play radio broadcast and started toward BWI’s Swissport Cargo facility. Six boxes of Siam Curry Spice awaited his arrival.

	 

	The game ended in controversy, and that triggered the violence. Tuk drove north on Charles Street toward the Marquis de Lafayette Statue when he noticed rioters ahead. He turned left on West Hamilton, then north again on a smaller back street. The last turn sealed his fate.

	Two thugs, one a six-foot-two muscle man in a sleeveless red shirt and the other a squat-looking slob behind a two-day beard growth, overturned a car onto the curb and torched it. Their attention shifted to Tuk’s approaching panel van as the angry mob converged and forced him to stop. Tuk shivered, suppressing the panic that filled his veins. Beads of sweat moistened his forehead. He locked the doors and prayed the police would arrive before things got further out of control.

	His prayer went unanswered. The taller one jerked open the van’s rear door.

	“There are boxes here. I think they need to feed the fire!”

	He grabbed the first box, handed it to his accomplice, and then grabbed another.

	Tuk twisted toward them. A cold queasiness squeezed his stomach. He couldn’t let them destroy his cargo. Alarms shot through his head.

	“They can’t burn it. It’s too expensive. Damn, I’ll be in serious trouble.”

	He reached under the seat, grabbed his Heckler and Koch HK45, took a deep breath, and opened the door.

	“Put down those boxes or I’ll shoot!”

	The tall thug laughed and threw his box on the fire. The slob prepared to throw his when the shot rang out. He collapsed. Another shot. The tall one fell. Someone shot Tuk moments before the police arrived. 

	 

	On-scene officers shook their heads in confusion.

	“Why would the loss of a box of curry spice prompt a shooting?”

	“Let’s take a look,” another officer said. “Give me one of those boxes.” 

	The officer removed a single product carton and noticed twenty-five small labeled packets inside. He tore one open.

	“This ain’t curry spice.”

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Baltimore Police Department – Central District

	 

	Detective Damion Samson spent twenty years policing Baltimore’s central district. His upward advancement slowed to a halt when he returned to detective work rather than accept a supervisory position. Working the trenches felt more exhilarating, the hours a bit more predictable, and most importantly, he once again sensed the pulse of the city.

	“I’ve spent the last four months with your boys investigating this new flow of narcotics into our neighborhoods,” Samson confided to his lieutenant. “This dope is premium-quality heroin. That’s crazy, and it’s gotta stop or we’re gonna have a real mess on our hands. Even this blackish-brown tar is high quality, and that’s troubling.

	“We all know that most of our black tar originates in Mexico and Central America, but  I think this comes from somewhere else. It’s branded stuff. You know, lieutenant, we can count on Latin American tar being consistently inconsistent depending on what chemical our south-of-the-border amigos use to cut it. Moisture content is all over the place, and the level of impurities varies a lot because Guzman and his compadres never standardized a method of production. That leaves every batch different from the last.”

	The section secretary interrupted with two cups of hot coffee in her hands.

	“You’re thinking too hard again, Damion,” she teased.

	 “I suppose you’re right,” Sampson admitted. 

	The Lieutenant lit a cigarette and puffed out a cloud of whispery white smoke. He felt the need to verbalize his knowledge of the subject, just a little.

	“I’ve noticed that most black tar looks a bit different because those low-life manufacturers skip precipitate extraction steps to shorten the purification process. That leaves the morphine base with varying amounts of codeine and plant residues. It gives black tar its distinctive color. Addicts might get it cheaper, but it comes with unpredictable results, which is generally a bad thing. Anyway, this black tar is consistent. What gives?”

	 “… so now these new drugs start showing up,” interjected Samson, “competitively priced and with first-class packaging. The outer double bag contains silica packets to keep the tar from becoming too gooey and sticking to the bag itself. Whoever’s packaging this is smart by heat-sealing both bags and imprinting a label on the outer one. At least, I think he is. When we dissolve it with water, the mixture is almost clear. That means he hasn’t cut it much.”

	“This new version of black tar heroin had to have gone through a shortened refining process,” Samson mumbled to himself. “Each bag I examine is consistent, each of the chemically analyzed packets is virtually identical to every other one. Labeling each double-bagged dose is pretty unique. He must do it to alert buyers to what they’re getting. Interesting …”

	“It’s time to learn more about this new black tar,” he silently concluded. “Perhaps I can get some insight during my weekly drug interdiction meeting.” 

	 

	 “What we have here is something different.”

	He held up a packet for everyone to see.

	“It’s well packaged and uncharacteristically labeled. Have any of you seen anything like this before?”

	The team members sat without uttering a word until a young college graduate who’d joined the force just six months earlier stood.

	“Well, no, not exactly,” he began somewhat shakily, “but yes. Harley-Davidson does this with great success. So does Louis Vuitton. These companies brand their products, and once the brand takes hold, they charge ridiculously higher prices. This is an effective marketing strategy that has worked well elsewhere.”

	Laughter erupted, and the young man sat down, embarrassed. Samson had learned over the past twenty years to give credence to fresh ideas, even when on the surface they sound half-baked. 

	“Any idea where this stuff is coming from?”

	Silence hung in the air.

	“Well, let’s find out what’s going on here.”

	 

	Samson called the Police Commissioner to voice his concerns. Fifteen minutes later, the Commissioner called his secretary.

	“Get me Deputy Administrator Thomas at the Drug Enforcement Administration.”


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

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

	 

	Garfield J. Randolph, known as “Gar” to his friends and associates, arched his eyebrows as he read the DEA lab report. Tuk’s boxes had arrived at the Swissport Cargo Company from Beijing via Los Angeles onboard Air China flight 893 and then Alaska Airlines flight 740. The curry spice packets would have ultimately found their way to the streets of West Baltimore.

	He knew that discovering heroin inside commercial shipping boxes occurred more or less routinely, but it intrigued him to find ninety percent pure heroin in sealed packets. He’d never seen such a thing before. The labels seemed more unusual. Gar had never seen branded heroin imports. Unanswered thoughts swirled in his mind.

	“Distributors can’t cut the product to increase profits if it’s sealed and labeled, so why would anyone do that?” he mumbled to himself.

	 

	Gar’s cluttered office accommodated ten large monitors hung along the side wall, each displaying a unique data feed. Beneath the monitors, a colonial credenza held his disorganized array of maps and technical documents. A small conference table and six chairs shoehorned themselves into the remaining space and effectively filled one hundred percent of the area between his desk and the door. The data and conferencing capabilities often came in handy, although the setup remained far from perfect for “field” operations.

	 

	Gar enjoyed his situation at Homeland Security, although he hadn’t been hired by the department. He’d been an on-loan liaison officer from the Department of Defense, where he didn’t hold a traditional position but worked as a “Special Projects and Missions” consultant.

	Those who knew Gar during his college days considered him to have been an athletic, slightly geeky maverick of sorts. They admired his energy in moonlighting, quite successfully, as an ethical hacker. Gar thought that legally hacking into major corporate networks, penetrating their firewalls, and uncovering malicious software vulnerabilities presented complex challenges worthy of pursuit. His creative, analytical probing had served him well, and his corporate customers appreciated his services. Money flowed in Gar’s direction. It financed his Airframe and Powerplant certification, pilot training, and the purchase of a modified single-engine, prop-driven Cessna Grand Caravan 208B. After graduation, he moved to Thailand and formed a clandestine security assistance team to fly “deniable missions” throughout Asia for DoD and the Department of State.

	 

	The Department of Homeland Security staff realized the scope of their “homeland” operations almost always extended overseas. International conflicts often changed the terrorism dynamic in the United States, just as drugs and human trafficking routinely crossed international borders. They set out to bridge the gap between agencies with a liaison, and Garfield Randolph’s name surfaced from both Defense and State. He held an MBA focused on international finance and had extensive first-hand experience with numerous overseas “dark operations”.

	An unshaven Gar Randolph traded in his PT-6A aircraft engine field repair manual for a D.C. Metro Card, briefcase, and Davek Elite umbrella. His transformation had not been a subtle one. With beard shaved and hair trimmed, his tanned, muscular body looked as though it’d come from a giant billboard advertising the world’s most effective fitness plan.

	 

	An annoying fly broke his concentration. After swatting empty air, Gar refocused on the modular cubicle maze that had taken root just outside his door.

	“Brandon, can you come in here for a minute?”

	 

	Brandon seemed far more comfortable as a research analyst, taking direction rather than displaying initiative. His idea of resourcefulness included fine-tuning the latest version of a highly encrypted cloud-based artificial intelligence protocol that he’d scripted. It continually improved his ability to analyze multi-faceted queries more broadly and with greater depth.

	Brandon settled into his office cubicle around 4 a.m. each morning to avoid D.C.’s painful morning traffic quagmire. The lack of interruptions at such an early hour afforded him the opportunity to read the DEA report, after which he decided, uncharacteristically, to take a bit of initiative and trace the shipment’s origin. 

	The air waybill showed the curry spice shipment had originated in Beijing, and the commercial invoice identified a Chinese shipper he couldn’t locate using an Internet search. 

	“Did the heroin originate in Beijing?” he mumbled to himself. His mind shifted to analytical mode. “Unlikely. Okay, then where did it come from, and how did they transport it to Beijing?”

	The questions might be impossible to answer, but he felt them worth considering. Gar’s request for Brandon’s presence offered a timely break from the search. 

	 

	“Hey Brandon, did you see this lab report from Baltimore on the Siam Curry Spice?”

	 “Strange,” Brandon’s face showed a subtle sense of satisfaction. “I’ve been working on that, and it’s interesting. I think there’s more to this than meets the eye.”

	“Exactly what does the world’s weirdest sleuth find so interesting?”

	This would be fun. Brandon’s ideas often buried themselves in some random logic that one had to untangle to understand.

	“First, it’s Siam Curry Spice, so it could conceivably have come from Thailand, which our parents knew as Siam … or possibly China, Vietnam, Burma, Laos, or even Cambodia. I’m working on that and should have a better answer within a day or two. The sealed, labeled packets are unique and hint at a new player in the heroin production or distribution business. The individual wrappings make me think it’s the final product, uncut high-quality stuff guaranteed by its label. It also suggests fewer middlemen.”

	“So you think there’s a new player in town?” Gar asked.

	“Yep,” Brandon shot back. “Think about it, ninety percent pure heroin. That’s a problem. But most of all, I’m curious why this shipment arrived via air rather than on a container ship?”

	“Why’s that?” Gar asked.

	“Well, contraband arriving in the U.S. via container ships has a much better chance of clearing customs because millions of containers arrive each year. There are six or seven million of them on vessels at any given time. And even if inspectors open five percent, it’s unlikely they’ll discover many of the cleverly disguised drugs. Air shipments move faster by far but come with a significantly higher risk of discovery. So my question, ‘Why did this shipment arrive via air?’ remains a good one.”

	 Gar thought of all the implications.

	“Let’s find out where this stuff is coming from. And let’s see where it’s going and who’s distributing it.”

	 

	U.S. Ambassador’s home, Witthayu Road, Bangkok

	 

	Five black Mercedes-Benz sedans and a single SUV queued along the dimly lit driveway. Vehicle by vehicle, diplomatic passengers stepped from the well-lit drive-through entryway into the Ambassador’s residence. Uniformed waiters flowed through the main rooms, serving potent cocktails and bland-tasting appetizers. Nuggets of interest occasionally surfaced during the polite exchange of approved small talk, and when Thailand’s Defense Attaché asked the U.S. Defense Attaché if he minded stepping into an alcove along the back wall, it seemed clear he had something important to discuss.

	 “Recently captured insurgent weapons,” Thailand’s Attaché quietly began, “include some old Chinese anti-aircraft artillery such as Type 87s and ZSU 23-4s, and there are some SA-7 Grail shoulder-launched rockets. They’re showing up in our western region. We’re confident they didn’t come directly from China or through any known arms dealers operating in the region …”

	The U.S. Defense Attaché knew that more important requests often wrapped themselves in less significant ones. When the Thai Minister of Defense suggested, “I think a U.S. Liaison Officer might help discover answers before the situation can escalate further,” he sensed a deeper need for help.

	 

	Foggy Bottom, Department of State Headquarters Building in Washington, D.C.

	 

	Despite the hundred other issues of concern on his mind, Jerry Hendson, the Department of State Assistant Secretary for Political-Military Affairs, knew the current insurgency in Thailand warranted greater scrutiny. He understood, in part, why the insurgents seemed so desperate. Many struggled unsuccessfully to support their families by selling miniscule amounts of low-value crops. The painful realization that their children faced the same poverty stirred core emotions. However, the situation would make more sense if an organized opposition party had voiced these concerns. That didn’t seem to be the case. He mulled over the obvious - Who funded the insurrection? And why?

	He needed unfiltered details before the normal bureaucratic process diluted or lost them. It didn’t help that his contacts in Thailand thought chasing ghosts would be easier than digging into the insurgency. A growing concern beyond the insurgency involved the strange disconnect between Thailand’s seemingly successful drug eradication program in the north and the increase in Asian drugs popping up around the globe. Jerry’s problem revolved around not having enough qualified agents to spare, and now Thailand’s Minister of Defense prioritized the need for just such a person.

	 

	Major General (Ret.) Tommy “Grits” Smithberger, Deputy Director, Department of Homeland Security, stole a moment from his hectic morning to enjoy a cigar. His phone buzzed as he puffed it to life.

	“Grits here. What can I do for you?”

	Jerry and Grits had sons in the same grade at Congressional School in Falls Church. They’d met during a parent-teacher meeting and enjoyed each other’s company, especially when conversing about anything other than work. 

	“Hi, Grits,” Jerry began. “I’m struggling with an issue that concerns both of us, and I’m hoping we can pool our resources to find a workable solution. 

	“There’s an insurgency problem in Thailand, which is my problem. There are also heroin production concerns in the region, which fall into your domain. I’d like to place someone on the ground who can work on both issues simultaneously, but I don’t have the right guy to work on your side of the project. You, on the other hand, have someone who worked for us previously and who could represent us both quite well.”

	Smithberger had anticipated Jerry’s request and prepared to support it if he could negotiate an appropriate trade-off. He also wanted first-hand information from Asia on what appeared to be a developing drug importation problem.

	Smithberger liked to jump off topic and change one’s line of thought before making a deal with another agency. He’d found the tactic could take the edge off the bargaining process and generally bring better results.

	“Have you ever played golf in Thailand? They have some of the best courses on the planet, priced so reasonably you could pay for your airfare there and back with what you’d save on greens fees.”

	Jerry had never even thought of playing golf anywhere other than in the U.S., and he preferred public courses. He also preferred walking to riding in carts because it kept the pace of play slower and more manageable. He’d never so much as thought about hiring a caddie. 

	“Haven’t even thought about it,” Jerry admitted. “Do you think they provide cheap lessons as well? Perhaps we should think about a future vacation, or better yet, a fact-finding trip, in that direction.”

	“Ha, great idea,” Grits responded. “It’d be hard to do in the foreseeable future simply because of our own staffing shortages. I’d have one heck of a time justifying such a trip. Still, it’s a good idea. Maybe later. 

	“Regarding the problem at hand, if you could lend us one of your executive secretaries for the time being, until our guy finishes the job, it might just give us enough wiggle room to let him go.”

	“Who did you have in mind?” Jerry asked.

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Elephant Preservation & Trekking Club, Chiang Rai

	 

	Ploy, the part-time manager and full-time secretary at Elephant Preservation & Trekking Club, wondered exactly who she’d talked to after confirming a four-elephant trekking reservation. The female caller sounded young and intelligent. By the time she’d passed the pertinent details to the senior mahout so that he would know to prepare the animals, her curiosity had vanished. Because the planned outing appeared to be an information-gathering trek rather than a sightseeing adventure, the mahout quietly informed Dang, an Ar Phat supporter, so he could warn farmers along the intended path.

	 

	All those who worked in the mountains protected Ar Phat’s enterprise. The mahout knew Ar Phat and clearly remembered the one conversation he’d had with him.

	“Early on,” Ar Phat had recalled. “I found myself on the other end of business success, the end called impoverishment. My father labored as a skin-and-bones farmer who struggled to put rice on our table most nights. Yet he persisted, generating most of his money from a remote section of marijuana plants. Sales of marijuana kept our family fed until I turned eight years old. That’s when my father died, and life suddenly became tougher for me and my three younger sisters. Our mother abandoned us shortly thereafter and moved away in search of a new start for her miserable life. The police caught me stealing in Chiang Saen. I sat alone and cold for several nights in a crude jail cell until the authorities discovered I had no family, and they transferred me to a local orphanage.”

	Ar Phat became an enterprising young man during the years that followed. While still a teenager, he created a rudimentary but effective marijuana cooperative in which he consolidated production and managed a crude processing plant. He successfully negotiated slightly higher prices for his product, despite having to defend his interests with a small band of thugs. 

	The business grew. Discipline, fairness, and compassion reinforced its foundation.

	 

	The surrounding jungles felt remote by Western standards. Large swaths of mountainous terrain remained pristine but for an occasional dirt road. These widened pathways roughly followed a valley floor until they transitioned into a footpath and eventually ended up being swallowed by the jungle. Only rugged inhabitants and their animals ventured farther into the mountains.

	Small communities populated with primitive bamboo huts grew up along dirt roads that supported motorized vehicles. Farmers stored gasoline for motorbikes and other motorized equipment in glass soda bottles and sold it as such. Vehicle movement along these rutted roads became impractical during the monsoon season. Electricity remained the magic of the cities, unobtainable in the mountains unless a generator existed. Little need existed for this power, as nothing beyond the roads required it. Faint wisps of smoke escaping the jungle’s canopy provided one of the few indicators of human habitation.

	The mountains wrapped themselves in a hauntingly quiet and hazy atmosphere from sunrise to sunset, occasionally interrupted by the sound of rain. Audio levels changed dramatically as night strengthened its embrace. Large nocturnal animals and miniaturized insects with giant voices awoke and announced their presence. The peace of daytime transformed into a hyperactive cacophony of animal commerce. These mountainous regions remained, for the most part, unexplored, craggy, and difficult to access.

	 

	Gate D4, Suvarnabhumi Airport, Thailand

	 

	Gar harbored no hope of avoiding the jet lag associated with traveling from Washington, D.C. to the Orient. His twenty-nine-hour journey to Bangkok would be grueling. However, the perky first-class flight attendant assigned to his section accelerated the passage of time considerably - her engaging personality and offers of orange juice, brewed coffee, or a liberally filled glass of Jack Daniels Old No. 7 kept him relatively refreshed.  Despite having flown the identical twelve-hour route six times in the past three weeks, she remained attentive and friendly.

	Gar took advantage of the time to review background materials concerning his mission. DHS’s short summation of the overall situation immediately piqued his interest.

	 

	SITUATIONAL SYNOPSIS

	Thailand’s longtime war against drugs in the northern mountain region seems to be experiencing unexpected success. Destitute mountain farmers should be frustrated and angry, but that’s not the case. As a result, there’s an eerie calm feeling throughout the mountains.

	 

	 The farmers somehow continue to eke out a tolerable living even though they lost seventy-five percent of their income when they stopped harvesting poppies. 

	 

	Thailand’s claims of success come into question as inspectors representing global drug distribution points such as Amsterdam, London, New York, and Los Angeles are confiscating more and more opioids originating from Southeast Asia. 

	 

	A more immediate concern for Thailand is a somewhat unusual insurgency along the mountainous western border. Impoverished farmers who don’t have a philosophical cause have armed themselves with outdated but effective weapons. The Thai government struggles with identifying its true enemy. Officials are concerned the violence could escalate out of control and divide the country.

	 

	The folder included another interesting item, a newspaper article that Brandon had provided.

	 

	“My family is slowly starving to death. We survive by eating fruits and insects. Some days, we can catch a snake or rat, and occasionally we’ll cook rice. I don’t have the money to pay for my children’s clothes or schooling. If the government won’t let us grow poppies, all of us poor farmers will suffer.”

	 ― Anonymous Insurgent

	 

	Gar reclined his overstuffed seat and raised the leg support to horizontal. His mind drifted to the time his father explained honesty and how he separated government honesty from real honesty. He remembered naively thinking that statements reflected the truth or didn’t, and that people tended to be good or bad. He simply decided which to believe and acted accordingly.

	His father changed that perspective after his football team coach relegated him to the second-string unit. He explained that even though the coach told Gar that he played great, the coach also struggled with hidden reasons for his decision, one way or the other. Another player, Jimmy, replaced Gar. He also played quite well, but came from a poor family that couldn’t afford to pay his future college tuition. By moving Jimmy to the first string, the coach helped Jimmy qualify for a scholarship. Gar’s father explained that the truth is not always easy to see. Good and bad often fit the same mold.

	Gar’s dad spoke in his distinctive sage tone when explaining that political truth becomes far more fleeting. The complexity of satisfying multiple needs is daunting because there are so many of them, made worse by the fact that seeking reelection usually sits at the top of a politician’s “needs” list. In their world, truth often becomes insignificant.

	Gar loved his father’s lesson, as it had expanded his mind in ways he hadn’t previously considered. He’d endeavor to be more thoughtful and more decisive.

	 

	A short but tiring refueling stop in Tokyo concluded as Gar peered out his window. The aircraft continued climbing back into the sky as it headed toward Suvarnabhumi Airport. Narita’s orange and purple sunset tricked his circadian rhythm into thinking about falling asleep. Smooth air and the steady hum of the jet engines helped. He slipped into a two-hour deep state of unconsciousness. 

	After splashing fresh water on his face and adding a bit of moisturizer, Gar told himself he felt much better. He dreaded the thought of deplaning at one of Bangkok’s distant gates because the walk to immigration processing could be so lengthy. He felt grateful when ANA announced his gate would be D4. The ramp leading up to immigration would be directly across the concourse. While exiting the jet bridge, he spotted an attractive couple holding a sign displaying “Garfield Randolph”.

	“Hi, I’m Gar.”

	A warm, engaging smile grew across the girl’s face. The middle-aged man in a short-sleeved white shirt and baggy charcoal pants nodded his head. She also wore a white shirt, but with perfectly tailored slacks and soft leather shoes. 

	“I’m Pun,” she said while extending her hand. “This is Wik. I hope you enjoyed smooth flights to Thailand, Mr. Gar. If I may borrow your passport and baggage claim stubs, Wik will take care of all the processing and retrieve your bags. We can relax in the airline lounge, and I’ll give you an update on our project.”

	The Royal First Lounge hosted a dozen or more international travelers. Pun had considered the sensitivity of their upcoming conversation and led Gar into one of the VIP rooms where light snacks and fresh guava juice had been prepared.

	“Mr. Gar, my government is very happy you could come so quickly. Defense Minister Sundarevej asked me to find out who is behind the insurgency in our western region and to ask you to help me. I’ll coordinate whatever support we need, and I’ll help you validate our poppy eradication programs in the north.

	“Have you been to Chiang Rai before, Mr. Gar? That’s close to where most of our poppies grow.”

	Gar liked this young girl. She articulated her words well and presented a professional demeanor. She also projected a sensuous allure that didn’t hurt.

	“Please, just call me Gar. It’s good to be here and I’m anxious to find answers to a lot of questions ... and yes, I’ve been there, but only for a couple of hours in the middle of the night.”

	 “I’m not an expert on all the drug activity in this region,” Pun confessed, “but one name came up when we talked with some of the poppy growers, a Mr. Ar Phat. Apparently, he’s some sort of a local hero working for the poor farmers and somehow related to the poppies. The farmers seem hesitant to say much about him. Maybe we can uncover more information tomorrow.”

	Pun eased out of her overstuffed chair and walked to the mini-bar, placed several slices of watermelon and a halved mango on a plate, and presented it to Gar.

	“Here, try this. It’ll refresh you before we leave. I’ve taken the liberty of reserving a flight to Chiang Rai this evening. We can relax and get a full night’s rest before exploring some remote poppy fields in the morning. We’ll see where that leads and go from there. Is there anything you need before we depart?”

	“Thanks, Pun. I just need to send a note to the office and let them know I’m in really good hands.”

	Gar fat-fingered a quick message to Brandon on his international smartphone. 

	 

	... and one last thing, I’d like anything you can find on a Mr. Ar Phat. His name came up when talking to farmers near Chiang Rai. There’s probably not much there. Just a hunch. 

	Gar

	 

	Wik showed up minutes later, and the three departed for the tarmac where a Thai-registered Citation CJ4 had just arrived from Don Muang Airport. The main cabin consisted of a plush arrangement of six leather seats and a matching couch with a center console. Gar and Pun settled onto the sofa, and Wik took a seat halfway to the rear. Besides the two pilots who busied themselves running checklists and talking on the radios, an ornately dressed steward managed activities in the cabin.

	He served each passenger with a goblet of locally produced Monsoon Valley Rosé and a plate of smoked Gouda cubes skewered with delicately carved toothpicks. The setting sun illuminated a backdrop of lush green mountains when the aircraft's wheels squeaked. They’d quietly touched down on the runway.

	Chiang Rai remained a small, quiet city surrounded by mountains that created a crossroads for commerce between Burma, Thailand, and Laos. Gar guessed it must also be the intersection of converging routes used by drug traffickers and a good starting point for venturing into more remote lands.

	 

	Sabai Tong Villas, Chiang Rai

	 

	Gar’s tensed back muscles loosened their grip during the fifteen-minute ride from the Mae Fah Luang airport tarmac to Sabai Tong Villas. As they arrived, life suddenly slowed down. Lily-pad-covered ponds wrapped in beautiful palettes of manicured grass lined each side of the two-mile-long entry road. At its end, a circular drive led to a guest drop-off alcove in front of the resort’s grand entrance. The quaint, magnificent structure displayed a traditional Buddhist motif. High open ceilings and a hand-carved wooden spiral staircase exuded elegance. The concierge, along with assorted servants dressed in traditional Thai attire, brought the image of Yul Brynner in The King and I musical to mind.

	Wik registered the group while Pun and Gar walked past the grand reception area to a more secluded semi-circular veranda overlooking another manicured pond. Gar absorbed its beauty and let his mind wander. The air felt calm, and the pond’s speckled deep green surface looked magical. Pun radiated a bewitching aura. The edges of her long, dark hair appeared to glimmer like gold against the twilight sun. Gar restrained himself from gawking at her slim body in business attire and thinking how perfectly appropriate it seemed on this romantic veranda.

	He wanted the evening to continue, but realized his body wouldn’t cooperate. He excused himself shortly after dinner, returned to his room, and soon fell into a sound sleep.

	 

	Pun sat alone, lost in thought, at a rustic cabaña beside the hotel’s meandering swimming pool. She watched as the sun awoke sleeping rice fields to the south and smiled to herself as swaths of progressively lighter purple mountain ridges touched a light blue sky devoid of clouds. She draped her terrycloth robe across an adjoining chair, plunged into the pool’s cool water, and swam several laps.

	With her legs stretched under the table, she leaned back and inhaled the cool morning air. Her lime-green two-piece swimming suit contrasted perfectly with her smooth almond skin and long dark hair.

	 

	Gar had been awake for several hours. He’d spent most of that time reading and mulling over a message describing Ar Phat. Brandon’s artificial intelligence app had crunched the Ar Phat inputs for almost twenty minutes while it accessed computer data from hundreds of sources, including police files from Chiang Rai Province. 

	 

	Chiang Saen municipal records state that a farmer’s wife gave birth to Ar Phat in the nearby mountains where the borders of Burma, Thailand, and Laos join, a place the locals commonly refer to as Siam. Authorities apprehended young Ar Phat for violating the law more than a few times. Reports suggest he speaks all three languages and, as a youth, had traveled freely across the remote rural borders. Bangkok University records list him as an honors graduate with a degree in international finance. 

	 

	Ar Phat became a suspect in several murder investigations after authorities found the heads of opposing tribal members entangled in massive tree roots near his Chiang Saen cooperative. Police also suspected him of trying to establish new, more sophisticated international drug distribution routes, but have not been able to prove their suspicions. 

	 

	My conclusion: When it comes to drugs, you should consider Ar Phat a person of interest. 

	 

	Regarding the curry spice shipment, I’ve discovered Mohan Economic Zone documents recording an identical shipment crossing into China from Laos two days earlier. The goods arrived in a typical canvas-covered cargo truck originating from a company in Vientiane. Mohan is a remote location, but the correlation accuracy is ninety-three percent. I’ll keep researching. It’s interesting because the trail is leading me closer and closer to you in Thailand.

	Brandon

	 

	The whole disjointed situation made Gar wonder how all the disassociated details could ever fit together. He visualized it as a bizarre jigsaw puzzle. After pulling on a pair of cargo shorts and a Milwaukee Brewers t-shirt, he ventured out into the warm morning air. 

	“Great view,” he called to Pun. “Can’t think of a better way to start the day.”

	“Wow, I expected to see Wik long before you. Did you sleep well?”

	“Like a baby.”

	 

	The Elephant Preservation and Trekking Club occupied an open area under towering jungle acacias only nine miles northwest of Chiang Rai. A guide and four elephants had been scheduled to transport Gar, Pun, and Wik from there into the surrounding mountains. When they arrived, a thin, brown-skinned mahout fed the elephants cut sugarcane stalks and bananas. He’d be their guide.

	Gar had never ridden an elephant, but if Pun and Wik could do it, he certainly could. That is until the time came to climb on the beast ... 

	“Okay,” he mumbled to himself, “and exactly how am I gonna mount this thing? ... and climb down later? Dang.”

	“Gar, watch this,” Pun called out. “It’s not too hard. You step on his trunk and balance with your hand on his forehead. He’ll lift you and then just slide your leg over the top and sit behind his head. It’s easy.”

	Gar watched Wik do exactly what Pun had described, and miraculously, he mounted his elephant effortlessly. Gar had a determined but not so confident look on his face.

	“Or,” Pun suggested, “the elephant can lie down, and you can simply climb on. But I’d much rather see you negotiate the elephant’s trunk.”

	Gar’s attempt appeared at the same time tentative and awkward, but he managed to find the correct spot.

	The four-elephant convoy lumbered along single file with the guide in the lead. The elephant's long, rhythmic gait initially felt a bit out of sync with Gar, but after a short while, it became almost relaxing. He focused on sitting securely. The jungle environment captured his attention as it slowly closed in on them. Every so often, he raised an arm or ducked his head to avoid low-hanging branches.

	The elephants descended through tall grass without hesitation into a thirty-foot-wide stream. Gar felt how effortlessly the huge animals moved into the current, even as the water rose above his calves. He leaned forward and grabbed a tether as his elephant climbed the opposite bank. It felt ridiculously steep, yet they plodded along, sure-footed and steady. Gar realized that any other mode of travel would have been vastly more difficult, or impossible.

	Every mile or So the lead elephant pushed through the bamboo into a jungle clearing, bringing them face-to-face with another cultivated field. Gar played a mental game of spotting the associated bamboo or wood-slatted huts. They almost always blended into the jungle grass, sat on stilts, and sported heavy nipa grass roofs. He awarded himself bonus points for spotting a woman outside cooking or washing clothes, or for children playing nearby. Dogs, goats, and an occasional water buffalo seemed to be a part of each household.

	 

	Gar sensed someone watching them. He subtly scanned left to right. Only women and children. It didn’t feel right.

	 


Chapter 5

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Five miles north of Doi Hang, Chiang Rai Province, Thailand

	 

	Gar cringed at the elephant smell that had impregnated his skin, yet he admired the gigantic, gentle beast. Mounting and dismounting presented much less challenge as their small caravan stopped to talk with the farmers, resumed the trek, and snaked its way higher into the mountains.  

	An elderly man approached their elephants from his fields. Wik wondered to himself how he had personally escaped becoming that same poor mountain farmer. He thanked Buddha that it had not been his fate. Having worked on his family’s rural farm, Wik understood how these impoverished farmers thought and eventually coaxed them into a more relaxed state of mind. They laughed and opened up to him. The old farmer dressed in the same ragged clothes he’d probably worn for ten years. Several lengthy strands of white facial hair grew from his chin. Leathered skin toughened by years of exposure to the mountain sun stretched over his thinly muscled frame.

	Wik told a lengthy history of his ancestors who’d farmed in the south and then shared information about his children. After an appropriate verbal prelude, he thought the farmer would feel comfortable talking.

	“Do you still grow poppies?”

	Pun translated for Gar, even though he had a passable understanding of the language.

	“Well, they do grow here, but are mostly mixed with other crops. We don’t process poppies anymore because the government is too strict. They’ll burn our fields if they find a processing lab.”

	Gar couldn’t put his finger on it, but he didn’t think the farmer had spoken truthfully.

	“Do you mind if we take a closer look at the wild poppy plants?” Gar asked, suspicious that the farmer still slit the poppy pods to extract opium gum.

	They walked into the farmer’s coffee bean field. Gar examined several poppy plants. He couldn’t find any incision marks. 

	“Let’s see what’s farther into the field,” Gar mumbled to himself. “Look at this. Only dried and dying pods, all unslit.”

	 He knew that the value of the poppy gum remained high, so even if the farmer hadn’t precipitated it into morphine, it intrigued him to see that he hadn’t harvested any poppy pods. 

	“Hmm, surprising and a good sign,” he whispered.

	Pun explained that they’d grown and processed poppies until recently. They’d nurture a hundred thousand poppy plants per acre with staggered plantings, and that had provided them with year-round crops. 

	Their whole process had been crude and easily lost. Farmers dissolved opium gum in boiling water at some hidden field labs, then added lime, and eventually ammonium chloride to precipitate morphine from the solution. To produce the morphine base, they still needed to add hydrochloric acid, activated charcoal, acetic anhydride, and sodium carbonate. Doing all that eliminated ninety percent of the weight and bulk.

	But the whole process involved hauling a lot of chemicals into the jungle. It represented hard work. They probably took the morphine base to Chiang Rai and secretly sold it to morphine buyers. What profit they made came with great risk.

	Pun noticed that Gar seemed lost in thought.

	“Precipitating morphine from solution creates a telltale smell of pickles that hangs in the air for days,” she explained. “It’s like turning on a large, neon ‘Morphine Made Here!’ sign. Our government provided subsidies to farmers a year ago for not harvesting and processing their poppies. Some attribute the change in farmer behavior to good government marketing. Others say the farmers grew tired of police burning their fields, losing their investment in chemicals, and risking arrest. No matter the reason, it appeared most farmers have given up poppy harvesting.”

	Wik kept digging.

	“But they still grow ... do you harvest more than one crop each year?”

	“You know,” the farmer replied, “if my fields contained just poppies, I could grow maybe fifteen pounds per acre, but what could I do with it? It’s better to just grow rice, corn, and coffee.”

	“Can you show me any old labs that have been dismantled?” Gar interjected. “We want to verify that there’s no processing going on.”

	“I can show you the open space, but all the vats are gone. There’s not much left. The jungle is taking it back.”

	Gar’s leg muscles burned during the fifteen-minute hike down the side of a steep slope. After thirty minutes along a winding and mostly hidden path, they felt better. He pushed aside one last fern and entered a compact circular glen. His mind captured its history, and he shared his thoughts with Pun.

	“The setup had to have been very crude, and the challenge of transporting opium gumball blobs, hundred-pound sacks of chemicals, water, and vats to this location must have been daunting. One thing is clear: this lab is not in operating condition. There’s been no warning of our visit, so there hasn’t been time to disguise it.” 

	Satisfied, Gar and the others hiked back to the farm and their elephants.

	 “Do you know Mr. Ar Phat?” Wik asked along the way.

	“No,” the farmer replied rather quickly. “I heard he’s a good man. But me, don’t know him.”

	Gar noticed a bit of insincerity in the farmer’s voice and again suspected he avoided being entirely truthful. 

	They gathered to discuss their next move before heading back to the Trekking Club.

	“I’m happy with the limited information the farmer divulged,” Wik said.

	 “We should find at least one more farmer,” Pun countered, “and witness a second processing site.”

	Gar felt restless. His mind tossed around disconnected thoughts.

	“We didn’t see any young men,” he explained to Pun. “That’s odd. Plants are still present, and even if not slit, it’s also a bit odd. 

	“I think we need to go higher up the mountain,” Gar declared, “at least another hour’s trek. If we don’t find anything by then, we can turn around and head back. Maybe I’m suspicious, but this seems to have gone too smoothly.”

	“To be honest,” the guide responded, “I’m not sure of the trails farther up from here, and it’ll soon be late. Maybe we can return tomorrow when the elephants are refreshed and ready for the added climb.”

	“Listen, the elephants can take the day off tomorrow,” Gar responded. “As long as we’re this far into the mountains, it makes sense to invest a bit more time. We’ll go now.” 

	They mounted the elephants and started toward the only opening in the jungle that looked like a trail. This time, Gar led the group.

	 

	Rab and Daan, eighteen-year-old poppy farmers, also provided surveillance and security for this mountainous region. Rab carried an old Franchi SPAS-12 shotgun, and Daan a Thai version of the Heckler & Koch HK33. Ar Phat’s local operations manager had provided the weapons several days earlier. They spent the morning watching Gar, Pun, and Wik from concealed vantage points. Ar Phat’s manager told them to remain invisible unless the trekkers ventured too far off the predetermined route.

	 

	The elephants pushed through the brush. The trail tightened, but the big animals seemed to know which way to lumber forward. Gar could see for what seemed to be miles across the jungle canopy.

	Everyone remained quiet, focused more on the environment than on each other. Despite the remoteness and the quiet, Gar’s
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