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(Zeus) spoke thus in answer: “Of all the mortals in Troy, Hektor was dearest indeed to the Gods.”
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Chapter One
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Santorini, Greece

Charlotte snapped awake at the explosion of sound. The boat trembled and the noise evolved into a long, scrape of metal on metal. She threw the sheet off and sat up. Around her, loose items fell to the cabin floor. She groped for the nightstand lamp and worked the toggle switch several times. Nothing.

The boat rocked and listed hard to starboard. She held onto the edge of the nightstand to maintain her balance, rose, and inched forward to the wall. She kept her palms on the wood panel and moved in small increments. Sharp bristles from her hairbrush stabbed her foot as she stumbled in the dark.

“God damn it.” She kicked the brush aside and stepped with caution across the room. She flipped the wall switch for the overhead light, still nothing. The generators were out. Whatever happened to the boat damaged the engines. Ekrem and Heather were in the master cabin next to hers and above the engine room. 

She continued toward the door. Water in the passageway was up to her ankles, panic shot through her. The absence of light worsened her fear. The boat was in serious trouble.

She hugged the wall so she wouldn’t become disoriented. “Ekrem,” she called out when she felt the metal door frame of their cabin. “Are you and Heather all right?”

“We’re fine,” he called back.

“I think we’ve been broadsided. We’re taking on water fast. We need to get out now.”

“I know,” Ekrem said. “We’re coming.”

Above them, the captain shouted orders. The sound of running feet on the top deck echoed down.

She heard Ekrem struggling to open the narrow cabin door. Solid mahogany, its weight and the tilt of the boat pulled against him. She pushed hard on the door from the passageway. It opened enough for him to manage a two-handed hold on the edge.

“Charlotte, where are you?” 

“I’m here.” She reached out in the dark. Her hand landed on his thigh. Ekrem had braced a foot on the side of the frame for leverage and pressed his back to the door to keep it open. 

“Stay there,” he said. “Heather, come. Watch the step-up.”   Charlotte found Heather’s hand and pulled her to the wall.

Ekrem came out. “Heather, hold onto me and don’t let go of Charlotte’s hand. I’ll lead.”

A crewman with a flashlight met them as they started up the stairs. “Hurry, please. The lower deck is underwater...is bad.”

On deck, Ekrem reassured Heather, who clung to him. 

Charlotte noticed nearby pleasure craft had turned their lights on and lit the water around the sinking gulet. Crews and passengers from the other boats called out in Greek, Turkish, and English offering assistance.

When she boarded, the captain told her the vessel’s length was twenty-one-meters. She estimated the mast height was close to the length. The gulet presented an unmistakable profile. 

She expected to find a disabled yacht with a drunken owner at the helm. Blind drunk. Only the same boats she saw anchored the night before dotted the marina. In the moonlight, she saw a trawler running without lights heading out of the harbor. It had to be the boat that struck them. The collision should’ve crippled the trawler, and why hadn’t the captain stayed to lend a hand or give a statement?

Ekrem yanked on her elbow and shoved her and Heather into the arms of the crewman. “Help them to the tender.”
The captain of their gulet joined them. “Ladies, Mr. Zeren, please, the Zodiac waits.”
“Take the women,” Ekrem said, his attention fixed on the fleeing trawler.

Heather and Charlotte ignored the crewman’s pleas for them to leave.

“You know this boat?” the captain asked Ekrem.

Charlotte wanted to hear what was said and moved closer to the two men. 

“Turkce,” Ekrem said, with a slight jerk of his head toward Charlotte.

The captain nodded and repeated the question in Turkish.

“Evet,” Ekrem said. “Belki,” he added, qualifying his yes with a maybe.

Her gaze shifted from him to the boat in question and back. “You know who rammed us?”

Ekrem hesitated then asked, “Turkce konusabiliyormusun?”

She had a working knowledge of the language. “Biraz, I speak a little. Yeteri kadar, enough,” she said, seeing the surprise on Ekrem’s face. 

He avoided her question. Instead, he gave Heather a gentle push into the captain’s hands. “Take them and go.”

Heather pulled free from the captain’s grasp. “What do you mean ‘take them?’ Aren’t you coming?”

“I must find my cell phone before water floods our cabin. The people that struck us are escaping. It’s imperative I notify my associate of the situation. This cannot wait.”

“You can’t stay.”

“Your flashlight,” Ekrem demanded of the deckhand. The man handed over the light. Ekrem turned to start down the stairs. 

Heather blocked him. “Ekrem, no.”

“Go with the crew. Go now.”

“Come with us, please. Call from the village.”

“I’ll be fine. I can swim to shore. Do not argue with me.”

Heather didn’t move. Ekrem sent a desperate look over her shoulder to Charlotte.

“I won’t leave without you,” Heather insisted. “What is so urgent it can’t wait until you’re ashore?”

Charlotte worried it was too risky for Ekrem to remain on the sinking boat. She stepped between him and Heather. “Ekrem, it’s crazy to stay. You’re not safe. Please, come.”

He bent so only she would hear. “Trust me; I must get the Ministry men from my unit here. I need their help and yours. Heather is fragile. Take care of her. Please do this for me. I will meet up with you as soon as possible. Please.”

She disagreed with his decision, but she’d do what he asked. “Of course.” She slid an arm around Heather’s waist. 

“Once you’re at the village, go to the Alkyona Taverna. Ask for Georgios, the owner,” he told Charlotte. “Tell him what happened. He’ll arrange rooms for you.”

“Come Heather, the faster he gets done, the faster he can get off the boat,” she said.

“Go.” With his hand on the small of Heather’s back, Ekrem forced her out of his path and disappeared below.

“Ekrem,” Heather cried after him as Charlotte eased her away.

#
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THE WATER SPILLED OVER the raised step of the cabin. The carpet absorbed the initial flow.

Ekrem found the phone wedged between the wooden base of the bed and nightstand. He dialed the unit’s secure line to a specific investigator. His partner picked up on the second ring.

“Atakan...yes, I know. Forget the time. Someone tried to kill me,” he said and hurried from the cabin. “Our boat was broadsided. Hard. I think it was Tischenko.”

Knee-high water rushed down the passageway. “The other boat cleaved through both lower decks of the hull to sink us fast and trap the passengers. The method is his style. If it’s him and he knows I survived, he’ll try again.”

He waded through to the stairs and ditched the flashlight. “I’m sending Heather home today, out of harm’s way. Get our rapid response team to the island and coordinate with the Greek authorities.”

Ekrem climbed onto the top deck. “Meet me at the Coast Guard Headquarters in Oia.”
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Chapter Two
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Maksym Tischenko tapped his fingers in time to the Emigrate song. The group’s drummer made them a better than average metal band. It’s all about the percussion instruments. Maksym cranked the volume up and watched the activity on the gulet through binoculars.

The small inlet where he positioned the Carrera speedboat afforded privacy and an unobstructed view of the sinking. Nestled at the foot of the beachless rocky cliff, and away from the village, boaters rarely anchored there. 

Ekrem and his woman survived. Maksym thumbed the button on his MP-3 player and fast forwarded to This is What, his favorite song on the album. The couple should have drowned. He’d calculated the exact point Oleksiy needed to strike the gulet. The bow of the trawler would penetrate the hull deep and split Ekrem’s cabin in two. The idiot Oleksiy missed the master suite by several meters. The mistake forced Maksym to go to his trickier contingency plan.

The gulet crew helped the women into the tender, but Ekrem remained and went below again. Why?

Maksym lowered the binoculars. What would he do in Ekrem’s place? In the old days, regulations required him to report any accidents to the Russian Fleet Command. It was safe to assume Ekrem complied with similar rules. Why not call the Ministry from land, unless secrecy was an issue? With the Zodiac gone, Ekrem had to swim to shore. He hadn’t much time before the boat sank. What, or who, is worth this risk? Maksym found the action curious but to his advantage. Better to catch him alone in the water than in the village.

Maksym eyed the trawler leaving the harbor and pulled the cell phone from his gear bag. Oleksiy was an old acquaintance from the military. He expected they’d meet up on Thirasia, to celebrate completion of their contract. Oleksiy’s failed execution of the plan meant his work could no longer be trusted. A pity. He always liked the hard-drinking Russian.

Maksym waited for the part of the song he liked best, where the drums dominated the singer. He punched in the number of the cell phone he left on the trawler and pressed the send button. The boat exploded into a floating fireball. Fiery debris filled the air before plunging into the peaceful Aegean.

Maksym removed the ear buds and laid the player and binoculars on the speedboat’s dashboard. He slipped the scuba tank and fins on and adjusted the mask. He’d swim without a wetsuit, the way he preferred. Weak tourists complained of the sea in the area being too cold this early in the season. They’d lie in the warm sun, grow hot, and wade out. When the cool water hit their pale bellies they’d squeal like clubbed pigs and run back to the beach. He grew up swimming in the far colder water of the Black Sea. The sea around Santorini was like bath water.  

He could just make out the figure emerging onto the deck of the gulet. 

Finish Ekrem. Finish the job.

Maksym dove into the water. 
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Chapter Three
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From the dock, Charlotte watched the gulet sink as the Coast Guard official approached to take her statement. 

“Captain Gunes tells us your boat was rammed.”

She turned. 

Black and thick, the official’s mustache covered his upper lip from the corners of his mouth to his nose. Like an independent life form, it bobbed as he spoke, giving his stern face a strangely comic effect.

She pushed the inappropriate distraction from her mind. “Yes...I’m sorry; I don’t know your rank. Is it Officer Petalas?”

“Lieutenant. The boat which struck yours is the same one that exploded as it fled the scene. Correct?”

“Yes.”

“Gunes said the missing man...” He consulted his notes. “Mr. Ekrem Zeren indicated he knew who attacked you.”

She nodded.

“Did he mention a name?”

“No.”

“A reason?”

“No.
“What brings you to Santorini?
“Mr. Zeren invited me. We’re colleagues. We worked together briefly last year. In two days, we start on a new excavation for the Maritime Institute of Archaeology and Research in Bodrum. He asked me to stop on the way to discuss the project.”
“Mr. Zeren is a Ministry Representative. Why would he wish to meet with you ahead of time and interrupt a private weekend with his woman? Was there a problem?”

“No. What are you suggesting?”

“It’s a simple question. Why does it upset you?”

“I’m not upset.” She wondered how Petalas arrived at the idea there was a problem. “I don’t understand why you think that.”

Petalas glanced over at Heather where another officer tried to interview her. The officer was forced to repeat each question while she kept vigil at the dock’s edge. Charlotte feared she waited for a lover who hadn’t survived. Too much time had passed.

“You have a history with Mr. Zeren,” Petalas said, looking back at Charlotte. “Colleagues or lovers perhaps? Can it be that you were part of a love triangle?”

“No. No,” she repeated with more emphasis, alarmed at the direction of the interview. “Absolutely not, we’re just colleagues.”

“You didn’t feel uncomfortable being an extra tire in the company of two lovers?” Petalas asked, misusing the slang expression.

“I believe you mean third wheel,” Charlotte said. From his blank stare, the correction was lost on him. “This wasn’t my idea. Again, he invited me.”

“Perhaps, the boat that hit you is a jealous ex-boyfriend or lover of yours?”

He looked down his nose at her, a superior up-tilt to his chin. His barrel chest puffed out, flattening the military creases on his uniform shirt. Whether the provocative shift in attitude was a successful technique for him or a subconscious mannerism, Charlotte didn’t know or care. He put the premise out there like a question. But, it was obviously the conclusion Petalas had come to in his own small mind.

“No lieutenant, there’s no jilted boyfriend or lover.”

“How well do you know Miss Hilliard?” He gestured in Heather’s direction.

“I don’t. We met for the first time yesterday.”

“Did the three of you go anywhere, meet anyone?”

“I arrived on the afternoon flight from Athens. Once I got to the gulet, we stayed onboard.”

“No one joined your party? You had no contact with the people on the boat that struck yours?”

She shook her head.

“You’ll swear to this? You’ll swear this wasn’t a business transaction that went wrong, perhaps?”

She bristled at Petalas’s suspicious tone and not so veiled accusations. She took a deep breath. Stay calm. She took another deep breath and let it out. She started to inhale again then stopped. The exercise did nothing to relieve her tension. She wanted to choke Petalas.    

“Yes, to both,” she said. She’d swear under oath, give a written statement, anything they requested. His innuendos couldn’t reach the administration of MIAR. She’d never worked with them before. They might remove her from the project. She had to stay assigned to the shipwreck. The wreck was her first and perhaps only chance to prove her theory.

“Exactly, what are you getting at, lieutenant? I have the impression you want to turn the situation around——make us the suspects. We’re the victims here.”

“I want the truth. Your concerns and impressions aren’t important to this investigation. Your party is at the core of serious events. Mr. Zeren and Miss Hilliard arrived yesterday morning. You arrived in the afternoon. In a matter of hours, a stranger sinks your gulet. Then, that boat mysteriously explodes, and the only man who has any answers is missing.”

“I don’t know how, or why, Ekrem thought he knew the other boat,” she said with more heat than was prudent. “I’m a visiting archaeologist, period.”  

She tapped down her irritation. This wasn’t the man to take a hostile attitude with. 

“Speaking of Ekrem,” she said, in an even tone, “he should be here by now. He stayed onboard to place an urgent call. He was only a couple of minutes behind us. We watched from the end of the pier and saw him dive into the water. Are your people searching for him?”

Petalas told her to “turn around.” She did, and he pointed to a patrol boat weaving a slow, horizontal pattern across the marina. A flood light on the stern lit the area as they went. 

“We are. Finding your missing friend is a critical concern to us too,” he said. “This urgent call, did Mr. Zeren say who he needed to contact?”

“No.”

The patrol boat circled around and stopped, idling in one spot. The crew kept the light fixed on a small area. One of their divers entered the water. She couldn’t see what drew their attention. Another officer joined the one operating the light. The diver waved and the second man threw something from the boat out to him. 

A message came over Petalas’s radio. He answered, nodding as he listened. Charlotte didn’t understand Greek, but she had a sick feeling she knew what they were telling him. 

She looked out toward the search area and squinted, staring hard at the water in the circle of light. There was a burst of activity on the boat. The diver resurfaced. He and the crew struggled with whatever they’d seen as they tried to bring it onto their boat. She knew what it was.

“You found Ekrem?”

Petalas offered only a simple, “Yes.”

“He’s dead, isn’t he?”

“Yes.”

With him went the only person who could verify her statement and explain the reason for her presence on the gulet. 
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Chapter Four
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The water of Santorini’s caldera basin sparkled, the bursts of light an endless display on the surface. 

“Who’d believe something so beautiful can come from such a cataclysmic event,” Charlotte said. “A volcanic eruption so horrific, Vesuvius pales by comparison. It tests the imagination. Yet, it left behind this dazzling sight.” 

She put her cup down. “Forgive me, Mr. Vadim that was inappropriate. I don’t mean to diminish the seriousness of the circumstances with talk about scenery.”

“I know. Please call me Atakan.” He lifted the lid on the pot of coffee in front of her and signaled the waiter for another. 

“I’m sorry about your friend and for Heather, of course. I visited her for a few minutes this morning to express my condolences.” Charlotte’s heart went out to the woman. What a terrible, tragic end to the start of a lovely romantic weekend. “Did you know Ekrem a long time?”  

“Ten years. We started at the Ministry of Culture at the same time. Everyone is shocked by his death. I, myself, find the circumstances hard to believe. Ekrem was an excellent swimmer, a strong swimmer.”

“You’re not alone. The authorities here find the circumstances difficult to believe too. Have you met Lieutenant Petalas?” Charlotte wrinkled her nose. “He and his partner grilled Heather and me something fierce. They acted like we were involved in some illegal activity that went wrong.” 

Charlotte left out Petalas’s love triangle insinuation. Due to the seriousness of the incident, general information would be sent to the Maritime Institute’s administration.  She didn’t need scandal added to the mix. 

Atakan looked puzzled. “Grilled? How do you mean this word?” 

“Their manner of questioning us was unpleasant, metaphorically heated with innuendo, Petalas’s in particular.” 

“He’s doing his job,” Atakan said. “And yes, he and I met. We went out early this morning to the site where they found Ekrem. He was one-hundred meters from where the gulet sank, half the distance to the shoreline. I’ve seen him swim twice that and in far more treacherous waters.”

He stopped talking as the waiter set a fresh pot of coffee in front of Charlotte. She thanked him. When the waiter left, Atakan relaxed back in his chair.

“I read your statement. You’ve had time to calm down since then. Are you certain Ekrem never said who rammed the gulet?”

“He said, he maybe knew.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

The question perplexed her. She assumed when Atakan and the Turkish team arrived so fast, he was the associate Ekrem called. If so, then Ekrem told him who he suspected. Why was Atakan asking her to repeat the information?

“Did you see any of the other boat’s crew?”

“No. The trawler was headed out of the harbor when we reached the deck.”

“When you first arrived, did you notice anyone loitering at the marina?”

“No, but I wasn’t paying attention. I was only looking for Ekrem.”

“No stranger struck up a conversation with you? Try to remember.”

“No.”

Atakan appeared lost in thought as he sipped his coffee. 

Still confused by the questions, she asked, “Weren’t you the person Ekrem called from the gulet? What did he tell you?”

Charlotte tried to get a handle on his thought process. Did he think she knew more and wasn’t being forthright? Had the Greek authorities planted that seed? On one level, she understood Petalas’s difficulty accepting her denial of knowledge. The bizarre incident left a lot of unanswered questions. She worried his suspicions might jade Atakan. As a representative of the Ministry of Culture, his impression of the situation, and of her, was crucial to her position with MIAR.

“You haven’t touched your coffee,” he said, ignoring her question. “Did you go straight to the marina from the airport?”

“Yes.”
“No one made idle conversation with you at the airport or while you waited for your taxi?”
“No, I didn’t speak to anyone.” She sighed. “I told Petalas, and I will tell you. I’ll sign a written affidavit or whatever is required as to what occurred. Everything is in my statement. Why are you asking me to repeat all this?”

“I merely want to know the sequence of events prior to the incident.”

He sipped more coffee and was quiet for a long uncomfortable moment. He glanced around at the other tables. The taverna was filled with customers eating brunch and enjoying the scenery. His attention settled on a few patrons, then moved away. Did he wonder if the suspect sat among the crowd? It was a chilling possibility she hadn’t considered.

From her perspective, she just wanted to go. The restaurant noise level was obnoxious. The clinking of dishes, the loud waiters, and the talk from other tables grew worse by the minute. Her eyes burned. Her shoulders ached. She felt like she’d been run over by a truck. The last hours were a nightmare she’d never forget. Between the gulet incident, Ekrem’s death, and the worrisome stigma of Petalas’s innuendoes, she was anxious to get the hell out of Santorini.  

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to clear my bill. I leave for Bodrum this afternoon.” Charlotte slid her chair back and started to rise. 

“Before you go, I have one more question, if you don’t mind.”

She did mind, but she couldn’t afford to alienate him. “I’m very tired. It was a long night, and I haven’t slept.”

“I’ll be brief.”

“Ask away.” She forced a polite smile and dropped down in the chair. 

“Did Ekrem tell you why he invited you onto the boat?”

“To discuss the MIAR project.”

“Did he?”

She shook her head. “He said we’d talk today.” 

“The Bronze Age shipwreck, positions on that recovery operation were much sought after. You’re quite lucky to be chosen.”

“I know.”

He put his empty cup down and moved the pot and cup to the edge of the table. The waiter approached with a fresh pot, but Atakan waved him away. He leaned forward with his elbows on the table.

“I’m curious, how did you get picked out of dozens of applicants?” 

The change in body language, the subtle shift in his tone, from casual to brusque, set off alarm bells in her head. She knew a little about interrogation methods. The conversation had the undercurrent of one.

“What difference does it make?”

“Like I said, I’m curious,” he said. “Why does it bother you to answer?” 

Her discomfort grew. Her entry onto the project was legitimate, but he made it sound otherwise.

“I have the education and I’m close to completing my doctorate in nautical archaeology. I worked on another recovery so I have experience,” she said. “As you must know, Ekrem worked as an advisor on that project for a short time. When I applied at MIAR, I expressed my deep interest in this particular wreck.”

“Good qualifications, I agree.” He looked unimpressed. “Not overly unique though.”

“Is this what Ekrem wanted to talk to me about?”

Atakan shrugged. “He worked a specialized unit, different than mine. I can offer no opinion on his intent.” He relaxed back in his chair. “What separated you from fellow applicants?”

She’d skipped the last detail. It wasn’t unethical, but she preferred it not become common knowledge. At this point, she might as well tell him. If he wanted to, he’d find out the information on his own. 

“My stepfather’s corporation made a large donation to MIAR.”

“Is this what you do, buy your way into projects?”

“No. I didn’t ask him or his company to donate. It was a gift which, yes, I accepted. For this opportunity, I took advantage of the resources available to me.”

Atakan’s penetrating stare, his intense dark-eyed study of her as she explained rattled her. Compelled to defend herself, she told him, “Someone has to fill the spot, why not me? I suppose you think that’s unfair.”

“Benefactors and donations make our work possible.”

Charlotte noticed he didn’t comment on the fairness question. The second time he let a question hang. “I’d really like to leave now. If there’s a nothing else...”

“No, I’ve taken enough of your time.”

“Mr. Vadim—”

“Atakan.”

“Sorry, Atakan. This project is important to me. I don’t want any problems.”

“Of course not. I’m afraid my curiosity has upset you.”

“Not at all.” Relieved, she pushed her chair back and stood. “Perhaps we’ll meet under more pleasant circumstances down the road.” Charlotte extended her hand. 

Standing when she rose, Atakan said, “Perhaps,” and shook her hand.

# 
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ATAKAN CALLED DIRECTOR Savas Firat on his private line. He’d butted heads with the abrasive Director on several occasions. Much as Atakan disliked the man personally, he respected Firat’s absolute dedication to preserving the country’s cultural heritage. He gave his investigators near carte blanche when pursuing artifact smugglers. Firat’s reaction to the murder of one of his unit was lightning swift. He’d grant the investigator in charge even greater latitude than on smuggling cases.  

“Director, its Vadim. Anything back from the passport information on Charlotte Dashiell?” 

“Interpol has nothing on her. I contacted the Americans. The State Department has initiated a background check.”

Atakan took the file he’d obtained from Petalas’s aide and read through the copies of her passport entry stamps. Her travels were concentrated in the region of the Aegean and Mediterranean during the summer months. Probably diving. This trip was her first extended stay visa from Turkish immigration. She’d visited numerous times for shorter periods during the winter when the dive season was over. 

Where did she go when she wasn’t diving?

Tischenko kept a place in Sevastopol. The overnight ferry from Istanbul to Sevastopol was easy transportation. Atakan fanned through the passport entries but didn’t see a Ukrainian Immigration stamp. That only proved she hadn’t been to the Ukraine. Tischenko could’ve met her in Istanbul. Geographic proximity with no other evidence to link her to him was weak. In any other case, he’d disregard the improbable connection. Her association with Sun Bear Corporation and the unethical Waterman was the Ministry’s original issue. The circumstances of Ekrem’s death changed everything. Atakan had to approach the investigation from a different angle. 

He closed the file. 

“You talked to her. What did she say?”

“Ekrem hurried the women off the boat before he called me. Her account of the attack is relatively vague, as is Heathers. Nothing of value came from our conversation,” Atakan replied.

“Bah, you interview her yet got nothing, no useful information. A waiter could tell me as much.”

Atakan gritted his teeth and took the insult. 

“What do the Greek authorities think?” Firat asked.

“They’re suspicious because of the timing, like we are.”

“She arrives and the same day an experienced investigator ends up dead. What’s your take on it?”

“Tough call, could be a simple case of wrong place, wrong time. Or, if she’s working with Waterman, she figured by getting rid of Ekrem, she eliminated the obstacle a Ministry official presented.” 

“You think she didn’t realize another Ministry rep would replace him?”

“Who knows?” Atakan thought for a moment. “She’s never worked a Turkish project. She may not be aware of our policy. She leaves today for Bodrum to start on the MIAR project. Have me reassigned to their team. If she’s involved with Tischenko or Waterman, I will discover the truth.”
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Chapter Five
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Athens

“Aaron, my friend, everything is in place on my end.”

Stevan met Aaron Waterman a few times over the years. A London antique dealer who purchased smuggled artifacts introduced them. When the American called and suggested a partnership, his first inclination was to decline. But, when Waterman described his plan, Stevan found it financially irresistible.

Stevan put the phone on speaker and opened the humidor. “My associate is on the recovery team. I’m confident we’ll acquire, if not our exact desires, other profitable pieces.”

“Still keeping your associate’s identity secret from me, I see,” Waterman said.

Stevan selected a Dunhill from his humidor, sniffed the body, and then clipped the end. “Don’t pretend offense. As we agree, no names are necessary, only results,” he said, lighting the cigar.

“Fine. The only important name is Charlotte’s. When the time comes, she’ll ping the Turk’s radar like an F-18,” Waterman chuckled.

Stevan listened. Strange people, the Americans, they love combat terms. Fighting and war is always in the forefront of their thoughts.

“Pardon the expression, the Trojan War is her Achille’s Heel. My business partner, Frank, mentioned the wreck and her obsession with Troy and doing her dissertation on the topic. As he’s talking, I’m thinking this is a win-win opportunity.”

“Doesn’t it bother you to use your partner’s daughter in this way?”

“She’s Frank’s stepdaughter. Am I bothered? Hell, no. The arrogant bitch is the perfect scapegoat. The Ministry will never believe she isn’t the thief.”

Waterman had the breathless sound of a man in the throes of orgasm, like he wanted to fuck Charlotte Dashiell in other ways. 

“I believe there’s more to it,” Stevan replied, curious about Aaron’s real motive.

“You talk like a shrink.”

“You’re condemning a young woman to prison.”

“And your point?”

“You’re friends with her family. You’ve known her a long time. I wonder why.”

“I don’t owe you an explanation for the same reason you don’t have to tell me the name of your associate on the team.”

“Fair enough.”
“Which brings up the question, what the hell were you thinking, ordering the boat she was on rammed? You want to kill some Turk investigator fine, but you risked killing her too. Lose her and our plan goes into the toilet.”
“I wasn’t behind the attack. I knew nothing about it until afterward,” Stevan lied. Ekrem’s death was a personal matter. Like the Dashiell woman was none of his concern, Ekrem was none of Waterman’s business. Theirs was a financial relationship, nothing more. Waterman had money. Stevan needed it. 

“Who was it then?”

“I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. I don’t anticipate any other interference.”

“You’d better be right.”

“Don’t threaten me, Aaron.”

“You’re no different than any business partner of mine. Control the situation, or I’m out.”

Waterman hung up.

“Bastard,” Stevan said to the dead line.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Six


[image: ]


Bodrum, Turkey

“Incredible,” Charlotte said, admiring the diptych. Other team members murmured similar appreciation. 

“Yes, a magnificent find. A fishing boat snagged a large amphora in its net and brought the piece to us. Inside we found the ingots,” Refik Mahir, the team leader, indicated the stack of lapis lazuli rounds. “Under them was a layer of brushwood dunnage. The book was buried beneath the branches.”

He rolled out a detailed map of the Bozburun Peninsula with the degrees of longitude and latitude indicated. “The captain logged the location. An underwater survey of the area revealed our Bronze Age shipwreck.”

The archaeologists pressed closer to the diptych for a better examination. For them, the recovery of a three-thousand year old book was sublime inspiration. The discovery of such a magnificent relic, interpreting the who, what, and where of its origin added another page to the narrative of an ancient culture.  

The ivory hinge that once held the two wooden tablets together had broken into several pieces. Most of the wax with its written message had worn away. Charlotte and the rest tried different positions and angles, looking for the best one to read the symbols.

“It’s Akkadian cuneiform,” Refik said.

“The language of diplomacy,” Charlotte said. “Who’s the sender, and who’s the receiver?” 

“We can’t tell. That portion of the text didn’t survive.”

“Here, where the writing changes—” Ursula Schweiger, a new team member like Charlotte, pointed to a line of faint pictographs at the bottom. “Is this a form of Egyptian hieroglyphs?”

“No, it’s Luwian or Luwoglyphic,” Charlotte said, familiar with the design. “Looks like part of a list, but of what?” 

“The ship’s a merchantman. Odds are it’s a cargo list,” Gerard, one of the researchers suggested.

“In a diplomat’s letter?”

“Why not? Envoys traveled on merchant vessels. Not every kingdom possessed ships.”

“True.” Charlotte ran a light hand over the clay amphora that contained the diptych. “Anatolian grey?”

“Yes,” Refik said.

“Luwian cuneiform and Anatolian grey pottery-know who I think the source is?” she said, encouraged by the combination.

“Don’t jump to conclusions. Neither means it’s from Troy. Nor can we assume it’s a diplomatic letter,” Refik cautioned, reading her mind. She’d presented her theory to him when she petitioned the MIAR for a spot on the recovery operation. 

“But it could be.”

“The Hittites had a large empire. This could’ve come from many places.” Refik turned from the display. “Everyone follow me,” he said, exiting the temporary conservation tent. 

As they walked together, he explained the details of the project. While he chatted, he read through paperwork, signed equipment inventories, or gave a quick pat on the shoulder to a passing colleague.

Charlotte knew of him by reputation. Nautical archaeologists respected him. His harsh criticism of treasure hunters as exploiters seeking only personal gain incited heated debate. Treasure hunters routinely disparaged him on their blogs. 

Charlotte wanted to work with him since entering graduate school. His particular research concentrated on shipwrecks located in the Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean. Her field of interest, the Trojan War, focused on the same geographic area. If proof of her theory existed, she believed it was here.

He led them to a picnic style table with wooden benches on each side and olive crates at the ends for extra seating. Canvas draped over poles sheltered the table from the sun.

“Sit.”

The group spread out. A few sat at the table, others lay on the ground, propped on their elbows. Charlotte sat at the far end of the long bench that faced the sea. A gentle breeze off the water blew refreshing cool air and welcome relief from the heat. 

Refik addressed the team. “For our new members who don’t know, a representative of the Ministry is present at all archaeological sites.”

Atakan stepped from the shade of a cedar tree. He bent and said something in Refik’s ear. Refik gave a single word reply. “This is Atakan Vadim, our liaison and an archaeologist. He will also participate in the recovery process.”

Atakan smiled and then walked toward an uncomfortable Charlotte. His appearance didn’t smack of good news. She hadn’t cared for the way their conversation in Santorini ended. The two of them assigned to this wreck might be coincidence, except she didn’t believe in coincidence. She never understood the absurdity of using a hypothetical with no basis in fact to explain unusual events. Very unscientific.

There were dozens of other archaeological sites in Turkey. Why wasn’t he at one of them? Some backdoor wheeling and dealing went on for him to turn up here. His presence had to relate to her and the gulet incident. Or, it had nothing to do with the incident and was paranoia on her part. Paranoia was for the weak or the guilty. 

He bypassed the half-empty bench across from hers and crowded into the small space between her and the end of the bench. Any other place and time, she’d tell him, “Sit on the other side, why park here?” Today, she slid over to give him room.

“Why didn’t you tell me in Santorini you’d be on this shipwreck?” she whispered. 

“You didn’t ask.”

She faced front with her cheek on her palm and tried to ignore him. 

Atakan tapped her arm.

She turned. “What?”

“I didn’t know until I returned. I don’t make the assignment decisions. Our organization only has a handful of certified divers, one less with Ekrem’s death. It happens I was available.”

The explanation sounded plausible. She still wasn’t convinced a behind the scenes deal hadn’t gone on.

“Uh-huh.” She returned her attention to Refik. 

“You will be paired into individual teams for the duration of this season.” Refik announced the pairs. He came to Charlotte. “Dashiell, you’re with Vadim.”
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Chapter Seven
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Charlotte hid her consternation and gave Refik a simple nod. As a first-timer with Refik’s crew, she expected he’d partner her with one of the experienced members. That’s what she’d do. Atakan was new to the team too. Why stick them together? She suspected Atakan’s influence again in the decision, or more likely the Ministry’s.

Finished with the assignments, Refik ordered everyone to begin loading equipment and personal belongings onto the MIAR research boat, the Suraya. 

Charlotte grabbed Atakan’s arm and pulled him aside. “The Ministry is behind this pairing. Don’t bother to lie. It’s obvious what’s going on. You’re here because that jerk Petalas suspects me of involvement in the gulet sinking. All of you can think what you want. I did nothing wrong.”

“How paranoid you are.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I didn’t start the day that way, if you catch my drift.”

“Our cultural heritage is precious to us. Turkey is rich in history and artifacts. My purpose here is to protect our relics and the integrity of the site.”

“Yeah, and you just happened to be paired with me.”

“Refik selected the partners. I had no say in the matter”

No say in the assignment to this wreck, no say in partner choice, her bullshit meter spun at warp speed.

“Charlotte, Atakan, get busy,” Refik called from the dock where a stacked pallet of wood waited to be loaded.

Charlotte waved, acknowledging the order. “Paranoid, my ass,” she said loud enough for Atakan to hear as she walked away.

“Whose designer bag?” Ursula asked. Tanned, with a white-blonde braid to her waist and German, she fingered the Gucci logo tag on Charlotte’s case.

“Mine.”

Ursula straightened as Charlotte approached. “Real or knock-off?”

“Real.”

“Re-al,” Ursula repeated to her twin sister Uma, stretching the word.

Uma looked unimpressed. She wore her hair close cropped with sides that winged up, Euro-punk style, distinguishing her from her sister.

Charlotte grabbed her case.

“It’s a recovery project, not a resort. No one brings an expensive bag,” Ursula said.

No one on Charlotte’s previous shipwreck team commented on her luggage. “I brought what I had.”

“Whatever, as you Americans like to say.” Ursula turned to Uma. “Let’s go.” They left for the dock with their generic bags.

“Nice luggage,” Atakan said, as he passed.

“I brought what I had.” The two pieces she came with sank with the gulet. Her mother and stepfather gave her the luggage for her birthday. She contacted Gucci in Istanbul who air-expressed replacements to Bodrum. It never dawned on her to buy less expensive ones.
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BOZBURUN PENINSULA

Scrub covered the rocky hills. The peninsula’s equally rocky shoreline surrounded the bay where this latest discovery rested. Not far from there was the site of the Glass Wreck, a sunken eleventh century merchantman discovered in the 1970’s.

Local fishermen assisted the team, ferrying material and people from the Suraya to shore. Construction of the group’s camp began immediately. Portable generators were connected first to start the food and fresh water chilling. Later in the afternoon, they’d set up the other generators for the computers and additional equipment.

The women nailed thick mesh screening to two-by-four frames. The men hauled the sections to the flattest areas along the cliffs. There, they’d be assembled into various sized buildings, according to their purpose. The combined kitchen and dining hall and the water system were the first priority. The lab came next. Protection for the artifacts and preservation of conservation equipment was a major concern. After the lab, they fashioned hostel-style dormitories and a stall shower. Everyone assisted in attaching the heavy, woven straw mats used for roofing material. The crew finished the entire compound by the end of the day. The overall layout was similar to a wartime MASH unit, basic, but efficient. Project funds went to the operation and not to unnecessary amenities. They had everything they needed, enough for a group of “geeks obsessed with junk from some ancient yard sale” as Charlotte’s brother referred to archaeologists.
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The Suraya anchored over the wreck between two barren islands. Refik unrolled a site-survey map across the console table in the ship’s bridge. Everyone gathered around to review the findings conducted by a submersible and an ROV. 

“That’s a nasty bit of business.” Charlotte pointed to a treacherous underwater ridge which ran unseen from the surface along the shore of one island. “I wonder if that caused the shipwreck.”

“Maybe, could just as easily been a storm,” Refik said. 

After the review and a brief procedural discussion the slow process of excavation began. The ten individual teams had a specific assignment. One pair stayed onboard the Suraya as an emergency rescue unit. Each team was limited to twenty minutes underwater time. The descent and ascent took two minutes each, reducing work on the bottom to a mere sixteen minutes. Divers were allowed only two dives a day.

Atakan was in charge of the Nikon camera while Charlotte carried a thousand-watt underwater light. A hundred-meter cable attached to the light ran on generator power from the deck of the Suraya. They’d take the latest pictures of the hull.

“Help me go over the checklist,” Atakan said.

He verified the items as she read off the equipment sheet. “Twenty-eight millimeter lens, long focus lens, exposure meter and camera bar.” She looked up. “Do you want me to carry the bar?”

“No, I can manage, besides you have to deal with the light cable. Thank you, though.” He folded the bar into thirds and carried it upright like a foot soldier with a spear.

She followed him to the platform. “Between the camera gear hanging off you and your dive gear, you look like one of the Transformers.”

Atakan stopped and turned. “The action figures?”

“Yes.”

He checked his reflection in one of the bridge’s glass windows. “I do, don’t I? Which am I, a good one or an evil one?” 

“You tell me.”

She hadn’t expected him to know who the Transformers were. 

“You read comics?”

“Certainly not. My nephew has a set of the figures. What about you?”

“I don’t read comics either. I rented the movie. Lots of slick CG work, I love that stuff.”
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THE WARM, SAPPHIRE blue of the surface water turned colder and darker as they eased the fifty meters down the guidelines to the seabed. Absolute silence. Charlotte took a moment to enjoy the quiet and float, relaxed, free from gravity. This is how being in space must feel. On television, astronauts played like kids in their weightless environment. She believed they shared the same sense of liberty she experienced with every dive. She’d always felt a kinship with astronauts. Their helmets and suits reminded her of the ones used by early divers. Their air tanks were similar to a modern diver’s. Like the sea, space was an alien and spectacular world.

She kicked away from the guideline and caught up with Atakan. They followed the grid markers established by the earlier teams through a field of pottery pieces. 

When they reached the wreck, they both paused. The currents swirled around the broken hull. They formed a vaporous veil in the faint light that filtered down from the surface. How lonely and forlorn the ship looked. Dead and forgotten, waiting three millennia for rediscovery. She tried to read Atakan’s expression behind the mask. Did the sight of the ship sadden him as well?

Atakan set the light bar on the seabed for later use. She stood by as he attached the long lens. Finished, he gestured where he wanted her to light first. Initial pictures taken by the ROV showed the wreck positioned precariously on a steep slope of the ridge. Much of the port side lay in a protective layer of sand. The partial skeletal remains of the bow sat at an upward slant. Exposed to the open waters, shipworms had destroyed most of the wood. The stern rested downward at the severest degree of the incline. 

Atakan floated next to her, holding his wrist under the light. They checked their time. He’d photograph the exterior first. Then, if time permitted, as much of the bow’s cargo hold as possible.

They approached from the stern. In the time from the original survey, a slide had occurred. Loose rocks covered more of the hull and the stern at the farthest point. The extent of the damage to the stern’s hold couldn’t be estimated pending thorough investigation. 

Seismic activity is a constant occurrence throughout the region. The slide wasn’t a surprise, but the danger it posed was a problem. The additional weight of the new rock layer coupled with the ship’s dicey position presented another hazard to a diver’s investigation. Movement, a shift in the distribution of weight, could send the stern into deeper water with the diver trapped inside. Or worse, newly displaced rocks might spill into the hold, crushing the diver. A horrible death either way.

Atakan took pictures of the slide and they continued their examination of the exterior. Sections of the damaged bow lay among stone anchors and common tools of the era, adzes, ax heads and hammers. Remnants of a layer of dunnage protected another layer of goods which survived. 

They keyed on what appeared to be weapons, daggers and a sword. They kneeled to get a closer look. Atakan changed lenses while Charlotte gently hand-fanned the silt off. 

A sword. A single sword rather than a stock pile of weapons, rare for a Bronze Age cargo. If the shipment was intended as an ancient arms deal, there’d be a cache of swords and other weapons, spear tips and arrowheads clustered together. One sword with a few daggers were probably meant as gifts. The hilt appeared to have a faint ceremonial design and inset stones. They’d know more after cleaning.

A Prince of Troy’s sword? Proof of Hektor’s existence? She’d need more than a sword, but it was a start. She needed a body of artifacts with irrefutable Trojan markings. From those, she had to find any reference, however vague, to the men of the Iliad. One big find would suffice. Photography forgotten, she reached for the artifact. 

Atakan grabbed her wrist before she touched the piece. He shook his head and mimed writing. The ship’s cargo needed to be tagged and the location of the artifacts documented first.

They entered deeper into the bow hold. Stacks of medium-sized spherical and oval amphoras, many intact, and larger pithois still sealed were scattered around. She hoped some of the clay pots bore a design to help identify their origin. None did from her limited view. 

Atakan snapped more photos as they kicked further into the recesses of the wreck. In the corner, chunks of rotted wood mixed with the splintered sections of round pegs were piled together. Nearby were concretion encrusted metal pieces, possibly tin or copper items. 

The upper deck of this type of merchantman was limited to modest portions of the stern and less of the bow. One end was used as the crew’s living space and passenger area. The other flat surface held the ship’s anchors. The common construction of the time left the majority of the ship’s cargo exposed. 

The last unexplored interior area was in the part of the stern most vulnerable to slippage. Here decking had collapsed into the hold burying part of the protected cargo. 

She panned the chamber with the light. Fragments of double-handled stirrup jars, broken oil lamps, cook pots and bowls littered the sand...the crew’s possessions. The sailor’s graveyard.  

Two mottled Moray eels streaked toward them from a crevice, as they eased around the far side. She immediately lit the section in case there were more. Fast and aggressive, with sharp teeth, the eels lingered in dark places. 

As she swept the area with the light, they discovered rows of Rhodian amphoras, a meter tall, blocked the entry into the deepest portion of the hold. The weight of their contents contributed to the stern’s excavation issues. 

Charlotte and Atakan attempted various positions from above, trying for a better view into the recess with no success. They swam closer to the ruined keel. The narrow space didn’t allow them to parallel each other. She tapped her chest and pointed, signaling she’d go ahead. 

She kept the light moving as she walked on the bottom. Something glinted as she swung past. A fraction of a bright object poked out from under chunks of hull. Trojan Gold? 

She waved Atakan over and swapped her light for his camera. Like he did earlier, she mimed where she wanted him to look.

He went where she directed and quickly returned. He touched two fingers to his mask by his eyes and then back to the spot to indicate he’d seen the object. They checked the time. Their sixteen minutes were up.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Nine


[image: ]


“I need to report to the Director. I’m going to the village,” Atakan told Refik. Refik offered to let him use the Suraya’s phone. “Thank you, but it must be in private.”

A local boatman greeted Atakan and Charlotte with a broad, snaggle-toothed smile. He gave Charlotte a hand into the small boat, helping her as she picked her way over his empty baskets. More outgoing with another man, he clasped Atakan’s hand between his calloused palms. Atakan returned the clasp in similar fashion with a rapid exchange of words and nods.

The man delivered food from the villagers daily to the team. With no beautiful beach and no remarkable historical sites, tourists scarcely visited the area. Most families survived on the sale of what their individual plots of land produced, predominantly olives, figs and apricots. Small herds of goats and sheep roamed in fields or on the hillsides. The camp bought all the homemade sheep and goat cheese, jam and produce the locals brought them.

On shore, Charlotte left for the camp’s photo lab. Afterward, she’d report to Refik’s assistant, Talat, and describe the changes they observed. He’d update the survey charts for the divers assigned the tagging.

Atakan stayed with the boat, going on to the dock used by the villagers. The Ministry recently issued his unit Thuraya SG-2520 satellite phones. It worked fine in camp, but he wasn’t sure of the reception in the village. Thuraya guaranteed their users they’d never encounter “dead zones.” He didn’t trust the sales rhetoric and asked the boatman for a reliable cell site. The man told him there was a café at the top of the hill where service was good. 

When they arrived at the inlet, Atakan pressed several coins in the man’s hand.

“Wait for me.”

A two-lane unlined paved road ran through the center of the village and had no traffic control signs or bordering sidewalks. Atakan kept to the far edge of the asphalt as he walked. It was best to stay well out of the way of his countrymen driving anything more than a slow cart. 

The village was an assortment of squat wooden buildings laid out in no particular pattern. He found what he’d describe in the loosest of terms a café at the end of an unmarked dirt road. The tin-roofed patio was attached to a bakery and consisted of a few mismatched tables and chairs. On the hill, a stone’s throw away, sat a cell tower. Poor as the villagers were, they owned enough phones to require a tower. Atakan smiled, amused by the paradox.

The men seated there looked up briefly as he entered and then returned to their conversations. He sat at the farthest table with his back to them and ordered a glass of tea. The female proprietor brought it along with a fresh baked Cevizli. She urged him to try a piece of the tart and swore to its deliciousness. She made it herself, which he knew without her telling him. 

“No thanks,” he said and waited for her to go. When she left, he called the Director.

“Savas Firat.”

“It’s Atakan. Did the Americans discover any useful information for us on Charlotte Dashiell?”

“Not much. She’s in a doctoral program, which we knew from MIAR. Her parents are divorced. The father is a retired policeman and she has a brother, who’s a Chicago policeman.”

The information didn’t fit with what they knew about her and how she was accepted on the project. “A policeman has a business with the financial ability to make such a large donation to MIAR?” Atakan never met a rich policeman, not an honest one anyway.

“The money isn’t from the natural father.”

Atakan had forgotten she mentioned a stepfather.

“Her mother is Patricia Snow and remarried, to a Frank Snow. The stepfather is interesting. Wealthy, he’s involved in several corporations in addition to Sun Bear.”

“What about her personally?” 

“Nothing suspicious,” the Director said.

Atakan could hear him flipping pages as he spoke. 

“Setting aside her presence on the gulet, her Waterman affiliation remains. His penchant for collecting artifacts with questionable provenance is well known.”

Atakan sipped his tea, analyzing the situation. “The stepfather’s role in the company muddies everything.” Most smuggling cases were clear cut. He hadn’t dealt with this type of complication before. “Frank Snow makes the gift defense logical.”
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