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  Prologue




  Thursday, March 12, 1981. 2:30 PM




  It was a warm, sunny day. The young men viewed the fair weather as a good omen.




  “Insha Allah, with the help of God we’ll look back on this day as the beginning of our nation’s turning,” Asim said.




  They sat outside, around a small table in the city’s crowded bazaar district. Tables were set up in front of coffee houses lining a narrow street. In fact, the avenue was so narrow that waiters had to turn sideways to move from one table to the next.




  The scene was alive with color. Their minds were stimulated by a jumble of gold store fronts, green awnings, shirts of many hues, and, hanging from the place across the way, tan shoes and pink purses for sale.




  “We should be discussing our plan in a dark basement, hidden away from those who could betray us,” Shakir whispered.




  “Ma sh Allah,” answered Kafele. “God willing, our neighbors are too absorbed in their own pursuits.”




  They shared the poverty of their families, these three, and the good fortune of winning entry to the state university. But what set them apart was a semester at the American University, studying under Gahiji Telhimi.




  The professor grew up in a privileged Jordanian family and traveled to the United States to study government at Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs. He returned to the Middle East, not to preach anarchy, but to expose his students to the benefits of freedom and the possibilities for democracy. If they understood how human and political rights could transform their lives and the lives of their countrymen, one day, perhaps, things would change.




  Asim was the undisputed leader of their cabal. He was dark-skinned with thick eyebrows. Always a politician, he developed a network of students interested in reforming the nation. Their written materials were careful to avoid the appearance of revolution. But the time would come when they would be called upon to advance their cause through a demonstration of commitment.




  Shakir was the careful one with boundless intellectual ability. He knew the varied forms of democratic government and could describe the rights and economic freedom that would have to be established before the Arab world could enter modernity. He visualized the path that could lead to the better existence his people deserved. While he was a shy individual, he argued passionately with other students, his black-rimmed glasses threatening to leave the bridge of his nose.




  For their plans to succeed there had to be a PR man, one with the personality to interest the uncommitted, to win over students who feared for their own well-being. With his perpetual smile and dynamic personality, Kafele assumed that role.




  “I know of your concerns and I don’t blame you,” he would say. “Just think of your children, how you would like them to lead their lives. Would you want them to suffer the poverty, the authoritarian rule, the lack of dignity that you have experienced? Come with us, take the chance, it will be well worth it.”




  Tonight was the night. A communications chain, person to person, would implore their confidants to meet after prayers, at six a.m. the next morning, at Dawah Square across from the city’s largest Mosque. Kafele would contact his friends at the local TV station. Hopefully, they would cover the event and broadcast the speeches scheduled for delivery by the most devoted.




  Each discourse would induce the nation’s citizens to join the peaceful demonstration. The student’s dream visualized millions of sympathizers, as far as the eye could see. The country’s leaders would be so impressed that the door to reform would be opened.




  After the demonstration, they would recruit Professor Telhimi to represent the people. He would negotiate the concessions that would lead the nation into democracy. Once it was guaranteed that each individual had basic rights, freedom from arbitrary government control, protection under enlightened law, free speech and assembly, the right to vote in a legitimate election, and the benefits of a free press, the rest would fall into place. The professor wouldn’t rest until there were free elections and leadership devoted to advancing the population rather than their own excessive standard of living.




  The students held up their cups and toasted, “As-Salamu Alaykum, peace be upon us.” Then, they walked back to their apartments and made final preparations for their bold campaign.




  * * * *




  Friday, March 13, 1981, one a.m.




  The police thundered up the stairs and into the students’ bedrooms. Heavy wood batons struck their legs and heads. Unconscious, they were dragged out of their apartment buildings, thrown into police vans, and transported to the political wing of a high security prison. They would be tortured until their wills were broken and they no longer represented a threat to those in power.




  Security forces maintained surveillance at the square. At seven a.m. they arrested close to a hundred demonstrators. There was no press coverage of the student’s plan or the manner in which it was defeated. In a final act of contempt, Professor Telhimi was deported to Jordan while his family was not permitted to leave the country.




  Months later, those in the network lucky enough to stay out of jail concluded that three problems led to their defeat. First, they underestimated the lengths tyrants will go to maintain their power and affluent lifestyles. Second, a secure communications network would have been required to organize the instantaneous assembly of an overwhelming number of demonstrators. And third, an independent means was needed to show the government’s brutality to the outside world and rally the support of other nations and fellow countrymen.




  For now, further attempts would be postponed. When new tools of revolution became available, the brave would try again.




  “A cell phone and laptop in the hands of the young are powerful instruments of transformation.”




  Steven Arens, Ph. D.




  BOOK 1




  OBSESSION




  PART 1




  PRESENT DAY




  Chapter 1




  Sunday, August 8




  The Bennetti Classic 34M cut through the dark blue waters of the Adriatic Sea. The yacht left the seaside town of Hvar, Croatia for the fishing village of Pescara, Italy. Away from shore the Captain slowed the vessel to accommodate the request for a leisurely voyage.




  The yacht had been designed by the Viareggio family, christened Sea-Queen  in 1969. It was still the epitome of luxury more than forty years later, appointed in leather, satin finished cherry wood, and alcantara suede. The estimated value was thirty-six million Euros.




  The ship’s overall length was a hundred and nine feet. With its Detroit Diesel 495 BHP it could muster speeds of fifteen knots. It housed five cabins below, designed to sleep up to ten guests.




  A modern conference room with all the electronic aides had been constructed out of a bar and conversation space. Windows along both sides of the rectangular room were lined with off-white curtains, bordered by chrome lamps every six feet. Wood paneling from merbau trees, now endangered by heavy demand for the rich tropical lumber, extended from window to deck. Parquet flooring and a twenty foot conference table were made of the same exotic material.




  A full time crew of six was to be paid by a corporate shell. By making five times the average for such work, each man’s loyalty was assured. They were instructed to follow orders, ask no questions, and if at all possible, remain discreetly ignorant of the identities of their passengers.




  The ship’s captain, an Italian, semi-retired from years of high end charter work, received his orders via telephone. He was told that Outcast Charters, a firm unknown to him, needed his services. He would be paid five thousand Euros in advance for two days work.




  The first of the five passengers arrived in a Beneteau 461 sloop just before seven p.m. The other four approached within twenty minutes, each in an over-the-top vessel. The crew showed the men their quarters, stowed their belongings, and escorted them into the conference room.




  The chef announced that a dinner of Beluga caviar, cold lobster, crab cakes, assorted side dishes and local wines, including those blended with output from Pescara’s Prokupac grape, would be served at eight p.m.




  The guests on board formed a strange roster of passengers. They wore identical outfits—khaki slacks, white cotton golf shirts, and light brown top-siders. Few words were spoken to the crew. Once the five were alone in the conference room, the door was locked.




  The group’s leader, a large, handsome man of middle age, removed an electronic device from his briefcase, set it down on the conference table and clicked it on. With the interference generated by the device and the yacht’s constant motion crossing the Adriatic, their discussions would remain confidential.




  Rex Raymond, CEO of Mid Continent Energy, addressed his partners.




  “Welcome, my friends. We have an incredibly full agenda so I’ll dispense with introductory remarks and get into the meat of our dealings.




  “As of the close of business on Friday, I’ve received purchase agreements covering the four targeted sites, in California, Canada, Australia, and South Africa.”




  Immediately, the men at the table joined in a respectful round of applause. They looked at their leader, steely blue eyes and full, closely cut red beard, with both admiration and fear.




  The admiration was derived from the genius of his plan and the personal wealth its success would provide. This wouldn’t be the wealth of heyday dot com innovation or social networking. The scale would make those profits look anemic. No, this would be affluence that hadn’t been seen since the 19th Century robber barons of Astor, Carnegie, Rockefeller, and Vanderbilt.




  Their fear was derived from the iron will and unscrupulous methods Raymond had routinely used to turn MCE into one of the world’s most prosperous energy corporations. They knew who he was, that he’d stop at nothing to achieve their goals. It was agreed. They would contribute start-up capital and advice when asked. He’d get it done. There would be no discussions about methods. That would be his area of discretion.




  “Thank you, my friends,” Raymond said. “With that out of the way, we move on.”




  * * * *




  A young, American crewmember stood on the forward deck. He pulled a comb from his pocket and forced it through thick, golden hair, bleached out from too many days on the beach at Sucuraj, Croatia’s most picturesque town.




  Staring out to sea, he remembered Gabriella, and her confession of love for him. She was an Italian exchange student staying in his parents’ house in Madison, Wisconsin. He was living on campus, about to complete his sophomore year.




  He could see her smile, those dark brown eyes, youthful and yet able to look right through you. She parted her deep brown hair on the right. It fell past her shoulders, sometimes covering breasts he tried unsuccessfully to forget.




  * * * *




  When her initial living arrangements fell through, his parents agreed to fill-in, as a favor to their parish priest. Rob met her in early September, when he returned home to deliver tickets to Saturday’s game against Northern Iowa. His parents wanted her to have the complete Badger experience.




  He breezed-in, dropped the tickets on the kitchen counter, and walked to his bedroom to find a favorite sweater left behind. She was lying flat on his bed, resting on her elbows, an open textbook below.




  “Hi, you must be Gabriella.”




  She rolled over, wearing a light yellow, short-sleeved blouse and dark blue shorts.




  “You must be Rob. Thanks for the loan of your room. How lucky you are to have such charitable parents.”




  He smiled at the choice of words but was impressed by her smooth demeanor.




  “I know; they’re terrific.”




  They looked into each others eyes and neither spoke for several awkward seconds.




  “Well, I brought tickets for Saturday’s game. Hope you enjoy. Be sure to get out of those Michigan colors and into the red and white.”




  She sat up, leaning her back against the headboard. He could see she was more developed than most girls her age.




  “Will I see you there?” she asked.




  “No, I sit in the student section. But I’ll be home for Thanksgiving. I spend holidays here.”




  * * * *




  As he promised his mother, he moved back in for Thanksgiving and Christmas, sleeping on the hide-a-bed in the den. An only child, Rob treated Gabbie as a sister, a perky, welcome addition to the family.




  Every once in a while their relationship seemed to be on the brink of becoming something else. After Thanksgiving dinner, she was curled up on the couch. They were watching the NFL and he felt the pressure of her being too close. Her Jean Nate’ perfume surrounded him. There was no escape from the realization that this beautiful young girl wanted him.




  She turned to Rob and asked a question about the rules of the game, her hand firmly planted on his leg. Their eyes met and he lost track of her inquiry, never responding. Eventually, they looked back to the TV with a mutual understanding of what was simmering just below the surface.




  At the Christmas tree’s first light, her hand found his. It was warm, soft, inviting. She looked up at him, her eyes challenging his emotions.




  “Here I am. I know I’m too young but I know we were meant for each other. Come to me tonight. I need you.”




  Of course he wanted her. He could feel his hands on her firm breasts, his lips on hers. He could introduce her to the joys a knowledgeable young man could impart. But she was fifteen years old and in his house at the request of a priest associated with their family for many years. He couldn’t betray him or his parents. He’d leave her alone, regardless of her subtle advances and his repressed desires.




  In May, the night before her class graduated from Edgewood, he returned home to sleep over. He would rise at six a.m. the next morning and drive to the school to reserve seats. Then, they would have their last family dinner together and he and his parents would see her off for her flights to Chicago and Turin.




  Rob arrived after midnight, counting on Gabbie being asleep. Quietly, he made his way to the den, stripped, and climbed into the bed his mother made ready for him. A few minutes later he heard the door open. He pretended to be asleep, refusing to open his eyes.




  He smelled her perfume as she moved closer to the bed. Then, he felt the mattress descend as she sat on the edge, by his shoulder. She took his hand in hers.




  “I know you’re awake and that you want me. I know why you feel obligated to leave me alone. But you should know that I’ll wait until we can love each other, no matter how long it takes. We belong together forever.”




  She lifted her nightie and placed his hand on her left breast.




  He could feel her heart racing.




  “My heart and my body are yours,” she said. Then, she left the den.




  * * * *




  A Croatian deckhand joined Rob on the forward deck.




  “What time are we due to arrive in Pescara?” the American asked.




  “Rob, what’s your hurry?” the Croatian answered. “Just do your job and consider yourself lucky. These are very influential people on board. You’re fortunate to have hired on; an American at that. If my buddy hadn’t failed to show this morning, and if I hadn’t spotted you wandering around the dock, you’d have missed a fat payday. Why they didn’t use their usual crew is a mystery, but their loss is our gain. I’ve never been promised so much for so little work.”




  The Croatian lit a cigarette with a weathered Zippo lighter. He looked at Rob with a new skepticism.




  “You were looking for a job to take you to Pescara, weren’t you? What’s the big attraction? Is there perhaps a woman involved?”




  The breeze produced ripples in the blue and white striped polo’s and white slacks they had been provided.




  “Actually, you could say there may be a woman involved. You see, three years ago I was an undergraduate at the University of Wisconsin, living on campus. As a favor to our priest, my parents took in an exchange student from Italy. For that year, she attended my old high school.




  “She was the most attractive girl I’ve ever seen. When I’d come home for the holidays, it took all the will power I could muster to leave her alone. She expressed her feelings for me but I never made a move; she was just too young.




  “When she finished her year, I couldn’t even bring myself to say goodbye. Now, out of the blue, my mother forwarded a postcard to me. It seems she’s at the University of Turin during most of the year but for the summer is waitressing in Pescara.”




  The Croatian’s face lights-up.




  “Ah, young love denied and then, how you say, fulfilled. This could be in the cinema.”




  Their conversation was interrupted by the crew chief who ordered the men below to assist with dinner.




  Chapter 2




  Monday, August 9




  The trip from Hvar to Pescara remained quiet. The passengers stayed in the conference room through dinner and well into the early morning hours. Except for trips to the nearest restroom, they weren’t seen by the crew. Only two of the five men showed up for the scheduled breakfast served in the dining quarters. There was no banter with the crew. In fact, the men avoided eye contact with their servers.




  At nine a.m. they returned to the conference room. Two hours later the yacht was anchored at Pescara. One by one, the men were whisked away by their rides, which had lined up alongside the Sea-Queen. There were no tips, words of thank you, or recognition that the smooth voyage didn’t just happen on its own.




  “Never seen anything like it,” the old man said, catching Rob’s attention. “Not a tip; not even a goddamned thank you.”




  Rob looked at the last passenger to leave the yacht, speeding away in a sloop that was worth well over a million Euros.




  “To hell with them. I don’t care how much money or power they have. If you can’t deal with people you’re not worth much.”




  Before their conversation could be extended a service vessel pulled along side and three men came aboard, each wearing white overalls, carrying black tool kits. One of the men showed the captain their orders from Outcast Charters and the captain signed over charge of the yacht. Then, the mechanics headed to the engine room, quickly disappearing from sight.




  The captain assembled the crew on the forward deck. He was a distinguished looking man in his sixties, pure white hair, dark brown eyes, and a solid build.




  “Okay, thanks, mates, for a job well done. You’ve got five hours shore leave while the yacht gets serviced and re-fueled. We’ll all meet back here by five p.m. Then, we’ll be off for Hvar and the end of the charter. I know none of you got much sleep coming over so on the way back we’ll be sure that those who want sack time will have that chance.




  “And remember, if you aren’t on board when we’re ready to depart, you forfeit your wages. Don’t get so drunk you’re not back here in time. I swear to you, if you’re not on board we’ll leave you behind.”




  Within twenty minutes, the crew was aboard a motorized shuttle heading for shore. Given the money to be paid, they would be sure to return by five p.m.




  * * * *




  When the shuttle arrived at the Pescara dock, the Croatians, speaking their native tongue, determined that they would find some cheap Italian women and alcohol at one of the bars in town. They asked Rob to join them but his friend said he had more important business at a restaurant along the shore.




  To hoots and kidding that they’d get laid before he found a willing young woman, Rob left the others and grabbed a taxi to the shoreline populated by bathers and seafood restaurants. It was after one p.m. and the air was thick with smoke from open grills.




  Rob walked past three restaurants until he spotted the sign for Lidos. The hostess, a middle-aged woman who’d tasted more than her share of pasta, seated him at an outdoor table with an ocean view.




  “Pardon me, but do you have a waitress named Gabriella? She and I were friends a few years ago in the States.”




  The hostess looked at Rob with skepticism.




  “Actually, she was an exchange student who stayed in our house. At the time, I was away at university.”




  The hostess relented. “Let’s see if Gabbie’s still on duty. Can I bring you a glass of white wine in the meantime?”




  “Si, grazie,” Rob replied, giving the lady his most convincing smile.




  A full five minutes after the wine arrived, Gabbie approached his table. Instantly, Rob saw that this appealing high school student had grown into a most beautiful young lady. Her dark brown hair was shoulder length and her face had matured from a teenage schoolgirl to an Italian stunner. Her figure, as before, was enough to tempt any man.




  Gabbie, pretending to be a stranger, looked into Rob’s eyes with no expression.




  “Ciao, welcome to Lidos, Pescara’s best seafood grill.”




  Rob, aware of the game she was playing, would have none of it.




  “Come on, Gabbie, you don’t send me a postcard and then pretend not to know me.”




  Rob could see her cheeks flush.




  “You didn’t even come to my graduation or say good-bye. I thought we were more than friends. How could you let me fly away without doing something about the way we both felt? It was your one chance to hold me in your arms, to kiss me. I cried for a month after that.”




  Rob, shocked that Gabbie would level with him, responded with like honesty.




  “Look, you were just too young. With my parents and our priest involved, I couldn’t do what I wanted, what I needed to do.”




  “And what about now?” Gabbie asked. “What are you doing here? I thought you were in Madison. Aren’t you getting ready to enter medical school?”




  Rob took a sip of wine. “I have two more weeks working in Hvar before I go home to start school.”




  “You always were a planner,” Gabbie said. “Well, let me serve you a good meal and then I’ll see if I can get the rest of the afternoon off. We can walk along the shore and you can put your planning skills to good use.”




  Gabbie brought him clams, mussels, blue fin tuna, and a bottle of Abruzzo wine. As she served his meal, she whetted his appetite for what was sure to follow.




  She brought the wine, brushing his face with a soft hand as she reached down to pull the cork from the bottle. When she turned to go back to the kitchen his right knee encountered the back of her shapely left leg. Serving the main course, she leaned over him, contacting his right shoulder with a firm left breast.




  An hour later the couple was walking along the shoreline, holding hands and marveling at the warmth they were feeling. Whether it was fate or luck, after years of frustration, finally, the timing was right. These very different people from disparate backgrounds had found each other again and neither wanted to let go.




  “So, is there any way you could travel to Wisconsin during the school year?”




  Gabbie squeezed Rob’s hand.




  “You are so sweet. No, there’s no way. If it wasn’t for a state scholarship, I wouldn’t be able to afford my tuition.”




  They continued to walk down the beach. After a while, they climbed on to one of a series of large boulders protecting the sand from waves coming ashore during storms and high tide. Rob held her close and kissed her lips.




  “I’d stay and not return to the yacht but unless we make the trip back to Hvar we won’t get paid. That money will cover my rent for several months.”




  Gabbie put her hand on Rob’s leg and pressed herself against him. Then, she pulled away.




  “You must be making a lot for this small voyage.”




  “More than you could imagine,” he replied. “We’re not sure why but each of us is to be paid four or five times the usual rate. There were five passengers. They spent most of their time in the conference room and went ashore on our arrival.”




  Gabbie flashed a mischievous smile.




  “So, you’ll have no passengers on the way back to Hvar?”




  Rob paused, thinking of the possibilities that might be occurring to this suddenly animated woman.




  “What’s going on in that devious Italian mind?”




  She turned to him, holding on to his forearms.




  Chapter 3




  Monday, August 9




  Getting Gabbie on board proved to be much easier than either of them thought. At the dock in Pescara, Rob explained their situation to the Croatian deckhands. After a round of laughing and mocks that neither Rob nor Gabbie understood, the group took ownership of the young couple and their adventure.




  They distracted the captain and chief as Rob moved her onto the yacht and into one of the cabins. Rob volunteered to assist with the launch and complete the first three-hour shift on deck. Then, he’d go below and finally explore the woman who had aroused such passion in him.




  At nine p.m. Rob finished his shift. He made his way to Gabbie’s cabin, tapped lightly on the door, and slipped inside, locking the door behind him. The room had a king sized bed, a console with bar and TV, two dressers, and a large private bathroom. There were four open portholes and lamps scattered about the room.




  One lamp was lit, casting a dull light over the cabin. Rob felt a chill from the cool sea air and closed the portholes. Then, he looked for his partner in crime. He spotted her under the covers, chocolate hair spread over one of six pillows.




  Without a word, Rob stripped, clicked off the lamp, gently pulled back a handful of covers and sheet, and joined her. She was without a stitch of clothing, the way love-making should be, he thought.




  He moved closer and kissed her passionately on the lips. “Hi, castaway, I’m sorry you had to wait but I hope to make it up to you.”




  “That’s okay,” she whispered. “I made up the room and tried to read some magazines. It’s hard to believe some people live in such luxury.”




  Rob moved closer. Leaning on his left side, he put his right arm around her body, pulling her to him. Her breasts crushed against his chest. He could feel his involuntary reaction.




  “Before we get serious, I have a question,” Gabbie said.




  Rob released his hold and Gabbie moved back a bit.




  “Is this worth anything? I found it on the bathroom floor under the counter.”




  Rob looked up and saw Gabbie holding a gold insignia. It was a seahorse with the letters MCE across the top.




  He took the trinket from her and held it up, catching some light from one of the portholes. The steady deep purr of the engine, the sound of sea water lapping against the side of the yacht, and the cool salt air that had invaded the cabin kept them aware of their unconventional location.




  “This is the emblem of one of the world’s largest energy companies, Mid Continent Energy. It’s an oil and gas company from Mideast Texas that grew into an international conglomerate. From the rough edges on the other side, I’ll bet this broke off a money clip, probably from the extreme size of the wad of bills the guy was carrying. So, yeah, the gold in this is probably worth a few hundred Euros.”




  “Well,” Gabbie said, “I think I’ll keep it as a souvenir of our first liaison.”




  She took the piece back from Rob and placed it on the nightstand. Then, with intensity unmatched in either of their young lives, they surrendered to their passion.




  * * * *




  The first explosions came from below on the starboard side of the yacht. They blew huge holes in the deep-V hull as it cut through the Adriatic. The sea rushed in with such force that lack of balance capsized the boat within seconds. Just as things seemed to stabilize, two more blasts ripped through the deck and the Sea-Queen continued its descent, heading toward the ocean floor hundreds of feet below.




  It was ten-thirty p.m. when the captain and chief, both in the control station, felt the impact of the initial explosions. Instinctively, they grabbed the railing and managed to hold on as the yacht flipped over. Pushed by the engine and rudder, the yacht slowed, establishing a crooked, aimless course. Then, the motor flooded-out and the vessel stopped.




  With just enough air in their lungs to swim around the yacht and make it to the surface, the two men made their desperate attempt to escape. But before they cleared the bridge the second series of explosions ripped through the forward deck. The men were so close to those blasts that their bodies were shattered, mutilated parts joining the yacht in its final descent.




  At the time of the initial blasts and capsizing, the chef and two Croatian deckhands were sleeping on cots in a narrow compartment next to the engine room below. By the time they realized what was happening their quarters had filled with water. The second set of detonations blocked their door with debris. With no way out and no breathing equipment, they were doomed.




  Rob and Gabbie were fast asleep in each other’s arms when the first explosions and capsizing occurred. Although they were thrown from the bed, lying on what had been the ceiling, their locked cabin door and portholes were sealed and water tight.




  “What’s happening?” Gabbie yelled. Her eyes were wide with fear.




  “I don’t know,” Rob answered. “I thought I felt an explosion and the boat capsize.”




  Then, the second blasts hit, knocking them down once more.




  “You okay?” he asked.




  There was no answer.




  “Are you okay?” Rob repeated.




  Gabbie was lying on her side, her naked body vulnerable to the violence around them.




  “I think I hurt my ankle,” she said, tears in her eyes.




  They could feel the yacht’s free fall accelerating. The specter of death by drowning invaded their thoughts and interrupted Rob’s drive to find a way to the surface.




  He ran to her and helped Gabbie up.




  “Look, we must be tough and make it through this. Most of all we have to be fast. Hold my hand tightly. I’m going to open the cabin door. Stay out of the water’s rush. Then, we’ll float up to the top.”




  He knew a deadly wall of water would fill the cabin in seconds. Rob unlocked the door and tried to open it slowly, gradually letting in the water. But the weight of the ocean was too much.




  Gabbie got turned around and the surge ripped her hand from his. It hit her directly in the back, carrying the young woman deep into the cabin.




  Rob took a deep breath and waited for the sea to fill the room. Then, he swam in looking for her. His senses were assaulted by the grotesque sight of Gabbie, floating aimlessly, her neck obviously broken.




  At first, the guilt and remorse he felt overwhelmed his drive for life and he stayed still, staring at the woman who’d trusted in him. Then, his view of Gabbie was interrupted by the gold seahorse which passed before his eyes.




  His mind took over. This was no accident. The explosives had been planted by the men who were supposed to be servicing the yacht. Charges were placed and timed to see that there would be no survivors.




  Had he and Gabbie not been in one of the cabins, all the bodies would have gone down with the ship. With the yacht on the bottom, somewhere in the middle of the Adriatic, the odds were it would never be found.




  He didn’t know the why but he did know one man involved, a high ranking officer of MCE. If Rob could find his way up and somehow make it to shore, he wouldn’t rest until he discovered the purpose behind this. Then, he would punish those responsible.




  The days of planning a secure life were gone forever. He would do what ever it takes to get revenge for the loss of the woman he was meant to love.




  Chapter 4




  Tuesday, October 10




  “Look folks…you think our alliances with Middle East nations made sense? Except for Israel, we were backing all the wrong horses.”




  Professor Steve Arens looked out over the spanking new lecture hall. He delighted in students enthralled with his words, injecting his thoughts into their PCs, wondering what the hell the he was talking about, where he was headed.




  Three years ago Arens was appointed Chairman of the Sterling University Department of Political Science. Given his age, this was a bold step for the small but distinguished New England liberal arts college. Arens was just twenty-eight years old at the time. He’d received his doctorate the year before and was teaching freshmen at Cornell, his alma mater.




  That year the Journal of the American Political Science Association  published an article Arens authored. It was based upon his Ph. D. dissertation, “Middle East Means Opportunity.” The article laid out a unique strategy to transform the region from one of backward, oil-based economies, poverty, undemocratic political power and conflict into one of prosperous, peaceful, and democratic nations working together to serve the needs of their people.




  Arens’ bold strategy was based upon an original principle he defined in his dissertation: Conflict resolution is best achieved through negotiations aimed at meeting positive and mutual goals that eclipse fundamental disagreements.




  As an example, he posited that if negotiations were initiated with the goal of reconciling disputes over the status of Jerusalem, all the old feuds and bickering would surface to sabotage the proceedings. On the other hand, if the agreed upon goal was to achieve a significant increase in tourism, many formerly irreconcilable differences would be downgraded and settled in the name of reaching the positive and mutually beneficial objective.




  The article was so well received that Arens won the American Political Science Association’s annual Kissinger Award. A number of universities tried to recruit him, but only Sterling offered the Department’s top job. He could set their curriculum, hire and fire personnel, teach those courses in which his interest was most intense, and live for free in one of twenty special townhouses built by the school along the Green, a lush campus area developed to house those of exceptional ability.




  After his lecture, Arens stayed a while, answering questions from adoring students. Up close, the deep scar on his left cheek and jagged edge to his left ear were much more prominent.




  Most students focused on his eyes, choosing not to absorb the physical deformity. Some speculated on the cause, from an automobile accident to a knife fight. None had the guts to ask.




  If he had a fault, it was his uncompromising work ethic that left no time for socializing. In the midst of a rich college campus, once he withdrew from the podium, he was alone.




  In the world of academia, Arens was still a youngster; but his reputation had already been made. If you were able to graduate from one of his academic programs, Political Science professionals worldwide recognized the exceptional talent and dedication required.




  With more than a dozen students crowded around his lectern, Arens announced that he must leave.




  “I’ve got to get ready for a conference call with folks at one of D.C.’s better consulting firms. If we must talk, call my secretary and she’ll arrange time during office hours.”




  The professor grabbed the handle of his dark brown, leather briefcase and he was off. He walked across campus, enjoying its soft, thick grass and the shade provided by stately oaks lining brick trails cut through the New England grounds. After climbing a steep hill, he viewed the eastern end of the college. There, in the center, was the Green, adorned by the bright colored leaves of sugar maples neatly arranged around the exclusive residential enclave.




  A serpentine wall surrounded brick townhouses, just inside the tree line. The homes, with colorful window boxes maintained by campus staff, were made to look as though they were constructed in the 18th Century. Inside, each residence was meticulously designed and outfitted with the most modern, high end appliances and furnishings. While the cost was extravagant, the grants won by their occupants dwarfed the investment.




  Arens made his way down the walkway leading to the wall. He spotted his townhouse and pressed the hand-held device that unlocked its wrought iron gate. A second push unlocked the townhouse’s dark green door.




  The professor passed through the gate and door, closing each without looking back. He walked into the foyer and picked up a dozen letters that had been pushed through the slot.




  He stood at a key table, thumbing through the mail. Half-way in he found what he was looking for, a letter from the American Political Science Association.




  Arens had applied for a congressional fellowship which he knew would be awarded to him. But his specific demand was to work for a year with a dynamic U.S. Senator, Jon Byron of Virginia. Unless he could work for Byron, a man driven by his consuming interest in Middle Eastern affairs, he would bypass the year’s sabbatical he’d earned.




  His interview with Byron’s staff and a brief meeting with the Senator had, in his estimation, gone very well. But until he had the acceptance in writing, he couldn’t be sure.




  Arens opened the letter to find that he had been accepted for a ten-month fellowship with Senator Byron. He smiled with the confidence of an academic seeing a political opening in which he could apply his expertise, entering the rare air of national policy formulation. After all, what good was the knowledge he was amassing if it didn’t, at some point, lead to positive change in world affairs?




  Chapter 5




  Monday, November 8




  Steve Arens walked up First Street with the excitement of a new challenge. In spite of his enviable reputation as a growing force in academia, success on Capitol Hill wasn’t assured. Academia is theoretical, conceptual, he was told; the U.S. Congress is practical, political.




  Making his way north towards the Hart Senate Office Building, he was impressed by the vast neighborhood of new apartment buildings, condos, and office buildings. By early November, Connecticut’s Sterling campus was cold and covered with the fading colors of fall. In D.C., there was a slight morning chill in the air but a sunny day promised the mid-sixties by noon.




  Steve took a deep breath and quickened his pace up the hill. Between walking to and from work, swimming in his apartment’s heated, roof-top pool, and working out in its fully equipped gym, he would have no trouble maintaining the excellent conditioning on which he insisted.




  As he made his way, the Capitol Building remained in view. His heart rate accelerated and he could feel a thin layer of perspiration form on his forehead.




  This is where good ideas come to die, he thought.




  He had one year to convince the nation’s leaders of the viability of beliefs and strategies he’d fashioned from a stellar academic career.




  His ideas had received rave reviews from university contemporaries. But, those in the Department of State and on Foreign Relations Committees on the Hill saw it differently. “It’s easy to spout radical ideas and innovative strategies from the safety of a college campus. Try it from a position of authority and all hell breaks loose.”




  Steve approached Hart, the first Senate office building to sport a contemporary appearance. A uniformed guard opened the door for him, wished him good morning with more than routine sincerity, and examined his ID, which he received at an orientation session the previous week. He walked through a metal detector without incident and made his way to the nearest bank of elevators.




  The glass elevator allowed him to peruse the ninety-foot high central atrium bringing outside light into corridors and offices. The unique feature of the atrium was Alexander Calder’s mobile-stabile, Mountains and Clouds. It combined black aluminum clouds suspended above black steel mountains, with the tallest peak being fifty-one feet above ground.




  His elevator slowed and then stopped at the eighth floor. Steve swallowed hard and moved towards the opening door. Once out, he spotted a man of advanced years who looked familiar. He was trying to catch the elevator and Steve backed up and held the door open.




  “Thanks, young man. I really appreciate it.”




  As the door closed, Steve identified the man as the Senator from Hawaii, Chairman of the Defense Appropriations Committee. With fifty Senators housed in Hart, no doubt he would get to know many of them, even if on a casual basis.




  Steve walked around the corner and found Suite 808, the location of his new boss, Senator Jon Byron, the junior Senator from Virginia. Arens found the door locked. A quick glance at his watch provided the reason: just seven-fifteen a.m.




  He took the elevator down to the cafeteria, stood in line for a bagel with cream cheese and a large black coffee, and returned to the office at seven-forty-five a.m., just in time to meet a male receptionist opening the Senator’s suite.




  The young man escorted Steve to the small private office of Legislative Director, Eric Reisen. Eric interviewed Steve for the fellowship and would be his supervisor. Eric’s office sat right in the middle of the action, composed of a number of partitioned spaces for Legislative Assistants or LAs, the Senator’s principle staff resource.




  Waiting for Eric, Steve contemplated one message delivered at the American Political Science Association orientation. Members of Congress and Congressional staffs know that success in another environment doesn’t necessarily translate into accomplishments on the Hill. Until he provided a useful legislative product or performed a constructive service, he wouldn’t expect too much consideration.




  Just after eight a.m., he heard approaching footsteps.




  Eric rushed past him, plopped an overstuffed briefcase on his desk top, and hung his leather jacket on a coat rack in the corner. Eric was considerably shorter than Steve’s six feet but the energy he exuded made up for any inequality in physical stature. Steve had heard that Eric’s no nonsense approach and enthusiastic dedication to the Senator’s priorities helped to make the office one of the most admired by Senate colleagues and constituents.




  “Let’s talk for a bit and then you can get to work.”




  Eric sat down at his desk and swung around to face Steve.




  “Okay, so, we talked a few months ago when you interviewed for the fellowship. You know the Senator has a Legislative Assistant for foreign policy, Sharon Nordlund. As soon as she comes in, I’ll introduce you guys and you can discuss how you’ll share the Senator’s assignments.”




  This was the first Arens had heard about working with Byron’s foreign policy LA. He read it as a positive development. By helping the Senator with day to day workload, he would build his credibility and meet those who could help him advance his Middle East ideas.




  “It would be a pleasure to work with her,” Steve responded.




  “Okay then, let’s get you settled.”




  Eric got up and led Steve around the corner. There were two desks against a wall in the corridor that led to the rear office door, a far cry from the Professor’s large office with an expansive view of the Sterling campus.




  “Take your pick. As you’ll see, there are only two private offices other than the Senator’s, one for Eve Lubellin, the Senator’s AA or Administrative Assistant, and one for me. Given the ease of staff access, even the private offices aren’t that private. Most staff members have partitions that provide a minimum level of quiet but the alcove is just as secure.




  “Another plus, since this is where the Senator enters and leaves the office, if you need to discuss an issue with him, if he’s not too busy, you can take a shot without leaving your desk.”




  Steve placed the remains of his bagel and coffee on one of the desks.




  Eric went on to explain that the office’s systems administrator would be down later to outfit him with a full array of the latest in computer and telephone electronics.




  Steve noticed that each desk had a clear view of a flat screen TV and wireless earphones for easy listening to Senate proceedings. Eric explained that when a relevant bill was on the floor, it was the job of the appropriate LA to follow the activity and provide regular updates.




  Every Monday at eleven a.m. Eve conducted a staff meeting. She would introduce Steve to the others at that time.




  Eric’s tone became more serious.




  “Steve, this is a very unusual office. The Senator puts an incredible amount of trust in his staff. When an issue arises, you’ll be asked to analyze the alternatives, brief the Senator, and make a policy call. He takes staff advice eighty or ninety percent of the time.




  “What this means is that the staff, of which you are now a member, determines the votes of one of the hundred Senators who shape U.S. policy. What this also means is that if you want to make an impact, you have to provide solid recommendations.”




  “Got it,” Steve replied. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”




  Leaderpage




  PART 2




  Chapter 6




  Tuesday, November 16




  Rob Taylor sat in the psychiatrist’s empty waiting room high in a Manhattan skyscraper. It had been a tumultuous time for the young man. As a former pre-med student at the University of Wisconsin, he knew enough to know he needed help. There had been three consecutive nights without sleep and fatigue was interfering with his work at MCE Industries.




  To please an uncle, born and raised in Croatia, then part of Yugoslavia, Rob learned the Croatian language for credit at the university and studied the land and its people. When he learned of the beautiful resort towns on the water, such as Hvar, he decided to spend his last summer before medical school playing and working on the Adriatic.




  In addition to knowing the language, he had extensive boating experience working on Madison’s lakes. After a summer of work in the sun, fun, and games, the plan had been to return to Wisconsin and enter medical school. But the sinking of the Sea-Queen, the loss of Gabriella, and his rescue at sea changed all that.




  He wasn’t going to stand by and wait for whoever sank the yacht and murdered its crew to find him. He knew that tracking him down would be difficult, maybe close to impossible. The perpetrators would have to discover the wreckage, and that it was short one male body; that one of the hired hands had failed to show; and that Rob took his place. As a kicker, there would also be the mystery of a female body on board.




  But men of power, men who would drown six innocents for their own purposes, might just be capable of such follow-through. To guard against being discovered, Rob knew he couldn’t tell anyone about any of it. But the guilt he felt for Gabbie’s death and the danger of his plan for revenge were too much. If he was to continue, he had to find refuge.




  Rob thumbed through a magazine filled with pictures of winter vacations for the wealthy. The door to the doctor’s office opened.




  “Hello, Rob. I’m Dr. Console.”




  The psychiatrist was middle-aged, with short, pure white hair, and light blue eyes. He had an easy manner, obviously intended to help his patients relax. “Come on in and let’s see what we’ve got.”




  Rob walked into the office. There was a sleek desk in one corner, a black leather couch, and two upholstered, high back chairs. The carpet was especially thick, providing a soft, almost spongy resistance. Pictures on the wall included a large yacht skimming across the sea, not a particularly welcome sight for Rob.




  “Where do you want me?” Rob asked.




  “Where ever you feel most comfortable,” Console answered.




  Rob sat in one of the high back chairs and the doctor took the other, opposite his patient.




  “Okay, what’s going on?”




  This wasn’t the Rob of last summer. The long blond hair was gone. What remained was groomed into a short executive cut, combed over to one side. The suntan was faded and the usual sweatshirt and cutoff jeans had been replaced by a conservative gray business suit from Bergdorf Goodman.
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