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  “If stories come to you, care for them and learn to give them away where they are needed.


  Sometimes a person needs a story more than food to stay alive.”




  Artic Dreams – Barry Lopez




   




   




  To be ignorant of what occurred before you were born is to remain always a child. For what is the worth of human life unless it is woven into the life of our ancestors by the records of history.




  Cicero




  Prelude




  1492 San Sebastian,


  La Gomera.




  The small island of La Gomera nestles southwest of Tenerife in the Canary Islands, a mixture of eerie crags, steep green terraced hills and a small population. In 1492, that population was no more than a few hundred souls eking out a sparse existence in the hills. This represented the western edge of known civilisation and many believed that not far to the west of the island lay the end of the world and a drop into oblivion. To other, more enterprising adventurers, the west held the promise of limitless wealth just waiting to be claimed. An increasingly popular view was that the quickest way to the vast riches of the Orient lay west, not east as had previously been believed.




  No one believed this more than Christopher Columbus. He knew that discovery of a quicker route would mean fame and fortune and he was determined that this destiny should be his. All he had to do was convince a wealthy backer that he was right and he could achieve his life’s quest and personal dream to be an Admiral and owner of a vast new empire. He even had a map; the Martellus map, especially revised and redrawn to prove the virtue of his claims to potential investors,




  Columbus was a tall unprepossessing man with a serious countenance and a mass of once red, now white hair. Closer inspection of his blue eyes and aquiline nose revealed an intense man on a mission. Determined to raise the money required to mount a western expedition, he spent many soul-destroying years petitioning the travelling court of Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand around Spain. Because of this dogged pursuit to find funding, his dour countenance and distinct lack of humour became legendary amongst courtiers and staff of the royal household.




  Despite his assurances, arguments and pleas, Columbus struggled to convince Queen Isabella of the strategic importance of his proposed voyage, all the while secretly worrying that the Portuguese would get to the Orient before him. He knew that King Joao of Portugal was committed to exploring the eastwards route and would do so with his own expedition as soon as it was viable. Columbus consoled himself with the thought that, as a nation, the Portuguese had less money than their richer neighbour and would be unable to mount a full expedition for some time. Even more worrying was his fear that the Portuguese would discover that he was travelling with copies of their maps that he had ‘borrowed’ from the Prince Henry ‘School of Navigation’. Mindful of these potential threats, Columbus renewed his efforts to convince Queen Isabella to support him. To help him achieve this he and his brother Bartholomew adjusted the Martellus map to make what many believed was a shorter route via the east appear to be an almost impossible journey.




  The modified Martellus map succeeded in winning over Queen Isabella who was looking for a diversion after the final defeat of the Moors at Granada. The Moors, Islamic invaders in Andalusia, had been forcibly removed and for the first time Spain was united as a Christian country. Peace had been hard won and Isabella aimed to keep it that way.




  With great relief, Columbus put to sea at Cadiz with much pomp and ceremony and huge excitement from the large crowd gathered on the quay. His fleet consisted of three ships, the Santa Maria, the Nina and the Pinta with ninety men aboard. The voyage went well at first and Columbus used the time to instil discipline into his officers and men. He was well aware that this needed to happen at an early stage of the voyage because rumour and superstition was running rife amongst the uneducated sailors, who were convinced they were on a journey to the end of the world. Unfortunately, sudden squalls caught them unawares and the Pinta suffered rudder breakage that could not be repaired at sea. It forced the ships to land on the tiny volcanic island of La Gomera, the second-smallest of the Canary Islands in the Atlantic Ocean off the coast of Africa.




  As the ship came in sight of land, Columbus stepped down into his small cabin and made ready to disembark. Although frustrated at having to break his journey, he realised that nothing could be done until the rudder was fixed. He consoled himself with the thought that at least he would have the company of the lovely Contessa Beatriz de Bombadilla who was now the acting governor of the island, following the death of her tyrant husband. He had been having an affair with Beatriz since the tragic early death of his wife. He found her a charming companion with the additional benefit that she was a great friend of the Queen. Beatriz relied heavily on the Queen’s patronage, she had no title of her own and wanted to maintain the position in society she had reached before her husband’s demise.




  Columbus stared hard at the island as they slowly entered the small harbour at San Sebastian, the capital and main port town for the island, shouting orders to pull alongside the rickety pier. He watched absent-mindedly as the sailors went about their tasks, torn between his desire to see the Contessa again and raging against the twist of fate that had brought him here. Desire won and the lovers’ reunion was joyous, rekindling the relationship they had enjoyed whilst following Isabella’s travels around Spain.




  Days later the ships carpenter put the final touches to the Pinta’s rudder mechanism and tested it. He had fitted a new rudder blade and Columbus idly wondered how many other problems the aged ships would incur on the long journey ahead. Not for the first time did he wish that he had newer and larger ships for the voyage. He made an effort to smile as he walked amongst the sailors, after attending mass at the Church of the Assumption in San Sebastian, ever conscious of their superstitions and dread of the unknown. As their leader, he knew he had to set a good example by looking fearless and unconcerned by the epic journey.




  The final evening before departure, the three small ships, each about seventy feet long by twenty-five feet wide, lay rocking lazily at anchor. Columbus watched the sun set for the final time over the island from the terrace at the Torre del Conde, home of Beatriz. He smiled at her fondly, knowing that she endured a difficult existence on the island. The locals still did not accept her; a legacy from the harsh rule of her hated husband, and rumours of her many love affairs, they called her ‘la Cazadona’, the huntress. She read his thoughts. “I wish I could go back to the mainland permanently.”




  “Maybe there is a way,” replied Columbus quietly.




  “What do you mean?”




  “When I return from the voyage I will have the title of Don as a Hidalgo and also money so we can live in Spain.” Beatriz looked uncertain. “But the Queen will take any treasures you bring!” she exclaimed.




  “Technically I am allowed a tenth of everything I bring back, but that only applies to that which I declare.” Columbus looked away, not catching her eye. “But, what happens if you don’t declare everything?”




  “Best you don’t know the details.”




  “It would be wonderful to live in Spain again, especially now that it is free of the Moors.” Beatriz replied wistfully. “Not only will we be wealthy but the Moors will never again invade our beloved country,” replied Christopher, standing up. “They even invaded this island! The Church of San Marco here was originally a Mosque!” Indignation flared in Beatriz’s eyes.




  “I blame them for spawning your husband.”




  “The Count Hernan Peraza made my life hell and was rightly accused of taking a local princess as his mistress,” agreed Beatriz




  “They say her family ambushed him and murdered him in cold blood, is it true?” queried Columbus, intrigued. “They did me a great favour, he treated me like dirt.” Beatriz flushed at the memory of the cruel Count. “It has made you the de-facto ruler of this island,” smiled Columbus. “You have the approval of Queen Isabella. She understands your plight.”




  “I want more Christophe! This is no place for a woman alone! I want recognition in Spain and a place at The King’s and Queen Isabella’s court.”




  “Tomorrow I will set out to cross the ocean and make you the richest woman in Spain,” he smiled. “You may die.” Beatriz could not keep the sadness she felt out of her voice. “Listen, my love, there is no danger of us going off the edge of the world,” whispered Columbus conspiratorially. “Your men are worried.” She turned troubled eyes upon him, seeking reassurances she felt sure he would be unable to give. “The world is round. I have the map to prove it.”




  “What map?” confused now, Beatriz quizzed her lover. “Paolo Toscanelli the famous cartographer gave me it! It was part of the reason for my expeditious marriage to Felippa Pestrello the daughter of the Governor of Porto Santo. He became friendly with me the same year, thirteen years ago. It’s his ideas I am beholden to!” Columbus found it hard to keep the excitement from his voice, even though he knew it must remain a secret for the time being.




  “What ideas?”




  “That the land to the west is closer than anyone realises. He has given me detailed maps of the western Atlantic including the island of Antilla.”




  “But the seamen are worried. They are fearful for their lives; they think they are on a journey to certain death! You should tell them.” Beatriz was near to tears now. “Do you think I can disclose to anyone that I know what awaits us? Of course not! For it would only serve to damage my claims. I want to go down in history as the discoverer of the new world not a follower.” Columbus sought to find the words to convey the importance of what he was saying. “So people have been there before you?” Beatriz whispered incredulously, finally understanding what her lover was telling her.




  “Exactly, now let’s talk no more of it.” Columbus turned away, making it clear that he would say no more on the subject.




  “Priest!” shouted Columbus to a small wiry man dressed in the sombre robes of a priest approaching them, “Pray for us, I want no ill winds or bad luck on this trip. You need to make sure of that.”




  “As I am going with you sire I have every reason to pray to the Almighty for success.” Zarco nodded fervently. “I wonder why you want to come with us at your age?” replied Columbus looking at the older man and noting his strange slanting eyes for the first time.




  “I have my reasons.”




  “Tell me your reasons, old man.” Columbus shivered as a cool wind blew across his face. Something about the man concerned him. “You wouldn’t understand.” Zarco shook his head slowly. “Try me.” The response was terse, betraying the unease he continued to feel. “I live for the future, for people who believe that man cannot drive his own destiny.” Zarco started hesitantly.




  “That is God’s role.” Columbus cut the old man’s speech dead, fixing him with his cold blue eyes.




  “I am God’s servant. My father was famous in Portugal for colonising Madeira. I too have my goals, different goals.”




  “I’m only concerned with my voyage, and will need your God’s help, see to it.”




  “If it is God’s will, it will happen.” Zarco nodded again, his face hard and unreadable.




  “Where do you come from Zarco?” asked Beatriz also noting the strange eyes. “A holy place in the mountains, a place where the keys to mankind’s knowledge are held.” The old man continued to gaze into the distance. “Weighty matters,” replied Columbus frowning. “If your father was Portuguese, why should I trust you?”




  “The matters of man’s soul are weighty sir,” replied Zarco. “They require faith, have that in me and you will succeed, without it you will fail.”




  “Indeed,” replied Columbus making a mental note to watch this man. “I want no trouble with the crew Zarco, just look after my spiritual needs.”




  “What’s wrong?” hissed Beatriz as Zarco walked away and Columbus turned to her frowning. “Why did you speak to a priest like that?”




  “Zarco reminds me of the Portuguese,” replied Columbus deep in thought. “Ever since I stole their World Maps I have to be careful who I trust.”




  “But your brother Bartholomew stole the maps, what is there for you to fear?”




  “I may not have stolen them, but he was under my instructions and sold copies for a large profit in Italy. Still, whatever happened I have to live with my deeds and it was worth it. Thanks to Toscanelli and Martellus I know the Orient is only two thousand seven hundred and sixty miles from here not the nine and a half thousand miles that everyone else believes. Even the Emperor of China thinks so.”




  “God will look after you.” Beatriz reached for the crucifix at her neck as she raised a silent prayer to bring him back to her safely. “Yes and Zarco,” replied Columbus, his voice heavy with sarcasm as he watched the small man, now a distant figure, walk slowly towards the ships. “Come.” He strode purposefully back into the house. “We leave on the early tide so best I leave you soon.” He looked hard at the Contessa, a stunning sight with her long black hair tumbling down her back, before pulling her close to him one last time. She was so like the other Beatriz in Spain, his acknowledged mistress, he mused. Pushing thoughts of the other equally beautiful Beatriz aside he concentrated on saying his goodbyes properly. He was a lucky man.




   




  After ten days, sailing the crew fearfully waited to see whether they would drop off the edge of the world. Bound together in terror, as the days passed without incident even the most superstitious amongst them began to realise that it wasn’t going to happen and settled down to the monotony of life onboard a ship in confined spaces. Twenty-six days later, and in a state of dehydration and hunger, the small flotilla was in trouble. Columbus, in a state of despair, and convinced that his calculations were wrong felt his spirits rise as he finally heard the longed for shout, “Land!” After weeks of staring death in the face, it seemed that their prayers had been answered. Columbus himself was the first to disembark from the Santa Maria, breathing thanks to the Almighty, convinced he had landed in Japan. It was in fact a small island in the Bahamian island chain, which he named San Sebastian. The native people of the island greeted his arrival as if he had come from the moon, a God to be honoured. They gasped in wonder at seeing people in such strange clothes, carrying what they believed to be magical sticks. This initial joy would eventually turn to bitter regret that the Spanish had been welcomed on their arrival, after the tribe was destroyed through a lethal mixture of disease and maltreatment.




  For Columbus the important thing was that he had found land and with it the riches he craved. He made his way carefully through the many reef islands where the trusting natives honoured him with gifts. In exchange for trinkets, such as nails, he claimed treasures of gold and silver until the ships holds were brimming full and becoming top heavy and unstable. It would soon be time to return to the East in triumph, although he still had not found the ‘special’ treasure that he intended not to declare, which would assure him the wealth he desired.




  Leaving the large island of San Dominica the expedition headed home by way of the island of North Bimini, an island that already had a reputation for providing eternal life simply by swimming in its spring water. The crew spent a few days collecting the by now usual gifts of gold and silver, but Columbus was still looking for something special. He was taken aside by the native King and together, with only a few of the King’s most trusted soldiers, they walked for over an hour inland through the jungle until they reached a secret place where to his surprise he saw primitive but effective smelting facilities for iron and gold. His interest piqued, the King led him through into a secret chamber and presented him with an object that made his eyes widen in amazement and awe. It was a symbolic gold cross nearly a metre high with a large diamond at the front and many smaller ones on the back alongside strange writing symbols. This was special and he knew it. This was the special treasure that he had been looking for that would enable him to keep his pledge to Beatriz.




  He thanked the King effusively and bestowed on him all manner of trinkets in return, knowing that nothing he could give would compare with the beautiful cross. Taking the object, concealed in a cloth, he carefully lifted it, groaning at its weight. Unable to carry the dead weight far, he enlisted a soldier to help him and saw the avaricious glint in the man’s eye when a corner of the cloth covering came off. The soldier would later die in mysterious circumstances, as would all who came into any form of contact with the Cross.




  What Columbus had not noticed was Zarco following them into the jungle, the Priest’s hidden face betraying all his emotions. He gave thanks to his own God and made his own plans. For Columbus, the return journey was perfect until disaster struck. His flagship the Santa Maria was wrecked on a coral reef at La Espanola (now Haiti) and he realised he would have to leave men behind whilst he sailed home on the Nina.




  Leaving a small garrison on Puerto Rico Island, Columbus and his reduced fleet returned to adulation in Spain after making a secret stop in La Gomera to share his good news with the Contessa and ask her to hide his most precious treasure. Whilst he celebrated his new status in Spain by meeting the Queen in Barcelona, Zarco quietly returned to La Gomera and assembled a group of loyal men; a private army for his allegiance was not to Columbus. He visited the Contessa and earnestly told her that it was essential that he take the Cross, as Columbus had no rightful claim to it. Zarco explained the story of the many crusades of Prince Henry of Portugal, or ‘The Navigator’ as he was known. Zarco had been a Knight Nobleman in the Prince’s service.




  After the conquest of Ceuta in Morocco, Prince Henry founded a naval school and launched numerous successful crusades. By the time the Prince died in 1460, the Portuguese had explored the coast of Africa down to Sierra Leone and discovered the archipelagos of Madeira, the Azores, and the Cape Verde Islands. During these crusades, Prince Henry had amassed much wealth. He had captured African’s, taking them back to Portugal as slaves and stolen many African treasures, including the Cross, from the rightful owners. With the burning eyes of a zealot, Zarco stressed to Beatriz that it was now vital to return the cross to its home, for it was more than just a cross; it was a nation’s future. He then surprised her by explaining her late husband’s duty and role in this divine mission.




  The Contessa remained unmoved by Zarco’s arguments and refused him; as far as she was concerned, the cross was the key to her future with Columbus. In the dark of night, Zarco and his men broke her door down and stole it from the terrified Contessa’s bedroom where she had hidden it for safekeeping. Outraged, Beatriz exercised her right as Governor of the island, ordering soldiers to find Zarco and his followers and bring back the cross. The soldiers intercepted the fleeing group at San Sebastian, capturing them all bar Zarco who amazingly escaped.




  Fleeing to the town Zarco found an ideal hiding place to deposit the Cross, along with something far more important to him, something that if found would have meant his immediate death, and something that in time would spread around the Spanish world. He alone knew the real meaning of the Cross-and its secrets. His last act before leaving the town for good was to record the hiding place and pass the details to a trusted sea captain heading for the West. Having escaped the Contessa’s men, again disguised as a priest, he made his way into the lush forests in the island’s hinterland.




  There in the mountains, near the highest peak Alto De Garajonay at over four thousand eight hundred feet, Zarco spent the last years of his life joined by a small band of like-minded brothers. Communicating across long distances by the whistling language ‘Silbo’, they remained safe from the Contessa and her soldiers. A reliable friend executed his dying wish and the secrets of the Cross and its hiding place was gone. He had completed his task, others would now see to its completion.




  Columbus and Beatriz scoured the island without success, even taking a pilgrimage up into the mountains. For Columbus, three more voyages followed and increased his wealth, though he lost his fancy titles. However, he went to his grave still believing that Cuba and the other Caribbean islands were part of China. Beatriz remained on the island, unhappy but finding solace in the arms of a succession of lovers. Queen Isabella never knew or suspected Columbus of the grand deceit regarding the cross, which remained hidden. It was a deceit that would come back to haunt the human world four hundred years later.




  March 2008


  Holiday Inn, Pudong, Shanghai




  For the umpteenth time Guy Tresanton looked around the crowded conference hall of the Holiday Inn, realising that a lot more people were present than he had first thought. Pangs of fear gripped his stomach and waves of adrenalin flooded his body, making him feel giddy as his eyes flickered down to his opening speech. This was it; four hundred people sat expectantly in front of him and his was the opening speech for this first conference in Shanghai. Everything looked perfect; Pudong was chosen as the location for this important event as from its development in the 1990’s Pudong had emerged as China’s financial and commercial hub. He tried to put thoughts of escape into Puxi, the older part of Shanghai, to one side as he looked through his notes and for what felt like the hundredth time went over his opening words. This was his show, the big one. After months of preparation, he finally had his company’s entire Asian supplier base in front of him. They were here for a reason; his company needed them, but if his plans were to come to fruition, he needed them even more.




  Guy took off the gold-framed glasses he used for reading, pushing back his unruly sandy hair that had a tendency to hang in waves over his face. Over six feet tall, with light blue eyes and a slightly freckled face that looked as if it had a perpetual frown of concentration, Guy gave the appearance of an over indulgent school master. He looked younger than his forty-seven years with a boyish grin that lit up his face, instantly banishing the frown. However, despite an athletic spring to his step from daily treadmill and weight training, Guy’s slumped shoulders currently gave him a careworn appearance. The truth was he was at the end of a long relationship and a single future beckoned which was not appealing.




  Shuffling his papers to re-focus his mind Guy could see his entire Chinese sourcing team sitting on the conference chairs, with expectant faces waiting for him to start speaking. Amongst them, he could see his local Sourcing Director, a tall slim man called Sam Ling. This was their show, as important to them as him, four months in the planning and it had to succeed as his proverbial neck was on the line. IPT Impact Technologies, his employer had been nominally in the region sourcing products for many years but only recently, under his stewardship, had they become serious in purchasing high technology medical components for their own Swiss and England based factories. He had fought against prejudice and outright obstruction to get this far; including battles with his own boss a humourless Swiss Finance Director called Manfred Christ.




  IPT, had until recently, controlled the niche biotech market for high technology valve systems. Complacent of their position in this specialist field, IPT had been shaken to find themselves the subjects of serious low cost Asian competition. The initial response had been to ignore it, confident of their brand leadership and expecting that it would go away. When this strategy did not work, a maverick owner had appointed Guy on the basis that something needed to be done. Unfortunately, in the conservative Swiss business world the maverick owner did not last long, especially as his actions had been against the wishes of the board. This left Guy without the support of the man who had recruited him and fierce resistance from the rest of his colleagues at IPT to his sourcing work in China.




  Guy was convinced that the only way to save both him and the Chinese team was a show of strength at this conference; seeing it as an opportunity to demonstrate the effectiveness of his business plans and the excellent work he and the team had done so far. His nervousness returned, as he knew that in the audience there were half a dozen senior Swiss managers waiting to watch him fail and prove their doubts correct. Guy was determined to disappoint them. The ‘Winterthur Mafia’, as he called them, sat unsmiling in the front row seats all in the same black suits.




  Guy ignored them. He was on the verge of a major breakthrough in building a credible supplier base with innovative ideas. This would put them ahead of the competition and well placed for the next decade. The only problem was, the suppliers were high technology specialists and he was the salesperson. Minutes to go and Guy looked around again, seeing Manfred right in the centre of the front row with an expression that said, ‘this had better be good.’ Guy clenched his teeth, this was his one chance, he thought, blow this and he could kiss the job goodbye. The man did not like him and had been looking for ages for an excuse to get rid of him. Guy prayed to whatever God was watching over him as the lights dimmed that he would not give him that reason. His legs felt like lead and his chest was thumping. He saw the large professional camera outfit in the corner as its light turned green, it was time. He forced a smile and gripped the lectern harder.




  “Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to IPT’s first Asian Supplier Conference.” He felt himself shaking as he said the words but concentrated as the first of his PowerPoint slides appeared on the large screen behind him. He waited until his Chinese colleague translated his opening remarks. He stammered over a couple of words and tried to tell a poor joke, which fell flat on the inscrutable Chinese audience in front of him and even flatter on the Swiss Mafia. He took a long gulp of water and stumbled on through the presentation trying desperately to gain fluency. Time passed interminably slowly as he made his way through the prepared slides. He finished the water and smiled wanly as a girl replaced the glass and he took a sip.




  “Your technology is fundamental to us and this is not about us saving money but working with you as partners,” he continued. “We expect the highest standards in our trading as we are signatories to the United Nations Trading Compact.” He froze as his vision suddenly started to blur, shaking his head and making a mental note to get his eyesight checked. He started on the next slide waiting whilst the translator caught up and groaned as he felt his head sway and his legs start to buckle. What was happening to him? His mouth dried up, he could not speak. He grabbed the glass of water and could not hold it he was shaking too much. He saw the impassive gaze of the audience waiting for him as if suspended in time, his eyes drifting to Manfred where he could see the beginnings of a familiar frown. His mind started to free wheel, the room spun around and he lurched forwards. There was a scream somewhere in the background as he collapsed to the side taking the podium with him as his world went black.




  “Where am I?” Guy groggily came to in a side room, struggled to sit up, and looked around him. “You collapsed, we brought you in here,” replied Sam, his face showing concern for his business colleague. “The conference, what’s happening?” Guy wanted to know as the memories of his collapse flooded back into his muzzy brain. “It was cut short, Manfred announced an early meal.” Sam announced flatly. “Is he still here?”




  “He’s gone, said he had to get back to Switzerland, said you would know the reason why,” said Sam quickly. “It’s over isn’t it?”




  “I’m finished,” groaned Guy sitting up and feeling nauseous. He slumped back down, so much for treating people with respect. “You fainted,” uttered a voice beside him. He looked around and saw a small bespectacled man. “I’m the hotel doctor; you passed out probably through tension.”




  “It was the damned water, there was something in it,” shouted Guy trying to sit up again. “Check the glass Sam! Go and see to the team!”




  “It broke as you fell to the ground; you took the podium with you,” said the doctor. “I was drugged, I’m telling you. There is no other explanation.” Guy put his feet gingerly on the floor trying to stand up. His arm was badly bruised and he felt like his ankle had twisted during the fall. “It’s quite common in moments of extreme stress for the body to shut down as a defensive reaction,” said the doctor reassuringly, “It’s nothing to be worried about.”




  “Worried about?” Guy exploded, “It’s just cost me my job, that’s all,” he shouted at last managing to stand up. “You should rest for a while,” interrupted the doctor packing his equipment away. “Take these pills twice a day; they will slow down your pulse, calm you down.”




  “I don’t need calming down!” roared the reluctant patient as a woman opened the door. “Who the hell are you?” he glared at the newcomer. “My name is Elsie, I’m the Sales Director for DWT, one of your suppliers, are you alright?” her hesitation in the face of his anger was apparent. “As well as can be expected.” With bad grace, Guy tried to pull himself together to respond to her polite enquiry. “May we talk in private?” Elsie said and sat down in the chair recently vacated by the doctor. “I guess so.” Guy sat back down and felt a little better, though in no mood for gracious platitudes. He subconsciously pushed his hair backwards. “What can I do for you?”




  Elsie hesitated and looked around to make sure that the doctor had left the room before whispering, “That was a first warning.”




  “What?” Guy’s eyes opened wide in astonishment, this was the last thing he expected her to say. “The water was drugged; you were targeted to teach a lesson.”




  “What lesson?”




  “Stop exploiting our people. You think you are doing our people a favour but you’re not.” Guy was astounded. “We provide employment, isn’t that a good thing?” he puzzled aloud. “You are encouraging people to grow greedy, ruining our environment.” Elsie’s face was inscrutable as she delivered her message, leaning back in her chair with folded arms to ward off any argument. “Hardly all my fault, besides I probably don’t have a job now so it hardly matters and there are many companies doing far worse than me.” Guy was poignantly reminded of his own dire situation again. “I’m glad that you didn’t get hurt in the fall Mr Tresanton. We don’t want to hurt people only give them a shock.”




  “This is about more than saving Chinese workers, what is it?” asked Guy looking at her quizzically. “Nothing else Mr Tresanton,” replied Elsie looking flustered. “Good day.” She abruptly stood up and left.




  Later, Guy sat in the hotel St Regis in Pudong looking out of the window, his discarded BlackBerry on the floor. The email from Manfred had been curt and economical with words as always; Unfortunate event, role no longer viable please return to make suitable arrangements. Swiss speak for termination no doubt, and not a word about his health. Not even a polite enquiry. Well, thought Guy adrenaline cursing through him once more, sod them, he would resign. He would not give them the satisfaction of firing him.




  Anger propelling him across the room, he decided to check out the other odd event of the day and grabbed the phone, calling the number for DWT. He soon found out that no one called Elsie had ever worked there; it was clear that the woman he had met that afternoon was a fake. What was going on?




  As he sat musing over this latest revelation, his mobile phone rang, the tinny sound breaking through the tension in the room. He looked at the screen with surprise; it was his mother in England. She never rang him on his business phone.




  “Guy, it’s your father.” His mother’s voice sounded etched with fear.




  “What about him?” Guy ran his hands unconsciously through his hair in agitation, whilst trying to sound calm for his mother. “He’s missing.”




  “Missing? How? Where?” The words came out in rapid succession as Guy grappled to understand what he was being told. “In Hong Kong yesterday, the police rang. Oh Guy, I don’t know what to do, are you somewhere near Hong Kong?” The tears in her voice were clear even at this distance and Guy felt wretched with the desire to comfort her. “Leave it with me mother, tell me what happened.”




  “A boat trip in the harbour after his lecture, on one of those so-called ‘junk’ boats; you know the ocean sailing boats? He never returned and hasn’t been seen since.” Her voice broke off again. “The police?” Guy asked without much hope. “They don’t know much more.”




  “Is there anything, try and think.”




  “I can’t think of anything else. The police want to question you.”




  “Me?” replied Guy puzzled. His father was an eminent psychologist much in demand. “Why me?”




  “I don’t know. A junk was found abandoned, but it wasn’t registered anywhere. Someone had tried to set fire to it.”




  “All right mother, leave it with me.” Guy dropped the phone. How much worse could things get? He rang Sam’s local secretary. “I need the first flight to Hong Kong.” He slammed the phone on the bed and made his way through to the bathroom.




  Kowloon District


  Hong Kong




  He sat stony-faced in the small police office as the police officer called Jack Hwang went over the story again. A small man with a balding head and piercing eyes, Hwang looked at Guy impassively and repeated what he had told Guy’s mother. “The junk was stolen.”




  “Anything else?” even to Guy, his responses were sounding increasingly short tempered. “His room is empty; everything is gone almost as if it was deliberate. Tell me Mr Tresanton, was your father depressed?” Guy shook his head vigorously. “Impossible! He was a man who dealt with other people’s depression!” he said hotly. “Don’t start thinking this was suicide, there is no way. I suggest you get out there and find him.”




  “I need to know your recent movements,” replied Hwang sternly.




  “What am I a suspect now? I don’t believe this.” Exasperated and sweating in the heat of the confined room, Guy fought the urge to lash out at the diminutive police officer regarding him sceptically across the desk. “My job is to check all possible options.” Hwang shrugged. “Then get after whoever stole that junk! Surely, you have fingerprints. They must be all over the deck!”




  “You should co-operate Mr Tresanton. My job is to check all avenues. You are one of many suspects and your attitude needs to improve.”




  “Are you threatening me?” Guy shook his head incredulously. “I don’t threaten people, Mr Tresanton. Just answer the questions and everything will be fine. Are there people who would want your father out of the way?” Hwang shifted in his chair and leant forward, as though inviting confidences. “Look, I have been to hell and back over the last two days and you sit there as if we are discussing an Agatha Christie film!” Guy spat. “Of course there isn’t anyone who, as you put it, ‘wants my father out of the way’! He is a psychologist, not a gangster!”




  “Was there a large inheritance for you Mr. Tresanton?” Hwang’s monotone response cut through Guy’s rant. “Go to hell!” shouted Guy heading for the door and wandering into the hot noisy streets in a daze. In the space of a few short hours, he had lost his job, his father and now he was a chief suspect. Things couldn’t really get much worse.




  Still smarting with anger from his confrontation with Hwang, Guy found an Irish bar he knew in Kowloon and started to drown his sorrows in pints of Guinness. Admitting to himself that alcohol was probably a bad idea, Guy felt the stress of the evening dissipate into a relaxed melancholy, as he talked to an Aussie whose view of the world bordered on anarchistic. Drink followed drink and suddenly Guy felt the world start spinning again.




  He returned to consciousness to find himself in a dubious looking room lying stark naked face down on a grubby table with a young woman attacking his back with coarse hands. It started to take on a surreal air as he peered over his shoulder through an alcoholic haze; was he drugged again? Realising he was in a massage parlour he tried to relax as the girl professionally worked the knotted muscles in his shoulders. Concentrating on the journey her strong fingers made up and down his spine, he drifted back into unconsciousness grateful for the embrace of darkness.




  Abruptly he stirred as a movement of cold air unsettled him. He opened his eyes, the world around him was spinning then floating and the girl was gone. His lustful thoughts about her readily dissolved as he blinked at the ephemeral shapes in front of him. “Dad!” he tried to shout as the familiar grey haired face of his father appeared out of the mist. The face ignored him; it seemed to turn with a wan smile as he shouted again and mouthed words towards him.




  “Remember what I taught you,” he thought he heard. “Dad, I thought you were…,” he stopped dead as he saw a shape behind his father. It looked like a dragon, which started to slowly materialise into an aged stern looking Chinese man. “He has seen too much.”




  “He is a chosen one, he cannot be removed,” replied his father. Guy felt like a spectator at his own trial. “He must be removed,” repeated the Chinese man sternly. “Guy, go far away from here, and never return,” whispered his father urgently. Guy could not speak, he squirmed and tried to move his arms; was this reality or was he dreaming? He tried without success to move his arms; perhaps he was dead. Was this what death was like? “Be quiet old man,” scolded the Chinese man. Guy cried out in anguish, but no sound came out as his father started to fade away and then the police stormed into the room roughly pushing him off the table and against the cold wall.




  May


  north eastern Bermuda




  The hot afternoon sun was sinking fast as the lone diver made her way gingerly along the rock formation on the opposite side of Harrington Sound. Facing towards the large, natural Castle Harbour, the area faced directly onto the Atlantic Ocean. An experienced scuba diver, Jacqui Oleson was the archetypal blue-eyed blonde-haired woman. In her early fifties, she was a legend in the diving community for her ability to manage the most difficult of dives. A divorcée, she and her daughter, Leila, lived on the island, running a scuba diving school on the more popular west side at Little Sound in the Southampton district. In their spare time, their joint passion for diving saw them spending many hours exploring the local reefs. They were always on the lookout for unusual sites for their customers, particularly amongst the vicious reefs that ringed the island providing a veritable ships graveyard.




  Jacqui thought she knew the Bermuda waters well after thirty years of diving, but this afternoon she was feeling puzzled, very puzzled. The two women were spending a precious afternoon off on a dive further east than usual, exploring an area usually avoided by even experienced divers due to the harsh underwater currents. Jacqui had told her daughter to wait for her on the launch as she went down alone for one last dive of the day. Now, swimming along the sheer rock face her frown deepened as she reached the darker levels, the water getting murkier. Genuinely puzzled by what she could see, she tried to call Leila on the radio, but to no avail. As the visibility reduced, her slim figure narrowly missed catching the rocky outcrop. With a growing sense of unease, Jacqui wished she was not diving alone; she and Leila were a team, instinctively knowing where the other was and she was missing her badly on this dive.




  Moving uneasily through the water, Jacqui admonished herself; it wasn’t just the hope of finding a new and exciting dive for prospective customers that had led her to this strange place. She had also heard rumours about treasure supposedly hidden in the water on this side of the island. Her common sense told her that this was probably just a local fantasy, but it was well known that the unusual geological structure of Bermuda created deep cave systems, perfect for hiding things, and many of the caves were unexplored. Normally, she ignored gossip but the rumours were persistent and she had her own suspicions.




  She knew that another diver had gone down very close to where she was searching now and been injured. He had left the island without talking to anyone but she knew that this was where he had been the day of his accident. It was rumoured that he had seen the treasure during his ill-fated dive and Jacqui was intrigued. Now, alone and feeling increasingly uneasy Jacqui began to question for the first time her decision to break her own personal rules and dive alone. The truth was she hadn’t wanted Leila exposed to any potential danger.




  Making her way carefully forwards, Jacqui frowned behind her mask at the odd colours in the water; this was not right, nor was the absence of marine life. She checked her watch; by her calculation, she had forty minutes of air left, which gave her only another five minutes to look around. She kicked out and swam deeper, astonished by the brightening light in the distance, she could have sworn that it was an artificial electric light. She could now see the murky ocean floor no more than three metres below.




  The hard ancient rock stared at her as if it had eyes challenging her right to be there, dark and forbidding. She shivered involuntarily as she switched her torch onto its strongest beam, glad again that Leila was safely onboard the boat. She looked upwards into the rocks, startled by the strength of the strange light again. Momentarily blinded by the strength of the beam Jacqui blinked and shook her head to clear her vision. Intrigued by something so bright this deep under the surface of the ocean, she swam towards it and then saw that it originated from inside an overhang of rock. As she entered the cleft, she started swimming upwards for about ten metres until she entered a cavern and fresh air.




  The only explanation that Jacqui could think of was that the cavern must be the result of an air pocket created by pressure differences. Further, ahead she could see a large pool of water, separated from where she was by a rock barrier. She swam closer, curiosity overcoming her natural instincts to get out of the cavern as quickly as possible. The pool of water on the other side of the natural barrier was about three metres wide. Pulling herself partially out of the water, she saw something dull glistening on the barrier edge. Looking closer she saw that it was a diving mask with reddish brown stains on its Perspex cover that looked suspiciously like blood. She shuddered; it had to belong to the injured man. He must have come down here. The blood worried her, it worried her greatly and again she contemplated turning back but again curiosity overcame her fear.




  Disconnecting her mouthpiece to save precious oxygen Jacqui looked around. The whole cavern was about fifteen metres in diameter and bathed in an eerie glow emanating from an adjacent cavern. She lifted herself totally out of the water and slid across the barrier and into the pool recoiling in shock, as she tasted the water… fresh water! Unable to believe what she had found Jacqui stared in amazement; she was inside a cave complex under the sea, an ideal place for smuggling. The caverns flow of air from above must provide enough pressure to keep the sea at bay even though she was well below sea level. Lifting her radio again Jacqui tried to get it to work, desperate to share her news with Leila, but it was dead. To be honest she would have been amazed if it had worked; radio waves could not possibly penetrate the cave structure.




  She looked around trying to decide what to do next, her sensible side telling her to head upwards, her sense of adventure telling her to keep going. Adventure won and consoling herself that at least she wasn’t using precious oxygen, Jacqui decided to find where the light came from. Hopefully Leila would not get too worried.




  Calculating that she must be at least a hundred and fifty feet down in the rocks, she walked into the fresh water that came up to her chest. It was extremely cold but her wet suit was protecting her so far. Stepping through a small opening, she entered the next cavern and stared into the light gasping as she did so. My God! she whispered to herself, ahead of her lay a veritable Aladdin’s cave of treasures. Then she gasped again in shock.




  “You shouldn’t have come here, you really shouldn’t,” came a voice. She spun around to her right and saw a man holding a gun pointed at her. “I didn’t mean to,” she replied, her eyes drawn to what he had in his hand. Revulsion flooded over her and she retched losing her balance as she did so.




  “Come here,” gestured the man. She stood up and waded forward as if in a trance, this was her worst nightmare but unfortunately, she was not asleep. “You attacked that man didn’t you?” she trembled, realising she was in deep trouble. “Drop the oxygen tank, you won’t be needing it,” growled the man, his voice quiet but full of menace. Jacqui dropped the tank, terrified at parting with this familiar lifeline, and walked towards him, stepping out of the water as she did so. “Who are you?” she was standing six feet away, and avoiding going any closer to the cold metal gun in his hand. “Take your diving suit off?”




  “What?” Jacqui stuttered. “You heard; I said take the diving suit off,” snarled the man. “Okay, okay,” she said struggling with the zip on the tight fitting suit and shivering as she peeled the protective layer of rubber off. Eventually she wriggled out of it and stood there feeling very vulnerable in her bikini. “What is it you want, who are you?”




  “I am the ruler of this kingdom and you are a trespasser.” The man sneered at the terrified woman, “You should have waited until you were invited. I would have invited you. I like nice girls, but you have seen too much.”




  “I haven’t seen anything.” Jacqui hastily replied, trying to stop her teeth chattering with cold and fear. “You’ve seen everything. Now take the rest of your clothes off.” Her captor’s cold eyes burnt into her. “No, this has gone far enough.” She screamed as he fired the gun, deafened by the noise of the bullet hitting the rocks above her. “All right,” she shouted in fear realising with horror that he was deadly serious. “You look good,” he smiled and she cringed in fear as she saw him come closer. The fear turned to a primeval scream as she felt the gun touch her skin.




   




  CHAPTER 1




  Buttermere Lake,


  English Lake District




  Blackie Silver cursed aloud as he stumbled across the car park, staring balefully across Buttermere Lake whilst wondering where it had all gone wrong. A large, heavy built and balding man in his mid-sixties, his florid face belied his predilection for copious amounts of brandy. With a large grey moustache, one eye slightly off centre and a passion for modern jazz he cut an eccentric figure in the neighbourhood. To the locals he was a sorry looking but familiar sight, forever stumbling around trying to find his battered Land Rover. He owed his status, as owner of the largest house for miles around, to his nouveau riche class-loving father Sebastian Beckman. A short stocky bull necked man, Beckman had arrived in the British Isles after the Second World War as an Austrian refugee. A dour, unsmiling man he had quickly married an equally dour English woman called Janice Silver and taken her name.




  The Silver’s had found the ancestral pile near the village of Buttermere in the Lake District; a place called Hogthistle Hall overlooking Buttermere Lake with the Haystacks fells dominating the skyline to the southeast. The house was a wreck but Sebastian’s fortune soon restored it to its former splendour. Their first offspring was Josef, nicknamed Blackie due to his childhood habit of being permanently dirty. Three years later, a daughter Elizabeth followed and Janice threw herself into the role of lady of the manor with the appropriate airs and graces. To all intents and purposes, a refined lady of impeccable lineage, persistent local rumour had it that one side of her family came from common seafaring stock. In reality, Janice was the daughter of Claire Silver, who tragically drowned during the sinking of the liner “Lusitania” by the German navy at the start of the Second World War.




  At eighteen Blackie discovered the delights of the local pub and brandy, his excesses culminating in a car crash that killed a local horse, causing him to lose his right eye in the process. Worse was to follow, five years later his father and mother were killed in a car crash without leaving a will. At the age of twenty-three Blackie inherited everything much to his sister Elizabeth’s horror. Unable to persuade Blackie to share the estate, she resorted to the courts and failed. Bitter and filled with hatred, she left Buttermere, later meeting and subsequently marrying a young psychologist. Blackie proceeded to spend money prodigiously on drink and gambling until the exasperated family solicitor, Thornberry, warned him he was on his way to becoming insolvent. Something had to be done to resolve the situation and that something was a woman.




  Constance Hershey was moderately pretty and subject to a domineering mother, Ivy. With money, but no status, Ivy’s sole role in life was to force Constance into a decent marriage. This game plan was hindered by the embarrassment of an illegitimate child, the result of an affair between Constance and an itinerant sailor. At Ivy’s insistence, her grandson had gone to live anonymously with his father’s family in the Caribbean shortly after his birth, and had no further contact with his mother’s family.




  At Thornberry and Ivy’s instigation, Constance agreed to meet Blackie. What she saw repelled her as much as the estate appealed, so putting her finer feelings aside for the opportunity to live in such a vast house they married in indecent haste. Instantly Blackie’s immediate monetary problems were gone. Both marriage partners felt that they did not have exactly what they wanted from the marriage, but at least Blackie now had someone to look after the estate. Bored with her husband’s drunken behaviour Constance duly took a firm hold of the estates finances and leased some of the land to local farmers to create steady revenue back into the Silver coffers. Relieved, and well aware that his wife found him somewhat lacking, Blackie was free to head back to the bottle.




  Then one evening came a fateful call that changed everything. Blackie, half-drunk and alone in the house, took a long distance phone call from an agitated young man claiming to be Constance’s long estranged son, Joe, living in the Caribbean. Recovering from the immediate shock of discovering his wife had a son; Blackie quickly learnt that Joe was in financial trouble. Unable to tell if the young man was genuine or stoned he listened, intrigued by a long tale of hidden Caribbean treasures that followed the man’s monologue bemoaning his debts. However, even this wondrous story of riches did not detract from Blackie’s rage at Constance’s deception and after she returned that evening to a furious husband, their estrangement started. Two weeks later Blackie embarked on a monumental drinking session.




  The next day, after a long liquid lunch, Blackie drove unsteadily back alongside the lake to The Hall determined to clear the air with Constance. It was early evening as the old Land Rover, grunting and rattling more than usual, pulled up in front of The Hall. Blackie staggered out still the worse for wear and saw a light burning in Constance’s private suite. He fell through the front door, stopping dead in his muddy tracks across the flagstone hall at the sound of a piercing high-pitched scream. “It can’t be true!” he heard Constance’s voice sob. “Constance?” he called to her, there was silence. He staggered across to the stairs and tried again, “Constance where are you?” From away to his right he heard a muffled noise and the sound of a window hurriedly opening. Constance saw Blackie and wailed. “My son, Joe!”




  “What is it?” growled Blackie, panting heavily. “He’s dead,” she wailed. “Killed whilst diving, they say it was an accident.”




  “Who told you this?” Blackie’s face clearly showed the confusion he felt.




  “He’s been murdered! I know it, someone attacked him.”




  “Attacked, how?” asked Blackie grimly. “With a knife! I spoke to him after you did, he said ‘they’ were after him and would try to kill him,” the words tumbled from Constance’s anguished mouth. “He was going to come and see me. They wanted to know what he found.” She continued. “Who are ‘they’?” asked Blackie, hearing a noise again. Someone was in the house; Blackie was convinced of it. The sound of glass smashing in the distance broke the moment. Blackie lumbered across to the window and peered out, quickly spotting a small wiry man staggering across the lawn.




  “Bloody hell!” Blackie cursed loudly. Storming downstairs into the kitchen, he grabbed his old hunting rifle. Through the open window, Blackie heard the man curse in a foreign language, before ducking out of sight.




  “Come out or I shoot,” he roared, incandescent with alcohol fuelled rage. In the distance, he heard a horse neigh and his eyes caught a movement to the left of the greenhouse. The bastard was making a break for it; spinning around Blackie fired at the retreating backside and was rewarded with a shout of pain. “Don’t kill him,” yelled Constance rushing up behind him. “Who was he?” Blackie spat back over his shoulder, reluctant to take his eye off the intruder. “A Spanish gentleman called Matarife,” replied Constance. He brought me the news.”




  “And what else, eh?” Blackie’s eyes narrowed as he sneered, “He seemed to know his way around this place.”




  “How dare you!” shouted Constance. “My son is dead and all you can do is make wild accusations! Leave me alone you useless drunk!”




  Blackie lowered his gun and sought refuge in his drinks cabinet; it really was all too much. Cursing again as the familiar liquid fire of the brandy warmed his throat and belly he felt his head start to spin again. Listening to the sound of his distraught wife sobbing upstairs, Blackie swore, knocked back a whole cut glass tumbler of brandy and collapsed unconscious onto the sofa. He regained consciousness about two hours later in pitch darkness. Glancing at the old clock on the mantelpiece, he saw that it was two o’clock in the morning. Shivering in the gloom he realised the electricity was off and he was freezing. Jumping up he grabbed a candle and a box of matches left next to the open fire. He lit the fire and slumped back down onto the couch, letting the warmth permeate his body as he dozed back into a fitful sleep.




  He awoke gasping, choking and coughing as he jerked awake. He saw an inferno of fire around him. Roaring in pain, Blackie staggered drunkenly out of the house and up into the hills behind The Hall, conscious that something was very wrong.




  Nearly an hour later he fell into a stream before passing out again. He presented a fearsome sight on the side of Sour Milk Ghyll, his head throbbing. He stumbled back down the hillside, the moonlight glinting off his bald-head, eventually reaching the small village of Buttermere and hammering on the door of the Bridge Inn. It was his local and he took great pride in its plaque commemorating a visit from Queen Victoria and Prince Albert. “You! Where the hell have you been?” roared Jake Scowcroft, the landlord, from an upstairs window, peering down onto his bedraggled customer. “We’ve been trying to contact you. Everyone is looking for you!”




  “I need a drink, Jake.” Blackie mumbled through dry, cracked lips. “You need to get home Blackie, that’s what you need to do, your house is on fire; I’ve called the fire brigade. They’re on their way!”




  “Bugger!” growled Blackie sobering up instantly as he remembered with blinding clarity what had been bothering him. “My wife’s in there.”




  “What? I’ll give you a lift, you’re in no fit state to walk back alone,” said the dishevelled Scowcroft opening the front door.




  Blackie swore aloud as they drove to the bottom of the drive, got out and saw The Hall. The place was an inferno; outside on the gravel drive the fire brigade stood together hopelessly shaking their heads. Constance would have had no chance. Getting hold of the shocked landlords arm, he pushed him back into his car and demanded that he return to the pub. Sneaking the keys to his Land Rover out of his own pocket, he thanked the fact that he had been too drunk to put the vehicle in the garage earlier. Turning the key in the ignition, he sped off after Scowcroft, keeping the lights off until he had turned the first bend.




  “They’ll find you,” said Scowcroft as he seated a bemused Blackie in the Inn, passing him a large brandy before settling himself down to hear Blackie’s version of the evening’s events. “You need to go to the police and plead manslaughter on diminished responsibility. I can vouch for how much you had to drink even before you left here,” he continued, amazed to find himself at the centre of such a dramatic situation. “I’m not going to prison.” Blackie stated flatly, shaking his head to emphasise his words. Scowcroft shook his head. “I don’t think you realise the enormity of what has happened, man, you’re in big trouble. Your wife is almost certainly dead and the house is razed to the ground. The finger of suspicion will point at you. Plus, even if you are telling the truth and you didn’t set fire to the place, there’s someone who knows the true state of relations between Constance and you. You have to admit, it doesn’t look good.”




  He poured a strong black coffee and set it down next to the brandy glass, motioning Blackie to drink it. “I am telling you, it wasn’t my fault,” retorted Blackie angrily. “It doesn’t matter. You shouldn’t have left The Hall. You should have told the fire brigade you were there. The police will arrive there in a matter of minutes, count yourself lucky they were elsewhere tonight and you missed them. I can’t believe you have dragged me into this.” Scowcroft shook his head and scowled at Blackie. “Poor Constance, whatever she did, she didn’t deserve this.”




  “I need to get away.” Blackie cut across the landlord. “How? They have helicopters and spy satellites,” replied Scowcroft, “You would do better to go and face up to it”




  “There is someone I can call,” whispered Blackie to himself and slunk out to the Gents to find some privacy.




  Swiftly returning to the bar, Blackie sat back down and drained the last of his brandy.




  “Insurance job?” said Scowcroft an idea dawning on him.




  “What do you mean?” Blackie puzzled.




  “Make them think you burned also! That’s the way I would do it. Your solicitor, that old chap, can then direct the money to you abroad.”




  “A new life in the sun,” muttered Blackie cautiously.




  His inspired telephone call had been long distance and seeing a glimmer of hope of escaping he became re-energised as adrenalin took hold. He had to move fast; the police would already be on their way here. “Thanks for the help Jake, see you sometime.” Leaving the landlord speechless, he banged out of the door and jumped into the aged Land Rover; it was not registered on the roads so he doubted anyone would have records of it. With a bit of luck he would become a non-person. Plans began to form in his mind, knowing that his emergency long distance contact was already arranging the supply of a fake passport and other items.




  Inspector Weckman stared impassively at the scene. A local policeman of many years’ experience, he had been caught at the other side of the Lakes on a hit and run accident when the first news of the fire arrived. By the time he got there, nothing much of the old hall was left. It was only now, the following morning that the fire had burnt out enough for forensics and uniformed police to start the slow process of exploring the ashes. After noting the absence of Blackie Silver, and following a conversation with a foreign man claiming to have information regarding the cause of the fire, Weckman concluded that this case might well develop into a murder enquiry.




  Two days later a stooped figure dressed as a minister of the cloth, sporting a false greying beard and wig, boarded a P&O cruise ship leaving Southampton docks for the Caribbean. Intent on his disguise, Blackie did not notice the diminutive man on the liner’s other side who glared down at him before limping into the crowd of passengers. The man, called El Matarife, looked coldly across at Blackie; if he had his way, the Englishman would be dead already but he had his orders. A short, lightly built man El Matarife had trained as a jockey in his youth. The loss of a finger following a bad fall ended his promising career in that profession and he now worked in the world of private protection and surveillance. He glanced across and sighed; tailing the shambling Blackie should be easy money.




  The Caribbean Sea


  5 miles south west of St Lucia




  The steady sway of the thirty-six foot Southerly 135 RS cruising yacht was extremely therapeutic, especially enhanced by a gentle breeze that traversed the deck and wafted over its only occupant. The harsh mid-day sun shone down onto the sails as they fluttered searching for wind to give them life. Guy looked around satisfied and stretched out lazily enjoying his yacht. He had named it ‘Hidalgo’, meaning noble in Spanish, for no other reason than a need to have something noble in his itinerant life.




  He checked the Southerly with a practised eye observing the slight movements in the sails and relaxed feeling the sun’s rays warm him. Knowing that the onboard computer was steering the craft better than he could was a great benefit, enabling him to sail alone most of the time. Even the sails were raised and lowered by powerful electric motors. She was a marvel that he had fallen in love with the moment he had seen her in a second hand boat sale in Barbados, a rich man’s plaything no longer of interest.




  It had been four months since Guy left Hong Kong under threat of a prison sentence. Arrested for alleged improper conduct with a massage girl and obstructing the course of justice, he was given an ultimatum to either pay a hefty fine and leave the country immediately or stay and be charged. He had been glad to board the midnight flight back to England, convinced that the police would never find his still missing father. On his return, he sold his London flat, said goodbye to his mother and bought a one-way ticket to the Caribbean. Finding himself in Barbados at the boat sale, he was immediately drawn to the beautiful Hidalgo, attracted by the stylish lines, the large stateroom and onboard computer systems. Overall, she was a very comfortable boat, with six foot three inches of headroom in the main cabin. Another outstanding point was the swing keel that allowed him to beech her when the mood took him, it was lowered and raised by a hydraulic ram at the touch of a button. Twin rudders and three spacious cabins added to the overall delight. What little money he had left he blew on a frenzy of drink and debauchery with any girl he could lay his hands on. Feeling let down by life Guy was determined to enjoy himself.




  Guy’s answer to his increasing depression was to drink more and more; preferring constant intoxication to sobriety until his drinking companions finally ran out of patience and he ran out of money. The only earner left was chartering out Hidalgo and when this failed, he turned to the even more lucrative trade of contraband running. This latter career path had started with a journey last month south to Venezuela to pick up a collection of pirate DVD’s for distribution on the American market. The boat’s speed made it an ideal smuggler’s craft and reduced the chances of being caught. If chased he could get speeds of up to thirty knots out of her in a force ten to twelve gale.




  However, his mood and despondency still did not improve and he gradually progressed to mixing alcohol with soft drugs. In his more sober moments, Guy knew that he was slowly losing sense and purpose; he knew it, but he just couldn’t get himself to care. He reached crisis point when the precocious daughter of the local police Inspector Pollard, alleged that she had become pregnant by him. Despite the pregnancy being no more than a scare, he was aware that Pollard would never forgive him; he was a marked man.




  Despite his mental anguish, Guy felt at one with nature and ironically looked physically better than before. Formerly pale and freckled, his skin was now bronzed and healthy looking, despite his habitual drinking and his sandy coloured hair had gained lustre and was even more unruly than before. He had also just discovered the fascinating world of classical music. Dependent on his mood he veered across the whole spectrum from Gustav Mahler, when severely morose, to Mozart when feeling buoyant. He supposed it was a sign of his increasing years and maudlin tendency to wallow in sentimentality but the music seemed to suit his new life. However, despite these changes he still veered towards the view that the whole world was against him. What he really needed was someone else in his life because above all he was lonely.




  Feeling the gentle undulations of the sea as the waves slapped the bow with increasing frequency; Guy gathered speed to seven knots. He raised his head lazily to check the horizon and then slipped back into a semi-comatose position. As far as his eyes could see, the sea was empty, no one interfering with his own personal paradise. His was a life of extremes; highs such as today on Hidalgo feeling renewed in body and spirit, followed by lows as the alcohol took effect and self-destructive urges overcame him. He supposed he was going through a mid-life crisis as he had come off the treadmill of life. No ties, no debts, no regrets and above all a new determination to work only for himself.
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