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			In Memorium

			Gus Andy

			Born Costas Antoniades in the northern Greek village of Velvento, Gus was the husband of Fotini Andy, father of four children, and proprietor of the La Mer Beachfront Resort in Cape May, New Jersey.

			Gus held a Bachelor of Science Degree in Landscape Architecture from the University of Florida, a Masters Degree in City and Regional Planning from the University of Oklahoma, and he studied Economics and Spanish at the University of Mexico, business at Florida State University, and Hospitalities at Florida International University.

			Through his real estate acquisitions and expansion of his La Mer hotel, Gus was a successful businessman yet remained humble to his Hellenic roots. In addition to his business interests in Cape May, New Jersey, and Miami, Florida, Gus gave back to a myriad of causes including a Velvento elementary school where the library is named after him.

			His life is the story of a young boy who dared to take his dreams from the orchards and cobblestone streets of Velvento to the world of family and business in the United States. As the author of A Dragon at the Gates, a Greek story, I remember Gus Andy for his contribution to my knowledge of Greece and for his kindness to me and my family. My hope is that this book will, somehow, contribute to a long endurance of his remembrance.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One 

			“Let China sleep, for when she wakes, she will shake the world.”

			Napoleon Bonaparte

			His mind still reeling, FBI Special Agent Gene McKay paced from one end to the other on the dock of the Marblehead Yacht Club. He cursed, in no particular order, his assignment, the superior who ordered it, and the odds against surviving the death trap it offered. His thought process mounted to a level almost audible while he waited for Dr. Morgan Fraser to ease his Contessa-26 into its slip. He could feel the spiny edges of discomfort breaking through his efforts to shut them out while one ugly thought after another surfaced uninvited. Damn it, I need this nuclear scientist’s help even more than I need another drink right now. Worse yet, I have no reason to believe he’ll provide it. Come to think of it, why would anyone trade a comfortable retirement for an undercover assignment as dangerous as this one, with all the odds against it? Somewhere along this path, meandering through my life I guess I’m hoping to find a divine purpose reaching beyond tomorrow. 

			It had been a long, restless night. He wondered who he might have been if he hadn’t become an FBI agent. Maybe he should have been a fisherman. Or even a real estate salesman. Gene brushed a strand of dark hair from his eyes and paused to stare at a row of wooden pilings adorned with chalky deposits left by seagulls. Sailboats creaked in their moorings, and he could hear their halyards slapping in a cold spring sea breeze sharpened by bits of spray. In an effort to capture the moment, he stared up at voluptuous white clouds caught in a capricious wind. The ocean surf rumbled rhythmically in his ears, like the sound of distant drums, while the afternoon sunlight danced off the surface of the water just enough to tinge the landscape orange. The muscular, former collegiate swimmer folded his arms across his chest, leaned his six-two frame against a piling, and savored the welcomed onset of a calming sensation. 

			Assaulted by the mixed odor of seaweed and diesel oil hanging heavy in the air, Gene’s nose wrinkled. He glanced at the nameplate on Morgan’s boat, Gone Fission, and tried to smile away memories on which the door never seemed to close. 

			The Chief’s words, delivered in a rough, serrated tone of voice, only served to summon the red-eyed demons of his past. “McKay, you damned well get Morgan Fraser to help on this assignment, complete it successfully, and ditch the booze. I’m sorry for your wife walking out on you and all the stuff going on in your life, but it’s in the past now. You pull yourself off the sauce and get this job done, or you’re out. Hell, it’s right up your alley. You once did an assignment on our hostage rescue team. Now go out there and make us proud.”

			At first, this whole venture had seemed outrageous by its very nature. Now, Gene could only imagine how ludicrous it might appear to a comfortably retired sailor like Morgan. Another wave of discontent swept over his efforts to remain calm, and he found it difficult to hold back the flood of anger welling up inside.

			Fraser’s craft nosed its way into the mooring slowly. Its big hull thudded against the dock so softly Gene could hear only the gentle squishing sound of the foam fenders, combined with the last murmurs of the twin engines before they went silent. He shook his head. I wonder how long it must have taken for this seaman to become accomplished enough to park something so big into such a small space without disturbing anything around it.

			Morgan took his time securing the bow and stern mooring lines before he gave the mainsheet halyards one last tug for good measure. He looked down to check the lines and the fenders cushioning the vessel before he stepped off onto the dock. With an apparent natural ease and a spring in his gait unusual for a fifty-seven-year-old, he walked toward Gene. The man’s angular face, tanned from forehead to chin, and strong jaw lines seemed to convey a meaning all their own and stood out in defiance of his five-seven height. The veteran sailor extended his arm in a friendly handshake invitation toward a man he had never met but to whom he agreed to listen out of sheer curiosity. 

			“If you’re Special Agent Eugene McKay,” he said with a broad grin, “I’m Dr. Morgan Fraser. If you’re not, then maybe we’re both in the wrong place.” His dark, sharp eyes were separated by a flat nose, which looked unusually wide, like something one would see on a professional fighter. He moved with the kind of careless confidence attributable to someone who had long since put all his troubles behind him and looked at Gene with a studied nonchalance.

			Garbed in a suit and tie, Gene already felt uncomfortable next to this dark complexioned sailor in blue jeans, from which all traces of newness had faded away. The man’s well-worn sea jacket reinforced the image of a long sailing experience. Gene nodded, then paused to give a thumbs-up response before he reached to shake the hand of a man whose modest outward appearance masked any trace of his status as a retired nuclear world celebrity. Well, here goes. It’s make or break time. If we don’t find this little Greek inventor, the balance of power in the Western world is going to swing to the east. 

			Gene tried to ignore the possibility that the one person who could help salvage his career, perhaps even blot out the alcohol stains on his record, might turn him down. Right now, he figured the odds in his favor stunk. With Fraser, at the peak of a comfortable retirement and everything to lose by accepting, and Gene, at the lowest point in his career, with nothing much left in the wake of a refusal. It seemed as though his life had now come under assault from almost every direction.

			He stuffed his feelings down long enough to squeeze out a smile. “Please call me ‘Gene,’ and if you’ll let me call you ‘Morgan,’ we can get started. Is there a room somewhere in this club where they won’t cancel your membership for having lunch with an outsider? It doesn’t make sense to stand out on the end of a dock to have a discussion against the dull roar of wind and ocean in our ears.”

			“You bet,” Morgan replied with a comforting nod. He turned back to check his craft once more, then led the agent up through an imperious solid oak clubhouse entrance into a secluded side room where a smiling, uniformed waitress placed a luncheon menu in front of each of them. After they had submitted their orders, Gene turned to survey an ostentatious photo display of former yacht club commandants, Marblehead’s glitterati, on one wall, and oil seascapes in gilded frames decorating the other. He could almost sense the surrounding opulence, barely tolerating his presence as a non-member. His face felt taut enough to snap.

			Everything about it only triggered more doubts as to why any rational person with all this going for him would ever agree to take the risks he hoped Morgan would be willing to accept. The very thought of it reminded him of a scene from the movie The Bridge on the River Kwai. He remembered the reaction of the lead character when asked if he would like to give up all his comforts and take on an assignment requiring him to go back to the prison from which he had just escaped in order to help blow up a bridge.

			Gene began to experience a sense of relief when his host opened the dialogue without waiting for an explanation. “Okay, Gene, tell me why the FBI needs the help of a retired old government castaway like me. Your supervisor fed me some line about a missing Greek petroleum researcher who has invented a revolutionary oil exploration process so exciting the Chinese, or maybe the Russians, will be doing everything they can to get their hands on it. 

			“He said the fellow’s now disappeared somewhere in the backwaters of Greece, and the U.S. wants to find him and get him on our side before he spills his guts to our enemies. I’m told you’re the point man on this hide and seek mission. Your Bureau also told me there was not enough time to coordinate this venture with officials in Greece. I get the picture. But just how did you intend for me to fit into it?” 

			Gene leaned forward, elbows on the table, once again trying to suppress thoughts of what a career ending disaster it would be if he failed to convince this complete stranger to go along with him. “Okay, here’s the situation. Our intelligence operatives stumbled on an opportunity to stick our thumb in the eye of our country’s main potential enemy, China. Right now, we are not particularly worried about the Russians, although we have not eliminated them from the picture. Apparently, some obscure little Greek inventor specializing in the oil industry has come up with a way to both identify and tap into undersea oil reserves more efficiently and economically than ever before.

			“Our government is convinced this man’s device could turn out to be a world-shaking improvement over existing technology. I even heard someone say it could unlock the entire undersea world. You know, some people say money makes the world go around. Others insist the key factor is love. Maybe even music. But I will tell you this. No matter what drives humanity, the axis of our spinning globe is lubricated with oil. The technology I’m talking about here could put the United States front and center as an economic powerhouse.

			“Unfortunately, The People’s Republic of China got wind of it. Don’t ask me how. According to what I’ve been told, China’s population is burgeoning so rapidly the demand for gasoline has outstripped the country’s ability to convert its crude resources efficiently, thereby forcing the country into a rather uncomfortable reliance on Russia. Consequently, this man’s…”

			“I thought China and Russia were allies,” Morgan interrupted.

			“They are. Well, yes and no when it comes to oil. The issue there is China wants to ditch its dependence on Russia with the intent of becoming the world’s largest independent crude oil source, an objective everyone considered impossible until the Chinese officials found out about this Greek’s invention. Now China is putting a full-court press on capturing him. Such an outcome would seriously strengthen our potential enemy’s ability to increase its already existent threat to the free world, economically as well as militarily. By the way, I’ve been told Iran may be working with the Chinese on this one. I see it as another complicating factor, although not a serious one, so far.

			“Bottom line, the United States needs to prevent this whole thing from happening. Like priority one. We need to find this Greek inventor and his design before the Asian dragon does. Our government has concluded you and I are the perfect combination to carry out this mission. My boss told me you were a nuclear scientist before you redirected your career into petrochemicals. I’m fluent in the Greek language and spent part of my youth in Greece. Once we locate the inventor, I’ll need your oil expertise to evaluate his technology while I try to convince him our country can support his product and provide adequate protection for him.” 

			Gene shifted uneasily in his chair. He paused to rub the back of his neck, unsure whether Morgan already heard enough to make him want out, but had decided to stay around just long enough to learn why his participation would be needed at all. Gene closed his eyes for a moment while he allowed his thoughts to scroll through possible counterarguments if Morgan turned him down: the venture would become the most exciting part of the man’s life; it was a mission critical to the continued welfare of the United States; the man’s success in life indebted him to serve his country. 

			With his wife’s walk-out and his deteriorating career working against him, failure to sell this guy on the need to sign on would probably end his days as an FBI agent. Three strikes, and you’re out. How does a guy who has never held any other job as an adult go about finding somewhere else to spend the rest of his life? Even worse, what woman would want to marry someone with such a splotched background?

			“Morgan, you can relate to this scientist and assess his invention better than anyone else can,” Gene continued. “I know the country of Greece because I lived there and speak Greek fluently. I believe I can find him. Truth be known, I need a successful completion of this assignment for job security purposes, not to mention my career. The United States government has now officially declared the two of us as its varsity team.” 

			Morgan leaned back, folded his hands in front of him, and frowned at his guest for a moment before he responded. “Why is your job at stake? I would have assumed an assignment as delicate and important as this one would only be given to an agent the Bureau higher-ups held in high esteem.”

			Gene hesitated while he waited for the waitress to deliver their lunch orders. After she left, he remained silent for a few seconds while he drummed his fingers on the table, reluctant to answer the question at all. Only the sudden realization of what he might lose by not responding truthfully made full disclosure the clear choice. 

			“I’m an alcoholic, Morgan, although I’ve recently embarked on a rehabilitation program under which I’m supposedly programmed to recover. You know, mandatory AA meetings are imposed courtesy of the Bureau’s operating manual. However, none of it will impair my performance on this project, in case you might be worried about it. Fact is, my knowledge of Greece and its language was the only reason the Agency handed me this assignment instead of firing me.” 

			Morgan stared at him for a moment, eyes narrowed in a puzzled expression. “What started you on the alcohol?”

			Gene settled back into a pensive mode, now certain this would be an unhurried lunch. The memories of his failed marriage had refused to drown in the floodtide of his subsequent drinking and were now dragging him through some of the darkest parts of his life. Could her sudden departure have been avoided by treating her differently, or was the whole thing a gigantic mistake from the beginning? He wished he could, somehow, extract himself from this situation, which now demanded an answer. He could almost sense the ghosts of his past watching. Hell, it’s none of the man’s damned business. Except his life might well depend on the combined competence of both of us. I guess he deserves an honest answer despite the possibility of it further reducing the likelihood of his willingness to throw in with me on a project so risky. Once you’ve been branded an alcoholic, it becomes a set of initials carved in wet concrete, and they’ll remain there forever after the stuff dries.

			“Okay, here’s the background as concisely as I can put it. I never really had much taste for booze during all the years before my wife walked out on me. She gave no reason for her sudden departure, just a note on the dining room table saying she became tired of me. I guess we never really had much in common. Anyway, it seemed like the differences between us just kind of spread out all over like spilled milk. The only activity we ever did together turned out to be swimming. We were both on our respective swim teams during college. Right after our divorce, I learned she took a job with the Taipei Economic and Cultural Office somewhere. Seattle, I think.”

			Gene paused to consider the possibility of having already said enough to destroy any remaining inclination Morgan might have had to join him. Morgan’s conciliatory nod signaled his willingness to hear more.

			“Anyway, the debris she left in the backwash of our marriage simply defied reconstruction. I guess my sun just slid behind a cloud, leaving me in the shadows of my own despair, nursing a wound I feared might never heal.

			“My drinking began soon thereafter, progressing from one martini each afternoon to the ugly sequence of one before noon, two after lunch, then two more after dinner. Anyway, I’m over it now. You can rest assured.”

			The scientist lowered his hands, stirred his soup, and sipped a few spoonfuls without saying anything. Gene turned away to stare at the paintings again, fully prepared for his host to push his bowl aside, sign for the tab, and walk out. 

			After a few tense moments, Morgan looked up and smiled. “I’m not worried about you, Gene. I was in your position a long time ago before I finally saw the hopelessness of it and sobered up. What really concerns me right now is this needle-in-the-haystack project you’re proposing. So, let’s get down to business.

			“Please forgive me if I sound like I’m drowning in an ocean of doubt, but I have several questions. One, how do two Americans wander around in a foreign country like Greece, hoping to successfully locate some native who knows the territory better than they ever could and doesn’t want to be found? Two, if the government of China wants this guy as much as you seem to imply, then aren’t they going to send in one awful powerful force of well-armed people to extract him? Three, do you even have a lead on all this? Four, how are two non-combatants like us going to pull off this heist against odds like those? It looks like you’ve been thrown into a bubbling cauldron of political intrigue here. I guess what bothers me the most is the likelihood this might all come down to a precarious balance between our tracking ability and pure luck. If the Chinese get their hands on this inventor before we do, all bets would seem to be off.”

			The truth of it came out screaming as the blizzard of questions resurrected Gene’s ugly recollection of how he’d been dragged into the project in the first place. The Chief had made the final words of his mandate sound like an opportunity and a punishment at the same time. You get this done, McKay, and you get a clean record and maybe a promotion. You screw it up or fall off the wagon, and I’ll make sure your professional future ends in a garbage dump. The whole tone of his superior’s rhetoric, coupled with the tendrils of fire in the man’s eyes, precluded any possibility of the assignment being optional. Even the cup of black coffee the Chief had reluctantly thrust across the desk at him from an overworked Keurig conveyed a message of its own.

			“Well,” Gene continued, “the man was employed by a laboratory in Thessalonika before he disappeared. He apparently managed to escape from a couple of thugs who tried to grab him. After he got away, but before he went into hiding somewhere, the scientist evidently tried to sell his stuff to one of the largest Greek oil companies, Hellenic Petroleum. The company officials turned him down. Yeah, you are right. We will be bucking the odds on this one. We simply have no choice. Thus, I think our best approach is to start with a visit to the oil company whose officers rejected him, then move on to Thessalonika, the only lead I have.”

			He waited for a response. Absent any, he continued. “By the way, it wasn’t a question of them not liking his product. The oil executives simply had too many competing projects in the mill to divert the necessary resources to his. Then, I guess too late, they realized their mistake. Anyway, they were considerate enough to inform our government about it. Mainly because of the value to both Greece and the United States inherent in such an invention and the prospect of any attempted abduction of the man by our enemies. What I have just told you represents all the information available.”

			Gene paused to sip his iced tea, expecting some kind of follow-up query from his host. The man simply offered a vacant nod. 

			“Anyway, I expect to be up against some tough opposition,” Gene continued, “but I’m not going to alert them to our presence here until we actually find this fugitive of ours. Then, I plan to call in some of our country’s special operations toughies to protect us and help get our man out of Greece. I know a guy named Mike Dobbs who heads up a special forces unit. I’ll get him out there with us as soon as we find our little inventor. Right now, I need to know if I can count on your help. So, how about it?” 

			A riptide of unrelated thoughts ran through Gene’s mind about what would happen if the man refused. He wondered how many would run through this man’s head before he answered. Problem being that the task simply was not structured to adequately reward a non-lawman for all the risks involved, despite the Bureau’s offer to pay him for his participation.

			“What’s the inventor’s name?”

			The question threw Gene off for a moment. Such a minor detail seemed irrelevant in the context of such a significant issue.

			“Ahh, it’s Giorgos Masalas. As obscure as the man is from our perspective, he’s considered a recognized figure in the Greek oil arena. Look, this could turn out to be a monumental make or break prospect for the United States if we can find this fellow and get him on our side before the damned Chinese get their hands on him. So, are you in?” Gene winced. His Bureau training covered a wide range of skills. Regrettably, salesmanship was never one of them.

			Morgan took another bite of his lunch, then carefully washed it down with a small dose of iced tea before he looked up to answer. His lips curled into a smile while his eyes seemed to gleam over the rim of his half-empty glass. “Damned right I am. The government officials retired me years ago on grounds of obsolescence, I suppose. This just might be my chance to show the jackasses how wrong they were. Okay, you’re on. Let’s you and I go to Greece, consider it a government financed vacation, and find this fellow. How soon do we leave? Then what exactly do we do when we arrive at whatever the name of that starting point was?”

			

			Gene felt the first real surge of satisfaction he could remember in at least the last six months. Maybe someone up there liked him, although it sure was not the Chief. “We have a flight out the day after tomorrow for Athens. Welcome aboard, my friend. After we glean what we can from the oil company, we’ll make a beeline for the scientist’s last known whereabouts, his laboratory in Thessalonika. After that, we’ll have to feel our way depending on what we learn there.” 

			They finished their meals in a quiet atmosphere of getting-to-know-each-other conversation peppered with small talk and jokes sufficiently relevant to extract an occasional smile from Gene, who could not keep his thoughts from wandering. This iconoclastic plot goes far enough beyond bold to qualify as reckless. Yet the man has made no further reference to the probabilities stacked against the success of finding a man who does not want to be found before an equally anxious enemy discovers him. And all this in the backwaters of a foreign environment. Right now, I’m betting this journey will turn out to be either the most fascinating adventure of our lives or a monumental disaster we’ll spend the rest of our lives trying to forget.

			After they shook hands in a friendly parting, Gene watched Morgan walk away with an easiness in his stride. How could anyone exude so much confidence? Slowly, thickening clouds had moved in from the east, and a gentle rain began. On his way out, Gene paused to listen to the soft rumble of the ocean surf, asserting its perpetuity in sharp contrast to the limited life of all creatures. He tried not to think of the darkening sky as an ominous warning of things to come. His assignment in Greece foreshadowed enough danger as it was, prompting another string of afterthoughts.

			The time for regrets has long since passed. I have just committed two of us to this venture, for better or for worse. At least Morgan had a choice. If I had thrown the whole thing back in the Chief’s face, I would be out looking for a job in a market of slim chances. Come to think of it, even under those circumstances, it might have been smarter to try for some place where my job is not hanging by a thread. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Hellenic Petroleum’s Vice President, Dimitri Karlekas, ushered Gene McKay and Morgan Fraser into his executive office located only a stone’s throw from an upscale shopping district on Syntagma Square. After he introduced Morgan, Gene glanced out the window at rows of tired-looking palm trees and streets thronged with shoppers and sightseers.

			He allowed a moment to reflect on the apparent contradiction of it all. I think we’re in two different worlds here. The staid formality of this whole building seems to clash with the gaiety of the adjacent retail activities like an adult barely able to tolerate the playfulness of children. Right now, I’m thinking we’re lucky this guy’s willing to step down from his ivory tower and talk to us at all.

			Dimitri’s erect posture, strong jawline, and deep-set, dark eyes seemed to reinforce his prominent position in the giant oil company’s corporate hierarchy. Gene could sense the executive’s kinetic energy even before the man spoke. His casual beige slacks and dark blue shirt without a tie conveyed a subtle statement about the absence of a need to impress anyone, as though his status spoke for itself. Dimitri moved gracefully with an air of nonchalance while he extended an arm to point his visitors to their seats. Without asking their coffee preference, he motioned his secretary to bring in three sketos, black, then opened the conversation with the kind of easy smile that comes naturally to the very powerful. 

			“Gentlemen, let me begin by saying I’m glad you’re here. Normally, I would not be spending this much of my company’s time on such a matter. However, recent events have brought to my attention the extreme importance of it. Thus, I gladly offer my sincere appreciation for your country’s interest in finding this man whose invention seems to be sparking so much international interest.” 

			He cleared his throat as if to make way for a more informal tone. “Gene, I understand you speak Greek fluently. I’m curious as to how an American FBI agent managed to acquire such a capability. Please enlighten me.”

			Gene paused for a moment to glance out the window, which offered a clear view of the Acropolis with the well-preserved remains of the famous Parthenon perched on top. He considered it symbolic of a civilization born long before his time and probably destined to remain long after. From his early school days in Athens, he remembered the sight of it drawing his attention away from an eighth-grade daily lesson on the Odyssey and the Iliad, resulting in a stern reprimand from the headmaster. 

			It took him a few seconds to push the memories aside and conjure up a response to his host’s comment. “I lived here during my teenage years when my father, a military policeman, was assigned by the American occupation forces to the embassy. We lived in a town called Kifisia, right outside of Athens, and I attended a British school downtown. Learning the language became a necessity for a kid whose neighbors and friends were all Greek. During the summers, I used to make money working in the olive fields down in the Peloponnese area of the country. I learned a lot about the language in the groves there. In fact, come to think of it, times spent there were some of the best of my life.” 

			Gene folded his hands in front of him and waited. I wonder if he’s testing me before he decides whether or not to help us. If this man fails to see some mutual benefits, Morgan and I may well be working on our own from here on out. Worse, if Morgan’s right about how difficult finding this inventor will be, this project could be in real trouble.

			Dimitri nodded. “I’m familiar with Kifisia. Your school is no longer here in the downtown sector, but I do remember someone telling me about it. Given your facility with our language, I now see why your government assigned this task to you. I’m sorry I never met any of your family. Anyway, getting back to our subject, my country shares your country’s concerns about this Masalas fellow’s invention and the risks it poses if he falls into the wrong hands.

			“Greece needs to become a viable oil producer in this hemisphere. We have enough oil fields offshore to generate the revenue Greece desperately needs in order to revive our economy. Our country must, through sheer necessity, explore the possibility of this man’s invention becoming supportive of our own efforts to achieve this objective. Unfortunately, as I explained to both your government and the inventor, we were not able to take any immediate action on the potential of his device at the time he first presented it.”

			Dimitri paused to motion his secretary in with her tray of sketos, and Gene took immediate advantage of the interruption as though he had been waiting for the opportunity. “Yes, we were told about the delay and wondered why, considering the significance of the product.” 

			“Well, there were several reasons for this,” Dimitri continued. “First of all, we were immersed in a political crisis which precluded our ability to convince the right people to allocate enough time to it. Moreover, one of our prime minister’s key associates has long been adamantly opposed to my country’s involvement with oil exploration in any way. I get the feeling he will do anything he can to prevent the expenditures required to tap into our oil resources. He has convinced a number of our government officials we can purchase it cheaper from Asia. Nonetheless, I am confident I will be able to deal with all of these issues. Please don’t worry about it.”

			A semblance of darkness seemed to gather in Dimitri’s eyes as though he knew there would be trouble enough to worry all of them. “I hope your country will be willing to work with mine as we move forward. I think there is substantial profit here for both Greece and the United States. At any rate, we will do whatever we can to help you find this inventor. I agree with your intent to begin by visiting his laboratory in Thessalonika. This was the man’s last known residence. By the way, let’s keep this and all our future dialogues informal and use first names from now on.” He offered a conciliatory smile as acceptance of an agreement finally reached.

			Gene waited until the secretary had distributed the drinks and left before he sampled his own. He winced at the thickest, blackest coffee he had ever seen since he watched his father chug it down. The sharpness of it stung his mouth, and his efforts to stifle the surprise were not lost on his host, who offered an understanding grin. Gene extended his arm toward Morgan. “My oil expert friend here may be one of the few people in this world capable of assessing the true value of our elusive inventor’s product. We both thank you for your willingness to help in this search. I’m sure you know how imperative it is for us to locate this scientist and get him on our side before the Chinese do the same.

			“We’ll begin, as you noted, with a trip to Thessalonika. My first question, though, has to be whether Hellenic Petroleum or even the Greek government would be willing to work with the United States in the development of this man’s invention. I guess I’ve always viewed the world in black or white, so even if Morgan and I find him, aren’t we looking at both of our respective countries as potential adversaries, each trying to profit from it?” 

			Dimitri sipped his drink slowly and shook his head. “Not necessarily. I’ve already spoken to your government about this the moment I learned you had been assigned. The United States is willing to work out an arrangement with us. If the invention can work effectively, your country will send its own oil company representatives here, but under a stipulation to fashion some kind of cooperative joint venture with Greece.

			“I have scheduled a meeting next week with Prime Minister Antonis Skirakis. Just the two of us to see if I can accelerate this whole process and get him invested in it. After you eventually bring this elusive inventor in, we can all have a summit meeting with the Greek parliament. We need both the government’s help on this as well as its agreement to share the technology with your country.”

			“Excuse me,” Morgan interjected, “but why would you need to convince the Prime Minister when the economic benefits of a potentially superior oil extraction process are so obvious?” 

			Dimitri nodded a tacit understanding of the question. “Well, you need to be aware of the political and economic environment facing us at this moment. Greece is heavily in debt to other countries. Currently, our economy is facing a currency valuation crisis we consider serious enough to jeopardize our ability to attract foreign capital. Unemployment is running rampant, and the prime minister is convinced we may not be able to survive another economic shock. I am almost ready to agree with him.

			“Some of our domestic opponents have even issued demands for Greece to address its deficits by selling off its oil rights in the Aegean and Mediterranean seas. So, as you can imagine, any effort I make to attract financial support for a new oil invention will undoubtedly spark one hell of a reaction in the halls of our government. Nonetheless, I am still a believer, and I will give the whole project my best effort. You can be sure of it.” 

			Dimitri paused to reconnect with his drink before he continued. “Our people are willing to discuss the extraction of oil from Greece’s Aegean oil fields in cooperation with your country as long as it’s done under Greek control in a manner that will return an adequate profit to Greece. Ours is a poor country, Morgan. I am convinced oil will become our turnaround launching pad. Perhaps finding this man before China does will be the beginning of a brighter future for both of our countries.”

			The logic of Dimitri’s summary gradually began to reshape Gene’s own thinking. He realized how little he actually knew about the hostile world outside of the United States. He now began to sense the weight of his mission, and it prompted a sharp intake of breath. He had never really put his search and recover task, with all its complexities, into such an international perspective. Nor had he fully considered how much the balance of economic power in the world now seemed to rest squarely on his shoulders. For the first time, Gene could feel the contradictions in Dimitri’s country pulling him like an undertow. As though Greece, which once tolerated his childish innocence, had now become impatient for the adult to return and serve its needs.

			“Gene, you seem to be deep in thought,” Dimitri remarked. “Have I said too much or not enough?”

			Gene shook his head. “No, I simply grew up in a place where economics and world affairs were never discussed. Now, I find myself confronted with both. I guess the truth of it lies in my perception of this damned assignment as a requirement to reconstruct the jigsaw puzzle of my life.”

			He experienced a sudden craving for some kind of alcoholic beverage. One martini would do the job. He harbored no doubt he could easily stop right there. The sound of his host’s voice broke his thoughts at the same time Gene reached to control a slight tremor in his left hand.

			Dimitri grinned. “Well, don’t feel you’re alone. The more I begin to realize the significance of Masalas’ product, the more I sense a rather foreboding change ahead in my own life.”

			Morgan frowned in response to his first sampling of the sketo, leaned forward, and broke his silence slowly as though hesitant to share his concerns. “What I’ll need to know, Dimitri, is what this inventor has told you about why his drilling device is so superior to existing technology. Why it’s become a matter of such international interest.”

			Dimitri nodded once again and reengaged with his coffee before he responded. “A good question, one we here at corporate had to spend some time sorting out ourselves. Well, for starters, one of our first procedures in any oil exploration process is the assessment of slurry density, defined as the mixture of solid and liquid on the drill site. We have made impressive advancements here, but none equal to the scale of economies this man’s device purports to offer. Then…”

			“But the man’s product has never been thoroughly tested, has it?” Morgan asked.

			“No. Like I said, our own internal politics got in the way. Our technicians simply reviewed his design and came away highly impressed. It looks like his invention just might offer significant advantages in finding the right conditions for an oil trap. This means…”

			“Excuse my ignorance,” Gene intervened, “what do you mean by ‘conditions for an oil trap’?”

			“He means the undersea rock and terrain features which might suggest the presence of oil below,” Morgan answered.

			Dimitri pushed his drink aside with an impatient gesture. “Right. However, finding this placement efficiently without wasting a ton of money testing for it is critical. The equipment in question here offers some mechanical features never before available to test the undersea beds for the existence of oil. Moreover, the inventor’s device looks like it may well offer some drilling improvements as well. The problem is we have no proof his design can actually produce all these technological breakthroughs. As I said, we have never actually tested its ability to perform.”

			Gene grinned. “You mean the Greek government has never given him the opportunity to prove it with a prototype.”

			Dimitri offered an acquiescent smile. “Point well taken. I stand corrected. At any rate, the entire show now depends on you two finding this guy and bringing him back here to allow us to give him precisely such a chance. My apologies for our clumsy initial response to his request for the trial he wanted. However, I believe I can now convince the authorities to listen to him. Just bring him here in one piece, Gene. Do it before the damned Chinese grab him.”

			Morgan tossed down the last of his sketo and stretched his arms in a yawn. “Well, Gene, it looks like we have our work cut out for us. Tell you what. Why don’t we begin by asking the fastest way to get to Thessalonika? Maybe we will get lucky and find this guy quickly. Such a break would solve this thing right out of the chute, and we could hustle him back home before the bad guys figure out what happened.”

			Dimitri’s response ended Gene’s still-lingering hope for something a bit stronger than coffee. “Not a problem. My secretary will get your tickets ready. It might be an awkward itinerary, I’m afraid, so I’ll instruct her to simplify your journey as much as possible. Good luck, and please keep me posted. By the way, Gene, do you two have a backup plan in case you can’t find your man in Thessalonika?”

			Gene tried to ignore Morgan’s nod of agreement with the question, the subtle anxiety of which had been gnawing at him from the very beginning. “No. If the folks he works for in the lab can’t give us a lead I’m afraid we’re stuck. I have a hard time believing such a dead end would even be possible, though. Everyone has a relative or friend somewhere. Worst case, I’ll fall back on my years of criminal tracking experience. I’m damned sure not going to give up. If the Chinese get lucky and nab him before we do, I’ll track them down, kill them, and apprehend our target myself.”

			Morgan broke out with an uninhibited grin and clapped his hands. “Amen. If that does not start a war, nothing will. Maybe we ought to be looking for the Chinese first, let them lead us to our target, kidnap him, and run. Then we can let them start the war.”

			Dimitri shook his head. “Well, let’s hope this whole operation doesn’t come down to an international brawl. Look, if this turns out to be one of those needle-in-the-haystack dilemmas, I want you to call me right away. I’ll put some of my own resources on it. I’m afraid my country needs this man’s new oil extraction expertise as much as yours does. Agreed?”

			Gene gave a thumbs up. “Will do.” After he thanked Dimitri’s secretary for the tickets and directions, the two Americans climbed into their cramped rental car and headed for the airport. 

			* * *

			Neither spoke for a while until Morgan broke the silence. “The guy sounded a lot more positive about this whole venture than I’m feeling right now, Gene. I like his attitude, but I’m going to raise my question again. What if you two guys are both wrong, and this inventor we’re after really has disappeared where no one can find him?  Greece isn’t the biggest country in the world, but there’s enough desolate places to hide someone who does not welcome visitors. It’s not like we have forever to connect here, and I’m worried about the possibility you might have underestimated our search and recover time.”

			Gene made the best effort he could to smile away the concern. “I hear you, Morgan, and believe me, I’m certainly not shrugging off the difficulty we’re facing. Try to look at it this way. The Chinese most likely have no idea where our scientist is, either. Plus, I’m hoping I know this country better than they do, although I could be wrong. Once we get to this guy’s lab in Thessalonika, we’ll know a lot more. Let’s just keep a positive attitude in the meantime.” 

			“Sure, all well and good,” Morgan replied, “but I have another concern. Up to now we’ve been looking at this whole process as one of simply grabbing this scientist and spiriting him off to the United States. You know as well as I do, Gene, the likelihood of being able to pull all this off so easily is probably almost zero, even if we do find this fellow first. If we suddenly run up against a band of Chinese kidnappers, we’re in for one whale of a gunfight. Are you prepared for that? I’m sure not.”

			Gene made his best effort to put aside the avalanche of doubts resurrected by the question. “Neither am I, Morgan. I have already established communication with some military forces who will back us up whenever we need it. Look, no one’s assuming this project will be a cakewalk. We’ll do the best we can. Let’s not walk on the dark side of the street until we have no other choice.” 

			Morgan’s affirmative nod seemed shrouded in reluctance. 

			* * *

			After they turned the car in at the airport, they boarded their flight for the first leg of a journey toward an adventure they both agreed would probably be as unforgettable as it would be dangerous. Morgan leaned back in his seat, waived off the flight attendant’s coffee offer, and closed his eyes for a short nap. Gene stared out the window while he tried to suppress a gradually surfacing regret that coffee was the only beverage the airline served on that particular flight. 

			Unwanted memories, on which he found it hard to close the door, came flooding through Gene’s consciousness, now awash in images of his father, who went to work one day and never came home. Gene’s face tightened. He massaged both sides of his neck while he struggled to fight back tears. He recalled the memorial service attended by everyone on the police force. All those people saluting his dad’s coffin. Then, the head of the local police department honoring his father as a hero for saving a family of five from the deranged gunman whose bullets killed only the father Gene loved. The more he thought about it, the more likely it began to seem that his own tenure with the FBI might be due in part to the Chief’s unspoken respect for Gene’s father.

			He remembered how the senior McKay had survived the Viet Nam War, joined the police force, never regretted anything about his past, and taught his son all about honor, country, and not being afraid of anything. He would celebrate end-of-the-month paydays with his friends at the local bar, where he laughed, told jokes, and drank until his son had to come pick him up. On the way home, his father would enlighten Gene with recollections of their tenure in Greece when the senior McKay served as a military policeman there. 

			After he sobered up, the old man would have no recollection of anything, including his wild tale about the little olive farm he claimed to have purchased for his son. Some of Gene’s warmest memories were of putting his father to bed and forgiving him for all the lies he told. Sometimes it seemed to Gene as though he must have worked and swam his way through life without ever having the luxury of being a child. He remembered his smiling father reaching out to pat his son’s head while advising him to trade on his talents and become an Olympic swimmer, but never a policeman.

			The path ahead of him now began to seem more and more like a dark ribbon, its width gradually diminishing in the distance. Gene continued to stare out the window, watching the plane touch down on the tarmac at Thessalonika, partly to take in the view but mainly to make sure Morgan would not be able to notice the tears welling up in his eyes.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Their drive from the airport to the missing scientist’s laboratory exposed Gene and Morgan to some of Thessalonika’s most scenic areas. Their fascination with it superseded any need for conversation. The interim quiet provided an opportunity to focus more on their surroundings and less on the gradually mounting weight of their responsibilities. For half an hour, a land of breathtaking beauty thrust itself into their conscious awareness, one unique perspective at a time. 

			A sea breeze swept in from the Thermaic Gulf, scattering leaves and gently bending the branches of the Aleppo pines. From what the two travelers could see from a distance, the landscape seemed to confirm the area’s reputed ability to produce enough grapes and olives to feed Europe. Dark green foliage contrasted with rocky, barren surroundings, drawing childhood recollections from the shadows of Gene’s past back into focus.

			He was young then, perhaps too young, he now realized as he watched the landscape slide by, to appreciate the environment during his bold exploration journeys into the countryside. Thessalonika’s scenery took on a much different shape and color than the terrain to which he had become accustomed during his youth in the little town of Kifisia, a few miles from Athens. Nonetheless, recollections induced by the steep hills wrapping themselves around him now began to force their way into his consciousness as though he’d never left Greece at all. He now wondered what his life would have been like if

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/Image1437.jpg
From the Author of December of the Dark Sun

JOHN CHAPLICK





OEBPS/image/Image1465.jpg





OEBPS/image/Image1446.jpg
A DRAGON

AT THE

GATES

JOHN CHAPLICK





OEBPS/image/Image1457.jpg
e

WRLD CASTLE PUBLISES





OEBPS/image/1.png
From the Author of December of the Dark Sun

A DKAGUON

JORN CHAPLK






