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  Dedication




  To




  My son Christopher


  You will always be with us.




  


   




  ‘Study the past if you would define the future’




  Confucius




  


   




  ‘In Xanadu did Kublai Khan


  A stately pleasure home decree


  Where Alph the sacred river ran


  Through caverns measureless to man


  Down to a sunless sea’




  Samuel Taylor Coleridge




  Prelude


  Part One





  East Africa Coastline


  Malindi


  The year 1294




  Marco Polo was headed home; he’d been away over seventeen years serving his Asian Master, the Great Kublai Khan. He had left a boy and would return a man to tell of things no one from his world could imagine in their wildest dreams. He was incredibly proud of his homeland and couldn’t wait to tell the world of his adventures in Asia. In doing so, his name would become synonymous with travel. Before sailing for Venice he had promised the Khan he would complete a secret task his master would entrust only to him.




  The task had taken him from Asia across the Indian Ocean to Zanzibar and from there north to the great Kenyan estuary where he made landfall. Here, in a new and strange continent, he would complete his mission which was to ensure the Khan left a legacy that would underpin his Empire. He had given Marco two metal boxes; they were beyond value and required every possible measure to preserve what they contained for future generations.




  He journeyed upstream, the jungle closing in on all sides. Eventually he found a suitable place to bury half of the Khan’s legacy and having completed that task he headed back to the ocean. He intended to hide the remaining half of it on a tiny island in the Indian Ocean. After three days’ hard sailing, he landed on a small beach covered by undergrowth right down to the shore and only visible at very close quarters.




  This was the only voyage he wouldn’t be able to talk about in his subsequent tales. His tasks now completed, he could return to his beloved Venice to help build its stature and prominence in the world.




  1430 New Zealand, North Island


  48 degrees North, 166 degrees 55 east




  Admiral Zheng He could hardly believe what he was seeing. The noonday sun was disappearing, night was replacing day. The crews of his armada looked to him for guidance. Trying to keep calm he ordered the sailors to their stations to furl all sails, and fasten themselves to anything fixed to the deck. In total darkness the ships rocked violently and the more daring men lit torches. Slowly they regained confidence, the world wasn’t coming to an end but Zheng hadn’t experienced anything like this before.




  He was a pupil of the Mongol dynasty and had been chosen to educate the barbarian countries beyond the Mongolian borders by his Emperor, Zhu Di, the first to recognize the need to understand other countries’ cultures. He regarded it as his first duty to the greatest Mongol ruler, Kublai Khan. To carry out the programme, he had assembled the world’s largest ever fleet. It was to be an undertaking to exceed all his other achievements. Unfortunately, Zhu Di’s rule ended in 1424 and his death put an end to the idea of a maritime expedition. The new Emperor, Zhu Zhanji, revived the project but on a smaller scale and Zheng He was again given command of it.




  The Admiral looked apprehensively at the darkening sky; he was concerned for the safety of the legacy entrusted to him. The sky gradually lightened, illuminating the dark clouds with an ethereal glow; he wondered if this was God’s final strike. He hadn’t failed the Emperor totally, he had already deposited two of the three Artefacts entrusted to him, but what of the one he still had on board? His mind whirled as he thought of his own personal legacy - something he had done of his own volition that would be just as important to him as the Emperor’s task.




  During a voyage the previous year he’d established a group of trusted leaders in a monastery on a remote island called ‘La Gomera’ and named them, ‘The Elders.’ No one knew of his secret plan to engineer a world that would honour those who, like him, from humble birth had fought their way upwards to become powerful and revered. He hadn’t left the Emperor’s Artefacts with the new community; they needed to prove they understood his plans and find them from pointers left by certain historical leaders. He had still to deposit the remaining Artefact but that final task was in dire jeopardy.




  Zheng sensed something more frightening was imminent. The eye of the storm had passed but worst was yet to come. They made slow progress towards land before the world exploded again. Zheng’s eyes were seared by a flash of light and felt as though they were on fire. A comet twenty-six times brighter than the sun, screaming and blowing out the eardrums of the sailors had fallen near them and the howling wind ripped their main mast off. The world went black again.




  Zheng regained consciousness in semi-darkness and staggered up the gangway to see that Zhang Li, an experienced captain, had managed to regain control of the terrified crew who were now trying to work the oars. The ship was moving towards land, but struck something hard and grounded. He realized he would have to act fast to salvage the Artefact before the vessel broke up. It took eight men to move the crate from his cabin, slowly they maneuvered it onto the deck and heaved it over the side attached by a rope to a small boat that towed it ashore; the Emperor’s legacy was intact.




  Prelude


  Part Two





  New Zealand


  Poverty Bay


  October 9th 1769




  Captain James Cook, selected by the Admiralty for his exceptional navigational skills, thought Poverty Bay, off the North Island of New Zealand, a most suitable name for the harbour. It lacked any form of vegetation and had an inhospitable air about it. They were critically low on drinking water after the long voyage from Tahiti on HMS Endeavour.




  His Mission was to map the entire coastline and prove that New Zealand was not the Southern Continent, to observe the transit of Venus, and claim the vast lands in that hemisphere for His Majesty the King. So far he had succeeded. On his first attempt to land, natives had attacked the landing party, four had been killed and three more captured. The Marines returned later to get the critical water supplies, this time there was no resistance.




  Cook and his chief botanist, Joseph Banks, explored the terrain. On the top of a small hill Cook found a uniform pile of rocks, their sides interlinked with straight edges; no natural rock formation could ever look like that. He ordered marines to investigate and they began digging. They found a large iron casket, so heavy they needed to use lifting gear to get it out. There were Chinese characters on it and the date 1423. He ordered the casket to be put aboard Endeavour. He later established, from the Chinese script, that the casket had been put there by Admiral Zheng He and it required the finder to regard the casket as a legacy and re-bury it in nominated positions in different parts of the world. Cook accepted the responsibility to carry out the request.




  Australia 1770




  Three months later after his successful circumnavigation of New Zealand, Cook sailed to Botany Bay, so discovering Australia. He mapped its eastern coastline with its verdant and healthy looking topography and sailed steadily eastwards. The plan was to identify where the land ended, then head northwest. They made good progress and he noted the waves breaking further out to sea; he ordered a reduction in speed. The depth remained consistent so he decided to sail on through the night passing control of the ship to Lieutenant Molyneaux. In the early hours of the morning, on June 11th he was thrown from his cot by a violent Craaaack! The ship was held fast on a coral reef and settling down hard onto the sharp organisms, the ship’s timbers splitting as they did so; there was little that could be done until the tide changed.




  Land was at least eight leagues away and the odds on their survival weren’t good. Cook ordered everything moveable be thrown overboard even the cannons. The casket he had taken from New Zealand he treated differently, he and his cabin boy Svente made the box watertight, then threw it overboard with the rest of the ballast. He wrote the precise coordinates into his diary. Cook despaired at what threatened to be an inglorious end to an otherwise successful exploration.




  Through the great efforts of the crew, the ship was lifted from the coral reef with the rising tide. It was taking on too much water and clear they would sink long before they reached land. Cook resorted to fothering the ship, a process of pushing a spare sail under the damaged area of a broken hull to act as a huge bandage. Coated with wool and oakum it was fastened into place and, to their great relief, stabilized the ship. Eventually they made landfall in a river delta. He was amazed they hadn’t sunk when he saw the bow had been ripped clean away revealing a gaping hole which would require major repair work.




  Joseph Banks was delighted to find a tropical rain forest to explore. He’d never seen such flora and fauna. Cook gloomily calculated what would need to be done to set the Endeavour afloat. Cook regarded it as a matter of honour to carry out the wishes of a fellow explorer but he and Svente set to work to ensure the safety of his own legacy too.




  Alaska January 1778




  Cook’s third and final voyage on HMS Discovery took him to the frozen wastelands of northern Alaska. He was commissioned to find the North Western Passage, said to connect the Pacific Ocean with the Atlantic. He shouldn’t have agreed to undertake it. Everything he did seemed harder and he found himself constantly dreaming of his London home and beloved Yorkshire Moors. Only his commitment to leave his legacy as instructed kept him going. They had surveyed the harsh Alaskan landscape without finding an entry route to the Atlantic and now he headed west into Russian waters.




  Wearily he went ashore with two trusted marines and Svente. In the most westerly point he could find they located a suitably flat, sheltered surface and cut into hard tundra. The work finished, he stood back and saluted, honour between the explorers was complete; his mission was accomplished. He made copious notes in his diary before passing it to Svente. To everyone’s relief, he gave orders to set sail southwards, back to warmer climes. Cook had honoured a man he regarded as one of the world’s most daring sailors. Instinctively he knew what he had done would be of value long after his death. The following February in 1779, after again sailing around the Pacific, he lay dead on the shores of Hawaii.




  Chapter 1




  Soufriere St Lucia


  Present Day




  The gentle breeze rustling the sails did little to cool the heat of the day as Guy Tresanton carefully navigated his yacht, Hidalgo, between rocky outcrops under the Twin Pitons on the south-western coast of St Lucia. He, his business partner Rose Ling, and their clients, an Australian couple, had been sailing around the more southerly Caribbean. After visiting twelve of the thirty Grenadine Islands in the past ten days, and fished for marlin and swordfish, they had steadily made their way back north. The return voyage had been exhilarating but he was glad to be heading home.




  They made an unlikely looking team. Guy was just over six feet tall and had a mop of unruly sandy hair that obscured his wind-bronzed features. Rose, a petit Chinese girl, was shorter, much younger, and had long black hair secured at the nape of her neck with a crimson silk scarf. Having given up the rat-race to establish his own business here, Guy was determined to make a success of their venture. Rose came from a different background. Before meeting Guy, she had intended to be a detective but had become involved with him in a maelstrom of tumultuous events that had almost killed them. Despite these obvious differences, they had a wide range of skills that complimented each other perfectly, and contributed towards the progress of a moderately successful charter business. The company now owned two yachts, the Hidalgo and a smaller vessel currently undergoing engine repairs, called Yellow Dragon.




  They had been drawn together initially after discovering their fathers were in the same field of psychiatry. Subsequent events served to bind them even closer. It was a comforting first for Guy to have a female friend without the spectre of sex and relationships becoming involved. They had gradually melded into an easy-going partnership that led, over time, into them using affectionate nick-names. Rose called him Bear and he called her Viper. There wasn’t much Guy couldn’t share with his partner, instinctively trusting her vision and instincts, whilst Rose saw Guy as a rock in an increasingly fraught world. Their partnership also enabled them to fight a common enemy.




  Six months had passed since their exhausting battle with a ruthless Chinese criminal named Zheng Wan, known to both friends and enemies as The Teacher. They had survived numerous brushes with death during a struggle with him for possession of a priceless Artefact called Drake’s Shield. It was a conflict they had lost. His success meant he was now in possession of two of the four priceless Artefacts they both sought; the Columbus Cross and Drake’s Shield. In addition he had earlier captured the iconic Sword of Islam, originally discovered by the English explorer William Dampier. Supported by a network of devoted followers and meticulous in his planning, he was always two steps ahead of them and well on his way to gaining the remaining Artefacts and thereby succeeding in his ambitions.




  Though he never understood how it was possible, Guy found he was often able to access The Teacher’s innermost thoughts; the information told him what the man was planning. Zheng Wan knew of the connection and regarded it as intolerable; it made Guy a marked man who must be destroyed. Guy and Rose had increasingly become exposed to The Teacher’s growing strength and, following their frustrated efforts to secure Drake’s Drum, had gratefully taken a sabbatical, glad of the time to recover from their bitter disappointment. They had their own lives to lead and this was what Guy really enjoyed, detached from the world’s problems with only nature to contend with in the shape of wind and sea, and of course the occasional mechanical breakdown.




  There were other problems. The Teacher was now President of the Elders; an organisation set up centuries before by the explorer Zheng He and dedicated to overseeing and guiding human affairs. From this powerful position, he fully intended to further his own ends by using their power and influence. The Members had recently realised his real motives and were beginning to fight back, but their retaliation had been compromised by a painful schism that had ruptured their unity and threatened to destroy them. The second problem was more personal. The fathers of both Guy and Rose were in the power of Zheng so anything they did needed to take that into account. A further worry was the mysterious disappearance of their policeman friend, Brian Montcalm, known to everyone as ‘Monty’, the Chief Inspector of Police in Bermuda.




  The Hidalgo, a Southerly 135RS, forty-five feet long and custom-built, had been totally refitted after incurring significant damage in previous exchanges with The Teacher, and now sailed like a dream. Guy was already looking forward to the next charter even though he knew he would never escape his enemy’s attention that was like an itch that wouldn’t go away. He relaxed in an easy chair on the deck basking in the warmth of the sun and waiting for their guests to appear.




  The itch returned with a vengeance from the most unlikely quarter, Rose. She emerged onto the deck wearing her standard uniform, torn denim shorts with a rumpled red tee shirt and crimson silk scarf in her hair. Her face wore a worried frown as she strode towards him. “Guy, we can’t hide forever, our fathers need us,” she said, the frown deepening. He was somewhat taken aback by her opening remark and wasn’t so sure. “Don’t you think they’re safer if we aren’t visible; you know how The Teacher reacts when he sees me? Besides someone would have contacted us from the Elders if we were needed, that was the deal.”




  “You’re kidding yourself; you know our fathers are likely to be deep inside The Teacher’s organisation. We have to find them… and besides what of Monty.”




  “He too told us to disappear. We said a year, Rose, it’s been only eight months and if we get involved again it may make things worse. Our fathers must have The Teacher’s trust to have survived this long, that is if they’ve survived at all. For all we know they could be dead.”




  “I can’t believe you are saying that. Has the sea air gone to your head? We must do something,” she said crossly.




  “Do what, exactly, Viper?”




  “Don’t call me that it makes me even madder. We know his base is in Vietnam. We should strike there, catch him by surprise; he’ll never expect it.” Guy shook his head. “Even if we could find his headquarters, which I very much doubt; we’d be dead before we got within a hundred miles of it. Besides we only have it on second-hand information that he is based there. The Elders insist we maintain a low profile after Aruba, until they judge the time’s right. They haven’t let us down before. I had a personal message from Emerald, she was very insistent that we should keep away.”




  “Yes well, she isn’t personally involved,” replied Rose with feeling, “for all we know she could be working for the damned Teacher.”




  “Rubbish, she’s done a lot for us Rose; you know that, she is also a link to The Whistler.”




  “You still believe that such a person exists?” replied Rose incredulously. “That’s never made sense to me, why does he only whistle to you and not actually talk? If he’s gone to the huge trouble of finding you, then why doesn’t he give you detailed advice rather than just whistling at you for God’s sake?”




  “Rose, I’ve told you before, I don’t know, but I do know what I hear. I sense it during the night, you know that. I know it sounds crazy but I’ve heard it a number of times, the whistle cadences wake me and there’s no one there. It always delivers a warning. I just know the sounds exist. God! You’re in a feisty mood today Viper, how about an early morning swim to cool off?” His suggestion was swept aside, she waved her hand in the air and her face became more animated. “And you are being impossible,” she retorted. “We can’t go on hiding like this after all we have put into the fight. Can’t you see that, or has this lazy environment got to you? People’s lives are at risk and it’s too serious to believe in whistlers or ghosts who choose not to make themselves known to you.” She was becoming ever more agitated and Guy again tried to calm her down. He took hold of her hand and drew her closer to him. “The risks are huge if he is a spy in The Teacher’s circle,” he said quietly. “We wouldn’t want to lose his help, would we? I think we should wait a little longer.”




  “Very well, so assuming that is the case, why aren’t the Elders helping us more directly?” asked Rose, her chin held high in a challenging attitude.




  “Jade, the Chair, can’t be seen to be taking sides, The Teacher is their President so she has to appear neutral. Perhaps that’s why they utilize The Whistler. Maybe he’s unable to speak, a mute, perhaps. I do know that on La Gomera there is an ancient tradition of Silbo which is men communicating over vast distances through networks of whistlers. They say whistling carries much farther than the human voice.” Rose was unimpressed. “So you think this is their way of communicating with us in this high tech age?” Guy pulled a face and looked defensive. “Sometimes the old ways are the most effective. I am quite sure he will let me know if there’s a problem.”




  “So we just sit here doing nothing until something happens? For God’s sake, Guy, we’ve both lost track of our fathers, your mother has vanished too and you just sit there as if nothing can be done. Well I’m sorry but it’s not in my nature to do that. I accept I should have told you earlier but I’ve already taken some action.”




  Guy sat bolt upright, suddenly alarmed. “What!” She met his gaze calmly. “I made some enquiries last month when we stopped off in St Lucia,” she told him. “I met with Aunt Beatrice and Blackie.”




  “I didn’t know you’d been to see Blackie, you should have told me; he might know where my mother has gone.”




  “I doubt it, they hate each other’s guts, I know I should have told you but it was only a brief visit when you were busy refurbishing the Hidalgo. They’re both pretty senile now so you wouldn’t have enjoyed it anyway, and I know you don’t like my aunt.”




  “So what was the old battleaxe’s advice?” Guy asked.




  “To try and find out more about my father by talking to The Teacher’s people; they might give something away.” Guy shook his head and gripped her hand harder. “I can’t believe you did all this without talking to me, Rose, we’re supposed to be a team, remember?”




  “You didn’t want to talk about it, so Beatrice advised me to call them.”




  “I bet she did, who did you contact?”




  “I made the call and before I knew it I was speaking to Sabine. When I realised it was her I hung up pretty fast.” Guy leaped to his feet, all thoughts of comfortably sunbathing gone from his mind; now he was worried, really worried. “You did what?” he snapped. “We promised Jade that we’d make contact only through the Elders. You must know that Sabine is The Teacher’s most ruthless killer. What the hell did you tell her? ”




  “Only that I want to know where my father is.” Rose was beginning to share his concern.




  “For God’s sake, Rose, it’s a wonder we haven’t had The Teacher’s hordes after us here already; she will almost certainly have tracked down your location.”




  “I told you I hung up.” Rose protested weakly.




  “It doesn’t matter; you’ve put us in great danger.” Guy began to pace the deck, concentrating on what might happen as a result of Rose’s action. She still seemed unaware of the possibilities.




  “Perhaps but it’s better than just waiting for others to suffer; we have to do something,” she said defiantly.




  “I care as much as you do; only I’m trying to be sensible,” snapped Guy. Rose turned away and stormed below, dismissing Guy and his comments with a toss of her head. Women! He would never understand them. It was so unlike Rose to do this; she was normally so stable and sensible.




  As Rose vanished below deck, Duncan, a large ruddy faced man, came through the hatch and made his way across to the stern rail where Guy was gazing thoughtfully at the horizon.




  “Bit of trouble with the domestics, mate?” he grinned, “She seemed a bit upset.”




  “Nothing to worry about,” Guy replied; but he wished the man hadn’t witnessed his spat with Rose. He strode across the deck, dropped into the swivel chair in front of the control panel and pressed the button to start the engine. After raising both anchors, he carefully edged Hidalgo into the south eastern shoreline, an uninhabited area of cliffs fringed by rainforest. “I was going to ask if the two of us could go ashore today, I need some female-free time if you know what I mean… and I’d guess you do too,” said Duncan taking a drink of water. “The forest over there looks interesting.”




  “Well, you’re the client; we could go fishing, there’s fresh water fish.” Guy said. Suddenly he realised that what Duncan had said was true, he did need a change of scene and company.




  “Are the fish good there?” asked Duncan, his weather-beaten features accentuated by the sun’s heat and his considerable stomach flowing over his shorts. “Good enough,” replied Guy, “up there on the hillside there’s a fast flowing stream.” He pointed with his right index finger. “I was chased by a mad Spaniard along its ridge last year, hell of an experience. I saw the river then. I’ll move closer inshore and re-anchor.”




  “Male bonding time, sounds good and looks like you need some space,” smiled Duncan. “Freshwater fish it is. Ailsa’s a bit off colour today so she’ll be happy to stay aboard and read.” Rose had locked herself in her room; Guy wished they hadn’t argued; they so seldom fell out. It constituted a strong defence when encountering constant threats to their very existence. He cursed silently and resolved to make it up immediately on their return. He’d been naive to think he could get away from it all for a year. Rose had taught him before, you had to stand up and be counted; you can’t always just run.




  “Right, let’s go now then,” he said brusquely.




  Though he regretted arguing with Rose, he was still angry she could have put them all in danger. He could see the need to push things along, as Rose had so forcibly pointed out, but it had been a grave mistake to make that call two weeks ago; there was no telling what could have happened since. He was surprised they hadn’t had a visit already. Deep within him he knew it was time to re-enter the fray and just recently had begun to think more and more about Lorna, the only surviving daughter of the evil Stig Oleson. She had left him to work in her father’s old base up in the Arctic Circle with her step-mother Diane. He couldn’t understand why she had gone; they had been lovers and for a short time she had been the girl of his dreams, dreams that were tinged with sadness. His previous girlfriend had been Lorna’s sister, Leila, who had died in tragic circumstances at the hands of The Teacher’s men. Perhaps Lorna hadn’t been able to live with that and left rather than tell him the brutal truth. Either way he needed to find out. The obstreperous Aussie and his shrewish wife, Alisa, would be gone tomorrow and they would be free to make plans to re-engage on their terms before The Teacher found them. His day-dream was shattered by a loud call from Duncan. “C’mon mate, don’t hang about, it’s our last day, let’s make it a good ‘un.”




  “We will,” Guy assured him. He had long since tired of the Aussie’s strong but shallow opinions formed by a weak intellect. It was the only downside of the yacht charter business; you didn’t get to choose your customers. They climbed into the dinghy at the stern of Hildago and headed for the shore a couple of hundred yards away.




  Duncan stepped out of the dinghy and set off up the beach, his legs wobbling slightly after so long at sea. He turned to Guy and said. “I’ve brought my binoculars; hope there’s something worth seeing.”




  “You only need the rods for fish,” mumbled Guy sarcastically as he passed them over.




  “What’s the deal with Rose and you?” Duncan asked during a rest they had taken for a breather. Guy had no intention of discussing personal matters with his client.




  “What do you mean?” he asked.




  “Well… you’re not an item are you?” Duncan gave a suggestive wink.




  “That’s none of your business.” The response came so sharply that for a moment Duncan said nothing then he said. “She seems a nice girl; I quite fancy a quiet evening with her.”




  “You’re a married man,” Guy reminded him.




  “Never stopped me before,” replied Duncan, grinning mischievously.




  “She’s off-limits as far as you’re concerned. Don’t go near her or you’ll regret it.” The menace in Guy’s voice was unmistakable, but the Aussie either ignored the threat or failed to note it. “Only wondering if she came with the deal; I’m happy to pay extra if you know what I mean.” He gave a lop-sided grin and a wink to show he was used to doing this sort of deal. Guy felt his temper rising. “I’ll ignore that remark, just this once,” he snapped and strode ahead, wondering why he was getting so defensive about Rose. She could look after herself. Duncan was unrepentant. “Only asked,” he said, “no offence meant, mate.” He waddled up the bank puffing heavily. Guy watched him, he realised that he really didn’t like this man. “Hope you fall and break your damned neck,” he whispered. Rose was right, they had work to do, and this wasn’t it.




  They climbed higher into thick, tranquil forest, the sun shining brightly through the trees. Guy scanned the scene, looking for the freshwater stream and at the same time trying to keep the two rods from snagging on the low undergrowth. “It’s nothing like as impressive as Oz, though it does remind me a bit of Danetree. That’s a real tropical jungle, full of snakes,” said Duncan. “It’s a damn sight more dangerous too; we’ve got seven of the eight deadliest snakes in the world for a start.”




  “There’s only one deadly snake here and it’s got a fat arse,” murmured Guy to himself. He spotted the stream he had been searching for. “Over there,” he gestured, hoping they would catch something quickly so he could get back to Rose. He cursed as he saw his mobile’s signal had gone so he couldn’t call her. “There’s a narrow gully in the trees ahead, and the fish will be waiting, so keep quiet,” he said softly.




  “Right behind you,” whispered Duncan and they crept forward, the big man wheezing heavily.




  Guy gently pushed his way through the thick undergrowth and finally emerged into the gully he was looking for. “We’re here,” he said, noticing his mobile now had a signal; he pressed the call button, relieved to hear the familiar dialling noise. He lifted the unit to his ear and as he did so the world exploded around him, blackness enveloped him as he fell headlong forward into a world of nothingness.




  He was travelling down a long black tunnel feeling at first absolute peace, then suddenly he felt intense pain as reality returned with a vengeance. What had happened to him? He cursed as he felt a painful throb on the back of his head. He reached up and pushed wet ferns out of his face and looked around him. He had landed on a large boulder at the edge of the stream, just inches from a long drop. He staggered to his feet and saw the sun was sinking beyond the hill to the west. God! He must have been laid there for at least six hours. What the hell had happened and where was Duncan? He felt dried blood on his neck and leaning carefully over the edge of the boulder fell forward into the stream, ducking his head into the freezing cold water. He drank a little and slowly his head cleared though he felt matted blood and a huge bruise under his hairline. He’d fallen some forty feet and could see the large boulder that had stopped him from going right over the edge to certain death. He had to get back to Hidalgo; Duncan, the bastard, had clearly knocked him out with the binoculars and then pushed him over the edge hoping he would be killed. It couldn’t have been anyone else but the Aussie who had planned all this, but for what reason? Rose was in grave danger; that damned call to Sabine had sent Duncan here working for The Teacher.




  His head buzzed and ached at the same time. For a while he wandered around the same hills he had traversed a year earlier. He shook his head in despair, his mobile was gone, and so were the fishing rods. He staggered down towards the beach relieved to see Hidalgo in the distance peacefully at anchor exactly where he’d left her. He reached the shore twenty minutes later and cursed, the inflatable dinghy had gone, the cove was deserted. He shouted across to Hidalgo but there was no response. There was nothing else for it; he would have to swim the two hundred yards. Gathering his strength he plunged into the sea, gasping as the cold penetrated his light clothes, and ten minutes later reached the yacht, grateful that the ladder had been left down at the stern. He clambered aboard tired, cold and very worried. The whole thing had been a charade, the charter trip, the whole damned lot and he had played straight into their hands. “Rose where are you?” he yelled.




  He ran below looking for any clues, but found nothing. He groaned as he noticed the smashed communications system. They had a second mobile phone for emergencies and to his relief it was still in its hiding place under the navigation table, it was flashing with a text message, his eyes widened in surprise as he saw the familiar name, Monty. Its battery slowly died as he held it, leaving him staring at a blank screen, then ran to Rose’s room hoping to find her mobile. He found it hidden under the mattress on her bunk. The very fact she’d left it meant she was in big trouble. She never went anywhere without it. His stomach lurched as he grabbed it and checked the messages…nothing. He tried to make a call out but the damned thing wasn’t working, he was well and truly alone.




  He shivered, he needed a shower to warm him and get rid of the aches and pains of the last hour. As he towelled himself dry he looked around; everything was in perfect order as if nothing had happened, a modern day Marie Celeste apart from Rose’s clothes; they were strewn around haphazardly; she obviously hadn’t gone of her own volition. He sat down heavily and carefully scanned the horizon with binoculars, but saw nothing of interest. Turning on the yacht’s emergency radio, he surfed the shipping channels but nothing had been reported in the area. How the hell had they got away? He examined the decks and found some long marks on the main deck area, a bloody helicopter, he should have realized. He took stock, at least they hadn’t taken Hidalgo and as far as he could tell nothing was missing from the boat and the engine worked; this was more sinister than piracy or stealing.




  He mechanically started the engine feeling guilty about Rose, who could be dead now or in Duncan’s clutches. He recalled how the man had talked salaciously about her; he had been a fool. He went over to the bridge to set the direction. As he raised the sails and took a bearing from the old, much treasured brass compass he had restored and spent hours bringing into working order; he saw some words scribbled on the floor. The instrument was his prized possession and underneath it in a false bottom he kept important documents. He bent low to read the words and found a scrawled note in lipstick that made his blood go cold - Teacher.




  Chapter 2




  Tromso Arctic Circle


  Valgrind




  The fierce wind carrying icy sleet cut like sharp knives through the man’s heavy clothes as he strode from the land-cruiser into Valgrind, his base and refuge in the frozen north. A powerful man in both stature and countenance he automatically attracted attention as he entered the building. Born a Russian he was used to the cold so the location didn’t faze him; in fact he preferred it; it helped him think more clearly. His cold, feral eyes gave the impression of a wolf ready to pounce, but this predator had become the prey. He had been a graduate of The Teacher’s academy, where the most fanatical and loyal supporters were indoctrinated. None of the other students had questioned their tasks, however outlandish or extreme, but he’d realised they were being brain-washed and had rebelled. It was an act of bravery, or idiocy, that no one but he, Jochi, had ever attempted. It was a precedent The Teacher would not allow to become established. He was now regarded as a traitor to the cause who must be eradicated and as a result he needed to be constantly on his guard.




  His master had seen his exceptional potential, had re-named him after Genghis Khan’s first son and promoted him. The name had not been endowed lightly and Jochi had at first considered it a great honour and later a great irony; his namesake had also rebelled against his father. However, unlike the original Jochi, who had been hunted down and ruthlessly murdered by his father, he had so far survived. His opportunity to act effectively had come when The Teacher ordered him into active duty. He had used money and influence with three senior Elders who thought he would be a safe alternative to The Teacher. They were convinced they had bought his services, but he was beholden to no one.




  He had succeeded in orchestrating a split in The Teacher’s ranks and at the same time a schism in the Elders’ organization. This had seriously damaged The Teacher’s power with the group and for that there would be no forgiveness. Both the Elders and The Teacher’s organisations were now in some disarray. It was a schism they could ill afford and The Teacher was struggling to stay in control of each. In another direction, he had subsidized Diane Oleson and become a partner in the business she had established at the site of Stig Olsen’s notorious experiment with breeding control, known as The Huldra Twelve. That had involved twelve girls selected to receive the gift of eternal life and, using stem cells, create a new master race. The project had been swiftly discredited and defeated. Still the base provided ideal cover. It was the last place his enemy would look for him while he planned the next stage of his activities. He was his own master now and had chosen his course carefully; all part of his break from the strict Islamic teachings that The Teacher was focused upon. Most importantly, he had the second Artefact, Drake’s Shield, safely stored at the base and a strong lead to the whereabouts of the next one. Literally from the roof of the world, he would launch his plan to acquire more Artefacts. He had declined the opportunity to steal the Sword of Islam and left it in its hiding place. It wasn’t part of the set of four Artefacts with Chinese script detailing directions, he believed, to finding the Khan’s Prophecy.




  His major breakthrough had been when The Teacher’s trusted associate, Sabine, had confided to him that a piece of paper had been discovered that would lead to a diary written by a cabin boy on Captain Cook’s journey, that was the next Artefact. She had inadvertently told him it was located in an old antiques shop down by the waterfront in Gothenburg. For his partner, Stefan, it had been relatively easy to acquire the paper and it did indeed give a clue to the diary’s location. Unfortunately the damned piece of paper had gone missing; it was intolerable. There must be a traitor operating in Valgrind who had to be found and dealt with, which was why he was here now. He took off his coat and shouted for his attendant. He would find the damn thing if it meant turning the place inside out.




  ~~~~~~




  Despite her age of fifty years, Diane Oleson had a striking figure which helped run her ex-husband’s health and beauty resort. The spa was marketed not only as being able to heal the body but, with the bracing air of the Arctic, healing the mind too. Her motivation was partly a fierce determination to succeed and emerge from her husband’s shadow, and part philanthropic to help the survivors of its unsavoury past as a Nazi-style breeding camp. She had provided employment to some of the unfortunate victims of her husband’s horrendous experiments in Aryan purity. However, finances were a constant problem due to low numbers and the remote location. After much soul-searching, she had accepted Jochi’s offer of help, help he had assured her would be in the form of a partnership and was purely to help the girls. It was an offer that having accepted, she was now bitterly regretting. It had put her under his control and the effects of it felt like a vice clamping ever tighter as he exerted greater domination.




  The product of a violent childhood herself, she was determined not to give up; she knew the girls were psychologically damaged and would not find it easy to reacclimatize to the modern world, so she employed them at the spa, giving them the chance to restart their lives. After nearly a year, she felt they were reaching a tipping point that made her think about her own future. She had advertised the spa as being the ultimate in providing relaxing, luxury breaks that featured the spectacular Northern Lights. Initially demand had been good, but recently it had fallen away dramatically, forcing her to re-assess the business and conclude she had no chance of survival. She had been supported in her venture by Lorna, her stepdaughter; they had formed a strong bond through suffering mutual tribulations. Fortunately they had a solution in the form of an offer she had received from the most unlikely of places. Together it would take them away from Jochi and his bullying ways; all they needed was a little time and a considerable amount of money. That remained a problem since her dead husband’s estate had been impounded to pay his victims. She received Jochi’s call to meet him in his office with some trepidation.




  Her fears were confirmed when she saw his face. She stood and stared back at him across the wide desk. “The page, where is it?” he demanded, seeking to intimidate her from the beginning. Diane spread her hands. “We’ve looked everywhere; with all these workmen on site it’s impossible to know who has it.”




  “I won’t tolerate this Diane, you are responsible for security.” He leaned across the desk and fixed her with a hard stare. Diane was unmoved and stared back at him. “We are doing what we can.” she said firmly.




  “Seal the base. You have until tomorrow to find it or I will take action.” He leaned back in his chair, his face a mask of fury.




  “What sort of action?” she asked and felt full of foreboding at his reply.




  “You’ll find out, now send me one of the girls.”




  “I don’t approve of that,” replied Diane coldly,” “besides there’s only Lorna and Soraya here.”




  “I want a massage, that’s what they do isn’t it?” he snapped.




  He rose from his desk and stormed off to his private rooms slamming the door of the office behind him. Diane groaned to herself; the man was a monster and her only male support was a retired police officer called Rochembach who physically would not last five minutes against this man.




  “The girls hate him,” her friend Soraya told her angrily when Diane recounted what had happened. “He scares them.” One of the survivors of Oleson’s experiment, she had stayed on to help with the administration. “Not for long,” Diane assured her, “we’ll soon be out of this mess, besides you know how to cope with him, get him drunk and he’ll fall asleep before he can touch you.”




  “It’s very dangerous for Soraya,” Lorna said as she entered the room. “We need to get rid of him; hopefully this Stefan can moderate his behaviour a little.”




  “First time here, came from Germany,” replied Diane, “but he’s probably just as bad.”




  “Probably,” snapped Lorna in disgust, “they’re after only one thing; Jochi has been after it from me ever since he came here, and to think he saved me from rape in Prague last year, what a change in him!” A tall slim and striking Nordic blond with piercing cold blue eyes, Lorna dominated any situation she was in. Her father’s death had been a Nirvana moment for her as she came to terms with what he had done. She had been spoiled by him as a child and later by awestruck male admirers. Her mother and father had parted; her mother Jacqui going off to live abroad with Leila, her sister, she had chosen to remain with her father.




  She had eventually seen through him and had been about to join her mother and Leila when they both suffered a horrible death, her mother Jacqui drowned, her sister was murdered. The subsequent violent death of her father and realization of what he had done made her determined to make up for his misdemeanours. The girls were under her care and she was fiercely protective of them. She was here despite the appealing attentions of Guy Tresanton; it was chance to make good her past, was her own cleansing ritual and the reason she’d come back to this freezing, remote part of the world. Until now she hadn’t regretted her decision but she had a deep sense of foreboding at the behaviour of Jochi.




  “He needs controlling.” she said firmly.




  “I can’t do that,” Diane confessed.




  “I can, and I will.” Lorna scowled, brushed back her blonde hair and stared defiantly across at Diane. “Then we move on, Stephy.” She used the pet name for her stepmother when she was trying to make a point and smiled.




  “How is the next batch of bookings?” asked Diane.




  “Mostly Russians, which means fat old ladies where it’s hard to tell where the flesh ends and the body starts,” smiled Soraya. She’d shared many experiences with Lorna on Oleson’s other project, a floating health farm, and their bond was exceptionally strong, another reason Lorna had come back to help.




  “Are there any new ones?” asked Diane.




  “Only a couple; it’s time to move on Diane, the cruiser idea will work. I did a rough market survey and it’s clear there is a strong demand for the concept of a floating health farm. I have total ownership of it and from what I’m told it is now seaworthy, albeit not fully fitted out for work yet.”




  “How long is it to completion?”




  “About two months to be totally ready but possibly earlier if I can find the money. As I said it’s seaworthy but you know what my father did to it so the money is very tight. As you know it’s a significant size and had six diesel engines that have been refurbished plus a gas turbine. It’s an impressive sight when ready to sail.”




  “Exactly why we have Jochi,” replied Diane. “We need to generate some cash while we wait for the ultimate in floating health clinics to be made ready. The possibilities are huge, and will be our tickets to the big time so please stick with him for now.”




  “If he tries to attack me, it will be all over. It’s a good job Soraya knows how to handle him; one day one of the other girls will get badly hurt.”




  “How much more money do we need?” asked Diane.




  “A million euros,” replied Lorna quietly. “It’s taking all the money I was left plus maxing out on my credit limits against this place; we have to face facts, we will need help. They’re going to take it on a major sea trial and look for a commission whilst they slow down the refit. I’m told there is the possibility of a big cargo commission on the horizon which would give us the necessary time and money.”




  “We’ll find a way,” agreed Diane, “but now we need to find that damned sheet of paper.”




  “Diane, I hate to tell you but Rochembach was the last to see it; he said he would check that it was authentic for Stefan.”




  “Then we do have a problem,” said Diane in horror. As she turned, her old friend entered the room, his sad eyes confirming the worst. “I’m so sorry Diane, I did take it but I have a reason, a very good reason but I must keep it to myself.”




  “Keep it to yourself?” Diane exploded. “Have you any idea what trouble this is causing? I must be told where it is, who has it and why you gave it to him.” Stefan spread his hands and shook his head. “I can see all that but I can’t tell you until tomorrow. I promise I’ll tell you then.”




  ~~~~~~




  The base was deathly quiet as a hooded man surreptitiously left the compound at three o’clock the following morning, taking great care to keep to the shadows. He made his way across to the vehicle compound, the overnight blizzard had eased enough to enable him to get a snow mobile moving. He wasn’t used to the biting cold and had taken a big risk by taking the assignment from his superior at Interpol. It meant he was unable to tell anyone, even Guy and Rose or his beloved niece, Jemina, all so he could get ahead of The Teacher and find the third Artefact. Bringing him to justice was now his life’s major task and he couldn’t have picked a harder quarry, one where extraordinary nerve and determination were necessary.




  Chief Inspector Brian Montcalm had been nearing retirement when his world had been turned upside down by the arrival of Guy and Rose. Not that he was bothered by that, on the contrary they had given him a new lease of life, a sense of purpose that had become a personal journey for him. He had taken extended leave of absence from his posting to work in secret for Interpol and an Inspector Jakeman had taken his place. But his recent efforts had been a strain on his constitution and he realised he was getting too old for this sort of activity.




  He had by chance listened in to a conversation in Aruba between Sabine and Jochi. They had revealed the clue and the need to act quickly. His superior at Interpol had immediately agreed they should take precipitate action in what was a growing crisis. He had approached his old colleague, Kurt Rochembach, on his arrival who had arranged for him to enter the complex in the guise of a contractor and had given him the precious piece of paper sought by Jochi. Now, with the net closing rapidly, sparked by Jochi’s unexpected arrival, he had to get out whilst there was a break in the weather. Thanks to Rochembach’s trust in him, he had remained under the radar screen for two days before grabbing the chance to escape. During his time at the base he had discovered, to his dismay, the local police were on Jochi’s payroll, so what should have been a straightforward run to police headquarters had become impossible.




  He gritted his teeth against the cutting wind and accelerated the snow mobile, heading out into the dark night anxiously hoping he hadn’t been seen. He drove north to Tromso because there was nowhere else to go and as he drove he reflected on his assignment. The International Community was faced with a challenge that needed precipitate action. He had to take the fight to The Teacher or they would be beaten. It was an intricate game of chess where the defensive player was making a daring raid to the opponents’ back line. Rochembach had been reluctant to give him the piece of paper but had eventually done so. He hoped the man wouldn’t be persecuted but wasn’t in a position to help even if he was. He was now himself a hunted man, a novel experience for a copper made worse by not being able to call on the local police for help. He took a final look back and slammed the accelerator down hard just as a bright beam of light suddenly sliced through the darkness. He ducked down and veered off northwards into the night, praying they wouldn’t catch him. Something whistled through the air and the snow sprayed up to his right; bullets! He ducked instinctively as all hell broke loose.




  Chapter 3




  Fortaleza Hidalgo


  La Gomera




  It was with some trepidation councillors made their way to the old monastery in the centre of the island, the ideal location for the Elders’ secret headquarters. They arrived, as always, with the greatest secrecy, usually at night to preserve their anonymity, their helicopters dropping out of the sky like visitors from another planet. They were a secret organisation comprising benefactors and rich industrialists whose mission was the same as it had been for the last six hundred years; to form a supporting body, designed to help all and any government around the world. They operated without any of the constraints faced by the United Nations, regarding themselves as a safety valve to mankind’s affairs; unfortunately that safety valve had ruptured. A schism within a schism had occurred. It was a nightmare scenario for those who had devoted years of their lives to the movement, though some had opted to publically declare themselves to be backing the emerging new forces, creating further tension.




  The Chair of the Elders, Jade, was now in her late eighties and increasingly feeling her age as she tried to hold her beloved institution together. She had ruled wisely and been saddened as The Teacher slowly usurped her power from his role as President. Her life’s work was here as it had been for her mother and her grandmother, Victoria Silver, who was the woman credited with transforming the Elders a hundred years earlier. Her mother had taken the reins after her death and led them to a powerful position in the previous generation. Now Jade was the leader and it was her responsibility to wrestle with the increasing demands of her office. In her weaker moments she wished she could retire and had actually identified a successor, but first she must ensure the organisation’s survival.




  They were a philanthropic entity and had been since Admiral Zheng He established them in the fifteenth century. They kept a very low public profile refusing all requests for interviews from the media. Being so secretive, it was often misunderstood and frequently thought of as subversive, like the Freemasons. Still, they had prospered and were the recipient of wealthy foundations, always seeking to manage the vagaries of human nature. Now for the first time they had to face internal conflict. With the challenge written into their constitution to find the great Artefacts, Jade had decided to act robustly.




  A senior Elder, Dr Oboto, had informed her of the rebellion, and without his intervention she would never have known of the plot. Acting decisively she had confronted the three members who had broken the rules by meeting Jochi clandestinely, pointing out that small groups of Elders were forbidden to take the rules into their own hands.




  The pressures of the modern world were creating great obstacles to the achievement of the objectives set by Zheng He. Within the last hundred years there had been two Asian breakaway movements both from Zheng Wan’s family. The Teacher was carrying on the disruptive work begun by his father; they were a family who saw the Elders and the Artefacts as power to be used for personal advancement, rather than for philanthropy. The ticking time-bomb was coming to fruition eight hundred years after the rule of Genghis Khan. The time of revelation was fast approaching; all involved intimately with the Elders knew what that meant. The Artefacts were the key; they had to be found and quickly brought under the Elders’ protection and control.




  The last helicopter arrived and the final delegates made their way to the conference hall. Jade braced herself; Jochi would not be here as he wasn’t on the council and wouldn’t want to risk being near The Teacher. The meeting began in its customary darkened environment, only Jade, her secretaries Emerald and Amethyst, plus the President were visible to all delegates to ensure everyone could speak their minds freely. Her longtime aide, Indigo, had recently retired leaving Amethyst as her day-to-day support. Jade reflected on how much she depended on her two faithful aides. Emerald had always been her strong right arm, ready to go into a fight and with a significant role outside the Elders; she had advocated action against The Teacher time and time again. Amethyst was far more reflective and had always been the one to advise caution. She could see, and would consider, all perspectives. She, too, though had finally come to the conclusion that action was now inevitable. Both were what kept her sane, her female warriors, ready to fight to the end. The code names were another part of the Elders’ tradition, only Jade knew their real names. For Emerald it was a necessity, she had to preserve her anonymity from her day job at all costs.




  Jade rose to her feet looking around the darkened room, a room full of memories, and delivered her opening words redefining the Elders’ true values she held so dear. Confronting Zheng needed direct action if they were to stop him using the Presidency as a means to his own ends, and leading to their ruin. “My friends, we have existed as a noble and benevolent body for many centuries, a conduit for humanity, ensuring its affairs are well managed. We have often steered politicians from conflict unless it’s irretrievable as it was in the case of the last two World Wars. We have managed to stay independent from all nations and creeds during this time, a fact I am particularly proud of. If we ever lose that independence, we lose everything. Riches and political power are strong temptations to deviate from our path, and have to be handled with great care as we manage our affairs below the world’s sight line. We have succeeded until now, but we are in danger of falling victim to the most repugnant of conflicts, a civil war that turns friends against each other and leaves all wondering who is to be trusted. All this is happening when we must be the sole guardians of the symbolic Artefacts. Our mission was laid down by our Founding Father when he landed on these shores centuries ago. It is to find those Artefacts when the time is right, and to ensure that the Khan’s Prophecy is found and made safe. Grave responsibilities that affect us all and can only be achieved through harmony; this is a most critical time.”




  Zheng Wan rose to his feet. He had been named by his father, Zhou Wang, after the great explorer Zheng He. Zhou had instilled his own ambitions into his son’s mind and Zheng had forcefully carried them forward, though defiantly dropping the ‘g’ from his surname as a sign of independence. He also insisted on been called The Teacher by all those who deferred to him to demonstrate who was in control. It was only with the Elders that he had to accept the use of his real name.




  “It’s clear to me,” he began, his voice clear and commanding, “That our mission is straightforward. Philanthropy is all well and good but we have to take direct action as a body and be ruthless. My philosophy has always been to lead with purpose and direction; I see precious little of that here at the moment. Indeed fiddling whilst Rome burns comes to mind. It is clear that what we have is a renegade who should be expelled. The Artefacts must be found and where I differ from our Chair is that I believe that must be done aggressively. We cannot sit back and wait for due process, listening to the ramblings of an old lady.”




  Jade was stung into a sharp response. “I may be old but I understand better than you what this institution stands for,” she snapped, “we must remain neutral, if we get directly involved we are no better than those who wish to use violence. We have followed Zheng He’s principle of enlightenment for six hundred years, now Zheng Wan here seeks to damage that with his dangerous ideas. Yes! For the first time on our history a schism has been created in the movement, one that I must act to heal.”




  “Forgive me, I am new to this august body,” said the Italian Fabrizio, a new entrant to the Elders. “As a robust body shouldn’t we embrace differences of opinion?”




  “Absolutely, but not at the expense of our over-riding principles,” Jade stated firmly.




  “So what do you propose to do to solve the problem of a fundamental difference between you and Zheng?” rasped an American billionaire called Stanton.




  “My position is clear and cannot be compromised. We are bound together by our oaths of philanthropy; all other considerations should be secondary.”




  “But we have a schism do we not, I see little sign of leadership either from our President or the Chair?” replied Stanton harshly.




  “You are entitled to your views,” Jade conceded. Stanton was voicing her private thoughts about Zheng, now she had to persuade the majority to a course of action favoured by her and her supporters. She continued. “I will be frank. The schism does represent a failure of leadership. Fortunately, on this occasion I have been able to repair the damage. It was created by the actions of Zheng Wan. You all have the details of his misdemeanours. They are made more serious by the fact that he has deliberately kept the recovered Artefacts under his personal control. I therefore propose a formal vote of no confidence in Zheng Wan’s leadership as President,”




  “Seconded,” came the voice of Dr Oboto.




  “The proposition, duly seconded is before you. So please vote now,” she said, and Jade smiled with relief as six green lights came on. Her voice reached every corner of the room. “The Chair can report that the proposal is carried. Six members voted for the motion and this automatically triggers a vote on whether the current President can remain in office.”




  “This is preposterous,” snarled Zheng standing up indignantly. “I was voted President for a full four year term.”




  “If you check the rules,” Jade said calmly, “you’ll see such a vote is perfectly in order.”




  “This is a crisis caused by your poor leadership not mine,”




  “No sir, it is you who has misused the terms of your office by appropriating two of the Artefacts and not returning them,” observed Stanton.




  “They are being stored safely for the Elders,” replied Zheng uncomfortably, conscious that Jochi had stolen the Shield from under his very nose.




  “I for one believe Zheng’s motives are honourable,” intoned the voice of Fabrizio. “Why have a vote of no confidence at such a difficult time, I fail to see why the current President has acted incorrectly.”




  “The evidence is clear,” opined Stanton, “we have not seen the Artefacts despite repeated attempts and requests to get them here.”




  “I have it on good authority,” interjected Dr Oboto, “that not only has our President no intention of returning the Artefacts but has apparently lost one of them, which I would describe at best as being very careless.”




  “That’s a damned lie,” retorted Zheng. “I have the Sword of Islam.”




  “But that’s not classified as an Artefact. And why does the one called Jochi claim to have Drake’s Shield?” asked Oboto. It was a question Zheng couldn’t or wouldn’t answer. He tried to bluff his way out of trouble. “They will soon be back under my control,” he rasped.




  “Really? I too am convinced our President isn’t fit to lead us, and decisive action must be taken before he ruins us all with his naked ambition. I for one did not dedicate my years here to go in such a direction.”




  “I strongly object,” began Zheng angrily, but was interrupted by Jade. “Above all we must preserve the integrity of this institution,” she said. “Now a formal vote of no confidence please.”




  “You need a two thirds vote to support a no confidence motion … eight people which you will never get,” snapped Zheng.




  “Not so!” The voice of Amethyst joined the discussion. Issues of Governance were her area of expertise. “The rules state that in an emergency, as defined by the Chair, a simple majority will suffice. We are directly in danger, so six votes is sufficient from the twelve.”




  “I warn you all it is a very dangerous move to allow this woman and her lackeys to bend the rules like this,” snapped Zheng looking around. “I have served this body for many years.”




  “The Artefacts,” Stanton pursued his attack. “Do you deny the accusation?”




  “I am merely their guardian, looking after them for the Elders. Do you think it wise to keep them in this decrepit place?” snapped Zheng.




  Jade decided it was time to take the heat out of the discussion. “We will take a short recess,” she announced, “When we return you all will have had the opportunity to consider the implications of what you are voting for. There must be no mistakes; our future is at stake.”




  “If you follow this woman then you will all fail,” cried Zheng getting to his feet and stalking to the back of the room. “Before you is a choice between success with me or back into the dark ages.”




  “That’s pretty clear,” Amethyst whispered to Jade. “The die is cast now, either to self-destruction with Zheng or survival with you. It all hinges on the next thirty minutes.”




  The vote of no confidence by secret ballot organized by Amethyst was duly held. As she looked at the result of the ballot, Jade smiled and breathed a long sigh of relief; she had won. She addressed the assembly again.




  “Members of the Council, the vote of ‘No Confidence in the President’ is carried by a majority vote of seven to five.”




  She looked across to Amethyst raising her eyes and smiling. “So, Zheng Wan I formally declare you dismissed as President and call for a new election to be held immediately.” She was elated; the intensive lobbying had paid off, that, plus her threats to expose the pro-Jochi faction. Now she could move to the second stage of her plan. “I now move to…...”




  “This is intolerable,” roared Zheng angrily banging his fist on his table.




  “Only because you make it so Zheng,” retorted Jade, then moving swiftly on added. “The Chair proposes Dr Oboto from Nigeria be our new President. He is a long term member of the Elders, a philanthropist to whom we owe a great deal, and someone I believe can put us back on our original course. If you recall Zheng, I did nominate him as your mentor last year but you didn’t accept the help.”




  “I am delighted to second Dr Oboto’s nomination,” said Stanton.




  “Are there any other nominations?” asked Jade. She looked around the darkened hall quickly. “No other nominations? Can I have a formal vote please?” Jade smiled as this time ten lights came on. “I do believe Dr Oboto that congratulations are in order,” she said, above the applause from the members.




  “Thank you, Madam Chair and the council,” smiled Dr Oboto a rotund looking medical doctor from sub Saharan Africa who had made his personal fortune through medical vaccines in the field of leprosy.




  “I’ll have no part of this travesty,” snapped Zheng.




  “You orchestrated an undemocratic vote.”




  “Are you resigning from the Elders?” asked Jade innocently.




  “No! Certainly not! I won’t give you that pleasure.”




  “Very well, you will take your place with the others. Dr Oboto the floor is yours.” All heads turned to the sixty-year-old African as a light snapped on above his head.




  “Thank you Councillors,” said the Doctor looking slowly around the room. He was unaccustomed to the light on his face. “We must move now to heal ourselves and, as Madam Chair has stated, avoid civil conflict at all costs. History shows us that is always the worst kind. I have given many years of my life to this cause and am proud to take the helm, though it will only be for a short while until the crisis is over and our historical objective is achieved. Then I will retire in peace and with a fulfilled mind,” He smiled broadly as he spoke. “I will deal dispassionately with this situation,” he continued. “I have always believed in being direct and forthright, it is the only way to succeed in my country so I will now say what Jade has not said. She is a true disciple of our founding father, Zheng He, and indeed what is known as the ‘Medici Inheritance’…. Stanton interrupted him. “Sorry,” he said, “I know nothing of this ‘Medici Inheritance’ what’s that all about?” The Doctor smiled at his fellow Elder. “It is the principle that rich benefactors can control and run a state from behind the scenes; Cosimo Medici did this in Venice centuries back. Our founder Zheng He went there before forming the Elders and enshrined that principle in our constitution.”




  “First I’ve heard of it, especially the bit about the Medici link,” said Stanton peevishly. Doctor Oboto acknowledged the comment with a brief smile and continued. “Paternal rule is always preferable to that of violence. Far too often the rule of force has dominated. That is my greatest burden and the reason I am here. Millions have died so that selfish tin-pot rulers could enrich themselves at the expense of their people. From Bokasa in the Congo, Mugabe, Charles Taylor in Liberia, Bashir in Sudan, I could go on. I will not allow this institution to fail because of similar behaviour. We will ultimately succeed despite the efforts of men like Zheng Wan.”




  His remarks provoked a wild outburst from Zheng. “Don’t lecture me when you’re from a bankrupt continent,” he shouted. “Success comes through strength of purpose not through paternalism.”




  “You would break this institution, if allowed to do so,” said Oboto firmly. “Fortunately wisdom and good sense have won the day.”




  “Madam Chair there is one other item,” said Zheng slyly holding up a manual for all to see. “I’m sure you will know this as a stickler for governance and regulations; I believe any outgoing leader has three months to hand over power unless fraud or murder has been committed. It’s called the period of grace.”




  “He is right,” confirmed Amethyst frowning. “Technically you have the leadership, but it has no power, it is therefore meaningless.”




  “I’ll be the judge of that,” snapped Zheng. “So, I invoke the three months clause.” he rose from his seat and strode to the door. In that time he would make damned sure he got what he needed, after all Jade was right, this was all only a means to an end for him.




  Later in the quiet of the old monastery’s atrium Jade sat sipping Earl Grey tea with Dr Oboto, sharing a peaceful moment after the tense meeting. “Well we’ve declared our hand now, it’s going to be tough to move forward when we have to second guess the damage Zheng can cause in the next three months,” pondered Oboto. “We have worked together too closely on this to fail now.”




  “I should have expected something sneaky from him but it doesn’t matter, you are the officially elected leader,” replied Jade quietly. “Besides what can he do in three months?”




  “Try to subvert the Elders before the next meeting without a doubt, and maybe use the authority of the Elders the wrong way.” Oboto wasn’t inclined to under-rate Zheng.




  “How can he do that with a secret organisation?” queried Jade.




  “You’ve seen how devious he is and unquestionably he has huge influence; a breakaway movement is possible.”




  “Unlikely, his authority here is limited now and I can veto anything he seeks to do, though we do need to take pre-emptive actions. I have found an interesting lead for us in the archives.”




  “And you the passive philanthropist,” smiled Dr Oboto.




  “I have my moments,” smiled Jade, “Needs must, and besides he has an Achilles heel.”




  “Which is?”




  “He believes there is someone who can interpret his actions, almost as though he is reading his mind. We can use that person without compromising our own position. Frankly, without him and his partner we would be in a much worse position than we are. Now we must actively help them; they have already suffered a great deal but they also have some personal involvement.”




  “What sort of involvement?”




  “Their respective fathers have disappeared into Zheng’s organisation.”




  “It is unfair to ask so much, particularly now we have raised the stakes,” said Oboto quietly. Jade replaced her tea-cup onto its saucer and put them down onto the table, a thoughtful frown on her face. “Guy Tresanton and his partner, Rose, have proved themselves immensely resilient so far,” she said.




  “Perhaps, but it’s a different battle now, a real war, one where we need professionals. This lead you mentioned. What is it?”




  “Something I read in my grandmother’s diary. I retrieved it from the vaults the other day or at least Amethyst did. She seems to know where everything is stored. She has been such an asset since she came here full time. Ironically the diary points us to Africa”




  “The location is ideal for the person I have in mind.”




  “This person must work with our friends; as I said they are Zheng’s Achilles heel.”




  “Understood. I think there will be a good fit; this person is someone who knows how to fight a dirty war.”




  “Who are they to link up with?” Jade knew of no group active in Africa.




  “A scary lady called Tapiwa; she’s an African uncut diamond with a reputation for ruthlessness and an attitude to match,” replied Oboto smiling ruefully. “She grew up in the jungle and is lethal at unarmed combat; a professional killer. I saved her brother’s life once; we can trust her implicitly.”




  ~~~~~~




  Zheng Wan’s private jet slowly descended into Abu Dhabi. He had just two months to find the Prophecy before the Elders turned on him. He’d bought himself a little time but was in no doubt the stakes had changed; they would fight him all the way. The Elders were purely a vehicle to him but one that was slowly coming out of a deep sleep. He might have to make a pre-emptive strike at the head of the institution before it became a threat to his plans, particularly if they started to expose his connections at the monastery. His helper within the organisation had given him a lead that could be invaluable. As always, they had met deep in the recesses of the old building when all were engaged elsewhere and this time it had paid dividends.




  He had underestimated Jade, though that alone didn’t worry him unduly. Success was his for the taking. Just a little annoyance to get out of the way in the North first then he would finish the Elders once and for all. He would destroy the place just as his father, Zhou Wang, had recommended all those years ago, he, Zheng, would finish off that work. As soon as they landed, Sabine, his greatest asset, came aboard; he was pleased to see her. She was his most loyal foot soldier, someone who would use whatever means were necessary to ensure success. Above all she knew Jochi intimately and therefore knew what had to be done. She dropped into the seat opposite her master, her lithe figure clad in tight leathers, her green eyes sparkling, complementing her red hair.




  “This page that Jochi has found, is it genuine?” he asked her after the briefest of greetings.




  “Yes, the information comes from one of my most reliable sources,” she replied. “Jochi misused our relationship back in Aruba and will pay dearly for that.”




  “You have learned a most important thing; now we need to strike fast,” Zheng advised her. “Time to show our traitor what happens to those who rebel. The Corporation ZTW is gearing up; the bases are nearing fruition so there is a small time window, the timing is critical.”




  “I’ll take that as an order to proceed as we discussed,” observed Sabine unzipping her leather suit and revealing the tops of her breasts. Zheng knew she had pierced nipples and it never failed to excite him. “I do so like a man with a plan and power,” she murmured. She got a sexual thrill out of killing people, her own personal turn on was when she saw naked terror on her victim’s face. “Have no fear Teacher we will succeed.”




  Chapter 4




  Kenya


  Tsavo East National Park




  The jungle air was humid, the undergrowth wet and dense as the two men hacked their way through the trees cursing as they went. Bankrolled by a huge amount of money and the promise of more to come if successful, they had been given a rough-looking map and had set out four days earlier. They had little idea what they were looking for, only that it had great significance and must be found urgently. The phone call had come to the older of the two men, Helmut Krupp, through his usual conduit. He had no idea who the end client was, but that wasn’t unusual.




  The timing had been ideal as he and his partner were both currently down on their luck. They had flown north the next day from their homeland in South Africa where they had been narrowly ahead of the law. His partner was a fat Greek called Georgiou who helped him earn so called dirty money, but, for now, they needed to make themselves scarce; this time after a nasty gambling incident in Lesotho. So they were in this God-forsaken jungle at Tsavo East, full of dangerous animals and with Somali pirates just up the road for good measure. Hardened as they were, this was difficult terrain and a tough challenge to find something in such a remote place. The proverbial needle in the haystack with only rough map coordinates to guide them. They were seeking some form of casket. It defied belief how it could have got here unless through a plane crash, but if someone wanted to pay out thousands on a fool’s errand that was their business. They had been told that someone else could also be searching for the same thing so they needed to move fast. Both veterans of the Rhodesian war and tough grizzled South African Boers, they relished the chance of a fight providing it was on their terms.
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