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ABOUT THIS EDITION

Bohol Mysteries brings together two novels set against the 
landscape, history and changing life of the Philippine island of 

Bohol.

In The Dry Well, an unexpected arrival from England opens the 
door to a story reaching back to the final days of the Second 
World War, drawing together hidden records, mineral wealth 

and interests powerful enough to have survived for generations.

In The Third Ledger, the consequences move forward. Old 
records, divided loyalties and unfinished business pass into new 
hands, where information can prove every bit as dangerous as 

the events it records.

Although each novel can be read in its own right, together they 
share a world in which the past is never quite as buried as 

people imagine.
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Prologue

Eastern Bohol
September 1945

The  rain  had  stopped  shortly  before  dawn,  leaving  the  hills 
above Jagna shrouded beneath drifting cloud. Water continued 
to  fall  from  the  jungle  canopy,  striking  the  canvas  roofs 
stretched  between  the  limestone  outcrops  with  a  slow, 
relentless rhythm.

Deep inside the tunnel, the generators still hummed.

They would not be running for much longer.

Captain Nakamura stood beside a table covered with geological 
maps  while  Filipino labourers  hammered the  lids  onto  heavy 
wooden  crates.  Japanese  military  inventory  markings  had 
already  begun  to  blur  beneath  the  damp  that  seeped  into 
everything. Samples of ore, survey records and transport ledgers 
lay  neatly  arranged  beneath  electric  lamps  powered  by 
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machinery  that  had  become  as  exhausted  as  the  men  who 
operated it.

Only weeks earlier Tokyo had spoken confidently of victory.

Now nobody used the word.

A  civilian  administrator  emerged  from  the  outer  passage 
accompanied by two Filipino officials from Manila. Their pressed 
white shirts and polished shoes looked strangely out of place 
among  mud-stained  engineers,  weary  soldiers  and  sweating 
labourers.

"The  final  transfer  lists  are  complete,"  the  administrator  said 
quietly.

Nakamura  acknowledged  him  with  a  slight  nod  but  kept 
studying the maps.

Beyond  the  tunnel  mouth,  the  occasional  rumble  of  distant 
artillery drifted across the sea. The fighting had ended, yet its 
echoes  remained.  American  forces  were  returning  to  the 
Philippines. Japanese authority was disappearing almost by the 
hour.

Soon these hills would belong to someone else.

The question was whether they would inherit only the land... or 
everything that had been hidden beneath it.

One of the visitors leaned over the survey maps.
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"These deposits are confirmed?"

"Our geologists believe so."

"Iron?"

"Yes."

"And the rarer minerals?"

For the first time, Nakamura looked directly at him.

"They are significant."

The visitor allowed himself the faintest smile.

Around  them,  more  crates  waited  to  be  sealed.  Others 
contained  rock  samples  wrapped  in  waxed  paper,  carefully 
labelled despite the humidity. Nearby, soldiers fed bundles of 
documents  into  an  iron  drum  where  the  flames  consumed 
records that would never leave the mountain.

Smoke drifted slowly through the chamber.

Pinned to one wall was a map marked with fresh annotations.

Civilian removals completed.

Transfer stabilisation pending.

The second visitor read the notes before asking quietly,
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"And the local families?"

The administrator hesitated.

"Most have been dealt with."

"Most?"

No one answered immediately.
At  last  Nakamura rolled one of the geological  surveys into a 
metal storage cylinder and secured the lid.

"History," he said, almost to himself, "is never buried as deeply 
as people imagine."

Outside, the rain began again.

It fell across the jungle-covered hills above Jagna, washing the 
entrance to the tunnel clean, while far below the sea continued 
breaking against the shore, as it had for centuries, carrying away 
every sound except the ones history refused to forget.
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Chapter One — The Claim

The message came without context.

Not  unusual  in  itself.  Messages  rarely  arrived with the  clarity 
people imagined they deserved. What made this one different 
was the name attached to it.

Mark.

I had not seen him in over thirty years.

For a moment I assumed it was a mistake, someone else, the 
same name, the kind of coincidence that happens often enough 
not  to  be remarkable.  But  the  wording was  too familiar,  too 
direct, stripped of anything unnecessary.

“I’m coming out to see you..."  “I’ve got something you’ll want to 
see.”

No explanation. No attempt to persuade.

That was Mark.

I read it again, then put the note down and stepped out onto 
the veranda.

Morning had already  settled  into  the  day.  Heat  rising  slowly 
from the wet ground after overnight rain.  Somewhere nearby 
somebody was working, metal striking metal in a steady rhythm 
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that carried further than it should have through the humid air. 
Beyond  the  trees  the  barangay  road  remained  mostly  quiet, 
though that never meant very much here. Movement happened 
without  warning  in  Bohol.  A  motorbike  appeared.  A  truck 
arrived. Cattle wandered where they pleased. Boundaries existed 
mostly in theory.

I stood there longer than necessary.

Thirty years.

People changed in that  amount of  time.  Or disappeared into 
whatever  version of  themselves life  eventually  cornered them 
into becoming.

Mark had always resisted that.

Even when I first knew him he had been restless in a way that 
did not quite fit his age. Younger than me by a good margin but 
never comfortable remaining where convention expected him to 
stay.  Curious,  but  not  always  careful.  The  kind  of  man  who 
followed an idea further than was sensible simply because he 
needed to know where it ended.

We had lost contact without any real reason. Life tends to do 
that.  Years  pass  unnoticed  until  reconnecting  begins  to  feel 
strangely artificial.

Later, in this case, had taken three decades.

When he finally arrived it was without ceremony.
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No call ahead.

No request for directions.

Just  the  sound  of  a  vehicle  outside  the  property  and  an 
unfamiliar engine cutting suddenly into silence.

I watched from the veranda as he stepped out.

Older  obviously.  That  part  was  unavoidable.  But  still 
recognisably the same untidy hair.  Lean. Alert.  No longer too 
quick  in  his  movements  as  though  time  had  still  not  fully 
convinced him to slow down.

He looked up, saw me watching and smiled.

“Thought I’d find you here,” he said.

“You didn’t check first.”

“No point. You’re exactly where you said you’d be.”

That was true.

We sat outside while Zan brought coffee without being asked, 
placing  the  cups  between  us  with  the  quiet  efficiency  of 
somebody who understood when conversation mattered more 
than interruption. Mark watched him disappear back toward the 
kitchen before turning his attention to the rice fields beyond the 
house where several  cattle and two carabao wandered slowly 
through standing water left by the rain.
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“You’ve settled in properly,” he said.

“I’ve survived,” I replied.

He smiled at that.

For  a  while  we spoke about  nothing important.  Travel.  Heat. 
Flights.  The new school being built  beyond the road and the 
endless line of motorbikes now appearing there each morning 
almost no parking provision existing for any of them. The usual 
things  people  discuss  while  avoiding  the  real  subject  sitting 
patiently nearby waiting for its turn.

Mark eventually let the silence settle.

Then he said , “You ever heard of Yamashita’s gold?”

I almost laughed.

Not because the story itself amused me but because I had lived 
in the Philippines long enough to understand that everybody 
had heard some version of it. Hidden tunnels. Japanese treasure. 
Gold  buried  before  the  surrender.  Maps  appearing  and 
disappearing  depending  on  who  was  drinking  and  who  was 
paying.

“Yes,” I said. “Too many times.”

“And?”

“And I don’t believe it.”
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That answer did not surprise him.

“Good,” he said. “Neither do I.”

That caught my attention more than the question itself.

Mark  reached  down  beside  his  chair  and  lifted  a  weathered 
brown folder onto the table between us. He rested one hand on 
it briefly before opening it.

Not theatrically.

Deliberately.

Inside sat copied documents, photographs and several pages of 
handwritten notes.

I frowned.

“This doesn’t look like treasure hunting.”

“No,” Mark replied . “Because it isn’t.”

He removed a folded document and slid it toward me.

The paper itself was old, or made carefully to appear old. Typed 
English  text.  Faded  official  markings.  Several  sections  heavily 
blacked out by government censors.

“Where did you get this?” I asked.

“One of my less trustworthy acquaintances in London.”
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“That reassuring?”

“Not especially.”

I adjusted my glasses and continued reading.

Most of the document made little immediate sense. References 
to occupation territories. Survey units. Administrative transfers. 
But one paragraph remained completely visible.

“Material obtained from German technical personnel indicates 
Imperial Japanese geological survey teams conducted extensive 
mineral  classification  operations  within  occupied  Philippine 
territories during the latter stages of the war.”

I looked up.

“Minerals?”

Mark nodded once.

“Not gold?”

“Not mainly.”

I read further.

"Particular  attention  appears  connected  to  properties 
transferred  following  anti-insurgency  operations  against 
suspected resistance sympathisers."
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That sentence held my attention longer than the rest.

Transferred.

An oddly careful word.

Not seized.

Not confiscated.

Transferred.

As though ownership had changed politely while people simply 
vanished around it.

“This came from British records?” I asked.

Mark nodded again.

“Your father may have seen material connected to it after the 
war.”

That  surprised  me  enough  to  finally  look  away  from  the 
document.

“My father had nothing to do with the Philippines.”

“Not directly.”

“And yet here you are.”
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For  the  first  time  since  arriving  the  restlessness  disappeared 
from Mark completely.

“What  if  the  Japanese  never  cared  as  much  about  hiding 
treasure as people later imagined?” he asked “What if they were 
identifying future wealth instead?”

I said nothing.

Outside,  somewhere  beyond  the  road,  a  dog  barked 
continuously at nothing visible while another answered further 
away across the fields.

Mark leaned back slowly in his chair.

“The  gold  stories  may  simply  have  buried  the  real  story 
underneath them.”

“And what exactly is the real story?”

“I’m still working on that part.”

I looked again at the document resting between us. Geological 
surveys.  Property  transfers.  Anti-insurgency  operations.  The 
language itself felt cold and administrative in a way I did not 
entirely trust.

“This still doesn’t explain why you came here.”

“No,” Mark agreed. “It doesn’t.”

He closed the folder carefully.
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“Not yet.”

At the far side of the terrace I noticed Zan moving slowly near 
the  kitchen  doorway  carrying  sacks  of  rice  feed  toward  the 
storage shed. He was not looking directly at us but I had the 
distinct impression he had heard more of the conversation than 
either of us realised.

Mark followed my glance briefly before lowering his voice.

“The more I looked into this,” he said, “the more I started finding 
references to families disappearing during Japanese operations 
in areas later connected to mineral surveys and land transfers.”

“That could mean anything.”

“Yes,” he said .  “Which is usually when things start becoming 
interesting.”

The  heat  had settled  fully  by  then.  The  day  moving  forward 
exactly as it always did. Children shouting somewhere beyond 
the road. Motorcycles passing intermittently toward the school. 
Dogs sleeping beneath the shade of the banana trees beside the 
gate.

Ordinary things.

But something had shifted.

Not in the world itself.
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Only in the shape of the conversation.

I  looked once more at the brown folder resting on the table 
between us and realised I was no longer dismissing any of it 
entirely.

“All  right,”  I  said  eventually.  “Then  we  start  with  something 
simple.”

Mark leaned forward.

“Go on.”

“You tell me exactly what you think you’ve found.”

He smiled faintly.

“That,” he said, “is where the trouble begins.”

Chapter Two — The Mine

Zan asked for two days off during the second week of May for 
the  Can-ipol  and  Naatang  fiesta  in  Jagna.  Peter  agreed 
immediately, Zan was to be the driver of the van the family had 
hired in Talibon.

In seven years living in Bohol Peter had learned fiestas were not 
really optional occasions. Families travelled impossible distances 
to attend them, money appeared from nowhere for roasted pigs 

19



and karaoke systems, and entire barangays seemed capable of 
functioning without sleep for several consecutive nights.

<<< Continue reading  >>>

The Bohol Mysteries
two complete novels in one volume.

Paperback £19.99 

Library membership £14.95 per year. 
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