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(in order of appearance)
Alec Thorn – Main character who must develop his spiritual muscles to survive
Erica Buenavista – Mercenary leader with personal vendetta against Thorn
Richard Hawke – Battle scarred mercenary who works for Erica
Carol Jordan – Thorn's VP of Operations with a crush on Thorn
Raven (Karl Waldron) – Master of the black arts who works for Erica
Martin Welborne – Palm Beach native and major investor in Thorn's company
Rune Chapman – International financier who offers to help Thorn
Sophie Kyros – Wise master who mentors Thorn
Bobby Hunter – Bounty hunter who was framed by Erica and Hawke
The thing that has been is that which shall be; and that which has been done is that which shall be done; and there is nothing new under the sun. Whosoever speaks and says, Look, this is new, should know that it already has been in the ages which were before us.
—Ecclesiastes 1:9-10
PROLOGUE
We are not human beings having a spiritual experience, we are spiritual beings having a human experience.
—Pierre Teilhard de Chardin
Summer 1976
Eight-year old Alec Thorn paused to catch his breath as he neared the top of Waimoku Falls on East Maui. He sat down on a well-worn rock and took a sip from the water bottle that he carried on his belt. Though the sun had not yet risen, he could make out the shapes of the hala trees, with their long, spiny leaves and aerial roots, in the predawn light.
Alec inhaled deeply. The rich smells of the hala fruit and the sweet scent of the golden and pink plumeria flowers filled his nostrils. The sound of the water cascading down Mount Haleakala soothed him. It was the last day of his family’s trip and he yearned to experience the beauty of this place one more time, alone, without distraction.
Alec closed his eyes to feel the energy, sensing its intensity. He couldn’t tell: was it inside him or outside? At that moment, it was both; everything was connected and he was part of it. A sense of wonder overtook Alec. Why am I me? Why not a water bottle? Instantly, he was no longer in his body, but watching a skinny, young boy with brown hair sitting on a rock. The boy wore a striped knit shirt, baggy shorts and white Converse All-Star basketball sneakers that were covered with mud.
Hovering overhead, silently observing the youth, Alec’s mind was at peace before terror overtook him. He was the boy. He immediately popped back into his body.
Inside his head, Alec heard a gentle, comforting voice. “Don’t be afraid. You know how to do this.”
Though eager to try it again, fear still paralyzed him. The reassuring voice returned. “This is how you travel to distant worlds.”
Alec listened to the voice and allowed himself to relax. He let go of his fear and was free again. Floating above the greenery, he could see the sun emerging from the ocean to the east.
“Alec!” shouted his father. “Where are you?”
He was jerked suddenly back into his body. “Over here.”
He watched his father appear from behind a clump of bamboo that obscured the hiking trail. “What’re you doing? You’ve got your mother all worried. You can’t take off without asking.”
“Dad, I was flying,” replied Alec.
His father looked at him blankly and said, “Let’s go.”
“Really, Dad.” The boy looked up at his father with utter sincerity, but could tell by the look on his face that he was not listening.
“Hurry up or we’ll be late.”
Alec picked up his water bottle and followed his father down the mountain, knowing it would be a long time before he would get to go back.
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Summer 2001
Jim Kramer was pulling his white Buick Century out of the FCC parking garage on 12th Street SW at 7.15 PM, when his cell phone rang. “Hello.”
“Jim, it’s Alec Thorn. “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”
“Not at all. I just left the office.”
“Is our approval still scheduled for tomorrow?” Alec asked, barely able to disguise his anxiety.
“Ye-e-s,” replied Jim, in a drawn-out, teasing tone he hoped would inspire some confidence in this cautious, yet bright, young entrepreneur.
“You’re sure? No other hoops to jump through?” asked Alec, always leery of bureaucracy.
“Relax, Alec. Your wireless application will be officially licensed by noon tomorrow.” He laughed and added, “If I have to, I’ll personally type up the certificate.”
“Thanks. I don’t mean to pester you, but there’s a lot riding on this,” Alec said, his tone a mixture of both gratitude and nervousness.
“I know. It’s nice to see a small company get a break for a change. That’s why I pushed so hard.” Indeed, though he wasn’t obliged to, Jim had logged dozens of hours of overtime over the previous three weeks to help ensure Alec’s license approval path was made as smooth as possible.
“Thanks, again. I really appreciate your help, Jim,” he replied, beginning to breathe somewhat easier.
“You’re welcome. Look, enjoy your evening. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He punched the end button on his cell phone, feeling a sense of satisfaction at having helped Alec navigate his way through the FCC’s daunting application process.
Now several blocks from his downtown Washington, D.C. office, Jim Kramer headed out of the city in light traffic. Smoothly he accelerated along Independence Avenue towards the Lincoln Memorial.
Feeling sleepy, he switched on his car radio and then checked his watch. It was only 7.30 PM. Damn, I shouldn’t be tired at this hour. He turned his eyes back to the road, but soon his eyelids closed. Seconds passed. Abruptly, he forced them open, as he steered his way around the cloverleaf onto the Memorial Bridge.
Again, his eyes closed and the sound of the radio faded. His left hand slipped from the steering wheel and the car veered headlong into the pedestrian walkway. Kramer awoke just as it crashed through the railing of the bridge.
Flying through the cool night air, the car momentarily resembled a silent, oversized metal toy being tossed from a bridge, before plummeting 30 feet towards the Potomac. Kramer’s head slammed into the windshield as his Buick struck the water.
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Alec Thorn bolted upright, his thin, wiry body flush with perspiration, his hazel eyes peering into the darkness as he fought to get his bearings. The sound of his girlfriend’s exasperated sigh helped him regain his focus. He was still in bed.
“Another dream?” Reggie asked, her tone laden with dismay. “The same one?”
He nodded, a dazed look evident atop the bags under his eyes. She shook her head in frustration and coldly turned away from him. It was the third time in a week Alec had woken her up with his nightmare, and both her body language and tone of voice told him she was more than tired of it.
He remained sitting up, but closed his eyes again, trying to make sense of his dream, not wanting to be interrupted. Was I responsible? This time, Alec could picture Jim Kramer in his car, hanging up after speaking with him. The approval was as good as signed, he’d said; he had actually joked about it! There was no way Kramer could have fallen asleep at the wheel only minutes after I was talking with him!
Reggie interrupted his thoughts by getting up out of bed in a huff. “I’m leaving!”
Alec turned to look at her, as she began to get dressed; and despite her obvious resentment towards him, she looked attractive. Her shoulder length, light brown hair cascaded sensually over her shoulders, starkly contrasting alluringly with her starched white shirt and medium gray suit. He weighed saying some comforting words against continuing with his dream-reflections, but she started out of the bedroom without another word. He hesitated. In his dream, he’d nearly reached the point where Kramer had crashed, feeling somehow that he himself was responsible for this “key player’s” mysterious death. He had to know what happened, what or who caused this; but, for the moment, Reggie was angry—more than usual. Alec threw off the bed covers and started to move toward the bedroom door.
“Don’t bother to get up!” she yelled from the kitchen. He caught up with her, but she ignored him as she poured a glass of orange juice. After a few moments, Reggie faced him and blurted out, “You need to work this out yourself. You’re obsessed with it! The police said his death was an accident! Can’t you let it go?” Her glare and tone of voice stripped any vestiges of sleepiness from him. “You work eighty hours a week on your new company. We never go out and even when we sleep together, you wake me up with your goddamn nightmare! You don’t need a girlfriend; you need a shrink!”
Wisely, he kept quiet. She’s a Yale graduate—she could be right.
“Listen, Alec,” Reggie said, pointing her finger in his face, “I’m going to visit my parents this weekend.” Her reddened face screamed at him just how agitated she was. “Unless you get yourself straightened out, don’t ever bother calling me again!”
A huge lump formed in his throat. He had only dated Reggie for three months; what he needed now were friends and support. Still, he knew it wasn’t fair to expect her to deal with both the financial roller coaster he was on and this series of hellish nightmares.
The door slammed shut behind her. Alec Thorn closed his eyes, took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He turned towards the clock that read 7.01 AM. He was late for work.
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Erica Buenavista sat at Mezzaluna’s outdoor cafe watching the crowd. It was almost noon and “the beautiful people” were waking up and filing in for brunch.
Taking out her compact, she inspected her appearance, admiring the blonde Teutonic features she had inherited from her mother. Seated outdoors looking onto Ocean Boulevard, Erica looked stylish wearing a red silk blouse, a beige skirt that fell just above her knee and expensive flats from Italy. Her sunlit golden hair fell gracefully over her shoulders. She prided herself on her superb fashion sense and enjoyed her visits to South Beach, where she could keep her finger on the pulse of new fashion trends.
Within minutes, she attracted the attention of two gentlemen wearing lightweight European suits. They casually approached her table and stood side-by-side, openly admiring her.
“Are you alone?” asked the tall one, with a slight accent. “Please join us for lunch.”
Smiling demurely, she identified his accent as German. Dressed too well to be tourists and overly confident, they were more likely to be real estate investors. “Thank you, but I’m waiting for someone.” She turned away to dismiss them. The men retreated.
Erica had chosen her outfit to exude an image of wealth and nobility and was pleased that it was working. The right clothing, she knew, could be a useful tool to manipulate people.
Glancing at her Cartier Tank watch, she suspected that Hawke was late. Such insubordination would have infuriated her, but checking the time more carefully, she realized he was not due for another 15 minutes.
After taking a sip from her glass of Santa Margherita Pinot Grigio, Erica spotted Hawke, a block away, walking toward her, striding casually along in his trademark self-assured manner. Dressed appropriately for Miami in a beige short sleeve dress shirt and matching linen slacks, he blended in with the crowd. In her mind, Hawke was the classic American cowboy—no different from the gauchos of her native Argentina. His manner was crude by her standards, but she admired his rugged good looks. Though their business often dictated that they not attract attention, today was an exception. Hawke’s tone of voice on the phone indicated he had succeeded; this was a moment to celebrate.
He approached her table and sat down. “I ran into a few problems, but everything is fixed and we’re back on schedule.” He smiled as he looked around, checking to see they weren’t in earshot of anyone. “The device is in a safe place.”
“What about the scientist, Federov?” Erica asked.
“He’s in a safe place, too.”
“Alive?”
“We didn’t need him anymore,” he said dryly.
“Any other problems?” Her eyes rose slightly, as she wondered what other information he might be withholding.
“It cost more money than we budgeted,” he said matter-of-factly, watching for her reaction.
“How much more?” she asked, annoyed that her plans had not gone smoothly.
“A hundred-fifty grand,” he answered.
“What happened?” Her question carried a slightly accusing tone.
“There are criminals all over the place,” he shot back defensively. “Some of them thought we were moving in on their smuggling operations.”
“Where were the ex-KGB guys we paid for protection?” she asked, not hiding her exasperation.
“Those chicken shits wouldn’t go past the Kazakhstan border.”
Erica tensed. The object, she’d explained clearly to him, was to get the device out of the country without attracting attention. Hawke’s heavy-handedness could have ruined everything, but that was his nature. In times of trouble, he went back to what he did best—shoot first and ask questions later.
“So, I wonder what you decided to do?” she pondered aloud.
“I remembered what you said about not looking for trouble,” Hawke replied. “But they were welshing on the deal. I told them that they would get paid when everything was out of the country, including me. They wanted more money.”
“And …?”
“I got them to throw in six stinger missiles for another hundred-fifty grand.” He smiled, proud of his negotiating skills.
“You weren’t supposed to be shopping for more weapons,” Erica chided, not impressed with his business judgment. She paused for a moment to consider the irony of ex-KGB agents selling American-made weapons, a common practice in an industry that knew no borders. She took a breath and let it out slowly. “You could have jeopardized everything.”
Hawke waited for her anger to pass. “It was a good deal and it got them off my back.”
“Where are the stingers?” she asked, still angry.
“That’s where the problem came up. Less than 100 klicks down the road, I had to deal with the criminals again.”
“Go on,” she said.
“Well,” he began, “they blockaded the road and wouldn’t let me pass. I think they assumed I had drugs or weapons in the truck and they wanted to search it—”
“Which is why you weren’t supposed to be shopping for other weapons,” she railed. “What happened next?” Her ire was on full display for Hawke, but he ignored it and continued with his story.
“I told them they couldn’t search the truck. They insisted. I got pissed.”
Erica took a deep breath. “And then?”
“I shot one bastard right between the eyes and then pointed my gun at the guy giving the orders. In about two seconds, six guys with AK-47s showed up. It was a standoff.”
Hawke smiled, quite pleased with himself. “I made him an offer. If he would quit screwing around with me, I would let him have the stingers. If he didn’t—well, I wasn’t sure who would win the battle, but I guaranteed him that he was personally going to lose.”
Hawke paused to relish his story. “They took the stingers, but let me through.”
Though such close calls often made dealing with Hawke challenging, Erica was relieved that he accomplished the task, however crudely. “Everything is set then?”
“Yeah. It’s hidden underground. I can give directions to our buyer once we’re paid. Until then no one could possibly find it.”
“You’re sure?”
Hawke leaned back and folded his arms in a stance of self-assuredness. “Not a chance,” he bragged. “The cave entrance is camouflaged by the holographic projection. All anyone would see if they happened to pass by is solid rock. Even the high-resolution satellites couldn’t find it, no matter what frequency they use to probe the area.”
She let Hawke’s words sink in. Taking a last sip of wine, a hint of a smile formed on her lips as she stood up. “Let’s go. We have work to do.”
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When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.
—Zen Proverb
That evening while driving home, Alec Thorn’s thoughts returned to his early morning argument with Reggie. He was glad that he’d been so busy at the office that he didn’t have time to brood about it. What does she want from me? She knows I have a business to run, he reflected, as he pulled into the shopping center on North Federal Highway to pick up his shirts at the dry cleaners. Doesn’t she realize we’ll be able to travel to Paris and all the other places she dreams about as soon as I get my company going? Maybe she’d be better off with some doctor or lawyer! He paid for his shirts and left the cleaners. Still feeling at a loss to understand Reggie, Thorn noticed a florist shop only two stores down. It was not well marked, but he was surprised that he’d never noticed it before. Flowers might help lessen Reggie’s anger at me, he thought, still perplexed as to how to deal with his apparently unappreciated girlfriend.
Thorn entered the shop and was amazed at the variety of flowers and plants inside. Many of them he had never seen before. It seemed odd that after countless visits to the same shopping center, such a shop should be hidden in plain sight.
A petite brunette, in her mid-thirties, wearing a full-length flower print, silk dress emerged from the back to welcome him. She smiled and greeted him with a pleasant European accent. “Hello. Please feel free to look around. I can answer any questions you might have.”
Though Thorn felt a sense of familiarity, he didn’t recognize the woman. Her green eyes were unusual—they seemed to change color as he watched, but even that wasn’t it. Something else, he thought; perhaps I’ve seen her walking around the shopping center before. He let it go and stared at the magnificent array of color surrounding him. “I’ve never seen so many exotic flowers. Your shop is beautiful!”
“Thank you. I try to keep a good variety. My clients often have need of something unusual.”
“I’m sorry I never came in before. Don’t mind my saying so, but your shop is not well marked. With a little promotion, this place would be packed with customers.”
“Those that need to, find their way here,” she casually replied. “Like you.”
“Like me? Is it that obvious I need help?” he asked, trying to hide his sadness.
“Yes.” She paused, staring at him for an unusually long few moments, before continuing. “You have big problems, which is why you came.”
Thorn smiled. “You’re right—girlfriend problems.”
She grinned while shaking her head. “That’s the least of your worries.”
A puzzled look replaced Thorn’s smile. It was not his practice to share his problems with every florist he met and he decided not to start with her, no matter how perceptive she seemed.
“Don’t worry. I have just the thing for you,” she interjected. “Wait here while I get it ready.” She turned away from him and disappeared into the back.
Thorn was too confused to stop her; he decided to wait. A few minutes later, she returned with a small perfume bottle. “Smell this,” she said, holding it out toward him.
Thorn bent over to sniff the faint floral aroma that had subtle traces of herbs and spices. “What is it?”
“Never mind,” she replied, ignoring his question. “Starting tonight, I want you to put a drop of this oil behind each of your ears before you go to bed for the next three nights. Also, I want you to fill a vase with water and leave it on your night table. Come back and see me in three days and bring the oil and the water.”
“This is going to help me?” asked Thorn.
“Just do it.” Though her tone was not demanding, it was obvious she had no desire to entertain or discuss it with him.
She handed the bottle to Thorn, but rather than release it, she clasped the bottle and his hand between her two hands and held them tightly. Her eyes lost their focus, as she gazed off into the distance. As quickly as she started, she stopped and refocused her eyes on Thorn.
“A man with a hat is going to offer you a deal. Don’t take it.” She looked at him plainly, quite matter-of-factly, as though she’d just told him that since it was raining outside, he should take an umbrella with him.
“Who? What deal? What are you talking about?!” Standing in front of her dumbfounded, he couldn’t tell whether she was actually “tuning in” to something real or just pulling his leg.
“That’s all I got,” she calmly replied. “Don’t worry—you’ll know what to do.”
Thorn surveyed her for a few moments, intrigued by the sureness of her words and actions. No harm in trying, he mused to himself. “All right, then. What do I owe you?”
“Pay me after you see the results.”
The savvy businessman in Thorn emerged. “How can you stay in business if you don’t charge anything for your merchandise?”
“Don’t worry about me, right now. A lot of people are very envious of you. You’ve got to protect yourself until you understand what you’re dealing with.”
Could she be right? And if she were, how could she know anything about me? He stared blankly at her, unsure of what to make of her.
“Also, stop and get some vitamins. You’re not eating right and you need them to help your body deal with the stress. Your thyroid is out of balance.”
“How do you know I need vitamins? Are you a nutritionist?”
“From the colors in your aura.”
“My what?”
“Enough already.” Her face tightened slightly, before it relaxed into a broad, gentle smile. “Look, I have to close up and go home. I’ll see you in three days.”
Thorn left, mystified, amazed and without the flowers that he had originally come in for.
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The next morning, Thorn arrived at his office just past 8 AM. After stopping at his desk to check his email, he went down to the kitchen for a cup of tea. From there he could see Carol Jordan, his vice president, on the phone.
The sight of Carol always helped to cheer Thorn up. As usual, the five foot four inch, wavy-haired brunette was dressed impeccably in a beige skirt, white blouse and navy blazer. Thorn had once thought to tell her to loosen up, but it struck him as a perverse form of reverse discrimination. With no dress code, the programmers typically wore knit shirts and jeans. To tell her that she was dressed too tastefully would be absurd.
Thorn saw Carol dressed less conservatively only once. He ran into her and her abusive husband at a nightclub before her divorce. In an alluring, tight, stretchy black dress, she was stunning. He often felt the sexual tension between them and sensed that the feelings might be mutual. In the back of his mind, though, he knew he should never abuse his position as her boss. Besides, it was much harder to find a qualified VP than a girlfriend. She remained a trusted confidante, despite the temptation he occasionally felt.
“Sleep late?” she asked after she’d hung up the phone and walked into the office kitchen.
Thorn forced himself to smile and nod. Normally he would have responded with a wisecrack, but he wasn’t in the mood. Only two weeks had passed since Kramer’s death. Carol sat quietly, waiting to see if Thorn would open up.
Pouring hot water for his tea, he finally spoke to her without looking up. “I meet with Welborne for lunch tomorrow about the bridge loan.”
“Yes,” she said, knowing it would be a key meeting. She was aware of the company’s shaky financial condition and its need for capital. Kramer’s death put the FCC approval on hold indefinitely. Consequently, Tachyon Communications, a large telecommunications firm, wanted to renegotiate its recent offer to buy stock in the company.
“It should be a formality,” Thorn said. “You were at the board meeting when Welborne promised a $250,000 line of credit in case the deal with Tachyon was delayed.”
Thorn looked over at Carol. She nodded, but her face indicated her mind was elsewhere. Thorn sympathized; she had her hands full with product development. He knew what that was like. The only possible training for such a job would be managing a rock band or coaching an NBA team. Her ability to get the developers to work together amazed him. He doubted that his having to deal with the rich, egotistical son of a senator was any more difficult.
“I’m sure he’ll come through,” she finally said, managing a slight smile in his direction. At least he better, she quietly reflected. Or we’re history.
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To succeed in the world, it is much more necessary to possess the penetration to discern who is a fool, than to discover who is a clever man.
—Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand,
Foreign Minister under Napoleon
Karl Waldron, a.k.a. Raven, sat at the table in his dimly lit workroom at the Buenavista compound. As he rewound the tape he’d made of Thorn’s conversation with Carol Jordan, a thin smile formed on his pale, pudgy face.
Raven had ordered phone taps and voice-activated bugs to be planted throughout Thorn’s offices. When he heard the conversation between Thorn and Carol, he called Erica. He knew she would be pleased with him and enjoy the opportunity to listen to Thorn speak so innocently about the future of his company.
Erica looked up from the magazine she was reading to acknowledge Raven as he arrived at her spartan, highly organized workroom. By dyeing his hair jet black and avoiding the sun, he appeared much younger than his 45 years. No one would ever suspect that he had spent 21 of those years working for Stasi, the East German intelligence service, prior to the collapse of communism.
Raven cackled with glee. “He’s getting desperate. With Kramer gone, he’s got to kiss up to Welborne to get that loan, and you know he hates doing that.”
Erica was less amused. “I think it’s time you paid Welborne a visit.”
“He’ll be attending the monthly venture capital forum tonight at the University of Miami,” said Raven. “He’s on the panel, if you can believe it.”
Erica allowed herself a hint of a smile. She knew the panel was supposed to be composed of business experts. Their role was to offer advice and criticism to a fledgling company that would be making a presentation for financing.
“You know what’s happened to every company that followed his advice?” Raven asked, with a sarcastic leading tone.
“Out of business,” she replied flatly.
“All except Thorn. He always agrees with Welborne, but ignores his advice. He knows he’s useless,” Raven said with some admiration. “To succeed in the world, it’s much more important to identify the fool than discover a clever man.”
Erica’s glare reminded Raven that Thorn was the enemy. “That’s why you’re going to make sure Welborne doesn’t give any more money to Thorn.”
Raven stopped smiling.
* * * * *
Arriving late, Raven missed the presentation of the President of the biotech firm. He heard Welborne’s final words, an inappropriate attempt at philosophy. “As the ancient Chinese proverb states, ‘May you live in interesting times.’”
After the President answered questions from the audience, the formal meeting ended. The audience of entrepreneurs, lawyers, accountants and consultants began filing out, with some remaining to solicit business. Raven watched Welborne carefully, waiting to catch him where he could speak to him alone.
“Mr. Welborne,” Raven said as he caught him on his way out of the auditorium, reaching out to shake his hand and introduce himself. “Larry Glover, Jensen Investments.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Welborne said, obviously used to such attention.
“I wanted to compliment you on your analysis. If they have any sense, they’ll follow your advice,” said Raven.
“Yes,” said Welborne. “You know what they say, ‘You can lead a horse to water but you cannot make him drink.’”
“You’ve been doing this for some time, I take it?” Raven asked.
“Yes, indeed,” boasted Welborne. “I’ve been referred to as one of the pillars of the venture capital community here in South Florida.”
Raven listened with feigned interest. “It must be hard on you to see a company fail from not following your advice.”
Welborne nodded, adding a slight, compassionate shake of the head.
“What about companies you invest in?” Raven asked. “In those cases, it would be critical that they follow your advice.”
“Well, most see the value of my guidance. It seldom becomes an issue,” said Welborne.
“They would be wise to.” Raven found that the more egotistical the mark, the easier it was to take him in. A brilliant person could easily be misled, so long as the ego was large enough.
“You know, I ran into someone a few months ago that mentioned you,” Raven said. “I can’t seem to place his name.”
“Oh? I’m sure he had nothing good to say about me,” said Welborne, laughing at his self-deprecating joke.
“That’s what struck me as odd. He didn’t have anything good to say about you. It surprised me, since your knowledge and experience are apparent.”
“Who was it?” asked the thin-skinned Welborne.
“Like I said, I can’t remember his name. He was in some kind of telecommunications business.”
The puzzled look on Welborne’s face surprised Raven. He had set up Welborne perfectly, but the fool still hadn't figured out who he was talking about. “Brown hair, slim build. I think he mentioned you were thinking of investing in his firm.”
“Alec Thorn?”
“Yes. That’s him.” Raven held back his urge to smile.
“What was he saying about me?” demanded Welborne.
Putting on an air of compliance and objectivity, he replied, “The impression I got, sir, was he didn’t want your help—that your advice would be useless.”
Raven could see Welborne grow angry and wanted to make sure he stayed that way. “I certainly don’t have your experience, Mr. Welborne, but it would seem to me that if an entrepreneur doesn’t want your help, you should own at least 51% of the firm. This would ensure he followed your advice.”
“Well, I’m a little surprised he would say that, but now that I think of it, he is a little rough around the edges. He might need a little horse breaking to get him used to the bit.” Welborne took pride in his equestrian analogies, which he felt reflected well on his Palm Beach heritage.
“You’re the expert, Mr. Welborne. This Thorn seemed a bit arrogant to me, like he knew better than everyone. I would hate to see you invest and have him make a fool of you.”
“I am invested, dammit,” said Welborne. “I’ve got $750 thousand into that company.”
“You are?” asked Raven. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up.”
“No. No. I appreciate this information. It will influence my decision on the next round of financing. There’s no way that I’ll give him a cent unless I control the company,” said Welborne.
Most of the crowd had left and Raven didn’t want to linger, preferring instead to let Welborne stew overnight. “Do you have a card?”
Preoccupied with his thoughts, Welborne mechanically handed his card to Raven, who promised to call him the following week. Welborne walked away muttering to himself. Raven watched him leave and then laughed aloud, musing, Give me 24 hours and I could convince that sap to run for President.
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There will be no end to the troubles of states, or of humanity itself, till philosophers become kings in this world, or till those we now call kings and rulers really and truly become philosophers, and political power and philosophy thus come into the same hands.
—Plato
Rune Chapman frowned as he heard his wife’s shrill voice interrupt his meditation. “Honey, our appointment at Tiffany is in less than 30 minutes. The woman at the bridal registry is expecting us.”
Chapman took a deep breath to dispel his annoyance. She’s bothering me to go shopping? At Tiffany? Such a showy display of wealth always made him uneasy. He yelled to her from behind the closed door of his study, “You’ll have to go alone.”
Before he could continue, she flung open the door. “What? I can’t hear you,” she said as she entered the dimly lit room.
“I said, ‘You’ll have to go alone.’ I have too much work to do.”
“What work?” she asked. “You’re just resting in your recliner. Come with me.”
“I said I can’t go,” he snapped. Seeing her displeasure, he tried to soften his refusal. “Be sure to get them something nice, dear.”
She knew further debate would be fruitless and sighed as she walked out, leaving the study door open.
Chapman waited until he heard the front door of their Fifth Avenue townhouse close before taking a deep breath. What is it about women that makes them so concerned with shopping and trivialities? Is it hormonal? Don’t they realize I have important things to do?
He checked his watch and was relieved to see that he had 45 minutes before the Federal Open Market Committee would begin their meeting. The governors of the Federal Reserve would discuss whether to lower interest rates to stimulate the sluggish economy. Chapman wanted to ensure that they did not.
He walked past his large mahogany desk to shut the study door before he returned to his leather recliner. Taking a moment to admire the three walls full of his favorite books, many pre-medieval, Chapman sat glowing with pride, knowing he had the largest collection of incunabula in North America.
He relaxed with a few deep, measured breaths and then closed his eyes to meditate. Slowly, the room in which the committee held their meetings came into view. Chapman could not determine exactly how many people were at the meeting, but he could sense the presence of Peter Ryan, Chairman of the Federal Reserve and its most influential member.
Chapman had spent most of the week planting the thought in Ryan’s mind that lowering interest rates would ignite disastrous inflation and that Ryan would be blamed for it. His term would last another two years, but no one on the committee, especially Ryan, wanted to see his name linked with economic ruin.
Word on the street was that the Fed would lower interest rates by 1/4 to 1/2 percent to fuel the economy. The market had reacted to this news by bidding the price of Treasury securities and bonds higher. Chapman waited until prices reflected the street’s sentiment and sold as many bonds as the market could bear through the countless investment funds that he controlled.
When the actual news that the Fed was not going to act reached the street, bond prices would drop and Chapman would repurchase the bonds he sold at a discount. Though his funds would earn millions of dollars, he would not personally profit from it. By forgoing such profits, he considered any actions that he took and any lies that he made in furtherance of his vision as justified.
Chapman allowed himself a broad smile. Those arrogant, money-grubbing traders who think they’re so smart. Don’t they know that pride and greed are deadly sins? I’ll just have to teach them a lesson.
A decision by the Fed to postpone any action would deepen the economic slump and hurt the President’s chances for reelection. Although Chapman had never met with him directly, the President had rejected Chapman’s proposed economic and foreign policies. He was either ignorant or too arrogant to be enlightened. In either case, he needed to be disciplined. He, too, would either learn his lesson or someone more agreeable to Chapman would replace him.
Chapman had carefully studied the classic “financial world” battles between J.P. Morgan and President Roosevelt. Morgan was an arrogant philistine, thought Chapman. Back at the turn of the century, Morgan had publicly backed the President into a corner. What did he expect him to do? Publicity is always bad. Chapman gloated to himself, knowing his methods were much more subtle and effective.
Chapman returned his focus to the meeting. He sensed the overall mood favored lowering interest rates, but there were a number of uncommitted governors. They would seek Ryan’s guidance. Chapman smiled. He had anticipated this scenario and wanted to get Ryan to announce his stance before the positions of the uncommitted governors hardened in favor of lowering rates.
He pictured himself inside of Ryan’s head and began to resurface Ryan’s fear of inflation. Ryan began to speak. The words were his own, but the thoughts that triggered them were Chapman’s.
“I understand your concerns about the sluggish economy, but we must remember that not all regions of the country are equally affected by these conditions. Any decision we make should take into consideration the potential for increasing inflationary expectations. In short, we may be driving up costs and wages, which could bring even more harm to the economy.”
Chapman smiled again. Ryan’s speech would suffice. Now all he had to do was monitor the situation and make sure no one argued too strongly against the Chairman’s caution. Towards the end of the debate, Chapman triggered Ryan again.
“Gentlemen,” said Ryan. “I believe our best course of action is to postpone a decision for another six weeks. I move we revisit the issue at that time.” Ryan’s motion passed by a show of hands.
Chapman opened his eyes. He would have plenty of time to cover his positions. He pictured the talking heads on CNN and MSNBC trying to interpret the Fed’s announcement and predict what would happen next. Even though he had helped establish the system, he was still amazed at how many people actually relied on these shows. The world was simple to Chapman—you just had to be at the top of the pyramid to see what was happening.
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Thorn left his office just after noon to allow himself time to get to Welborne’s Palm Beach country club. The opulent garden setting overlooking the golf course was where Welborne held most of his business meetings, mainly to impress entrepreneurs seeking capital. Thorn always enjoyed the setting, but would much rather have met back in Boca Raton and saved the 35 minutes spent driving. At least I’ll get a good meal, Thorn thought, after having skipped breakfast to prepare for the meeting.
Thorn was not looking forward to his meeting but he knew that raising capital was an integral part of running a growth company. It was a small price to pay for not having to work for a large corporation.
Thorn smiled as he remembered his four-day career in corporate America 10 years earlier. On his first day, he was given a 350-page policy and procedures manual to read. The second day, he was reprimanded for bringing in a houseplant. The third day, they told him to take down the framed picture he hung in his cubicle.
They explained that employees at his “E-level” were not permitted a plant or a framed picture in their offices. If he had read the manual, he would have known that. He called in the fourth day to say he was sick—sick of having flaming assholes tell him what to do that had nothing to do with the company’s business or his performance.
Thorn was still intolerant of bureaucracy, but he was learning how to deal with it. Just after forming his company, when an insurance agent told him he could reduce his premiums by adopting a board-approved policy and procedures manual, Thorn sat down and wrote one. Policy 1 was “Don’t do anything to anyone that you don’t want them to do to you.” Policy 2 was “Treat others how you would like them to treat you.” Those two “rules,” as far as he was concerned, would satisfactorily cover the company’s policies. Welborne had argued at a board meeting that they should create the image of a big company and put together a comprehensive manual. Thorn offered to create a ‘task force’ to explore the issue. In the meantime, he argued they should approve this manual and start saving money. As Thorn expected, Welborne forgot about the task force.
Thorn arrived at the club restaurant and was ushered back to Welborne’s table, where he was entertaining the waitress with his tales of fox hunting in England. Fresh off the golf course, Welborne wore a fancy white golf cap and polo shirt, both embroidered with the crest of the old-line club.
Thorn waited for Welborne to finish his story and the waitress to express her admiration. He had heard this story several times already.
“Hello, Martin. It’s good to see you,” Thorn said, shaking hands with Welborne.
“Hello, Alec. Sit down,” said Welborne quietly.
“Have you invited that beautiful young lass to your next outing?” asked Thorn.
Welborne ignored Thorn’s comment, which surprised him. He knew the tall, dark-haired Welborne regarded his prowess with women as another of his great assets. “I’ll be meeting some foreign dignitaries shortly, so I won’t be having lunch. Feel free, however, to order something if you’d like,” Welborne said patronizingly.
“No thanks, Martin. As it turns out, I ate a late breakfast,” Thorn lied.
Both Thorn and Welborne ordered iced tea from the waitress when she returned. Thorn could see that Welborne was not in his normal expansive mood.
“You know Alec,” Welborne said, “the company is not doing well and I’m a little disturbed.”
Thorn waited for Welborne to finish venting. After that, he’d take the paperwork for the line of credit from his jacket pocket and close the deal.
“What I’m most upset over is that you didn’t put any of my money away for a rainy day. You just continued on blithely, without regard for the company’s future.”
Thorn knew this was a gross misrepresentation, but still he waited.
“If you had listened to me, the company wouldn’t be in this mess,” Welborne said.
“It’s my recollection that everyone agreed to the plan at the last board meeting,” Thorn said. “Company expenditures are exactly in line with the budget that you approved. The only variation is that Kramer died and the FCC approval has been delayed. If he were still alive, we’d be celebrating a $10 million, multi-year contract right now.”
Welborne appeared distracted and was not listening to Thorn. “You see, Alec, what you needed was a little Kentucky windage in your budget. You shouldn’t have bet the farm on a single contract.”
“We didn’t bet the farm on a single contract, Martin.” Thorn’s exasperation was barely concealed by his tone of voice. “Two corporations are still interested in buying stock. I didn’t push them because I knew our bargaining position would dramatically improve upon our getting FCC approval. At first, they were only talking $2.50 a share. Tachyon’s offer went up to $7 a share when they thought we might get the approval this quickly. With the contract in hand, we could have gotten $10 a share, and we wouldn’t even need their money.”
“What about sales?” Welborne immediately asked. “I told you we needed a VP of Sales and Marketing. If you had hired a sales professional, you wouldn’t be in this mess, either.”
“We already discussed this,” Thorn said, his voice rising. He shifted his body forward, so that he was now sitting on the front edge of his chair. “Two weeks ago, we were on the verge of having more business than we could handle, Martin.” He slowed his pace and drew in a breath, letting it out slowly. “We still have numerous contracts pending, you know. When word leaked out that the FCC was evaluating our high-speed wireless application, everyone decided to wait and see what happened. It wouldn’t matter if we had 10 salespeople in the field.”
Thorn kept his voice steady, but inwardly he seethed. He did not want to point out that he had based his strategy on Welborne acting rationally. Offering the line of credit was prudent for both Welborne and the company. Thorn expected Welborne to ask for some stock options to sweeten the deal and he was prepared to give him some. This “surprise attack” was, to Thorn, both outrageous and unjustified.
Welborne owned a third of the company. Thorn knew it was unwise to anger a large shareholder, if it could be avoided. He remembered his lawyer’s explanation of the ‘golden rule’ of investing, “He who has the gold makes the rules.” Still, it didn’t make it right. Thorn committed himself to biting the bullet, at least for the moment.
Welborne said, “You failed and I think you should own up to it.”
Thorn gritted his teeth. One more idiotic comment like that and he would plainly tell Welborne what he thought of him and his expertise. “I thought I came here to discuss the terms of the line of credit that you promised at the board meeting,” Thorn said. “What is it that you want?”
“Line of credit? With the company in a shambles, you think anyone will give you a line of credit?”
Thorn refused to dignify Welborne’s outburst with a response.
“The only way I can ensure this company is run properly is to make sure I have control,” Welborne said.
Thorn was resigned to the fact that he would not reach a deal with Welborne. He waited to hear Welborne’s offer before dismissing it. “What are you offering?”
“I am willing to put up the $250,000 at $0.50 per share,” said Welborne.
“That’s less than you paid a year ago when we were just starting out!” yelled Thorn. Obviously, Welborne had done the math to see what price would be required to gain majority control. “I could understand $2.50 per share based on the offers of the two corporate investors, but fifty cents is ridiculous!”
Thorn left unsaid his thought that he would rather shut down his company than sell Welborne control of it at that price.
Welborne’s smugness disappeared. He was surprised Thorn did not cave in to his demands, but he figured he still held the upper hand. “You’re not going to make a fool out of me,” he said.
Thorn was taken aback by Welborne’s non sequitur. What did ‘make a fool out of me’ have to do with anything? It was a perfect opening for Thorn to attack. “You don’t need me,” Thorn said before hesitating. He was going to finish his sentence with ‘to make a fool out of you.’ Instead, he said, “to kick around.” The sharper barb was justified, but it would have earned Welborne’s eternal hatred.
Thorn rose and looked at Welborne. “Thanks for the iced tea,” Thorn said as he left.
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Speech was given to man to conceal his thoughts.
—Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand
Foreign Minister under Napoleon
The hot Florida sun beat down upon the Buenavista compound, but with the blinds drawn and the air conditioner churning away, Raven was oblivious to the outdoor heat. Eyes closed, deep in trance, he clutched Welborne’s business card in his hand. Slowly, Raven opened his eyes and a knowing smile began to form on his lips. This is good, very good, he reflected, knowing he had to tell Erica right away. Getting up and going over to his desk, he called her cell phone.
“Yes,” she answered.
“Are you available?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“I’ll have to call you back,” he said and hung up. Both recognized that this was not the type of information that they could discuss over the telephone, especially a cell phone. It required a more confidential means of communication.
He closed his eyes again and pictured her face. He waited until she had a good mental lock on him and then thought, “The meeting’s over. They won’t be working together.”
“How sure are you?”
“I could feel the hatred building between them. I kept repeating to Welborne ‘He’s making a fool of you.’ Thorn was ready to physically attack him.”
“You’re sure he won’t give him any money?” she asked.
“Positive. I’ll give Welborne a call and make sure, though,” he thought.
“Good,” she thought and, smiling at the outcome, broke contact.
* * * * *
Thorn chose to take the scenic route down A1A on his drive back to the office, not wanting anyone to see him when he was in a bad mood. Besides, the views of the ocean and the Intracoastal Waterway often would lift his spirits.
Thorn reflected on Welborne’s “performance” at the meeting. His anger seemed contrived. Welborne could be difficult, but this was ridiculous. Thorn wondered if he was too harsh in his words to Welborne. No, he knew that wasn’t true. Welborne needed to have his plan shot down immediately. Better to nip the problem in the bud than to lead him to think it was a reasonable offer.
Thorn thought again of Welborne’s comment about ‘making a fool out of him.’ Sure Welborne acts like a fool, at least some of the time; but he did come up with the money to turn my dream into reality. He had bought into my vision in the beginning, and I certainly hope his investment pays off. I’m working hard to make it happen, but to cede control to Welborne would let down the employees and ruin the company. That is not going to happen.
When Thorn got back to the office, he would fire up talks with the two corporations that had expressed interest earlier. He knew he had barely a month before they would be out of money. Since there really was no ‘Kentucky windage’ in the budget, the only way he could see to postpone the company’s extinction would be to lay off people. But he hated to do this—Thorn knew his employees were his most valuable assets. Those corporate titans who downsize companies to make them more profitable are shortsighted assholes. They’re throwing out thousands of man-years of expertise just to increase the value of their stock options. This is not good management. It’s criminal.
Thorn’s digression did not solve his problem. He needed money—fast.
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Heading south on A1A, Thorn decided to postpone his return to the office and stop at Mizner Park in downtown Boca Raton. He knew that he always felt good walking around the beautifully landscaped mall and that he could get a tasty meal at one of the outdoor cafes there. Some grilled dolphin would hit the spot, he thought.
Thorn valet parked his seven-year old silver Honda Accord at Max’s Grill, a trendy nouvelle cuisine restaurant. As Thorn handed the yuppie-looking attendant his keys, he ignored the younger man’s sneer, which obviously derived from his preference toward parking Porsches and Mercedes.
He strolled past a few of the fancy shops featuring leather and other exotic fashions. A store with glass figurines caught his eye. He peered into the window when he noticed a woman approaching him in the reflection. Turning around, he found himself staring into the clear green eyes of the florist from the previous day.
“What are you doing here?” he asked. “Don’t you have a shop to run?”
“I’m glad we ran into each other,” she said, ignoring his question.
“How did you find me? I didn’t know where I was going until the last minute.”
She laughed. “Did I find you or did you find me?”
Thorn hesitated. “Are you saying I was looking for you?”
“I let you know I had something to tell you and where I’d be. Your intuition did the rest,” she said.
“Why didn’t you just call me?”
“I don’t have your number,” she replied. “Besides, I don’t like to talk over the phone—you never know who might be listening.”
Thorn laughed. “Look, here’s my business card. I’ll write my cell phone number on the back.” He handed her the card. I don’t even know her name, he thought.
“Sophie Kyros,” she said and handed him the card to her floral shop.
Thorn hesitated, wondering how she knew what he was thinking. He shook his head and dismissed the thought, figuring it would be natural for someone to introduce herself when exchanging business cards. “What is it you wanted to tell me?”
“You met the man with the hat, right?”
Thorn flinched as he remembered that Welborne had been wearing a golf cap. “Yes.”
“Well, they’re upset that you’re putting up such a fight. They may try something more desperate and I want us to be ready.
“Who? Ready for what?” he asked, obviously flustered. “Welborne works alone. He’s too lazy to do something desperate,” Thorn argued.
“Not him. He’s just a pawn,” she said, a more graven expression appearing on her face. “Your real enemies are going to reveal themselves very soon.”
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The surest way to remain poor is to be an honest man.
—Napoleon Bonaparte
Hawke sat at the kitchen table waiting for the “boss lady” to return, occupying himself by disassembling, cleaning and reassembling his collection of handguns. He looked up as Erica entered. “Everything is in place. I can set it off with a telephone call from anywhere in the world.” Hawke smiled with pride. “In fact, it will go off, if I don’t call to disarm it every 48 hours.”
“No trouble?” she asked, reminded of his difficulties with the Russians.
“No,” he replied, somewhat defensively. “What about our buyer?” he asked, quickly shifting the focus away from himself. “Did Raven’s man come through?”
“There’s been a change in plan.”
He waited for her to continue, his interest piqued. He hated Raven.
“Use the PN14 line to call Baghdad. Notify Saddam that we have a nuclear device for sale.”
“That line’s monitored. NATO will know what we’re up to before Saddam.”
“Exactly,” she said. “Let them know we’re also talking to North Korea. They’ve been in the market for some time.”
A hint of a smile grew on Hawke’s face. Erica could see he understood and waited for him to speak.
“There’s no need to sell it to terrorists,” he said, thinking out loud. His smile grew broader. “We’ll use NATO’s money to buy influence in countries around the world.”
Erica smiled. “Dictators are a lot cheaper, nowadays, thanks to the collapse of the Soviet Union.”
She would never be humiliated again.
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Never trouble another for what you can do for yourself.
—Thomas Jefferson
Thorn woke up before his alarm went off with an unusual sense of calmness. Laying there in the dark, he stared at the illuminated LED clock—5.45—and sensed peacefulness within himself, even though in less than two weeks, he had gone from being poised on top of the world to running a company without any money. Rolling out of bed, he spied the oil on his dresser, given to him by the eccentric young florist. He had followed her instructions carefully, not fully knowing why, and reflected back on her words—she had predicted that a man with a hat would offer a bad deal to him. That was Welborne. What else did she say? Take vitamins. He laughed, realizing he’d missed both breakfast and lunch the day before. Thorn went to his closet to take out the multi-vitamins. Her advice had been sound and the three days would be up the following day. Yes, he decided, I’ll visit her again.
At the office, Thorn followed up with investors who had expressed interest in his company earlier in the month. He knew he had to walk a fine line between pushing for immediate consideration and appearing anxious. Thorn was fully aware that savvy investors could smell fear a mile away and traditionally avoid such “opportunities” like the plague, no matter how lucrative they might appear.
Carol came into his office to check in with him, sensing that he might need a little cheering up or at least a friendly ear. “I asked my brother up in New York if he could help,” she said. “He told me there are quite a few investment bankers in his building, but the ones he knows are all bond traders. His insurance company can’t invest in anything this small, either.”
Thorn smiled, genuinely appreciating her caring actions. “I would have guessed that, but thanks for making the effort.”
“Any luck with the other investors?” she asked.
“Johnson at Tachyon is boating in Michiganfor two weeks. I can’t go around him and speak to anyone else without his permission. That would be political suicide.” She noted that his demeanor and tone of voice hadn’t gone “down” or become depressive as he spoke about the delay, and wondered to herself what was responsible for his newfound ease.
Thorn continued, “Our contact at AK Wireless Systems told me that they’re reorganizing to ‘proactively reengineer their core processes and create a new paradigm of empowered team dynamics.’”
“What does that mean?” she asked, baffled by the ‘corporate-speak.’
“They have no idea what they’re doing and are hoping that no one notices,” Thorn answered. “It will be at least six months before they can recover from their reorganization and get back to business.” Again, he seemed undaunted.
“What about the FCC approval?” she probed, going through all their options.
“Everyone is still in shock at Kramer’s death. They’re not going to do anything until his position is filled, which could take some time. We’re going to have to find another advocate to push this through.”
“Have you talked to any of the employees here?”
“No. You’re the only one who knows what’s happening. I’d like to have a solution before I disclose a major problem.”
“Do you think they might be willing to defer their salaries or reduce them for awhile?” she wondered aloud.
He gazed at her a moment, feeling grateful for how she was thinking things through with him. “You mean in return for more stock options? I thought about that, Carol; but they’re already getting stock options. If this company flies, they’ll all make out. They won’t give up cash for more stock,” Thorn reasoned.
“The only way we’ll know for sure is to ask them, Alec.”
“You think they’d go for it?”
“If you explain that other investors are interested, but there’s a timing problem, I think so.”
“You really think they’d do it?” he asked again, skeptical but hoping she was right.
Carol faced him directly, looking her “boss” squarely in the eye. “I think you underestimate the loyalty you’ve built up with the employees. They know you sold your house to start this company, Alec, and that you’ve worked without a salary for over a year.” Her admiration was apparent, and she saw there really was no argument in his eyes. “If you asked them to sacrifice, I think they’d do it.”
Thorn’s eyes met her gaze in kind. What’s she feeling right now? he wondered. Instantly, he caught himself and refocused his attention to the business at hand. “Okay, you’re on,” he said with a smile. “Call a meeting for this afternoon. We’ll find out what they’re willing to do.”
Carol paused a moment before turning around and heading back down the hall to her office. Well, he seemed unusually buoyant for not having any idea in hell where the next dollar’s coming from. What’s up with that? Simultaneously, she felt a subtle welling up of affection for Mr. Alec Thorn, her boss, and she wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, either.
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The world is governed by very different personages from what is imagined by those who are not behind the scenes.
—Benjamin Disraeli
Chapman heard the ring of his private line. He rose from his recliner and walked to his desk as quickly as his 62-year-old legs would take him. Only six people had this number.
“Yes,” he answered.
“It’s me.”
Chapman recognized Hawke’s voice. Knowing Hawke would be calling from a pay phone, he checked to ensure the line was secure. “Go ahead.”
“She decided to try to get NATO to pay. I’m going to notify the others that there’ll be an auction, but it’s just for show.”
“I understand. Anything else?”
“No.”
Chapman envisioned Hawke standing at a street corner pay phone. He reflected on how effective he’d been recently, as part of the unfolding plan. “Very well. Keep me informed.”
Pleased with the news, Chapman hung up the phone and returned to his recliner. Erica was never properly educated, he mused, but she learned quickly. Certainly, selling nuclear weapons to terrorists is profitable. The only drawback is the lack of follow-on business. Once they have a nuke, they don’t need lots of other weapons. He laughed wryly to himself. What’s worse, they might decide to use it. After all, terrorists are often a rather unstable lot.
He wondered if she had considered the idea of extorting NATO before he planted the idea in her head. The ring of his private line interrupted him. “Yes,” he answered.
“Are we still on schedule?” asked a voice with a distinctly upper-class English accent. “Is she, as it were, under control?”
“I’ll handle her. Just see to it that your envoy takes a hard line, but okays payment.”
“What about your end?”
“He’ll do what he’s told. If not, we’ll leak the fact they succumbed to extortion.”
“Ta-ta.”
Chapman smiled as he hung up. The arrogant President needs a lesson in humility, while Erica needs guidance. It’s true, though; she has great leadership potential, like many Presidents, Prime Ministers and kings. He paused and then laughed confidently. I’ve handled them—I’ll handle her, as well.
14
Don't fight a battle if you don't gain anything by winning.
—Erwin Rommel, Nazi General
Erica and Raven sat around her worktable listening to Thorn’s conversation with Carol Jordan. Neither of them was smiling.
“He still needs money,” said Raven, barely a second after their conversation ended. “Even if the employees agree to wage reductions. I can make sure the corporate investors don’t come through.”
“That’s not the problem,” she replied. “Welborne is going to crack.”
“Why do you say that? In his mind, Welborne is convinced that Thorn is playing him for a fool. He won’t change his mind.”
“No,” she responded bluntly. “Welborne wants to be liked. Once he finds out the employees are with Thorn, he’ll fold.” Erica looked at Raven with a sense of certainty.
“Why? He just has to stand his ground. He’s not obligated to invest in Thorn’s company.”
“He’s not like most people,” she quickly responded. “He’s never faced adversity in his life. He’s the kid on the block who took his ball home when he didn’t get his way.” Her mocking facial expression matched her tone of voice. “And when he finds out they have another ball to play with, he’ll come back with all sorts of equipment.”
Erica stared into the distance, unfocused and silent, trying to visualize the outcome in her own mind. “He’s going to justify it in his mind by saying that only by ‘constructive engagement,’ or some such diplomatic mumbo-jumbo, can he maintain his influence.”
“He has no influence.”
“He’ll never admit that,” she retorted. “No. We need to put Thorn on the sidelines. He’s too close.”
Walking over to her desk, she pressed the intercom to call Hawke. “I need you here.”
She looked at Raven, who could not hide his displeasure, nor his hatred for Hawke. To have him take over a project that he was overseeing enraged him. Erica didn’t care, knowing Hawke hated Raven equally. She needed them both, but she encouraged their mutual hatred. There was no danger of a coup, as long as the two underlings remained divided. Erica’s intuitive feel for balance of power politics was superb.
A knock on the door signaled Hawke had arrived. “Come in,” she said.
Erica pointed to a chair, where Hawke joined them. “I need Thorn to have an accident.” She paused and looked sternly into his eyes. “But I don’t want him killed.”
“Why fight a battle if you don’t gain anything by winning?” Hawke asked, annoyed with this distraction. “He doesn’t even know who we are.”
“He will,” she replied calmly.
“How?”
“Because I’m going to tell him—that’s how. I want him to know. I want him to remember what he did to me. I want him to see everything and to know that this time he won’t stop me,” she said, her voice rising.
The veins in Hawke’s face stood out. “That’s crazy. He’s never even met you. Why risk years of work just because of some weird dreams that you’ve had. If you think he’s a risk, let’s just kill him.”
“Shut up!” she yelled, standing up out of her chair and piercing him with a penetrating stare. “I’m giving the orders around here! When I found you, you were nothing but a two-bit mercenary fighting useless wars in Africa and working for half-cocked drug lords! I’m the one who pulled you out of there and put several million dollars in your pocket! Don’t forget it! If you want out of this operation, then get out! If not, then shut up and do what you’re told!”
Hawke turned his eyes to the floor, got up from his chair, and left without a word.
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The strength of a wall is neither greater nor less than the courage of the men who defend it.
—Genghis Khan
Bobby Hunter and the six members of his handpicked anti-terrorist team waited for night to fall outside the gated walls of Miguel Rojas’ hacienda outside Cali, Colombia. Security was tight, there, even by drug lord standards. Inside the electrified walls, armed guards roamed like army ants, while the entire compound was safeguarded with video surveillance cameras, infrared light beams, motion and heat detectors, pressure sensors, trip wires and attack dogs. Still, Hunter was not concerned, knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt that each of his men was fearless and extraordinarily well trained. The goons guarding this ‘fortress’ will undoubtedly fold, he reasoned.
Hunter needed to take Rojas alive, knowing the drug lord could tell him the whereabouts of Hawke, the man who’d designed the elaborate security system. Hunter would let his team members split the $1 million bounty placed on Rojas’ head by the Colombian government and the United States DEA. For them, it was a job. For Hunter, it was payback time.
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Thorn entered the florist shop and was immediately met by Sophie. “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said. “I have to leave in a few minutes. I was hoping you’d come early.”
Checking his watch, he saw he’d arrived 20 minutes early.
“Good. You brought the water,” she said, gently taking the vase from him. “You have the oil?”
“Yes,” he replied, reaching into his pocket and handing it to her.
“Wait here. I’ll be right back.” Sophie disappeared into the back of her shop, and a minute later, reappeared with the oil. Handing it to him, she instructed him, “Keep using it every night before bed.”
“What’s in this?” Thorn asked, his face showing more than a little curiosity.
“Lots of things. Herbs, spices—some good, some bad,” she replied, grinning impishly.
“Bad things?”
“Yes,” she said with a laugh, “but they’re good, overall. They’ll build up your resistance to the negative that surrounds you.”
“You mean like a vaccination?”
“Yes, but it works on a spiritual level.”
Thorn was not sure what to make of her explanation.
“I have to go, now,” she said. “Come back on Saturday. And call me when you dream of water.”
With that, she began the process of locking up her florist shop. Standing at the doorway for a moment, Thorn looked back at this perky, little woman, realizing she’d been right on the money about everything up to that moment. He wondered, though, just how she could predict he’d be having a specific kind of dream.
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Hunter entered the back of the truck carrying a briefcase. Inside, Rojas sat gagged and bound to a chair. A quick nod from Hunter sent the man guarding Rojas out the back door, leaving Hunter alone with the drug lord.
Slowly, Hunter peeled off the black mask that had concealed his face during the raid. He relished, like a jackal nearing his helpless prey, the look of horror in Rojas’ eyes. To him, Hunter was “El Diablo,” the scourge of Colombia, a man whose brutality surpassed that of the old Medellin cartel.
Hunter put his briefcase on the table next to Rojas, opening it so that Rojas could not see the contents, knowing the added uncertainty would increase his fear. He took his time, alternately looking into his briefcase and at Rojas, as if the man’s face would determine what instrument of torture to select.
Reaching in, Hunter silently turned on a tape recorder and elected to use a scalpel. He held it up to the light to check the blade for sharpness, leaving Rojas to wonder how he might decide to use it. Standing next to him, he drew the scalpel closer to Rojas, holding it, with surgeon-like precision, next to his throat. Rojas closed his eyes.
With a quick flick, Hunter slit the gag in Rojas’ mouth and pulled it free. Rojas opened his eyes, aware he wasn’t dead. “Whatever you want, it’s yours! Money, drugs, distributors … I can get you anything! Mother of God, please don’t kill me!” Rojas gasped to catch his breath.
Hunter had always counted on his carefully constructed identity as El Diablo and its shock value to get his answers as quickly as possible. As far as both this drug lord and the DEA were concerned, El Diablo was a vicious drug dealer taking over the operations of the now defunct Medellin cartel. There was only one man in Latin America, the CIA station chief in Colombia, who knew his true identity; unfortunately, he was now dead, thanks to Hawke, who also fabricated the evidence pointing to El Diablo as the killer.
“There’s a safe in the bedroom, under the carpet,” said Rojas. “At least $5 million in cash. A complete list of Federales on my payroll. I can give you the combination.”
Hunter decided Rojas had revealed enough information to be of value to the Federales and held up his hand indicating that Rojas should shut up, which he did. Hunter turned off the tape recorder. “Where is Hawke?”
Rojas’ eyes again betrayed his fear, as he hesitated, wondering whether it would be better to die at the hand of El Diablo or risk Hawke returning to inflict an even more painful death.
He paused for only a moment, before electing to postpone his death a little longer. “He’s not here.”
Hunter glared fiercely at Rojas, making it clear that if he had to pull the information out of him, it would be painful. “He hasn’t been here for weeks. Once security was in place, he got paid and left. He told me you were dead.”
Hunter had no need for words. He reached back into his briefcase and removed another scalpel, this one with a curved tip.
“He’s in Florida,” Rojas quickly volunteered.
“Where in Florida?” Hunter demanded. He had a good idea, but hoped that Rojas could save him time by confirming it.
“I have a number to call … 561-392-2500.”
Hunter memorized the number without writing it down. Probably an answering service, but the 561 area code includes Boca Raton. Hunter felt certain he’d find him.
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Thorn lay in bed, neither awake nor asleep, but rather in that in-between state of consciousness. He dreamt he was on an Alaskan cruise and all around him were snow-capped mountains. Though just beyond his remembrance, he knew a raging storm had come and gone; and now, the sun was shining brightly overhead.
Thorn slowly drifted into full consciousness. He pondered the significance of his dream. Why a cruise? I’ve never really liked the idea of being bottled up on a ship surrounded by water. And what about the storm? I felt no fear, though I sensed it had been intense. Was that important?
Putting his dream-reflections on hold, he began readying himself for a meeting he’d scheduled with his lawyer.
* * * * *
Chapman was expecting Hawke’s call at 9 AM. At 8.59 the phone rang.
“Yes.”
“It’s me.”
“Go on.”
“She’s acting weird.”
“In what way?” Chapman sounded irritated with Hawke; he didn’t have time for chitchat.
“She wants me to make sure some small business owner has an accident.”
“What?!”
“I know. It doesn’t make sense. Some guy owns a small telecommunications business and she’s hell bent on screwing him and his company up.”
“Is this something new?” Chapman asked.
“No,” Hawke replied. “I didn’t bother to mention it before, because I figured she was on the rag.”
He winced at the mercenary’s language, but he knew what Hawke meant. With all those hormones flowing through their bodies, most women are unstable, he thought; but it’s not like Erica to act irrationally.
“Who is this guy?”
“Alec Thorn. He lives in an apartment on the beach in Boca Raton.”
“Is he in the business?”
“No. I checked him out. He’s clean.”
“All right. Anything else?”
“No.”
Chapman hung up, having got what he needed from Hawke. Clearly, he would have to investigate this Thorn.
* * * * *
Traffic was moderate, as Thorn traveled south on I-95 to Ft. Lauderdale. Since he’d heard from Carol that his employees had agreed to defer their salaries for one month in return for stock options, Thorn knew that the first thing he needed to do upon arriving at the office was to talk to his lawyer about the paperwork.
He was running late and pushing his Honda beyond the “unofficial” left lane speed limit of 80. Suddenly, his car’s engine stopped running, going silent, stone-cold dead.
Though the steering worked fine, with no power, Thorn knew he had to cross over three lanes quickly to get to the side of the road. Waiting for a large semi-trailer to pass, he avoided using his brakes, since any speed lost while braking would only increase the likelihood of an accident.
Concentrating on his rearview and side mirrors, he didn’t notice the paint bubbling on the front hood. The truck passed and, miraculously, traffic parted briefly in the next two lanes, enabling him to get over easily. Seeing the exit for Cypress Creek coming up, Thorn headed for the turn-off and slowly pressed on the brakes, now noticing bright orange flames licking out from under the hood. Thorn steered the car off the exit ramp and onto a nearby grass infield. He swung the door open and jumped out of the car as soon as he came to a stop.
Thorn walked away from the car until he felt he was a safe distance away. Stopping 30 feet away, he watched as the entire car became engulfed in flames. The black smoke spewing from the wreck got thicker when the tires caught fire. He couldn’t help but wonder what this meant, as he walked down the block to a nearby gas station to call his lawyer.
“John,” he said, “I’m going to be late for our meeting. But I have a good excuse.”
“You always have a good excuse,” his lawyer said. “What is it this time?”
“My car blew up,” said Thorn.
John Brewer laughed. “Well, at least you weren’t in it.”
“No. I was in it,” Thorn replied. “You might even see it on the news tonight.”
Brewer stopped laughing. “You’re not hurt, are you?”
“No,” he said, pausing to think over what he had to do next. “Damn! I’m going to have to wait until the fire’s out, get this thing towed, fill out accident forms and rent a car. This is going to waste half my day!”
“You’re alive and unhurt, Alec,” Brewer said, trying to provide some perspective.
“Yeah,” he said sarcastically, “Great, huh?”
* * * * *
Indeed, the local tabloid news station showed footage of the car billowing smoke on the five o’clock news. Erica smiled, until the newscaster reported that no one was hurt in the fire. Though his name was not mentioned, she knew it was Thorn, and that he’d escaped her attempt to sideline him. Erica picked up the phone and called Hawke. “Get over here!” she screamed.
Minutes later, he knocked at her door.
Swinging the door open, she demanded, “What happened?” her face filled with rage.
“It doesn’t make any sense,” he said, walking in and shaking his head. “He should be in the hospital covered with burns—but somehow, he walked away without a scratch.”
His down turned eyes and slightly red face displayed his embarrassment. An expert in demolitions, Hawke knew very well how to start all kinds of fires. “Something unusual is going on here,” he said.
“Okay,” she replied, still full of anger. “Let’s stop screwing around. Kill him!”
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Enlighten people generally, and tyranny and oppressions of body and mind will vanish like evil spirits at the dawn of day.
—Thomas Jefferson
“Come with me,” Sophie said, leading Thorn into the back of her shop.
She gestured to a chair and invited Thorn to sit.
“You’re not hurt, are you?” she asked.
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