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  Praise for Dominic C. James




  “I don’t normally recommend novels on my website, but I’m making an exception for The Reiki Man by Dominic C. James. It’s an action packed thriller with lots of spiritual information woven through it, and as the title suggests, lots of Reiki too – I couldn’t put it down!”




Penelope Quest, Best-selling Reiki author




  “The Reiki Man combines the spiritual world with the physical and tests both to the limit. James creates a believable narrative and I felt totally drawn into the mystery of Reiki. However, what is clever about this story is that it is a murder mystery with more to it than the usual ‘whodunnit’. The ending made me desperate to read the second part of the trilogy! Fans of Dan Brown will love this book.”


Victoria Watson, Young Reviewer of the Year




  “All in all a good fun read – and first in a trilogy. With its surprise ending, The Reiki Man will leave you ready for more.”




Beth Lowell, Reiki Digest




  “I really enjoyed it. And perhaps enjoyed it all the more as it is not normally the genre of book that I would read. So, it started out as a duty and definitely ended up a pleasure. I enjoyed learning about Reiki and fell totally in love with Titan. It’s a fascinating book, and holds the attention throughout, which is no mean feat. An unusual subject that’s written about in a fascinating way...well done!”




Laura Lockington, Author Cupboard Love and Stargazy Pie




  “It’s about time there was a novel about Reiki. And as an added bonus it is a suspense/mystery story. This is a great read and I recommend the book to all.”




Steve Murray, Best-selling author of Reiki: The Ultimate Guide




  “The book is fantastic and a service to mankind I think as it’s so accessible for ‘non-spiritual’ folk.”




Heather Mackenzie, UK Reiki Federation




  “WOW! A fantastic paranormal thriller that left me stuck for words (and there’s not much that can do that, I can tell you!). If you like a book that’s full of thrills, mystery and excitement with a plot that is forever twisting and turning, then go and buy this book – NOW!”




  Kim the Bookworm
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  Prologue




  Ali Hussein hobbled out of his mother’s house and began the agonizing walk towards the marketplace. Fortunately, the sun was only just climbing, and the dusty streets and alleys were still cool. With his weight on his battered old crutch he limped slowly through the outskirts of the city, stopping frequently either to rest his leg or converse with friends on the familiar route. Ali’s easy going nature, and resolute determination in the face of disability, had earned him many allies and admirers, and it was difficult to go more than a hundred yards without at least one person stopping him for a chat. His popularity sustained his will and served as a palliative for his pain.




  Halfway between his home and the bazaar, a low wall broke the stream of buildings. From here Ali could see right the way down into the heart of Mecca. Every morning he would lift himself up and sit with his legs dangling over the side, at once overawed and inspired by the breathtaking expanse. At the centre of this magnificent vista was the Masjid al-Haram, the Grand Mosque, built around the Kaaba – the cuboid structure that was the most sacred site in Islam. Ali knew that whatever life had thrown at him, and it had thrown a lot, he was more than fortunate to live in such a wondrous city; the place that Allah himself had singled out as the centre of the earth.




  Invigorated by his five-minute break he continued the laborious journey to work, hobbling as quickly as he could so as not to be late. His boss, Farouk, was a kindly man, and had employed Ali when no-one else would give him a second thought, so Ali was loathe to let him down with tardiness. He was lucky to have a job and did everything in his power to keep it.




  When he eventually reached the square he was surprised to find it already heaving with activity. In the centre of the market- place a large group of people had formed a circle, and were clamouring around an unseen trader. On the outskirts of the throng he could see Farouk jumping up and down to get a good view.




  He hopped over and tugged at his employer’s shirt. “Farouk!” he shouted. “What is going on?”




  “Ali! You are here at last!” he yelled, ecstatically. “I have been waiting for you. Come, we must cut through the crowd and bring you to him.”




  “Bring me to who?”




  “You will see!” Farouk grabbed his arm and pulled him through the melee, shovelling bodies out of the way like a human snowplough.




  “Over here, Master!” Farouk shouted as they reached the middle, waving his hands furiously to attract attention. “Over here!”




  The man at the centre of the furore heard Farouk’s pleas and walked over to them. He was tall and bearded and dressed in a white robe. “What would you ask of me, friend?” he said kindly.




  “This boy is crippled, oh Master,” said Farouk excitedly. “Please, show him some mercy and heal his leg!”




  The man they called Master knelt down before Ali and took his leg in his hands. Ali felt a brief chill in his limb, followed by a soothing warmth like the desert wind. There was an audible crack as his mangled muscles and bones started to reform into their intended shape. The sound made him wince, but he felt no pain. It was over in less than ten seconds.




  The Master stood up and smiled. “Throw away your crutch my child,” he said. “You need it no longer.”




  Ali did as he was told, casting his prop aside and tentatively allowing some weight onto his leg. His confidence growing, he began to jump lightly from foot to foot, until eventually he was leaping up and down in a full-blown dance. The crowd whooped and cheered working themselves into a febrile frenzy.




  “Who are you, Master?!” Ali shouted in the middle of the tumult.




  The Master placed his palm on Ali’s head. “I am the Mahdi. I am the Hand of Allah,” he said. “I have been sent to carry out his bidding. Come with me, young Ali. Come with me to the Kaaba where I shall reveal myself.”




  And so they walked, side by side through the streets, down into the heart of Mecca, followed by an ever-increasing multitude. Euphoric cries echoed round the city walls, bringing happiness and hope to all that heard them. It was time for great rejoicing; it was time to rise up and display devotion; it was time to show the world the true meaning of faith. They were strong; they were invincible. The Hand of Allah was among them.




  Chapter 1




  It was nearing midday in the far reaches of the jungle, and a lone kite hovered above the trees searching for prey. The air was still and throttling, and the sun crackled in the heavens, piercing the canopy with acute shards of brilliant yellow radiation. In a hidden clearing surrounded by banyan trees stood a large wooden hut. Inside, an old Indian monk sat beside the sick man’s bed and tended to his fever. For over two weeks the virus had raged on unabated, but now, on the sixteenth day, it looked as though it might finally be breaking. The monk recited a small prayer and forced the man’s head up to take on more water.




  Majami, as the monk was known, had never encountered such an illness in his long life. He was well-practised in all aspects of healing: from a small cut to a broken limb; and from a mild cold to malaria, cholera, typhoid, and even cancer. But this latest malady was beyond his wisdom. He had tried everything from basic herbal remedies to complex elixirs, and drawn inordinate power from the cosmos, yet he had still failed to lower the man’s temperature by so much as a degree. Whatever was afflicting him it was something that humankind had never previously been exposed to.




  The man briefly opened his sweaty eyes, uttered something unintelligible, then closed them again. These fits had been a sustained punctuation of his incapacity, causing Majami to jump each time one occurred. They were becoming less frequent, but continued to hold their power of surprise. If the man was speaking an accepted language, then it was not one that the multilingual monk recognized.




  The afternoon drew on without remorse, bringing with it a swathe of insects. Majami ignored the persistent barrage and continued to administer waves of pure energy into his patient. He was tired and hungry, his white robes drenched in sweat, but his will refused to give up lest his charge relapse into the darkness once more.




  And then, just before sundown, it happened. Majami’s hands, hovering two inches above the man’s head, were suddenly overcome by a searing cold; followed rapidly by a blinding heat that shot through his body and knocked him backwards to the ground. A mighty wind blew through the room, shaking the walls and sending the primitive furniture flying up and around in a mini cyclone. For an instant Majami thought he was going to be swept away; but then the gale died, the furniture clattered to the floor, and stone quiet enveloped the room.




  For a while Majami lay still, regulating his breath to expel the excess energy and return to an earthly plane. Only when he was fully grounded once more did he lift his head and clamber to his feet. He looked down at the man and found that he was conscious and pulling himself up to a sitting position. They stared at each other passively and then smiled simultaneously, each registering the wonder of their shared experience.




  Eventually the man spoke: “Thank you,” he said, clasping his hands and bowing his head. “Namaste.”




  “Namaste,” said Majami, returning the gesture. “I am glad to see you well. I feared you may not return to us.”




  “How long have I been here?”




  “Just over two weeks…Sixteen days to be precise.”




  The man shook his head. “Bloody hell! The last thing I remember is lying in the brush.” He thought for a moment. “I’m Stratton by the way.” He held out his hand in Western fashion.




  Majami took his hand and introduced himself.




  “Well then, Majami, perhaps you can shed some light on exactly how I got here?”




  “Perhaps you should eat first, and then rest,” said Majami.




  “I feel fine.”




  “I am the healer. You are the patient. Clear your mind.”




  “Fair enough,” Stratton conceded. “But can you at least tell me if…”




  “The panther is fine,” Majami interrupted. “He has been waiting for you.”




  Majami left without another word, and a few seconds later the familiar sleek black figure of Titan trotted in and padded up to the bed, nuzzling at Stratton’s outstretched palm.




  “Hello boy,” said Stratton. “It’s good to see you.”




  Titan gave a friendly growl and laid a soft paw on his friend’s chest. Stratton began to relax and took in his plain surroundings. He was in a room no more than eight feet square with rough log walls and a small glassless window looking out into the jungle. On the floor, in disarray, lay: a small table; a chair; a water bowl; and the remains of a spent candle next to a pool of wax. The doorway led into a narrow passage that bore left and out of sight.




  Sixteen days! he thought, running his hands through the thickening growth on his face. Where had they gone? One minute he was fading to nothing on the jungle floor, the next he was here. Save for brief flashes of colour he remembered nothing. Over two weeks of his life lost, never to return. He imagined it must be how people felt coming out of a coma.




  And then there was the not inconsequential matter of his friends. He shivered as he recalled the chilling screams echoing through the jungle the night he lost consciousness. He was as sure now as he had been then that Jennings was their source. What manner of sadism had produced such an outburst he dared not think, but he knew that those cries would haunt him for a long time to come, if not forever. He hoped that wherever Jennings was, alive or dead, he was no longer suffering.




  And what of Stella? Was she still out there in the jungle with Jimi the guide, or had she too been captured along with Jennings? His stomach spasmed and shivered as twisted images shot through his overactive mind. Jennings’ torture would be light compared to what a group of savages would do to a woman alone in the wild. He closed his eyes tightly and shook his head to disperse the painful pictures.




  At least there was a glimmer of hope for both her and Jennings. For Oggi there was none. He had met his doom on the jagged river rocks. Stratton replayed the scene in his head over and over again, wondering if maybe he could have held on a bit tighter or a bit longer. Did he really try his hardest to stop his friend from falling, or were there extra reserves he could have called upon to lift him to safety? Where was the superhuman strength that ordinary people found in such situations? Why had he not dug deeper?




  His guilt-ridden musings broke as Majami returned with food. He handed Stratton a bowl of steaming vegetable stew and a flat bread similar to a naan.




  Stratton thanked him and began to eat, dipping the bread tentatively and forcing a slow mouthful. But the meal was delicious, restoring his appetite as he ate, and it wasn’t long before he was finished and sitting back with a full belly.




  “That was fantastic,” said Stratton. “I didn’t think I was hungry. What’s in it?”




  “It is a special recipe,” said Majami. “Made to stimulate the appetite and strengthen resolve. I use traditional vegetables and also rare jungle plants. It has taken years of trial and error, but I think I am close to perfecting it.”




  “Well, it’s certainly worked the oracle on me,” said Stratton. “I feel much better already. So perhaps now you can tell me exactly who you are and how I got here.”




  “I think you should sleep first.”




  “I’ve been asleep for over two weeks.”




  “No,” said the monk. “I mean proper sleep.”




  “I’ll sleep better if my head isn’t pounding with questions,” countered Stratton.




  Majami smiled. “Very well,” he said. “If you must know, I am the head of an order of monks charged with protecting the secrets of life and healing. I believe you were on your way to find us.”




  “Yes, I was…well we were – I was part of a group.”




  “Indeed. You were being guided by my young friends Jimi and Tali.”




  “Yes. I’m afraid Tali is dead though.”




  “Yes,” said Majami. “It is most unfortunate. And even more unfortunate that Jimi too has joined him.”




  Stratton bowed his head. “I’m sorry to hear that. He was a good man.”




  “Yes, a very good man.”




  A horrible thought entered Stratton’s mind and he looked up earnestly to Majami. “Jimi was looking after one of our party – a girl. Do you know anything of her?”




  “No, no girl. We came across Jimi’s body on the jungle path – he was alone.”




  Stratton breathed a respectfully internal sigh of relief, and continued to probe. “So how did you come to be that far out in the jungle? I was led to believe that your temple was right in the very heart of the forest.”




  “It is, and we would not normally venture so far, but one of my brothers had a terrible vision and it was decided that two of us should come and aid your party. Unfortunately we were too late to save Jimi, but we found you and brought you here to heal.”




  “Where is here?” asked Stratton. “Surely you didn’t carry me all the way back to your temple.”




  “No, of course not. This is one of our way-houses. It is not at all far from where we found you. But it is off the beaten track and extremely well-hidden.”




  “Is it?” said Stratton. “The men who were tracking us seemed to know all about Jimi’s little hiding places.”




  “Not this one,” Majami said assuredly.




  Stratton wasn’t convinced, but decided to take the monk’s word for it. He was about to ask about Jennings when the monk interrupted him.




  “No more questions,” he said.




  “But I just wanted to know…”




  Majami repeated himself. “No more questions. It is time for sleep – for you, and for me also.” He got up and bowed and bade Stratton a goodnight.




  Stratton lay for a while, stroking Titan’s head absentmindedly as he went through different scenarios in his head, each one becoming progressively worse. But then Majami’s words floated gently into his visions and he knew it was time for sleep. He closed his eyes and vacated his mind, hoping that tomorrow would bring some much-needed answers.




  Chapter 2




  Cardinal Miguel Desayer was troubled. He leant back in his chair and ran a weary hand down his weathered face. For thirty years and more he had been dreading this moment, ever since the day his mentor, Gabriel, had let he and Abdullah in on the secret. Over four decades of subterfuge and searching had followed: pretending to be the perfect holy man; obeying doctrines that he knew to be false; pedantically toeing the line to keep his cover. It had been torture at times, but he had kept his composure and held his tongue throughout so that his promise to Gabriel would be honoured. If the rumours coming out of Mecca were true, though, then it had all been for nothing.




  Opening his desk drawer he drew out an old silver-framed photo and reminisced. The two boys in the black and white picture were barely into their teens, but both were strong and vital. They were barefoot and dressed in raggedy kit ready for a game of soccer. The boy on the left, the darker of the two, held the ball under his right arm. They were locked together and grinning like Cheshire Cats, their whole lives ahead to do with what they wished, or so they thought. But that was then. Now Abdullah was gone, and all that remained of him were fading memories.




  A knock on the door stopped him dwelling. He put the photograph back in the drawer and beckoned his visitor to enter, hoping it would be Father Patrick Cronin with fresh news. He wasn’t disappointed.




  Cronin hobbled in on his crutches, greeted the Cardinal formally, then sat down and faced him across the desk. His boss tried to appear calm but the lines etched on his face gave away his concern.




  “Well then, Father,” said Desayer. “What do we know?”




  Cronin cleared his throat and proceeded. “It doesn’t look good I’m afraid, Your Eminence. Our sources in Mecca have confirmed it – there is a man there claiming to be the Hand of Allah. He has been healing all manner of illnesses and deformities: curing cancers; restoring vision; remobilizing the crippled – the list goes on.”




  Desayer’s fists tightened as he tried to control his breathing. “Then they have found the sacred knowledge. They must have.”




  “I can’t be sure, Your Eminence, but it appears that way. Our sources have witnessed this man’s healing powers for themselves, he’s definitely the real thing.”




  “So how have they come by it? I thought that the box and the parchment were safely on their way to Majami.”




  “So did I, Your Eminence. And as far as I knew everything was going to plan. Kandinsky’s man dropped them at the beach and they were last seen heading off with their guides.”




  “But you’ve had no word since?”




  “No. But then I didn’t expect to until they came back out of the jungle.”




  “Didn’t they have a satellite phone?” the Cardinal asked.




  “No. It would have been too dangerous for them to have contact with anybody once they were in the jungle. It doesn’t matter how careful you are nowadays – there’s always someone listening. And it only takes a few seconds to pinpoint someone’s position from their phone signal.”




  “Of course,” said Desayer. “You must think me terribly outdated.”




  “Not at all, Your Eminence. Most people don’t realize how vulnerable technology has made us.”




  “Yes, indeed. Soon there will be no secrets left.” He gazed thoughtfully out of the window. “What about Kandinsky? Are you sure he was telling you the truth? Perhaps he took the box and sold it to the highest bidder.”




  “With respect, I think that’s highly unlikely, Your Eminence. I’ve known Kandinsky for a number of years and, although he wouldn’t be first in line for canonization, I’ve always found him to be a man of his word. He has never been anything but honest with us from the start, and he wants to see the sacred knowledge safe just as much as we do. And besides, even if he had taken the box it would be useless without the key to the symbols; and they were taken by a different route.”




  “Yes, yes, of course they were. Sorry, Father, I am just not thinking logically at the moment.” He took a sip of water and a deep breath. “So, Father, have you any ideas as to what has actually happened?”




  Cronin shrugged. “To be honest, Your Eminence, I’m as in the dark as you are. I can only really hypothesize.”




  “Well then – go ahead.”




  “We have to assume that the Muslims have managed to acquire both the box and the symbols – it’s the only way this man could have gained his power. Therefore it stands to reason that they waylaid both our parties in the jungle. I don’t know how they did it, but it’s the only explanation I can think of.”




  Desayer raised his eyebrows. “But the box and the parchment were taken by separate paths.”




  “Yes, they were. And I didn’t for one minute think that both would be found, but I guess that whoever took them was one step ahead of us. I suspect treachery somewhere along the line.”




  Desayer digested the information for a moment. “What about this man who took your place? What was his name again – Brady or something?”




  “Grady, Your Eminence. Scott Grady.”




  “Yes, that was it, Grady. Well, is there not a chance that he may have betrayed us?”




  Cronin looked to the floor awkwardly. Grady had been a gamble on his part, a big gamble. Stratton and Stella seemed to trust him which is what had swung it for him in the end – well, that and the fact that there was nobody else available – but he’d had reservations about the guy from the start. It wasn’t anything personal, it was just an inbuilt mistrust of anyone from American intelligence. He’d experienced first hand how they operated, and it certainly wasn’t on an ethical basis. On the outset Grady appeared to have seen a brighter light, but the temptation to make a small fortune from what was effectively just a piece of paper may have proved too much.




  Cronin looked back up to the Cardinal and decided to keep his concerns to himself. “Theoretically he could have done, Your Eminence, but I doubt it – he didn’t seem the type. Anyway, with respect, I think we’re getting away from the main issue. It doesn’t matter how they got hold of the artefacts, the point is that they did. We’ve got to figure out what to do about it.”




  “You are absolutely right, Father. You must forgive me. Like I said before – I am not thinking logically at the moment. Have you got any immediate suggestions?”




  Cronin sighed. “I’m not sure what we can do at the moment. According to our sources this man – the Hand of Allah – has already built up a massive following in Mecca. It won’t be long before his legend spreads right across the world.”




  “Is there no way of getting to him?” asked Desayer.




  Cronin raised his eyebrows. “You mean an assassination?”




  Desayer nodded.




  Cronin shook his head. “Not really, Your Eminence. But even if we did manage to get to him they’d just replace him with someone else wouldn’t they? Or bring him back to life. Then they really would have a Messiah on their hands. The only thing we can do is watch and wait, and hope that a solution presents itself.”




  “Yes, I think you are right, Father. Although I fear we are fighting a losing battle. As soon as they got their hands on the symbols we were beaten. It will not be long before Islam has conquered the globe. And I do not believe for one minute that it will happen peacefully.”




  “Don’t despair, Your Eminence, nothing’s happened yet. There’s always hope.”




  “Yes, hope...” He said the word reflectively. “There is always hope.”




  Preceded by a quick rap on the door a young priest walked in with a message for Desayer.




  “Cardinal Vittori requests your presence at an urgent meeting, Your Eminence,” he stated.




  “Right this minute?” asked Desayer.




  “Yes, Your Eminence, it is a matter of some importance.”




  “Very well, tell him I shall be along directly.”




  “Thank you, Your Eminence.” He bowed his head deferentially and exited the room quickly.




  “Well then,” said Desayer. “I suppose I must go and see what this is all about.”




  “Of course, Your Eminence,” said Cronin. “I shall return to my office and make some more enquiries.” He struggled to his feet and shuffled out of the Cardinal’s chambers.




  As he turned into the corridor, his mind elsewhere, he was knocked back into the wall. His head jerked in confusion and his left crutch clattered to the floor. He was about to follow it down when a firm hand steadied him.




  “I am very sorry, Father,” said a voice. “Are you okay?”




  Cronin looked up and stared at the man. He was a civilian with sharp features and looked very familiar.




  “Yes, I’m fine,” said Cronin. “If you could just pass me my crutch.”




  The man obliged and Cronin thanked him, brushing off more apologies politely, and trying to place his accent. He watched him head down the corridor accompanied by Cardinal Vittori’s messenger. As they moved out of sight he furrowed his brow in contemplation and started back to his office. Just where had he seen him before?




  Chapter 3




  Stella stared up at the ceiling and traced imaginary faces in the elaborate mouldings. It was something she did at home; trying to pick out shapes in the stippled paintwork, or maybe animal forms in the clouds. If you looked hard enough at something it would invariably distort and reveal a hidden treasure, a bit like the ‘magic eye’ pictures that had been so popular in the nineties. Perhaps if she focused all her energy into one point she could create a hole from which to escape through, but even her imagination she felt would not extend that far. She was trapped, and no amount of dreaming or wishing was going to free her.




  Of course, there were worse places to be held captive, and she shuddered as she remembered the cold cellar within which Augustus Jeremy had incarcerated her and Stratton, but a prison was a prison, mink-lined or not.




  Having grown tired, and with her eyes beginning to strain, she shuffled across the substantial bed and sat on the edge with her toes dangling on the cool marble floor. She stretched her arms and yawned, blinking a couple of times to restore her blurry sight, and then allowed herself a brief smile as she took in the wondrous surroundings. She didn’t know how long she’d been there – a week, maybe longer – but she still couldn’t help but be impressed by the sheer unadulterated luxury of the place. With the finest furniture, hand-woven silks and original art on the walls, and solid-gold fittings in the almost cavernous bathroom she felt like a storybook princess. And the ornate, probably priceless, porcelain just added to the indulgence. But if she was a princess then she was one locked in a tower awaiting her Prince Charming to come to the rescue.




  It seemed like a lifetime since she had been captured in the jungle. If only she hadn’t been so bloody stupid. Jimi had told her to stay quiet and still in the undergrowth, but as soon as she heard the horrific howls of pain she knew she couldn’t just lie there. But what had her rash actions achieved? Nothing.




  The image was etched in her brain now, an indelible tattoo of her sorrow. She hoped that Jennings had died quickly, and that his pain was short-lived, but she knew the reality would probably be very different.




  Beginning to dwell, she forced herself from the bed and took a walk around the room, bending and stretching her legs with exaggeration as she moved to shake off the stiffness. After a couple of small circuits she went to the bathroom and refreshed her face with cold water. The woman staring back at her in the mirror looked, unsurprisingly, pale and drawn. A close inspection of her hair revealed a few strands of grey creeping through into the black as well. When she returned to civilization she would do have to do something about it. But for now it could wait, because despite the fact that cosmetics, including hair-dye, had been made available to her, she was determined to look her worst. She wasn’t going to give her jailer the satisfaction of her beauty.




  The mere thought of him angered her to the point of explosion. His false smile; his creepy, clammy, wandering hands; his foul breath that mingled noxiously with the smell of frankincense on his clothes; and most of all his unwillingness to accept that what he was doing was wrong. His constant referral to her as a guest was infuriating, not only because it was a million miles from the truth, but because he actually believed it. The reality was, though, that she was a prisoner, a white slave, and it wouldn’t be long before his advances became more pressing and brutal, until eventually he would go ahead and take what he wanted without her consent. And so it would go on, day after day, week after week, maybe allowing his friends and business associates to have a go as well. Any resistance on her part would probably just make it more fun for them.




  She took a determined look in the mirror, pursing her lips resolutely, and promised herself that she would escape or die trying. She then returned to the main room and started her daily workout. With nothing but time on her hands it had been easy to get back into a fitness regime. After an initial bout of cramps her body had accustomed itself and each day since had been a progression. She was starting to feel strong again, like she had been at her peak in the Met. Every strained press-up and sit-up was accompanied by a grunt and a burning likeness of her keeper and the men that sold her to him.




  And what of Stratton? What the hell had happened to him? One minute they were racing along the track, and the next he and Jennings had disappeared. She had been trying so hard to keep up with Jimi that she hadn’t noticed them falling behind. He had been in a bad way, so if Jennings was captured why wasn’t he? He certainly wasn’t the guy hanging next to Jennings on the branch – that, although she couldn’t figure how, appeared to be Grady.




  So where was Stratton now?




  Many scenarios streamed through her head, but the one that pleased her most was the idea that he had survived and was at this very minute planning a rescue mission. She pictured him crossing the desert with a group of crack mercenaries, each one ready to do battle with the sheik and his cadre of bodyguards. They would scale the walls and Stratton would come bursting through the barred window in a cloud of explosives to save her from peril. She smiled at the thought, but knew in her heart that no such thing was going to happen. If she wanted saving she was going to have to do it herself.




  Chapter 4




  Stratton woke to the sound of jungle chatter. It was some time after dawn, but light was only just beginning to filter through the thick canopy. He yawned loudly and stretched his arms wide, accidently hitting Titan’s head as he did so. The panther paid little attention and continued to snooze happily by the side of the bed.




  Stratton strained to see in the gloom. He reached out to the small table and fumbled for the water bowl, being careful not to upset it. His throat was burning dry and he drained the vessel in several prolonged gulps. Thirst quenched, he propped his back against the wall and closed his eyes for a brief meditation.




  The fever that had held him for so long seemed all but gone, and for the first time in ages he could feel blood and energy coursing once more. He tried to remember when he had first started to ebb, and figured that it must have been just after he and Oggi had arrived at the motel. From then on it had been a downward spiral until his resolve completely gave way that night in the undergrowth. Technically speaking, however, it wasn’t actually his resolve that had capitulated.




  His mind drifted back to his time in between worlds, after Jeremy had killed him, and before Oggi had brought him back. He recalled the improbably vivid colours, the almost unbearable light, and the constant current of the cosmos pulsating through his soul like a climax without end. He also recalled the choice he had been given, and the conditions attached when he decided to forego his ascent and return. There could only be two explanations for his recovery: either the world had suddenly become a better place, or Majami had somehow managed to override the limitations imposed upon him by the universe. Neither seemed very likely.




  Suddenly feeling a presence in the room he opened his eyes. Majami was standing next to the bed holding a candle. He bent down and lit the one on the table from his own.




  “Did you have a good sleep?” asked the monk.




  “Yes thanks. I feel a lot better. I could do with getting up and having a walk about though – if that’s okay with you, Doctor?”




  Majami smiled. “That is fine, as long as you feel up to it. You can join us for breakfast if you like. Unless you would like me to bring it to you?”




  “No thanks. I think I’ve spent long enough in bed. I could do with a wash before I eat though.”




  “Of course,” said Majami. “I can bring you some water, or there is a stream at the back of the hut.”




  Stratton had an urge to get out into the open air. He put on his T-shirt and trousers and followed Majami out of the hut and down a small slope to the water. His legs were surprisingly stable considering his long incapacity and, after supplying him with some leaves to act as soap, Majami appeared happy enough to leave him unsupervised. The water was cool but not unkind, and he immersed himself fully to expel the inertia. Within minutes he felt revitalized, and after a thorough scrub down he dried off on the bank and headed back up to the hut. The only thing missing had been a shave. He would have to ask Majami if he had salvaged his rucksack, which contained a blade.




  The hut was divided into four rooms; two on either side separated by a small corridor. On returning Stratton found Majami in the front left section, stirring a rice dish over a small stove.




  “Please, sit down,” said the monk, motioning to a rustic table surrounded by four equally basic chairs. “Help yourself to some tea.”




  Stratton poured some hot liquid from the copper kettle into a wooden cup. A wonderful, invigorating fragrance wafted up to his nose and he savoured the scent momentarily before taking a sip. It was quite unlike any tea he’d tasted before.




  “You like?” said Majami, turning from his pan.




  “Yes, very much,” said Stratton. “What’s in it?”




  “Ah, that is a secret. Special jungle herbs, similar to the ones in the stew I made you.”




  “Well, whatever it is, it’s absolutely delicious.”




  Stratton relaxed back in his chair and gazed out of the window. The sun was just peeking into the clearing, lighting it up in a misty gold. In the branches of one of the banyans he spotted a curious monkey staring straight at him. He stuck his tongue out at the creature and found the gesture returned. He laughed and proceeded to make comical movements with his hands and arms, all of which were mimicked by the little simian.




  “I see you have found our little friend Samson,” said Majami.




  “Yes. Interesting little fellow, isn’t he? Does he ever come in the hut?”




  “He has been known to occasionally, but he usually stays out there in his tree just watching us.”




  Stratton heard footsteps behind him and turned round to see another monk, similar in size and looks to Majami, come through the door. The new monk bowed his head and clasped hands in greeting. “Namaste,” he said.




  Stratton returned the compliment.




  Majami introduced his friend. “This is Tawhali,” he said. “And Tawhali, this is Stratton.” Both men nodded in acknowledgement. Majami continued, “Tell me Tawhali, where are our other guests? You have not lost them I hope.”




  “No, they are washing down in the stream. They will be with us shortly.”




  “Other guests?” said Stratton.




  “Yes,” said Majami. “You are not the only person we picked up on our little journey.”




  Chapter 5




  Cardinal Vittori’s office was much like Desayer’s own: grand, imposing and rich in religious detail and iconography. The two grave men sat opposite each other across the desk in a respectful silence. Desayer stared up at Jesus on the large rosewood crucifix and, not for the first time, wondered what he would make of the overly opulent surroundings that had been built in his name. He didn’t doubt for one moment that the carpenter’s son would find it grossly indulgent, and in no way a fitting testament to the message he had propagated, particularly when so many of his children were starving around the globe.




  Desayer was first to break the silence. “So, Fabio, what is the matter that needs my attention so urgently?”




  Vittori sat back in his chair and drummed his fingers. “We have, Miguel, what I would call ‘a situation’ – a rather delicate situation.” He paused, then added, “Or maybe not so delicate.”




  Desayer raised his eyebrows. “Oh?” he said.




  Vittori leant forward earnestly. “I am about to tell you something very important, Miguel. Something that very few people in this world know about. I have watched you, Miguel. I have watched you for many years. You appear to be the model of Catholicism: you say all the right things; you make all the right moves; you write the correct words. But there’s something about you, Miguel, that doesn’t quite add up…”




  Desayer felt his chest contract but kept his composure.




  Vittori continued, “…The thing is, Miguel, I believe you are different from the other cardinals. I think you see things that the others do not. I think you feel things that the others do not. I think you sense things they do not. Do you understand what I am saying?”




  “I think you credit me with more than I deserve, Fabio.”




  “No, no. Do not be so modest, Miguel. You have vision. You can see beyond this material world. And I am sure in your heart you must know that there is some great secret out there waiting to be unearthed.”




  Desayer tried to look perplexed. “I am still not following you, Fabio.”




  “Very well,” said Vittori. “I am going to let you in on this great secret of which I speak. Possibly the greatest secret ever kept from mankind.”




  Desayer continued to feign puzzlement, but inside he felt like a detective who had cracked the case. He had suspected Cardinal Fabio Vittori for a very long time. Like himself the man followed doctrine to the letter and was never seen to rock the ecclesiastical boat, yet from the beginning of their acquaintance Desayer had sensed that all was not as it seemed with his contemporary. There was nothing concrete for him to go on – a furtive glance here, a silent grimace there, perhaps one too many trips to obscure places – but as a whole Vittori just did not add up. Unfortunately, Vittori had obviously had exactly the same suspicions about him, a case of taking one to know one, although it was yet to be proved that this was a bad thing.




  “What if I told you that Jesus did not die on the cross,” said Vittori. “Or rather that he lived on for many years after.”




  “There have been many theories propounded along such lines,” said Desayer. “But none of them backed up with hard facts.”




  “No, none of them backed up with hard facts,” Vittori echoed quietly. And then loudly: “But it is a fact, Miguel! It is very much a fact!”




  Desayer recoiled with the force of the statement.




  Vittori smiled. “I am sorry, Miguel, I did not mean to startle you. I only wished to convey the importance of my words. I wish to make sure that I have your full attention, because I am about to change your life forever.”




  I doubt it, thought Desayer.




  “Where to start,” Vittori mumbled to himself. “Let me start by telling you about Jesus’ missing years. There is no real record of his actions from between the ages of twelve and thirty – am I right?”




  “Yes,” nodded Desayer. “At a rough estimate anyway.”




  “Well, during this time he was travelling in the East – in India and beyond. He was learning how to heal. He was given knowledge handed down from the ancients. When he returned to his home country he had become the most powerful healer the world has ever known. But he was not only healing bodies, he was healing minds as well – and that proved to be his downfall. Encouraging free thought was not exactly welcome in those days.




  “So then we come to the crucifixion itself. The common conception is that he rose after three days and ascended to heaven. But this is not strictly true. He did in fact come back to life, but it was the Apostles that did it.”




  “His disciples?!” exclaimed Desayer, playing along.




  “Yes, his disciples, Miguel. Before he was crucified Jesus gave Peter instructions on how to bring him back. Peter and the other Apostles took him to the cave and performed a ritual that returned his soul.”




  “So he lived on after the resurrection?”




  “Yes, Miguel, he did. He gave each of the Apostles their own specific mission, and then returned to India where he lived a long life. Some say he made it to 120, but we do not know for sure.”




  “This is amazing,” said Desayer. “But how do you know all this?”




  “The knowledge has been handed down from Pope to Pope right the way back to Peter.”




  Desayer pretended to be flustered. “So our religion is built on a lie?!”




  Vittori held up his palm. “I would not call it a lie. We give billions hope. But I do not wish to get involved in that discussion. This is not a time for arguments, this is a time for pulling together. We very much need your help, Miguel; the Pope needs your help; and if you let me finish my story I would be most grateful.”




  “Of course, Fabio. Forgive me. It is just a bit of a revelation, that is all.”




  “I understand. But if I did not think you could handle this information then I would not have begun to tell you.” He stood up, cleared his throat, and continued. “When Jesus eventually died he left his knowledge in the safe keeping of an order of monks in India. This knowledge was in the form of symbols that could harness the power of the universe to cure all ills. They were to be kept safe until such time as the monks deemed the human race fit to utilize them in a compassionate way. Unfortunately, we believe that this knowledge has now been compromised.”




  “Compromised?” said Desayer.




  “We believe it has been stolen,” said Vittori. “We believe that the Muslims have taken the symbols and are using them for their own purpose. We suspect their intention is to convert the entire human race to Islam.”




  “And how are they going to do that?”




  “By producing a Messiah of course. By unleashing their very own messenger of God, or Allah as it would be. With a divine being at their head they would be absolutely uncontainable. All they have to do is give one man the knowledge and then…” He made a sweeping gesture out of the window.




  “Are you saying that these symbols can give someone the same powers as Christ?” said Desayer.




  “Exactly,” said Vittori. “And I am afraid that the deed has already been done. We have had news from a source in Mecca that there is a man in the city claiming to be the Hand of Allah. He has been healing all manner of illnesses.”




  “If that is true, Fabio, then where is the problem? Surely healing is a good thing.”




  “Yes, yes, of course it is,” Vittori said sharply. “But that is only the start of it – don’t you see? The healing is just a ruse to get the world on side. Then will come the laws, the rules, the beatings for people who disobey. The world will be in eternal subjugation to them. Imagine it, Miguel: a world where thieves have their hands chopped off; a world where adulterers are beheaded; a world where women have no rights. What about forgiveness, Miguel? What about turning the other cheek? What about freedom for all men and women? It cannot be allowed to happen. We have to stop them.”




  Desayer stared impassively. Yes, he thought, of course you want to stop them, because if you don’t this whole façade will come crashing down around you. It is not their gain that you fear the most, it is your loss.




  Vittori interrupted his meditation. “Well, Miguel? What do you think?”




  “I am not sure what to say, Fabio. It is all a bit of a shock. I cannot pretend to comprehend all your talk of symbols and how they work, but I think I understand what you are saying in more general terms. How can we hope to stop them though?”




  Vittori sat down and faced Desayer once more. “We create our own Messiah.”




  Chapter 6




  Stratton poured himself some more of Majami’s herbal tea and sipped at it trying to contain his excitement. He had given up all hope of ever seeing Jennings again, but from Majami’s expression it appeared that he was very much alive. He was, however, intrigued to know who the other ‘guest’ was.




  “Out of bed at last then, Rip van Winkle,” said a voice.




  Stratton turned to see Jennings standing in the doorway grinning at him. He got up and gave his friend a spontaneous embrace. He held him briefly and then let go. “It’s good to see you, mate. I thought you were a goner.”




  “So did I, mate,” said Jennings. “To be honest there’s been times over the last couple of weeks when I wish I had been.”




  “Have you got a hug for me too, honey?” said another voice. This one had an American twang. Scott Grady poked his head into the room.




  “What the hell…?”




  “It’s a long story,” said Grady.




  Stratton laughed. “It always is where you’re involved, Grady. Come on, let’s sit down and have some breakfast.”




  Tawhali procured another chair and Majami dished up the food: rice, vegetables, and jungle herbs and spices. Stratton ate avidly, his appetite surprisingly hearty after weeks of fasting. Whatever Majami put into his cuisine was certainly working wonders. After finishing his second helping he lay down the small wooden spoon and sat back with another cup of tea.




  Grady related the tale of Cronin being shot on the beach and how he’d been persuaded to take the priest’s place. “…Of course, I didn’t want to,” he said. “I just wanted to go home to Brooke. But he laid so much guilt on me, in the end I didn’t feel like I had a choice.”




  “I didn’t think guilt was part of your psyche,” said Stratton.




  “It isn’t,” Grady replied. “Or rather, it wasn’t. I’m finding my conscience growing with age. Or maybe it’s love – I just don’t know. Either way I wish it would shut the fuck up and let me go back to being selfish.”




  “Too late,” said Stratton. “You’re a human being now Grady – get used to it. Anyway, you make it over here – what happened then? How did you meet up with Jennings? Have you still got the box and the parchment?”




  Both Grady and Jennings looked at the floor.




  “That’s a ‘no’ then,” said Stratton.




  “Yeah, sorry about that,” said Grady. “It’s my fault really. I tried to stick to the plan, but I guess my newfound humanity got in the way.”




  “How’s that?”




  “Well, I was taking the path that Cronin instructed me to when I heard gunfire in the distance. I should have ignored it, but somehow I couldn’t. There was this little voice in my head telling me to check it out. Anyway, I felt confident of finding my way back to the path so I headed off in the direction of all the shooting. I was hiding in the undergrowth when I noticed this clown,” he pointed to Jennings, “about to surrender. I pulled him into the brush, but eventually we got noticed. Then this crazy fool jumps on top of me and tells me I can’t use my gun. Needless to say – we were captured.”




  “And they took the box and the parchment?” quizzed Stratton.




  “Yeah,” said Grady, “and that’s not all they took.” He looked sorrowfully down to his crotch. “Little Grady may never be the same again.”




  “You will be fine,” said Majami. “I have already told you.”




  “So that was all the screaming I heard then,” said Stratton.




  “Yeah,” said Grady, “and I’m not ashamed to admit it. They strung the pair of us up and…well, you heard.” He winced. “Anyway, moving on – I blacked out and the next thing I knew we were here being tended to by these guys. And that’s it really.”




  Stratton sighed. “Well, at least we’re all alive, that’s one thing I guess. I’m glad that you two are okay anyway. I don’t suppose either of you knows what happened to Stella?”




  “No,” said Jennings, shaking his head sadly. “The last time I saw her was when we were running down the jungle path. The only saving grace is that we haven’t found her body.”




  “What do you think in your heart?” asked Stratton.




  “What do you mean?”




  “What does your instinct say?”




  Jennings closed his eyes briefly and thought. An image of Stella flashed through his head. “She’s alive, I guess. But I don’t know if that’s just wishful thinking or what. You’re the one with the sixth sense, mate, why don’t you tell me?”




  “Because I can’t,” said Stratton. “Everything’s still a bit hazy at the moment. And besides, I think your call will be better on this one.” He gave Jennings a knowing glance.




  Jennings held his gaze for a moment and then looked away uncomfortably. It was as if his friend had crawled inside his head and was picking through his emotions like a worm in a harddrive. And what was he thinking? Did it amuse Stratton that he had feelings for Stella? Did he pity his devotion to someone he could never have? Was he playing with his mind?




  Majami cleared away the bowls and they all went to sit outside in the early morning sun. Titan who had been hunting, returned licking his lips. He trotted up and sprawled himself out in front of them for a post-feed nap.




  “So what do we do now?” asked Grady, pointing his question at Stratton.




  “I don’t know. I’m not too sure what we can do. They’ve got over two weeks start on us. The box will be in the hands of someone who knows how to use it by now.”




  “So, basically, we’re fucked,” said Jennings.




  “I wouldn’t have put it quite like that, but yeah, I guess for the moment we are,” said Stratton. “We really need to get back into the outside world and get some news. What do you think, Majami?”




  “I think perhaps you should rest for another couple of days before you go racing back to civilization. None of you are fit for a journey yet.”




  “No. I suppose you’re right,” said Stratton. “But the longer we leave it, the worse it’s going to get. And it’s not only the box. If Stella’s still alive then I’d hate to think what’s happening to her at the moment.”




  “Exactly,” said Jennings, echoing the sentiment. “After what they did to Grady and me it really doesn’t bear thinking about at all.”




  For a while they sat in silence, each of them collecting their own thoughts and reflecting on the situation. Jennings knew what he wanted to do. Much as he appreciated the importance of reclaiming the box and parchment, there was only one thing on his mind – and that was finding Stella. His long recuperation had given him plenty of time to contemplate, and nearly all of that time had been devoted to her. More than anything he regretted not telling her how he felt. True, the time had never been quite right, but he’d come to realize that he could spend the rest of his days with the time not being quite right. When it came down to it he’d just been too damn scared to say anything to her, fearing rejection right to the core of his fragile soul. All he wanted to do now was put that right and, more importantly, save her from any further harm.




  Grady had spent his time thinking about his wife and impending fatherhood. After too many years of travelling the world and doing the US Government’s dirty work, he’d finally found himself. He knew it was a bit of a cliché, but the minute he’d laid eyes on Brooke he felt like he’d come home. Before that moment he hadn’t realized that he’d spent his entire life without one. As a child his family had moved from city to city, following his father’s work. One day they would be in Washington, the next they would be heading for New York or San Francisco. Although some secondments had lasted longer than others they were never in one place for more than a couple of years. Whether consciously or not, Grady had followed this pattern into adulthood, even though as a child all he had wanted was to stay in one place like all his friends (he recalled being extremely upset, bordering on traumatized, every time they upped sticks and relocated him at a new school). It was perhaps why he found it so difficult to make lasting bonds. But Brooke had heralded a new era, one where he found himself settled, not only geographically but emotionally as well. Whatever the others’ goals, his personal objective was to get back to the States as soon as possible. He was, however, under no illusion that this was going to be easy. Any plan that Jennings or Stratton came up with was inevitably going to involve him, and ducking out wasn’t an option.




  Chapter 7




  The lights came on in Stella’s room, causing her to wake with a start. A servant walked towards her, head down with a tray in his hand. He set her food on a table next to the bed, then bowed and left the room. She didn’t thank him.




  Sliding out from the covers she slipped on her cream silk blouse and pale blue trousers and sat down to eat. It had briefly occurred to her to go on hunger strike, but that idea had soon been jettisoned. There would be no escape if she didn’t have the strength to move, and more importantly, the food was just too good to waste.




  Tonight’s meal was a light goat’s-cheese salad followed by a spiced chicken dish with couscous and vegetables. She set about it hungrily and made sure she bulked up on the fresh flatbreads that accompanied every lunch and dinner. Back home she would never dream of eating so much, but here food meant muscle, and muscle meant options.




  After she’d mopped up the last of the couscous with some bread she leant back in her chair with a small cup of sticky black coffee. She was about to take a sip when the door open behind her. Her visitor was the repulsive sheik. He stood in the middle of the room smiling at her through yellowing teeth. She wondered why with all that money he couldn’t afford to have them whitened.




  “Good evening, my dear,” he said kindly. “I hope that the food was to your satisfaction.”




  “It was alright,” Stella grunted. “I could have done with some pudding though.”




  “That can be remedied. Is there anything else I can do for you?”




  “Yeah, you can fucking well let me out of here!”




  The sheik wagged his finger and said, “Now, now, my dear. There is no need for such language. Perhaps you would like a cigarette.” He produced a gold case from his pocket and offered her a smoke.




  Stella accepted without a word, but instead of letting him spark it for her she grabbed a lighter from the dressing table. After a couple of stressed drags she sat down on the edge of the bed and gazed around the room avoiding eye contact with the sheik, who in turn stood staring right at her. The stand-off continued for over a minute until she could bear it no longer.




  “Have you got nothing better to do?” she said. “I mean, surely you’ve got some wives to attend to? Or maybe some camels?”




  “You are a very humorous young lady.”




  “I try.”




  The sheik moved across the room and sat down at the dressing table. He carried on staring. “You could have a nice life here in the palace you know,” he said, “if only you would let yourself go. There is no need for you to be locked up all day. I am a very generous man to those that I favour.”




  Stella grunted. “I’m sure you are, but to be honest I don’t wish to be in favour. And if you’ve got any ideas about me suddenly succumbing to your nonexistent charms, then think again. You’re not coming near me. Not now; not ever. Get the picture?!”




  The sheik exhaled some smoke and gave a hideous tobaccostained grin. “You are forgetting yourself, my dear. Remember this: I paid for you; I own you. You are not in the West any longer. This is my country and we play by my rules. I think perhaps you ought to consider your position a bit more carefully. It will be far less painful for you to give me what I want than for me to take it.”




  Stella felt her hatred welling up inside. “Listen to me,” she said stonily. “YOU - ARE - NOT - GOING - TO - HAVE - ME!”




  Yet again the sheik grinned. “We shall see. Perhaps it might be more fun to break you in against your will.”




  “Over my dead body!”




  “That’s the spirit,” mocked the sheik. “I do like a lively one. And so, as a matter of fact, do my friends and business associates.” He got up and walked to the door. “Have a think about it. Either be mine willingly or be everybody’s unwillingly – it is entirely up to you. Goodnight.” He gave one last leering smirk and exited her quarters.




  As the door closed behind him she shivered with revulsion. After stubbing out her cigarette she immediately lit another and began to pace around the room. It appeared that the sheik was beginning to lose his patience. She wondered how long it would be until he carried out his threats. It was possible that she could hold him off for another week or so, but after that it was looking grim. First it would be him, and then all his dirty little associates. An unwanted picture entered her head and she almost vomited. Grabbing a glass of water she drank it straight down.




  It occurred to her that she might have to bite her tongue and start being nice to him. The thought was almost too much to bear, but she figured it might buy her a little more time. A subtle change of mood day by day, a gradual thawing of relations, could possibly get her a month or more if she played it correctly. “I will sleep with you, but I just want it to be special,” she would say. “I want to know I can trust you. It takes a woman time to trust someone you know.” Yes, that was it! A protracted tease; an unspoken promise of heaven to come. It would take all of her resolve to pull it off, and hiding her true feelings might ultimately prove impossible, but she had little or no option. It was either that or…




  She felt her stomach retch once again.




  The servant entered the room carrying another tray. He placed its contents on the table, cleared away her dinner plates, and left quickly. Stella went over to investigate and was pleased to find that the Sheik had deferred to her request for a dessert. It was a large piece of sweet honey-cake accompanied by a light lemon sorbet. The taste was sensational, and it took her mind away from the dark thoughts that had been festering.




  The flavour was reminiscent of baklava and carried her back to her days in Oxford with Stratton. She remembered long dreamy afternoons lounging by the river with bottles of wine and assorted pastries from the local patisserie, the time passing so languorously that the earth almost stood still. She remembered making love under the willow tree, and how the sun blazed through its weeping tentacles, shimmering like a thousand jewels and embodying the sensation of pure togetherness flowing through their souls. She remembered laughing so hard that she felt like she would explode into a billion fragments of unquenchable joy. And most of all she remembered the happiness, the feeling that whatever life threw their way it could never extinguish the flame of their love for one another. A small tear began to form in the corner of her eye.




  A couple of seconds later she shook her head and returned to her food. Memories weren’t going to help her escape. It was going to take a steely, ruthless nerve to get out of the palace. It was no task for a simpering bimbo with unrealistic delusions of romance.




  She finished her last mouthful, sat back in the chair, and sparked up another cigarette. With the hardened resolve that she had developed over the years, she banished the past from her head and focused on the job in hand. She was going free herself or die in the attempt.




  Chapter 8




  “We create our own Messiah?!” said Desayer, echoing Vittori’s statement. His mind reeled, wondering exactly how the cardinal was going to achieve this aim without the symbols.




  Vittori leant forward intently. “Yes, Miguel, we create our own Messiah.”




  “And how are we going to do that, Fabio? You said yourself that the Muslims have stolen the knowledge.”




  Vittori reclined once more and smiled. “Yes, they have, Miguel. But the last few days have brought to light new information.”




  Desayer looked perplexed. “New information?”




  “Yes,” said Vittori. “Allow me to introduce you to somebody.” He pressed his intercom and asked his assistant to come through with their guest.




  Desayer turned round as the door opened. A gaunt man with quick eyes entered the room behind the cardinal’s assistant. His thinning, mousey hair was slicked back and he was dressed casually in grey slacks and black polo-neck jumper. He carried a large envelope in his right hand. After giving Desayer a brief but unnerving glance he took a seat next to him.




  “This is Anatol,” said Vittori. “I believe he has some very exciting news for us.”




  Desayer exchanged nods with the newcomer, but avoided prolonged eye contact.




  “Anatol is one of the faithful,” Vittori continued. “He believes in the Catholic Church. He has risked a great deal to bring us a precious gift today. Please show us my friend.”




  Anatol reached into the envelope, removed a piece of A4 paper, and laid it out on Vittori’s desk. It was covered in symbols. Desayer tried to hide his astonishment as he looked at it.




  “This,” gestured Vittori. “Is an exact replica of the lid of a box that Christ himself carved. Each symbol is extremely powerful, and all have a different purpose. These are the icons that the Muslim ‘Messiah’ is using to draw power from the universe.”




  Desayer continued to stare, wondering exactly how they had managed to get hold of the sacred symbols. He couldn’t be certain that it was the genuine article, but he recognized the four Usui Reiki characters in the four corners, and the power sign in the centre, so it matched with Cronin’s description. “Forgive me if this is an ignorant question, Fabio, but how exactly do we utilize these characters?” he asked, remembering that he was supposed to be unaware of their nature.




  “It is a very good question, Miguel,” Vittori replied. “And one which I will try to answer as simply as I can. They are basically a link to what we would call the ‘spirit world’. Tracing one of these symbols in the air or imagining it in your head draws power from the unseen universe. Each symbol performs its own unique function. For instance this one,” he pointed to the bottom left corner, “is used for emotional healing.”




  “And how do you know that?” asked Desayer.




  “Because that one and the other three corners are symbols used in a Japanese healing practice called Reiki.”




  “Oh,” said Desayer, feigning surprise. “I think I may have heard of it. But what is the connection with Jesus?”




  “These symbols have been around for many millennia. They are the basis for all healing. Jesus was not the first person to use them. We believe he was taught them when in the East.”




  “But what about the other symbols?” said Desayer. “There are hundreds of them.”




  “We believe they were of his own design. A gift given to him by the cosmos during prolonged meditations. Whereas the four basic symbols have a more general healing effect, the others are used to target specific parts of the body and diseases.”




  Desayer scanned the paper leisurely. “Assuming this is an exact replica, how are you supposed to tell which symbol does what?”




  “There is a key. Hidden in the original box was a parchment with drawings that corresponded to each character. Unfortunately the box and parchment were separated and Anatol was unable to get hold of it.”




  Desayer breathed an internal sigh of relief. “Then this piece of paper is useless?” he said, sounding disappointed.




  Vittori smiled. “No, not useless,” he said. “Fortunately, we have a copy of the parchment from another source. It will be arriving with us tomorrow.”




  “Really?” said Desayer, his heart thumping faster and faster. “That is good news.” He glanced at the clock on the wall behind Vittori. “However, I really must be going soon, Fabio. I have an appointment in five minutes.”




  “I’m sure whoever it is can wait,” said Vittori. “This is much more important. Is it not?”




  “Of course,” said Desayer. “It is just that I do not like to keep people waiting. I pride myself on being punctual.”




  “I know you do, Miguel, and that is the reason that I have let you in on this. You are a shining example to all in the Church. You command the respect of everyone, from the lowliest priest to the Pope himself. If you are seen to be behind us then all will follow. In these deceitful times you are easily the most trusted of our order. Even the Pope has his detractors, as I am sure you are aware. You my friend are universally popular. If Cardinal Desayer heralds a Messiah then everybody will.”




  “You are too kind,” said Desayer. “I really do not think that I am all you say.”




  “Of course you do not, and that is why you are all those things. You are too modest by far, Miguel.”




  “Thank you, Fabio, I really do not know what to say.”




  “Say you are with us, Miguel.”




  Desayer looked into Vittori’s eyes and held them. “Do you really think this is the best course of action, Fabio?”




  “If we wish to honour the Church and Christ’s memory, then yes.”




  Desayer sighed and said, “Then I must do my duty. I am with you.”




  Chapter 9




  Night fell in the jungle. A small fire burnt brightly in the clearing by the hut. Stratton sat with his back against a log, digesting his meal. Titan lay next to him stretched out in the glow of the flames. Jennings and Grady were similarly relaxed, each idling in his own thoughts. Majami and Tawhali had gone inside to prepare an after-dinner brew.




  Grady lazily grabbed some wood from the pile and flung it on the fire causing a brief crackle and spit. “It doesn’t get much better than this, does it?” he said to no-one in particular.




  “No,” Jennings agreed. “There’s something about camping out under the stars isn’t there? Although I’m surprised to hear you say it. All you’ve been doing for the last few weeks is moaning about missing Brooke.”




  Grady shrugged. “Well, I do. But it doesn’t mean I can’t make the most of where I am. As Majami said, ‘there is no past or future, there is only now’.”




  “Alright, Buddha,” laughed Jennings. He lay back and gazed up to the stars shimmering in the cloudless sky and imagined himself floating among them, drifting farther and farther into the cosmos, until he was lost in a blissful sea of strikingly coloured nebulas and brilliant white streaks of dust and light. It was beautiful.




  “So, Stratton,” said Grady, breaking the silence and interrupting Jennings’ flow. “Can you tell me why exactly I was stopped from using my gun?”




  “Because I was perilously close to dying, that’s why?” said Stratton.




  “So what?” said Grady. “I wasn’t going to shoot you was I? In fact it would have been better for you if Jennings and I had found you earlier.”




  “If you’d have used your gun and killed somebody then it would have been over for me, and maybe for you as well.”




  “Why?” said Grady. “I don’t understand.”




  “Because I’m linked in with your consciousness. I’m linked to everybody’s consciousness.”




  Grady raised an eyebrow. “Come again?”




  “When I came back from the dead it wasn’t without its conditions. In essence my health and energy is linked to your thoughts and actions, everybody’s thoughts and actions.”




  “Okay,” said Grady, as if humouring a madman. “Go on.”




  “It’s like this,” Stratton continued. “Mankind is at a critical point in its history. It’s balanced on a fulcrum between light and oblivion. What we do now will determine our fate forever. Our spiritual consciousness is at its apex. Every choice we make now, however small, will affect the way forward. Any act of violence, or hatred, or revenge will take us into the dark. Conversely, any act of kindness, selflessness, or compassion, will take us into the light. Every day we’re getting closer and closer to the point of no return.”




  “So you’re a kind of spiritual barometer,” Jennings interjected.




  “It’s slightly more complicated, but yeah, that’s basically it. Are you with it, Grady?”




  “Yeah, of course. So if Jennings and I had shot those guys then it would’ve taken away more of your energy.”




  “That’s right.”




  “Fair enough, Obi Wan, but what about those fuckers torturing us? Isn’t that worse. Why didn’t that affect you?”




  “Good question,” said Stratton. “It’s because they’re already in the dark, Grady. You and Jennings are still part of the light, and to stay part of it you have to lay down your fears. It’s much easier to go from light to dark than the other way round. If you react to the darkness you’ll become it.”




  Grady grunted. “It’s all very well you saying this, Stratton. But what am I supposed to do – just let myself be killed. If some mother’s trying to kill me then I’m going to defend myself. It’s a natural reaction.”




  “I know it is,” said Stratton. “But you’ve got to unlearn it. Instead of reacting, just bow to them, just surrender.”




  “What if they can’t be reasoned with?” said Grady. “What if I surrender and they shoot me in the head anyway? I’m not going to let that happen.”




  “But it might not happen. It’s all about fear. You shoot them because you’re afraid they’re going to shoot you.”




  “Maybe. The bottom line is – I don’t want to die. And neither does anybody in their right mind.”




  “So you’re afraid of dying. It’s fear again.”




  “I wouldn’t say I’m afraid of dying. I’m just saying that given the choice I’d prefer to live. Some of us can’t just flit between worlds at the drop of a hat you know. I’ve got a wife and unborn child to look after. What do you think, Jennings?”




  Jennings continued to stare up to the heavens. “I don’t think anything. Or I’m trying not to at least. I’m just enjoying the night sky.”




  “Thanks for that, buddy,” said Grady.




  “Listen, Grady,” Stratton started. “I’m not preaching to you, I’m just telling you the way things are at the moment. It’s really up to you what you do with the information. You’re a free spirit like every other being on this planet. All I’m asking is that you think about it. If we want to survive as a race then we all have to think about it.”




  Grady threw some more wood onto the fire. “Why did you come back then, Stratton? You obviously had the choice. Is it that bad on the other side?”




  “No, it’s not. But it’s not like that. It’s not this side and that side. There’s different levels…But that’s a separate issue. I came back because I’ve got faith in human nature, because I believe we can pull things round. I didn’t want to leave just as things were getting difficult.”




  “He is a bodhisattva,” said Majami, returning with Tawhali and a pot of jungle tea.




  “What’s that?” asked Grady.




  “It is a person who postpones their own salvation to guide others along the path of enlightenment.” He poured out five cups of the hot liquid and handed them around. “Buddha was probably the most famous bodhisattva, although not many people know that in fact Jesus was one too.”




  “So you’ve come to save the day then?” said Grady.




  “I wouldn’t put it like that, Grady,” said Stratton. He blew on his cup and took a small sip of tea. “I’m here to help out, just like you are. In fact I’ve got less say in what happens than you do. All I am is a manifestation of good will; if the human race wants to self-destruct then there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m not a king, I’m not a president, I’m not any kind of leader, and neither do I want to be. I’m a servant of man’s wishes.”




  “So the fact that you’re alive and well is a good sign for us, right?” said Grady.
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