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    The lost and found 

      

      

    With Rupert Mascal and his sister Gloria in tow, Armani with us in the minibus - and Donno’s team on their way to meet us, we drove to the valley with the huge caverns whilst chatting about the Mascal family line, and their potential historic role in Pilgrim Valley.  

    It was possible that the family had been protecting the bones of James in past centuries, but Gloria had no memories of that. I had called Ross Daniels’ people in Corsica, and they would look at the Maskal family tree in a hurry, spelt here originally with a “k”. 

    At the steep-sided and rocky valley we passed through a police roadblock, and down at the cave entrance - the new commercial cave entrance, we pulled up and parked where we could, many police cars now here and seen parked at odd angles. 

    Down from the minibus, I took in the loud cascading river, and many areas of it now offered a sandy bottom for tourists to walk on and to swim above, no paying tourists suffering from cut feet on the rocks – I hoped. 

    Crossing the road, I found the concrete skeleton outlines of two small buildings that would one day be offices and ticket counters for the cave complex, but for now there was just a wooden hut, and tourists could pay at that hut for a ticket. 

    I walked right past the hut and inside a freshly made square concrete entrance, about ten yards long, and I emerged into the well-lit largest cavern. I also found many climbers stood around with ropes slung, the faces known to me, the men greeted. 

    Fortunately, they had pulled out when they made the discovery since they worried that I might shout at them, or have them shot - or worse, and the police had not yet made their forensic search; they were waiting on me as if I owned the place. 

    Technically, it was my valley to develop, but the police still had authority here. 

    Being led on, Armani was close behind me with Gloria and Rupert, behind them Bonza, Bill and Ted, and we walked up a gentle gradient and through to Cavern Number Four, plenty of light penetrating this huge cavern. 

    Cavern Three was the large one, Cavern Four a little smaller but with a nice safe place for people to swim – albeit in freezing cold water, a safe walkway now created, fresh concrete steps seen in a few places, there were even benches now for people to sit on. 

    At the far end we found two climbers stood smoking, and they nodded at me with formal smiles, a large torch handed over. Inside, a metal gate having been removed and now seen leant against the rocks, I ducked a few times and finally stood straight in the dim light. 

    Cavern Five was small compared to the main caverns, but it was still thirty feet tall and sixty feet wide, and it seemed to be quite flat and even; it was easy enough for us to negotiate.  

    There was no water evident here, the main cavern’s water coming from a type of spring at the top end of Cavern Four. And there was a small hole in the ceiling, towards the road, some light creeping in, bisecting the cave and highlighting a dead pigeon. 

    At the far end I found two climbers on their knees and moving stones, a pile of debris and large boulders seen to one side, and they pointed me inside a small opening.  

    I ducked low, but just for a few yards, soon upright in a dim cavern and dusting down my knees, again finding a hole in the ceiling on the road side, some grey light penetrating the gloom. 

    In front of me stretched out a scene of mass death, a hundred-yards of uneven surface dotted with old skeletons, each partly wrapped in dusty old clothing. Skulls were visible, teeth, and jaws that hung open after the passing of the centuries had removed flesh, muscle and skin. 

    At the far end, and hard to see, was a large wooden crucifix leant against a wall. 

    I turned to Armani as he shone his own torch around. ‘How did they get a crucifix that big in here?’ I posed. 

    ‘It was probably assembled in here, taken in as planks of wood,’ he suggested. Knelt, he examined a body. ‘The belt buckle and leather boots suggests a date of perhaps thirteen hundred or more, these are not Crusader period and definitely not First Century.’ 

    Kneeling, I examined a body’s rotten teeth as the others in my team came up behind us. That body displayed a small wooden crucifix on string around its neck, so these were not pirates that had sealed themselves inside, or had been forcibly sealed inside by displeased local residents. 

    I picked up an intricately carved object and showed it to Armani. 

    ‘An early form of sextant, for ship’s navigation,’ he told me. ‘They arrived here by ship, and were not long off that ship it seems. And they show no injuries, no cracked skulls or cracked jaws, so either these people starved … or they died of disease.’ 

    ‘Can something like plague still be here?’ I asked. 

    ‘Not after all these centuries, no. At least I don’t think so.’ 

    Standing, I shouted, ‘Don’t touch anything, they could have been diseased. Plague.’               

    ‘Did they seal themselves inside?’ Gloria asked. ‘Or was that done after they died?’ 

    ‘It’ll be hard to tell,’ I commented. ‘We need a handy document, words carved into stone maybe.’ 

    ‘Here,’ Bill called, and we walked across to him, words carved into a section of smooth cave wall. 

    Armani shone his torch. ‘It is Latin, but … not written correctly.’ 

    Gloria closed in. ‘My Latin is quite good,’ she offered Armani. 

    ‘And mine is excellent,’ Armani sarcastically reminded her, making me smile in the dim light as Gloria shot me an embarrassed look. 

    ‘What does it say, Cardinal of the Vatican and bloke what reads Latin?’ I asked. 

    Armani now shot me a look. ‘It’s a riddle of sorts, about a journey that was not meant to be, an escape perhaps, a clue here … ah, yes, Templars.’ 

    ‘Knights Templars?’ I asked. 

    ‘Yes, the code words are theirs.’ 

    ‘They’re not dressed like Templars,’ I pointed out. ‘Is the belt buckle the right date?’ 

    ‘As in this day and age, people back then were a mix of rich and poor, and a rich man would wear the latest style, poor people wore older styles. It can mean dating something wrongly by a hundred years or more. 

    ‘If your body was found in flared trousers … would that mean you came from the 1970s, or just had bad taste?’ 

    I smiled. ‘Nothing wrong with the Seventies.’ 

    ‘Treasure here?’ Bonza asked. 

    ‘Have a look around, but I’m not seeing large boxes of gold.’ 

    ‘No boxes at all,’ Bonza noted. ‘Nothing here apart from the bodies.’ 

    Donno, Perez and the diggers came inside, torches shone. 

    I told them, ‘These are Knights Templars in disguise, so start searching around, but don’t touch the bodies – could be plague.’ 

    Donno informed me, ‘I have handled many such bodies without ill effect; the disease does not linger outside of a warm body with fluids.’ 

    ‘Good to know,’ I quipped. 

    ‘None have swords,’ Bonza noted. 

    ‘Coming back to in disguise,’ I quipped. 

    Bonza insisted, ‘You didn’t travel anywhere in those days without a sword or dagger, in disguise or not.’ 

    ‘They came off a ship,’ Armani told him. ‘Swam ashore perhaps, swords left behind in a storm.’ 

    ‘Heavy boxes of silver coins left behind in a hurry,’ I thought out loud.  

    Stepping to a climber that had assisted us before many times, I placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Go outside, call the Prefect, tell him to ban all scuba diving off the coast here without permission, and to start a search for a shipwreck that might have treasure on it. 

    ‘Start the search just off the coast here, the bottom of this valley, study the map and the coastline, and study the underwater map, go see Pascal. Today!’ 

    The man rushed out. 

    ‘Mister Roskov!’ Donno called, and it was an urgent call, so I rushed that way with the gang. Donno was stood illuminating pairs of small square holes in the cave wall, the same style as in the original cave in Mandoch Valley; ladder holes. 

    Shining our torches up, we could see a ledge.  

    ‘Climbers!’ I called. 

    Two local climbers soon started upwards, pitons fastened as they progressed, the men each being roped off, but it was not a high ledge, it sat just about twenty feet up. 

    Donno noted, ‘There is no wood here for the ladders, so … could it be that they never explored this ledge?’ 

    ‘How would they get up there?’ Bonza challenged. 

    ‘The crucifix!’ I hissed, and we stepped to it. But it was just two long pieces of old wood, obviously having come from a wrecked ship, a type of iron bolt through the middle of the cross. 

    ‘This came from the ship’s wreckage,’ Armani noted. 

    Donno put in, ‘There is no other wood suitable to climb up with.’ 

    ‘And the time overlap, Broderic and the Templars?’ I posed to the dim grey faces. 

    ‘They would have known each other from the Crusades,’ Donno replied. ‘But the clothing of these men is later, perhaps two hundred years later. That would fit with their escape from France.’ 

    ‘Broderic was not active here then,’ I noted. ‘A descendant maybe, but his descendants went to France from here well before thirteen hundred.’ 

    Gloria informed us in the dim torch light, ‘I died in twelve seventy-six. We lost Madeline around eleven-sixty.’ 

    ‘This is later,’ Armani insisted. ‘The clothing fits with thirteen hundred, and with the Templars. They fled in 1307.’ 

    Donno offered, ‘We can test what is here and be sure of the date.’ 

    A climber shouted down, ‘Zere is cave ‘ere!’ 

    ‘Go inside, be careful - roped off!’ I shouted up as our torches illuminated the climber. 

    An arse in motion was soon followed by a man’s boots disappearing, his rope tether seen following on. He disappeared from sight as Perez, Donno and the team searched around. 

    A shout preceded a face at the ledge a few minutes later. ‘Zere is bigger cave, and stone with writing like yous ’av.’ 

    ‘Donno, climb up!’ I called, my words echoing a little. 

    Roped off, Donno stated up, soon disappearing over the ledge. 

    ‘Why’d they seal themselves inside?’ Bonza posed. 

    Armani began, ‘If they were all sick, and they knew that they had plague, it would have been normal to isolate themselves and not spread the disease. 

    ‘This valley would have offered little food for them, and local people would have reported the men to the King of France for a reward. They feared contact with local people, since capture meant being burnt at the stake.’ 

    I stepped to a climber. ‘The rocks that blocked the entrance here, were they pushed from inside or from outside?’ 

    ‘Some pushed from inside, some added from outside,’ came accented. 

    Returning to the gang, I told them, ‘Rocks pushed from inside, topped up from the outside.’ 

    ‘Some survivors then,’ Bonza noted. ‘They walked off to a warm welcome; they were burnt alive!’ 

    ‘They may have been caught and executed,’ Armani agreed. ‘No clues about this place have been found to date.’ 

    A dusty Donno, out of breath, appeared at the ledge. ‘There are twelve stone tablets, same as the others.’ 

    Bonza quietly remarked, ‘Could have been us that put them there.’ 

    I exchanged a look with Gloria. ‘Do you remember this place?’ 

    ‘No.’ 

    ‘Me neither.’ 

    Donno appeared again five minutes later. ‘There is German soldier!’ 

    ‘German?’ I shouted up. 

    ‘From 1943.’ 

    ‘What the fuck?’ Bonza let out, Gloria and Rupert exchanging looks. 

    I shouted up, ‘Look for a hole in the roof!’ 

    ‘There is one, I think he fell, legs all smashed. He has rifle.’ 

    I stepped to the same climber I had just spoken to. ‘There’s a hole in the roof, and we need to find where it comes out, so work out the position and start a search from the outside.’ 

    He ducked out the entrance with a buddy. 

    Perez’s dark outline suggested, ‘It would not be uncommon for German soldiers to look for treasure and to explore caves, even as part of an organised search. Many treasures were taken to Germany.’ 

    ‘Thieving little bastards, aye,’ Bonza noted. 

    ‘They never found this place,’ I said with a sigh. ‘Nothing has been disturbed.’ 

    Donno appeared again above us. ‘Mister Roskov, Cardinal, should I … read the tablets?’ 

    ‘Yes,’ I got in before Armani had a chance to say anything. ‘No hurry, we’ll need to find a way to get them out without breaking them.’ 

    I told those climbers remaining to get up into the new cave and to make a fire - for the smoke to signal their buddies outside, the fire not for a cup of tea. They would first collect something from outside to make smoke with as I led my gang out after them. 

    Armani came with us, no comment made regarding Donno reading the tablets, and we informed the police of what we now knew. 

    Back at the minibuses, I faced Armani. ‘We’ll give the skeletons a proper burial, at the bottom of this valley, facing the ocean.’ 

    ‘It would seem suitable, since they are not worthy of a museum and the Prefect would do little with them.’ 

    ‘And that German soldier will be sent back to Germany at my expense,’ I told him. ‘He could have grandkids alive.’ 

    Driving off, I could see climbers going up the steep hillside to find the way in from the top, but since I had handed them cash they could earn their damn keep. 

      

    At the hotel, we washed our hands before we sat for cups of tea in the restaurant, the find already on the local news - and bound to spread like wildfire. 

    Rupert asked me, ‘Is it always like this with you?’ 

    ‘We have made quite a few discoveries down here, and I love exploring caves,’ I replied. 

    ‘It’s exciting stuff,’ he noted. ‘And more stone tablets, more of the story of Christ, the real story.’ 

    Armani turned his head to me. ‘Is it possible to build a deep water concrete jetty at Pilgrim Valley?’ 

    Taking out my phone, I called the Prefect. ‘Calm down. Listen, Pilgrim Valley, is there deep water for a ship to dock?’ He would call me back, after he had calmed down some. 

    I called Pascal, but he was on his way already, so his wife informed me.  

     

    After some lunch, Pascal walked in and rushed over to me, pulling up a chair. He had an underwater contour map, and he now showed it to me. ‘Here is the cave entrance to the sea, and to find it you must be swimming. 

    ‘Here, sixty metres out, is the end of the reef, then deep water down to seventy metre, a narrow triangle here. A wreck can be no place else.’ 

    ‘Start a search there, I’ll pay for it, and make sure that the police keep all boats away from there. If people think there’s Templar Treasure they’ll dive at night.’ 

    ‘We stop them, yes, men on the hill. But you think it is treasure?’ 

    ‘Silver coins, no gold.’ 

    ‘But still worth much money?’ he pressed. 

    ‘Yes. Go make a plan for some deep dives in cold water, followed by some nice hot chocolate afterwards.’ 

    He rushed out. 

    ‘Just silver coins?’ Rupert queried. 

    ‘That’s what they fled with, little talk of gold being held with them.’ 

    Armani put in, ‘They did not keep gold, they had vast collections of silver coins for commerce, unless you believe that they had Temple Treasure.’ 

    ‘None found here,’ I put in. ‘And the locals would have seen them bring it ashore; a small harbour here and few roads. They would have to land at an isolated spot and offload, with no local help.’ I shook my head at the idea. 

    Bonza floated, ‘Would the descendants of Broderic have offered to help the Templars?’ 

    I replied, ‘Yes, in France, but after Broderic died his family returned to France from here, there was no Broderic outpost here that we know of, and back then this was a quiet backwater, nothing here of interest to anyone, no trade or commerce, very little farming.’ 

    Bonza continued, ‘But if Broderic was swapping secret tales of Mary and Jesus with the Templars … he might have told them where to land and maybe he sent some help. They both wanted to screw the Vatican.’ 

    Armani cut in, ‘There is a link between Broderic and the Templars, and his descendants and the Templars. They could have detailed Mandoch Valley and other places, yes.’ 

    I again shook my head. ‘Somehow, I think that the descendants of Broderic would have stolen the treasure before now. And how much can you move on a small ship?’ 

    Gloria lifted her head and began, ‘The Templars sailed from the north of France, into the Baltic, some of them to Scotland. Heavy wooden chests were seen being loaded onto their ships.  

    ‘No evidence that they took their money south across France - which would have been a very dangerous journey for them at the time, to then sail off across the Mediterranean.’ 

    I nodded at that. ‘The coins were mostly stored in Paris, but if there was treasure it would have been in the southwest of France, where they built their oddly placed churches.’ 

    ‘Oddly placed?’ Bonza queried. 

    ‘If you draw a line on a map between them, they all intersect and make geometric shapes, a clue for future map makers or … balloon enthusiasts or space aliens studying us from above, but impossible for the people of the time to join the dots on the ground, literally join the dots.’ 

    ‘What do the shapes mean?’ Bonza asked. 

    ‘No one knows, but there are circles and triangles, and the churches are all the same distance away from each other. It’s some sort of code.’ 

    ‘Code for where they hid treasure?’ Bonza asked. 

    ‘No, because … why go to so much trouble for a hundred years, to build churches in exact locations? More likely it’s out of respect to the old Egyptian gods, the secret belief system that was passed on to the Freemasons.’ 

    ‘But … they were Christians?’ Bonza puzzled. 

    Rupert put in, ‘Modern day Freemasons worship ancient Egyptian gods, it’s all Egyptian symbolism, and when you look at Washington in America - it was designed around a pentagram, and the Washington Monument is an exact replica of an Egyptian  obelisk.’ 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Being tested 

      

      

    After lunch, I led the gang down to the beach, a nice stroll, a pleasant day laid on for us, and there was little wind to bother us today, the ocean a little calmer. 

    At the beach, a few items of winter flotsam examined, I suddenly felt a tingling. ‘You feel that?’ I asked Bonza. 

    ‘Nope.’ He glanced around. ‘And it’s just us here. Someone sick?’ 

    ‘Not a sick kind of tingle.’ I turned full circle, a look at Bill and Ted to alert them, Gloria and Rupert now curious and also glancing around. I finally faced the ocean. ‘That way. Look for a suspicious dolphin.’ 

    Bonza put a hand over his eyes. ‘There’s a small boat out there, mile out or more. Can’t be that.’ 

    I focused on the small boat, the tingling increasing. ‘Gunmen, on the boat.’ I shouted, ‘Get back up to reception! Ted, go get those tourists off the beach!’ 

    Taking out my phone as we walked, I waved in the pool boys seen near the concrete structure before I recalled the number for the Prefect. ‘It’s me, and there’s a boat off the coast, off my hotel. I … had a tip-off, men with guns planning an attack. Work fast!’ 

    ‘Oh my god.’ 

    I cut the call. 

    At the pool bar I told the guests to move to reception immediately, the bar quickly closed, worried pool boys sent to bring all guests up to reception. 

    Inside reception, I shouted at Michelle to get Carter and his men - and their rifles, and fast. Outside of reception, I found the usual police and I warned them, the men now mortified and soon screaming down their phones. 

    Carter arrived first, his jeep screeching to a halt, and he jumped down with his M16 – and in his white and light blue uniform, “Roskov Security” badges seen, another two men with him, those men also armed with M16s, and also in uniform.  

    ‘Get to the beach and hide, there’s a boat with armed men on it! Run!’ 

    They sped around the buildings and out of sight. In reception, a crowd now gathered, I had Michelle translate. ‘I had a tip-off, about a boat full of armed men wanting to attack us here. You’ll be bussed to the city for a few hours.’ 

    Michelle translated, the frail old guests horrified as they were firmly nudged outside and towards the minibuses. I sent Bill and Ted up to the roof. 

    Bonza began, as we herded the guests out to the buses, ‘Carter will stop them landing, no way they’ll land if we’re shooting at them.’ 

    ‘And what if there are ten of them, shooting back at us!’ I quietly hissed. 

    Hearing the helicopter, we rushed up to the roof, and the blue police helicopter flew loudly overhead low-level and turned, heading out to sea. 

    Bonza noted, ‘They’ll fuck off now for sure.’ 

    Bill put in, ‘Not if they’re Islamic they won’t.’ He faced me. ‘What can you feel?’ 

    ‘Just the danger, nothing specific.’ I closed my eyes and tried to imagine the boat. A tingling sensation shot up my spine and made me gasp, Bonza grabbing me before I fell over. ‘Katerina Mary!’ 

    I recalled the numbers quickly as Bill and Ted look worried, getting Maria.’ 

    ‘Ricky -’ 

    ‘Where are you?’ I shouted. 

    ‘At the house.’ 

    ‘Where’s Katerina Mary?’ 

    ‘Here -’ 

    ‘There are men on the way to attack you, call the police and warn your house security. Work fast!’ 

    ‘My god.’ The call was cut at her end, the line soon buzzing. 

    ‘The baby?’ Ted asked. 

    ‘I saw an image, the baby in danger.’ 

    ‘She’s in Italy!’ Bonza helpfully pointed out. 

    Bill cut in, ‘They will hit us here and in Italy at the same time!’ 

    Worried looks were exchanged, soon the loud blare of police sirens as four patrol cars sped to us as our minibuses sped away, Armani coming up to us with his aid; I had forgotten that he was still here. 

    ‘What is happening?’ he calmly asked. 

    ‘Men on a boat, an attack here, and an attack on Katerina Mary at the same time.’ 

    He stocked rigid and grabbed his assistant’s phone, stepping away from us, and for the first time I heard him shout down the phone. 

    Two police officers came up to us, and they stood near us they peered out at the hotel grounds, walking around and looking down at all the detail. And they could see Carter and his men on the roof of the concrete structure below us. 

    I pointed at the distant boat as it was circled by the police helicopter. ‘Something … is not right.’ 

    Faces turned towards me. 

    I called the Prefect. ‘I had a tip-off, a large scale terrorist attack on the island,’ I lied. ‘Get every police officer armed, and on the streets.’ 

    ‘You think this is about the pilgrim event?’ 

    ‘What … pilgrim event?’ I puzzled. 

    ‘They hold a special event, more people than normal, thousands of them.’ 

    ‘Oh my god,’ I let out, and I never figured I would let out those words. ‘Get the police there, to the beach!’ 

    ‘We evacuate the valley?’ 

    ‘No, that would just put them on the roads and in the city, they’d still be targets, and people would be killed in the stampede. Just protect the beach, stop a boat from landing!’ I cut the call. 

    A second helicopter could soon be heard, then it was glimpsed, a grey French Marines helicopter from the airport, and it joined the police helicopter out to sea, hard to get the detail of anything it was so far away. 

    The police on the roof soon grabbed their radios and listened in.  

    I stepped to them. ‘What is it?’ 

    ‘Men on boat shoot, Marines shoot back!’ 

    My heart skipped a beat, and I stared out to sea with the rest of the worried faces. When Armani joined me, I began, ‘They planned to attack your ceremony in Pilgrim Valley, but local police are on the way there.’ 

    Armani’s eyes widened. ‘They … who are they?’ 

    ‘I don’t know yet, but they may hit the Contessa’s house and Katerina Mary at the same time, so this … this is about you as much as it is about me.’ 

    Shocked, Armani made another call, a loud one as the police from up here ran down towards Carter, patrol cars now arriving on my neighbour’s road. 

    Dave Maurice called me. ‘Something happening down there? The road outside is full of police cars heading your way.’ 

    ‘Boat a mile offshore with armed men on it.’ 

    ‘Michelle -’ 

    ‘Is fine, don’t worry, but come help out. First, call the warehouse and have them ready for trouble, your offices as well.’ 

    A senior police officer appeared on the roof a few minutes later and joined me, staring out to sea for a moment. ‘Sir, the men on the boat shoot at our helicopter, the Marines shoot them dead. Marines will go down on rope.’ 

    ‘And Pilgrim Valley?’ 

    ‘Already many police there, sir, for the ceremony, maybe six thousand people, most is Italian.’ 

    ‘Italian?’ 

    ‘Catholic ceremony, yes.’ 

    I stared past him. ‘So this was about them, not about me…’ 

    ‘This boat was not coming here, sir, it was heading south and around to Pilgrim Valley.’ 

    ‘What time would it have arrived there?’ I puzzled. 

    ‘Maybe five.’ 

    ‘Late…’ I puzzled. 

    ‘Ceremony is five, sir.’ 

    ‘Tell them to go ahead with the ceremony, no panicking of people, no people crushed, no accidents on the roads!’ 

    He got on the phone. 

    I waved the gang in, Gloria and Rupert now up here with my parents, who did not want to evacuate. ‘The terrorists were planning an attack on a ceremony at Pilgrim Valley, a Catholic ceremony, there are six thousand Italians there today.’ 

    ‘I read about it,’ my father put in. 

    ‘That boat was not heading here, it was heading past,’ I told them. 

    My father responded, ‘Here they would have killed ten people at most, and our security have guns, Carter has a damn machinegun, so they wouldn’t have got far with their plan.’ 

    The senior police officer stepped to us. ‘Sir, the Marines go onto the boat, six men killed on the boat, and these men … have machinegun, bombs and grenades.’ 

    A chill went through me as horrified looks were exchanged. 

    My phone trilled, Maria in tears. ‘Calm down, what happened?’ I asked her. 

    ‘The police shoot men in a car outside, then the car explodes, windows broken.’ 

    ‘The baby?’ 

    ‘She is not hurt.’ 

    ‘The Contessa?’ 

    ‘She is strong like always, shouting at the police to move the mess.’ 

    ‘We stopped the men here so … that may be an end to it, don’t worry. Call me later.’ I stepped away and called Rolf, before he saw the news. ‘Where are you?’ I asked. 

    ‘At my old offices.’ 

    ‘And the twins?’ 

    ‘Shopping with Ingrid.’ 

    ‘Listen, we … stopped a terrorist attack against Pilgrim Valley, a big Italian ceremony there today, and men were stopped from killing Katerina Mary at the same time.’ 

    ‘My god.’ 

    ‘Call the police, get some protection just in case, get the twins and Ingrid home, pay Luc Haas for a few days. Work fast, but … don’t worry.’ 

    ‘Don’t worry?’ he huffed 

    Call ended, I stepped to Armani as he finished a call. 

    He offered me an angered look. ‘They tried to kill the baby!’ he hissed out. 

    I nodded, little I could say to comfort him. ‘This ceremony in Pilgrim Valley, you were due to be there?’ 

    ‘No, I’m too senior for such things.’ 

    ‘I think we should go there, to calm the crowd.’ 

    Heaving a breath to calm himself, he nodded, straightening his robes. 

    Seeing an opportunity here, as well as a need, I called the British Cabinet Office, dragging the Prime Minister out of a meeting, saying that it was urgent. 

    ‘Roskov?’ 

    ‘Listen well, there’s been a major terrorist attack in Corsica, and at the same time they went for the baby, Katerina Mary.’ 

    ‘My god.’ 

    ‘If you have a destroyer somewhere close by it will help, as well as get you a photo opportunity, the terrorists came by boat and there may be more boats out there.’ 

    ‘I’ll talk with the Admiralty now.’ 

    ‘Thanks.’ 

    Next call was Clinton’s team, who should be awake at this hour, a five-hour difference. 

    ‘Roskov?’ 

    ‘Yes. Get a message to the President for me: terrorist attack in Corsica, boats used, Italian Pilgrims targeted, do you have a destroyer nearby…’ 

    ‘Naples base is right opposite you.’ 

    ‘Tell him: photo op.’ I cut the call. 

    I led the gang down, just as Dave Maurice arrived, a hug for his pregnant wife, Michelle. 

    ‘What’s the danger here?’ he just about demanded. 

    ‘The danger has passed, they were on their way to Pilgrim Valley, machineguns and bombs.’ 

    ‘Christ,’ he let out. ‘Can I take Michelle home?’ 

    ‘No, her job is here, but … it shows that you’re a good husband and set to be a good father.’ 

    ‘I want to stay,’ Michelle cut in. ‘Got half of the island’s bloody police here anyway.’ 

    ‘Where did you bus our guests to?’ I asked Michelle. 

    ‘Claude’s restaurant in the city.’ 

    ‘Pay for lunch and wine, then bring them back later. You, Dave, go oversee it, reassure them all.’ 

    Michelle nudged him out the door. 

    I finally stood in front of her and held her shoulders. ‘You OK?’ 

    ‘I don’t frighten that easily, not working for you.’ 

    I smiled widely. ‘Be quiet from now on.’ 

    ‘Ha!’ 

    ‘Offer the guests a refund later, spoil them.’ 

    She nodded back at me before I led Armani out, and I called for Gloria and Rupert to come with us. The minibuses were back from the city, and a dozen police cars were available as escorts. 

    I had asked for just two police cars as escort, but the police insisted on four, so we mounted up and set off, soon passing Frances House, which I was informed was now being mistaken for a new hotel. A few people had even tried to book a room there. 

    As we drove along the mountain roads, I turned around in my seat to face Armani. ‘Harry Stanulou?’ 

    He stared back for several seconds, appearing tired and angered. ‘It is possible, yes, he wants to attack us, and our offers of rewards have not led to him being arrested. Now this.’ 

    ‘I’ll increase the reward,’ I told him. ‘He … he could have killed a great many pilgrims, for which I would have blamed myself. Attacks on me I can deal with, attacks on innocent people because of me … that’s harder to deal with.’ 

    He nodded. ‘Most of the people attending today are Italian Catholics. This was an attack on us, the baby seen as a symbol.’ 

    I glanced over my shoulder at the driver. Facing Armani again, I quietly stated, ‘I sensed the danger, so … we have that at least.’ 

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Preaching to the faithful 

      

     

    Arriving at Pilgrim Valley, we passed through a police roadblock, and we found a dozen officers on the main access road. Past the coach park and car park, now full, we drove over a new bridge - the river now hidden underground in huge concrete pipes, and we negotiated the track on the west side used by the builders, the east side packed with the faithful, thousands of them. 

    But at least we had a thirty hotdog trucks here, so the driver pointed out to me, making me smile. 

    I had the minibus pause, and I pointed out the old Maskal house to Rupert and Gloria. ‘Do you sense that you know the place?’ I asked Gloria. 

    She studied it, shaking her head. ‘Nothing comes to mind, no.’ 

    We drove on as they glanced back at the house. 

    Down at the bottom of the valley, the foundations of many buildings now being cut on the west side, we drove back across a second bridge and up behind the large and improvised scaffolding podium, many police seen here as well as down on the beach itself. 

    Down from the minibuses, Bill and Ted moved in to protect me, and I waited for Gloria and Rupert. I studied Gloria for a moment. ‘Do you … want to say anything to crowd?’ 

    Her eyes widened. ‘Me? What … what would I say?’ 

    ‘You want to be a politician, so you could talk about M.E., life in a wheelchair, benefits of the water, being a Catholic and … having faith.’ 

    ‘Oh.’ She exchanged a look with Rupert. 

    ‘Are there TV cameras?’ he asked. 

    ‘Yes.’ 

    He faced her. ‘Be some good exposure for you, it will be seen in the UK.’ 

    I held her shoulders. ‘Stick to the truth, say what you believe, talk to them as if they’re keen teenagers that are on your side, and the speech just flows from there.  

    ‘Talk about how you lost your faith in the wheelchair, then I came along, then you drank the water and felt better, now you want to do something with your life.’ 

    ‘I can do that,’ she said with an affirmative nod. 

    ‘Avoid the secret stuff obviously.’ I turned my head to Armani. ‘You can translate for me.’ 

    Bowing his head, he soon led us up and around, and we rudely interrupted the surprised priest. When the crowd saw me they cheered, which was nice, and I waved, before I rudely waved the priest out of the way. 

    I was now stood staring out at a rock concert of heads, only there were more of them than at a rock concert, most dressed in black or grey, many priests and nuns in the mix behind the barriers. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we have grave news for you.’ 

    Armani translated using a second microphone, and the faces now appeared puzzled as they all fell silent. 

    ‘An hour ago … a boat was intercepted by the French police and military here, men in the boat shooting at the police before they were shot dead.’ 

    Armani translated. 

    ‘Those men were on their way here to kill you.’ 

    Armani translated, gasps heard from the crowd. 

    ‘At the same time as that shoot-out took place, an attack took place in Milan, outside the home of Katerina Mary.’ 

    Armani translated, a loud gasp heard, hands seen going to the mouths of nuns. 

    ‘I can report that the gunmen in Milan were shot dead, and that their car exploded because of the bomb they were transporting.’ 

    More gasps left the mouths of shocked faces, and now I could hear the echo as speakers up on telegraph poles in the distance relayed my words and Armani’s translation. 

    ‘It is possible that this attack was similar to a previous attack on the Vatican by Serbian man Harry Stanulou.’ 

    Armani translated. 

    ‘We don’t know if the danger has passed, but there are many police here, there are helicopters, and there are French Coastguard boats off the coast.’ 

    I heard the heavy drone and looked around, an American P3 Orion naval patrol aircraft flying past low-level, Italian roundels seen. ‘And it seems that the Italian Navy and Air Force is here as well.’ 

    I faced the crowd and studied the worried faces. ‘I see a few frightened faces in the crowd, but I thought that I was addressing soldiers, Christian soldiers.’ 

    I half-turned my head as Armani translated. I continued, ‘Some of you are clergy, some are civilians, but you all claim to be Christian and Catholic, and that claim comes with a few … conditions.’ 

    Armani translated without appearing as worried as I figured he might. 

    ‘Adopting a faith, adopting a way of life, comes with rules and guidelines, the same as any military unit.’ 

    Armani translated. 

    ‘If you stand there today, as Christians and Catholics, then you stand to be tested.’ 

    Armani again translated. 

    ‘Will you be found wanting, or are you true believers, stood tall and proud, stood with … faith?’ 

    Armani translated, but he was also getting louder. 

    I could see the crowd stiffen. ‘You are not here for a holiday, not to see the sights, you are here because you stand for something. 

    ‘You are here because you believe in something, because you want to help the poor and needy, and because you want to help yourselves be better people. 

    ‘You are here to celebrate your common mission and common goals, but life tends to test you when you are alone, and not with friends or family beside you. 

    ‘Today you have the benefit of many friends around you, and today you benefit from being at a site that reminds you of how your religion got started. 

    ‘At this site we found stone tablets that backed up the words of the Bible, confirmed the names of the people in the Bible, and confirmed what was actually said at the time. 

    ‘In the Bible, it says: you will not enter the Kingdom of Heaven unless you are like small children.’ I held my hands wide. ‘That makes no sense. 

    ‘What we found on the stone tablets was: you will enter the Kingdom of Heaven if you are joyous like a small child, with an open mind and inquisitive. That … now makes sense to us. 

    ‘Here you stand … at the place where the truth was actually written down, not translated badly a few times.’ 

    Armani translated without seeming to be afraid of the direction I was going in. 

    ‘So here is a good place to be tested, to have your faith tested in the face of a terrorist attack, in the face of death – and I see that some of you have teenagers and children stood with you. 

    ‘Today, men were on their way here with guns and bombs … to kill you. Today, men went to the home of Katerina Mary, because you lot consider her to be a miracle. 

    ‘You … the faithful … were the target in both attacks. The question remains, if you are true believers, and truly have some faith in what it is you’re doing here today. 

    ‘If there are any of you that doubt yourselves, doubt your beliefs and don’t have faith … please leave.’ I pointed. ‘The exit is behind you.’ 

    Armani translated, loudly, and he even pointed. 

    The stunned crowd stood there, looks exchanged, heads starting to turn, but no one was moving. It was now deathly quiet. 

    I added, ‘The baby, Katerina Mary, was a target because of you, and what you believe to be a miracle. So I’m curious, about if you accept responsibility for what you believe in. 

    ‘Raise your hand if you will stand in the way of a gunman and take the bullet … to save the life of Katerina Mary.’ 

    The wave of hands started at the front and moved backwards, like an actual wave, till they all stood with hands raised, a loud cheer then going up. 

    I leant into the microphone, a smile exchanged with Armani. ‘I am proud of you all.’ 

    He translated, the audience applauding, a deafening sound echoing off the low hills around us. 

    A hand extended towards Gloria as she stood at the edge of the podium, a reassuring smile issued, and she bravely walked up onto the stage. It finally fell quiet as I stood back and Gloria took the microphone. 

    ‘I came here in a wheelchair, suffering from the disease known as Chronic Fatigue Syndrome. My brother, a British politician, was on a TV chat show with Roskov, and when he mentioned my condition Roskov invited me down here, all expenses paid, so that I could drink the Mandoch Valley spring water and see if it would help me as it helped sufferers of arthritis. I am now walking again.’ 

    They applauded loudly and cheered. 

    ‘The water suppresses the pain, and I can move around again. And after four years in a wheelchair, no help from the doctors, I am now walking normally, I even tried running. 

    ‘But when I first met Roskov … he asked me what I wanted to do with my life. I had worked alongside British politicians, I had studied politics in university, and I had wanted to do something in politics, I … wanted to make a difference. 

    ‘So now that I’m walking again I will look again at a career in politics in Britain, and I will help other sufferers like myself, because I went through some very dark times. 

    ‘Despite being raised a Catholic … I considered ending my own life a few times; I was shunned by my friends, and the stupid doctors thought that I was just being lazy. 

    ‘I was sat in room by myself, little hope, wasting away and wondering when the pain would end. Then along came Roskov.’ 

    The crowd cheered and applauded. 

    ‘I’ve been handed a second chance, no thanks to the overpaid doctors in Britain, and now I aim to do something useful with my life, to make a difference, and to help people.’ 

    The crowd applauded again. 

    ‘As to my faith … a week ago I was ready to end my own life, no hope of a future, so I failed that test, I needed a little help, someone to pick me up and to offer me a solution. 

    ‘We all need that help from time to time, we all need a friend or our families, and I aim to campaign for people like myself, people left alone and in pain, the medical community offering no solution. 

    ‘There are thousands of sufferers of this condition in Britain, thousands in Italy as well, so I hope that the government of Italy lends a helping hand to them, and if not, maybe the church can run a campaign.’ 

    Armani translated, but then told her, ‘We have already begun the campaign, as requested by Mister Roskov.’ 

    She addressed the crowd again. ‘I spent four years in a wheelchair, a life of hell, till I found the spring water. Till the giant hand of Roskov reached down and picked me up.’ 

    The crowd applauded loudly and cheered. 

    She pointed north. ‘In a cave over there, stone tablets were found. They mention the collective conscience of mankind. My aim is to contribute in a small way to that average collective conscience, and to help people like myself all across Europe lift themselves up. Thank you.’ 

    The crowd applauded loudly as she stood back, and in front of the cameras I gave her a hug before Armani placed a hand on her shoulder, as if a daughter collecting a school prize. 

    I turned to the priest. ‘Sorry we interrupted you.’ 

    ‘You are the grand master, I am hidden in your shadow,’ came in reasonable English and with a bow of his head. 

    Down from the podium, I led Gloria and Armani to the barriers, soon being snapped as I shook hands with as many people as I could in the front row, hands of old nuns grasped. 

    Ten minutes later two jets glided noisily past, but these were American F15s, and as we reached the minibuses the P3 Orion again flew past low-level. 

    In the minibuses, Armani sat was grinning at me. 

    ‘What?’ I asked with my own grin. ‘What did I do?’ 

    ‘You turned a terrorist attack and potential stampede into a show of collective faith and collective defiance.’ 

    ‘I needed them strong, not panicking.’ As we started up the bumpy track I turned to Gloria, sat now behind Armani. ‘You spoke well, like a future politician.’ 

    ‘You did,’ Armani commended her. 

    ‘I was terrified, but then I remembered what you said. And it was about helping others like me, more than helping myself.’ 

    ‘Well the voters of Stevenage will know your face soon enough. And I’ll visit the town with you, get you some exposure, only five months to an election maybe.’ 

    Rupert put in, ‘I’ve already been making calls to the party in Stevenage.’ 

    Bonza noted, ‘She’s way too pretty to be a politician.’ 

    I grinned at Gloria. ‘He has a point. No make-up, dress down. But your looks will open doors for you, trust me.’ 

     

      

      

      

    

  


   
    The calm after the storm 

      

      

    Back at the hotel, and the Prime Minister called. ‘We have a ship near you, it’ll steam towards the island, and we’re in touch with the French Government. They’re diverting a ship as well.’ 

    ‘We just had American jets flying over, and an Italian ocean patrol aircraft, both probably from Naples.’ 

    ‘Yes, it’s close to you. What’s happening on the ground?’ 

    ‘The French Marines in a helicopter tried to stop a boat, and were shot at, so they shot dead the men on the boat and roped down to it, finding machineguns and bombs. 

    ‘In Milan, Italy, a car was shot-up heading towards the Miracle Baby, and it exploded, so it was also carrying a bomb.’ 

    ‘My god, to want to kill a baby.’ 

    ‘The baby has become a Christian symbol, and these attacks were probably Harry Stanulou again.’ 

    ‘That name was floated, yes. Stay safe.’ 

    ‘I’ve just been preaching to the masses.’ 

    ‘You’re an atheist.’ 

    ‘I can be preachy when I need to be.’ 

    ‘We all can.’ 

    In reception it was all quiet, just security men and police, Carter stood with his rifle slung and enjoying a cup of tea. 

    ‘Did you shoot the men on that boat?’ I loudly asked him. 

    ‘What? They were like two miles away!’ 

    ‘That’s no excuse, Mister Ex-Special Forces guy.’ 

    Bill and Ted laughed as Carter protested his innocence, Michelle criticising Carter for having done nothing. 

    I told her, ‘Bring back the tourists.’ 

    ‘They’re all getting drunk apparently, free booze.’ 

    ‘So drag them back then.’ 

     

    Ross Daniels called as I made a cup of tea in our villa. ‘You’re all over the damn news, first the Knights Templars and now this attack by boat. President met with his military and the FBI.’ 

    ‘It was just one boat, and I sensed it as it motored past my hotel, and Katerina Mary is OK.’ 

    ‘A car bomb?’ 

    ‘No, a bomb in a car that went off when the police shot at it.’ 

    ‘Jesus, they meant to kill everyone in that house.’ 

    A chill went through me, and I felt the fingers of blame pointing at me. ‘We need a larger reward for Harry Stanulou.’ 

    ‘It’s already at five million dollars, and if anyone knew anything they would have come forwards by now.’ 

    ‘Increase it anyway, and publicise it far and wide. How are the water sales?’ 

    ‘We now sell an extra thousand bottles a day to a Marseille company, and that could be two thousand bottles a day soon, at five Euro a bottle.’ 

    ‘Ten thousand Euro a day? Better than a kick in the teeth. How much is it making overall?’ 

    ‘The production costs are tiny, so the gross profit is basically all profit, sixty thousand Euro a day on average, two million dollars a month.  

    ‘But we’ll start to raise prices soon and increase production, got a deal for bottles to be shipped to Italy as well, and that’s before we see any accreditation for the claimed medicinal benefits. And we’re sending bottles to Sweden.’ 

      

    Armani came and found me, as I was stood outside my villa with a brew in hand. He began, ‘The Italian Government wishes to make you an offer for the stone tablets, and that they be housed in Rome.’ 

    ‘With the result in boosted tourist revenue for Rome,’ I sarcastically pointed out. 

    ‘Of course.’ 

    I heaved a sigh and took in the ocean. ‘Truth is … I’d prefer fewer pilgrims here and more tourists.’ I sipped my tea and studied the ocean for a moment. ‘Let’s go chat to the Prefect.’ 

    The sun was low as we drove in convoy past the airport and past my huge warehouse, police cars seen outside the warehouse, and at the government buildings we were led inside, the gang back at the villa. 

    In a large meeting room the Prefect finally stepped in looking harassed, but he also looked as if he had lost some weight in recent weeks. With him were six men and two senior police officers. 

    Sat, he began, ‘They tow the boat to the harbour, and they find bombs and grenades and rockets, and machineguns with much ammunition. They aimed to kill many people here.’ 

    I nodded solemnly, again feeling the fingers of blame aimed at me. ‘It would have set back the island greatly, yes. Anyway, we’re here to discuss something else. The Italian Government wants to buy the stone tablets from us and display them in Rome, for tourists to see them there. 

    ‘I … think I want less pilgrims here and more tourists.’ I waited. 

    They exchanged knowing looks. ‘We have this talk, and we think we want less pilgrims, because in the summer they take money away from the hotels.’ 

    I turned my head to Armani. ‘What are they offering?’ 

    ‘Two hundred million Euro.’ 

    I faced the Prefect. ‘The money can be sent to the Kudulov Charity and spent on local social programmes, and on a nursing homes for poor local people – which will save you money on medical bills.’ 

    ‘The tablets are yours…’ 

    ‘You granted me use of the land, not ownership, so the money can be spent here on local people. Are … you all in agreement?’ 

    Heads nodded. 

    I told Armani, ‘Fly the tablets out, but just five at a time on a plane, have copies made and displayed here. If we find others I’ll send them to you. 

    ‘And can we say … that pilgrims buy a ticket in advance, say … three thousand people as a maximum number in any one day?’ 

    ‘We can assist with that,’ Armani suggested. ‘And limit numbers and control them better.’ 

    ‘That is better,’ the Prefect agreed. ‘Less in summer, more in winter maybe.’ 

    I told him, ‘When the hotels in Pilgrim Valley are complete the pilgrims won’t affect the tourist trade so much.’ 

    Heads nodded at that idea. 

    ‘You think there is a ship with treasure on?’ the Prefect asked. 

    ‘We don’t know, but we can look, because we know the Templar skeletons came off a ship, and they never swam far. Most likely they just had silver coins.’ 

    ‘Paris sends investigators here, and the FBI say they want to come - American tourists were at the valley, and the Italians want to investigate.’ 

    ‘More hotel rooms booked,’ I quipped, making them smile. 

    A man put in, ‘We have many people now come, historians and writers interested in the treasure and the caves. That is also more hotels rooms booked.’ 

    ‘And Demoine’s land?’ 

    ‘Is up for sale from his trustees,’ the Prefect informed me. 

    ‘Trustees?’ 

    ‘His court appointed trustees, who will settle the estate if the son gets out of prison someday.’ 

    I nodded at that. ‘If there’s some good land I can look at buying it.’ 

    The Prefect told me, ‘He has a nice valley, east side, I was born near there. Big enough for nursing homes.’ 

    ‘Write it down for me.’ A man noted the address for me. ‘And yes – I will search it for treasure.’ 

    ‘We have an offer for the gold crucifix, at twelve million Euro,’ a man told me. 

    My eyes widened. ‘That’s a lot.’ 

    The man shrugged. ‘It is unique, and the buyers want it. It is worth what a collector will pay.’ 

    ‘How much is this Demoine valley worth?’ 

    ‘It will sell at auction for maybe six million Euro.’ 

    ‘So sell the crucifix, hand the money to the Kudulov Charity, and we’ll buy the land and build a nursing home for local people, maybe several of them.’ 

    Heads were nodded in agreement. 

    ‘There is one thing … and that is how the attackers planned on getting away,’ I posed. 

    ‘Suicide bombers?’ the Prefect asked. 

    ‘No, not from our Serbian friend. They would never get away in a small boat, so they must have had people close by, a truck or van, so look for them, think about how they might have hid on this island.’ 

    Worried looks were exchanged as the Prefect quickly issued orders to the police chiefs. 

    Hands shaken, and I left them to worry about terrorist attacks and accomplices, and back at the hotel my drunken guests had returned, only two wanting the refund. 

    Calling Ross Daniels on the way back, I had explained what would now happen, and he was also happy to see fewer pilgrims and more tourists. 

     

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Recalling the story 

      

      

    At 7pm, six rich Italian pilgrims that had been at the event - and were also guests of the hotel, arrived back. Meeting them in the restaurant, I offered them refunds but they were offended, flatly refusing a refund. They did, however, want to pose for snaps with me. 

    At 8pm a Sky News crew turned up unannounced, so I took them to the villa to set up. Teeth cleaned, dark grey suit placed on, chairs adjusted, and we were counted down. 

    A hand chopping motion, and the male interviewer began, ‘Mister Roksov, what exactly happened here today?’ 

    ‘I received a tip-off, someone contacting a business interest of mine,’ I lied. ‘When the tip-off finally got to me I was stood on the beach of this hotel, and then worried, because we could see a small boat off the coast a mile. 

    ‘We figured that they might attack me here at this hotel, but apparently the boat was heading south, past us and towards Pilgrim Valley. 

    ‘What was happening at Pilgrim Valley was a planned Catholic Church event, with up to six thousand pilgrims in attendance, and that event was due to finalise with an address at 5pm. 

    ‘The local police estimated that the small boat would have reached Pilgrim Valley at about that time, to see a maximum crowd and to achieve maximum panic when the shooting started. 

    ‘When I alerted local authorities they sent an unarmed police helicopter to look for the boat, and that helicopter was shot at. They then dispatched a French Marines helicopter from their base at the airport, and again it was shot at. 

    ‘The Marines fired back, reportedly with sniper rifles, and they killed six men on the boat before they roped down to it. They found machineguns, plenty of ammo, bombs and grenades - as well as a map of the island and how to approach Pilgrim Valley. 

    ‘As that attack was being planned, men in a car in Lake Como, Italy, approached the home of the Contessa, where Katerina Mary lives. 

    ‘I had warned them when I received the tip-off, and they were ready, and when they fired at a car the car exploded, a bomb inside it. Windows were blown out in the house, but the staff and the baby are all OK. 

    ‘There were no casualties here on the island, none in Italy thankfully.’ 

    ‘And this morning you discovered a cave with skeletons in, Knights Templars…’ 

    ‘The cave was being explored by local climbers, but I have commercial control of the valley and the rights to sell tickets for people entering the huge cave complex. 

    ‘They moved rocks and found a small cave that had been blocked up - around the year thirteen hundred we think, and inside were about fifty skeletons, and we think the people all died of plague. 

    ‘They seem to have survived a shipwreck, lost their possessions and any food or tools, swam ashore and found the cave complex and took shelter there. 

    ‘It’s odd, but they just all seemed to have lay down and died. There was no treasure, no boxes, no nothing, but they left a coded message on the wall that used certain Knights Templars code words. 

    ‘What they failed to find … was a cave up above them, a small hidden entrance twenty feet up, and in that cave we found more stone tablets, hidden we think two hundred years before the Templars were shipwrecked - around the time of the Crusades, and we’re sure that they were hidden to stop Broderic finding them. 

    ‘What I can say today … is that we’ve struck a deal with the Government of Italy, who want possession of the stone tablets in Rome, and the tablets will now be flown to Rome. The money handed over by the Italian Government will go to the Kudulov Estate’s Charity here and be used to build nursing homes for poor local people.’ 

    ‘How much will they be sold for?’ 

    ‘Hundreds of millions of Euro.’ 

    ‘They were found on your land…’ 

    ‘I make no claim on them, and the islanders here will benefit from their sale, as with previous treasures found and sold.’ 

    ‘Will you get a finder’s fee? You did before.’ 

    ‘No, it will all go to charity, and we’re now searching for the Templars’ shipwreck off the coast, and that may contain silver coins. 

    ‘And the skeletons we found will be buried in the valley, but the German soldier we found will be repatriated.’ 

    ‘German soldier!’ 

    ‘In the cave with the stone tablets, sat above the cave with the skeletons of the Templars, we found a German soldier from 1943, his legs all smashed up. He fell in from above, and we found the hole in the ceiling where he fell through. 

    ‘He may have been a guard on the hilltops and just fell in. If he had been with other people at the time then they would have roped down and fetched him up. I’ll fly the body back to Germany.’ 

    ‘This cave complex is now open to the public?’ 

    ‘It is, and the new caves will be made accessible as well.’ 

    ‘You gave a speech at the Pilgrim event…’ 

    ‘I … was very worried that the news of the attack would leak and that the crowd would stampede away, people hurt, the roads blocked.  

    ‘I think that priests and nuns would have been well behaved of course, but they may have still panicked, and there were tourists in the crowd, even kids. 

    ‘So I informed them of what had happened and suggested that they be as good Christian soldiers - and stand firm.’ 

    ‘You apparently shouted at them, and told anyone that was without the strength of faith to … get lost out the exit.’ 

    I smiled. ‘Did I? Oh. Well my words seem to have calmed the crowd and rallied them at the same time, and I spoke with many of them and … they were not too fussed about the planned attack.’ 

    ‘And here at the hotel is Conservative MP Rupert Mascal and his sister Gloria, an M.E. sufferer…’ 

    ‘Yes, and both will be sponsored by my charity in the future for work on the economics of healthcare in Britain.’ 

    ‘You’ll sponsor a Conservative MP?’ 

    ‘I will, because this is not about party politics, this is about helping M.E. sufferers, but he has also offered to help with some research for me. 

    ‘His sister, Gloria, had been in a wheelchair for years having been a great athlete when younger. I met Rupert on the TV show, “Have I Got News For You”, and I paid for her to come down here and try the spring water, which deadens the pain in arthritis sufferers. 

    ‘But more than just deadening the pain, it has an effect on those people with joint issues, offering more mobility, and Gloria drank way too much of the water, like eight pints a day. 

    ‘The water deadened the pain but also gave her energy, so it somehow slowed the process of fractured cellular mitochondria producing ATP, something for the experts to look at. 

    ‘She’ll now come work for my charity as a consultant, working with M.E. sufferers, and she’s already very knowledgeable about the economics of healthcare in Britain. 

    ‘She also wants to run for Parliament at the next election, as a Conservative, and I’ll assist her.’ 

    His eyes widened. ‘You’ll assist her?’ 

    ‘She was an M.E. sufferer in a wheelchair for four years, ignored by the medical community in Britain – and is angry about that fact.  

    ‘She wants to shout at a few people, and I hope she does, so yes – I’ll assist her to get a pubic platform. She hopes to maybe run for her home town of Stevenage, which Labour would never win anyhow.’ 

    ‘Is the spring water a cure for M.E. sufferers?’ 

    ‘No, but it suppresses the pain and it seems to boost energy levels, so it may halt the disease or slow it, but it will take years to perfect the science anyhow.’ 

    ‘It’s received good reports from pensioners…’ 

    ‘It has, a few miracle cases seen, and an investor of mine has aged backwards ten years, now in very good health for his age. And a few of the arthritis sufferers here are now jogging. 

    ‘The Vatican has also been testing the water and they’ve seen a few elderly priests and bishops get up off their death bed and return to work.’ 

    ‘Cut!’ was issued. ‘We have enough minutes.’ 

    The interviewer told me, ‘We’re putting together a documentary about your Traffic Jam system.’ 

    ‘Oh? Well they fear a mad rush of people wanting to buy it, so warn me.’ 

    ‘Could be aired in ten days.’ 

    Hands shaken, kit removed, and I called David Hutton. 

    ‘You’re on the news,’ he began, and it sounded like a complaint. 

    ‘Listen, Sky News are producing a documentary on the Traffic Jam system.’ 

    ‘Ah shit.’ 

    ‘You have less than ten days, so buy in fifty thousand units straight away. Warn everyone at the building, but tell them to cooperate with Sky News, we can’t be seen to be anything other than keenly helping the media. Give the media access now.’ 

    ‘I’ll warn the team, and shock them at the same time. What happened down there?’ 

    I gave him the canned version. 

    He finally noted, ‘A few hundred dead pilgrims would have affected the island…’ 

    ‘And my businesses with it, and I may have got some of the blame.’ 

    ‘NATO is threatening Serbia again, some big meeting tomorrow.’ 

    ‘They don’t know where Stanulou is, if it was him, but I think it was.’ 

     

    Rita called at 9pm. ‘I just talk with Maria, and she is still very upset, her bedroom windows broken, glass everywhere. She will not stay there as they fix it.’ 

    ‘We were lucky today, those men could have killed hundreds of pilgrims.’ 

    ‘This is the same man as before, from Serbia?’ 

    ‘We think so, yes, it’s his style and his motivation, to attack the Vatican. And he attacked Katerina Mary because the Vatican supports her.’ 

    ‘Maria said that Katerina Mary screamed and pointed, before the shooting started outside the house.’ 

    ‘She can sense things, same as me. Anyway, tell Rolf that the stone tablets here will be sold to the Italian Government for two hundred million Euro, and that the money will go to the Kudulov Estate Charity, and we’ll use it to build nursing homes for local people. 

    ‘We’ll also look at Demoine’s land and buy some of it - he has a good valley they say, east side. Oh, and the spring water is now making us two million dollars a month, and we’re selling it cheaply so far.’ 

    ‘He says he will use some of the twelve million you sent, and we improve the Troleker hotels, and we buy one big hotel for four million Euro, good land around it. It is near Scorfo Valley.’ 

    ‘Good for families visiting their relatives – when the nursing homes are ready. How’s Gabrielle?’ 

    ‘She does not like the snow so much, she wants a warmer place, but she is happy she makes money, maybe a chance to do a TV advert.’ 

    ‘TV? That should be good money for her…’ 

    ‘Yes, twelve thousand Euro one-off.’ 

    ‘You have police with you?’ I asked. 

    ‘Yes, outside, and Luc Haas is here again, he loves mum’s food. He tells Rolf he wants to buy mum.’ 

    I laughed. ‘Me too, she’s a great cook, so have some lessons for when we have kids.’ 

    ‘Then we live together all the time?’ she posed. 

    ‘Unlikely, I would travel to Britain and Corsica a great deal, but Stockholm would be my home.’ 

    Gabrielle came on the phone, a quick chat, and she was worried for me, which was odd – for me to have a grandchild that worried about me. 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

     

    

  


   
    A game of battleships 

      

      

    In the morning, I woke to find a large grey warship off the coast, a menacing sight, not least for friends of Harry Stanulou. 

    TV news switched on, the sedate local TV news that often reported a stray goat sighted, and they displayed warships from France, Britain and America, pilgrims seen in the valley but now with a strong police presence. 

    They then seemed to be detailing the IDs of the men on the boat. I knew Armani would be up early so I left Bill and Ted to sleep, and Bonza now had a comfy room in the main villa. 

    Armani answered his door, up and dressed already of course. I waved him out and we took in the grass, the rabbits and the large grey warship.  

    ‘What have they reported about the men on the boat?’ I asked. 

    ‘One Serb - a wanted criminal, the rest of the men are East European, Albanian, a mixed bag. There was no direct link to Stanulou … until he claimed credit last night at midnight.’ 

    ‘They may get lucky on checking the weapons, fingerprints and the supplier.’ 

    ‘They believe so, they believe the weapons to have come from Libya by ship.’ 

    ‘So, Stanulou has some powerful terrorist-sponsoring friends,’ I thought out loud. ‘That’s not good.’ 

    ‘It may seem inappropriate, but the planned attack and your speech was … very welcome, and it has stirred up the faithful in our country.’ 

    ‘Yeah? Well then I’ll just have to keep my mouth shut in future, eh.’ 

    He shot me a look. ‘We hope you keep talking, Mister Atheist Playboy.’ 

    ‘I was trying my best to be rude, but it didn’t work. Was the event well run?’ 

    ‘Yes, no problems, and apparently the hotdog vans ran out. I never knew our clergy liked hotdogs.’ 

    I smiled widely. ‘Onions and sauce, what’s not to like?’ 

    ‘We have translated the new tablets.’ 

    ‘And…’ 

    ‘Some passages are … close to the edge, shall we say, but you had an effect yesterday, and you explained the inaccuracies in the Bible, so we may soon have to admit those inaccuracies.’ 

    ‘No one, not even the faithful, believe it’s accurate,’ I pointed out. ‘So don’t worry.’ 

    A helicopter lifted off the warship, but it was far enough away as to not wake my paying guests. It flew off towards the airport. 

    Armani noted, ‘A good show of force, united against the terrorists.’ 

    ‘And how did Harry Stanulou get started with his hatred of the church?’ 

    ‘We have a few ideas, nothing solid, his older brother joining the clergy. When that brother was away, Harry’s mother fell sick and died, his older brother unable to return - he had been posted to South America.’ 

    ‘So … he blamed the church for his loss, jealous that you got his brother and that he lost a brother and his mother. Stupid. Where did they grow up?’ 

    ‘Greece, to Serbian orthodox parents.’ 

    ‘The attackers, we need to know what their escape plan was.’ 

    ‘I think they were lied to,’ he floated. 

    I turned to him. ‘Killed by the police here, no one to pay…’ 

    ‘It would have been very unlikely that they escaped this island.’ 

    I nodded at that. ‘And it saves paying them the promised money.’ 

    ‘Local TV news reported fake Euro notes found, large notes.’ 

    ‘Ah, even less worry about paying his men.’ 

     

    Half an hour later, and visitors were announced as I was sat having a cup of tea with Carter in the restaurant. He followed me outside to find the British destroyer’s captain and a second officer in uniform. 

    ‘Can you afford this hotel?’ I asked as I shook the captain’s hand. 

    ‘Not on my salary, no.’ He introduced his “Flag Officer” and I led them inside, introducing Carter as being ex-SAS, soon fetching them cups of tea. 

    Tea in hand, I led them to the roof, and they peered out at their own warship. 

    The captain noted, ‘That’s the famous Rock Pool down there?’ 

    ‘Yes, full of rocks and fish, great for snorkelling. We just finished a forty-six metre deep version, up the hill behind you.’ 

    ‘All looks very nice, and in winter as well.’ 

    ‘When did you get here?’ 

    ‘Yesterday around 7pm, went to Action Stations just to earn our pay and for practice, searched with the French – their helicopter and ours.’ 

    ‘If you have time, I can organise a free meal and a free bar in the city for your crew.’ 

    ‘That would be appreciated, yes, we could send you forty at a time.’ 

    ‘There’s a place with a stage and old black singers from the seventies, but not much in the way of local ladies I’m afraid.’ 

    ‘Good job too, we don’t want any fights with husbands.’ 

    ‘Send some tonight, I’ll organise the food and drink,’ I offered him. 

    ‘Great. We’ll fly the flag today, be seen, unlikely to just trip across a terrorist attack.’ 

    ‘If you have the time, sail around to Mandoch Valley, use a rigid dinghy up the river, see the waterfall and take some snaps. Tell the police there you spoke to me.’ 

    ‘Love to see it, yes.’ 

    ‘Tell your crew that all my hot ladies are in Sweden at the moment.’ 

    ‘They have a few posters, we allow it. And they’ve all seen the film ten times at least.’ 

    I smiled widely. ‘Play and pause, rewind some?’ 

    ‘Claudia is a well-built girl, yes.’ 

    I pointed out the features, the stables and the golf, and described the holiday village next door. He asked about the hotel he just saw, just up the road. 

    ‘That’s our first nursing home.’ 

    ‘Nursing home? Bloody hell, it has pools and grounds and a beach!’ 

    ‘There are twenty thousand applicants waiting, room for six hundred.’ 

    ‘I can imagine, yes, it looks like a damn resort, and add my name to the list for later, I’d not want to be stuck in a British nursing home.’ 

    ‘By time you’re that age they’ll all be my nursing homes, and very comfy.’ 

    ‘They look nice, yes, and better than sitting in a chair all day; my father went that way. Was a nice place, and damned expensive, but also damned dreary.’ 

    I nodded at that. ‘Down here we’ll start a revolution in nursing home culture. The Swedish Government will pay for a nursing home like the one you saw up the road, and send its citizens here.’ 

    ‘Got no fucking chance of our government doing that,’ he scoffed. 

    ‘You never know, maybe I can show them the cost savings, and then they can hand me the pensioners and the cash and tell me to go look after them. But on the way back, have a good look at the nursing home.’ 

    ‘I will, yes, I can tell my friends and their parents about it.’ 

    I sent for Michelle, and she took a few images of us using the hotel’s digital camera, a great backdrop of the warship, and I would email the Navy the images, as well as the British media. 

    With the nautical types driving off with their local police minders, the FBI drove up with their own local police minders, but these were FBI men that I had not met before. I welcomed them in and sorted some food and hot drinks for them; they had just gotten off the plane and they urgently needed sustenance. 

    ‘Do you travel well?’ I asked the lead man. 

    ‘No one travels well, but some trips are better than others.’ 

    Gloria fetched a cup of tea and smiled nicely at the FBI. 

    ‘Actress or model?’ the lead man asked, and Gloria blushed before she walked off. ‘What? Did I say something wrong?’ 

    I explained, ‘She was in a wheelchair for four years, came here and tried the special water and is now walking, so … she doesn’t see herself in the mirror as attractive.’ 

    ‘She’s a babe and a half,’ a man noted. 

    ‘Anyway,’ I began. ‘You lot know more than I do about what went on yesterday, so how can I help you?’ 

    ‘We were curious about your tip-off.’ 

    ‘I get many, sometimes twenty a day, but most are bullshit, or someone wanting to get his ex-boss into trouble. A secretary in one of my outlets took the brief call, and can’t remember fuck all about it, I got it late as well, and she could not have tracked the call anyhow. Sorry.’ 

    ‘It was worth a shot, and we’ll collate all we know and report up the line, work with the French and Italians - we’ll fly to Milan next. But this is getting serious, weapons from Libya and attacks meant to kill hundreds of people; there were a hundred Americans at that place yesterday.’ 

    ‘Harry Stanulou is careful … in covering his tracks. We think he offered huge sums of money to trick the men, the cannon fodder, and paid some of the men upfront in fake Euros. They had no escape route.’ 

    ‘Would have been hard to get away in a small slow boat,’ the main man agreed. ‘No accomplices found here, no vans or cars, and where could they go?’ 

    ‘No good blaming the Serbs, they don’t know where he is.’ 

    The main man nodded. ‘Some sabre rattling just for the sake of it.’ 

    Getting a cup of tea for myself, I smiled at an old man and held his elbow to move around him, a tingle felt. But it was not a medical tingle.  

    Eye contact made with Carter, and the FBI jumped up as Carter cocked his M16 and aimed right at the old man’s head, the residents that were now in here and eating more than just a little shocked. Everyone froze. 

    I walked to where the old man could see me. ‘You look familiar.’ 

    He stared down the end of a barrel, but he showed no fear, a glance at the FBI. ‘Familiar?’ came accented. 

    ‘Got some ID on you?’ I asked. 

    The old man took in the faces, and he was not reacting like a disgruntled tourist might. He finally handed over a passport. I rudely patted him down and found a second passport, both handed to the FBI. 

    The police now stepped in, pistols drawn. 

    ‘Arrest this man, suspicion of terrorist offences,’ I told the police. 

    They cuffed the old man before I handed the police both passports. 

    ‘One is fake,’ an officer told me. 

    ‘Photocopy them first,’ I told the officer, and he led the FBI to Michelle, to photocopy the passports. 

    Carter slung his rifle. ‘They had a man on the inside, watching this place, but … they weren’t after you,’ he puzzled. 

    ‘So why is he hanging around?’ I thought out loud. Realising that the guests were now sat looking traumatised, I faced them. ‘Please, eat your food, the day can only get worse, and you don’t want to be shot on an empty stomach.’ 

    A waitress translated, an old man laughing, a few old ladies shaking their heads at me. 

    In reception, the photocopying being done as the stoic old man stood handcuffed, I asked Michelle for his room key and sent Carter and the police to search, and carefully – there could be a bomb. 

    Carter was back in two minutes, with a sat phone. I handed it to the police, the old man escorted out to an unpleasant fate, that of jail time here on the island. 

    Handing the photocopies to the FBI, they ate quickly and would now rush after the old man, hoping for a breakthrough. I called the BBC and gave them the news. 

    Armani was heading to the airport, and I gave him the news as well. 

    ‘You did not sense the man before?’ he asked. 

    ‘Only when I touched him by accident. That could mean that the man meant me no harm but was a lookout reporting in. He had no gun.’ 

    Armani nodded. ‘I will talk with the police before I fly, maybe a breakthrough, and we very much need a breakthrough.’ 

    ‘Keep a tight guard at the Vatican,’ I suggested. 

    ‘It is you we worry about, you getting killed.’ 

    I shrugged. ‘If I get killed then it was meant to be, and then I come back I guess, but when you’re old and white-haired.’ 

    ‘That would be a strange reunion to have,’ he noted. ‘But a very welcome one, to see the process in action. Oh, we will fly out the stone tablets today, separate flights just in case.’ 

    ‘And the translations?’ I posed. 

    He heaved a giant breath. ‘They are what they are, we are what we evolved into and became, and we shall need to move toward each other some.’ He made eye contact. ‘There will be some resistance.’ 

    ‘Tread carefully then, Vatican politics is a dangerous business – so they say, but at least these days you don’t use the red hot poker up the arse.’ 

    He shot me a look, as if disappointed at a child’s behaviour. ‘No more red hot pokers, no, we keep them in a box now in the basement.’ 

      

      

      

    

  


   
    News and visitors 

      

      

    Michelle came and found me near the pool bar, a cold wind blowing up from the ocean, the warship now gone. ‘Had a call from Pascal, and the diving started today. They used a sonar thingy yesterday, found some lumps under the water, so they’ll start there.’ 

    I took in the ocean waves. ‘Have you … thought of a baby name?’ 

    ‘We both like Elizabeth.’ 

    ‘And was Dave playing the dutiful husband yesterday?’ I teased. 

    ‘He was, till I told him to stop; I don’t like fussing.’ 

    ‘Husbands are allowed to fuss over pregnant wives, and ten years from now you’ll miss the lack of fussing.’ 

    Bonza came walking up. 

    ‘Where you been?’ I asked him. 

    ‘Stayed at your parents, we had a meal and a drink last night, some nice wine.’ 

    ‘So you’re still eating them out of house and home…’ 

    He laughed. ‘She mothers me, and cooks well.’ 

    ‘She mothers me as well,’ Michelle put in. ‘Which is nice, to have a mother around.’ 

    I nodded at that. ‘Any cancellations here?’ 

    ‘No, and we did warn a few guests who are due to arrive.’ 

    A baby rabbit hopped up to me. I lifted it up. ‘You lost, little one, or just hungry and greedy?’ 

    ‘We found one in a minibus the other day,’ Michelle complained. 

    ‘How the hell could they get inside?’ I puzzled, a look exchanged with Bonza as I held the small rabbit. 

    ‘We think a guest left it in there, not take it through the airport,’ she informed us. 

    ‘And our goat kids?’ I asked. 

    ‘Are growing rapidly, but the guests love them, a new foal in the stables which is fussed over as well.’ She faced Bonza. ‘I never knew that you know horses, big ugly lump like you.’ 

    ‘You’ve been to the stables?’ I asked Bonza. 

    ‘Had a chat about treating an old horse with a bad leg, I had a few suggestions.’ 

    Michelle told me, ‘They were most impressed with the old remedies he knew.’ 

    I leant into Michelle. ‘The other day I had to tell him not to lick his lips when he sees a nice goat.’ 

    ‘What? You bloody perv!’ she told Bonza, who laughed loudly. 

    I added, ‘He likes a bit of goat meat.’ 

    ‘Oh. Right. Well so do me and Dave, and rabbit, but we don’t tell the guests that.’ 

    Holding the rabbit, I sat with Bonza for a coffee, Bill and Ted up on the roof with Carter. 

    ‘Are my parents coping?’ 

    ‘They worry about everything, so I told them to worry less, and that if you died they’d have to adopt me formally.’ 

    I smiled widely. ‘Enough to worry them, yes, into worrying less.’ 

    ‘They’re busy with the houses, and they enjoy the renovations, and that’s what they need, a bit young to be retired and sat around doing nothing.’ 

      

    The pool boys informed me of visitors ten minutes later, French Government officials, so we walked up to reception, but to find the French Social Services Minister that I had been dealing with previously. 

    I shook his hand. ‘Not come to shoot me, I hope.’ 

    He heaved a breath and shook his head. ‘Such a mess made by that idiot, Demoine.’ 

    I led them down to the pool bar, two tables pushed together as they took in the view, coffees ordered. 

    ‘Very nice here,’ the Minister noted. ‘But more than I can spend.’ 

    ‘So what can I do for the French Government?’ 

    ‘I have a budget, soon to be passed over, so we discussed it and we want to promote nursing homes in Paris as we plan before.’ He handed over a small thin file. ‘That land is available, two sites, one poor area and one a richer area. 

    ‘The poor site is not so bad, and it is four hundred metres by six hundred metres.’ 

    ‘A big site,’ I noted as I studied the map-like diagram. 

    ‘First year is no rent, second year a quarter, full rent after five years. We do the pipes and electrics now but some was there already. And we have zero interest loan to make, six hundred million Euro.’ 

    I studied him. ‘That’s a lot of money, for just these sites…’ 

    ‘We hope for many nursing homes, and a solution to ... the mess we have now. We know that you join with Pfizer and Glaxo, and this pleases us of course, and we hope to save some money with your supply chain.’ 

    ‘You have just a few months left…’ I floated. 

    ‘Yes, we do it now because we don’t know what will happen with the next government. So … fuck the next government, we make this decision for them … if you agree.’ 

    ‘I agree, since you came all the way here just for this and not for some time out of the office.’  

    His team laughed loudly as he tried and failed to look innocent with a big Gallic shrug.  

    ‘Send the legal documents to my offices in Leicester quickly – they sign for me, a copy to the Kudulov Estate to study, and we’ll take the loan before the next government changes the direction of French care homes for us all – and claims some credit of course.’ 

    ‘You will build a social nursing home here, for local people…’ 

    ‘Was that on the news?’ 

    ‘An hour after you mentioned it!’ 

    I smiled. ‘Yes, several nursing homes for local people, a great cost saving for the Prefect. And we’ll take fifty thousand French mainland pensioners and house them here, a giant cost saving for you.’ 

    ‘We pass this first nursing home, and swear some – it looks like a five star resort!’ 

    ‘Which will help to fill it, but what looks like a five star resort cost us around twenty million in cheap concrete design and some landscaping.’ 

    ‘Amazing.’ 

    ‘Do me a favour, and find me some good French construction gangs to work down here. We’ll pay them, but they will help you save money in construction costs.’ 

    He spoke in French to a man that nodded. ‘We can subsidise them some, we know it is hard to get workers here.’ 

    ‘Send me five hundred men who won’t miss their wives.’ 

    ‘That should be easy,’ he joked, his team laughing. 

    ‘And I’ll visit Paris soon and cut ground, with you, so get a nice new shovel or two ready and practise your stupid camera smile.’ 

    He nodded. ‘You will sell these stone tablets?’ he asked. 

    ‘That on the news already?’ 

    He again nodded. 

    ‘We want fewer pilgrims here, the tourist trade being affected by people with no money to spend.’ 

    He shrugged. ‘Of course, pilgrims want a cheap trip not drink wine and beer.’ 

    ‘When you’re out of office I’ll get you a cheap room here, you and your family.’ 

    ‘Good of you, my daughter is fifteen and soon to be a horse riding champion. My son is twenty, in university, and he loves scuba diving, so they will like this place.’ 

    ‘Anyone in Paris … I need to worry about?’ I posed. 

    ‘No, they worry about you more - attacking them in the newspapers, the French people behind you. If someone shoots you the country will burn with riots.’ 

    ‘Well, let’s hope that no one shoots me, the twins would miss me. Pencil me in for next week in Paris, with good weather.’ 

    ‘Ha! Shit weather now, not like spring in Paris.’ 

    Coffee finished, I led them down to the yacht on dry land, making them laugh, and around to rock pool and to meet the French Marine Biologist, fish eggs and crustacean lava peered down at. 

    Mounting the minibuses, we drove first up into the holiday village for a look at the sunrise villa, the view appreciated, and back in the minibuses we stopped at Frances House, the beach side. 

    ‘My god,’ the Minister let out, the huge café area done - the building covered in nice wooden panels, the swimming pool full of inviting blue water, the beach clean, the gardens being tended by old men. 

    Up in the main building we were led to a show apartment, and the visitors all had a good look, finally standing on the balcony and staring down. 

    ‘When can I get a room here?’ the Minister asked me. 

    ‘It’s a nice place, and cheap to make,’ I began. ‘So we hope the residents are happy.’ 

    ‘They will be happy, oui!’ 

    A man began, ‘I stay in resort in Seychelles, zis is better!’ 

    I faced them. ‘I can look after your pensioners here cheaper than in Paris, by almost forty percent we think.’ 

    The Minister noted, ‘Before you, nursing home here is so fucking expensive you must have gold coming out your arse!’ 

    ‘The drug company, Pfizer, wants a few nursing homes here for richer people, but not super rich people. We already found some land. And we’ll look at Demoine’s land, given his recent suicide.’ 

    They laughed loudly, the Minister shaking his head at me. 

    I bid them farewell, and we set off in different directions.  

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    The Demoine Estate 

      

      

    Back at the hotel, I grabbed Bonza, Gloria and Rupert – Bill and Ted to have some time off, and we set off on the good road across the island, the one with tunnels, but it was still more than an hour to reach Demoine’s land on the eastern coast.  

    Easing out of the minibuses, legs stretched, Gloria pointed up the steep-sided valley laid out before us. ‘I recognise this place.’ 

    The valley was flat in the middle, a picturesque rocky river meandering down it, the land mostly landscaped into terraces with low stone walls, a few neat green lawns seen, many trees, the valley floor almost half a mile wide at its widest point. 

    The north side of the valley offered steep rocky hills, the south side offering gentle hills, a few tracks seen leading up into those gentle hills. There was a small modern hotel behind the beach, maybe forty rooms, behind it chalets in the trees. 

    Up in the middle of valley sat a large grey-stone mansion surrounded by nice trees, and what appeared to be a stables near it, the valley perhaps a mile long before it became impassable rocky hills, high grey mountains seen in the distance. 

    ‘What do you feel when you see this place?’ I asked Gloria. 

    ‘Just that I know it.’ 

    Bonza stepped up. ‘We were guests here, with My Lady.’ 

    ‘Guests of Broderic?’ I loudly queried. 

    ‘Later,’ Bonza suggested. ‘Him and his men were not here.’ 

    ‘This valley was his, passed down the line, there must have been someone linked to him here!’ I quietly insisted. 

    ‘They may have been away on business or something,’ Bonza suggested with a shrug. ‘We stopped here a night or two and went on to that place with the bones of James.’ 

    ‘Went on? Fucking hard journey by horse, to Pilgrim Valley!’ 

    ‘You said before that we made that journey,’ Bonza said with another shrug. 

    Walking down to the beach, we found a nice shaded area of tall pine trees, a large clean beach, and a hotel that was obviously closed for the winter. An old caretaker walked out to us. 

    He stated, Gloria translating, ‘I know where a hidden cave is.’ 

    I squared up to the man. ‘Why help me, the enemy?’ I asked. 

    ‘Not my enemy, I am Christian, I see what you do,’ was translated. 

    ‘And in this cave?’ 

    ‘It is locked, iron gate, will need blow torch. But I think I know where they hide the key before. Come.’ 

    He led us back up to the minibuses and to our police escorts, and we very rudely trespassed on Demoine’s family land, the police not stopping us. 

    At the grey stone mansion, we jumped down and marvelled at it, a small stream enclosed in old stones running around the large house, small fish seen. The old caretaker opened the front door and led us inside, the place still full of dated furniture and art works. 

    ‘The artworks are valuable?’ I asked. 

    ‘Yes.’ 

    ‘The Kudulov Estate Charity will buy this land and we hope to build nursing homes here. You can stay on as long as you like.’ 

    He nodded at that then led us to a main room, and to a large fireplace. Stone mantelpiece inspected, and the caretaker pulled out a large key with a smile. ‘I see them hide it.’ 

    ‘Which Demoine buildings caught fire?’ I asked. 

    ‘West side, not here,’ the caretaker replied via Gloria. 

    Outside, we mounted up again, the caretaker directing us up the valley to the rocky northern side, soon in the shade of tall cliffs.  

    Down from the minibuses with the police close at hand, and the caretaker led us through the trees up a path, through a gate meant to keep goats out, and into a tight gully, a stunning feature that would be great for tourists. 

    A hundred yards in, and a cave entrance sat securely locked with a large brass padlock, and I had to wonder why the caretaker had not opened it before now in search of some treasure. 

    Inside, heads ducked a little, and the cave opened out, the cave floor being flat concrete to start with. A right turn, and we found a bright cave, a large access point in the ceiling covered in strong metal bars, a flat wall presented to us, the sound of dripping water in our ears.  

    But as I closed in I could see the writing on the wall, and it looked ancient. ‘Gloria, is your Latin any good?’ I teased. 

    She shot me a look then stepped up to the writing. ‘It is Latin, but it’s kind of sloppy, a few spelling mistakes, wrong structures, but it was carefully carved, must have taken months, so … why such an effort for a sloppy message?’ 

    ‘It’s in code,’ Bonza suggested. 

    ‘First time I see it since I was a boy,’ the caretaker told Gloria, who translated his words. 

    ‘Read it to me,’ I told Gloria. 

    ‘He who searches for God … shall not find God, for God is … behind him always. God will find the worthy … without banner or flag flown. 

    ‘Uh … the truth is not in words, but in … the obvious needs of men, sustenance and … wife and child.’ 

    ‘A hint about Mary,’ I noted. 

    ‘Yes. Here it says … Mary’s valley shall give up its secrets … one day, the truth revealed in bones.’ 

    I cut in, ‘What you don’t know … is that Broderic had a few fake ossuary buried in the cave in Mandoch Valley, names on the outside, Mary Magdalene, and Jesus son of Joseph and Mary of Nazareth. 

    ‘It was a good fake for the time period, but an easy fake to spot by an expert in this day and age. I had them smashed up.’  

    Bonza noted, ‘So this was here to fool people into finding them, and believing them to be genuine, to upset the Vatican. Crafty little fuckers.’ 

    ‘I don’t think that the word crafty does justice to Broderic,’ I told them as I studied the writing. 

    Gloria read on, ‘From Alexandria they set out, the most holy of families, towards the gates of Atlantis.’ 

    ‘Gibraltar,’ I noted. ‘And if this text had been found at any time up to two hundred years ago … the people living here would have been burnt at the stake. So they kept this well hidden.’ 

    Gloria followed the text with a finger. ‘From the new landing … the holy family prospered … the new religion spread … but with a shadow of threat hanging over them from … those in power in the east.’ 

    ‘A reference to Constantine, who was three hundred years later, the family of Mary and Jesus ten generations gone by then and scattered, so … it seems to be bollocks.’ 

    ‘It does seem odd,’ she agreed. 

    ‘No mention of James landing here?’ 

    ‘Wait … the brethren of the holy one … cast ashore in a storm … gave voice to the truth … written in stone … waiting to be found by the righteous. And that’s it.’ 

    ‘You said there were spelling mistakes…’ 

    ‘Yes.’ 

    ‘Detail them.’ I had a police officer hand me his notebook for Gloria.  

    Studying the text, she wrote down the missing letters or wrong letters. ‘They don’t form a word.’ 

    ‘Try them backwards,’ I suggested. 

    She rearranged the letters and then smiled. ‘Loosely translated, it says: bollocks.’ 

    My eyes widened. ‘It says bollocks?’ 

    She smiled. ‘It says: this is all a pack of lies.’ 

    ‘Ah. So the man doing the carving was a Follower of Mary perhaps, or a devout Catholic,’ I suggested. ‘Either way, he was not happy with whoever was paying him by the hour without lunch thrown in.’ 

    ‘There are five letters left over. They spell … a word that’s not Latin, but I’ve seen in before. I think it’s “horse”.’ 

    ‘Ask the caretaker for old drawings of horses carved into stone in the valley.’ 

    She translated. And he pointed. ‘Across the valley,’ Gloria told me. 

    ‘Come on then, let’s follow the trickster engraver, not the people paying him to trick others.’ 

    As we walked out of the cave, Gloria explained the trick to the caretaker, making him chuckle. It seemed that he was no fan of the Broderic line of descendants. 

    Driving around in a loop over an old stone bridge, we halted where directed by the caretaker, a path leading up. There was a sign and an arrow, and a horse’s head, so the drawing was not so secret. 

    Gloria explained, ‘This is private land, but the cave drawings are protected by the state, thirty thousand years old they think.’ 

    ‘Then we’ll open them up to the public maybe,’ I suggested, the valley now in shadow, the sun hidden behind the high hills. 

    Inside the cave, an electric light switched on, we followed a path marked in yellow arrows. 

    Bonza stopped and pointed at an arrow. ‘I think this could be a clue.’ 

    ‘Well done, Scooby Doo,’ I told him as Gloria shot him a look, Rupert laughing. 

    Bonza began, ‘In the Scooby Doo cartoon, that bird with the glasses had a huge pair on her.’ 

    ‘She did,’ I agreed. 

    ‘Pervs,’ Gloria let out. 

    In the main cavern, on a floor of modern concrete, we found the ancient drawings, handprints and horses, a bright light above our heads illuminating the scene for us, a few handy signs for tourists here but no gift shop selling my spring water. 

    I asked Gloria, to ask the caretaker, about tourists being allowed in here. 

    She responded, ‘Just friends and guests and their kids, some school kids allowed in.’ 

    At the damp cave wall I tapped with my knuckles, the faded drawings having been made with red, yellow and blue pigment onto a solid rock, no hidden compartments evident.  

    Walking full circle, the cave brightly lit, I had a good look, the cave walls tapped, but there was nothing obvious, the others searching around as well, police torches shone up. 

    Opposite the cave drawings I noticed a small square, almost a square, then a second small square. ‘Here. These two imprints are the exact same size as the other ladder holes. They’ve been filled in.’ 

    Faces peered upwards, nothing definite seen. 

    ‘There,’ Bonza noted. ‘That rock is almost a square, looks the same as the surrounding rock apart from the cut.’ 

    I asked the caretaker for stepladders and some tools, and the police would drive him to fetch them, whilst requesting Donno and his team get here sharpish with a few additional police officers. 

    Outside, we took in the valley as the air chilled quickly here. 

    ‘Beautiful place,’ Gloria noted. ‘Pine trees, grey rocks, the river and the pools, paths to stroll along.’ 

    ‘I think it’s too good for a nursing home, maybe a posh hotel,’ I told them. 

    ‘Be better,’ Bonza agreed. ‘These cliffs are too high, need a place a bit more open for the pensioners, they’d be a bit enclosed in here.’ 

    I pointed up the valley. ‘Wooden chalets, and villas like ours spread out,               a few select guests with money, rooms in the main house let out, a restaurant in there. 

    ‘We’d keep the beach hotel and redecorate it, we’d make the beach good, and we can landscape a little in here, cycle paths for golf buggies. We’ll call it … Maskal Holiday Valley, with a “K”.’ 

    Bonza put in, ‘Maybe they were protecting the bones of James after you hid them. You said you remember the man that sealed you in, so … who was he?’ 

    ‘He could have had children, and lived there in the valley, yes,’ I agreed. 

    ‘He could have founded the Maskal line,’ Bonza suggested. ‘Ancestor to Rupert here.’ 

    ‘Our family line came from Belgium, French speakers,’ Rupert informed us. ‘So it’s possible there’s a link.’ 

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    More than meets the eye 

      

      

    The minibus returned with ladders and tools, and with my coat off - Bonza and Rupert holding the aluminium ladder, I started up, soon tapping the square outline, that square about three feet wide. 

    ‘Sounds less solid than the rest of the wall,’ I told them. ‘Question is, do we push or do we pull?’ 

    ‘Don’t fucking pull, we’re under it,’ Bonza complained from below. 

    ‘Nothing to grab onto to pull, so … push it is. Hold tight.’ I started to shove corners, but nothing was moving. Then I saw a vertical slither of rock that looked a bit too uniform, at the right hand side of the square. Claw hammer wedged in, and I prised it out, finding writing on it. 

    ‘Catch this.’ I tossed it to Bonza. ‘Gloria, read it please.’ 

    She stated, wiping it with a sleeve first, ‘Water is the key to salvation.’ 

    ‘Water?’ I puzzled. After a police officer had tossed up his torch, I shone it inside the vertical oblong crack which had just held the slither of rock. ‘There’s sand under the rock, a circular spiral it looks like.’ 

    ‘An old trick from Egypt,’ Rupert put in. ‘Water washes out the sand and something moves.’ 

    ‘Anyone got any water?’ I asked. 

    The police had, and they rushed to the minibus to fetch it. Passing it up, I found that it was lemonade, a large plastic bottle that was three-quarters full. 

    ‘I hope lemonade is as good as water,’ I said as I poured it. And wherever the lemonade was going, it was not seen but heard, no one below getting wet. ‘Any water coming out?’ I asked. 

    ‘Nothing,’ Bonza replied. 

    A faint crunch of rock, a second but louder crunch, and the top of the square moved inwards a few inches. It halted there for a few seconds as I considered a panicked slide down the ladder, but then the rock fell away inwards, luckily away from me. 

    Grey light flooded out and bathed me. ‘There’s a cave, I’m going in. Have a policeman dump his kit and come in after me, the smaller officer.’ 

    I clambered inside as the officer came up the ladders, and I found a grey cave big enough to kneel up in, the policeman coming through. 

    Pressing on, on hands and knees on wet rock - wet from lemonade and soon to be sticky, we made ten yards before we found a larger cave, that cave turning right. 

    I clambered down and stood, a hand to the officer, and he shone his torch when stood upright, five large stone sarcophagi found. Turning my head, I shouted for Gloria to come inside with a torch. 

    She appeared a minute later and we helped her down, a gasp heard as she saw the stone coffins. Rushing over, she wiped a hand over one and read the name. ‘It just says … he shall be reborn.’ 

    Worried now, I walked over and touched the stone, shocking upright. Even more worried now, I glanced over my shoulder at the officer. ‘Tell him that he may see things that are secret, and that he needs not to talk about it – or else.’ 

    She translated, a worried looking officer nodding. 

    I whispered to Gloria, ‘It’s me, I’m in the damn coffin, and … the others may have you in them.’ 

    She glanced at me, and touched the second coffin, a slight gasp heard. At the third coffin a louder gasp was heard. ‘It’s us,’ she whispered. 

    At the first coffin, I heaved a breath then slid the lid off as best I could, but it was very heavy.              Torch shone down into the black triangle created, and I was met with a golden reflection, my skeleton laying on a bed of gold coins. 

    ‘Why the hell am I lying on gold coins?’ I puzzled. ‘On Broderic’s fucking land? What do the others say?’ 

    ‘Hand maid … My Lady … Thomas. Who was Thomas?’ 

    ‘I have no idea.’ 

    ‘Last one is … Pieto Maskal.’ 

    ‘So there is a link,’ I hissed through the gloom. ‘The Maskal family were involved.’ Getting the officer to help me, we moved each slab and created triangles, torches shone inside. And only the first sarcophagus held gold coins. 

    The last coffin, the Maskal, oddly had no skeleton inside but a large silver crucifix instead. Lid pushed off fully, and accidentally cracked in two, we examined the crucifix in dim torch light and the intricate carvings we found on it. 

    ‘These carvings are letters and words,’ Gloria told me. 

    ‘We take it out now,’ I firmly suggested, and between the three of us we struggled with it, the crucifix weighing about thirty kilos. 

    ‘Is this gold?’ Gloria asked. 

    ‘No, we’d not lift gold, not five feet long.’ 

    At the start of small access cave I called for Bonza, and he was soon dragging the cross backwards as we pushed. Question was, how we would get it down without breaking it. 

    The caretaker had an idea, and he returned with a policeman and a minibus seat. Ladder angled, and Bonza pulled as far as he dared before climbing down and jumping clear. 

    Shoulder to shoulder, but leaning almost sideways on the damp rocky base, myself and the officer pushed, the cross sliding down the ladder and dropping with a soft thud onto the chair. I went first, Gloria second, and I helped her down - to some complaining of the fact that she did not need help getting down. 

    I slapped her arse, she whacked the top of my head. 

    ‘Will you two stop that!’ Bonza complained. ‘Get a room will you!’ 

    Four of us finally lifted the cross, and we slowly carried it outside, the chair ripped, the driver stood wondering where his chair was, but then shocked at the heavy cross that we were carrying.  

    Placing it down on soft dirt, there was still enough late afternoon sunlight out here for Gloria to study the words and carvings. 

    She began, ‘I think this is a date of … twelve ninety-five.’ 

    I began, ‘Twelve ninety-six was when the sarcophagus was fashioned, the one holding Broderic in Mandoch Valley, and Broderic was rudely moved, so … where did it sit for all those years, to be finally used in 1965?’ 

    ‘Under the sand somewhere, maybe Mandoch Valley,’ she suggested. 

    Bonza noted, ‘The double-agent guy they paid to carve the words in that cave over there, he knew, he was on our side. That twat Broderic never knew where you were buried.’ 

    ‘Let’s … not speculate in public, eh,’ I told him. Chair retrieved, the driver was not impressed, but it was a hotel minibus. He would have to explain it to Michelle, and he was not looking forwards to explaining it to Michelle. 

    Bonza noted, ‘Those big sarcophagus things, they never came in the way we did.’ 

    ‘Sarcophagi,’ Gloria corrected hm. 

    ‘Bollocks,’ he told her. ‘Spelt with a Z.’ 

    ‘I think that entrance might be just big enough at a squeeze,’ I responded with a grin. 

    ‘Or another way in,’ Bonza insisted. 

    Tools grabbed after a quick debate, rope from the minibus tool holder, and I led Gloria and the smaller policeman back up the ladder, knees scrapped in the smaller cave, and we were soon back in the dull grey light, a hole in the ceiling providing that light. 

    Testing the walls, we split up and looked around, no obvious second entrance found, and we stamped up and down on the sandy base. 

    Gloria examined the sarcophagi. ‘They were not assembled in here, they’re solid, and it would have taken ten men and a platform to get these inside from the cave with the drawings.’ 

    Kneeling, I peered under a sarcophagus. ‘What are they sat on?’ 

    Gloria knelt. ‘It’s a man-made square of rock, one long piece, which would have been impossible to get inside here.’ 

    I tapped it with my torch. ‘It’s hollow.’ 

    Bonza shouted for, we waited, and when he was stood at the far end of the empty sarcophagus we moved the stone coffin easily and placed it down. 

    Second sarcophagus moved, and we stacked it on the first sarcophagus. But there was no hole in the supporting base rock. 

    Third sarcophagus moved and stacked up, much less room in here now, and we soon tackled the fourth, not looking forwards to trying to move the gold. 

    With the base exposed, Gloria shone her police torch and ran a hand over the cold stone surface. ‘There are indentations, hidden.’ She blew at the dust in a few places, wiped with a hand and then with a sleeve. ‘Here, we need to push this down.’ 

    I grabbed the claw hammer and pushed down at the place where Gloria pointed, avoiding her small fingers. Nothing happened. Breath heaved, and I whacked at the spot with my hammer. 

    Part of the surface gave way and fell away, we all heard it plop into water, then a large part of the surface fell away, Gloria yelping and caught because she had been leant on it at the time. 

    The stone lid smashed loudly down onto unseen rocks below and plopped into water. 

    ‘Well that was very fucking scientific!’ she complained. ‘Where did you learn your archaeology, Vandal College in Rome?’ 

    Bonza laughed as I leant in and shone my torch down, finding steps. And finding a bad smell. 

    I told Bonza, ‘That was a smart-girl joke. The Vandals sacked Rome, hence the term vandal for damaging things.’ 

    ‘She’s smart and pretty, so she’ll definitely end up alone in a posh apartment - with a cat.’ 

    She whacked his arm. ‘Hey, what’s wrong with a girl having a cat?’ 

    ‘There are steps,’ I told them. ‘Get the rope and call for Rupert.’ 

    When Rupert scrambled in he gasped at what he found, about to get an erection. Tied off to Bonza and Rupert, the police officer to feed the rope, I slid inside carefully, a foothold found. 

    Shining my torch around damp rock faces, I found old wooden handholds, but they flaked away when I tried to use them. I shouted up, ‘There are handholds, but don’t trust them.’ 

    Walking gingerly down the old stone steps, the rope held with my left hand, I ended up in two inches of cold water, a cave stretching out in front of me, two metres tall and a metre wide on average. 

    ‘Let out the rope,’ I shouted up. 

    With more rope to play with - and was a reel of green climbing rope at least a hundred metres long, I walked forwards through the water to a dry area, feeling now like Indiana Jones as my shoes sloshed, my feet bloody freezing. 

    ‘Gloria, come down!’ I shouted, my words echoing. 

    She soon appeared behind me, her torch shone, and soon cursing the cold water. ‘This looks natural, some parts whacked at and cut out.’ 

    ‘The coffins were sat on the entrance, so … no one would be able to come this way.’ 

    ‘They could never lift the gold, no,’ she agreed. 

    I led her on, twenty paces, and she held the rope with one hand - just in case. The cave turned to the right and opened out, and my narrow torch beam suggested that the far side of the cave was a football pitch away. I untied myself. 

    ‘Hello?’ I shouted, my words echoing. 

    ‘It must be huge, to create an echo like that,’ came from behind me. 

    Alongside me, she shone her own torch, finding black walls and a huge cavern, the base quite flat and with a few puddles of water in places. 

    ‘Who’s that!’ she hissed. 

    I aimed my torch where she was aiming, and my heart skipped a beat, a pair of eyes reflecting my torch beam, a man in armour stood staring back at us. ‘He’s not alive,’ I realised. ‘He’s a scarecrow. At least I hope so. Gloria, go check.’ 

    She shot me a look in the gloom. 

    Rope left on the floor, and I led her across to the knight stood in armour, finding that he was roped to metal spikes in the wall and being rudely propped up, his skin grey and still intact. 

    Gloria noted, ‘His skin has been treated, embalmed, to last longer, and his eyes are glass not real.’ 

    ‘Question is, did he volunteer and was he well paid?’ 

    ‘Hardly, I think he was dead when they swapped his eyes,’ she scoffed. 

    Behind him sat another cave entrance, but it had modern concrete in places. ‘That concrete is … less than a hundred years old,’ I told her. 

    ‘This was the way in, the other exit sealed up, must have taken years to cut the stone. This was in regular use, but later on.’ 

    ‘When Broderic was around, a handy hiding place would have been useful, but this must have been The Followers, it’s modern concrete. And Demoine never knew, or he would have taken the damn gold for sure.’ 

    A look exchanged, and we walked into the new cave. Finding the light switch, we turned it on, a bulb popping above us – causing Gloria to curse loudly, and just three out of ten bulbs were working. 

    ‘That switch is 1930s,’ I told her. ‘No one has been down here for a long time.’ 

    Walking on, and following the pearl string of lights, we found an old wooden door propped open, the wood rotten. On the right we found a mound of dirt blocking an entrance, an entrance perhaps eight feet high. 

    On the left was another rotten old door, squeaking as we moved it, and beyond it we found another corridor of rock and concrete, a few yellow lights above us aiding our navigation down it as water dripped loudly. 

    At the far end, having walked fifty yards, we pushed open a wooden door, finding a church, complete with old wooden pews, an altar, and a stone baptism basin big enough for babies. 

    There was space here for two hundred of the faithful to gather, which stopped me dead. 

    ‘What?’ Gloria whispered. 

    ‘The Followers, look how many of them there were; I figured on a dozen old men scattered around Europe. This was organised.’ 

    She noted, ‘That many people coming to the valley would have been seen and noticed.’ 

    ‘Depends on who lived here back then, there would have been many farm hands here, servants to the master as well.’ 

    She knelt. ‘These pews are a hundred years old, or more, treated well with some chemical but still very old.’ 

    ‘Was this … for the Followers of Broderic?’ 

    ‘If it was, why are you buried here?’ 

    ‘Maybe that cave was hidden, opened up later, that square rock looked ancient, and they used an Egyptian sand technique they found on the Crusades. Was this later?’ 

    ‘Broderic had the number of followers,’ she agreed. ‘But he was absent from the island.’ 

    ‘He was, but this was his land going back a thousand years, so his relatives were here.’ 

    ‘So maybe this is where they met.’ She shone her torch at the altar. ‘It’s not quite Catholic in design.’ She led me on. ‘Here, the wording on the wall, the prayers, it’s not Catholic. This is early Protestant, French protestant.’ 

    ‘Demoine’s family were all buried in Catholic churches!’ I hissed. ‘So he had issues with where his allegiances lay. And he favoured Mary as being the wife of Jesus. 

    ‘They must have abandoned this church, buried the entrance, but when exactly did someone place me on gold coins?’ 

    ‘Your skeleton looks like the Crusader period, but you’re not in armour.’ 

    ‘So … we get sealed in there, with gold coins and a crucifix, the Followers of Broderic use this for a few hundred years then bury it. No one has been here since nineteen thirty-something judging by the doors and concrete.’ 

    ‘After you died in the First World War,’ she posed. ‘Was there a shift in direction, because you mentioned the list ending.’ She faced me. ‘Could this be 1920 something, a seismic shift, end of the list?’ 

    ‘Possible, yes.’ 

    ‘The Followers seem to be been interwoven, with the Followers of Mary infiltrating the Followers of Broderic for centuries.’ 

    ‘Why the hell would people that believe in Mary infiltrate other people that believe in Mary?’ I scoffed. ‘They were both enemies of the church.’ 

    ‘You said that Katerina Mary was hiding the evidence, and the followers must have helped, so the Followers of Mary didn’t want to attack the Catholic Church and their message, they wanted to stop Broderic releasing the evidence, fake and real.’ 

    ‘But why?’ I posed. 

    ‘Did My Lady found the Followers of Mary, did she write down instructions for them?’ she posed as we both stood in the dim light. 

    ‘It’s possible, yes, but I’m still very confused as to … why.’ 

    ‘We may discover that reason someday,’ she said with a sigh, and I led her back out, reversing course, nothing else found. 

    Back in the huge cavern, we shone our torch up, the ceiling studied, nothing noticed. 

    At the rope, we wound it, soon shouting up that we were coming back up. I sent Gloria up first, a hand on her small arse pushing her up, and I was pulled up by Bonza. 

    ‘What’s down there?’ Rupert gushed out. 

    I told him, ‘A cave, then a huge cavern with a body from about five hundred years ago, another cave made in the 1920s, and a church - complete with pews and altar, all sealed up, but we can dig out the entrance.’ 

    I told Gloria to tell the policeman to get boxes for the gold coins, as well as four wooden coffins. 

    After scrambling down the ladder again and soon breathing fresh air outside, minibuses were seen trundling up to us, three of them. 

    Donno finally stepped down with Perez, immediately rushing to the silver crucifix. 

    I told them, ‘There are four bodies, old Crusader period, no names on them fortunately, and they’ll go to the Kudulov Estate. And there’s a skeleton mummified and tied to a wall, he goes to the museum. 

    ‘Search it all carefully, the gold coins to the Prefect, but there’s a second entrance, covered in dirt. Follow me.’ I led them both around an outcrop to where I figured the entrance was.  

    There was a slope of dirt, the rest was just rocks, so this had to be it. ‘You need to move ten tonnes of dirt, but we’ll make it a tourist feature. There are no stone tablets that I can see, but … be careful in the first small cave with what you might find. 

    ‘Have the old caretaker issue you rooms in the hotel on the beach, send for some food, get comfy here.’ 

    Back at the silver crucifix, we found their team knelt examining it, bags of kit placed down, four additional police officers here and now being briefed by a dusty dirty officer. 

    One of Donno’s team lifted his face. ‘It is a riddle, created around the time of the Crusades.’ 

    ‘Good job we have you with us then. Solve it for me, and then tell just me.’ I turned to Donno. ‘Search the old house for hidden Broderic treasure.’ 

    He stared down the valley and finally nodded at me. 

    Police thanked, we mounted up and drove to the main house, hands washed, the caretaker’s middle-aged son and daughter now here, and they kindly offered us tea and cake in the huge dated kitchen. But at least it offered all modern conveniences. 

    I told them that they were on the payroll as off now, and that I would own the land in a matter of days. They were pleased, to say the least. 

    The Prefect called me, but on the house phone. ‘What did you find?’ 

    ‘An old underground church from the Followers of Broderic, a few old Crusader skeletons, and more gold coins for you to sell. I’ll make this place open to the public, to tourists, but also a nice hotel for richer guests. Sort me ownership very soon, not to the Kudulov Charity, not this land.’ 

    ‘We backdate it a week.’ 

    ‘This place will attract more tourists, but not pilgrims. For now, send me some men to dig holes, some tools, and put a police guard on the gate 24hrs a day.’ 

    ‘I sort that quick, yes.’ 

    Call ended, I wondered how long it would take to make the local news, probably just minutes. 

    ‘Bloody good cake,’ Bonza commended. He faced me. ‘Is there something hidden in this house?’ 

    ‘No idea. But knowing Broderic … yes.’ 

    Gloria sipped her tea. ‘The man who created the writing on the first cave wall, he had to be a Follower of Mary; he knew where the sarcophagus were.’ 

    ‘Sarcophagi,’ Bonza corrected her, Gloria giving him an evil look. 

    I nodded at that, grinning. ‘Broderic was surrounded by people spying on him. It doesn’t sound like he was a popular chap at all.’ 

    ‘I died in the north,’ she noted. ‘But also here, so … when I was here as hand maid to My Lady … were we lovers?’ 

    ‘I don’t recall this place, or you being here, I recall one mission here, vague memories of Mandoch Valley. And I don’t recall Bonza being with us here, just on the Crusaders. You were with us in the Holy Land, and as far as I know we all died out there.’ 

    ‘So I died at least three times,’ she noted. ‘But I have no memories of being alive later.’ 

    ‘Me neither,’ Bonza put in, a mouth full of cake as he spoke. 

    I told them, ‘You were reincarnated now, this generation, when needed, maybe to be on my team; a purpose to it, a battle to fight.’ 

    ‘Demoine is gone,’ Bonza pointed out. 

    ‘He was just the warm up act,’ I warned them. ‘There’s worse to come.’ 

    Rupert noted, ‘Could it be a political battle, in Britain? You are all British, and Gloria and Bonza wanted to go into politics, and you … you’re involved with politics as well.’ 

    We exchanged looks. 

    I told them, ‘Everything seems to be leaning that way. But British politics is very dull, no need for a fight.’ 

    Donno appeared and greeted everyone. ‘I have solved the riddle, and it leads to the Templars cave and the tablets we found there, no mention of any Templars – it predates them.’ 

    ‘So we’re ahead of ourselves,’ I noted. ‘Nothing to do, we already did it. Oh, check all old island records for the Maskal family, and all graves, I want to know everything. And everyone that ever lived in this valley, all gravestones checked.’ 

    ‘I shall make a start on that soon. And delegate. And the crucifix?’ 

    ‘Send it to the Prefect to sell, with the riddle explained. But first date it and check it carefully.’  

    He bowed his head respectfully and left us. 

    Bonza asked, ‘Is there a link to the old house in Sweden, those followers and these followers?’ 

    ‘I would think so, yes, right time period, turn of the century.’ 

    Bill and Ted walked in.  

    ‘This is your day off,’ I loudly reminded them. 

    ‘We heard you found something.’ 

    ‘News travels fast on this island. We found us, our old skeletons, with me somehow laying on a bed of gold coins.’ 

    Bill noted, ‘Wouldn’t that be an insult, to place you on gold coins?’ 

    ‘Kind of, yeah, but I never chose to be buried here on gold coins, I was just rudely shoved in it seems.’ 

      

    Leaving the Vatican team to explore the cave, we headed back to the hotel after describing a few features to Bill and Ted - plus a quick look at the hotel on the beach. 

    Back at my Roskov Hotel, the local news was already detailing the find, guests asking us questions. Rupert had to fly back, tonight, but he was already packed; he would land in Heathrow at midnight. 

    Before he jumped into the hotel minibus, I told him, ‘Take extra security steps, because being linked to me can be dangerous for a person’s health. And avoid mentioning the secret stuff obviously, we want Gloria to win a seat not be ridiculed in the media as being crazy.’ 

    ‘It is all hard to explain anyhow.’ We shook. ‘Been great fun, I love exploring. And treasure of course – treasure is good.’ 

    I smiled. ‘It is if you can legally keep it and not pay tax on it.’ 

    ‘Let me know about the shipwreck.’ 

    ‘Make a start on a study of my nursing homes, I’ll tell them to cooperate with you, and we’ll start to pay your time.’ 

    He was soon off down the road, a final hug with Gloria. In the villa we had food delivered, a small party in progress, my parents in here with us. 

    Pascal called. ‘We find some silver coins today, up on the reef, but they are not from the Templars, they are older.’ 

    ‘Older?’ That was a puzzle. ‘What year?’ 

    ‘The expert says eleventh century. These are not King of France currency.’ 

    ‘Many ships hit that reef, from the First Century onwards,’ I suggested. ‘Nothing found deeper?’ 

    ‘We look, no ship so far.’ 

    Call ended, and I informed the gang. 

    Bill noted, ‘That reef is deceptive, it could have wrecked many ships, and the winds would have blown many ships onto it over the centuries. There is a British frigate from 1941 here, and an Italian battleship from 1942, some planes from the war.’ 

    My father nodded. ‘We had a good look around the museum here, plenty of Second World War wrecks off the coast, some planes that crashed in the mountains that have never been found.’ 

    ‘Never found?’ I queried. 

    ‘They’re big mountains, many tight gullies, easy to hide a small plane,’ my father pointed out. 

    Armani called, so I stepped out into the cold night air. ‘You found a new cave, on Demoine’s land…’ 

    ‘Yes, but we bought the land first, at least agreed to. There was a cryptic message written by a Follower of Mary to trick Broderic, and it led us to a second cave, where we found five sarcophagus - or sarcophagi, one empty, name of Maskal with a “K.’ 

    ‘So that family was involved,’ he noted. 

    ‘See if you can find any religious records for the island, and the Maskal family, Donno is looking as well.’ 

    ‘I will do so, yes.’ 

    ‘My skeleton was in there, on a bed of gold coins -’ 

    ‘You lay on gold coins?’ came from a shocked man. 

    ‘Not by choice, maybe someone did it to revere me, because the words on the top said: he will be born again.’ 

    ‘Yes, someone did it afterwards, maybe many years afterwards. If you had been placed as a recent corpse there would be residue on the gold coins.’ 

    My brow pleated. ‘There was no residue.’ 

    ‘So your dry skeleton was moved many years later.’ 

    ‘Seems that way, yeah, another puzzle. But what’s clear now is that the Followers of Mary had infiltrated the Followers of Broderic for centuries.’ 

      

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    The fake tablets 

      

      

    Donno called an hour later. ‘We made a discovery. Under the dirt, after we moved the sarcophagus, was a square, and there are no squares in nature, or in caves. 

    ‘We dug around it and lifted it up, a secret passage found, and in it are twenty-eight stone tablets, but they are fakes.’ 

    ‘Fakes?’ 

    ‘Yes, the style wrong, a few spelling mistakes. They try to be First Century, and one has a title: “dictated by James to Jacob”. It is highly unlikely that a ship’s captain of that era could read and write, and scribe well.’ 

    ‘It would,’ I agreed. ‘Have you read the detail?’ 

    ‘They are a copy of the others, but with sections added, in particular Jesus and Mary being married with children. At some point Broderic had the originals in his possession.’ 

    ‘We know that, I was there to take them after they were stolen from him. We had been told by a spy in his ranks where they had been hidden, and we moved them, along with the bones of James. 

    ‘Keep them, have them tested and proven to be fakes, but … if they became public it would highlight Broderic’s desire for the truth.’ 

    ‘People already know that desire…’ 

    ‘Test them all, chat to Armani, but they may be worth something to a collector.’ 

    ‘Items of Broderic are now collectors’ items, they fetch a high price,’ he informed me. 

    ‘Then we’ll sell them. But read them all first, just in case. Thanks, and good work.’ 

    Call ended, I informed the gang of what had been found. 

    ‘No surprise,’ came from Bill. ‘I was waiting for this, and maybe some copper scrolls produced by Broderic.’ 

    ‘We’ll sell them at auction, because they are almost a thousand years old, and Broderic items sell apparently.’ 

    ‘They do,’ my father agreed. ‘People come here to buy small items linked to him, a lot of interest in that gold crucifix defaced by him.’ 

    I took in the faces. ‘My worry … is that we missed something, and that Broderic kept the best for last and hid something.’ 

    ‘Like what?’ Gloria asked. 

    ‘A letter from Jesus, on parchment.’ 

    She shook her head. ‘Very few parchments survive the time period, two thousand years. It would have to be stone or copper, and Jesus never wrote letters in stone. It would have to be something else.’ 

    I held my hands wide. ‘What could they have brought on the ship from Israel?’ 

    ‘His body maybe,’ she suggested. 

    ‘No, that we buried in Israel, me and Bonza.’ 

    ‘You did?’ my mother gasped. 

    Bonza nodded at her. 

    I told her, ‘On the road to Nazareth. And that was after the last crusade and during the evacuation to the coast.’ 

    ‘A fake skeleton maybe?’ Ted asked. 

    ‘How would they prove it?’ I posed. 

    ‘Some items with him, or stone tablets with him,’ Ted responded. 

    ‘That would not prove a link to the bones,’ I insisted. ‘Just bones, could be anyone’s.’ 

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    The death warrant 

      

     

    Donno called back half an hour later, in a panic. ‘We moved your skeleton, and then started counting the gold coins as we moved them with the police, but underneath was a gold frame, and inside was a clay tablet,’ came from a man out of breath. 

    ‘Calm down.’ 

    All eyes in the villa turned to me. 

    ‘The clay tablet has the mark of Pontius Pilate, and it lists two people to be crucified alongside Yeshua, Jesus. It also details Herod as … having consented.’ 

    ‘Ah, so some solid proof at last. But crucifixion was supposed rare under Pilate…’ 

    ‘It was said to be just a few a year under Pilate, yes.’ 

    ‘Is there a date on it?’ 

    ‘It has a date of April 7th, start of Passover, different to previous estimates, and it lists his crimes, and the Jewish elders who approved the execution,’ came from an excited man. ‘But I think that was a Roman trick.’ 

    ‘A Roman trick?’ 

    ‘To pass the buck, as with sending Jesus to Herod - they wanted others blamed and not to incite the rebellion further. The Jews have always been blamed for the death of Christ, but Pilate wanted any public speakers removed because of the rebellion, and Jesus was a very public speaker, stirring the crowds.’ 

    ‘And what would it fetch at auction?’ 

    ‘It is beyond priceless.’ 

    ‘Test it carefully, discuss it with no one yet apart from Armani, but tell Armani I want to sell it at auction, the money to go on nursing homes. But first make sure that it’s not a fake.’ 

    ‘I do not believe it to be a fake.’ 

    ‘Guard it well then, four police officers at all times. Don’t drop it and smash it, eh.’ 

    Call ended, I faced the gang as they waited expectantly. ‘Under the gold coins, under my skeleton, was the signed death warrant of Jesus, signed by Pilate and approved by Herod.’ 

    ‘My god,’ Gloria let out. ‘It would be priceless.’ 

    ‘Would the Israelis want it?’ I asked her. 

    ‘Hell no,’ she responded. ‘They’d hate to have it.’ 

    ‘Did Broderic bring it back?’ Bonza asked. 

    ‘Who else? James would never get access to something like that at the time, no signed receipt for his brother’s execution.’ 

    ‘What did Broderic want with it?’ Bonza puzzled. ‘It proves the Bible story, no mention of Jesus being married.’ 

    I raised a finger and called Donno. ‘Does it say if Yeshua was married?’ 

    ‘No, just his name and home town, father’s name. The wife and mother were not important, but the family would petition for the body afterwards.’ 

    Call ended, I faced the gang. ‘Back then, the wife and mother were not important enough to be listed on the clay tablet, just the father and the home town.’ 

    ‘Roman pigs,’ Gloria let out. 

     

    Armani called half an hour later. ‘We will petition the Italian Government to buy the artefact after it has been verified.’ 

    ‘You could have just asked me for it…’ 

    ‘It is priceless, and you wish to build nursing homes, your mission, so … I would be risking my soul by doing so.’ 

    ‘Maybe a few nursing homes for the poor in Italy, a cost saving for the Italian Government.’ 

    ‘I … can sell that point to them. Yes, a great idea.’ 

    ‘It says April 7th.’ 

    ‘It will not harm us, historians know about the date being vague.’ 

    ‘Do the Israelis have a claim?’ 

    ‘They would not want to touch it.’ 

    ‘So I heard. Go chat to the Government, but explain the tourist potential.’ 

    ‘They are well aware of the value of tourism here.’ 

    ‘Best let Donno check that it’s not a clever Broderic fake first.’ 

    ‘He will work on it tonight, and we will carbon date it. A jet is on the way for a sample. And more spring water.’ 

    ‘Let me know what you find, but you can take the clay tablet and test it tonight if you want. Night.’ 

      

    Ross Daniels called at 11pm. ‘Can you stay out of the news long enough for me to get some work done…’ 

    ‘I try, I really do.’ 

    ‘You really found the death warrant of Jesus?’ 

    ‘Yeshua, it names him as. And yes, it seems genuine, but they’ll test it. And we have fake tablets created by Broderic, to be sold.’ 

    ‘The charity was notified. We’ll use the money on nursing homes for local people?’ 

    ‘Yes, so start looking for sites, but I suggest that the sites are close to the city and to the towns, relatives will want to travel. Up above the city are some gentle hills, we don’t need nice beaches - they’ll have nice swimming pools.’ 

    ‘No more terrorist attacks?’ 

    ‘Takes ages to plan something like that,’ I suggested. 

    ‘Italians want blood, the whole population want someone to shoot. A couple of Italian warships were filmed off the coast, jets flying past, maritime patrol aircraft – for all the good it will do.’ 

    ‘And the reward offered?’ 

    ‘We increased the reward money, but I ain’t holding my breath any.’ 

    ‘Demoine’s valley in the east will be good for rich people, but it needs public access as well, for people to see the new caves. I’ll build an access road that avoids the mansion.’ 

    ‘I stayed there once, a function in the mansion; I had a hotel room at the beach.’ 

    ‘That hotel, we’ll clean it up and expand it, use it this summer, add it to the other hotels. Be a love and send men to check it and decorate it.’ 

    ‘I’ll chat to Lars, he now coordinates a lot of the work. Had another hundred and twenty Irish lads arrive today.’ 

    ‘Good, we need them.’ 

    The twins called next for a chat, and they put Gabrielle on the line for ten minutes. 

    Then Jacqueline Dupont called. ‘Hey stranger,’ she began. 

    ‘Who me? Me they keep busy.’ 

    ‘I know, I see the news.’ 

    ‘Are you filming?’ 

    ‘I have parts in a series in Los Angeles, so I fly there tomorrow and I’ll be there with old friends for a few months, but the money is OK and I get to see California again.’ 

    ‘You old hag, it’s all drugs and sex and wife swapping.’ 

    ‘Well I damn well hope so, it would be dull otherwise!’ 

    ‘Did we get you some adverts?’ I asked. 

    ‘You did, and the Mercedes residuals are still good, I bought another small house close to where I live. So you take care, my lovely boy.’ 

    ‘I’ll try and keep my head down and stay out of the news.’ 

    ‘Ha!’ 

      

      

    

  


   
    Jesus for sale 

      

      

    In the morning, Armani called at 8am. I was already up, and I had jogged the main hotel roads with Bill and Ted, all of us drinking the water each day, and feeling much fitter because of it. 

    ‘Something?’ I asked. 

    ‘The clay tablet has been carbon dated, and it registers at close to two thousand years old - and the writing style is correct, the spelling and style. The golden holder of the tablet has been dated as well, to the crusader period – and it has the correct mineral make-up of gold for that of Israel or Syria. 

    ‘Someone, perhaps Broderic, brought back the clay tablet but had the golden holder fashioned in the Holy Land first, or fashioned using gold they … took from the Holy Land. 

    ‘When examining such an object we do not confirm that it is correct, we try to find something that is incorrect, and we cannot find anything incorrect. 

    ‘Two of the names of the Jewish elders were a surprise, but they are known to have been alive at that time. But there is a word at the bottom that means that the body is to be thrown to the dogs, not claimed by the family.’ 

    ‘No … resurrection?’ 

    ‘The body could have still been salvaged and hidden later, guards bribed. No one would hang around at night to make sure that the dogs ate well.’ 

    I told him, ‘That last item – that seems to cast doubt on the resurrection, but it will also prove the clay tablet to be real, because a fake would never have that.’ 

    ‘No, a fake would have the body being handed over to his family.’ 

    ‘It’s up to you what to do with it, if you’re worried.’ 

    ‘We will authenticate it fully with external experts, many are on the way to us.’ 

    ‘What did the Government there say?’ 

    ‘They are keen to buy it, especially if the money goes towards nursing homes here.’               

    ‘They’d pay the Kudulov Charity again. But I’ll check with the Perfect.’ 

    After a shower and a cup of tea, Gloria appearing in a spandex outfit that hid nothing, I called the Prefect. ‘Listen, we found a clay tablet in the cave on Demoine’s land, and the Italian Government want to buy it, money to the Kudulov Charity, nursing homes to build, some in Italy. Any objections?’ 

    ‘No, we hope for nursing homes for local people, and we hope to save much money. What is this clay tablet?’ 

    I studied Gloria’s arse outline. ‘The death warrant for Jesus, signed by Pilate and King Herod.’ 

    ‘My … god, it will be priceless.’ 

    ‘Yeah, but we’ll keep the Italians happy, unless you object.’ 

    ‘We backdated the sale already and registered it, the land to be owned and operated by you personally, as with Mandoch Valley.’ 

    ‘Well, the island will benefit anyhow. Oh, we found many fake stone tablets, created by Broderic, and we’ll sell them at auction.’ 

    ‘People like Broderic items, yes.’ 

    ‘More money for the island. Do me a favour, and create a Broderic museum, I can send you some money for it.’ 

    ‘We think about a new wing at the museum, yes.’ 

    ‘Do it soon, cash in on the Broderic bandwagon.’ 

    Phone down, I signalled Bill and Ted with a look, Gloria grabbed and lifted up, her bare feet grabbed and tickled, toes nibbled to some very loud screams and threats. 

    Letting her down again, her eyes had watered and she could hardly see as we rushed out and to the pool bar for some coffee.  

    She joined us with a coat around her a few minutes later. ‘Bloody bullies.’ 

    ‘This from Miss Cameltoe, 1997,’ I pointed out. 

    She gasped and sprinted off to her room, the lads laughing loudly. When she joined us again, in jeans, she complained, ‘You could have warned me!’ 

    ‘We like your cameltoe,’ I told her with a shrug, getting a whacked arm. ‘And your arse in spandex.’ Her anger just made her appear to be turned on. 

    Donno called, to say that he was in Rome with the clay tablet, but would return in a few days and search the Demoine estate, and that Perez and half of his team were still searching the cave. 

    ‘Did the clay tablet make the news there?’ I teased. 

    ‘We had a hundred policemen as escort from the airport, armoured cars as well,’ he reported. ‘The news reports little else.’ 

    The BBC called me next, so I stepped away. ‘What can you tell us about the clay tablet?’ 

    ‘That it’s being tested -’ 

    ‘The Vatican had it all night under tests and have confirmed its authenticity they say.’ 

    ‘Then you know more than me.’ 

    ‘Where did you find it?’ 

    ‘In a cave, on land we bought from the late French Minister, Demoine, from his estate liquidators because he’s a bit dead.’ 

    ‘He had it hidden?’ 

    ‘No, it was untouched for hundreds of years, back to the Crusades.’ 

    ‘So Broderic had it?’ 

    ‘We think that Broderic found it in the Holy Land and brought it back instead of handing it to the church. But we also think that someone stole it from him and hid it. 

    ‘In a cave on the Demoine land, a cave with a locked gate, we found writing on a cave wall, in Latin, which was a clue – it was coded by a Follower of Mary to trick Broderic. 

    ‘The clues led us across the valley to a cave that’s up to thirty thousand years old, ancient hand-drawings of animals on the walls.  

    ‘We found a secret compartment, a small stone removed, and we used the ancient Egyptian method of pouring water onto sand, and that opened the door to the hiding place. 

    ‘Inside were five sarcophagus – sorry, sarcophagi, names only on one of them, a few skeletons, one buried on gold coins as with Broderic. Under the gold coins was the clay tablet in a golden frame. 

    ‘We then found a large cavern, untouched for eight hundred years, and a more recent underground chapel, for the Followers of Broderic. That chapel will be open to the public soon.’ 

    ‘Similar to the one in Stockholm?’ 

    ‘Yes, but this one is later, a hundred years old or more, not a thousand years old. We also found a dozen fake stone tablets.’ 

    ‘Fakes?’ 

    ‘Created by Broderic, now to be sold at auction. They copy the other tablets’ wording, but they date to the Crusades, a thousand years after the first tablets were set down. 

    ‘The wording was changed in a few places, to claim that Mary was wife of Jesus -’ 

    ‘He really was obsessed with that aspect, wasn’t he?’ 

    ‘He was,’ I agreed. 

    ‘So Broderic had access to the stone tablets?’ 

    ‘He did, and they were stolen from him by the Followers of Mary and hidden, as was the clay death warrant – which lists the execution as being on April 7th.’ 

    ‘Anything else with it?’ 

    ‘Searches are ongoing, but send a camera crew and we’ll get them access.’ 

    ‘They’re on a plane as we speak.’ 

    ‘Send them east, not to me.’ I gave him the directions. ‘If you want a one-hour special, you can send my charity some money for the poor.’ 

    ‘I’ll chat to the boss. You’ll speak in it?’ 

    ‘If you film my nursing home here, a one minute slot.’ 

    ‘That we can do.’ 

    ‘Go nag him for some cash for the orphans then.’ 

    ‘If anyone other than you said that we’d know they were lying.’ 

    ‘Chat later, I have to go feed the orphans.’ 

     

    David Hutton called next. ‘What the fuck…’ 

    ‘Calm down.’ 

    ‘You found the death warrant of Jesus?’ 

    ‘We did, and we’ll sell it to the Italian Government and build nursing homes with it.’ 

    ‘You sold the stone tablets as well…’ 

    ‘Yes, to build nursing homes for poor local Corsican pensioners. And they’ll sell the gold crucifix we found and that will go towards nursing homes as well.’ 

    ‘We had a couriered package just arrive - they were waiting for us at 8.30am, package signed for. It’s land in Paris, and a loan agreement.’ 

    ‘The land and loan goes to the consortium, sign for both, and then ask Bob Bridges for a good lawyer in Paris, a good building firm in Paris, and a good chief architect in Paris – and today.’ 

    ‘OK, keep your panties on.’ 

    ‘And email the consortium with the news that we’ll build in Paris - rent free to us to start with - a large nursing home complex, one social and one for richer residents, occupancy in Paris to be at least thirty thousand residents. 

    ‘Ask Bob Bridges for a representative to sit in our offices, a man that speaks French and doesn’t mind going back and forth.’ 

    ‘I’ll get on that today, but the news is full of the latest finds, flights there must be crammed.’ 

    ‘The Prefect bought a bunch of seats, and he sells them only to local people.’ 

    ‘Ah, good idea,’ he agreed. 

    ‘Update me later, lot for you to do today.’ 

    ‘People in the office asked if you could find Elvis.’ 

    I smiled. ‘When I visit the States next.’ I called Rolf and explained the new Paris project. 

    He finally responded, ‘It helps our supply line, the more residents, and to have the French Government on board is better, yes.’ 

    ‘I asked for more French builders for work here on the island.’ 

    ‘The men there are stretched, yes, a problem.’ 

    ‘And when we sell the clay tablet we’ll start on social nursing homes in Italy.’ 

    ‘How about Sardinia for some?’ 

    ‘That … could be a good idea, yes. I’ll discuss it with them.’ 

    ‘We can ship goods to Sardinia from the warehouse, cheap enough, a warehouse in Sardinia. And in Sardinia they need the jobs desperately.’ 

    ‘And the mafia there?’ 

    ‘Ross Daniels says that there are very few mafia left, and that it is now very safe. The construction gangs have militant unions, more so than mafia.’ 

      

    Call ended, and I called the Prefect, and he would sort a meeting with his counterpart in Sardinia for me. There were no direct flights, but there was a ferry that brought in goods and took back a few items. 

    When the BBC crew arrived they called, and I agreed to meet them in the valley. I then cornered Gloria in our villa. ‘You want a speaking part in this documentary?’ 

    Her eyes widened. ‘Me?’ 

    ‘You want to be elected, so the TV cameras will become normal, and you need to get used to them.’ 

    ‘Will we have a script?’ she worried. 

    ‘No, you just explain what you did, the cave words and the translation, and how we crawled into the cave. And they may ask about your medical condition, so … same answers as before. Simple. And it’s not live, and will be re-shot if there’s any doubt. Do you have heels?’ 

    ‘I have some heels, yes.’ 

    ‘Practical heels, not nightclub heels.’ 

    ‘I didn’t bring those!’ she hissed, Bill and Ted laughing. ‘I came here in a damn wheelchair! And these two fucking Vikings are too tall anyhow!’ 

    ‘Vikings? Us? We’re quiet academics,’ Bill told her. 

     

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    The documentary, a few things left out 

      

      

    With practical clothing found, as well as nice suits carried, we set off in minibus convoy an hour later, more than an hour to reach the valley again. There we found a police roadblock, but also twenty spectators hanging around. 

    Some waved at me so I waved back, wondering just who the hell they were. 

    At the mansion we found the BBC crew, who had been enjoying a coffee and some cake, a great deal of camera and sound kit now laying around outside, a pretty lady technician smiling at me. 

    Inside, I found a presenter I recognised and we shook. ‘Do you have a small camera, to enter the cave with?’ 

    ‘Got a shoulder camera, yeah, batteries.’ 

    ‘You’ll need it. So how about we re-create our steps in discovering it, and you follow-on as if looking over our shoulders, like a mini re-creation.’ 

    ‘Sounds great.’ 

    Bonza soon had a mouth full of cake, making me shake my head at him, the film crew laughing at Bonza. 

    ‘What?’ he asked, spewing cake. 

    In my practical clothing, Gloria in basically the same as she had on yesterday but with make-up on and now looking hot, we were filmed stepping down from a minibus with a police escort and looking up at the mansion, then filmed taking in the valley. 

    Old caretaker paid in hard cash, his wife snatching it quickly away, and he was given lines and directions. Cameras running, he welcomed us and he showed us the inside of the house, then mentioned the secret cave, Gloria translating. 

    With the key filmed - being retrieved from the secret hiding place in the mantelpiece, he led us out, minibuses boarded as we were filmed, before we were filmed stepping down at the entrance to the tight gorge. 

    With the lock filmed - being opened, in we went, and inside the cave I ran a finger over the writing, asking Gloria to translate. She pointed, she stated each sentence, and then she noted the mistakes. 

    I handed her a notebook and pen, she wrote down the odd letters, and then backwards, the code broken, Bonza stood in shot. 

    Outside, we all stared across the valley whilst being filmed. Across the valley, they filmed us getting down from the minibuses, much of the kit that had been here moved away and out of sight – it had been a bit of a mess. 

    Pausing filming, we had a look at the dirt entrance, and a small hole had now been dug out, access now available – as well as some fresh air now available for people inside. 

    Back at the cave drawings, they filmed us marvelling at the drawings before they filmed us searching around. Bonza finally points at the square, which is now missing. 

    Technician inside the small cave, and he pushed up the heavy rock and held it tight, filmed from this side as I go up the ladder and try and push at the rock’s square outline. 

    Small rock removed and tossed down, Gloria read it for the cameras. I ask for some water, a bottle tossed up, and I pour, the man inside lowering the stone. 

    From ahead I’m filmed crawling in, same policeman behind me, Gloria called for, then Bonza, and we recreated our steps as best as we could, some clever camera angles used because there was a big hole in the floor now.  

    The sarcophagi, now empty of gold coins and skeletons, were still here so they were put back resting as we had found them, and filmed. Sarcophagi moved, I headed down whilst roped off, and I called up to Gloria. 

    Technician with a shoulder camera behind us, and we pressed on being filmed, finding the large cave, the new temporary lights in here having been turned off, the knight that had been rudely fixed to the wall still in place. 

    Knight examined, we walked on whilst being filmed – as if it was a creepy scary place, finally to the church, Gloria checking the wording on the walls. 

    Back outside, via the dirt mound – which was way easier, we drove to the mansion, washed and changed, then stood for an interview with Bonza. I was in my trademark grey suit, Gloria dressed nice with make-up on, and even Bonza looked kind of smart. 

    We had a backdrop of the valley and the cave, good advertising for future guests. 

    ‘Mister Roskov, have the items found here been verified?’ 

    ‘The Vatican took the clay tablet yesterday and their experts worked all night, and they’re sure that it’s genuine, carbon dated to be almost two thousand years old. 

    ‘The gold container that it was sat in has been tested … and found to be Israeli gold, and it dates back to the Crusades. So … someone either brought the clay tablet back from the Crusades and fashioned the gold container from Israeli gold, or the gold container was made in the Holy Land during the Crusades. 

    ‘There was a large silver crucifix, with a riddle on it, and that riddle mentions the cave where we found the Templars. And that cave … you could only get into it in the past by swimming in, so we had already solved the riddle and found the stone tablets there.’ 

    ‘Gloria Mascal, you’re the sister of Rupert Mascal MP, and you came here in a wheelchair…’ 

    ‘I did, then I drank the spring water, a great deal of it day and night, and it suppressed the pain in my legs but also gave me energy. I had been in a wheelchair for four years, suffering from M.E., Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, no help from the useless British doctors.’ 

    ‘You’ve made a remarkable recovery…’ 

    ‘I could get out of my wheelchair and walk, it was just the pain, and a lack of motivation because of a lack of energy. And as soon as I could walk Ricky roped me into helping out around here, a few days later to be playing at sidekick to Indiana Jones.’ 

    I smiled. ‘She and her brother came in very useful, they both speak French and Gloria reads Latin. And it was her brother who suggested that we use the Egyptian method of water to move sand holding up a rock. 

    ‘And without Gloria’s kind help … we would have had to rely upon the dozens of archaeologists and Vatican experts we have to hand.’ 

    She shot me a look as Bonza laughed. 

    I added, ‘She studied politics and wants to go into British politics, and now she works for me, partly on M.E. and partly on nursing home economics. When she gets back she’ll have a salary.’ 

    ‘Gloria, what will you be doing for Ricky?’ 

    ‘Studying the costs of the nursing homes, but also the impact they have on people’s lives. And he’ll now build nursing homes in Paris, and I speak French.’ 

    ‘Bonza, do you speak French?’ the man asked. 

    Bonza gave a curt sentence, Gloria shooting him a look. 

    ‘What did he say?’ I asked Gloria. 

    ‘That he … speaks French when not pulling hairs out of his bum.’ 

    I turned my head to Bonza, and waited. 

    ‘What did I do?’ he protested. 

    ‘Anyway,’ I began. ‘Coming back to what we found here, I think that the clay tablet shows that Pontius Pilate was trying to pass the buck. The Jewish elders approached him and he had Jesus arrested, because there was a popular uprising in progress at the time. 

    ‘The elders did not have the authority to execute anyone, so they asked Pilate, but Pilate sent Jesus to King Herod, to pass the buck - and not make it seem that the Romans were executing anyone popular. 

    ‘Herod sent Jesus back, without comment apparently, so Pilate signed the order to crucify Jesus. The clay tablet deliberately mentions the Jewish elders and Herod, to pass the buck I think. 

    ‘What we know about the cave here … is basically just what we’re guessing at. This was Broderic’s land, later Demoine’s land - before his suicide.’ From the corner of my eye, I saw Bonza smile widely and Gloria shoot me a look. 

    I added, ‘So Broderic, and his followers, had the fake writing on the wall created, but then they locked it away before they were all burnt at the stake. What he was hoping … was that people would find his fake tablets and use them to attack the Vatican. 

    ‘But his fake tablets, copies of the originals, were stolen from him by Followers of Mary it seems, and hidden, and we found them – right here, right under his nose. 

    ‘Those fake stone tablets have the same wording as the real stone tablets apart from mention that Mary was wife to Jesus, something that Broderic was obsessed with. 

    ‘What we think happened here after the Crusades … was that the Followers of Mary infiltrated the Followers of Broderic and stole his artefacts and hid them.  

    ‘Broderic had hidden them as if they had been placed here on the island during the First Century, and he hoped that they would be found in some staged manner, the Bible story questioned. 

    ‘But it’s important to note that Broderic never openly challenged the Vatican, even when he had some evidence to hand, he … wanted others to do that. 

    ‘Behind us is the original cave used by Crusaders, plus the later use of it as a church meeting place, light switches from 1920, after which it was sealed up, and in many ways it’s similar to the chapel under my house in Stockholm – same time period.’ 

    The interviewer cut in, ‘The gold crucifix you found in Mandoch Valley and the stone tablets, and now the clay tablet, they’re all to be sold, mostly to the Italian Government…’ 

    ‘My aim is to build nursing homes not collect old relics, and it has been mentioned to me that the items would be better off in Rome, easier access for the people of the world to see them.’ 

    ‘How much money will they raise?’ 

    ‘Hundreds of millions of pounds. Some will be spent on nursing homes here in Corsica but for local people, some spent on nursing homes for poor people in Italy. 

    ‘And we just signed a deal with the French Government, a six hundred million Euro loan to build nursing homes in Paris, land acquired for a huge complex. 

    ‘We’re also now looking at Sardinia, to build nursing homes for Italian pensioners, and that should help with much-needed jobs in Sardinia.’ 

    ‘What will happen to this valley?’ 

    ‘We’ll add a few villas, for richer tourists, and grant access to the caves for the public, but this is not a religious site and won’t become one.’ 

    ‘Cut!’ 

      

    An hour later, the valley and the mansion filmed, we all drove to the valley of the huge caverns and, once inside, the film crew shot each huge cavern in turn, then the Templars’ cave - the skeletons now gone, a close up of Gloria pointing out the ladder holes in the walls. 

    A man went up a ladder with a lightweight camera and he filmed the smaller cave that had held the tablets. 

    Driving on, we stopped at Mandoch Valley, soon lugging the light cameras up the ridge and to the cave where we had found the fake depiction of Mary’s supposed journey to Spain. 

    I let Gloria take the lead and explain everything found here. When done, they filmed the waterfall not the construction work, then they filmed a panoramic shot from the roof terrace of the cave hotel, plenty of footage. 

    With not much daylight left we sped to Frances House, and I insisted that we film the interviewer’s reactions. As we approached on the main road they filmed him inside the minibus. 

    ‘This is your hotel?’ he asked as he peered out the window. 

    ‘No, the first nursing home.’ 

    ‘It’s … a hotel resort.’ 

    ‘You’ll see.’ 

    Down from the minibuses on the beach side we’d soon have a good sunset – good for winter, the empty beach filmed, the inviting blue pool, the main café. 

    They filmed the interviewer peering around, shocked. 

    At the main entrance to the nursing home they filmed builders and decorators, then filmed from an apartment balcony - down at the gardens, the beach, and finally the sunset. 

    ‘This is a nursing home?’ he puzzled. 

    ‘It is, and we aim to take good care of our residents.’ 

    ‘It’s better than most of the hotels I’ve stayed in!’ 

    ‘When you’re old you can stay here, there’ll be fifty like this on the island.’ 

    Sunset filmed, and they had more footage than they needed, but they would film tomorrow in the museum, many of the artefacts found on the island. 

    Thanked, they set off north to the hotel they were booked into and we set off the short distance south to my hotel. 

    Michelle was stood with her unhappy face on. ‘You wrecked a seat in a minibus!’ 

    ‘List it as being nibbled at by a goat, and claim for it.’ 

    ‘A goat? Are you mad?’ 

    Bonza gave her a sentence in French, stopping her dead, Gloria stood wide-eyed as Bonza walked inside. 

    I faced Gloria. ‘What did he say?’ 

    Michelle answered, ‘To stop bitching like an unpaid whore!’ 

    ‘He has a book of old sayings, he mixes them up, I’ll speak to him. Sorry.’ 

    ‘You speak to him before I punch his bloody face in!’ 

    I handed her a hundred Euro. ‘Damages.’ I led Gloria inside, hiding my grin, and we found Bill and Ted in the villa, Bonza getting the kettle on. 

    Gloria whacked his arm. ‘You, Mister, need to watch your gob!’ 

    ‘What did I say?’ Bonza puzzled. 

    ‘You used twelfth century insults, called her a bitching whore!’ 

    ‘I don’t even know how to say that, it just comes out sometimes!’ he protested. 

    I told Bill and Ted, ‘When filming us, the interviewer cheekily asks Bonza if he speaks French, and Bonza tells him: yes, when not pulling hairs out of my arse. In French.’ 

    ‘In old French,’ Gloria added as Bill and Ted taunted Bonza. 

    I told Bonza, ‘Avoid TV interviews, eh.’ 

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Back to the day job 

      

      

    Armani called after I had sat and enjoyed a cup of tea. ‘We have a panel of external experts, including Israelis, and they have verified the tablet, they also looked at the stone tablets and can find no faults with them.’ 

    ‘And the wording on the tablets?’ 

    ‘The translations have been studied by most all Christians around the world, no rioting seen yet. On the contrary, they see it as confirmation. 

    ‘The stone tablets, and now the clay tablets, confirm our faith, and a few words difference will not cause such a change.’ 

    ‘Where will the stone tablets be shown?’ I asked. 

    ‘A museum here in Rome, with the clay tablet and translations, special strong displays, starting from two days from now.’ 

    ‘And payment for the clay tablet?’ 

    ‘If you sign a form to guarantee the building of nursing homes here in Italy, then the payment would be three hundred million, and they are keen to find you land and to assist.’ 

    ‘Send me the form by courier, don’t know how long I’ll be here.’ 

     

    Ross Daniels called next. ‘Did you order some French builders?’ 

    ‘Asked for them from the Social Services Minister himself.’ 

    ‘They’re starting to arrive.’ 

    ‘Have them focus on our second nursing home, so that they learn the trade. Then divert them to the new nursing homes for local people - when we have some land.’ 

    ‘We have some suitable land that we own, found it on the books, next to a hotel we bought but big enough for a building like Frances House. It’s above the city, would get the sunsets.’ 

    ‘Tough ground to dig?’ 

    ‘Fuck yeah, so we lay the pipes, two metres of concrete on top, piles from ground level, then build up, no digging down apart from a few select piles. One big concrete slab, quick and cheap.’ 

    ‘Quick and cheap is good. Make a start on that one, then find me nine more. But how many local pensioners are there?’ 

    ‘Depends on the definition, but I’d say ten thousand; it’s an old population, the young all fuck off to mainland France to get jobs.’ 

    ‘Jobs and dreams,’ I sighed out. ‘Whereas the old Parisians dream of Corsica.’ 

    ‘We have some of the Italian money already, and the fuckers will make a killing with the tourists flocking to see the tablets, that you can bet the farm on. They plan to show them in the States as well, but the first stop will be Madrid, then Barcelona.’ 

    ‘And they say that the Evil Holy Roman Empire has gone…’ 

    He laughed. ‘Just changed its name some and realised the commercial aspects of faith. Anyway, we just ordered a shit load more cabins for the workers.’ 

    ‘And the ones in Scorfo?’ 

    ‘Many cabins left, yeah, but they may get used.’ 

    ‘I’ll go visit, rally the troops. Oh, British documentary crew filmed Frances House, and they refused to believe that it’s a nursing home and not a five star resort.’ 

    ‘Had some people drive up and ask the builders if they could book a room!’ 

    ‘It does look nice, so we should fill it.’ 

    ‘Ten times over.’ 

    ‘Has the news Stateside covered us here?’ 

    ‘Shit yeah, coast to coast. And when Frances House got a mention on the TV my wife screamed. But my kids refuse to believe that they named it after her.’ 

    I laughed. ‘She can do the opening ceremony – with the kids.’ 

    ‘Counting on it, or I’m on the sofa. Oh, they identified all the men on that boat, a few arrests made around Europe, and Libya is in trouble, could be airstrikes – not least the Italians bombing them. 

    ‘Now they’re looking for a ship that the men came from, and where the boat they used was sat during the week before.’ 

    ‘We all have our enemies, and some say that we’re defined by how good our enemies are. Harry Stanulou is very capable, and … it’s almost as if he’s getting some good help.’ 

    ‘He has contacts, yeah. But the people helping him, what do they get out of it?’ Ross posed before he ended the call. 

    Something was nagging me about Harry Stanulou, but I could not put my finger on it. Him and his “good help”. 

      

    David Hutton called half an hour later, after I had a shower. ‘The TV crew was filming today at Traffic Jam, and they filmed up in Northern Logistics yesterday.’ 

    ‘Can neither be avoided nor delayed. How long before the next batch of devices gets to us?’ 

    ‘Ten thousand arrived last week, twenty-five thousand arrive next week, fifty thousand two weeks after that.’ 

    ‘See what happens, but I guess the devices will be popular.’ 

    ‘So much for the slow roll-out.’ 

    ‘System working OK?’ I asked. 

    ‘Working very well, had a few Chief Constables from around the country visit, Transport Minister visited, all very impressed with the big screen, slow traffic and rain as well as accidents.’ 

    ‘After the documentary I want the map software pushed, let’s make some money, eh.’ 

    ‘Short of money, are we?’ he complained. 

    ‘No, but I want Traffic Jam to pay for itself, prove itself, then go right around the world.’ 

    ‘Have that done next week,’ he quipped. 

    ‘Any issues with anything?’ 

    ‘Bob Bridges popped up for coffee and a chat, and he has a man nominated, should be here soon, accommodation sought.’ 

    ‘Hand them the apartment opposite if it’s available, but make the buggers pay rent!’ 

    ‘They can afford it,’ he quipped. 

    ‘And our new Swedish men?’ 

    ‘Are making suggestions on the computer software for the nursing home, and making good suggestions on the prison supply line and accounts. 

    ‘That food supply company we created – the one that was at the hostel, it now supplies the Nottingham soft prison as well, three hundred men and staff at the prison being fed, soon to supply the airfield prison, but what about the nursing homes?’ 

    ‘Best kept separate and parallel, and it will join with the warehouse pipeline in Corsica and elsewhere, be a large international operation, so recruit a man in a few months. Maybe now I guess, he can start to learn the process in Corsica. 

    ‘Find an expert in logistics and stores, offer a top wage, he can recruit the others. But he must be willing to travel around the UK, and Europe.’ 

     

      

      

      

    

  


   
    The closed prophesy 

      

      

    Perez turned up at the villa with two men carrying what seemed to be a large heavy painting in a shroud – and they had turned up with a police escort.  

    I showed them in, Gloria with us, and they placed down the object. The two additional men worked with Donno, and I trusted them, which was probably why Perez had made use of them. 

    He closed the door and then the curtains, finally pulling away the shroud. ‘This was hidden well in the main house, and has not been touched in centuries.’ 

    We all closed in for a look. 

    ‘Is it chalk?’ I asked. 

    ‘It is a hard white stone with a wooden back, and has been carved, it may be very old.’ 

    ‘I can’t see much,’ I told him. 

    ‘The pigment has gone. Watch.’ From the kitchen he grabbed ten tea bags, and he soaked them for a few seconds before rubbing them on the stone carving.’ 

    Done, he eased back, Gloria kneeling in front of it. ‘That’s you!’ she gasped, a man stood on a small mound seen holding a cross above his head, lines emanating out from the cross, demons at his feet cowering away. 

    ‘What does it mean?’ I asked Perez. 

    ‘That is subjective, but various religious drawings have a man holding a cross high, light emanating. When you touch the golden cross it glows, so … this fits. The man has your face.’ 

    Bonza closed in and had a good look. ‘It does look like you.’ 

    ‘Can you date it?’ I asked Perez. 

    He smiled, and rubbed the bottom left corner. ‘It is Aramaic, not spoken widely for two thousand years. It says: he shall fight demons walking as men, and men that fall to become demons.’ 

    ‘Take it to the Vatican, have it dated, then … hidden,’ I told him. 

    He nodded. Pointing, he began, ‘These are traditional-faced demons, but these are men with crowns cowering down. The demons, and the men, flee from the light of the cross.’ 

    Gloria said, ‘He has a cross, modern style, not used till the third century, and the clothing is … maybe sixth century or later. Could this be a fake?’ 

    ‘An odd fake,’ Perez noted. ‘Given that it serves no obvious purpose.’ 

    With the two other men assisting, they very carefully turned it around, soon rubbing the tea bags over the rear. 

    ‘Here, Aramaic again: He shall not lift the cross till it is needed, she will guide him.’ 

    ‘She?’ I queried. 

    ‘No mention of who she is? Here, it says: she shall lay down her life for him thrice over. Here it adds, he shall not ask for vengeance.’  

    They rubbed more tea bags. 

    ‘Here it says: he shall be tested many times, assassins behind many rocks.’ 

    ‘That bloody fits,’ Bonza quipped. 

    I faced him. ‘My Lady never laid down her life for me, I laid down my life for her...’ 

    ‘Someone else,’ he suggested. 

    I glanced at Gloria. ‘Don’t ever do anything brave or stupid for me. Choose to live.’ 

    She stared back, saddened, and lowered her head. 

    ‘This last part says: the Lord’s messenger shall test him, and trick him into death. Odd.’ 

    ‘The lord’s messenger is an angel,’ I noted. ‘So maybe Lazahroz gets bored of me in the future. And kills me.’ We exchanged looks. ‘Take it, and test it,’ I finally told him. 

    With the carving gone, we made cups of tea and sat, but we did at least use fresh tea bags.  

    ‘What does it mean?’ Gloria finally asked. 

    ‘That we have a war to fight, some shit ahead of us, and we all get killed, we don’t live to retire.’ 

    ‘We’ve never lived to retire yet,’ Bonza scoffed. 

    ‘And I fall out with Lazahroz and he kills me, or lets me get killed. But I never figured we’d live to retire anyhow, we’ll make too many enemies for that, hence the reincarnation bit.’ 

    Gloria complained, ‘Kind of makes it hard to plan a life, or start a family.’ 

    I focused on her. ‘I started many families, just … never got to see the kids grow up. Seems that it will be like that again. But that won’t slow me down, we do the best we can and have fun along the way, and bollocks to the grand plan. 

    ‘And that carving could have been about us during the Crusades, not about this time period.’ 

    ‘The clothing was similar to the Crusader period,’ she agreed. ‘Not First Century.’ 

    I faced Bonza. ‘Hey, Fuck Head, how come I was in that battle alone, eh?’ 

    ‘What did I do? And I was probably killed protecting you, an hour before it was carved.’ 

    I exchanged puzzled looks with Bill and Ted. ‘It was a carving, not done in real time like a photo!’ 

    ‘I was in the background, on the floor, killed by a demon, having slain … fifty or so.’ 

    Bill and Ted laughed at him. 

    ‘Only fifty?’ I asked. ‘Slowing down some, old man.’ 

    Gloria whacked his arm. ‘There are no demons, it’s metaphorical.’ She faced me. ‘Are there … demons?’ 

    ‘No, none, no Heaven and no Hell, just us here. When you die, you either come back like us, or stay dead. But just a handful are ever reincarnated. 

    ‘There are angels, there’s God – who the angel said arrived at this planet and did not create life here, and then there’s … just us humans, no Plan “B”.’ 

    Gloria stared back, looking worried. ‘He … did not create life?’ 

    I shook my head at her. ‘And the angels don’t really give a fuck. Which is probably why I’ve always thought that we should stand on our own two feet and cooperate with each other.’ 

    ‘And the Vatican?’ 

    ‘Don’t have that info, nor should they get it.’ 

    She nodded, and sipped her drink. ‘It’s us. It’s just us.’ She faced me. ‘I think I always knew that.’ 

    I told them, ‘There’s a paradox here, a difficult one. The golden cross could be used to influence people, if made public, but I have no intention of ever doing that, it would rock the world and … some people would not go to work or get out of bed, so … that image of me is wrong – I’d rather die than reveal the cross and what we are to the public.’ 

    ‘Better kept quiet, aye,’ Bonza agreed. ‘And what would the Muslims and the fucking Iranians do? There’d be war, and they’d all want you dead as a false prophet!’ 

    Gloria noted, ‘If God appeared to man it would be a disaster, as you said before. Same effect if you use the cross, half the world’s population wanting you dead. Wanting us dead.’ 

    ‘So we stay quiet about it,’ Bonza suggested. ‘Just hope that the fucking Vatican can stay quiet.’ 

    I told him, ‘If they reveal me … they lose power and I gain it, no more coins collected in church, no more jobs for the bishops.’ 

    ‘They don’t want the fucking gravy train to end,’ Bonza scoffed. ‘Job for life they have, and a private fucking jet.’ 

    Bill asked, ‘What if the engraving is a trick?’ 

    ‘A trick?’ I asked him. 

    ‘An angel handed mankind the shield with the names, so maybe the engraving is the same – and to screw us over not help us.’ 

    ‘I would make my own choice about the golden cross, not rely on anyone else to nudge me, and not be moved by some old carving that attempts to predict the future. 

    ‘I trust Lazahroz, but how would we even know if the other angels were screwing around with us? For all we know … Bonza is an angel in disguise.’ 

    Gloria exchanged a look with Bill and Ted before the three of them burst out laughing. 

    Bonza told them, ‘The fact that you don’t suspect me … means that my disguise is brilliant.’ 

    ‘Brilliant,’ I agreed. ‘But stop upsetting Michelle please, Mister Angel.’ 

    ‘I don’t even know when I speak French, it’s like a split personality.’ 

    ‘So there’s Bad Bonza and Good Bonza, in the one body,’ I teased. ‘Have Good Bonza apologise to Michelle.’ 

      

    Trish called. ‘That American chat show want you again.’ 

    ‘How much are they offering?’ 

    ‘Five hundred thousand dollars.’ 

    ‘I’ll think about it. How’s business with you?’ 

    ‘Mercedes residuals are good, and I have a few other clients now.’ 

    After the call, I told the gang about the invite. Facing Gloria, I asked, ‘Would you like to do it, some exposure?’ 

    ‘Me? An American chat show?’ 

    ‘Yeah, practise for when you get elected.’ I faced Bonza. ‘And you.’ 

    ‘Me?’ he worried. 

    ‘Just be yourself, and by that I mean just be Good Bonza.’ 

    I called back Trish as they looked worried - Bill and Ted worried about Bonza speaking publically, and after her second call with the chat show they would now go to a million; they very much wanted an exclusive. Trish would now book the three of us tickets for tomorrow, and a hotel suite in the name of Rasmussen. 

    I had just a small bag with me, as did Bonza, and my trousers were dirty, but the fact that they were dark grey helped. Gloria had two suitcases somehow, so we would make use of one of them and stuff some man-clothes into it. 

    It would be just a short trip, one night in a hotel, so we would not need much anyhow. Michelle had spare men’s shirts and pants in plastic packets – for guests to buy, so we grabbed some, as well as fresh socks. 

     

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Stateside, via the red-eye 

      

      

    Not quite fresh and with it, we set off at 6am from the hotel, the roads quiet, and it was raining for a change, a chance for the local dry coastal flora to get what it needed.  

    At Check-In, the staff girls were in awe of me, and the local Corsican passengers were all smiling my way, the wrinkled old millionaire visitors to the island ignoring me. 

    In Paris, we changed flights to an Air France 747, and we would be sat in Business Class for the New York leg, the tickets costing not that much more than Economy. 

    Settled into our seats, Bonza was acting as bodyguard because Bill and Ted could not be armed Stateside and were now having a holiday in Corsica, at my expense. First item on the list for them would be a lay-in followed by a lazy day. 

    A woman with a baby came and sat in front of us, a quick double-take at me. ‘It’s OK,’ she told me. ‘She’s a good sleeper.’ 

    Smiling, I told her, ‘I’m here if you need me.’ I turned to Gloria. ‘Any good with babies?’ I whispered. 

    ‘I am, they sleep for me, which I now think is related to the … you know.’ 

    ‘Test it properly, see if you can put them to sleep,’ I quietly told her. 

    ‘Can Bonza put babies to sleep?’ she asked. 

    ‘It’s not a theory I’ve been brave enough to test,’ I whispered, making her laugh loudly. 

    After we had levelled off, Gloria lifted the seat rest, placed a cushion on my groin, tucked her legs in and got comfortable with her head on my lap. 

    I told her, ‘It was Bonza’s turn to sleep on me.’ 

    ‘Huh?’ Bonza grunted, and had a look at Gloria. ‘Favouritism that is.’ 

    ‘Show me your feet tucked up under yourself … and you can swap.’ 

    He studied his long legs, just about enough legroom here in Business Class.               

      

    Mid-flight, and I had dozed off for half an hour, waking to find a hand on Gloria’s boob. I moved the hand before anyone noticed. 

    ‘You were stroking my hair,’ she whispered. ‘Sent me straight off to sleep.’ 

    ‘Old habits, perhaps learnt a long time ago.’ 

    ‘You wanna touch me up, you buy me dinner first, Mister.’ 

    I glanced at Bonza, and he was sat reading. ‘Not sleepy?’ 

    ‘Nah, I’ll pace myself like you said, be fresh tomorrow. And that spring water has given me loads of energy.’ 

    The baby started crying, so Gloria eased up quickly and leant over. ‘Let me try,’ she whispered, the baby handed over. 

    Holding the baby so that it was face-to-face, she smiled and then began citing something in what sounded like French. The baby stopped crying, and was soon smiling up at Gloria. 

    An old lady, in front of us and off to the right, eased up and looked back at us. ‘That is an 11th Century French poem, sung to sooth babies,’ came in a French accent. 

    Bonza gave the lady a sentence in French, making her eyes widen. 

    ‘You are good students of our history,’ she noted. ‘Few people know those very old sayings.’ 

    I told her, glad that Bonza had not been rude, ‘We study old French history, always exploring caves and ruins in Corsica.’ 

    The lady nodded and sat, after a sentence which mentioned Broderic. 

    I turned to Gloria and waited. 

    She whispered, ‘May Broderic rot in hell, basically.’ The baby was now giggling, so Gloria handed the child back. 

     

    As we came in to land the baby was shrieking, so despite the seatbelt sign I eased up and reached for the baby. Sat back down, I closed my eyes and imagined the baby in skeleton form, blood pumping, tiny heart beating, and I tried to imagine blocked ears and sinuses. 

    The tingling shot up my spine and down my arm, the heat soon gone, the baby back to smiling. ‘All better now,’ I told her, easing up and handing her back. 

    ‘How did you do that?’ the mother asked. 

    ‘I told her that when she turns eighteen I’ll sign her up for a modelling career.’ 

    Passengers laughed quietly, and we landed quietly, now 4pm here in New York. 

    At Passport Control the man did not seem to recognise me. ‘And the nature of your visit, sir?’ 

    ‘The three of us are on a chat show tomorrow.’ 

    He studied us, and finally nodded, passports stamped. 

    Luggage collected, the big black security guys were waiting and soon greeted, talk of what they had been up to. In the vans, and in the rain, we set off, almost an hour to the hotel in shit traffic, Gloria and Bonza staring out the windows at the tall towers. 

    At the hotel, the receptionist was shocked to see me, the suite ready, and we soon closed the door on the outside world, Bonza checking out his posh room and the minibar, Gloria opening the suitcase we shared. 

    After a shower, and dressed again, a knock came at the door. Looking through the spy hole, I could see the top of Jenny’s head so I opened the door. 

    ‘Have you brought gifts?’ I asked before she gave me a hug. Door closed, I held her at arms’ length. ‘You look well. All recovered?’ 

    She shot me a look. ‘Better than before, and fitter.’ 

    Gloria stepped in. ‘Oh my god, I love your show.’ 

    ‘Jenny, this is Gloria, and … eight hundred years ago we had a kid together.’ 

    ‘You … what?’ Jenny puzzled. 

    ‘Gloria was reincarnated; she was on my team during the Crusades.’ 

    ‘That is so weird.’ 

    ‘It was a shock for me too,’ Gloria explained. 

    ‘Gloria was an M.E. sufferer, Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, spent the past four years in a wheelchair till someone … cured her.’ 

    Jenny told Gloria, ‘He cured me as well - I was brain dead just about, all smashed up. But the doctors were … persuaded to stay quiet, and I started back in work this week.’ 

    Cups of tea made, and the ladies in my life were soon like sisters and chatting away. 

    My mobile went, the studio checking that I had made it. The phone went again a minute later, Ross Daniels.  

    ‘You at the hotel?’ he asked. 

    ‘Yes, and Jenny just got here.’ 

    ‘We’re around the corner from you, we’ll pop in if you’re not jet lagged.’ 

    ‘Any time before midnight.’ 

    He laughed. ‘Kids will be in bed before then.’ 

    He arrived fifteen minutes later, the desk checking with me first, and we brought in chairs from Gloria’s room, the kids in awe of me, his wife as well. 

    And I made a point of mentioning Frances House to the kids, and that we had “named it after their mom”. 

    Stood to one side with Ross, we made plans for the Kudulov Charity to build social nursing homes in Corsica, in Italy, and maybe in Sardinia.               

    He then informed me, ‘We have many shops on the island re-selling the water now, and we’ll move towards twenty thousand bottles a day soon, we’re now shipping eight thousand a day off the island.’ 

    ‘And the water capacity?’ 

    ‘Half the water still flows into the ocean, and we wanted to pipe some to the cave hotel. Summer trade will be good, selling it on the beaches and in the hotels; we haven’t even started to sell it properly yet.’ 

    ‘And the warehouse capacity?’ 

    ‘It’s bursting at the seams, some storage sections moved closer to each other, new sheds outside. The hotels are getting lazy and buying all of what they need from us, which is kind of OK, but … it wasn’t planned that way. 

    ‘Some items, we’re pushing up the turnover but not the margin, but we then secure better prices. Just that we’ll need a hundred trucks, and we’ll soon dominate the island’s transport and delivery as well – but unplanned.’ 

    ‘What items have a good margin?’ 

    ‘The luxury items, and the foods. And the meds of course. We do a good line in furniture now, a good margin on it despite the fact that they’re getting it cheaper than elsewhere.’ 

    ‘Are we upsetting rival companies?’ I worried. 

    ‘Yeah, but they’re in Marseille and not dependent on island trade. A few local companies were bought out and added to the portfolio already.’ 

    ‘And Big Pharma?’ 

    ‘That guy Bob Bridges is in touch with Doc Naval most days, they’re gearing up, and I got an email today, men to be appointed in Paris. I sent my own recommendations, about lawyers and architects, and Bob Bridges agrees with the suggestions anyway. 

    ‘We have offices in Paris, and we have a nice suite that they can use to start with, ten offices; good place in the city, nice view.’ 

    I nodded at that. ‘They’ll need to recruit some staff, and quickly, I want the ground cut fast. Oh, I showed the Social Services Minister around Frances House - and he wants a room.’               

    Ross smiled. ‘It looks good now, was a photo in a French glossy magazine, then the enquiries jumped up again.’ 

    ‘The second home?’ 

    ‘Could be done in a few months, and we cut ground on the third one this week. Oh, we got permission for simple domestic villas near the nursing homes, non-sick people and your Phase Zero idea, so we can start on some – if we had the damn workers.’ 

    ‘I asked for five hundred French lads…’ 

    ‘They’re huts for them, first hundred men are there. They all had a good look around Frances House to see what it should look like, then had lectures on the plastic moulds. Mostly they’ll work on the third building.’ 

    ‘And the Irish lads?’ I asked. 

    ‘Work well apparently, no complaints, Scorfo coming along, Mandoch Valley coming along, some now in Pilgrim Valley. And the Prefect has tempted back about fifty men in construction, men born on the island, their families moved back, but there’s not much in the way of cheap housing for them. 

    ‘Been bringing back a few ladies interested in the care home sector as well, only about thirty so far but the interest is growing.’ 

    ‘And the staff for Frances House?’ 

    ‘Managers and deputies are all hired, many of the admin staff, a few nurses have been hired, local cleaning staff hired, grounds keepers are hard at work, one doctor so far, official start is next month – no residents to worry about to start with.’ 

    ‘How the hell will we choose them? And I don’t want a bidding war where someone pays a million dollars for a damn apartment then regrets it later.’ 

    ‘We think that setting the prices at a fixed two hundred thousand Euro would do it, then to offer places to the vetted people, couples being a priority, and we can pick them from the earliest enquiries.’ 

    I nodded. ‘That would be better, yes, because we don’t want apartment prices falling after some odd fucking bidding war in Paris.’ 

    ‘We make a very good margin on two hundred thousand, and we charge for the furniture unless they ship their own.’ 

    I told him, ‘Frances House is the test bed, to see how it all works, how many staff we need. We can adjust it later, staff moved to the second house maybe. 

    ‘But do something for me, and contact the first ten oldest enquiries, vet them carefully, then sell them the apartments and move them in quickly, provided that they agree to give us feedback.’ 

    ‘Should be easy enough, and there are some on the list that were born on the island, one a famous comedy actor.’ 

    ‘Start with them, move them quickly, because they’ll give us some handy feedback. And when we have a few more apartments ready … move in the doctors and nurses if they need a place to stay, and they can test the fittings and electrics.’ 

    He nodded at that idea. ‘We’ll learn from Frances House for the others.’ 

    ‘Could the second home be ready for June?’ I asked. 

    ‘Yeah, easily.’ 

    ‘Two is enough to test the system and showcase it, next priority would be the villas in Mandoch Valley.’ 

    ‘I can send some of the new French lads, move that along.’ 

    ‘Before June we need a line of villas complete and looking nice, and the hotel open, the beach buildings done. Scorfo can be worked on away from the critical gaze of tourists, so make the visible places the priority.’ 

    ‘There’s a place now that trains sixteen-year-olds in building skills.’ 

    ‘Excellent, give them some money and a nudge,’ I suggested. ‘And take on all of the lads as apprentices, they can do the simple tasks to start with.’ 

    ‘Does Pfizer want to put in some money?’ 

    ‘They do, but … it would just sit in the bank. How quickly can we employ builders in Paris?’ 

    ‘We can pay for the cranes upfront and get a good deal, we can pay some of the builders up-front, and we can buy cement and steel mesh but not have it delivered yet.’ 

    ‘Plan on that, liaise with our new guy when we have him, get the money out the bank and working hard.’ 

    ‘Around Paris, paying up-front can secure ten percent discounts!’ he emphasised. ‘More.’ 

    ‘I guess they’re used to late payments.’ 

    ‘Months and years! And we bought a shit load of steel mesh and girders for the island, it’s on the way; we got a good discount.’ 

    ‘Demoine’s valley is nice, but I want public access, so … we’ll have to create two road systems maybe.’ 

    He responded, ‘A four star hotel would do it, up behind the house, they won’t mind the people looking at the caves. Beach is good already. Those chalets can be extended, and refurbished some, a restaurant built on the beach, a bar; it’s a bit basic for summer tourism.’ 

    ‘I hate to say it, but if we have spare builders then get them on it.’ 

    He rolled his eyes. ‘We need more men. But the landscapers are not flat out busy.’ 

    ‘Ah, so have them stay at the Demoine valley hotel and to landscape the valley, make it the Garden of Eden, but with nice water features and nature walks.’ 

    He nodded. ‘I saw digital images of Scorfo Valley today, and the old river is now in the concrete divert and it looks good, and the sea water pool is ready, all two miles of it, just that the promenade is one big hole in the ground with some concrete foundations.’                             

    ‘Priority there is the promenade and the first two nursing homes facing the ocean, the other nursing homes won’t be ready till next spring.’ 

    My phone trilled. ‘Hello?’ 

    ‘Bob Bridges, can you talk?’ 

    ‘Yes, just in a hotel in New York.’ 

    ‘Got the boss for you.’ 

    ‘Hello,’ came from the old man in charge of the group. ‘Not jet-lagged?’ 

    ‘No, easy flight, just the one crying baby.’ 

    ‘Next time I fly to New York I’ll pay you to be sat next to me.’ 

    I smiled. ‘My rates are cheap. What you after?’ 

    ‘The big companies have discussed the nursing home plans and are keen to move things along and invest some money, not least because the French media showed images of the first nursing home and very cruelly drew comparisons to Parisian nursing homes. 

    ‘If the pensioners could get out of bed and riot they would! So where do we stand?’ 

    ‘We need more builders, five hundred on the way from the mainland, and in Paris we’ll soon allocate contracts and money upfront to secure good deals.’ 

    ‘Your Kudulov attorneys nominated a law firm in Paris and we already use them, so we’re happy with that nomination, same for the accounting firm, and we have a chap that can head up the Paris side of things, he’s built a few large hotels and one hospital.’ 

    ‘Send his details to my Kudulov attorneys, who are stood next to me as we speak.’ 

    ‘We … have an interest in a construction company in Belgium, was hoping to offer them to you.’ 

    ‘We save money by doing a lot of it ourselves.’ 

    ‘They would work at a good rate, and if they make a profit it … comes back to us.’ 

    ‘Ah. In which case they could be hired, yes, if their prices were not excessive. Tell them yes, some work in Paris, but do they have men to send to Corsica for a year?’ 

    ‘They did discuss that, and their men are French speakers, and families can be moved for a year, yes. They have a few good specialists.’ 

    ‘Specialists we need, and good work gangs. So get them ready to move. But there may be a more productive way to do it.  

    ‘You find a few sites in Belgium, a hillside with a nice view, and just across the border in France, and we create two nursing homes there but for richer people, your money earmarked for it, my name on it, my supply line with your drugs.’ 

    ‘That would suit us nicely, yes, but we still want places in Corsica.’ 

    ‘For that we need more men, so … how many men do they have?’ 

    ‘They have sub-contractors, French, Dutch and German, a great many.’ 

    ‘So ask them for a good team, a variety of specialisations, three hundred men, and we’ll put them to work on a nursing home in Corsica, after which they’ll have the skills.’ 

    ‘Sounds like a plan, so I’ll chat to them. Talk soon.’ 

    Call ended, I explained it to Ross Daniels. 

     He began, ‘The more nursing homes the better, for the drugs pipeline, but isolated homes in Belgium will need local supplies. If there are twenty thousand residents in Paris we would have a giant warehouse, but then we’d need to truck stuff to Belgium, a small extra cost.’ 

    ‘They can send a team to the island and learn, because we have more would-be residents than builders - and fewer days available before we all die of old age.’ 

    ‘You not planning on living that long? 

    ‘Not in this body, no.’ 

    His eyes widened. ‘That is so weird to hear.’ 

    With Ross and family gone, Bonza walked in without his top on, yawning. And he now looked trim and fit. ‘Time for some food?’ 

    ‘You’ve lost weight,’ Jenny noted. ‘Been working out?’ 

    ‘Drinking the special water, and then jogging and working out. You wanna … feel my muscles?’ 

    Bonza suddenly found himself facing two women with fists on hips, so he backed off. ‘Order some damn food, eh,’ he told me. 

    I ordered four meals, and when the trays arrived I called for Bonza, my sidekick now with a shirt back on, a dirty one. 

     

    After we had eaten, the twins called, a quick chat before they spoke to Jenny for ten minutes, and they finally wanted to talk to Gloria. Gloria stepped next door with my phone, so I had to wonder what they were chatting about - and did it involve me giving Gloria a massage? 

    Gloria finally handed me back the phone, the call ended. 

    ‘Did they ask if you had a massage?’ I asked. 

    ‘They did, and they told me to tell you not to be such a pussy.’ 

    Jenny laughed. 

    ‘It’s complicated,’ I told Jenny. ‘If I had met Gloria first … we’d be married already.’ 

    Both women became reflective, and quiet. 

    ‘Must be hard,’ Jenny finally noted. ‘To have been together in the past, having a child.’ 

    ‘Seeing the child killed,’ I pointed out. ‘Gloria blaming me and walking off. So yeah, kind of hard, and if someone shoots at me and hits her instead?’ 

    Gloria, looking sad, lowered her head, Jenny comforting Gloria with a hand. 

     

    An hour later, and Gloria was off to bed, an odd glance back at Jenny since it seemed that Jenny was staying the night. With the door closed, and locked, we hit the shower, no bruises or marks evident on Jenny’s body as I washed her all over. 

    ‘Still no man in your life?’ I probed. 

    ‘Not after the accident, no, I’ve kind of been the … stay-at-home girl.’ 

    ‘Get out more,’ I encouraged, but my washing of her pussy caused a moan and cut short any reply. 

    Dried off but damp, I started the massage, and when massaging the inner thighs she was moaning loudly in anticipation.  

    Turning her over after half an hour, I again started to work up the legs, even louder moans evident this time, and I worried that Gloria might hear – and be saddened by the fact that she was not getting any sexual attention from me. 

    Moving on to the pussy, I licked the clit for a few seconds, causing a loud gasp, my fingers soon working the pussy walls, but it seemed that my partner here would not last the duration. 

    I slowed down, but she was still boiling, and there was little I could do to slow her down. She lasted just a few minutes, a loud moan the result, but she did grab the pillow first. 

    With Jenny not passing out this time, I eased on top and got my cock into a wet pussy, the resulting moan suggesting that she was about to have a heart attack. 

    I took it easy, but I was keen to be inside her. She had already enjoyed at least two orgasms, so I thrust away for my pleasure, pulling out and wiping my cock twice for extra friction. 

    She came again, just before I did, and maybe because my cock felt extra stiff, and easing off and lying next to her - a cuddle enjoyed, I hoped that she was still on the pill as I tried to control my breathing. 

    When she had recovered some, I asked about her being on the pill. 

    ‘Yes, no angelic babies yet.’ 

    ‘I’m no angel,’ I said with a grin. ‘Literally … no angel.’ 

    ‘You feel like one,’ she quietly uttered, then passed out with her head on my chest. That left me staring up at the ceiling till I grew sleepy, finally turning her over. 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Chat show trio 

      

      

    At the studios, I met the same make-up ladies - greeted like old friends, and they would work on making Bonza better looking. Gloria did her own make-up, she never wore much, and the make-up ladies always gave up on me after a minute; I had a natural tan all year round. 

    Ready, coffee cups placed down and teeth cleaned one final time, we walked out and we waited where directed to wait as the host did his monologue, and he finally called us out. 

    I waved at the audience as they clapped, shook his hand, and the three of us sat. 

    ‘So with us tonight is Ricky Roskov, and two last minute guests that we know nothing about.’ 

    I began, ‘The big guy on the end was my best friend in school - we started out together playing soccer, and he ended up working for one of my businesses, a computer business, as he worked part time on my TV adverts. He also had a role in my movie.’ 

    ‘The Evil Twins, I remember them yes, chocolate passed to a baby.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘You know where I got that idea? Him!’ 

    ‘He did that for real?’ 

    ‘He did, the mother furious.’ They audience laughed. ‘He’s now my right hand man and studying politics, keen to do something in politics in later life. 

    ‘This good looking lady is Gloria Mascal, a rose between two thorns on the sofa tonight.’ 

    I waited, so she began, ‘Ricky was on a TV chat show with my brother, a British politician, and Ricky mentioned his support for M.E. sufferers, Chronic Fatigue Syndrome. 

    ‘When my brother mentioned that I had been in a wheelchair for four years, Ricky offered me an all-expenses paid trip to his hotel in Corsica to drink the spring water; I was to be a guinea pig.’ 

    ‘Four years in a wheelchair? You walk well now and you look great…’ 

    ‘I drank a great deal of the water, and it deadens the pain, but it also gives me energy. I’m not a hundred percent, but I’m a great deal better than I was. 

    ‘And when I told Ricky that I wanted to do something in politics he roped me in, a future spokesperson for M.E. sufferers, but within a few days I became sidekick to Young Indiana Jones.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    I began, ‘I took her cave exploring, not least because she’s way smarter than us and speaks Latin and French.’ 

    ‘And you found more of these stone tablets with the words of Jesus on…’ 

    ‘We did, and there are almost forty of them now, on their way to Rome to be housed there - we sold them to the Italian Government, and the proceeds will build nursing homes for poor local people in Corsica.’ 

    ‘And you also found a clay tablet…’ 

    ‘Yes, the death warrant for Jesus, and it’s been authenticated.’ 

    ‘The thing I don’t understand … is why they were hidden by this Broderic idiot.’ 

    ‘He went on the first Crusade, and then it was his grandson on the last Crusade, and between them they brought back treasure and artefacts. They stole the loot basically. 

    ‘Broderic, and the Followers of Mary, all believed that they had evidence that Mary was wife to Jesus. Well, back during the Dark Ages if you mentioned that then you’d be burnt at the steak, so they kept it quiet. 

    ‘Broderic found the bones of James and the stone tablets, but then someone stole them from him and hid them around the island. Broderic wanted them found and used to discredit the Vatican, but he was not prepared to do that himself -’ 

    ‘And be burnt at the stake!’ our host cut in. 

    ‘So he hid them and left clues, and we followed the clues, but someone had moved the stone tablets and the clay tablet.’ 

    ‘And you sold the clay tablet to the Italian Government…’ 

    ‘Yes.’ 

    ‘A few people around here described it as the most valuable thing ever unearthed - if sold at auction.’ 

    ‘The Italians paid a lot of money for it, and it’s better sat in Rome. And with the money that the Italians paid us we’ll build social nursing homes in Corsica and Italy.’ 

    ‘How much of the money comes to you?’ 

    ‘None of it, it will all be spent on social programmes.’ 

    ‘You could have sold it…’ 

    ‘To quote some guy called Jesus, his words found on stone tablets in Corsica: richness is found when you wake, in the faces of your family.’ 

    The audience applauded. 

    He noted, ‘The writing on the stone tablets is altering the Bible…’ 

    ‘In a small way, yes. The Bible quotes Jesus as saying: to enter the kingdom of heaven you must be as small children. Well that makes no sense.  

    ‘The stone tablets quote Jesus as saying: to enter the kingdom of heaven you must be like small children, with a joyous open mind and inquisitive nature. Which makes sense.’ 

    ‘So in the Bible that sentence got cut in half.’ 

    ‘It did. And the words of Jesus, laid down by James within a year of the death of Jesus, are less sexist than the Bible. A man must show respect to his wife and mother, not just his father.’ 

    He audience applauded. 

    ‘Gloria and her brother helped us find the clay tablet and the secret cave, after Bonza spotted the faint outline of a square in a cave. I went up a ladder and pulled out a rock slither, words found on it, and smartarse here translated the Latin.’ 

    He asked her, ‘Did you study archaeology or something?’ 

    ‘In school we studied Latin, and I added it on to my degree course, with French.’ 

    I continued, ‘The stone slither said…’ I turned my head to Gloria. 

    ‘Water is the key to salvation.’ 

    ‘And when I saw sand at the base of the square rock it was her clever brother who remember the old Egyptian trick of using sand as a key to open a door made of rock. 

    ‘I poured the water, the sand went, a rock moved, then the larger rock fell inwards, and we went inside like Indian Jones. Spooky bit was when Gloria gasped.’ 

    She cut in, ‘We saw a pair of eyes in the dark.’ 

    ‘Eyes?’ 

    I explained, ‘Someone, centuries ago, had propped up a dead body - they had embalmed him, replaced his eyes with glass eyes, and he stood guard.’ 

    ‘Wow, you really did the Indian Jones bit, dark cave and dead bodies.’ 

    She thumbed at me. ‘He’s dragged me into three caves in a week! I figured I might do some typing or filing.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘And Bonza, are you good in caves?’ 

    ‘They don’t frighten me, I love exploring and trying to solve the puzzles, and Broderic and his gang were crazy about leaving clues.’ 

    I cut in, ‘In one cave there was a large yellow arrow on a wall pointing the way. So what does he do? He stops, scratches his butt and says: Ricky, this could be a clue.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘But that’s not the worst thing he does. He has a French phrase book, and he jumped to the last section: How to insult French people.’ 

    Gloria doubled over laughing. 

    ‘He told a barmaid, in French: Hey, serving wench, get us some bloody beers!’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘I had to pay her off, to stop her from hitting him. But he accidentally embarrasses me from time to time.’ 

    ‘Accidentally?’ Gloria challenged, the audience laughing. 

    I told the host, ‘I never thought that I would say it out loud, but I did, I said: Bonza, don’t lick your lips when looking at that goat.’ 

    Gloria doubled-over laughing, a hand to her mouth. 

    ‘Now, of course I said it in perfect innocence, and it was misunderstood.’ 

    ‘Can’t think why,’ the host quipped. 

    ‘On the island of Corsica they eat goat meat, and Bonza tried some and liked it, and when he mentioned that I made the fateful comment, but a few people heard me, and … misunderstood why he was licking his lips at the goat.’ 

    The audience laughed loudly. 

    ‘One was a Vatican priest,’ I pointed out. ‘Who simply lowered his head and walked off.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    Our host began, ‘So, Bonza, you try the local cuisine?’ 

    ‘I’ll try most anything, but I like hot spicy food, a good Indian.’ 

    ‘What does goat meat taste like?’ our host asked. 

    ‘Like a tough steak, great in small strips well cooked, mint sauce and potatoes.’ 

    Gloria put in, ‘And he always talks with his mouth full.’ The audience laughed. ‘And the two Swedish Interpol bodyguards are tall like him, so I have to stand on a chair or feel tiny.’ 

    ‘You were there when the terrorist attack was taking place?’ 

    She explained, ‘We had walked down to the beach and then Ricky took the call, and we panicked some, got all the hotel guests to reception and then bussed them to the city. 

    ‘Then we drove to the Italian Catholic mass in Pilgrim Valley and Ricky nudged me to speak about M.E., which was terrifying, a huge crowd. But I am determined to help people like myself.’ 

    They applauded her. 

    Our host began, ‘I thought you were a model or actress, and Ricky only chooses the very best…’ 

    She blushed. 

    I explained, ‘She’s shy, and this is only the second TV appearance for her. But she did upset a Vatican Cardinal, an expert on archaeology, when she kindly offered to read the Latin inscriptions for him.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘He gave her a fatherly disappointed look.’ 

    ‘I was just trying to be helpful,’ she explained. 

    ‘And she managed to be filmed looking shocked when Bonza was rude to a British TV crew.’ 

    ‘What did I do?’ he protested. 

    ‘You know that French phrase book…’ I teased. 

    Gloria cut in, ‘He told the TV crew, live on air, that he could speak French … when not pulling hairs out from his bum.’ 

    The audience laughed loudly. 

    Our host began, ‘Bonza, stick to the front of the book: hello, how are you. Things like that.’ 

    She turned to me. ‘And you’re no better. You told a room full of hotel guests that the day could only get worse … and not to get shot on empty stomach!’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘Made sense to me, I mean, who wants to get shot on an empty stomach?’ 

    ‘And this attack was from Harry Stanulou, a Serb?’ our host asked. 

    ‘He claimed the credit, and it’s his style of attack; he hates the Catholic Church. When he was a boy his older brother joined the priesthood, and then his mother died, so he blames the church for the loss of both things it seems. 

    ‘He wanted to attack a mass gathering of Italian priests and nuns, and to also attack the baby – Katerina Mary – because the Catholics see her as a miracle.’ 

    ‘Sick, to want to kill a baby,’ he noted. ‘And you found Knights Templars on the island…’ 

    ‘The local cave explorers did, after they moved a few rocks, then they called us. Gloria got a rude awakening as to what it’s like to work with me.’ 

    ‘Gloria, were you afraid? 

    ‘I love history, and solving puzzles, and it was a mix of the two, and the skeletons didn’t frighten me.’ 

    ‘Bonza, you don’t look like you frighten easily…’ 

    ‘Ricky always used to say that my face frightened kids in the street.’ The audience laughed. ‘But I prefer modern history, Second World War, post-war politics, not Templars. 

    ‘Ricky and me, we were dragged to the local political meetings as kids, but we actually listened and understood, and we both attended the Labour Party Conference a month back. And there Ricky made the mess, not me.’ 

    ‘Mess?’ 

    I explained, ‘There was a blind politician with a guide dog. I said sit, and the dog crapped all over floor. The dog misunderstood what I said.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘Then I took part in a political panel show, a storm raging outside, and a seagull came through the window and smashed it, knocked itself out, so I picked up this huge white seagull and sat back down, as we’re filming.’ 

    Bonza cut in, ‘The look on the host’s face…’ 

    ‘I’d be miffed as well,’ our own host noted. ‘So why pick up the damn bird?’ 

    ‘It was hurt -’ 

    ‘And you were making fun of the host,’ Bonza cut in. ‘But the rat was the funniest.’ 

    ‘The rat?’ our host asked. ‘Oh, they showed it on the news here.’ 

    ‘I felt something crawl over my shoes as we did a panel comedy show, so I lifted it up onto the desk.’ 

    ‘Ewwww,’ came from the audience. 

    ‘And I held it, because I didn’t want them to kill it.’ 

    Gloria offered me a screwed-up face. ‘Keep the damn rats away from me, Mister.’ 

    ‘Any rats in the caves?’ our host asked her. 

    ‘No, thankfully,’ she replied. ‘But when you shine your torch in a cave that has not been opened in a thousand years … and see a pair of eyes … that’s scary.’ 

    Our host began, ‘You caused an upset with a joke about former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher…’ 

    ‘What’s the difference between Stalin, Mussolini, Hitler … and Margaret Thatcher? Answer is Hitler, because he had only one testicle.’ 

    The audience laughed, our host hiding behind his cue cards for a few seconds. 

    He noted, ‘She was said to be tough, yes.’ 

    Gloria put in, ‘I’m a Republican, but these two - they’re both hard line Democrats, my brother a Republican politician in Britain.’ 

    ‘But you get along…’ 

    ‘We do, apart from when the giants all tease me, or tickle me.’ 

    I faced her. ‘Tease you? You turned up in an outfit and asked how it was, and all I said was: great, apart from the cameltoe.’ 

    She whacked my arm as the audience and Bonza laughed. So she whacked him as well. 

    I told the host, ‘She screamed and ran off to change.’ 

    ‘Bullies they are,’ Gloria complained. 

    Our host asked, ‘And you saw Jenny Patrick last night…’ 

    ‘She’s back to work, healed, a few aches still, but she’ll get past it, and it looked worse than it was.’ 

    Gloria turned her head to me. ‘From the load moans I heard coming from your room last night I thought she was still in pain.’ 

    The host dropped his jaw, my mouth opening as the audience laughed, and I stared back at Gloria, Bonza letting out a sarcastic ‘Oooooowww’.  

    ‘I was providing a medical massage,’ I told Gloria. 

    ‘I suffer from M.E., four years in a wheelchair, but I never got a medical massage.’ 

    Bonza laughed loudly. ‘She’s got you there.’ 

    ‘Shut up, employee!’ I told him over her head. Facing Gloria, I said, ‘I have a rule, no girls under five foot.’ 

    ‘I’m five foot four, Mister!’ 

    Our host was staring, wide-eyed and hiding his grin. ‘So, anyway, moving on…’ The audience laughed. ‘Bonza, what was Ricky like as a kid?’ 

    ‘Always playing soccer, ignoring all the girls after him, like now.’ They laughed. ‘He would have twenty girls on the side line smiling at him, none smiling at me of course.’ 

    ‘Are you dating?’ 

    ‘My ex kicked me out -’ 

    Gloria cut in, ‘She suggested that he was a fat drunken bum that farted a lot.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘I have lost weight.’ 

    She responded, ‘So out of the list of three things that she didn’t like about you … you choose the weight loss.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘It was the top of her list. That and me remembering the names of her friends and family.’ 

    Gloria gasped. ‘You couldn’t even remember her family names? Did she have ten mothers?’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘Just the one, began with a “D” I think.’ 

    Gloria shook her head at him. 

    I faced the host. ‘Bonza is unscripted, and genuine, he doesn’t mean to be funny … which makes it all the better.’ 

    Our host checked his notes. ‘In Corsica, you now employ hundreds of Irish workers, from Northern Ireland, to help the jobs situation there…’ 

    ‘We do, about six hundred so far, but we have a language problem. Many of the locals speak English, it’s just that the Irish lads speak with an accent and swear a lot. 

    ‘So after we received complaints from the locals we employed a few translators, Irish men that had worked in France for years and spoke French. 

    ‘I had a team of Irish men at my new Sunrise Villa, and I found them there when we went to have a look at the progress. I jokingly asked if the walls were straight. So the Irish builders look at each other, worried, and ask me: were they supposed to be straight?’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘Fortunately they are straight, and this new villa – it’s up on a high ridge above my hotel, so it gets the sunrise and the sunset.’ 

    Up came an image. ‘This is your new hotel?’ 

    ‘No, that’s our first nursing home, nearly ready.’ 

    He puzzled the screen. ‘It’s a hotel!’ 

    ‘No, it’s a nursing home, and when the French Government Minister saw it he swore some, a few words borrowed from Bonza, and he wanted to book a room.’ 

    ‘That … is a nursing home? There’s a beach and a pool.’ 

    ‘You have similar in Florida.’ 

    ‘For rich retirees, not as a nursing home.’ 

    ‘That image was seen in France, and we now have more than twenty thousand applicants for just six hundred places.’ 

    ‘I can see why. Will they all look like that?’ 

    ‘That’s the cheap one, we’ll build expensive ones.’ 

    ‘And you’ve joined forces with Glaxo and Pfizer…’ 

    ‘We have, and they’ll be involved with my consortium, and Gloria will be doing research for us, the economics of health care. She’s smart and pretty.’ 

    ‘And how much money does the consortium have to play with?’ 

    ‘Now that the French and Italian governments are involved, as well as Sweden and Britain, there’s around nine billion dollars.’ 

    The audience gasped. 

    Our host leant forwards. ‘Nine billion dollars. How much do you make from that?’ 

    ‘Very little. I control it, but I don’t get a salary or dividend, I make money from my other businesses. My aim is a revolution in health care, not to make money. 

    ‘But the authorities in Corsica did pay me a finder’s fee for some of the early treasure, around twenty million dollars, so I can just about afford the air fare here.’ 

    Bonza cut in, ‘We started a computer rentals business, figured we’d start slow and work up, sell a few hundred contracts, ramp up in the second year. 

    ‘Ricky sold three thousand units in the first month, and we’ll soon have rented out forty thousand computers. And we just came online with our new Traffic Jam system.’ 

    ‘Traffic Jam?’ 

    I explained, ‘We have licensed professional drivers in Britain who are allowed to send us messages by mobile phone, reporting a certain road blocked by an accident. We then have sensors on the sides of road that detect traffic volume and speed, and we have weather forecasts as well. 

    ‘You buy a device for your car, and as you drive around it issues messages based on your location via GPS: road head is blocked, or heavy rain slowing traffic. You can then take a different route.’ 

    ‘Where the hell can I get one of those?’ 

    ‘Not available here yet, but we are looking to roll them out in Italy soon. We’re also involved in private soft prisons, where men with minor crimes to their names serve short sentences, and we can’t build them fast enough.’ 

    ‘Why the move into prisons?’ 

    ‘Our former Prime Minister, Thatcher, cut the spending on prisons, and mental health places, so we have many homeless people on the streets in Britain, a great deal of crime because we can’t send people to prison. 

    ‘If you visit Britain, and get stabbed, the guy stabbing you won’t be going to prison, no places left. But now that I have the first few soft prisons open we can send men to prison for minor local crimes in my home town area. 

    ‘That got started when me and Bonza ran an experiment. We knew who the troublemakers were in our home town, we had gone to school with them and played soccer with them. 

    ‘So over a weekend, Bonza and his buddies went around and paid the fifty worse repeat offenders to take a holiday away from my home town. 

    ‘A week later, and the police are sat around playing cards, crime down sixty percent. So that proved the concept, that repeat offenders are an issue. 

    ‘I then built a soft prison that could hold up to a hundred men - and a few women, and we filled it, and crime is right down, the homeless now off the streets.’ 

    ‘Thatcher was supposed to be tough,’ he puzzled. 

    ‘She cut costs and cut prison places, and we saw the druggies go sleep in shop doorways.’ 

    ‘Stupid move,’ Gloria noted. 

    He posed, ‘We have a huge homeless problem here, so … what would you advise?’ 

    ‘As a society, with a democratic government, you must take that druggy off the streets and try and reform them, or you keep them inside forever. It’s a very poor society that just leaves them to wander the streets. 

    ‘Part of the need is to care for them, part is to protect society from them. In my home town we now offer a roadmap to reform, or they can stay in a facility for the rest of their lives, it’s up to them.’ 

    ‘And what would you do here in the States?’ 

    ‘Round them all up and place them in soft prisons, a chance at some education and training, then release them to a hostel, some help with finding work. But if they go back to drugs and crime they go back inside, and they stay inside. 

    ‘Your government has a duty of care to a citizen that falls into drug addiction, but it also has a duty to the voters – to protect them from crime, their houses broken into by a homeless drug addict needing some money.’ 

    The audience applauded loudly. 

    I added, ‘What we demonstrated in my home town was that we save money by locking them up and feeding them, not waste money. We save on police and the courts, and the voters save money on not being broken into, their homes ransacked and their stuff taken. 

    ‘Your state legislators, and Congress, have a double duty to your citizens, to stop them hurting themselves, but also to stop them hurting other citizens. The homeless must never be left to just wander the streets.’ 

    Bonza began, ‘We used to patrol the streets and protect the old ladies living alone, as fifteen year old kids, because it was needed. Where the hell were the police and our elected officials, leaving that job to a bunch of kids?’ 

    The audience applauded. 

    He added, ‘That’s what gave Ricky the idea, Three-Phase nursing homes to look after our pensioners.’ 

    I nodded at that. 

    ‘Ricky, you’re an atheist, so where do you sit … on the artefacts you find?’ 

    ‘I know that other people have an interest in them … and I respect that, I would never just hide what we find or destroy them, and what we find is not mine – it belongs to the people of Corsica, and they should benefit from the things we sell. 

    ‘I also have a love of history, and I know the Bible well, so the artefacts have a special meaning to me, my quest for the truth.’ 

    ‘Is there an issue of truth … surrounding the Bible text?’ 

    ‘Yes, of course, because as a priest said to me recently: God’s word was handed to men, and those men then wondered how they could use it subvert other men and make a buck. 

    ‘The Bible was definitely edited; we’ve seen that because we found an original source. The basic detail is correct, just that the editing and translations lost some of the detail, and they made it sexist. 

    ‘And it’s great to see that Jesus was the opposite of being sexist, he was telling his followers to respect their wives and not sell-off their daughters. 

    ‘And the clay tablet added to the historical text, in that Pontius Pilate was passing the buck and listing the names of the Jewish elders on the tablet as well as King Herod. 

    ‘Pilate wanted to show that it was not his decision but others, and to pass the buck. Truth was, there was a rebellion in progress and he wanted public speakers and agitators gone. 

    ‘So what the Christian faithful now have … is solid historical proof, proven by the Vatican’s science labs and carbon dating, but also the realisation that the Bible has been edited and mistranslated. 

    ‘The most accurate documents we have … are the stone tablets, dictated by the brother of Jesus a short time after he heard the words.’ 

    ‘And Broderic created fakes…’ 

    ‘He copied the stone tablets, and he added in sections where Jesus and Mary are married. But carbon dating shows them to be eight hundred years old, not two thousand years.’               

    Gloria put in, ‘We found bad spelling and poor workmanship, and a good scribe of the day wrote in straight lines. The Vatican are experts at spotting a fake.’ 

    ‘Do you think that there’s more to find?’ he asked me. 

    ‘Yes, Broderic liked to hide things, so we’ll keep looking, could be more words of Jesus.’ 

    ‘Do the tablets suggest that he was married to Mary?’ 

    ‘No, but it does say that Jesus had his own small flock at home, so … it’s open to interpretation.’ 

    ‘Do you … think they were married?’ 

    ‘It would have been highly unlikely for a single man, a rabbi, to wander around preaching … and looking after himself and preparing his own meals at the same time, running a house, cleaning it. 

    ‘In the Bible, Jesus walks and talks, not a clue given as to where he slept and who cooked his meals, cleaned his robes.’ I held my hands wide. ‘When did he bathe? Who washed his robes? 

    ‘In the painting of the Last Supper, some say that a feminine-looking John is sat next to Jesus, or is it Mary sat next to him – a hint at something. For an unmarried woman, Mary, to be in a room full of men and sat eating … that would have been unthinkable in those days - unless they were married. 

    ‘Single unattached women did not go out much, or hang around with a gang of men and sleep over, not then … and not even now. Middle Eastern countries still have their rules, and Mary at the Last Supper would break all those rules. 

    ‘Jesus and Mary - and everyone in his circle - were all Jewish, and they kept the Jewish practises, and single Jewish women did not wander around alone for a sleep-over.’ 

    ‘An interesting point, yes. Ricky Roskov, Gloria and Bonza, thanks for coming on.’ 

    The audience clapped as we stood and shook hands with our host. 

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Hydroelectricity 

      

      

    Back at the hotel we ordered some lunch, our taped show to be shown tonight, to be edited now in a hurry. 

    Bag packed, just the one, the big black guys drove us to the airport, and it would be partly a day flight, but we would get back in the small hours. Now, all of us were wide awake after a good night’s rest in the hotel. 

    Checked in, and finding the gate, we saw the sign for the VIP lounge and headed that way. Tickets shown to the French lady stood there, we should not have been allowed in, but she waved us in anyhow. 

    Sat, drinks delivered to us, a well-dressed old man came over and sat near us. ‘I have a house in Corsica,’ he began, accented. ‘And I have idea for hydroelectricity in Corsica.’ 

    ‘I’m listening,’ I told him, adjusting where my special pager sat on my belt. 

    ‘There is rain in winter, not so much, high up the hills, but the rocks are porous, water goes deep. To make a dam is not so easy.’ He raised a finger. ‘But … on the island, electricity used at night is a third of the price of during the day. 

    ‘From 8am to 5pm is most expensive, then 5pm to 1am – special summer rates extra, then 2am to 7am is cheapest. So, you make a dam, you spray liquid concrete and sealant to keep the water in. 

    ‘At night you have small bore pipes that pump up water using electricity, easy to run, and in the day you make hydroelectricity and sell it back to the electric company – like charging a battery and then using it. 

    ‘When it rains you get extra water, so you get money for free, more electricity and no need to pump it back up. The bigger the dam the better.’ 

    ‘A very good plan,’ I commended. ‘What cost?’ 

    ‘The land is free almost, just rocks, you pay to seal the rocks, you build a dam – a few million for a small dam. There is a place I found, a high tight gorge so a tall thin dam, much water stored behind it, already a good river.’ 

    ‘Where is that?’ 

    ‘About ten miles up the hills from your hotel. Cost is the electric cable, but one runs around the hills, only three miles away.’ He smiled knowingly. ‘I have done my homework.’ 

    ‘How much to build the dam and lay the cables?’ I pressed. 

    ‘A ten metre dam, perhaps nine million. A thirty-metre dam, perhaps twenty-nine million. If the water capture is good, if winter is wet, then it runs for six months with no water pumped back up and it provides electricity for the south of the island.’ 

    ‘And what deal do you want?’ 

    He shrugged. ‘A partner, yes. Then to build more of them.’ 

    ‘Draw up an agreement, fifty-fifty, but I’ll put in twenty million to start; I want a thirty-metre dam. You know the Prefect?’ 

    ‘Yes, I met him many times.’ 

    ‘Go meet him again, tell him about our deal, ask him to improve roads to the dam site and to make plans with the electric company.’  

    I handed over one of Rolf’s cards. ‘Email us the plans soon. And this dam, we can divert cheap electricity to our nursing home valley?’ 

    ‘Of course, it is below the dam.’ 

    ‘And if the dam broke?’ I posed. 

    He pulled a face and shrugged. ‘The water goes into the dry rocks, no great flood, no houses below it. This water goes to your valley with the big caves, but not much would get there, our rocks absorb water like a sponge. When the valley is full of water it is six miles long.’ 

    My eyes widened. ‘That big?’ 

    ‘Not deep, but long and winding and in some places narrow.’ 

    ‘Is there a main road near it?’ 

    ‘The main highway goes over the top of it, a road could be made to it.’ 

    ‘And its potential for a hotel and some water sports?’ 

    He smiled. ‘I already have this idea, yes.’ 

    ‘Sounds great,’ Gloria put in. ‘Clean energy, and good for the environment.’ 

    ‘What about fishing?’ Bonza asked. 

    The old man replied, ‘We stock it with fish, yes, sell license to catch fish there, but we add feed. When the dam is new there is no plants or food for fish. People can sail in boat, canoe.’ 

    We had a deal, and Ross Daniels would be pleased, he was keen about hydroelectricity for our nursing homes, as a backup. 

      

    Landed in Paris, I was getting sleepy but holding out, and I had read several magazines as well as some of Bonza’s book on politics.  

    Flight changed, and we landed in Corsica at 1am, soon with a police escort and racing to the hotel, despite the fact that there was little reason to be racing to the hotel. 

    At the hotel, the night security staff greeted us, a key issued for me, and I opened the villa door, waking Bill and Ted – who went straight back to bed. 

    After a cup of tea and a shower, I also went to bed, but I didn’t feel as bad as I probably should have, possibly due to drinking the water. 

      

    I woke at 9am, and in the lounge Bill handed me a cup of tea and some toast. 

    ‘How was it?’ he asked. 

    ‘Fine, no issues – Bonza was well behaved.’ 

    ‘In England they show the documentary about the cave find, you and Gloria – and Bonza swearing.’ 

    My eyes widened. ‘They left that in?’ 

    Bill smiled. ‘They did, Lucas laughed at it – he speaks some French. And Lucas says that people will now want to go stay in this valley, they made it look very nice. And they showed it in Sweden and Denmark.’ 

    ‘They must have sold the documentary,’ I realised. ‘And quickly.’ 

    ‘Programmes about you and treasure are popular,’ Bill noted. 

    ‘How come we still have this villa?’ 

    ‘Michelle moved people around she said.’ 

    ‘Are people staying away because of the terrorist attack?’ I worried. 

    ‘Fuck no, enquiries are up she says. People want to see where it is happening.’ 

    I nodded at that and sipped my tea. 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Doing the rounds 

      

      

    At a late 11am we set out in convoy, Bill and Ted now back on the clock and earning their keep.  

    It was a fine day today for this time of year, and we first inspected my Sunrise Villa with Carter, the villa just about ready. After a look at Carter’s own nice villa, we had a sneak look into a villa built by Claudia’s father, a nice design and a great pool and terrace view. 

    At the holiday village apartments we had a look at the show apartment, nicely decorated to gain interest and with a nice balcony and sea view. Across the road, we had a look inside Claude’s large restaurant, a nice dark-wood finish to it, and it had the capacity for hundreds of people. 

    At the lido we found it more or less ready, water in the pools and looking clean. It had a nine-foot-tall wall all around it, whitewashed, and inside the walls sat a first aid station, a baby changing unit, toilets, a large café and a manager’s office. 

    There was a storage area, and a café for the staff, which would include many teenage lifeguards during the summer months. The kiddy pools would keep the kids out of the main pool, and stop them from annoying the adults. 

    I also noticed many signs up on the walls, in a variety of languages: “Walk, don’t run!” 

    At the promenade, we found it ready apart from some drainage being fixed, a long walk available to visitors in either direction, and I now noticed four sun-shelters, similar to the concrete structure on my beach.  

    There were also benches, perhaps fifty of them, all facing the ocean, and two sets of toilet blocks had been completed but were now still just bare grey concrete. 

    The beach looked clean, all the rocks removed, and one section of rocks had been placed in the ocean about two hundred yards out, killing the waves and creating a calm area for swimming. 

    Mounting up, we headed towards Frances House, but we paused on the way to glance at a sloping block of eight apartments built into the hillside, but not built by us. Next to them sat the foundations for additional apartments. 

    Driving on, we pulled up to Frances House and met the new staff, many of whom could speak at least some English, the managers fluent. Those managers now had desks and computers, wall planners, filing cabinets, and they were starting to look organised. And they had a resident. 

    ‘A resident?’ I puzzled. 

    Smiling, they led me along the internal corridor - lit by bulbs not by direct sunlight, and we passed a small café waiting some customers and some staff, and some food to serve. At an apartment, they knocked, and inside we found a short and bald old man with a big nose. 

    ‘Ah, Roskov, finally you come to greet me, eh, but no fucking champagne!’ came heavily accented. 

    My face adopted a frown. ‘Who are you?’ 

    The manager explained, ‘He was born on the island but worked in TV in Paris, comedy, now here to assist us with feedback.’ 

    ‘Ah. Should I … kiss the ugly fuck on both cheeks?’ 

    The staff laughed as we were led inside and to the balcony. 

    The old man, Henri, began, ‘I have the beach to myself, and six security men, no queues at the shop!’ 

    ‘Does everything work?’ 

    ‘Lights work, toilet flushes.’ He shrugged. ‘But there are no sexy ladies yet.’ 

    ‘How old are you?’ I asked. 

    ‘Seventy-two now.’ 

    ‘And why the move here, you don’t look sick?’ 

    ‘I have cancer, slow and painful they say, maybe three years. Too many cigarettes when I was young.’ 

    ‘They let you smoke in here?’ 

    ‘On the balcony, yes.’ 

    ‘Try the spring water, it may help,’ I suggested. 

    ‘I buy some already, yes.’ 

    ‘We’ll subsidise it here. What do you think of the place?’ 

    ‘I watch them build it, now it is fantastic.’ He pointed north. ‘I was born over there, in the city, a poor family, and I leave here when seventeen – to the Army. 

    ‘Then I get job in Paris, construction, finally acting and some movies.’ 

    ‘When we have a few more residents you can star in an advert about this place, money for you.’ 

    ‘Money is good, yes.’ 

    ‘You bought this apartment?’ I asked. 

    ‘It is being done this week, first I am renter.’ 

    ‘Find twenty old people in the city, extras for the advert, then let me know. But we need a sunny day to shoot.’ I described the simple advert format, making him smile. 

    ‘I can work on script for it, and get some extras, yes. I know film crew here, they work for me cheap.’ 

    ‘You can make it when I’m not here, a few versions, a short and a long advert, for TV in Paris.’ 

    ‘This place will be full on day one, don’t worry – Paris nursing homes are shit. How many you build, up the hill?’ 

    ‘Ten or twelve. And in Scorfo Valley we’ll build twenty or thirty.’ 

    Gloria asked him, ‘You have family?’ 

    ‘Not so close, a brother in South America, no children, some ex-wives. They no visit – thank God!’ 

    I smiled. ‘You’ll soon have a few neighbours, a few weeks from now,’ I told him. 

    ‘They say, yes, to start with people born here, so maybe I know some of them.’ 

    ‘Give the manager all of your suggestions quickly, we want to avoid any problems when we open.’ 

    ‘I eat in staff canteen, and I use treadmill in gym, and I walk the beach or read my book, so I am happy.’ 

    I faced Gloria. ‘Pop in and see him, get some feedback, test all the facilities, wire him up to a heart machine, the works.’ 

    ‘Such a beautiful young lady? My God, you hand me a hard task!’ 

    I smiled, Gloria offering to slap him around the building, in French. But that just made him grin, and made the managers laugh loudly. 

    A look at the medical bays, the gym and the storage facilities, and we headed around the city to Scorfo Valley. Pulling up at the new concrete offices, it had changed a great deal since my last visit; it was now a huge mess, cranes and diggers everywhere. 

    To my left sat the small town of wooden cabins, but they now all had numbers spray-painted onto them in large red letters. The canteen was busy, Irish lads sat outside as well as inside – shouting greetings to me, and behind the concrete offices sat four large metal sheds, many cranes and diggers seen, many men coming and going. 

    I could see the concrete sides of the river divert on the right hand side of the valley, and the new concrete saltwater canal on the left side of the valley, that saltwater canal seemingly stretching out forever, many square pools along its length, small bridges over it. 

    The French manager came out to us, as well as Billy Squires, both in shirts and dressed smart. 

    ‘Billy, you a fucking manager now?’ I teased. 

    ‘I’m a posh desk twat, aye.’  

    We shook, and I introduced Gloria and Bonza. 

    I pointed down the valley at a new building. ‘What’s that?’ 

    ‘The medical bay, a few rooms, nurses in there, doctor sometimes, and we’ll build a wee small hospital next to it, those rooms won’t be wasted.’ 

    I pointed at the huge new metal clad warehouse. ‘Same as the first one near the airport? 

    ‘Same exactly, just a bit smaller, same design and metal, all clipped together like Lego, was fast, boys pitched in as well.’ 

    I faced the manager. ‘Extra French lads here?’ 

    ‘We hear about them, but they start on Frances House, some will go to Mandoch Valley.’ 

    I told them both, ‘This place is not visible to the public, so make the priority Mandoch Valley, and my holiday village, the cave valley, the pilgrim hotels.’ 

    The manager nodded. ‘No one sees this place, no. I went with architect, up behind here, Kudulov build a hotel with us. And we visit site, near Mandoch, for rich nursing home.’ 

    ‘Good, Glaxo want a few nursing homes here for rich people.’ I faced Billy. ‘The boys settled in, well fed?’ 

    ‘Aye, all settled, like home it is, and we visits the bar in the city, and we have a place that does cheap evening meals for us. Boys travel around on the weekend, go look at places like Mandoch, see the sights in the north, ‘tis grand.’ 

    ‘There’ll be some professional German, Dutch and French gangs here soon.’ 

    ‘They’ll show us up, aye, we’s the Dirty Dozen.’ 

    I told the French manager, ‘Reorganise the men, I want all places that the tourists might see this summer to look nice – before summer. This place can wait.’               

    He nodded. 

    ‘When the new gangs have built a nursing home they may come here in the second year. Priority here is the promenade and the first two nursing homes, a few nice photos.’ 

    Again he nodded. 

    I asked, ‘We fixed the slide down the valley, of the mud?’ 

    ‘Promenade will stop the slide, and we pump the water out, make it dry, bypass pipes now pump water into sewage pipes. When they dig they find a bomb -’ 

    My eyes widened. ‘A bomb?’ 

    ‘World War II, not so many here.’ 

    I nodded, relieved that it was not a terrorist bomb, and they showed me the river divert, but it looked like a clear-ish canal with grey concrete sides, fish seen already. ‘The fish were in the water before?’ 

    ‘Yes, the Irish men catch the fish and move them over, and we buy some. We have grid to stop them going to ocean.’ 

    ‘They’re … river fish?’ I puzzled. 

    ‘Yes, but they can go to ocean to find a new river to live, like Salmon. We buy some Carp, and some European catfish – they can grow big.’ 

    ‘Find some ducks and swans, bring them here, feed them.’ 

    ‘If we grow from egg they stay here, they think we is mother.’ 

    ‘Do that before we have guests here.’ 

    Back across the valley, at the saltwater canal, we peered down into clear salt water, a few rocks seen.’ 

    ‘Where did the rocks come from?’ 

    ‘Men take from beach, and lady biologist come one day a week and start on rocks, some men to help her. At bottom is sand, six inches.’ 

    ‘You oxygenate it?’ 

    ‘Yes, there is pipe top to bottom. Water goes up to top and comes down, with air bubbles in. It all move slowly down to promenade. One man has canoe, he goes down as well - and back up.’ 

    Driving down to the promenade, we found a huge building site, a great deal of mud and machinery. And, on the ridges overlooking the promenade, the outlines of our future nursing homes had been cut out. 

    I could see the large sewage pipes branching, and the manager pointed out the electricity pipes and water pipes, many passing through grey concrete walls, a huge obstacle course. 

    Driving around the mess, we walked to the beach, which was now a hell of a lot better than when I first saw it, all the debris gone, the clean sand seen, no rocks seen in the sand, a very long concrete wall made, the seaward-side of the promenade. 

     

    Driving back, we diverted up the hill near our airport warehouse, and to the hotel on the hill with a deep lake. Parked, managers greeted, we walked up the path – now wider and better, and to the lake, a row of twelve luxury family chalets sat off to the right. 

    ‘Wow,’ Gloria let out. ‘Great view all around, great lake.’ 

    ‘Huge fish in the lake as well,’ I told her. 

    I peered into the deep water, seeing a greyish-blue monster fish swim by before we examined a chalet, finding nice wooden furniture and an expensively finished decor. Each chalet offered a wooden deck to sit on, and I noticed wooden walkways to a central road, benches in place for people to sit and to admire the view. 

    Back down at the hotel we enjoyed a meal, a few guests in residence, including a rich old couple here on a pilgrimage and glad to meet me. I posed for snaps with them. 

    After the meal I spoke to the manager about supplies, and he now got much of what he needed from the warehouse below us, bookings for the hotel for May onwards being much better than in any previous years; he expected the chalets to be fully booked all season. 

      

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Dusty old exhibits 

      

      

    Cardinal Armani called in the morning. ‘You are back in Corsica?’ 

    ‘Yes.’ 

    ‘Today will be the opening of the new exhibit if you are available. I can send the jet for you.’ 

    ‘Sounds OK, yes. Oh, and … tonight, get your main men together, and those that oppose you, in a room with the golden cross.’ 

    ‘A show of force, for religious men,’ he noted. ‘I shall think about how we might do what is needed. I will send the jet, it could be there in an hour.’ 

    ‘I’ll get ready.’ 

    I told Bill and Ted to stay behind – it would be a two-day event at most with lots of Italian police. I told Bonza and Gloria to pack, but Bonza and I had little to pack anyway, Gloria to take the same case again, and moaning that we just got back. 

    ‘Have you been to Rome?’ I asked her. 

    ‘No.’ 

    ‘So I’m spoiling you with a nice trip to Rome, a look around the Vatican, a nice hotel to stay in.’ 

    ‘Can I choose the damn hotel?’ 

    ‘Sure, through Michelle.’ 

    When packed ready, new shirts in packets to be taken, we set off to the airport after Michelle had diligently confirmed the hotel details and then printed them off for us. She even asked if we all had our passports with us, and she had a look at Bonza’s terrible passport photo.  

    The day was grey, but at least it was not raining. Peering up at the high hills as we drove, it looked to be raining up there, some water to be collected for my future dam project. 

    At the airport, we drove around to the side gate and to the VIP Lounge, the sleek jet landing ten minutes later, no need to refuel. Passports checked, despite the fact that it was an internal EU flight, and we boarded, two hostesses available to us, but it would a very short flight. 

    Landing in Rome – just enough time for a cup of tea each on the flight, we taxied to the VIP area to find a dozen police cars, the threat from Harry Stanulou still active it seemed. Either that or the Italian Government did not want the blame for my death on their soil. 

    Mounting the minibus, I found an official in a sombre suit, and he escorted us to our hotel, pointing out interesting buildings as we progressed. 

    At the hotel, the expensive hotel chosen by Gloria, we inconvenienced the guests and disrupted reception, paper handed over, keys handed back, and we dumped our luggage in very nice rooms facing the distant Vatican City, but I could also see the river, as well as a large traditional square of cafes and restaurants below the window. 

    Back in the minibuses, we travelled around to the Vatican, speeding inside, police with rifles and black ski masks seen at the entrance. I told Bonza to behave if we met the Pope, no French phrases to be used, making Gloria laugh. 

    Down from the minibuses, Armani was waiting with his aides, Armani now in his black outfit with a white collar, and he led us inside, talk of the American chat show. But he led us first down to a deep dark vault, Donno stood waiting. 

    Donno explained, ‘We found an artefact in the vaults here, and it seems to be linked. A curator remembered the artefact from decades ago and mentioned it to me when I came with the clay tablet.’ 

    Box opened, and he pulled out a sword. ‘The metal alloy composition cannot be identified, and it has writing in old Assyrian style: the bringer of light, born again.’ 

    He offered it to me. I held it, but it did not feel natural to me, and I sensed nothing. ‘I sense nothing.’ 

    Bonza moved in. ‘Swords are my area.’ He took the sword, which immediately glowed for him, and swinging it around he accidentally hit a column, which shattered with an almighty rumble, Gloria screaming, people running for the exit and the steps in case the roof came in. 

    When the dust settled, Bonza faced a shocked Armani. ‘This was my sword. Oh, and sorry about the mess like. Got a sweeping brush?’ 

    I laughed, Gloria shouting at Bonza and using very un-ladylike language for the Vatican as the dust wafted. 

    But it was Gloria who spotted what was on the floor in the rubble. Donno gasped and dived for it, blowing off the dust and very gently lifting a copper scroll. 

    He handed it to a helper. ‘Take it to the laboratory immediately!’ 

    The man grabbed a small wooden box as if his life depended on it, reverently placed the copper scroll inside and then rushed off with a second man as the dust wafted around the room. 

    Bonza began, still swinging the sword, ‘So there you go, I was meant to do that. No harm done.’ 

    I took in the horrendous mess he had made and laughed, Armani looking like he wanted to shove the sword up Bonza’s arse. 

    Armani forced a breath, and forced himself calmer. ‘It would appear that it was … meant to be, yes. But please do not collapse the building.’ 

    ‘When did you use that?’ I asked Bonza. 

    ‘No idea, maybe I slayed a dragon.’ 

    ‘Slew a dragon’, Gloria corrected him. 

    ‘Slew?’ I queried. ‘Is that a real word?’ 

    ‘I slew a dragon,’ she stated. ‘To slay a dragon, past tense is slew.’ 

    ‘There are no dragons,’ Armani put in. He asked Bonza, ‘Do you not remember using it?’ 

    ‘I remember it, just not where and when.’ He both studied, and admired, the sword. 

    ‘It appears to have magical properties,’ Armani noted. 

    Security came running down the steps and took in the mess, Armani sending them off. And to get a sweeping brush. 

    ‘Angels had swords,’ I put in. ‘So maybe that one was left behind in this realm. And somehow Bonza got hold of it.’ 

    ‘It was meant for me,’ he suggested. ‘Dragon slewing.’ 

    ‘Slaying, you twat!’ Gloria shouted at him. ‘Dragon slaying!’ 

    ‘Same difference,’ Bonza suggested. 

    She shot me an exasperated look. 

    ‘Bonza, put the sword down,’ I instructed. ‘We’re not insured for the damages.’ 

    He placed it back in the box, the faint glow diminishing till gone. 

    I inched closer to Armani, and leant in. ‘The good Lord does indeed move in mysterious ways.’ 

    ‘Unfortunately … it seems so.’ He led us out before we did any more damage to the ancient building. 

    Upstairs, they made us cups of tea, talk of the new find - the hidden copper scroll - perhaps thousands of years old. 

    Tea sipped, a chat about our combined charity here and the building work in Pilgrim Valley, and we mounted the minibuses again. 

    Sat, Gloria began, ‘Bonza, when we get to the exhibit, please don’t touch it.’ 

    I laughed, Bonza protesting his innocence, Armani looking at Bonza as if he wanted to kill my right hand man. 

      

    At the museum, and after passing through a police roadblock, we jumped down to find twenty police officers waiting, a small crowd gathered at one end of the blocked-off street. 

    Inside, the head of the museum and his staff greeted me as if I was visiting royalty, an official photographer snapping away, and they showed us a few old exhibits before we entered a large hall with guide ropes, a long line of glass exhibits with the stone tablets in, plus the clay tablet. 

    Armani explained, ‘The glass is two inches thick, special glass.’ 

    I knocked on one pane of glass, finding it solid, so I was less worried about Bonza damaging something in here. And on the glass were a dozen translations into other languages. I read some of the English translation. 

    Walking the length of the exhibit, the photographer snapped Armani and myself, and I finally noticed the TV camera focused on me. 

    At the far end of this room we found a second room, which would be the first room that people entered, a map of Corsica displayed as well as large photographs of Mandoch Valley, Pilgrim Valley, the various caves, the ossuary. 

    Staff were lined up to handle the crowds, and I asked a few what they did and where they lived in the city, Armani translating as the TV camera focused on us. 

    Outside, and a crowd cheered, which was odd, especially when I realised that they were cheering me. I led my group to the crowd, soon shaking hands and soon posing for dozens of snaps. 

    We worked along the line, finding a few priests from far off lands, some from Africa. Shaking the hand of an elderly nun, the tingling shot through me and my eyes widened. 

    ‘Bonza, lift this lady over the barrier with me!’ I whispered. I told the old nun, ‘Turn around.’ 

    Bonza lifted her under the shoulders – she seemed to weigh just thirty kilos, I reached over and grabbed the legs, and we placed her down as a shocked Armani looked on. 

    ‘You speak English?’ I asked her. 

    ‘Some, yes,’ the surprised old nun told me. ‘Why does may hand tingle when I touch you?’ 

    I led her and Armani away from the crowd. I told Armani, ‘She was reincarnated.’ 

    He his eyes widened, and we walked away quickly and to the minibuses, the gang mounting up, the nun doing as ordered by Armani. 

    Speeding away, Gloria asked, ‘Is she sick?’ 

    ‘She’s one of us,’ I whispered. I reached over a placed a hand on the old nun. ‘Do not worry,’ I offered with a warm smile. 

    ‘I do not worry, it is the path of God.’ 

    At the Vatican, we led her inside, and into the bowels of the building, soon to a room with armed guards, Donno coming running and out of breath. 

    Inside the room, the door now closed and locked, Donno unlocked a strong safe, but it took two keys, Armani having one of them. Inside the safe rested the golden cross, unwrapped and taken out. 

    As Donno held it reverently at his chest, Armani ordered the nun forwards and to touch it. As she touched it, the cross glowed, about as brightly as it had done for Perez. 

    Armani grabbed a bottle that Donno had brought, and handed it to the nun. There was a faint glow evident. 

    I closed in on the puzzled nun. ‘You were reincarnated. You lived before.’ 

    She stared at me for many seconds, but she was not afraid. She finally spoke to Armani, who translated.  

    ‘I … always had a strange dream, about a large house where I worked, and … an old man I tended … and a boy I raised as my own. We dressed as if it was olden times.’ 

    ‘It was not a dream,’ I told her. I stepped around to where Donno had placed down the cross. ‘Cover your eyes with a hand, all of you.’ 

    When they covered their eyes I lifted the cross, the light blinding for a moment – I could see through my eyelids, before I placed it back down and wrapped it in the cloth it had been in. 

    I again approached the nun. ‘I have lived many times, and I fought in the Crusades and in the First World War.’ 

    Armani translated, the nun nodding. 

    She said, ‘Somehow …. I know that, and I know her.’ She turned to Gloria. ‘You were in my dream, a nun like me, working at an orphanage.’ 

    ‘In Corsica, yes,’ Gloria told the nun, and she gave the old nun a big emotional hug. 

    I asked the nun, ‘The name of the man you nursed, was it Maskal?’ 

    ‘Ah, yes.’ 

    An image came to mind. ‘You lost your own baby, and you raised his illegitimate child for him.’ 

    Armani translated. 

    I continued, ‘And you joined with the secret group, The Followers of Mary, and you helped to hide the stone tablets for us, a valley with a waterfall.’ 

    ‘I remember the waterfall well, such a beautiful place.’ 

    ‘When you die, we could bury you there.’ 

    ‘Oh, such a wonderful thought.’ 

    I pointed at Gloria. ‘This is Gloria Mascal, a descendant of the original Maskal family we think.’ I faced Bonza. ‘But we left France with a hand maid, so … how did Gloria come to meet us in Corsica?’ 

    Gloria cut in, ‘You said that the Maskal family interbred with the Broderics, and the Broderics moved back to France. So … was my mother linked, and she moved?’ 

    ‘Somehow, yes, but most of your family remained at Pilgrim Valley, or at least some did.’ 

    Gloria scoffed, ‘The girls would have been married off to the best bidder. The boys inherited the land.’ 

    I nodded at that. ‘True, your mother being married off to a Broderic son perhaps.’ I turned to Donno. ‘What’s on the copper scroll?’ 

    ‘We opened it, it broke of course, but we have the parts and they are clear. It details a Jewish splinter group who foresee the coming of the saviour, but from Jericho.’ 

    ‘Broderic, or someone linked to him in Alexandria, created a fake stone carving, with the future Christ coming from Jericho.’ 

    ‘This appears to pre-date Broderic by more than a thousand years, and pre-dates Christ by a hundred years perhaps.’ 

    ‘It’s a prophesy?’ Gloria asked. 

    ‘It seems to be, but I have only glanced at it.’ 

    ‘We were meant to find it,’ she reminded him. ‘So it’s relevant. Something in it is relevant. Either that or Bonza is supposed to smash all the damn columns with his sword.’ 

    Armani cut in, ‘We will not be smashing columns, but an echo scan may show a hollow section on some.’ 

    I asked, a hand on the nun’s shoulder, ‘What will happen to her.’               

    ‘She will remain here, and we have water for her to drink.’ He grabbed the bottle and offered it to her, no cups here. 

    She took a good gulp as it glowed, then let out a sound that suggested she liked it, taking a second and third gulp. I caught her when she fell and up-righted her. 

    ‘Good,’ she commended, as if she had been at the wine. 

    ‘It will fix her health,’ I suggested. ‘That or get her drunk. How old are you?’ 

    ‘Eighty-one,’ came back. 

    I told her, ‘Keep drinking the water, you’ll be seventy-one again soon.’ 

    ‘Will she be joining us?’ Bonza asked. 

    I shot him a look. ‘Yes, as a bodyguard.’  

    ‘Too short for a bodyguard,’ he mumbled. 

    ‘We shall test more of our clergy,’ Armani suggested, shooting Bonza a look. 

    ‘Find out all you can about her past memories and what the Maskal family did.’ 

    He nodded. 

    Back at the posh hotel, we enjoyed some lunch in our suite, a great view offered to us through the balcony windows. 

    Trish called, a chat show to do here in Rome, two hundred thousand Euro offered. I agreed it, but it would be just myself speaking; I did not want anything to leak out accidentally. 

     

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Shaking things up 

      

      

    Make-up done, which consisted of a quick dab on my forehead and nose, and out I went to the chairs, no audience just a magnolia background and a large rubber plant, a coffee table and some water.  

    I shook hands with the male interviewer, we sat, mics tested, angles and lights tested, and we were ready, Bonza and Gloria sat off-camera with two police officers. 

    ‘Mister Roskov, welcome to the show, and thank you for your time here today. You just visited the new museum exhibit…’ 

    ‘Yes, and it looks very nice, easy for people to walk past the stone tablets and to read the translations, many photos of Corsica and the various caves.’ 

    ‘You did not want the stone tablets displayed in Corsica?’ 

    ‘I wanted them where they would be seen the most because it’s not easy nor cheap for people to get to Corsica, and in the summer months the crowds in Corsica will be manic. And the hotel prices there in summer are very high – it’s a popular destination for richer people.’ 

    ‘But you are building hotels for pilgrims…’ 

    ‘Yes, but they won’t be ready till next winter, so little use this summer.’ 

    ‘What effect do you think the stone tablets will have on Christianity?’ 

    ‘I think … that Christianity is a bit too focused on the exact wording of the Bible, and we’re now seeing that those words have been altered and edited, and I think that was done so for political reasons, to control the masses. 

    ‘Jesus was against the establishment, yet it was the establishment that created and promoted the Bible. Jesus would have told people to avoid paying taxes to a corrupt government, but such words – if ever spoken – were edited out of the Bible. 

    ‘What the stone tablets give us is a genuine insight, a factual insight, words dictated by James within a year of the death of Jesus, whereas the Bible was put together three hundred years later and from inaccurate sources. 

    ‘Having said inaccurate, the words on the stone tablets did make it into the Bible, most of them, some editing witnessed.  

    ‘But in the Bible … we see a great many short sentences out of context, sayings collected and grouped together but not in a logical way, and listed in a way that makes little sense. 

    ‘The Bible states the words of Jesus as: to enter the kingdom of heaven you must be as small children. Just that. What the stone tablets say is: to enter the kingdom of heaven you must be as small children, with a joyous open mind and inquisitive nature. That now explains it. 

    ‘So the sayings of Jesus were somehow cut short, and they don’t all make much sense in the Bible. And the Bible is sexist, whereas the stone tablets give a different version of the words of Jesus. 

    ‘Respect your wife and mother, not just your father. Words like that would not have been popular in the old male-dominated society, so they were edited out.’ 

    ‘Does the Vatican need to make that statement?’ he asked. 

    ‘The Vatican needs to stop covering-up for what the early church did, and how the Bible was put together and edited – they’re not responsible. The modern day Catholic Church is not the same as that of the Dark Ages, where they burnt millions of women for being witches. 

    ‘There are no witches, there never were, but the church liked to have its show of force and to instil fear in people: there was nothing Christian about the church during the Dark Ages, quite the opposite, they were satanic in deed and in outlook. 

    ‘The modern day church needs to distance itself from such deeds, to condemn them, and to draw a line under it and make a plan for the next thousand years, not try and hide what happened during the first thousand years. 

    ‘We now have the stone tablets, we have the clay tablet, and the faithful can be sure that the basic detail of the Christ story is correct – it is literally carved in stone, proven by modern science and carbon dated. 

    ‘But they must also look at the Bible as being the work of men, evil men who wanted power and money, men who took the Christ story and used it for their own means. 

    ‘The Christian faithful must look at what the church did during The Dark Ages with horror and revulsion, and they must condemn it, the torture and the murder, Popes acting like tyrants and starting wars. 

    ‘There must be a break, a line drawn in the Christian psyche between what was practised during the Dark Ages, and the basic truth of the Jesus message as we now know it today. 

    ‘And that message was as political as much it was religious, useful and handy advice for everyday life, especially for people that lived in poor health and died around thirty years old on average. 

    ‘Today, we have our modern day gurus and public speakers dispensing useful advice, and we have politicians dispensing advice to the citizens, and our TV and cinema show movies with moral messages. 

    ‘In the days of Jesus there were no movies, there were just small groups listening to preachers like Jesus, and his message – the true political message – was welcomed because it made sense. 

    ‘Look after each other, cooperate with growing crops, plan for a rainy day or bad winter, look after and respect your family, be nice to strangers, judge people on their deeds not their words or promises – written specifically for future to American politicians.’ 

    He smiled. ‘And for our politicians also.’ 

    ‘So his message was well received, and after his death it was carried forwards and became the basis for our western civilisation, laws and institutions, so he definitely should have copyrighted his ideas. 

    ‘But what the Vatican needs to consider is the changing world around them and the next thousand years, not the horrors of the past thousand years. They need a cleansing and a review. 

    ‘And I think the Vatican needs to be less top-heavy with its management and its costs and more practical in helping the poor and needy, good old fashioned missionary work. 

    ‘And in case the bishops have not noticed, the stone tablets prove that the Bible is inaccurate, and the faithful accept that fact without rioting in the streets or turning away from the church. Quite the opposite, I hear that church attendance is up.’ 

    ‘Up thirty percent, a revival,’ he told me. 

    ‘So the Vatican does not need to worry about the reaction of the faithful when it becomes clear that the wording in the Bible is less important than the message, the original message, the accurate one we now have. 

    ‘The future church can build on a foundation of truth - carved in stone and verifiable through science, or stand on old dogma and practices without modernising themselves. 

    ‘They should not fear admitting the truth here - the brutality of the church during The Dark Ages, and that the Bible was put together by men, men with an agenda, men with an outdated sexist attitude. 

    ‘Jesus stood out against those old practises, he included women in his inner group, and his attitude was like that of men today, an attitude that was very forward for its time.’ 

    ‘You mentioned the Last Supper on an American chat show…’ 

    ‘The famous Last Supper painting seems to show Jesus sat next to Mary, similar yet opposite coloured outfits, and the popes of the day accepted the painting. Why? Because they believed the Mary figure to be an effeminate John wearing a necklace? 

    ‘Perhaps, because it would have been unthinkable for a young unmarried Jewish woman to go anywhere alone in those days, let alone sit in a house with twelve men late at night. 

    ‘Where were her parents and guardians? Why was she out alone with men? Even women these days know to avoid that, the nice girls, and back then it was probably a crime and listed as a great sin – an unmarried Jewish woman attending a meal with twelve men; she would have probably been stoned to death by the locals. 

    ‘So the Last Supper makes little sense, unless Mary was married to Jesus, and we know that the other apostles were jealous of her - she’s mentioned many times in the Bible, more than most male apostles. 

    ‘She’s also the one that finds the tomb of Jesus empty, which is odd for a sexist Bible to include, and then … nothing, Mary vanishes. She’s described as a prostitute, and then also as having come from a rich family and supporting Jesus financially – so she could not have been a prostitute.’ 

    ‘You think she was edited out?’ 

    ‘Yes, I think she had a greater role, hence the jealousy of the apostles towards her. And I don’t think Herod was a bad king or that he had any baby boys killed. 

    ‘But the danger here for the Catholic Church is that they hang onto the words of the Bible and old practices in a modern world where science is starting to prove some aspects of the Bible. 

    ‘So far the stone tables have proven that the names and dates were correct, and that the words of Jesus - many of those words, were correct. 

    ‘But that scientific advancement might one day soon highlight the kinds of changes to the Bible that at are odds with the rigid Catholic beliefs.’ 

    I eased forwards and wagged a finger. ‘The old church was served by the people, coins collected, orders issued. The modern church must state it and mean it: they serve the people.’ 

    He noted, ‘The Vatican has been criticised for being an entity in itself, do you agree with that criticism?’ 

    ‘Yes, they need fewer bosses and more workers, more missionary work. Each bishop needs to stop and ask: is this just a career job, and why am I here? Truly, why am I here and what is my aim. 

    ‘The answer should be: I am here to serve the needs of the faithful, but also the needs of the poor and needy. And any bishop that treats the job like that of a civilian company boss should leave.’ 

    ‘You have a close working relationship with Cardinal Armani…’ 

    ‘Yes, now I do, but when I first met him in the hospital in Milan I gave him a hard time, and I asked him bluntly if Katerina Mary was to be a sales gimmick for the faithful, or if her life and her right to privacy would be respected. 

    ‘He very much wanted to see the miracle advertised widely, but then agreed to her privacy and the right for her to grow up normally. Since then I’ve nudged him towards more missionary work, and asked him many times why he does the job and why he joined the clergy in the first place. 

    ‘His problem was that he was so busy day-to-day doing the paperwork like a company CEO … that he had almost forgotten why he joined in the first place. We spoke at length and he refocused his efforts, some time taken to sit and think about where the church is headed in the next thousand years. 

    ‘And Katerina Mary was the key to his own salvation, and that of the future church.’ 

    ‘How so?’ 

    ‘He saw an irresistible opportunity for great publicity for the church, regarding the Miracle Baby, then saw the innocence of a child that has the right to grow up normally. 

    ‘He chose to give up the idea of parading Katerina Mary around to boost church attendance, he ignored the implied rights of millions of Christians who might want to see the child, and he saw that the child had her own rights to be respected. 

    ‘The needs of a single baby were placed above the needs of the church and above the needs of millions of Christians, a defining moment in the life of Cardinal Armani and in the Vatican leadership. 

    ‘Do the needs of a single baby outweigh the needs of the church and all of its followers? If the Vatican can see the needs of a single baby and prioritise them … then the Vatican is not as bad as some people believe them to be. 

    ‘And if Jesus was reborn, today, what chance would he get to grow up, and how many people would want to kill him as a baby?  

    ‘How many parents of sick kids would take their children to him in the hope of a miracle cure, even with Jesus as an infant, those parents forcing baby Jesus to live behind high walls with armed guards? 

    ‘We’ve seen the attacks made on Katerina Mary, attacks made because some people think that what happened was a miracle. If Jesus was born again, what chance would he have of surviving? None. Which is a terrible indictment of our modern world.’ 

    ‘Are we any closer to finding Harry Stanulou?’ 

    ‘No, but I have increased the reward money.’ 

    ‘And you will now build nursing homes here in Italy…’ 

    ‘Social nursing homes, for poor people, and we’ll build them using the money that your government paid for the stone tablets and the death warrant of Jesus, so you’ll get your money back – with interest. 

    ‘In Milan, the Contessa and her family will build a nursing home with my assistance, and I’ll visit it when I can, and I’ll soon start on a large nursing home complex in Paris.’ 

    ‘In Pilgrim Valley you gave a rousing speech, yet you are an atheist…’ 

    ‘It’s my land, my company, and I was very worried that the large crowd might run away and trample each other. I don’t think that priests and nuns would behave like that generally, but there might have been panic, so I wanted to calm the crowd … and the best way for that was to challenge their faith. 

    ‘When I asked those whose faith was failing … to leave … none left, they all stood tall and defiant, which was what I needed … to stop a spread of panic. 

    ‘When I asked who would take a bullet for Katerina Mary they all raised a hand proudly, a good sign for the Vatican – that their people are firm and steady in their beliefs.’ 

    ‘For an atheist, you have a very big following amongst the faithful…’ 

    ‘Perhaps they see hand of God guiding me, and my life so far has been very unusual, not least the plane crash, and I was left a billion Euro treasure by people that predicted I would be born, enough to make any one stop and think.’ 

    ‘Do you think that you might have been reincarnated?’  

    ‘It’s a distinct possibility and hard to deny, because the man in the First World War was identical to me, even the same handwriting. And then I go and inherit his old family home and a vast treasure.’ 

    ‘All very odd, yes. Do you think there is more to be uncovered in Corsica?’ 

    ‘Yes, because Broderic and his descendants stole many things during the Crusades. And let’s take a moment to consider the men of the Crusaders, a religious crusade to open up the pilgrim routes after they had been blocked and to liberate Jerusalem. 

    ‘Those men murdered all the Jews they came across along the pilgrim route, and in Jerusalem itself, yet Jesus and all of his followers were Jewish. The so-called Son of God of the Bible … was a Jew, yet all Jews they came across were killed, Jewish graveyards desecrated. 

    ‘The men of the crusaders were scum, criminal scum, out for some adventure and to make some money, a dark stain on our history, and a very dark stain on Christianity. I’d like to see the Pope apologise for their behaviour and to condemn that behaviour.’ 

    His eyes widened. 

    I continued, ‘We need a re-writing of the history books, to be more accurate, and the Knights Templars were just as bad as the rest of them. 

    ‘But in those days the first born son inherited the farm and estate, second sons got nothing and were sent away, and many second sons went off on the Crusades to try and make some money, to find some treasure, or to find some land. 

    ‘A true Christian would never attack the Jews, or desecrate graves or rape and steal, but during the Crusades the so-called Christian crusaders did just that. 

    ‘And Broderic was a prime example, out to find treasure and gold coins and to undermine the Vatican. But in some respects we must understand that … maybe Broderic wanted the truth, as I want the truth, and he believed he had evidence that Mary and Jesus were married and had kids. 

    ‘So it’s understandable that he wanted the truth out there not a false narrative, just that he could not use the proof without being burnt at the stake. 

    ‘He found the bones of James and the stone tablets, and he had fake stone tablets fashioned, but the Followers of Mary had infiltrated his group and they moved the ossuary and the stone tablets, to be found in Corsica eight hundred years later. 

    ‘When the French politician Demoine saw that I had found his ancestor and his ancestor’s treasure … he was mad with rage and he wanted the treasure for himself.  

    ‘What we now know … is that he was involved with all sorts of financial scandals, so he was keen to get at the treasure himself, sell it, and invest the money in all sorts of dodgy schemes.  

    ‘At his house on the east of the island of Corsica, which I bought from his estate liquidators, we found artefacts and treasure, and a hidden underground church, and there’s probably more to find.’ 

    ‘Do you think that there is any Knights Templars’ treasure?’ he asked. 

    ‘I don’t think they had a room full of gold taken from Jerusalem, no, maybe a few small religious items, and if I find them then I’ll send them to Israel. 

    ‘The Templars had boxes of silver coins, moved just before the King of France rounded them up on Friday the 13th.  

    ‘No, what I think the Templars have is copper scrolls and stone tablets taken from Jerusalem, facts about Jesus and early Christianity to blackmail the church with back in the Dark Ages.’ 

    ‘And if found … could it be used as blackmail today?’ he posed. 

    ‘If found, it might suggest that Jesus was married to Mary and that they had children, which just proves that he did exist, was crucified, and that his preachings are what we have on the stone tablets. 

    ‘So it’s a double-edged sword … in that in may alter the Bible text some but also reinforce the truth behind the story. The stone tablets - for those smart enough to see the truth - confirm what Jesus said, yes, but at no time did James refer to his brother as the Saviour or the Christ; that label was added on in later centuries.  

    ‘Where the early church saw a man sent by God performing miracles, I see a political revolutionary with some good ideas. Could God and his angels have nudged Jesus? Yes, of course – if you believe in God.  

    ‘Did God have a hand in my plane crash and the rescue of Katerina Mary? That’s something for the scientists to try and explain, and fail to explain, and for the faithful to ponder and speculate about. 

    ‘Did God guide me during the plane crash and help me rescue Katerina Mary?’ I shrugged. ‘We’ll never know. So was Jesus the son of God, or was he just a man – and being guided? 

    ‘The original Greek version of the Bible has Jesus saying that he is “a son of God”, meaning a follower of God. The later Latin version has Jesus saying, “I am the son of God”, a very big difference. 

    ‘And what will people say about my plane crash a thousand years from now? Was I guided, or was it just a mathematical improbability? 

    ‘The best scientists in the world can’t explain the plane crash, or how I was left a vast treasure to inherit before I was even born. So we leave it to mystery.’ 

    He began, ‘I am a Christian, but also a hard sceptic some of the time, but the movie shocked me, because it … was impossible and yet happened. 

    ‘But what I think damages my faith is the corruption that we know goes on in the Vatican, the shady financial dealings, and priests getting caught having sex with small boys...’ 

    ‘And you’re right to be concerned about such things, as you should be concerned about the Crusades.  

    ‘But someone suggested to me recently that what’s on the stone tablets is a pure and unspoilt version of what Jesus preached, not contaminated by men who wanted power and money – and sex with small boys. 

    ‘A priest said to me recently: the Christian bottle contains beer, pure beer, but the original label had been replaced to label it as special beer, a higher price to be paid for it.’ 

    I held my hands wide. ‘We all want to know what we’re expected to swallow, we want the truth, not a message that has been tainted by men with an agenda. 

    ‘I don’t trust the Gospel of John at all, Mathew is a little better, but there were many other gospels left out of the Bible, and Genesis is nonsense to me.  

    ‘To me it seems … that the men who wrote the four gospels used in the Bible were shown an original copy, then asked to write it down in their own opinion. 

    ‘If you want me to believe something, show it to me carved in stone and proven to be accurate.’ 

    ‘And if someday soon science proves that you were reincarnated?’ he posed. 

    ‘Then I would have to accept that God exists and that he interferes in our daily lives, not so much the “free will” crap that modern Christians like to talk about. We cannot witness reincarnation … but then claim it some accident of nature, genetic memories passed on.’ 

    ‘And would you then believe in a Heaven and Hell?’ he asked. 

    ‘Not in Hell, no, because no one would ever torture people for all time. And if there was a Hell then I would reject God, condemn him, and ask others to condemn him as well. 

    ‘We, in our modern society, catch criminals and terrorists and give them a fair trial, then send them to prison to protect society from them, but in a humane manner. 

    ‘We don’t torture criminals, and prison is not meant to be so horrific that it’s a deterrent; we’re better than that, we’re more civilised than that. More civilised and humane than the God of the old Catholic Church. 

    ‘To punish people for all time is just stupid, there must be a chance at reform, and if punishment is to take place then the potential sinners need to see it. 

    ‘In the old days we hanged people in public, as a deterrent. No one sees what goes on in this fictional Hell, so where’s the deterrent? Is it just taught by priests in church to those old ladies that listen? 

    ‘As an average human, I would never condone torture, not for any crime. If God exists, and he sends people to Hell to be tortured for all eternity, then he is our enemy – the enemy of mankind and of our modern thinking and our modern civilised society. 

    ‘That society does not enforce what the Popes of old might have done - with a red hot poker up the arse, we’re more civilised and humane towards criminals, and towards sinners. 

    ‘Step out into the street and survey a million citizens, and how many will want to see criminals tortured in their cells and to listen to the screams. Very few, just a few sick people. 

    ‘So our modern society diverges away from the teachings of the Catholic Church, and our modern society moves very neatly towards the words of Jesus written in the stone tablets. 

    ‘He does not speak of anger and retribution, but cooperation in society, love and forgiveness.’ I raised a finger. ‘Prove to me that Jesus called for sinners to be tortured in Hell for all eternity, carved in stone and carbon dated!’ 

    My host began, ‘He does not call for that in our traditional Bible, just that our church added it on later, to scare people into behaving well and being obedient.’ 

    Nodding, I began, ‘There is one passage where Jesus says to cast them into Hell. But he actually said to cast them into a valley outside Jerusalem which was a bad place and to be avoided. He also hints that people are dead for all time, not tortured for all time.’ 

    ‘It is all open to interpretation, and editing,’ my host sighed out. ‘And what of the future of the Catholic Church amidst all of their recent scandals? Can they survive with such a bad reputation?’ 

    ‘They need to consider their role in the world, and the next thousand years, and then to clean house some and think about their reputation. 

    ‘And this is exactly what I discussed with Cardinal Armani. You’re doing a job, but do you remember why you got into the job in the first place? 

    ‘Cardinal Armani has altered his perspective, we created the charity here in Italy to help the poor, and the church will look more at missionary work. They’re there to serve the people, not the other way around, not to collect money just for the sake of it. 

    ‘And moving forwards … I’m more confident now that men like Armani have the right attitude to reform the church, a focus on helping people not on grand palaces and grand ceremonies. 

    ‘But I’m sure that there are a few bishops that are doing the administrative job with a passion, and some aggression bordering criminal conspiracy, yet don’t remember why they got started and are not capable of taking a step back to reflect … as to why the hell they do the job.’ 

    ‘And if you came across evidence of a priest having sex with small boys?’ he asked. 

    ‘I’d want the police to prosecute the man and the media to roast him very publically. Such priests need to go to prison, as a deterrent to others – no red hot poker up the arse as the popes of old might have done; he’d get a fair trial and not be tortured.’ 

    ‘But might go to hell for all eternity…’ my host teased. 

    ‘I doubt that, dead is dead, unless you’re reincarnated with good looks and handed a vast fortune of course.’ 

    My host smiled widely. ‘A nice thought, I might come back as a playboy with a yacht on dry land.’ 

    Now I smiled widely. ‘It’s not all fun, sometimes I have to satisfy four girls in a day.’ 

    ‘You must have done something good in a past life … for such a curse.’ 

    ‘I treated the wounded in the First World, so they say.’ 

    ‘Ricky Roskov, atheist and theological expert - as well as a humanitarian, thanks for coming on.’ 

    We were off air, and I was soon out the door, Bonza and Gloria worried that I had just upset the Vatican, and a large part of the Italian population. 

    ‘You heard his concerns, priests fucking small boys. And … maybe tonight I’ll help weed out the wheat from the chaff some.’ 

    Gloria shot me a worried look. 

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    The turning point 

      

      

    Back at the hotel, we enjoyed tea and cake in our posh room as the TV chat show technicians added in subtitles and checked them, the programme due to air at 7pm and soon being widely plugged on local TV channels. 

    Sat with cups of tea, I began, ‘This could be a turning point.’ 

    ‘What is?’ Bonza puzzled. 

    I tapped the bottom of my sternum, my solar plexus. ‘I can feel it, something coming.’ 

    ‘The interview?’ Gloria puzzled. 

    ‘No, I think …. it’s what I have planned for later.’ 

    ‘What the hell do you have planned for later?’ she worried. 

    I stood and glanced out of the window and forced a big breath. Facing them as they waited expectantly, I began, ‘Ever since the plane crash we’ve been nudged towards the Vatican, especially in Corsica with the artefacts, so … the question is … am I supposed to do more? 

    ‘The Vatican is in turmoil over the various scandals, priests having sex with small boys and cardinals involved with financial scandals. 

    ‘But I can shake hands with a man and know if he means me harm, know if he’s up to something, and I can often sense a bad person. So … what if I shake hands with a hundred top men in the Vatican and Armani gets rid of the bad ones?’ 

    ‘Be fewer small boys with sore arses,’ Bonza noted, Gloria shooting him a look. 

    She told me, ‘Nothing wrong with doing that, so what worries you?’ 

    ‘Some of the cardinals were wired into the Mafia and laundering money, and the Mafia might want to come after me if I cut off their money supply. And they might see me do some voodoo and report it.’ 

    Bonza noted, ‘The local Italians all love you, and the fucking Mafia know that, they’d be afraid to move against you. And you can sense danger coming.’ 

    ‘Still a risk,’ Gloria noted. ‘And if you arrange for fifty priests to be fired it will get into the news, and then how do you explain the magic handshake?’ 

    ‘So we risk exposure,’ I noted, again glancing out the window. ‘But what’s the right thing to do?’ I faced them again. ‘The church controls and influences millions of people around the world, so … do I help them just because it’s the right thing to do?’ 

    ‘Yes,’ Gloria answered. ‘You help the people, the faithful, not the church; by helping the Vatican you’re helping the followers not the cardinals.’ 

    ‘Deal with them quietly,’ Bonza suggested. ‘The priests fucking small boys. Have them sent to Antarctica.’ 

    ‘That I can leave to Armani,’ I told them. ‘And yes … I’d have them dealt with quietly, despite what I said in that interview. So … do we rescue the Catholic Church, the great old enemy of ours during the Crusades?’ 

    Gloria began, ‘They’re not the same, just that we need to root out the men involved with scandal. Problem is, there are thousands of priests; every town in the western world has one.’ 

    I nodded at that. ‘But what we can do … is root out the bad bishops, and then maybe the good bishops will deal with the bad priests.’ 

    ‘A top down approach,’ Gloria noted. ‘Simple enough. Just the matter of the men that get removed wanting back at you for spoiling their fun. They may go public to get back at you.’ 

    ‘The plan is … to have the top men see me lift the golden cross, but also some of the bad men.’ 

    ‘They’ll crap themselves,’ Bonza noted. ‘And then maybe they’ll believe in what they’re supposed to fucking believe in!’ 

    ‘And remember why they joined the church in the first place,’ I told them. ‘An epiphany.’ 

    ‘What if one talks afterwards?’ Gloria worried. 

    ‘The Vatican can keep them on the books, it’s a job for life, but send them somewhere remote - with a few threats. But not Antarctica, no churches down there.’ I shot Bonza a look. 

    I continued, ‘But what could they say, and what could they prove? They’d tell a newspaper that I can read minds and a cross glows when I lift it? They’d be laughed at. And the Pope would state otherwise, and who could argue with him?’ 

    Gloria nodded. ‘They’d be short on evidence, yes, and if accused of having sex with small boys … what credibility would they have?’ she noted. ‘But it’s still a big risk.’ 

    ‘I feel something, I sense something, I just can’t put my finger on it,’ I told them. ‘Am I supposed to do this, or is the feeling telling me not to?’ 

    ‘It’s the right thing to do,’ Gloria insisted. ‘Get rid of the cardinals making money and the priests fondling small boys.’               

    I nodded at that, thinking, and turned back to the window but with a worried expression firmly fixed to my face. ‘Destiny awaits.’ 

     

    At 7pm we arrived back at the Vatican after chatting to Armani on the phone, a special meeting to be held, the top forty cardinals and bishops available to be in on that meeting. That group included Armani’s trusted inner-group of twelve, plus others. 

    Entering the nominated room, I was surprised to find the Pope taking his seat at the top in his white robes, because I had planned on shaking things up a little and raising my voice. 

    The room was all dull white marble with no windows, about twenty metres long, a very large table at the centre with a white tablecloth, raised platforms and steps around the sides as if for a seated audience at a Roman amphitheatre, and many nice marble columns – which I hoped Bonza would not topple. 

    Meeting Armani at the door, I whispered for him to get some discrete security men. Looking worried, he whispered to an aide, that aide scampering off. 

    I found twenty cardinals and bishops stood on the left, all in black, twenty on the right, again all in black, the table being the centrepiece, a few boxes on it, as well as a traditional crucifix. All eyes turned to me. 

    Walking forwards, I nodded and smiled at the cardinals, but some seemed reserved, and some seemed downright mean-looking, all of them old and grey and in their sixties it seemed. At the top, I bowed and greeted the Pope, shaking his hand - but not kissing the ring. 

    I began, ‘With your permission, Holy Father, I will seek out those involved with crime and corruption.’ 

    It was duly translated, and the Pope nodded at me, which I took as permission to kick some arse. With Gloria and Bonza off to one side, a man now stepping in with the old nun, the large double doors were closed with a resounding thud, as if prison doors closing; the condemned were now locked inside. 

    Armani lifted the lid on the golden cross, and he explained what it did, many of the bishops and cardinals shocked; they had not been informed up to now. 

    Armani called the old nun first, and she touched the cross, making it glow and causing a few gasps. Then came Bonza, finally Gloria, the glow being brighter each time. 

    Armani glanced at me. 

    I loudly ordered, ‘Place a hand over your eyes ready, or be blinded.’ 

    Armani translated, loudly, the Pope covering his eyes as I walked forwards, grabbed the cross and lifted it, shocked gasps coming from everyone in the room as the light from an atomic explosion filled the room. I quickly placed it back down and backed up, not wanting to blind anyone, least of all myself. 

    The cardinals and bishops all stood looking shocked and mortified. And many were blinking; they had glanced at the bright light. I asked Armani to send away the old nun, because what came next would not be for her to see. 

    With the old nun gone, I loudly threatened, ‘Stand ready to be judged!’  

    I took in their faces.  

    ‘I fought in the Crusades, I fought with the popes during the dark ages … and I fought against the popes. I fought in the First World War, and I can read your minds.’ 

    Armani loudly translated as I stepped to my left, the assembled clergy stood in two rows of about ten men. My hand was cordially extended to the first man in the front row, worried looks being exchanged by the old men assembled in here tonight. We shook, no tingle felt, and I moved on. The second man looked nervous, but I felt no tingle. 

    The fourth handshake caused a hell of a tingle, and images flashed up. Letting go of his hand I punched quickly, demolishing his nose, the shocked men behind him catching him. 

    ‘What did he do?’ Armani asked as the clergy looked horrified with what I had just done. 

    ‘He likes to have sex with small boys, and in his desk – bottom left drawer – are the photos he took.’ 

    Armani grabbed the man and led him down to the security detail, a few curt words hissed out by Armani as the remainder whispered comments, all stood shocked. But I had to wonder; were they shocked at me punching the man, or at what he had done? 

    When Armani returned, I moved to the next man, who was now looking very worried, but he was innocent. And soon relieved when I moved on. 

    The fifth man along caused a tingle. I turned to Armani. ‘He committed no great crimes, but he hates you and wants you dead.’ 

    Armani shot the man a look that suggested someone would die, but not Armani. ‘We will talk later,’ he threatened the man, who was led out. 

    The next three men were innocent, no tingle and no images, but as I reached the end of the line I got a hell of a feeling, but not from the clergy, instead from a short balding man in a suit stood off to one side. 

    I closed in on the man and extended my hand, which he waved off. 

    ‘Not cardinal,’ he said in broken English. 

    ‘Shake my fucking hand!’ I shouted at him, all eyes now on us. 

    The man reluctantly shook my hand, the images flashing up. I let go, and I hit him so hard he was out for the count before he hit the column behind him. But I also delivered a good kick. 

    Armani rushed in. ‘What did he do?’ 

    I turned to face the assembled men as they all stood staring, horrified at what I had just done. ‘This man has been taking money from Harry Stanulou!’ 

    Gasps shot around the room, a few of the cardinals now looking like they wanted to kick the man themselves, security rushing over as Armani directed them. The unconscious man was dragged out. 

    I told Armani, ‘He has a girlfriend cum hooker, a drug addict, bank account in her name, Angela Visconti.’ 

    Armani spoke to the security men, two of whom lifted phones as they followed the man out. 

    ‘He sold us out?’ came in an Irish accent, a cardinal. 

    ‘He did. Stand back in line please.’ I started on the opposite side of the table when Armani returned to me, the Irish cardinal the first man. I shook his hand as he stood tall and confident. 

    Facing Armani, I began, ‘He knows of priests having sex with small boys and he hides the evidence.’ 

    Calmly, Armani told the man, ‘We can talk later.’ 

    I moved along without arguing the point, this was Armani’s show and these men were his headache. Five men in and I felt the tingle, and images again flashed up. 

    A quick punch, and the man was bleeding badly, but oddly enough none of his colleagues came to his aid this time. They inched back away from the man, as if the man had the plague. 

    ‘What did he do?’ Armani asked. 

    ‘He’s amassed a million Euro from selling church artefacts, the money held with his brother.’ 

    Armani grabbed the man and threw him towards the security men, a few terse sentences issued. 

    Starting again, I worked along the line, the faces worried. At the last man I got the tingle and the images, a good blow delivered, more blood now on the floor. 

    I turned to the Pope, who was sat observing but not looking shocked. ‘He seeks to find evidence against you, your early days as a priest, and to undermine you.’ 

    It was translated for the Pope, who asked the bleeding man a question. The man was lifted, no answer to the question offered, so he was led out. 

    Back at the start point, I loudly called, ‘Those stood at the front, move back and swap with those behind you.’ 

    Armani translated, and the men shuffled around. 

    Two handshakes completed on the left side of the table, and I demolished a nose. ‘He visits a brothel for priests in the city, young boys and girls. I can lead you to it,’ I told Armani. 

    The man was led out. 

    Five handshakes down the line, and I again demolished a nose, the man getting no help from those around him. I told Armani, ‘He killed his own mother and sister, I know where the bodies are buried.’ 

    With Armani cursing in the man’s ear he was led out, now even more blood on the white marble floor, cardinals staring after the man. 

    Last but one man, and I slammed him into the table, several good kicks delivered till he lay semi-conscious on the floor. ‘This man raped a nine year old girl, got her pregnant, paid off the mother and made threats. I know where to find the girl.’ 

    Security dragged the man out as whispered comments bounced around the room. 

    Moving to the far side a second time, I worked down the line, none of the men causing a tingle till the last but one cardinal. And it was a medical tingle. I placed my hand on his chest and closed my eyes.  

    Opening my eyes, Armani at my elbow, I told the man, ‘You have cancer.’ 

    The man responded, in reasonable English, ‘A recent diagnosis, yes. I make my peace with God and accept my fate.’ 

    I turned my head to Armani, and I waited. 

    ‘Please help him if you can.’ Armani stepped back. All eyes were now on me. 

    I placed a hand on the man’s chest again, but then moved it around, finally finding the strongest tingle, his stomach. Eyes closed, I imagined his body in outline X-ray form, the blood pumping, the heart, and then there it was: colon cancer. 

    I imagined the oddly coloured areas disappearing, and a few seconds later they were gone, the heat in my hand gone. Opening my eyes, I told the man, aged in his sixties, ‘You had colon cancer, now gone.’ 

    Wide-eyed, he gasped, a glance at Armani. ‘Thank you,’ he said with a bow. 

    ‘You accepted your fate before God, but I don’t give a fuck about God, so I cured you. Maybe now you’ll do some good and help many people with what years you have left.’ 

    He again bowed his head. 

    Back at the top end of the room, and near the Pope, Gloria pointed at a tall security man near the door, the man about thirty years old. I waved the man towards us. 

    When he neared us I shook his hand, and sucked in a breath. ‘He’s was reborn!’ 

    Gloria took his hand and also gasped. ‘What’s your family name?’ 

    ‘Maskal.’ 

    I exchanged a shocked look with Armani. ‘He’s a descendant of Gloria’s maybe!’ I faced the puzzled man. ‘Do you have strange memories, strange dreams, images of the Crusades maybe?’ 

    He pointed at Bonza. ‘I dreamt of him, fighting alongside me with a sword.’ 

    Bonza closed in. ‘What colour clothing?’ 

    ‘Blue and white, a dry land, goats.’ 

    ‘The Crusades,’ Bonza stated. ‘The second journey.’ 

    I led the man a few steps and to the Pope. ‘This man fought with us in the Crusades.’ 

    The translator did his bit, the Pope standing and then blessing the security guard before I pointed the man towards the golden cross. 

    The guard, looking puzzled, picked up the cross, the cross glowing as much as it had for Bonza, many whispered comments coming from the assembled clergy. 

    With the Pope sat back down, I loudly began, ‘You have all been tested, and you can all now look at the men around you and know that they are good of heart and not criminals.’ 

    The various men exchanged looks as Armani translated. 

    ‘The guilty men … can be dealt with quietly, I won’t go to the police, you’ve had enough bad publicity to deal with and … I aim to help you clean house. 

    ‘But you must not discuss what you saw here tonight, and we all know that you’re good at keeping secrets. Should you not keep those secrets I will know about it, and I can do more than just read your minds. 

    ‘Would anyone like to see what I can do … when I get angry?’ 

    Heads were lowered, worried men avoiding eye contact. 

    ‘You’re here … because you’re supposed to be the best of us, the best of mankind; priests, bishops, cardinals, all with excellent morals - supposedly, an example to others. An example for poor dumb atheists like me. 

    ‘Should you not meet that criteria then I will remove you from your office to stop the church from being tainted, because that church is supposed to mean something to your followers, it’s supposed to dispense the moral guidelines, take confessions, help people when they’re dying. 

    ‘The people need to know that they can trust you, and that I will work on … by removing the bad apples, the men making money, the men having sex with small boys. 

    ‘I do not approve of organised religion in general, and I do not approve of the Catholic Church in particular, a hatred I picked up during the Crusades. 

    ‘But you represent a great many people, and it’s those people I want to help, not you. So I will help you to be better leaders, and I’ll rid this place of the corruption, for the sake of those millions of people that you help.’ 

    I faced Armani, a glance at the Pope. ‘Tomorrow, gather for me a hundred men or more.’  

    He glanced at the Pope, who got the translation and nodded his approval. 

    ‘Gentlemen, you lot have a war to win, to win back the trust of the people, to rid yourself of scandal. And I can help with that.  

    ‘And tonight, when you place down your heads, you can do so knowing that reincarnation is real, and that an angel watches over me and is with us now, in … this … room. 

    ‘That should cause you to sleep well, and if it doesn’t … you’re in the wrong fucking job and you need to quit very soon. Do not discuss with anyone what happened here, anyone outside this group, wait for the others to be checked first.’ 

    I pointed at the floor. ‘Oh, and walk carefully and avoid the blood, slippery it is.’ 

    Facing the Pope, I bowed respectfully and led Armani out, Gloria and Bonza in tow. 

    In the corridor, Armani whispered, ‘That went better than I had hoped for.’ 

    ‘Fucking hell,’ Bonza whispered. ‘You kicked their arses, and in front of the Pope!’ 

    ‘I was so scared,’ Gloria whispered. ‘I thought they would lock us up.’ 

    ‘It needed to be done, to win back the church,’ I whispered. I turned my head to Armani. ‘Will any of them talk?’ 

    He shot me a look. ‘They all wet themselves, so no. You were very convincing.’ 

    ‘Follow-up Harry Stanulou’s spy quickly.’ 

    ‘My next task.’ 

    ‘Oh, and my TV interview will cause a few comments inside these walls.’ 

    Bonza laughed, getting a look from Armani.  

    ‘What did you say?’ Armani puzzled. 

    Gloria cut in, ‘He was just being himself.’ 

    ‘Oh hell,’ Armani let out, adopting a worried expression. 

     

    Back at the hotel, and the TV show had aired, but the TV news was now detailing a man inside the Vatican arrested for selling information to Harry Stanulou. Commentators were calling for the death penalty, and a public hanging. 

    After a shower, I led the gang down with our police escort, and into the posh hotel bar, beers bought, and I approached a group of rich Italian businessmen, soon deep into a conversation about nursing home profits. 

     

    Back in the room at 11pm, the TV news detailing police and intelligence agents searching the home of our spy - the streets of Rome seen to be full of police cars screaming around, Armani called. 

    ‘I received a transcript of your TV chat show and I’ll make a statement in the morning. It will shake things up, but … we need it if we are to reform, and as you said, plan for the next thousand years. And we’ll have men ready for you in the morning, but perhaps you could avoid punching them…’ 

    ‘Spoil sport. But yes, I can just give you a code word maybe.’ 

    ‘Say that the man is … of poor faith. No, that will cause questions. Just place a hand on the man’s shoulder.’ 

    ‘A secret nod, yes, like the Freemasons. Did any of the men in the room make any comments?’ 

    ‘They were shocked of course, not least at you punching people, but after lifting the golden cross it was seen as divine punishment and justified. But the greatest shock was you curing the cardinal of his cancer.’ 

    ‘And the Pope?’ 

    ‘He … has been stressed recently, to the point of wanting to resign, because of internal and external scandals. He is now more confident that the problem can be fixed.’ 

    ‘Put me in a room with the men you think are involved with financial scandal, a quiet room, just us, and let’s remove them quickly. Do you fire clergy?’ 

    ‘It can be done, yes, but we normally just send them to a remote island, or to special seminaries that are like prisons.’ 

    ‘And the security guard?’ 

    ‘Will be let go of official duties but kept as a security man with a salary, and he can join your team, and protect you when you are in Italy. We are looking at his family tree now.’ 

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    “Round two, clean punches, please, contenders.” 

      

      

    Arriving back at the Vatican at 10am, we were led again to the white marble room, the same box with the golden cross as before, but now there were just six cardinals and bishops in the room.  

    And they did not look pleased to see me, not pleased at all, so they may have figured out what had gone on yesterday – and what was in store for them today. 

    Security men closed the large doors with a thud, our reincarnated security man in with us, Armani stood with a translator. 

    ‘They’ve cleaned up the blood at least,’ Bonza noted. The six accused heard, and seemed to understand. And now looked more worried than disgruntled. 

    I faced Armani. ‘Do they speak English?’ 

    ‘Yes, some are fluent, others are basic.’ 

    I had Armani hold the golden cross before I faced the accused men, or at least the “suspected” men. ‘Do you know what that is? What it really is?’ 

    They exchanged looks. 

    I added, ‘That crucifix is solid gold, and it was found next to the remains of Mary in Mandoch Valley. It glows when a reincarnated person touches it.’ 

    I turned to Bonza, who touched the cross and made it glow, the six men now puzzled and surprised more than shocked. 

    Next came Gloria, who made the cross glow brighter. I finally stepped to it after telling everyone to cover their eyes.  

    The six accused gasped loudly as I filled the room with the light of a small atomic explosion. And most had not covered their eyes, now blinking rapidly and partly blind. 

    Moving away from cross, the light diminished quickly, the men shaking their heads and blinking. I stood in front of the six men, all now looking very worried. ‘I can read your minds, and I can give you a stroke or a heart attack.’ 

    They were soon looking even more worried as I extended a hand to the first man. He reluctantly took it. 

    I half-turned my head to Armani. ‘This man has been involved with the Mafia for many years, and has money stashed with a rent boy in the city, Antonio Cludo.’ 

    The man jumped back and forcibly broke free of my grip. 

    I added, ‘I know where he keeps his secret papers.’ 

    ‘You are hereby demoted to priest,’ Armani informed the man. ‘And you will be dealt with.’ 

    Security nodded at, and the protesting man was led out, the remainder of the men now stood looking mortified. But this was the Vatican, and they had no Human Resources Manager or well-documented and legally-sound complaints process to follow. 

    I extended a hand to the next man, who did not want to shake so I grabbed him and held the back of his neck, soon face to face. Letting go, I told Armani, ‘He killed Bishop Tutti of Ghana, a financial and land deal gone wrong, and I know where the evidence is.’ 

    The man made a run for it, but Bonza punched the man to the ground, security then dragging the man out. That left four men. 

    I faced the next man. ‘Do you want to confess?’ 

    He fired back a defiant look so I grabbed his neck, but his time I closed my eyes and tried something I had never tried before, the opposite of helping someone. 

    Images flashed up just as I imagined his face collapsing on one side as he tried to struggle free. 

    Letting go as the man slumped, Bonza lifted the man, one side of the bishop’s face fallen.  

    ‘That looks nasty,’ Bonza noted. 

    ‘I gave him a stroke, very sad, never mind, it happens to men his age.’ Turning to Armani, I began, ‘He worked with the first Mafia guy, skimming money from you.’ 

    Security dragged the partly paralysed man out, and to the infirmary no doubt. 

    I faced the final three. ‘Do you wish to confess, make a deal, or I can blind you and give you a stroke?’ I waited. 

    ‘I will make a deal,’ came from a trembling man. That man glanced at his colleagues, who bowed their heads and agreed to a deal. So would I have, given the choices available to me. 

    Armani asked them questions in Italian, but seemed to be happy with the answers, the men finally led out past the blood on the floor. 

    Down a long corridor, we were led to another room, this one with tea and coffee on a table – and cake for Bonza.  

    Men would now be led in to me one at a time, Armani positioned behind where the men might stand as they stopped to casually greet me, Bonza at my side and keen to hit someone else as he stood eating cake. 

    In came the first man, who smiled at me and we shook, the man soon waved out on some pretext. Ten men later, all of whom were innocent, and the tingle hit me. So I hit the man, not least because it was just us in the room. 

    I told Armani, the man bleeding on the white marble floor, ‘He likes rent boys, and he killed one of them.’ 

    Our reincarnated security man grabbed the bloodied priest and dragged him out, the blood quickly cleaned up, the next man led in. 

    That man also gave me a tingle, but I directed him to Gloria, She shook his hand, gasped, and then kicked the man in the balls, a good whack which made Bonza laugh. 

    ‘I saw it, what he did, he raped choir boys!’ Gloria shouted. 

    ‘You have the same power that I do,’ I noted. ‘Good, you can test people, not just use your female intuition.’ 

     

    An hour later, Armani off to do some urgent work, and Gloria had punched and kicked four men, sixty having passed through the room so far, quick handshakes and false smiles issued to each. 

    A further hour, and I had hit three men, Gloria had kicked two in the balls, and we were definitely thinning them out a little. And making some balls very sore. 

    ‘Can I try?’ Bonza asked, so at the next tingle I shot Bonza a look, the priest young and in his thirties.  

    Bonza shook hands with the man, but felt nothing. ‘Nope, not feeling anything. What did this scumbag do?’ 

    ‘Scumbag?’ came in an Irish accent. 

    I told Bonza, ‘He worked hard to cover up the rape of girls at their orphanage in Ireland.’ 

    ‘Oh,’ Bonza noted as the man stood shocked, soon delivering a good punch to the nose, more blood to clean up. Security lifted the man. 

    ‘I want to confess everything,’ the man told me as he bled on the floor, sounding nasal, so I halted security. ‘The bishop directed me, I didn’t want to do it.’ 

    ‘Are you prepared to give evidence to the enquiry here, or on television in Ireland?’ 

    ‘On television?’ Gloria worried. 

    I sent for Armani as the man was handed a cloth for his nose, unfortunately it was a large white cloth. Armani strode in and glanced at the man.  

    I told Armani, ‘He wants to confess, his bishop hiding the rape of girls in an orphanage in Ireland, a few murders, bodies buried around the back of the orphanage. I was thinking that … we deal with it through the Irish police, families putting their relatives to rest.’ 

    His chest heaved an unwelcome sigh. ‘That news has already been widely speculated about in the media in Ireland and Britain. But it will still hurt us greatly.’ 

    ‘Not if I’m involved. At least … it could be less painful.’ I closed in on the man. ‘I fought in the Crusades, I was reborn a dozen times, I can read your mind, and I can give you a stroke, make you blind and mad and … screaming in a mental asylum for the rest of your life.’ 

    The young priest looked suitably worried. 

    I added, ‘If you confess to the authorities in Ireland you could face jail time. Did you rape a boy or girl?’ 

    ‘No, I just helped with the cover up.’ 

    ‘Then you could see a release from prison, and start over. And make no mistake, when you get to the end of your life you’ll stand to be judged, not on what crimes you may have committed up to now, but how you act afterwards. 

    ‘You may live another fifty years, plenty of time to prove your worth, the past sins wiped away.’ 

    ‘I … could redeem myself?’ 

    ‘You could,’ I firmly told him. 

    ‘Then I will follow your commands.’ 

    I faced Armani. ‘We have our spy, to name names and then wear a wire and … to give evidence in court, and to state that he was playing along and working for you all the time.’ 

    Armani nodded. ‘That could work to our advantage, yes.’ 

    I turned back to the priest. ‘Try and remember why you joined the church in the first place, and that your loyalty is not to the church but to the people that the church serves.’ 

    He nodded solemnly. 

    I told Armani, ‘Treat him well, send him back to Ireland with security men close by, after he writes down all he knows.’ The young priest was led out, not dragged out, white cloth still in hand but now blood red in colour. 

    ‘A good result,’ Bonza noted. ‘But the publicity will be loud.’ 

    ‘It needs to be done,’ I said with a sigh. Next man in, and I both punched him and kicked him, security dragging the wounded man out. I faced Gloria. ‘You do not … want to know what that priest does in his spare time.’ 

    She stood shaking her head after the man. 

     

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Lunch break 

      

      

    A break for lunch, knuckles washed, and we started again, myself and Gloria alternating handshakes, false smiles being offered. And out of sixty handshakes we punched just four priests and one bishop, knuckles wiped and washed. 

    But then I modified my approach, and the next pervert priest suffered a stroke, so he was dispatched to the infirmary. The next sick bastard suffered a heart attack and died, carried out, till Armani became worried – at explaining the sudden onset of strokes today. 

    Thirty innocent handshakes later, and I gave a priest cancer, the man holding his chest as he walked out. Armani would check the diagnosis later, and how long the man had left to live. 

    Gloria suggested a new approach, and after twenty innocent men were greeted I told a priest that we would pray together, which surprised him since I was a known atheist, and I placed a hand on his head. 

    When I opened my eyes the man blinked a few times whilst appearing disorientated, then he faced Armani and offered to confess all of his sins - but in private. The man was duly led away, still blinking. 

    Twenty innocent men passed through as we approached 6pm, the final man of the day causing me to shock upright as we shook. 

    ‘You were reincarnated, and you already suspect that…’ 

    The priest offered me a saddened look. ‘I … suspected that the nightmares were more than just nightmares, especially when you were in them,’ came with a mild French accent. 

    ‘Did you fight with us?’ 

    Bonza and Gloria closed in. 

    ‘In Corsica, where I was … tortured for many months till I died. I have tried to make sense of it all, and see a purpose to my existence.’ 

    ‘That I can help with, a chat with an angel.’ 

    His eyes widened. ‘An … angel?’ 

    I nodded at him. ‘We’ll arrange it soon.’ 

    ‘I think I know where some treasure was hidden in Corsica,’ he told me. ‘At least … something valuable hidden.’ 

    ‘You’re now on my team, and we’ll need civilian clothes for you. Come with us back to Corsica, then to Sweden.’ 

    He bowed slightly. ‘The lady on the horse…’ 

    ‘My Lady,’ Bonza cut in. ‘Also known as Katerina Mary.’ 

    His eyes widened. ‘The baby?’ 

    ‘Is her, reborn,’ I told him. I nudged Gloria to shake his hand. 

    She began, ‘Yes, I can see it, he’s … a good man, but very troubled by the past.’ She held him by the shoulders. ‘I had a child with Roskov, killed in Corsica, we found her remains recently.’ 

    Oddly enough, he gave her a hug, which seemed to help both of them. 

    Gloria turned her head to me but held his arms. ‘I sense something else.’ She made eye contact with the priest. ‘Were you at the orphanage, on a hill in a valley, a village below, the ocean in view?’ 

    ‘I … think so. I think I gave you confession and your last rites. You were … Sister Lucille?’ 

    Gloria lost it, soon hugging me as the tears flowed. 

    ‘It’s OK,’ I told him. ‘The memories are often painful when we first re-open them. But they fade quickly.’ 

    She finally dried her eyes and faced him. ‘You argued with a man on a horse, a rich lord…’ 

    ‘Broderic, or one of them. I followed them and saw where they hid something. Days later they were killed in their beds.’ 

    ‘Six men, throats cut,’ Bonza noted. ‘That was me and my men.’ 

    ‘Can’t be, Gloria left us and we left Corsica,’ I put in. 

    Bonza nodded at Gloria. ‘And she died a hundred years later. We went somewhere, died, and were born again and back in Corsica, plenty of years in between.’ 

    I nodded at that. ‘Possible, yes.’ I faced the priest. ‘The hiding place was close to the orphanage?’ 

    ‘A day’s walk at most,’ he responded. 

    I faced Gloria. ‘Northwest Corsica?’ 

    ‘Yes, I remember where, I can find it.’ 

    ‘So we have some treasure to find,’ I noted. 

    I called for Armani via the security men, and I introduced the priest, Armani releasing the man into my care. ‘How did today go?’ I finally asked Armani.               

    He took a moment. ‘Fulfilling, necessary, yet … a great disappointment at the same time. The sick men will be sent to remote infirmaries, the dead man buried with honours, the remainder dealt with. 

    ‘But the whispers have started, and in this place they gossip like old ladies. The six men involved with financial matters will be missed straight away, their absence starkly noted, and many here will suspect that they were involved with corruption.’ 

    ‘Let it settle, and I’ll come back in a few weeks and meet others.’ 

    ‘We will arrange for priests and bishops to fly in at that time, especially those we suspect.’ 

    Our new convert, Father Emanuel from Brittany in France, began, ‘I have a list of men that I … suspect.’ 

    ‘Let me have it soon,’ Armani told him. 

      

    Back at the hotel, and tired now, the priest was in tow, but around here no one bothered to look twice at a priest in his black outfit. He ate with us in the room as if we had been together for years, plans made, and he would return to the Vatican tonight and pack a bag. 

    Sat eating, I noticed the cuts on my knuckles, so I placed my left hand over my right hand, closed my eyes and imagined my hand in outline form, the injuries, and that they were healing themselves. 

    Eyes open, and the cuts were gone. ‘Shit, I just cured my own hand injuries!’ 

    Bonza noted, ‘If you were stabbed in the leg you could cure yourself before you bleed to death. Handy that.’ 

     

      

    

  


   
    Emanuel and Bob 

      

      

    In the morning, we flew back to Corsica in the Learjet, a risk since we were all flying together, Father Emanuel with us as well as the security guard, Roberto – who was unarmed, a bag having been packed by both men.  

    And Bonza called Roberto “Bob” from the outset, which made Roberto laugh, since a British bishop had also called him Bob. 

    But when Gloria pointed out that Bob was good looking - and also Italian with a sexy accent, Bonza sulked. 

    On the short flight, Emanuel gave us his life history - and why he had joined the Catholic Church after starting out as an accountant, and Bob recalled his days in the Army then the police, finally getting some Vatican bodyguard work since he was from a good family of devout Catholics, his uncle a bishop. 

    Bob was now thirty, olive skinned and handsome with short black hair, Father Emanuel now forty-six and starting to show some grey hair. And both were looking forwards to some cave exploring. 

    At the airport, we met Bill and Ted, and on the way back they keenly fired questions at Bob about bodyguard work, swapping stories and skills. 

    Michelle had kept the same villa, and main building single rooms for us to use, and I reclaimed my room in with Bill and Ted. Bob would have a staff room next door to Father Emanuel, both of them used to simple living – especially Emanuel. 

    I called Donno, he was now back here, and I told him that we would be cave exploring the next day and to bring his team, some shovels and some pickaxes. As well as a packed lunch. 

    Oddly enough, he turned up unexpected an hour later and led me to quiet spot facing the ocean. ‘Friends in the Vatican call me, and the place is awash with rumours - men disappearing, men demoted and removed, many an empty desk noted, men seen injured and sick after your odd visit there.’ 

    I took in the ocean. ‘When I’m close to someone, or I shake their hands, I can read their minds. I came up with a plan with Armani, and I shook hands with hundreds of priests, bishops and cardinals. 

    ‘Those involved in scandal or having sex with small boys got a punch to the face from me, some I gave a heart attack or a stroke, all will be removed and dealt with, the church to display fewer scandals to the world in the future.’ 

    He looked away, and a few seconds later wiped a tear from his eye. ‘It makes a mockery of what I do for the church, priests abusing small boys, cardinals taking money.’ 

    ‘They’ll all be removed, and so long as I’m around we’ll keep removing them. If I have to … I’ll shake hands with every fucking priest in the world - and sort them all out. 

    ‘The church will go on, it will do some good around the world, and the sins of the past will be forgotten by the faithful. And I can make a few speeches as well. We condemn the individual, not the church.’ 

    He nodded as he took in the ocean, a cold wind blowing. ‘I had heard rumours about scandal and I … chose to ignore them, for which I feel guilty.’ 

    ‘If you had spoken out they would have just sent you to a remote country, a waste of your life. So don’t feel too bad, but if you know of bad priests then let Armani know.’ 

    ‘I suspect a few, so I shall detail them to Cardinal Armani, yes.’ 

    ‘You … look well. Have you been drinking the water?’ 

    ‘Yes,’ he replied with an affirmative nod. ‘I feel much better.’ 

    ‘Good, keep drinking it, it helps the worthy apparently, so you can feel better when you look in the mirror.’ 

    With Donno gone, and looking happier than when he arrived, I called Armani. ‘I want you to leak a story to the media in Italy, to say that … my money was used to pay private investigators working with you and with permission from the Pope, to investigate potential scandals and misdeeds inside and outside the Vatican.’ 

    ‘That may help, yes, because the questions are many today, and the media are also asking questions. Your involvement will be welcome by the wider population here, and few if any will want to confront you.’ 

    ‘Release it, and I’ll comment later.’ 

      

    Frances House 

      

      

    A call from Doc Naval, and we boarded the minibuses an hour later, soon to Frances House, and now our resident comedy actor Henri had six friends to chat to, two elderly couples found in apartments near him, Doc Naval doing the introductions – Gloria chatting in French. 

    Since the café in one section, Phase One North, was now ready and open we sat for coffee and cake as I asked questions of my first residents – all of whom were very keen to chat to me. 

    They had nothing but complaints about traditional nursing homes in Paris, and that local nursing homes here were all too damn expensive for them. 

    They had each paid two hundred thousand Euro to buy their apartments, and in their wills they would leave the apartments to their children to sell or to rent out. 

    Many had considered retirement apartments down here previously - but those apartments were expensive, and to then hire a few of the scarce local carers, but that option often meant paying the carers direct and then claiming the money back from the government, an unpleasant and laborious process apparently. 

    They loved the apartments here, the view and the beach, and they could all visit people they knew in the city, or invite those people here for drinks – these were all people that had been born on the island. 

    Our own warehouse pharmacy was now supplying many of the drugs that might be used here - the in-house pharmacy here now stocked up, and it had just opened, open to passing traffic as well. The first pack of paracetamol had been sold, and to a passing motorist. 

    The general food shop was now stocked up and open, the small number of residents and the larger number of staff keenly using it because they got a discount.  

    The bored staff used the gym often, but one old guy had started to walk with Henri each day on a treadmill, the treadmills facing a glass wall and offering a great view of the beach and ocean. 

    One old couple showed me their apartment, a fat old ginger cat sat on a chair, and the couple had shipped in a few personal items, many family photos up on the walls. 

    They had no complaints, the bedroom nice and quiet – no snoring heard from neighbouring apartments, and they looked forwards to better weather for sitting on their balcony. 

    But being locals, they were not looking forwards to July and August here on the island and the forty degree heat, they would hide away in the cool corridors – designed to have no windows and to remain cool in the summer heat. They knew old Claude, and they would visit his bar often when it opened. 

    Back with the gang, and Doc Naval gave us a tour of the medical facilities, treatment rooms and spars, the indoor heated saltwater pool with its easy access and its hoists. 

    Up on the roof of the admin section and enjoying the view, I asked him, ‘What’s the schedule for moving people in?’ 

    ‘Should be sixty Phase-One done in a week, many of them born on the island and having worked away all this time. We started with those that were most suitable, and on condition that they provide feedback, but we got fuck all negative feedback and we just kept going with the acceptances. 

    ‘And as soon as we told people they could come they told us that they would be here in the damn morning! Some turned up without permission and early, but we booked them in anyhow. 

    ‘And that lot downstairs, they all know a local friend of a friend, some know the others’ families, so they’re all at home already, no one lonely or afraid. 

    ‘We found twenty Phase-Three in Paris that this lot know, and we’ll move them from the homes they’re in now, some recently sent to those homes. This lot can visit them and cheer them up.’ 

    I asked, ‘Are the Phase-Three people responsive?’ 

    ‘Well … not so much, but they will like to see a familiar face.’ 

    ‘And the staff recruitment here?’ 

    ‘Two doctors were taken on, both veterans, both had worked here on the island, one is local with local family. We had dinner with our families, made some plans, and all newcomers will get a full check-up - we’ll run test programmes on them, starting with the water.’ 

    ‘They seem quite healthy…’ 

    ‘They all have underlying medical problems, most are listed as having five years to live at most; diabetes, blood pressure, heart problems.’ 

    ‘All suited to Phase One,’ I noted with a nod. ‘Is security tight here?’ 

    ‘Cameras are in place and being tested, a man sat behind them 24hrs a day, front entrance guards, and two more start soon, to patrol and do night work, eventually twelve of them.’ 

    ‘Have that speeded-up, I’m expecting trouble.’ 

    He looked worried. ‘What kind of trouble?’ 

    ‘I’ve been exposing cardinals at the Vatican, men involved with the Mafia.’ 

    ‘Shit … but not even the Mafia would attack a nursing home.’ 

    ‘We’d hope not. But I want visitors checked, doors locked at night, the works. Make it very safe here.’ I called the Prefect and asked for an armed officer here at all times, just in case, leaving the Prefect worried. 

    After a good look at all the facilities, a few managerial suggestions made, we had a look at the beach, finding a couple strolling on my beach. I approached them, but one – the man - worked here in the nursing home, so they were not trespassing. 

    Back at the hotel, and Ross Daniels called. ‘Reuters is listing you as funding an investigation into the Vatican.’ 

    ‘Yes, so play along with that idea. In reality I read the minds of a few hundred priests and cardinals and punched forty of them, who will now be fired, excommunicated and … dispatched to far off lands.’ 

    ‘You read minds?’ 

    ‘I can do, yes, so don’t waste company money on lap dancers – I’d know.’ 

    ‘Ha, I’d buy land instead, the dancers would not interest me.’ 

    ‘Good to know the money would not be wasted, if embezzled.’ 

    ‘Why you helping the Vatican like that?’ he pressed. 

    ‘It’s not them I’m helping, it’s the millions of followers they influence. Their customers deserve a better service, some … quality assurance and a proper complaints paper trail when getting fucked up the arse. Literally … fucked up the arse.’ 

    ‘Here, in Boston, the locals would never leave their kids alone with a Catholic priest.’ 

    ‘A sad fact, yes, so we need to fix that. And I am fixing that, just that some of the cardinals were in bed with the Mafia.’ 

    ‘Once dismissed they’re of no damn use to the Mafia, only useful when on the inside and able to spend money on projects. The mob don’t employ ex-cops, they want cops still on the job.’ 

    ‘True, very true. But Bonza did suggest that the cardinals be excommunicated and circumcised from the church.’ 

    He laughed. ‘Painful in later life, that operation, but they deserve it.’ 

      

    Pascal arrived at 9pm, and he looked frustrated. ‘We look hard, we find coins from many centuries, but no ship yet.’ 

    ‘How far could they swim in a storm?’ I asked him. 

    ‘Not so far, people did not swim well back then - and not in clothes.’ 

    ‘Could the ship have hit the reef, started to sink - they jumped off and swam, the wind blows the ship down the coast?’ 

    ‘This is the only explanation, so we look.’ He shrugged. ‘It could be anywhere.’ 

    ‘I’ll pay for an underwater ROV, so use that, and echo sounding.’ 

    ‘Yes, we do a good survey when the weather is OK, I don’t send the men down till we see a shape.’ 

      

    Rita called at 10pm. ‘We are thinking about a holiday someplace warm, maybe Israel.’ 

    ‘Israel is not that warm this time of year, but better than Sweden. Eilat is warmest, and I’d love to see the history there. See if Rolf and Ingrid want a trip there, and maybe we can take Henrik and his family.’ 

    ‘That would be nice.’ 

    ‘We’d not take models to showcase in bikinis.’ 

    She detailed their latest modelling work, Olesya’s concerts, what Claudia had been up to, and how Rolf had been reorganising the Troleker hotels and landscaping them. 

     

      

    Managers and workers… 

      

      

    In the morning, Donno arrived with his gang, as well as Perez, and they were soon chatting to Father Emanuel about who they knew and had worked with, tea and coffee enjoyed in the busy restaurant. 

    Gloria whispered, glancing around the room, ‘You said that few were ever reincarnated, but we’re finding them quickly…’ 

    ‘For the upcoming battle,’ I told her. 

    ‘This battle,’ Bill began. ‘Do we survive it?’ 

    ‘No, we get reborn a few decades later. Hopefully.’ 

    Bill and Ted exchanged looks. 

    Ted asked, ‘Who do we battle against?’ 

    ‘I don’t know, and I have been giving that some thought. Maybe Harry Stanulou sends fifty men at us here, he won’t try to attack us in Britain or Sweden.’ 

    Ready at 10am, extra minibuses hired and the police to escort us, we set off to a point on the map that Gloria felt looked like the right shape – the shape of the coastline seen on the map. 

    It took more than an hour, but it was good to see the parts of Corsica that I had not seen up to now. Arriving at the target spot, we pulled up on the side of a hill, the road quiet, and we all jumped down into a stiff cold breeze. 

    Gloria stood staring down at the coastline with Father Emanuel, who was now in disguise in jeans and jumper. Gloria finally told me, ‘It’s a bit familiar but … not exact.’ 

    ‘Next valley,’ I suggested, and we drove on over the ridge, Father Emanuel excitedly calling a halt.  

    He jumped down in a hurry. ‘The orphanage is north, but this is the track they took up into the hills, I remember it, it has not changed.’ 

    Minibuses parked on that track in a line, two policemen to remain with the minibus drivers, and we lugged kit up the track – trespassing on someone’s land, water bottles in backpacks, Donno being an organised and seasoned archaeologist. 

    On the first ridge, four hundred yards up, Emanuel pointed down the other side. ‘The stream! They stopped for water and so did I.’  

    He led us on down at a brisk pace, Gloria having to puff-out quick steps as I took the piss out of her short legs. But at least she wasn’t lugging anything, and we had a path through the rocks. 

    Past the stream we trod, up and around sharp nasty rocks, Emanuel now excited, Bob hard on his heels with a heavy backpack and not at all sweating. Ahead of us were just nasty rocks, nasty ridges, and the high hills in the distance, an inhospitable and nasty place. 

    Over the next steep rocky ridge, Emanuel stopped and called for me. Alongside him, and now stood in a cold wind coming off the mountains, I peered down into a tight rocky valley at the stream I could see.  

    ‘Down there,’ he told me. 

    He quickly led us on, a quick descent down the sandy path, the exercise keeping us warm as the cold air reminded us that it was winter in Europe. Stopping to inspect an outcrop at the base of a steep rocky ridge, he walked back and forth and finally pointed at a spot just across a stream. 

    Facing me, he suggested, ‘There was a dark area, maybe a cave, so it has been filled in.’ 

    ‘Donno!’ I called. ‘Test the ground for in-fill, we’re looking for a cave.’ 

    Donno organised his team, as well as Perez and Emanuel, as the rest of us took out the flasks with warm coffee in. Pickaxes employed, and the trained men moved dirt and hit rocks like the Seven Dwarfs, only there were eight of them and they were taller. 

    Ten minutes later and Donno reported in-fill, and he was expert at these sorts of things, identifying in-fill or natural dirt. Several men started to dig out the in-fill, the stream quickly turning brown. 

    ‘What’s inside?’ Bonza asked. 

    Emanuel turned to him. ‘They carried it on horses and donkeys, so it was not so big.’ 

    The stream was soon about to be dammed up, and it was now very muddy, dirt being either thrown into it or across it. 

    Excited, Emanuel turned to me. ‘I recall the brown water!’ 

    ‘They accidentally dumped dirt in it, as we’re doing,’ I told him. 

    Fifteen minutes later and we had a hole, a cave opening with a flat base, the original base, Donno now excited. His team knelt and took it in turns, little room for more than two men shoulder to shoulder to dig. 

    With the stream now very muddy, people downstream would know that we were here, but our police were armed so I was not too worried. Not unless the water ran into some farmhouse, and someone’s kettle was now full of brown water, some busty farmer’s wife shrieking as she took a shower. 

    But being worried, I asked the police who owned the land. It was government land, as was most of the uninhabited mountainous interior of the island. 

    ‘It’s definitely a natural cave,’ Donno informed me as he took a break. ‘But not big enough for anything substantial.’ 

    Ten minutes of earnest digging, and we had a heavy wooden box, dragged out carefully as I closed in, the wood thick but now rotten and easily pulled apart by hand. 

    Inside we found a rusted metal chest, easily forced open, and inside that was sand. 

    ‘Sand!’ Emanuel complained. 

    Donno ran his fingers through the sand. ‘There is something here.’ Lifting out handfuls of sand, he soon found a golden box, very similar to that which had held the clay tablet, everyone now excited and straining to get a look. 

    Lifting out the gold box carefully, I could see that it was thin, barely two inches, and about A4 in size. Opening it as if it might be booby-trapped, Donno gasped, followed by Emanuel and Perez. 

    ‘What is it?’ I asked. 

    ‘A fragment of The Ark of the Covenant, wood covered in gold, the right designs and words. This is Canaanite script.’ 

    ‘Worth anything?’ Bonza asked, all heads turning to him, as if staring at the man that just farted in polite company. ‘What?’ he puzzled. 

    ‘It goes to Israel,’ I told them. ‘And I was due to visit anyhow. Dig out the rest of the cave, please.’ 

    Walking up the ridge, I tried my phone, and I had a signal, a village about two miles below us. I called Ross Daniels. ‘You awake?’ 

    ‘Just,’ he complained. 

    ‘Release on Reuters that I just found a fragment of The Ark of the Covenant in Corsica.’ 

    ‘You … what the fuck did you find?’ 

    ‘Part of The Ark, brought back from Israel in a gold box, same as the clay tablet.’ 

    ‘That fucking Broderic again, he found a piece of it. But that means it was smashed up, which will not go down well in Israel.’ 

    ‘Release the detail, we might boost hotel rooms.’ 

    ‘Be a mad rush of treasure seekers and historians!’ 

    ‘I’m taking it to Israel, soon, maybe tomorrow.’ I called Armani next and informed him, my trusty Cardinal about to have a heart attack. And I requested his jet, to take the fragment to Israel. 

    Next call was the Prefect, and after my call he would need a drink and to lay down for a while. 

    Donno had photographed the fragment with his digital camera, and he would check the translation and release the images to the world. But he did, at least, ask me first if that was OK. 

    A shout, and a second box was dragged out, this one very heavy and with metal strips around it, those metal strips not looking so rusted. Inside we found hundreds of gold coins, but these were Assyrian according to Donno, and very old. 

    I asked, ‘What if they were found at the same place as The Ark fragment?’ 

    ‘That would suggest that maybe the Assyrian’s took The Ark when they invaded the Holy Land. But why leave gold coins behind? More likely it was two sets of stolen treasure buried together.’ 

    ‘If the Jewish elders in the Temple found those gold coins, what would they do with them?’ 

    ‘Melt them down for sure, being offended by them,’ Donno insisted. ‘They would not keep them, and the Assyrian design would not add value in that time period. It would today.’ 

    ‘So that fragment and those coins were not known to the Jewish elders,’ I suggested. 

    Perez cut in, ‘The golden carrier is the same style as the clay tablet, so it was the Crusaders who fashioned it. A test of the gold will confirm that.’ 

    Donno nodded. 

    Perez continued, ‘Broderic found both … somewhere in the Holy Land, and he brought them back here, to be then forgotten about.’ 

    ‘Or the men who buried it were killed,’ I suggested, a glance at Bonza as he stood wrapped up warm in a thick coat. ‘Before they reported the location.’ 

    ‘That would fit, yes,’ Perez agreed. 

    Gloria asked, ‘The Ark, it was smashed up by raiders?’ 

    ‘No,’ I began. ‘Hidden somewhere and then squashed when that somewhere collapsed in on it.’ 

    ‘So the rest of it is still there,’ she pointed out. 

    I nodded at her. ‘Somewhere in Israel.’ 

    ‘Why did Broderic not dig it out?’ Father Emanuel puzzled. 

    ‘Out of time,’ Bonza suggested. ‘Saladin was about to take Jerusalem.’ 

    ‘They grabbed what they could,’ I agreed. ‘But that means that Broderic knew where the rest of it was, and somewhere … he has a map of that place.’ 

    ‘In France,’ Gloria suggested. ‘Passed down the family line. Maybe the Israelis will help us, to find the map, pressure the French Government.’ 

    I shook my head. ‘Someone has it, tucked away. But then again, if they did, they could sell it to the Israelis for a tidy sum.’ 

    Bonza noted, ‘Someone had it, then died. It’s in some safe somewhere in France.’ He pointed at the fragment. ‘Was that ark thing not made of stone?’ 

    ‘No,’ Donno corrected him. ‘Wood covered in gold.’ 

    ‘In that movie it was stone.’ 

    ‘Peasant,’ Donno cursed at Bonza, shocking us and causing me to smile, Bill and Ted laughing at Bonza. 

    Fifteen minutes of digging the dirt out, men on their knees and now quite grubby, another box was dragged out, the same as the last one in style and age. 

    Opening it, they again found sand. Digging down and removing the sand, they found a single stone tablet. Donno brushed off the sand, blew at it, and read some of the tablet. 

    ‘It is … the confession of James … and …’ He faced me. ‘Perhaps we should talk in private.’ 

    ‘Take it, cover it over, hand it to Armani only, no one else to see it. All of you, there was no stone tablet, you did not see it.’ 

    Looks were exchanged by the Vatican men, heads lowered, and the digging continued, but the back rock was soon reached. 

     

    Starting up the track, the police now had the heavy gold coins between four men – and were moaning about the weight, to take the coins to the Prefect, The Ark fragment to stay with me, the stone tablet to stay with Donno and his team. 

    Back at the minibuses, I dispatched a police car with the gold coins, the rest of us mounting up, and we soon headed south. 

    Father Emanuel turned to me. ‘A good day exploring and digging, and very exciting.’ He turned a notch to Donno. ‘What worries you about the stone tablet?’ 

    ‘It … mentions Mary.’ 

    ‘Ah. Perhaps left to senior people to decide.’ 

    Gloria asked me, ‘Will you look for the rest of The Ark?’ 

    ‘If I find something we’ll follow the clues of course, but we need to know where to look; the Israelis won’t let us dig up the flower beds in Jerusalem without good cause. 

    ‘Donno, send the digital image to Israel, for them to decide if they think it’s real, and if they want it.’ 

    ‘I will have our experts translate it as well. We can test the gold and carbon date it in Rome.’ 

    ‘It goes to Israel, not Rome,’ I insisted. ‘Just in case your bosses want to hang onto it and cause a major international incident.’ 

    ‘I think they will follow your lead,’ he adamantly stated, people exchanging looks. 

    After a moment, I handed him the golden Ark fragment holder. 

      

    Back at the hotel, we had a bite to eat after our time stood watching the diggers dig, but we had been stood in a cold wind for half an hour being managers so we deserved a hot meal. 

    The Perfect called as we finished eating. ‘These gold coins are very valuable, more than the coins before, these are very rare and three thousand years old they say!’ 

    ‘Sell them at auction, money for the island.’ 

    ‘We will send batches to Paris and Amsterdam, some to New York, we get more money that way.’ 

    ‘How much is the box worth?’ 

    ‘There are more than three hundred coins, and the box could be worth sixty million Euro!’ 

    ‘So here’s an idea. You sell these coins and the Demoine coins and crucifix … and you use the money to invest in my consortium and build nursing homes and run them, a good annual profit to be made.’ 

    ‘That we want to do before but we do not have the money. With this we can do it.’ 

    ‘Try and get more builders and craftsmen to the island.’ 

    ‘We now see ten a week coming back, good incentives offered, and we help them with rent or cheap land to buy. And more women coming back, for jobs in the nursing homes.’ 

    ‘You’re teaching sixteen year old boys as well…’ 

    ‘Yes, with the Kudulov Estate, now a hundred being trained.’ 

    ‘Offer the boys a small wage, and promise them a good wage afterwards, get more boys interested.’ 

    ‘OK, I go talk to the people, I want more boys working like that, yes.’ 

    ‘And the council workers?’ 

    ‘Are all tired, but they don’t complain; they never have so much money before.’ 

    ‘There are many new apartments being built along the airport road to my hotel?’ 

    ‘Yes, people want to rent them out or sell them after your nursing homes open.’ 

    ‘When you’ve sold the coins we’ll sign you up into the consortium.’ 

    ‘That will be good, yes.’ 

    I called Ross Daniels. ‘Those French builders from the mainland…’ 

    ‘Are now with you down there, five hundred of them spread around, a hundred in Scorfo in the huts. They all get a few days lessons on Frances House, to see what a nursing home should look like, then they have in-depth lessons at the second nursing home and actually work on it. 

    ‘I allocated sixty men to the third house and we’ve cut ground on the forth house, behind Frances House, no shortage of cranes or mechanical diggers. A few specialists went to Mandoch Valley, and a few skilled decorators went to your holiday village. 

    ‘We also hired a few experts, surveyors and planners, some now at Scorfo, laser measurements and careful planning of the pipes for water and waste. We had the experts already, just that we can now speed it all up. 

    ‘Got a guy with a clever GPS thing that tells him how far he is above sea level, to the nearest inch, so he takes readings all over the site, hundreds of readings every day.’ 

    ‘And cement?’ 

    ‘We expanded the production, got more raw materials from the mainland and some new mixers, so we have enough concrete to build with, and that new warehouse in Scorfo has a thousand long metal rods, for inside the concrete. 

    ‘The Irish lads there will weave the wire like a bunch of old ladies and we end up with four metal bars in a square, for the concrete piles.’ 

    ‘And when you studied to be an accountant did you think you’d be overseeing concrete piles?’ 

    He laughed. ‘I have diversified some.’ 

    ‘The Prefect will sell the gold coins I found, the latest batch and the Demoine estate batch, worth two hundred million Euro together, and he’ll join the consortium, putting in that money.’ 

    ‘I’ll chat to him later about it.’ 

    ‘How’s our spring water doing?’ I asked. 

    ‘We’re seeing some good results out of Florida, and local Corsicans are all claiming miracle cures for all sorts of things, and one guy claims his carrots grow much better.’ 

    Now it was my turn to laugh. ‘Holy Water used on fucking carrots. I wonder if they had carrots at The Last Supper…’ 

    ‘Production is up, and we ship almost half the bottles abroad, done in batches of ten thousand bottles per shipment. Italians are now asking for it and wanting a great deal of it.’ 

    ‘Anything more on Reuters?’ I asked. 

    ‘Rome is full of rumours and news stories, cardinals sacked or demoted, priests disciplined and sent to far off places. But right now the average priest there must be shit scared, they think our Kudulov men are on the case and investigating.’ 

    ‘Fewer sore arses for the choir boys for a while. And I’ll go back and punch a few more cardinals soon, which does come with some job satisfaction, yes.’ 

     

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Jerusalem 

      

      

    Donno called from Rome at 9am. ‘We have carbon dated the wood of the fragment and it registers at approximately two thousand eight hundred years old. 

    ‘The gold enamel is made up of Egyptian and Canaanite gold, so that fits with what we would expect, and all of the world’s experts agree with the text we found as being correct.’ 

    ‘So you’ll label it as genuine?’ 

    ‘We will, yes, there are no contra-indicators - unless we find a stone ark intact of course,’ he quipped. 

    I smiled. ‘Indiana Jones may well have been wrong about it. And Bonza as well. Will you release the findings?’ 

    ‘Yes, today.’ 

      

    David Hutton called after I had jogged around the hotel roads with the gang, Bonza to be having lessons on “block and hold”. David began, ‘We have Battersea, paid for and signed for, a big hole in the bank balance, but the Swedish guys said that the consortium money would be used so we’ll fill the hole it seems.’ 

    ‘Yes, I aim to get back all the money.’ 

    ‘Barratt’s Homes have been on, and they met with the local council planning department and our architect, keen to start on the posh Phase One and the protected environment housing, they’re creating drawings for us.’ 

    ‘I may go visit Israel tomorrow, I found a fragment of The Ark of the Covenant.’ 

    ‘You … what?’ 

    ‘A fragment, but it looks genuine. When I get back we’ll meet with Barratt’s Homes.’ 

    ‘Next item on my list, the High Street. We’ve bought six buildings, and Bonza’s uncle and others are doing the refurbs, but most need complete re-works to make them apartments and not just rooms. 

    ‘The council will license the Phase Zero building, they’re keen, work has started on it, and one building we bought already had apartments above it, used for just storage, so that building will be quick and simple and the apartments can be rented out soon.’ 

    ‘Good, some income for us.’ 

    David added, ‘We now have sixteen wine bars, not all open yet of course, and most will need some work. A few are good to go as they are, most are OK but not in the style of a trendy wine bar. 

    ‘Glen has been helping there, but he’s also been helping out in North London - the computer rentals, because they’re a bit swamped, and he makes two meetings a week in London and always gets the deal. 

    ‘So although he’s doing well … he’s adding to the headache -’ 

    ‘Did they take on more staff?’ I asked. 

    ‘Yes, and they’re still hurting. They said to tell you they’d even consider having Bonza back there.’ 

    I smiled. ‘They must be desperate. But what’s the answer?’ 

    ‘Fewer new customers! But those customers, they walk in the door, no one is trying to find new customers.’ 

    ‘Can they take over units near them?’ 

    ‘There is a unit free and they’re about to sign for it, and Lucas’s new National Contracts Manager will start soon, and he’d be in London with Glen a few days a week to start, and the Swedish guys check the contracts as well. 

    ‘The new guy would handle the paperwork and the inventory, a secretary lined up for him, so that will save a few hours a day in London. Oh, Doc Lepus will be here next week. What do we do with him?’ 

    ‘For now he works with Dick Klein, but send him and his wife down here to see Frances House, it’s now ready and open and has guests, so he can study it. 

    ‘Show him the building designs for the two nursing homes in Leicester, he’d be the chief medic for them both. Oh, and get him involved with the AIDS hospice.’ 

    ‘My next item, don’t jump ahead. The building work and decorating there is coming along, but the buildings were quite good to start with. Could see it ready in two months, mostly delayed because of the new apartments.’ 

    ‘We can open without them, so go ahead and open when ready, I’ll advertise it.’ 

    ‘Beds should arrive at Felixstowe today, and furniture for the AIDS hospice, a shit load of furniture and more than we need there, but we’ll furnish the social nursing home in a month, then the Phase Zero in the High Street, so the furniture will be used not just sit around gathering dust. 

    ‘And we’re looking at bulk deals for table and chairs for the wine bars, high tables and high stools.’ 

    ‘And wine bar membership?’ 

    ‘There is a system off-the-shelf and linked by phone line, and it links the tills and inventory, also does the membership, and that will be rolled out to all wine bars, so if you go visit a new one in a different town you can still get a discount with your membership card.’ 

    ‘I want that membership card expanded, as with the loans club, offer them wine and food.’ 

    ‘We did discuss that, yes, and the software can do the sales well enough.’ 

    ‘Any trouble at the wine bars?’ I asked. 

    ‘Saturday night sees a few idiots trying to get in dressed in jeans and t-shirt and turned away, but I took my girlfriend and we had a good time there.’ 

    ‘Tell the manager I don’t care if the place is quiet, I want quality customers not idiots.’ 

    ‘Most of the local idiots are in our soft prisons,’ he quipped. ‘Next point. The Nottingham soft prison is at capacity, one guy stabbed another, one guy was beaten, but the men doing the beating all got much longer sentences. 

    ‘The medical bay here is still lively at the weekends, quiet midweek, and the Grafton Road hotel is full, some guy on his fourth stint and on first name terms with the guards. 

    ‘Oh, we now have the warehouse land down by the M1 motorway, metal-cladding walls going up, huts placed there. 

    ‘The Holiday Camp is being cleared - the Ferris Wheel cost a bloody fortune to take down, but we sold it to a scrap merchant for a good price. The fence has been improved, barbed wire added, and they then dug a ditch, so when Steve McQueen tries to escape he’ll get wet and muddy. 

    ‘The metal walkway roofing is going in, and we have mattresses and bedding on order. The disco will soon be a gym, and the prisoners can fish in the pond. It will also have a library and two movie rooms, and Bill has organised the woodwork place – lessons to make furniture and to restore it, as in Leicester.’ 

    ‘Good, we need some rehab elements to it.’ 

    ‘Council is hinting that they’ll let you demolish some concrete apartments…’ 

    ‘Dovey Street shithole, yes. Good, it needs to come down.’ 

    ‘The drawings and plans for the big social Phase One are done and they’ve cut ground, and the big Phase Zero will be a fucking big Phase Zero, three buildings with joining walkways. 

    ‘And all of the apartments will open to communal areas, so the pensioners will not be alone or afraid.’ 

    ‘How many apartments?’ I asked. 

    ‘Three hundred and sixty double apartments, some for staff. Plus the dialysis centre as a separate building with a walkway, some parking, a walkway to the social nursing home.’ 

    ‘Some apartments will have single beds?’ I asked. 

    ‘Some will have a double bedroom with two single beds, some will be two rooms with two single beds, but a resident could ask for a normal double bed anyhow.’ 

    ‘And facilities?’ 

    ‘Each building will have a basement swimming pool, a few therapy rooms, just the one large hairdresser’s, shop and pharmacy for the three buildings, but each building will have a small café and coffee shop on each floor, a TV room and an exercise area, so they won’t be bored.’ 

    I told him, ‘The first residents here in Corsica are happy, they have great facilities. We could fill the Phase One quickly, most residents being people that were born on the island and worked in mainland France.’ 

    ‘Home from home for them, literally,’ he noted. 

    ‘What about the Paris men?’ I asked. 

    ‘Nominated and chatted to and agreed by all sides, hired, expensive expense accounts sorted, and they’ll use the offices of your Ross Daniels’ to start with.’ 

    ‘Send them down to Corsica, to Doc Naval for a briefing, and to see the two sites we have here. Tell them to do that first.’ 

    ‘OK.’ 

    ‘The Swedish guys settled in?’ I asked. 

    ‘Yeah, and helping out already, and they met with the French guys and looked at money, building schedules, drawings, the works, and they’re all way smarter than me and Bill.’ 

    ‘Tell them that the government in Corsica will invest a hundred million or more for nursing homes in Corsica, extra nursing homes.’ 

    David responded, ‘The Paris men said that someone had been sent to look at the two sites in Paris, and now they have government surveys to hand and a team of surveyors starts very soon on the land, and they’ll test the water, sewage and electrics. A fence has gone up around the land.’ 

    ‘Tell Bill to have the Paris men look for good investments outside the nursing homes, for staff.’ 

    ‘Ah, yes, I’ll make a note. Oh, some of Ross Daniels’ people are pitching in it seems…’ 

    ‘They work for me, so that’s OK.’ 

    ‘Next point, and we found a small building in Nottingham for a soft prison and medical bay, it’s central, could hold a hundred men or more, room for the medical bay.’ 

    ‘I want top speed on that.’ 

    ‘Figured you might. Looking at a building in Coventry we think is suitable as well.’ 

    ‘And top speed on that as well,’ I told him. 

    ‘Just for your reference, we now have a hundred and sixty-eight tenants for our local properties.’ 

    ‘Good, some income for us for when we’re old and grey.’ 

    ‘We’re just about to hire a man that knows our estate agent lady. She’ll handle Leicester, he’ll go further afield.’ 

    ‘Great, that was what we wanted. And the health gyms?’ 

    ‘The first lady manager now handles five and can cope well enough – so she says, and we increased her pay a great deal. We have another two in Leicester to open, five sites in Nottingham.’ 

    ‘Have the clever Swedes meet and make a plan, as to how we roll it out nationally and cover our costs, no franchises because there’s no margin in it.’ 

    ‘Lucas says there is a small margin in it, the wine and health foods. If we had a hundred gyms that would be a good margin.’ 

    ‘So ask them to make a national plan, not just find local health gyms.’ 

    ‘We would need a surveyor, national manager, stores manager.’ 

    ‘So hire them. Create a separate limited company wholly owned by the charity.’ 

    ‘And the long term plan?’ he nudged. 

    ‘Is to open a few hundred and then get the next Labour Government to chuck us some money.’ 

    ‘So they should, if we’re improving the health of the nation.’ 

    ‘Traffic Jam OK?’ 

    ‘Documentary should be aired next week, after which … panic stations.’ 

    ‘Can’t be helped,’ I sighed out. ‘You saw the documentary about the caves and what we found?’ 

    ‘Yes, and they showed Bonza’s outburst, which made the local paper. Has he lost weight?’ 

    ‘Yes, he’s all fit now. What about Manchester?’ 

    ‘Money has been paid to builders, council don’t need paying just yet, drains are being extended, electrics, some large cranes seen moving in, a fence up, security guards now on the land – described as one of Britain’s largest building projects.’ 

    ‘Any word from Northern Ireland?’ I asked. 

    ‘They started on the Indie Film at the school, and they showed your new apartment blocks, which look almost done - the first two at least, and the cinema and bowling alley is almost done, and they mentioned that most all of the apartments had been sold off-plan.’ 

    ‘And Derry?’ 

    ‘Looks like a building site still, but at least you can now see the outline of the buildings and what they’ll look like when finished.’ 

    ‘Good, some progress.’ I called Ross Daniels after chatting to David about his home life, and his “quiet local girl”. ‘What we doing about Belfast apartment blocks Phase Two?’ 

    ‘We sold all of the apartments in Phase One, made a profit over build costs, two buildings to be rental buildings. You want us to build more?’ 

    ‘Fuck yes, and straight away. But what I don’t want is to build the new ones if a good apartment block in the city is empty.’ 

    ‘Can’t think of a building that would meet that criteria, but there are old blocks in the Catholic area.’ 

    ‘So ask the council if we can tear them down and build a few new ones, social housing. But I’d also like to start on two additional apartment towers, behind the new bowling alley.’ 

    ‘I’ll chat to the council there and get some feedback, and look at suitable old buildings in the city, because I know they have a shit load of empty old buildings. 

    ‘Oh, the Belfast Council offered your people a building, for a nightclub. Capacity is six hundred people.’ 

    ‘That’s enough capacity.’ 

    ‘And the council offered you a Phase Zero building I think, big old ornate building.’ 

    I called back David Hutton. ‘Belfast, and the nightclub…’ 

    ‘Surveyors from here are looking at it, old building that needs a few walls knocked down. Could have two restaurants upstairs, good capacity downstairs.’ 

    ‘Target people under fifty, the new generation not the old wankers that want a war.’ 

    ‘I’ll keep that in mind, them old wankers.’ 

    ‘And the Phase Zero?’ 

    ‘Again, a great old building but old and solid so it will need some careful thought as to the building work. And it will need a good heating system.’ 

    ‘OK, thanks.’ 

      

      

      

    

  


   
    The search for the lost ark 

      

      

    An hour later and Michelle took a call, from the Antiquities Minister of Israel, put through to my villa, a little-used landline phone. 

    ‘This is Eli Bergman, Antiquities Minister for Israel.’ 

    ‘How’s the weather there?’ I asked. 

    ‘Cold on the hills, OK today.’ 

    ‘I plan on visiting you, maybe today, because the Vatican completed its study of The Ark fragment and carbon dated it to two thousand eight hundred years, the gold a mix of Egyptian and Canaanite.’ 

    ‘You will hand it to us?’ 

    ‘Of course, it was stolen by Broderic.’ 

    ‘We’d like to send a military aircraft for it.’ 

    ‘Send the aircraft to Rome, I’ll talk to the Vatican now.’ 

    ‘They seem to do what you ask…’ 

    ‘Why is that a surprise, the Vatican are pussycats and very helpful to everyone.’ 

    ‘Ha. Only to you, we still wish some artefacts back.’ 

    ‘Then maybe I can chat to them about the artefacts after my visit, first I need to sample Tel Aviv’s restaurant service.’ 

    ‘The service is terrible, the waiters rude.’ 

    ‘So I heard, but I’ll sample it anyway … and be rude back to them.’ 

    ‘And do you know where Broderic found the fragment?’ 

    ‘No, but someone who was part of the modern day Followers of Broderic will know, someone in the Paris freemasons.’ 

    ‘And these Assyrian gold coins?’ 

    ‘Will be sold, the money used to build nursing homes here in Corsica. Do you have a claim on them?’ 

    ‘Only if Broderic admitted to stealing them from Israel, which is very unlikely.’ 

    ‘Very, so the money will go to a good cause. Send your aircraft, I’ll call the Vatican now.’ 

    I called Armani. ‘The Israelis are sending a military aircraft to pick up the fragment, but show it to the TV cameras first – unless someone there wants to fight me and keep it.’ 

    ‘We do not wish to fight you, no,’ came back. ‘I’ll call in the TV news.’ 

    ‘How are the whispers … in the corridors of power?’ I teased. 

    ‘Loud, and many, and those demoted are being noticed, the remainder worried, now that they think you are investigating them.’ 

    ‘And the mood of the Italian people?’ 

    ‘Is solidly behind you, yet they are … embarrassed that it has come to this. All want to see an end to rumour of scandal here.’ 

    ‘Did those cardinals confess and cooperate?’ I asked. 

    ‘Yes, and they have been demoted and will be sent abroad, they do not chose a civilian life – where they would be useless. We have found secret bank accounts and recovered many millions of Euros, sixty million so far.’ 

    ‘I’ll visit again when things settle down.’ 

    A call to Rolf, and they could fly tomorrow, two large suites booked in an apartment complex - we basically had the entire floor of six large apartments, rooms for the gang. And the building was close to the King David Hotel in Jerusalem. 

    But Gabrielle had work, a TV advert and some stills, so she would stay with Olga. 

    I spoke to Michelle, and she booked us flights for today, via Paris to Tel Aviv, a night in a posh hotel in Tel Aviv. Bags were packed, what we had, but myself and Bonza needed clothes so we sped to the city, and to someone that Michelle recommended. 

    Inside the shop, the staff thrilled to be serving me, I stood to be measured, and they had some expensive grey Italian suits off the peg. I tried one on, it fit perfectly, so I asked for extra trousers and six shirts, all the same, but I also picked up pants and socks. 

    With Bonza in his new suit he looked like my twin, only bigger and uglier. 

    Shop paid, a good discount seen, we posed for photos and gave them permission to claim that I bought all of my suits from them, which made me smile. 

    On the way back, I called Trish. ‘Find me a Tel Aviv chat show, someone young and trendy, tonight or tomorrow.’ 

    ‘I’ll chat to a man I know, Jewish guy, he booked people for Israel before.’ 

    ‘Just hope they have a sense of humour.’ 

    ‘Tel Aviv is young and wild, Jerusalem is where the old farts go. They even have a nudist beach in Tel Aviv, and lots of Arab hookers apparently.’ 

    ‘Let me know, but it’s not critical, and keep my visit quiet for now.’ 

    Michelle had a suitcase I could use, and I would share with Bonza, our new suits and shirts placed inside, socks and pants in plastic bags. There was no need for a visa, British subjects got ninety days visa on arrival. 

    Father Emanuel would join Perez and search Mandoch Valley, Bob would fly back to the Vatican and wait our call. Gloria wanted to see Israel, and to meet the twins, so I invited her along. 

     

    In poor weather, we reached the airport at 2pm, checked-in, a short wait till we set off for Paris, the waiting passengers wanting snaps of us. In Paris we walked through to transit, but the El Al staff had a second security checkpoint. 

    They rudely checked me over with a wand and patted me down, checked my passport as if I was unknown, and we eventually got through. 

    ‘That was bloody rude,’ Bonza noted. ‘Don’t they know who you are?’ 

    ‘Just doing their jobs, and Gloria could be a deadly assassin.’ 

    We sat near a bunch of Paris Jews wearing skullcaps, who ignored us, but an old rabbi bound over and shook my hand, soon chatting about The Ark fragment. He was joined by the Israeli Deputy Ambassador to Paris. 

    Then came a shock, as two Vatican cardinals in black walked in and clocked me. I did not recognise the men, they had not been punched by me, and they politely stopped and bowed before they walked to seats. 

    The ambassador asked, ‘You investigate these men?’ 

    ‘Yes, starting at the Vatican, all assumed guilty till proven innocent. And I’ve already had ten cardinals dismissed for stealing money.’ 

    ‘A bad business, yes, but known about and rumoured about for many years.’ 

    ‘Pssst,’ came from Gloria, and she nodded at a man aged around thirty and appearing Arabic. 

    I walked to the man, Bonza, Bill and Ted close by, the man olive-skinned. And I had to position myself right next to him before he noticed me, he had been intently focused on someone else. 

    When he finally clocked me, he stared wide-eyed, his mouth opening. ‘You…’ 

    I extended a hand, which he did not want to shake, so I grabbed his wrist. The images flashed up. ‘You’re following a courier, to find out who he hands off to.’ 

    The man’s eyes widened as he turned to run, Bill and Ted slamming the man to the floor. 

    ‘Air marshal,’ a grey-haired yet stocky man whispered as he approached me, focused on the struggling man on the floor. 

    ‘Come with me.’ I led the air marshal to the seated passengers. 

    ‘Courier Ari Ben Shalit!’ 

    A man stood, not looking happy, and he weaved through the passengers as all eyes were on me. ‘My name is not to be shouted out, and how did you know who I was?’ 

    ‘I had a tip-off. And that man on the floor was following you, to see who you pass over the documents to.’ 

    Ari’s face fell, his mouth opening as he stared at the man on the floor, who was now being dragged upright as police rushed in. ‘I have very valuable government documents, only eight people in the world know about them,’ he whispered. 

    I turned my head to the air marshal. ‘Shadow him closely, protect him please.’ 

    The air marshal nodded as I stepped to the police. I took a senior officer to one side. ‘There’s a man on the flight with secret documents, and this guy was after them, I got a tip-off. That’s all I know. Sorry.’ 

    The police led the man out, police now positioned inside the room, the passengers wary. 

    I stepped towards them. ‘OK, who has a baby?’ I loudly asked with a smile. 

    ‘Here,’ came from a woman. ‘Not even you can calm this girl.’ 

    I walked over and took the baby girl, who was soon focused on me. Without closing my eyes I tried to imagine what was wrong, and the image flashed up. I called the mother closer as I lifted the girl’s upper lip. ‘That new tooth is infected.’ 

    The mother had a good look. ‘Ah, it is. I think I have cream for it, we had some last week.’ 

    She sat with her husband, she ferreted around in her bag. 

    ‘Any other babies?’ I loudly called, two teenage girls wanting a photo, which I posed for. 

    I heard the crying baby, and heads turned, but I waited. The mother finally came over.  

    ‘OK, show me,’ she challenged. 

    I held the baby, which was soon focused on me, and then quietly focused on me. Placing the baby’s head against my chest, it was asleep in seconds, the passengers amazed. Handing the baby back whilst still asleep, I returned to the ambassador and the rabbi. 

    ‘How did you know about that man?’ the ambassador asked. ‘It was this lady that noticed him first.’ 

    ‘We … got a tip-off. Best just left at that.’ 

    ‘What did he want?’ 

    ‘He was following a courier with secret government documents.’ 

    They nodded. ‘These couriers take a risk, but such documents would be noticed if in armoured cars. Some men carry diamonds on these flights.’ 

    We got into Middle Eastern politics, but at least it passed the time. 

      

    Finally boarding, we were in Business Class, the woman with the baby not far behind. 

    After the first meal, I took out Bonza’s book and started where I had left off, as he was onto a new book – about archaeology, Gloria reading a French glossy magazine. 

    Three hours later, an hour out from Tel Aviv, and I saw the commotion, easing out with Ted, and in the galley area a short old man was sipping water and not looking well. 

    ‘May I?’ I asked, and the air hostesses all smiled my way. ‘Got any ice water?’ 

    They had, and I handed the glass to the old man. ‘Sip some, and imagine swimming in cold water.’ I held the back of his neck and placed a hand on his chest. 

    ‘Stare into the water, and imagine the cold water freezing you.’ 

    The image popped up, his heart, and I realised that we might need to divert. I moved my body so that the air hostesses could not see my face. ‘Keep imagining the cold water around you.’ 

    I closed my eyes and tried to work quickly, the tingle, the heat in my hand, and when I opened my eyes the old man was studying me intensely. ‘Are you feeling better?’ 

    ‘The pain has gone.’ 

    I winked an eye at him. ‘Mind over matter, an old trick.’ 

    ‘I have heart disease, six months to live -’ 

    ‘What do the stupid doctors know, eh, I think you’ll live long enough to see Sarah born and to ride her bike.’ 

    His eyes widened. ‘How did you know that?’ 

    ‘Just a lucky guess. Now go sit down and rest some, or we’ll have to divert the plane and inconvenience all these passengers.’ 

    I left the old man looking stunned and I sat back down. The baby started crying again, but it was Gloria who soothed it this time, the baby calm in seconds. 

    When she sat back down I complained, ‘You’re doing my job for me.’ 

    ‘I have the same gift with babies. Bonza has a gift with goats.’ 

    ‘I heard that,’ came from Bonza as Bill and Ted laughed quietly. 

     

    After landing, we queued to get off just like everyone else, and at Passport Control the man asked me the nature of my visit. ‘Holiday, see the sights, some nightclubbing, visit the nudist beach...’ 

    He stared at me for a few seconds and then studied my passport. ‘You are the billionaire, Roskov?’ 

    ‘I am.’ 

    ‘Nudist beach opens in April.’ He handed me back my passport without another word, and I waited for the gang, then to follow the signs to get our luggage as people shot me indifferent looks. 

    Luggage collected, and we walked towards the exit, finding an officious-looking man stood with ten police officers closing in. 

    He extended his hand, and he looked genuinely keen to meet me. ‘Welcome to Israel, Mister Roskov. Come with us, we have transport. How many of you are there?’ 

    ‘Five, two are Interpol but not armed, and Bonza likes goats.’ 

    He smiled. ‘We see some of your shows here, and I have family in London.’ 

    ‘The twins will be here tomorrow, we have a building in Jerusalem we hired.’ 

    ‘I found the bookings, yes. The Ark fragment is genuine?’ 

    ‘It has been verified, yes, almost three thousand years old and with Egyptian and Canaanite gold on it.’ 

    He led us out of a side entrance and to minibuses with tinted windows, a police escort kindly provided for us, but I did wonder if they would send me the bill.  

    Mounted up, the sun had set, and we got to see a little of the city at night, most of which was modern offices or high-rise apartments – interesting places pointed out by my security man cum city guide. 

    At the hotel we jumped down, the police diligently fanning out, the hotel’s own security not phased. Inside, the manager greeted me formally but he was not friendly, paperwork signed, keys handed over as guests glanced our way, and I thanked our escorts. 

    Up in the suite, adjoining doors now open, I dumped my luggage and took in the view of sparkling lights, hoping for no rocket attacks from Gaza. Or from Syria. Or from Lebanon. Or from Iraq. And definitely not from Iran. I had to wonder how this lot slept at night. 

    Trish called after I had a shower. ‘You can do a show tonight, and if they don’t pay you there’s no visa issue. But it’s live.’ 

    ‘Live, eh, I’ll have to watch what I say.’ I wrote down the detail and then called a number. ‘It’s Roskov.’ 

    ‘Ah, you’re here. You have to be quick, we start in an hour.’ 

    ‘I’ll be there in fifteen minutes, if you’re in Tel Aviv central.’ 

    She described the building, and I could see it from my window. A very quick shower, and I was due to be the only guest, so I would leave Bonza and Gloria here to watch it live. The police were still downstairs and at my disposal it seemed, so I left Bill and Ted as well. But when I got outside I suddenly felt naked without them. 

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    It’s a mouse, not a rat… 

      

      

    Across town, and with the police sticking close by, we made good time in the commuter traffic, and at the studio I signed in, the studio guards being a grumpy bunch. 

    A lady rushed out to meet me, a genuine smile for me, and I was rushed inside and to make-up, but the make-up lady was soon commenting on my good skin and Italian looks. 

    Teeth thoroughly cleaned - after a coffee sat chatting to the technicians about the large seagull, hair checked in the mirror, and I was counted down, and a little nervous because it was live. 

    Five minutes, two minutes, and out I went to a loud applause after the previous guest had walked off the opposite way, a large happy audience of younger people, no sour-faced old Jews seen. The hostess was pretty, in her thirties and with some cleavage on display, and she shook my hand before I sat. 

    The applause subsided. 

    ‘Welcome Ricky Roskov, your first visit to Israel?’ 

    ‘Yes, unless you believe that I was reincarnated and here as a Roman soldier wearing sandals. And apparently that style of sandal is popular now, the twins have them.’ 

    ‘They are popular, yes, summer wear, they’re great. Are the twins with you?’ 

    ‘They fly in tomorrow, I flew in with my team from Corsica via Paris.’ 

    Up came an image of Frances House on the huge screen behind us. ‘And this is a nursing home?’ 

    ‘Yes, Frances House, the first ten residents moved in already and very happy.’ 

    ‘It looks like a five star hotel, beach and pool and gardens…’ 

    ‘We landscaped it, it didn’t cost much, and the aim is that the pensioners are happy and busy, not sat staring at the wall all day.’ 

    ‘Paris has a bad reputation for its nursing homes they say.’ 

    ‘They do say, but I’ll be building many new nursing homes in Paris, for upwards for thirty thousand residents, and nursing homes like this one in Corsica will hold upwards of fifty thousand residents.’ 

    ‘You have many investors?’ 

    ‘A few, yes, and ten billion Euro to play with.’ 

    ‘Tell us about the fragment of The Ark…’ 

    ‘Broderic was a French Crusader, and not a very nice one it seems – he stole many artefacts on his Christian crusade to save the Jewish Holy Land. Some of the men may have been on a religious crusade, but he and his son were out to make some money. 

    ‘In Corsica he hid a few treasure items, his family had land there - to this day, and I bought some of that land off the liquidators after Minister Demoine’s apparent suicide.’ 

    The audience chuckled. 

    ‘I don’t think it was suicide, no,’ she playfully scolded me. 

    ‘On his land we found treasure, and clues to find other treasure, and we had a location that we wanted to search, government land. So we dug out a few areas and found three old wooden boxes, one with gold coins - Assyrian and three thousand years old, and one box had The Ark fragment.’ 

    ‘How much are the gold coins worth?’ 

    ‘Around a sixty million Euro. They’ll be sold, and the money will be used to build nursing homes.’ 

    ‘Did you not want to sell The Ark fragment?’ 

    ‘No, I’m very much against removing religious treasures, and I returned to you the gold menorah I found and the Nazi gold bars and gold coins simply because it was the right thing to do.’ 

    The audience applauded. 

    ‘Do you think of yourself as Jewish?’ 

    ‘No, not at all, I was raised Christian but remain an atheist, that way I have a clean conscience about four girls in a bed.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘And how is Jenny Patrick?’ 

    ‘Back to work and much better. But she does moan a lot.’ The audience laughed loudly as my host dropped her jaw. ‘What I mean is, she complains a lot … that I don’t visit often. We British say moan – not complain.’ 

    ‘Ah, right. But apparently she moans a lot as well…’ 

    I shrugged. With a straight face, I began, ‘All girls moan when I’m pleasuring them.’ 

    The audience laughed, my host looking embarrassed. 

    ‘So you still practise your massage technique?’ 

    ‘Yes, keeping my hand in.’ 

    The audience laughed louder, the hostess hiding behind her cue cards for a moment as I maintained a straight face. ‘I knew we should have taped this show. So … what have you been up to, besides finding a fragment of The Ark?’ 

    ‘Busy with the paperwork, exploring deep dark caves, four girls in a bed, the usual.’ 

    They laughed. 

    ‘Indian Jones Don Juan, yes. And now investigating the Vatican…’ 

    ‘I have a team of ex-special forces men, former intelligence officers and others, and with the consent of the Pope we’ve been investigating cardinals involved with stealing money from the Vatican, and priests having sex with young boys.’ 

    ‘And what happens to these men?’ 

    ‘The Pope gets a report and he decides what to do, because at the moment it’s an internal matter not an external investigation. If it was external then I’d make a report to the police, but that external investigation is what comes next.’ 

    ‘And are you seeing any good results?’ 

    ‘Well … I think the Vatican’s choir boys no longer have sore arses.’               

    She lost it as the audience laughed loudly, but I sat with a straight face. After she had hidden behind her cue cards she shook her head. ‘We should have damn well taped this.’ She took a drink of water. 

    ‘OK, moving on,’ she said as she composed herself. ‘I’m a professional.’ She faced me. ‘Will we see priests being arrested?’ 

    ‘I hope so, yes, and I will be targeting priests of all denominations around the world at random to see what they get up to. But at the moment it’s a targeted campaign with the assistance of senior Vatican cardinals.’ 

    ‘And what have these men been up to?’ 

    ‘Stealing money from the church, for the most part, for which the Vatican State deals with its own people, no public arrests at dawn.’ 

    ‘So what happens to these cardinals?’ 

    ‘They get demoted, and sent to far off places - where they can’t steal large sums of money. That’s a Vatican decision and I leave it to them, it’s their problem.’               

    ‘You work closely with them…’ 

    ‘I do, I get great assistance when it comes to identifying artefacts and aging those artefacts, and they have a huge library of historical records, so we traced Broderic and his descendants as we searched for treasure on the island of Corsica.’ 

    ‘And these Knights Templars?’ 

    ‘Their ship hit the rocks, they swam ashore and entered a cave and … just lay down and died it seems, maybe plague, but their ship was washed away and so far we can’t find it.’ 

    ‘And what’s on that ship?’ 

    ‘Probably chests of silver coins, a great many, from the 13th century.’ 

    ‘And you have Vatican archaeologists with you in Corsica…’ 

    ‘A team, yes, and they help us dig up relics and verify them as not being fakes, they carbon date things, and they worked on the stone tablets and the old skeletons we found.’ 

    ‘And Broderic was obsessed with proving that Mary was married to Jesus…’ 

    ‘He was, but he was afraid to challenge the church and be burnt at the stake, so he buried what evidence he had. But his teams had been infiltrated by the Followers of Mary, and they dug up his treasures, hid them, and left treasure maps for me to use after I had been born.’ 

    ‘After you had been born?’ 

    ‘Yes, the house in Sweden was left to me around 1920, specifically me, with details of where to find the bones of James and other treasures.’ 

    ‘They knew you would be born?’ 

    ‘Seems so, yes, and the Richard Roskov in the First World War was identical to me, same handwriting.’ 

    ‘You believe in reincarnation?’ 

    ‘I’m waiting for definitive proof, but it is all very odd.’ 

    ‘The Katerina Mary film was … so strange, and so impossible.’ 

    ‘It was, more questions than answers. And now Spielberg is making the movie about Ari Kudulov, whose billion dollar estate was left to me, and afterwards we found out that he was Katerina Mary’s grandfather.’ 

    ‘Have you managed to make any sense of that?’ 

    ‘No, but I don’t lose any sleep over it either. I like to see solid proof, not theories and mystery.’ 

    ‘And what happened to The Ark?’ 

    ‘We think that it’s here in Israel, and that where it was hidden caved in then got flooded, hence the fragment found.’ 

    ‘You’ll look for it?’ 

    ‘Not without permission from your government to dig up the flower beds here. But I think that someone must have a map of where the fragment was found, someone who was linked to the French Minister, Demoine.’ 

    ‘It would be the most valuable find in our history, so they should let you search for it.’ 

    ‘When we found the wooden fragment, my man Bonza questioned it, because in the movie The Ark is made of stone. A priest called him a peasant.’ 

    They laughed. 

    She noted, ‘It was acacia wood covered in gold, the dimensions specified by God, not like in the Harrison Ford movie.’ 

    ‘Unfortunately, most Americans remember the movies and don’t read history books. And I never have much luck with American tourists. In Barbados, I went down to the bar early one day, by myself, and I enjoyed a quiet beer.  

    ‘This American tourist looks me over and says: drinking alone, eh, loser. I got me some last night.’ 

    ‘I got me some!’ she repeated. ‘God I hate that saying.’ 

    ‘Then the girls came down and the guy was furious, and later he threw a bottle at my head.’ 

    ‘I had a holiday in Cancun, but never again to be there with the drunk Americans fighting.’ 

    ‘Try Corsica, quiet and law abiding, just the richer visitors, great scenery.’ 

    ‘You control many hotels there…’ 

    ‘Over a hundred, and I created a warehouse and import business to supply all of my hotels, and we supply the drugs for the nursing homes - and now the local pharmacies as well.’ 

    Up came an image, the holiday village. ‘And you built a valley full of luxury villas…’ 

    ‘We gave the rich investors the chance to buy a plot of land and to design and build their own villas. I built one up on the ridge, called the Sunrise Villa, and it has a great view, the sunrise and the sunset seen from the pool and the terrace. 

    ‘Below it are nice apartments, a shop and a restaurant, a large bar with entertainment, a large lido, then the beach – which is more than a mile wide. Residents in my nearby nursing home will visit it.’ 

    Up came Mandoch Valley, the waterfall seen. ‘And this will be a luxury estate…’ 

    ‘Yes, just thirty six villas, plus a hotel and an exclusive nursing home, the hotel built into a cave and with no windows. But it will be nice and quiet.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    I continued, ‘And the beach is long, more than a mile of nice sand, some apartments built at the back of the beach. And one exclusive villa, built facing the waterfall, will be sold at auction to the highest bidder.’ 

    ‘And will the villa owners get the special water on tap?’ 

    ‘They will do, yes, and guests in the hotel can bathe in it.’ 

    She began, ‘A local Israeli man with chronic arthritis flew to Corsica and has been drinking it, now walking again without pain; he says he is twenty years younger.’ 

    ‘It has had a dramatic effect on some people, but not everyone, so it affects people differently. Unfortunately, there are two hundred rare metals in the water … and we don’t yet know which metal affects which part of the body, but we do know that the water gives pensioners good erections.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘Not much call for good erections in pensioners,’ she quipped. 

    ‘Maybe you won’t say that when you’re sixty. And one of my Swedish investors, seventy years old, has a young wife of thirty-six, and she’s now a happy woman.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    I added, ‘The ancient writing on the cave wall, First Century, said that the spring water will give you good erections and that you’ll sire many sons. But only men were stranded there, with the local goats for company…’ 

    The audience laughed as my host looked embarrassed. ‘The water will be bottled and sold?’ 

    ‘It’s already available in Italy and Sweden, good results seen, and now being tested in Florida. Men in Corsica who took it are up and out of the wheelchair and walking again, one man taking up jogging after ten years in a wheelchair.’ 

    ‘And your Jewish relatives…’ 

    ‘I see them when I can, but I am very busy; some will join me here on this trip.’ 

    ‘And more movies planned?’ 

    ‘I have a part in the Ari Kudulov movie, and to be filmed soon. After that the studio may look at the life story of the Ricky Roskov in the First World War.’ 

    ‘Will you play that character?’ 

    ‘Well … I think I have the face for it.’ The audience laughed. ‘But I don’t have much free time.’ 

    I glanced down, and then gave her a flat palm. ‘Don’t move.’ She puzzled just what I was doing as I reached behind the large potted plant, lifting up a beige mouse. 

    She yelped and tucked her legs under herself on her seat. 

    ‘What’s wrong, it’s just a lovely little mouse, probably wants a job here.’ I put the mouse on my shoulder. ‘Sit there while she tries to compose herself, she made need a minute.’ I faced her. ‘Do you have a need of a mouse for your computer?’ 

    The audience laughed loudly as she squinted back at me 

    My host finally let down her legs, a look around at the floor. ‘Why the hell did we not tape this?’ she cursed. ‘OK, I’m a professional, just that I don’t like mice or rats.’ 

    ‘Just ignore the mouse on my shoulder.’ 

    ‘How the hell can I do that!’ she hissed, the audience laughing. She forced a breath. ‘OK, so, Mister Roskov, what will you be here doing in Israel?’ she asked with a false smile. 

    ‘The twins wanted a holiday, somewhere without any snow, and I had to bring the fragment here, but then I allowed the Vatican to carbon date it and your government sent a military plane for it – I would have delivered it free.  

    ‘I love history, so I hope to see some of the ancient ruins, and I can meet some of my distant relatives here, Roskovs. Are there any good nightclubs in this city?’ 

    ‘A few, yes, I can recommend some. Will you open one here?’ 

    ‘That’s a possibility, yes, we’re opening one in Belfast soon and hopefully Dublin, we have one in Sweden and Copenhagen.’ 

    She studied the mouse as someone waved a finger count at her. ‘Ricky Roskov, thanks for coming on, now please take the damn mouse away.’ 

    I turned my head a fraction. ‘You remind her of an ex-boyfriend I think.’ 

    The audience laughed. 

    ‘He was a rat, not a mouse!’ she loudly stated. 

    ‘We’re still on air,’ I could hear, and I smiled widely. ‘We’re off,’ came finally as my host looked worried with what she had just said. 

    With the mouse still on my shoulder, I posed for snaps with the audience and the crew, my host not wanting to get near the mouse, and I walked out with the mouse still on my shoulder, placing it in an area of flowerbeds, where it ran off. 

      

    Back at the posh hotel suite, the gang were grinning, Gloria shaking her head at me. 

    ‘That poor girl,’ Gloria began. ‘Can you not shock the interviewers like that!’ 

    ‘What did I do?’ I teased. 

    Bill began, ‘Choirboys without sore arses? That will make a few newspapers around the world.’ 

    ‘Let’s order some food, eh,’ I suggested. 

    ‘About bloody time,’ Bonza complained. 

    With food delivered to the room, we tucked in, the food similar to western hotels and not strange Jewish food – as Bonza feared. 

     

    Ross Daniels called half an hour later. ‘The news of your investigation into the Vatican has gone right around the world, and the Vatican has recorded three suicides, and three in wider Europe.’ 

    ‘Are the molesters running scared?’ I posed. 

    ‘Could be, the Italian media going nuts. A photo surfaced as well, a cardinal with a smashed-up face.’ 

    ‘Did that cardinal say just who … hit him?’ 

    ‘No, but the Italian media are putting two and two together and coming up with conspiracies.’ 

    ‘The conspiracy is to steal Vatican money, not to stop the stealing.’ 

    ‘Technically, yeah, but they don’t know what’s going on apart from the fact that you visited, and you are investigating, and that cardinals got injured. And they think that the Kudulov Security Team are involved.’ 

    ‘Are the Italian police investigating?’ I asked. 

    ‘Fuck no, they do what the Pope asks them to do.’ 

    ‘So I won’t be prosecuted, and those men committing the crimes are unlikely to talk about what they did.’ 

    ‘An Irish cardinal made a comment that was heard by the media, that … the guilty will be punished and cast out of the church.’ 

    ‘How very Biblical of him,’ I quipped. 

    ‘One bishop had a heart attack, two had a stroke, and people think that was because you confronted them with evidence.’ 

    ‘Sounds fine to me, and I’ll be going back soon to cast out the remainder. Keep an eye on the news for me though.’ 

    I called David Hutton next. ‘What’s on the British news about me and the Vatican?’ 

    ‘I was going to call. They reported your security men investigating priests and bishops, and that got a shit load of newspaper inches – as to why it was necessary in the first damn place! 

    ‘And as a result of that a bunch of people have come forwards here in Britain and reported abuse by priests -’ 

    I cut in, ‘Offer to represent them, round them all up, get statements; I want dates and times and names of the priests. Do the same in Ireland.’ 

    ‘In Ireland they like to sweep it under the rug, but there are allegations against an Arch Bishop in Australia, it was in the news when I lived there.’ 

    ‘If anyone there defames me or legally criticises me, accuses me of crimes, let me know.’ 

    ‘Someone is suggesting that you punched a cardinal. You want to take action against them?’ 

    ‘I can’t, I did punch him.’ 

    ‘You … punched a cardinal?’ 

    ‘Several, all stealing money from the Vatican, most of them fucking small boys at the same time.’ 

    ‘Vatican is a city state, different laws, so … I don’t know if the Italian police could prosecute you if he levels a charge.’ 

    ‘He won’t, because the Vatican would then see him prosecuted for a dozen crimes, including fucking the choir boys.’ 

    ‘A few people in the UK are calling for a serious investigation into priests doing just that.’ 

    ‘Release the detail … that I am investigating them and have been this past month, arrests to follow.’ 

    ‘That will worry a few priests,’ he noted. 

    ‘Hope so. Round up the accusers, spend some money.’ 

    ‘The new barrister, Tim, is already on the case, so I’ll get him on this case.’ 

    ‘Get a team on it, hire some men from good firms around the country. Oh, how many priests are there in total?’ 

    ‘Catholic priests around the world? Four hundred thousand.’ 

    My eyes widened. ‘Shit, that will take me a while, to get around them all. And non-Catholic?’ 

    ‘Even more.’ 

    ‘Bugger, I’ll be busy punching people.’ 

    ‘You out to clean them up, all of them?’ he asked. 

    ‘Well … kind of, as many as I can.’ 

    ‘You’ll be busy, yes, maybe best to just try the Vatican top ranks.’ 

    ‘That I did discuss recently, a top-down approach.’ 

    ‘Only way, or you’d have to fly around the world a few thousand times, to investigate them all.’ 

    ‘Cause a stir in the UK, make it seem that we have some evidence already, worry a few priests. Oh, what happened to the Leicester Post Office pub?’ 

    ‘Just about ready, lifts took a while, rest is done I think.’ 

    ‘Good.’ 

    My next call was Cardinal Armani. ‘Are you coping?’ I asked. I could hear the loud sigh. 

    ‘It has been difficult these past two days, a difficult adjustment, but as the Americans say: if you can’t do the time then don’t do the crime. Or as we now say here: if you don’t want to get caught don’t break the rules.’ 

    ‘I’m starting an investigation in Britain, not just Catholic priests, but pretend that you knew and are cooperating. I expect a great many confessions. Has anyone there gone to the media?’ 

    ‘People here do leak details to the media, but the media here is careful and they check with me first before printing. Usually. There are many rumours, little in the way of solid accusations of wrongdoing by us. By you. 

    ‘Many men have now left us for other areas of Italy and other countries, and they know what will happen to them if they talk.’ 

    ‘Tell me about this Arch Bishop in Australia.’ 

    ‘Accusations have been made, but they are flimsy.’ 

    ‘Recall him so that I can shake his hand.’ 

    ‘I think he is on his way here, or in Britain. I’ll check.’ 

    ‘I’m going to shake more hands, a lot more, so that the Vatican is clean. You can then try and deal with priests in the rest of the world. Oh, where’s the fragment of The Ark?’ 

    ‘It went on an Israeli plane midday, it would be there by now.’ 

    I switched on the room TV and flicked channels, soon seeing police at an Israeli military base, a box being carried off a plane by four rabbis, which was odd. 

     

    Ten minutes later, my distant relative - the lady Government Minister, called. ‘You are at the hotel?’ 

    ‘Yes, pop in if you want, twins are here tomorrow.’ 

    ‘I’ll be there in fifteen minutes, twenty because of the traffic.’ 

    Call ended, I told the gang to watch what they said to the minister, and then – worried – I had Bill and Ted check the room for bugs. Just in case. 

    When the knock came I let in the minister, her bodyguards quickly checking the room as I introduced Gloria and Bonza, Bill and Ted in their room.  

    Sat, tea made for her, she began with a smile, ‘You caused a storm with that chat show, it’s all over the news.’ 

    ‘Who me?’ I teased. ‘What in particular are they commenting on?’ 

    ‘The Vatican investigation, and choir boys with sore arses. As well as you finding animals in TV studios. I saw some of it and laughed, the mouse on your shoulder.’ 

    ‘I tend to attract small animals and babies, a magnet personality I guess. What will happen to The Ark fragment?’ 

    ‘It’s in the main museum now and being tested, but the Vatican are expert with these things and they are sure of what it is.’ 

    An image flashed up. ‘Can you do me a favour and ask your experts if there are any signs of water damage on it. The Vatican did suggest there were sand scrape marks.’ 

    ‘I … don’t know how they would know that, it must have been dry for thousands of years.’ 

    ‘Sand scrapes could be seen on the gold, and that might result from water and sand action.’ 

    She stared at me. ‘Oh.’ 

    ‘Can you call them now?’ I pressed. 

    She stood and made a call. Sat back again, she asked, ‘Do you think you know where the rest of it is?’ 

    ‘On a similar object we found … they said it had water marks and sand scrape, therefore it had been near flowing water,’ I lied. ‘I just wanted to be sure, to get all the clues.’ 

    ‘If The Ark was buried … and then flooded and broken … there would be sand scrape, yes.’ 

    ‘And there are not many water sources here, hence the clue,’ I told her. 

    ‘I will follow-up on that, you have me intrigued now.’ 

    ‘Tunnels under city,’ Bonza noted. ‘Waterways.’ 

    ‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘We find more all the time, and they run under the old City of David.’ 

    I began, ‘I think the first and second temples were in the City of David, and that The Ark was lost before the third temple was built.’ 

    ‘Third Temple? You mean the second temple, Herod’s Temple?’ 

    ‘No, I think there were three, the first two in the City of David, then on Temple Mount.’ 

    She nodded. ‘The City of David was all of the city at first, Mount Moriah was for animals and crops. If you have some clues … it’s very important to us that we find it.’ 

    ‘I have clues … not solid evidence.’ 

    ‘That we can start with, and your clues tend to land huge hauls of treasure.’ 

    ‘I think it was buried under the second temple, a dry area next to a water source, but flooded and smashed, a part washed downstream and found by the Crusaders, part of the first ark.’ 

    ‘First ark?’ 

    ‘I don’t believe the wood could have survived that long, I think they built a second one and moved the lid over.’ 

    ‘The wood can rot, yes, it was a long time,’ she agreed. 

    ‘The fragment may be from the abandoned first ark. Can you get me a map of the water sources around the City of David, and an expert on weather patterns and … someone who has surveyed the water table around Jerusalem?’ 

    Gloria asked, ‘You’re going to try and find it?’ 

    ‘The first ark may be in Jerusalem, not the second one with the stone tablets in.’ 

    ‘I get a team together, this is important to us.’ 

    ‘Oh, and try and figure out where the Assyrians camped as they besieged the city.’ 

    ‘That is known,’ she told me. 

    ‘And get me a map of the Crusader period, where they all camped.’ 

    ‘That is well known as well, there are maps of that, yes.’ 

    Bonza noted, ‘Broderic was with the Hospitallers for a while, but he did his own thing. He knew the King of France, he could do no wrong in the King’s eyes.’ 

    I nodded at that. 

    

  


   
    The first ark 

      

      

    The TV news in the morning was suggesting that I knew where the rest of The Ark was, and would unearth it, which was a bit of a stretch. I had some clues, images that had flashed up. But, then again, those images had flashed up for a reason. 

    After breakfast – where many people stared at us, and before the Rasmussens were due to fly in, we mounted the minibuses and headed with an escort to the museum, and inside we were treated like honoured guests as they showed us around. They showed us to where the gold menorah was on display – and where it sat well guarded. 

    I did not understand the Hebrew, but there was a photograph of me in the detail. Down the hall sat the gold bars, images of Nazi Germany, a map of Sweden, again a mention of me, and a photo. 

    Since there were a shit load of experts on hand, I asked for them to assemble, finally getting twelve men in a room, all with long grey or black beards. 

    They had a very detailed model of old Jerusalem, and I pointed at the City of David. ‘Tell me about the first temple, and what I think is the second temple built there, before Temple Mount.’ 

    A man began, ‘The first temple was not in Jerusalem, that came later, and if you say two were built there … there were additions and renovations, yes, but when do you call a few additions a new temple?’ He shrugged. 

    ‘Is there no mention of a first and second temple in Jerusalem?’ I pressed. 

    ‘We know where the small temple there was, and the Palace of David, some rocks remain.’ 

    ‘And water sources?’ 

    ‘The Gihon Spring, here,’ a man pointed. 

    ‘No, further down the valley.’ 

    ‘Not that we know about.’ 

    ‘So where, on this relief of the old City of David, would flood water run?’ 

    ‘Down the Kidron Valley.’ 

    I shook my head. ‘No, flood water collecting in the city or above. Where would that run?’ 

    ‘Through the tunnels of course, some through the streets.’ 

    ‘So at the lower end of the Kidron Valley there would be centuries of rubbish collected…’ I posed. 

    ‘Yes, and we have excavated much of it.’ 

    ‘Accurate enough to date a flood during the Second Crusader period?’ 

    ‘No, not that accurate.’ 

    ‘But if you excavated again, and looked for Crusader items, it may date the flood?’ 

    ‘To what ends?’ 

    ‘I think The Ark fragment was washed out of its underground hiding place, and found in Kidron Valley by a Crusader. I don’t think Broderic knew where The Ark was, the first ark.’ 

    ‘First Ark?’ 

    ‘I think the wood rotted and they built a second, the lid moved over.’ 

    Looks were exchanged. ‘The wood … it was a thousand years old, now three thousand years old and brittle. So yes, they could have built a second one.’ 

    ‘Is that written down anywhere?’ I asked. ‘In the Maccabees’ books?’ 

    ‘No.’ 

    ‘But if you were a temple elder, and The Ark was falling apart…’ 

    ‘We might fix it, yes, but it was rarely displayed.’ 

    ‘But the ruler of the day, hearing that it’s falling to pieces, might want it fixed…’ 

    ‘Well … maybe, yes,’ a man agreed. 

    ‘I think the first ark was in a cave, the cave collapsed and squashed The Ark - covered in dirt not stone, and that a flood washed out the fragment. So … if that’s the case, add some coloured dye to the caves and tunnels maybe and … see where it comes out, then work backwards.’ 

    ‘You asked that we check for water damage, and the gold is scored, as if by sand.’ 

    ‘Would that mean it was washed down a sandy gully?’ I posed. 

    ‘It could be, yes.’ 

    ‘So we have a clue, we just need to work back up Kidron Valley and see where the water washes out when there’s a once-in-a-hundred-year deluge. What about the wood, any dirt in it, seeds?’ 

    ‘We can look for that, yes,’ they agreed. 

    ‘Do you think it’s genuine?’ I asked. 

    ‘All the tests say so,’ came with a shrug. 

    I pointed at the model. ‘A second clue would be the Assyrian gold coins, and where the Assyrian Army camped as they besieged the city. Would any Assyrians have camped near Kidron Valley?’ 

    A man began, ‘They were all around the city, but they secured the spring water first, to use it. They would have had a base in Kidron Valley, but far enough down to avoid sling shot and arrow.’ 

    I nodded. ‘A base, some gold to pay the troops and to buy local food, sat next to a fragment of The Ark somehow. If you’re going to dig, dig in the layer of dirt that has Crusader waste, Second Crusade.’ 

    ‘What use did Broderic have for it?’ a man asked. 

    ‘A reason for the church to fund him – the chance at getting the rest of The Ark. He may have told the Pope that he knew where it was, but that Saladin was sat on it, and maybe he could get to it with some money and some men. 

    ‘And as for the gold coins, Broderic brought back many chests full of gold coins, so he spent a lot of time digging around old sites around here, not so much time fighting. 

    ‘And maybe the Pope sponsored him, Broderic good at finding things in old caves.’ 

    Bonza put in, ‘I don’t recall tales of battles where he led the field.’ 

    I faced the old curators and experts. ‘Did Broderic win any battles?’ 

    ‘No record of that, and we have started to study him with great interest. There are not many references to him of what he did in the Crusades.’ 

    ‘He dug up treasure … is what he did,’ I told them. ‘Some he handed to the Pope, most he stole, hidden in Corsica.’ 

    ‘There is more to find there?’ 

    ‘Maybe, but I don’t think he found The Ark; he could have sold it to the Pope for a fortune. And I don’t think the Romans found it either, or the Babylonians, or that it sits in Ethiopia.’ 

    ‘Where do you think it is?’ 

    ‘The first ark, squashed, is under the city of David, the second ark is out in the desert, hidden.’ An image flashed up again. ‘Is there a hidden spring out in the desert hills east of us. Not one that flows, just bubbles up?’ 

    ‘There was old text about a magic spring inside a mountain. No one knows where it is, but the Essenes seemed to know. But why ask such a specific question?’               

    ‘In the text we found in Corsica is a line about a spring inside a mountain that bubbles up but goes nowhere, great wisdom hidden alongside it,’ I lied, but the image that had popped up suggested it was not a lie but real. 

    ‘Great wisdom, maybe The Ark, but mostly referred to as Great Laws, or Jewish Laws.’ 

    ‘Try and find any references to a spring like that if you can,’ I requested. ‘You can have a look at least.’ 

    Tea and coffee made, as calls were made, and two men arrived half an hour later. They looked like office workers. 

    The first man shook my hand. ‘I am responsible for our water - and any floods.’ 

    I showed him the model. ‘Try and imagine the Second Crusade, heavy rain for a few days, a cave flooded and washing The Ark fragment down to here, this end of Kidron Valley. 

    ‘It must be a cave that does not usually have water, but might in a flood.’ 

    He put a finger on the model. ‘Here, we dug down a shaft and found a wet area, because it would flood - and it did in 1984, brown water came up and flowed down the road.’ 

    ‘What’s down at the bottom of the shaft?’ I asked. 

    ‘Sandy mud.’ 

    ‘Do me a favour, and go dig it all out and sieve the sandy mud for Ark fragments.’ 

    The man stood shocked, a look at the archaeologists, who exchanged many sentences in Hebrew, and the man and his assistant rushed out. 

    I told the archaeologists, ‘I’m off to Jerusalem tomorrow, I may go have a look at the site.’ 

    ‘I will travel there today,’ a man told me, others nodding. 

    We left them to it, some treasure hunting planned for them, and I wanted to be in on the dig myself. 

      

    Back at the hotel, we had a spot of lunch in the room. 

    David Hutton called. ‘We contacted a firm of solicitors that has ten former choir boys claiming sore arses – to quote a phrase.’ 

    ‘Send them some money – the solicitors not the choir boys, have your people review the case, and then leak that we’re looking seriously at it.’ 

    ‘We’re going to send a fax to every solicitors firm in the country, asking if they have people with such claims.’ 

    ‘That will stir things up.’ 

    ‘News this morning did that, a few people angry at the priests. And a woman was on the BBC, Irish, said she was raped repeatedly and made pregnant by a priest as a teenager.’ 

    ‘Go see her, get the story, and tell her that I will personally intervene in Ireland via the Vatican church.’ 

    ‘Are you going to punch a few priests over there?’ he quipped. 

    ‘No, I’ll refine my approach - and see them sent to prison.’ 

    ‘Felixstowe is busy today, Lucas is down there with Glen, medical beds and furniture arriving, wheelchairs, strollers, way more than we need now so we’ll store them.’ 

    ‘They won’t be in storage that long. How long before the Leicester warehouse is online?’ I asked. 

    ‘A few weeks, the metal cladding shed is quick, I drove past it. They’re renovating old brick buildings to be offices, repairing the fence, creating parking areas and loading docks. 

    ‘Oh, Nottingham Council said we can have the building for a city centre soft prison at no rent to start, and to please get a fucking move on. The Chief Constable of Nottinghamshire has been to see Grafton Road, and he wants us to get a move on as well.’ 

    ‘So get a move on then.’ 

    He sighed out. ‘I knew you’d say that. Oh, Lucas and the Swedish accountants have a roll-out plan for wine bars and health gyms, a parallel approach and similar. We’re recruiting now for regional men to do the surveys.’ 

    ‘Get a shop in Leicester High Street, to sell excess strollers and wheelchairs.’ 

    ‘We did discuss that, yes. And the company structures, the wine bars and the health gyms?’ 

    ‘Two separate limited companies. Wine bars owned by my model agency in Sweden, gyms owned by the charity, money adjusted. Have the wine bars headed by the Swedish men, it’s their baby for now on. 

    ‘Leicester warehouse would be owned by the consortium, and all nursing home aspects would be the consortium, pensioner visits would be the charity always – but subsidised by the consortium.’ 

    ‘And the soft prisons?’ 

    ‘The small crap places would go to the government or the local council, the large new prisons we’d run ourselves and try and make a dollar.’ 

    He told me, ‘The site near Birmingham Airport looks good, and we can buy it cheap. It’s close to a train station and near good roads,’ he explained. ‘And the place in Watford would be subsidised some.’ 

    ‘Any word on the nursing home down in Bournemouth?’ I asked. 

    ‘The surveyors want holes dug, where piles might go, there’s a danger it could slide.’ 

    ‘Well we don’t want our large new nursing home sliding down the hill,’ I quipped. ‘What’s the downside here? Pun intended.’ 

    ‘Extra piles, deep piles, some extra cost but not much.’ 

    ‘Have it moved along, piles or more piles, we can live with the extra piles, this could be a flagship site.’ 

    ‘I’ll tell the owners and update the consortium. Oh, Belfast Council announced more apartment buildings to be built by you in Belfast Docks…’ 

    ‘Yes, more jobs, and we’ll keep building till the demand dries up.’ 

    ‘They sent us a letter … wait … here it is. There’s more land behind the nursing home we’re building there, and we can have it cheap.’ 

    ‘So look at a big Phase One, not a Phase Zero, the local Catholics don’t have the money to buy apartments.’ 

    ‘I’ll send a note to the architect.’ 

    ‘And get me an honest opinion from our Chief Constable about reduced crime rates and the effect it’s having on his officers and budgets.’ 

    ‘I’ll call him, see if he’ll be honest and give me some stats. And we have a juicy local case, a black man held for four years in prison who says he’s innocent, and I think he is.’ 

    ‘Kick up a fuss, spend some money on checking the forensics and witnesses.’ 

    ‘The officer who provided key evidence is in prison himself, for fabricating evidence against his ex-wife’s new husband – who’s black.’ 

    ‘What a cunt, eh. By all means … go over old cases, we have the money.’ 

     

      

      

    

  


   
    A family holiday, with some work thrown in… 

      

      

    Back in the minibuses with our police escort, having checked-out late and thanked the staff, we sped to the airport, and then waited an hour for the Rasmussens to arrive. They arrived with Henrik, Elsa and the kids, all warmly greeted by me as a TV camera filmed us with my permission. 

    I hugged the twins and then Ingrid, leading them off, luggage placed in the minibuses as the twins fired questions at Gloria - and then asked me if she could do some modelling for us. 

     An embarrassed Gloria explained that she would go back to Britain and start a career in politics, not modelling. 

    In great weather, we were soon on the road to Jerusalem, Bonza sure that he recognised a few hills, the twins asking about treasure, Rolf worried about what was happening at the Vatican.  

    Approaching Jerusalem, Bonza turned his face to me. ‘I’d rather be anywhere else other than back here.’ 

    I nodded, my stomach turning, bad memories resurfacing. Outside of Jerusalem, Gloria pointed, and we all recognised a hill, looks exchanged. 

    Through the new modern part of the city we wound around hills on busy roads, finally to our apartment building, police already stood outside. 

    I told the Rasmussens, whispering, ‘The place might be bugged, so be careful.’ 

    A worried Rolf glanced up at the nice new building. 

    Top floor apartments opened, four of them, we found large lounges, great views – we’d get the sunset, and there were three bedrooms in each apartment. Bill and Ted would share with Bonza, and Gloria would share with Rolf and Ingrid, Henrik and family to have their own apartment. 

    And since a policeman stood at the elevator, seemingly on guard for us, we would be safe.  

    I took a chair out to him after sending Bill and Ted to look for bugs. ‘Don’t be a polite Israeli, knock and ask for the toilet, drink and food; I’m a working-class boy.’ 

    He smiled and nodded, and was soon sat on the chair. 

    Collecting Bonza, I left the rest to the gang here and we boarded a waiting minibus – Bill and Ted bonding with the police, a view of part of the King David Hotel, and we drove the short distance down the hill to The City of David in afternoon sun, everything here a light stone colour. 

    Out from the minibuses, we stared up at the imposing walls of the Temple Mount in the distance. 

    ‘Feel it?’ I whispered toward Bonza. 

    ‘My guts are turning,’ he whispered back. ‘Never thought I would see that sight again. Never fucking wanted to!’ 

    A car tooted and then halted, the police springing into action, but it was an archaeologist that we had met in the museum. He pointed down the hill. ‘They are excavating down there, already they find another fragment. Come.’ 

    He left his car and we walked down a street, two hundred yards only and through a police barrier, a TV camera turning to us.  

    Through the muddy site we walked, and I halted. ‘Is this … someone’s house?’ 

    ‘Yes, but they don’t mind.’ 

    ‘Oh. I would mind.’ 

    Through a wrecked garden, we walked past mud and water, two dozen men here in hard hats, pumps set up, sieves, and the man who was the water and drains expert greeted me.  

    ‘We found something!’ came from a man as excited as a kid at Christmas. 

    ‘When did you start all this?’ 

    ‘Yesterday, we came straight here, not much sleep.’ 

    ‘Keen, eh,’ Bonza noted. 

    ‘What’s in the hole?’ I asked. 

    ‘A small cave that goes north, a new pipe that goes south to the main water drainage. Anything that was flushed that way has … been lost.’ And with that he lost his smile. 

    ‘How far does the cave go?’ I asked. 

    ‘It was blocked by a rock, which we smashed, and beyond it we sieved the dirt and found a fragment as big as the one you found.’ 

    ‘I hate caves,’ Bonza noted. 

    ‘It is my life,’ our guide told us. ‘Mostly concrete pipes on my knees.’ 

    ‘Afraid of rats?’ I asked. 

    ‘No, they are very clean animals and do not bite. But … my wife will not let me have one.’ 

    I cocked an eyebrow and suppressed my grin. 

    An archaeologist led us inside the house, the old lady there making us cold drinks, the fragment sat on a table with a clean white tablecloth and now being keenly studied by two men with magnifying glasses. 

    A shout ten minutes later, and a large fragment was brought in, this one having a metal ring on it. 

    The archaeologists pointed at the metal ring. ‘To hold two poles to carry The Ark.’ 

    ‘The mud on it is dry,’ I noted. 

    ‘Yes, dry for a decade we think, the last big flood being 1984.’ 

    The old lady piped up with, ‘This room had brown water in it, that’s why they come here and made a drain.’ 

    ‘All this time and you’ve been living on top of The Ark,’ I noted. 

    ‘This whole area is living history, always something new to find,’ she noted with a cheery smile. 

    Another fragment appeared fifteen minutes later, a corner piece covered in gold. 

    The excited archaeologist could hardly contain himself. ‘It is here, it is here beneath us.’ 

    ‘I’ll go chat to the TV cameras then.’ I led the man outside with Bonza, telling the man to calm down for the TV cameras and to take a breath. 

    At the lone camera, they got ready, the male interviewer soon stood near us with his handheld microphone. ‘Mister Roskov, you believe that The Ark is in this area?’ 

    ‘We found The Ark already.’ 

    ‘You … found it?’ the interviewer stumbled with. 

    ‘Yes, it’s here, all the fragments coming up now. But I think this was an abandoned ark, and that they built a new one when the wood became rotten. I don’t think we’ll find the lid and the stones, the Ten Commandments. 

    ‘The fragments we have can be put back together on a glass fish tank, so that we can see what the original looked like, and that we may be able to do soon, the bulk of the fragments seem to be below us, and we have access to the cave where they say it rested all these years. 

    ‘That cave is below us and north, up into the old city, and we may find something else of interest in the cave if the access is large enough. If there are any cave explorers out there that are small and thin, and expert at moving through caves, come down here please. 

    ‘We may also need scuba diving kit and oxygen, the tunnel may have water in it, and we know that it has water when it floods.’ I stood back as the excited archaeologist spoke in Hebrew. 

    The interviewer finally turned back to me. ‘What led you to this site?’ 

    ‘We found marks on the first fragment that suggested sand erosion, and that it has been near flowing water. We figured that the Crusaders found the fragment down in Kidron Valley, washed down in a flood. 

    ‘I figured that it was in a cave under the original temple, which I think was around here someplace, that the cave collapsed and crushed The Ark, and that water flushed out a fragment to be found by a Crusader - to be handed to Broderic. 

    ‘I don’t now think that Broderic knew where the rest of it was, but that he had the fragment to entice the Vatican to part with some money, maybe to plan a trip to come back here and find it someday and move Saladin aside – no easy task. 

    ‘I think that the second ark, with the Ten Commandments in it, is out in the desert and hidden. We’ll see what we find below us today. I’ll update you later if we find anything more to report. Thank you.’ 

    I led Bonza and the archaeologist back, and we observed as a very muddy man emerged from the hole. ‘How is it down there?’ 

    ‘Wet here, dry further in, just big enough for a man.’ 

    ‘A natural cave?’ 

    ‘Yes, I think so, created by water. Further in it gets wider, then some signs that it was made wider.’ 

    ‘How long is the cave?’ 

    ‘Perhaps … fifteen metre penetrated so far.’ 

    ‘Get a map of this area, a compass, and draw the cave onto the map please.’ He rushed off somewhere. 

    A shout, and a muddy had raised a fragment about nine inches long, the mud washed off, the fragment shown to us before it was taken into the house. 

    I called Ross Daniels after stepping to a quiet spot. ‘I just found the Ark of the Covenant in Jerusalem, so release that detail, photos to follow.’ 

    ‘Holy fuck…’ 

    ‘Correct, in both parts of that short sentence.’ 

    Next I called Rolf, an odd sound made as we connected, this call probably bounced via Sweden. ‘Listen, I’m going to be busy for a while, we found The Ark of the Covenant, just down the road from you.’ 

    ‘You found it?’ 

    ‘Pieces of it, it was crushed in a cave, they’re bringing it up now.’ 

    ‘My God.’ 

    ‘Relax, there’s food in the fridge and drinks, rest after your flights, we’ll eat out later.’               

      

    Half an hour later I could see soldiers on the street, then the Antiquities Minister I had met in Tel Aviv arrived with a second man. We shook. ‘You are full of surprises, Mister Roskov,’ the man noted, as if I was hiding something. 

    ‘Was there a thank-you in there?’ I teased. 

    ‘Yes, thank you for finding The Ark.’ 

    ‘I never found it, we had some clues, and the water engineer remembered this house, and a flood here in 1984, brown water bubbling up.  

    ‘We knew there were sand scratches on the gold, caused by flowing water, and we figured The Ark to be under the first temple. No voodoo performed.’ 

    ‘And in the Vatican, no voodoo there either.’ He waited. 

    I turned to Bonza. ‘There’s no pleasing some people.’ 

    ‘Best just leave them to it, not expect a thank you,’ Bonza suggested. 

    ‘We are grateful of course,’ the man corrected himself. 

    ‘Just behaving like Israelis,’ Bonza cut in, making me smile. 

    The minister inspected the muddy drainage hole and he spoke to the men here before returning to us. ‘And you think the second ark is in the desert, near a spring?’ 

    ‘That’s what the clues suggest, yes.’ 

    ‘You may look for it if you wish.’ 

    ‘Well that’s very kind of you, to offer me my own time and money to help you.’ 

    Bonza laughed, getting a look from the minister. 

    ‘We would assist of course.’ 

    ‘I’m here on holiday, but I’m sure that the twins would love some cave exploring.’ 

    A second man emerged from the muddy drain, a fragment in his hand, this one twelve inches long. And it was dry, soon taken inside the house. 

    When my phone went it was Ross Daniels. ‘Every news outlet in the western world is reporting the find.’ 

    ‘We don’t get paid by Reuters, do we…’ 

    ‘No, or we’d be rich. What’s happening there?’ 

    ‘The Ark is all smashed up, so they’re bringing up fragments about twelve inches long, gold on them, some writing. It can be pieced back together.’ 

    ‘All smashed up?’ 

    ‘The cave where it sat fell in, then a flood washed the parts down the cave.’ 

    ‘After all these thousands of years you’d expect some water damage, and a damn cave-in, yeah.’ 

    A muddy explorer rushed to us, the one I had sent to get a map, and he now had that map, opened onto a folding table in the garden. ‘We are here, and this is the cave. It goes towards the old convent.’ 

    ‘Can you feel a breeze down there?’ I asked. 

    ‘No, but the air is fresh not stale so there is a hole someplace.’ 

    ‘Keep pushing further in, I doubt that The Ark was buried alone.’ 

    He rushed towards the drain and climbed back in. But he was already very muddy. 

    The Antiquities Minister asked, ‘You think there is more treasure hidden?’ 

    ‘You had a lot of people trying to take this city, so I guess that your ancestors were used to hiding their best crockery from invaders.’ 

    ‘My wife keeps our best crockery in the dresser, she never takes it out.’               

      

    Twenty minutes later, two short men rushed in laden with kit, including air tanks and masks. ‘We are Army, but also cave explorers and cave divers.’ 

    ‘Good, get kitted ready and then talk to the men who’ve been searching so far. But no risks, get roped off, careful how you go, eh.’ 

    They dumped their kit and peered down into the hole, soon chatting in Hebrew with someone in the hole. As they did so a muddy man came up from the hole, and with a large fragment, this one also with a metal ring on it; it was shown to us before it was rushed inside the house.  

    The new men got ready, kit on, and they looked to be a hell of a lot more professional than the first two muddy men when it came to retrieving muddy artefacts. They clambered down and out of sight. 

    The Antiquities Minister took a call, and he had taken a few already. Facing me after the call, he began, ‘That was the Prime Minister, asking after progress. He will meet with you tomorrow, here.’ 

    ‘I was planning to view a few old ruins, but since he’s making a special effort I can fit him in.’ 

    The minister shot me a look. ‘You take these things lightly.’ 

    ‘I’m an atheist, so forgive me for not being so excited about your religious find.’ 

    Bonza let out a sentence, but it did not sound like French. I asked the minister what Bonza had said.  

    ‘It is old Hebrew. A true believer, and one that believes in the truth.’ 

    I glanced at Bonza. ‘And what does that translate to?’ I asked the minister. 

    ‘That there is a difference between someone that blindly believes in a religion and one that wants the truth.’ 

    I faced Bonza. ‘Well said.’ 

    ‘Not sure where I heard that last,’ Bonza replied. 

    ‘Fortune cookie in a Chinese restaurant?’ I asked. 

    ‘Could have been, yeah.’ 

      

    Twenty minutes later, and the two experts were back up at the surface, and now muddy themselves. But they now displayed huge smiles. ‘We don’t search for fragments, we just crawl as far as we can, and we find a section blocked by dirt so we move the dirt, and there is a large room, full of carvings and reliefs.’               

    ‘Water damaged?’ I asked. 

    ‘Up to half the height of a man maybe, but it is three metres high.’ 

    The Antiquities Minister was called, he had been in the street, and the report was given, shocking the minister. The experts had taken in a digital camera, so we stepped inside the house and viewed the images. 

    The cave exploring soldier began, ‘There is a prayer arch in the old style, a relief about a battle, a solid stone ark with engravings, a large statue of Solomon with gold on it, a throne chair with gold, mud around the lower levels. 

    ‘And we find many fragments of The Ark, enough to put it back together we think.’ 

    ‘Is there a door?’ I asked. 

    ‘Sealed with a massive rock, but we saw light, so there is a hole. And these items cannot be taken out through the cave.’ 

    ‘Take smoke canisters maybe, after you figure the position on the map, and we can look for the smoke up here.’ 

    They called out distances and annotated the map, and they were sure that the large chamber was directly under the north end of the old convent building north of us. 

    The Antiquities Minister faced me. ‘Some believe that the convent was built on the site of the first temple.’ 

    ‘Any issues with digging a hole next to it?’ 

    He shrugged. ‘We do it anyway, we know what is down there.’ 

    I asked the expert to release the photos, checking with the minister first, who then called the Prime Minister as I said that I was off for some food, and “good luck with the dig”. 

     

      

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Israeli restaurant service 

      

      

    Back at the apartments, they all wanted to know what had been found so I described it, and from the south window of one of our rental apartments we could see the police cars and the roped-off area. 

    There was a city guide in the apartment, a list of good local restaurants, so I called one that was just around the corner. ‘Do you speak English?’ 

    ‘Yes.’ 

    ‘Do you have a table for thirteen people, around 7pm?’ 

    ‘It is a Monday, so yes,’ came curtly back, making me smile. 

    ‘Then book me in.’ 

    ‘Name?’ 

    ‘Roskov.’ 

    ‘How you spelling that?’ 

    I smiled widely, and spelt it. ‘7pm, party of thirteen, Roskov.’ Call ended, we sat and turned on the TV news, and they were showing nothing other than the dig site. 

    Rolf told me, ‘I have calls from many people, and this news has gone around the world.’ 

    ‘Might get a discount on our meal,’ Bonza quipped. 

    ‘Don’t bet on it,’ I told him. ‘The guy taking my booking had never heard of me.’ I faced Rolf. ‘There’s a room full of priceless treasure that they just found. But they’ll have to dig it out somehow, the access cave is too small.’ 

     

    After a rest, a cup of tea and shower, we gave the restaurant address to the police and they just shrugged and said that we would walk there.  

    It was a short walk, a road of nice apartment blocks and houses, and all of them had been built with original stone, each building separated by nice bushes and trees. 

    At the restaurant, a waitress stopped dead and stared at me, then rushed off. The manager appeared to find more police officers than guests, and that it was me. 

    ‘Mister Roskov, welcome, I … have just seen you on the news.’ 

    ‘I did make a booking.’ 

    Frowning, he checked the book, and there it was, an unhappy manager soon berating his staff since they had not informed him.  

    He led us to a large long table that seemed to be six tables pushed together, and we sat, but I immediately jumped up and told the police to grab a table near the door and that the tab was on me. 

    ‘Sit, eat,’ I told them, and then I told the staff to take care of the police, take-away for the police outside. 

    Sat back down, I had a look at the menu as wine was ordered, but not Israeli wine, definitely not Israeli wine. Bonza, Bill and Ted ordered cold beers. 

    ‘How was your flight?’ I asked Rolf, sat now on my left, Henrik opposite me. 

    ‘A quick change in Amsterdam and then a four hour flight, not so bad.’ 

    I chatted to Henrik about his parents in Denmark, his work and the two daughters, food soon delivered, beef and chicken seen. And the twins tucked in, never picking at their food like skinny models. 

    The restaurant owner mentioned taking photos, Bonza rudely mentioned a discount – making me smile, so I posed with the staff, the photo to end up on the wall. 

    ‘Tell people that I eat here all the time,’ I told the manager. 

    ‘Really? Thanks, I do that.’ 

     

    Two hours after arriving, and we had no plans to go anywhere, much of their expensive French wine bought and sampled, then drunk, the Antiquities Minister turning up. 

    He waited by the door and signalled me with a look, so he was a polite Israeli after all. 

    I walked over to him. ‘Some news?’ 

    ‘A second and third chamber were found, treasures from our early history, beyond priceless, an early copy of the Ten Commandments on a stone tablet. 

    ‘And there is writing on a wall that seems to be a hint as to where The Second Ark is, and it is east of us in the desert – as you suggested.’ 

    ‘So a good result for you, a few new exhibits for the museum.’ 

    ‘The museum will need to be greatly extended, a new wing perhaps. Experts are flying in from around the world to look at the artefacts.’ 

    ‘And The Ark fragments?’ I asked. 

    ‘We have seventy percent already, so we will recreate it and fill in the gaps. But as you suggested … no lid and no commandments.’ 

    An image flashed up. ‘Is there anywhere in the desert that has poisonous water?’ 

    ‘The Dead Sea is poisonous…’ 

    ‘I mean … a spring that bubbles up past certain rocks and gives off a vapour that would kill a man?’               

    ‘Ah, to stop thieves. But how would they have recovered it or placed it there?’ 

    ‘Cloth over faces maybe,’ I suggested. ‘Or they would open the cave and let the air out first for a few days, the wind to blow.’ 

    ‘It would keep enemies away if they thought it was poisonous. There is a place, I recall it.’ 

    ‘So in the morning you could send soldiers - with respirators just in case, and have a look. And tell them that a trick cave always seems empty, and to look for the real cave within it.’ 

    ‘You had clues from Broderic?’ he asked. 

    ‘No, but in Corsica we found empty caves that were a trick, the treasure in a side cave. Best trick would be to put some gold and silver in the first cave.’ 

    He nodded. ‘Robbers would take it and run, and avoid the chemical smell. I will dispatch a team, and brief the leader.’ 

    ‘Brief him to be careful, no dead soldiers, eh,’ I urged. 

    ‘We now dig down next to the old convent, we know exactly where the chambers are, they will work all night.’ 

    ‘That poor old lady. I could put her up in a hotel.’ 

    ‘She will not move, and is busy cooking for the men.’               

    ‘Perhaps some money for her…’ 

    ‘I will make sure she is compensated, yes, don’t worry. How was the food here?’ 

    ‘None of the waiters were rude, so we’re yet to sample real Israeli cuisine.’ 

    He smiled. ‘Tel Aviv is the worst. But Paris is also bad I hear.’ 

    Back at the table, I explained the finds, and that the poor old crews would work all night. 

     

      

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Elbek 

      

      

    Back at the apartments after a short walk, we all grouped in my apartment, a huge lounge for us, cups of tea made, talk of the old Israeli practices and history, the two daughters attending Temple Studies and very bright. 

    The twins were a bit drunk at bedtime, so I put them to bed without so much as a shower, but I did shower myself. Sat in the huge lounge alone, a cup of tea sipped, and I heard the familiar footsteps. 

    Lazahroz appeared, walked to the window and peered out at the view, then helped himself to a cup of tea. But as I observed he added milk and sugar and sipped it as if it was something he had done a million times before. He sipped it like a human. 

    I turned my head back to the view, the twinkling lights. ‘So what do I call you, Mister Imposter?’ 

    He stopped dead and stared at me. ‘Hmmm.’ A moment later his appearance was that of an old Jew with a long beard that was part white and part grey. ‘How did you know?’ 

    ‘Lazahroz hates human form, you’re comfortable with it. So what do I call you?’ 

    ‘Original name was Elbek.’ 

    ‘Shall I call you Becky?’ 

    ‘No.’ It was an adamant no. 

    I smiled. ‘Elle?’ 

    ‘Better.’ He sat and sipped his drink. ‘And yes, I spend a great deal of my time in human form; I have a job here, a wife and children.’ 

    ‘And you favour the Jews?’ 

    ‘They were, and are, centre stage – as you say. We used to be heavily involved, then came the diaspora, and then came the return. You know, I received a medal in the ‘67 war.’ 

    ‘And Lazahroz?’ I nudged. 

    ‘No medal, no.’ 

    I shot him a look, and waited. 

    ‘Has not bothered to pop in a see me in many decades.’ 

    ‘Was I supposed … to find The Ark?’ 

    ‘You were supposed to be tempted by it, which was never going to happen. But why did you hand over the fragment and then come looking for The Ark?’ 

    ‘As Lazahroz would say … gather your troops.’ 

    ‘Ah. He taught you that.’ 

    ‘He hinted at it, a good team, people to help me, pieces on a chess board and not to think of the good of the individual or to throw my life away so quickly.’ 

    ‘After today the Israelis will help you, yes, a good move. You have been acquiring quite a small army…’ 

    ‘I sense a war coming.’ 

    He puzzled that statement. ‘I … have no knowledge of a specific conflict that would involve them, just … individuals and businesses that would like to see you killed.’ 

    ‘My ability to find reincarnated people has accelerated.’ 

    ‘I noticed, yes, but I still don’t see a future conflict that may utilise them all.’ 

    ‘Something hidden to you, perhaps.’ 

    ‘That does happen, yes,’ he sighed out. It sounded like a complaint. 

    ‘You seem quite polite … for an angel.’ 

    He smiled. ‘I think of myself are far more humane and human than Lazahroz, far more. I move amongst your people, he doesn’t. I embrace you, he observes from above.’ 

    ‘When I died in the First World War, did Lazahroz get annoyed?’ 

    ‘An insightful question. And yes, he acted, annoyed with … with what should have been, a change of plans. He was determined to give you a fair chance, and you did get that chance, you showed what you wanted to do and then you were handed the inheritances.’ 

    I nodded at that. ‘And do you think the Israelis are on the right track?’ 

    ‘They could hardly be on a bad track, given that they’ve been on a very bad track these past three thousand years. Now they have a kind of peace.’ 

    ‘The Palestinian issue aside,’ I noted. 

    ‘That will always be an issue, and it’s damned foolish of anyone to think that conqueror and the conquered can live in the same land in peace!’ 

    I nodded at that. ‘I’d agree, because an ex-wife still in the house and sharing the bathroom will never make for a quiet house.’ 

    He smiled. ‘Hell no.’ 

    ‘So why try and trick me?’ 

    ‘I wanted to ask some questions … of your plans, and get honest answers.’ 

    ‘You’ll always get honest and blunt answers from me.’ 

    ‘And your plans are…’ 

    ‘Are to build nursing homes, fix political issues in Britain, and then … to fix small problems as they cross my path, till I’m shot dead. Can you not read my mind?’ 

    ‘No, and I don’t think Lazahroz can either, you are hidden to us.’ 

    ‘Oh.’ 

    ‘It makes it a fair game, since we have to communicate with you not influence you.’ 

    ‘Laz sends me images.’ 

    ‘That would be allowed, yes, but not to push you to change direction. Your choices must be your own, to then be judged on them.’ 

    I nodded at that and took in the view. 

    ‘Shit…’ he gasped and jumped up, rushing to the window and spilling his drink. 

    I also jumped up. ‘What is it?’ I worried. 

    ‘Rockets from Gaza, aimed here.’ 

    ‘This building?’ I loudly asked. 

    ‘No, the dig site.’ 

    The quick flashes registered, maybe five, then the booms, a siren now wailing out somewhere. 

    ‘They’re landing less than a mile away, they could have hit this fucking building!’ I cursed. 

    ‘Welcome to Israel!’ he quipped. 

    Angered, I closed my eyes as I placed a hand on the glass, and I imagined the lay of the land, the Temple Mount, the distant coast, and then there it was in blue outline. 

    I imagined distant Gaza, a square on the coast, and there it was, farms and buildings. Five more rockets lifted off. ‘No!’ I shouted. Concentrating, I imagined the rockets, and their trajectory. 

    ‘What are you doing?’ came from a worried angel. 

    I isolated a rocket as they arced over quickly, and I could see where they would land – down in Kidron Valley. I adjusted the course of that one isolated rocket. 

    ‘What are you doing?’ came in a loud hiss, but I ignored Elle, just a few seconds before the small rocket hit the Temple Mount, the other four rockets hitting below the dig site. 

    I finally opened my eyes and faced him. 

    ‘What the hell have you done?’ he gasped. ‘You caused that rocket to hit Temple Mount!’ 

    ‘And the result will be … all Muslims condemning the Gaza faction for firing rockets so close to the Dome of the Rock.’ 

    He studied me for a few seconds, and then nodded. ‘They will. Even the West Bank Palestinians will be mad at them, everyone will be mad at them, including their own people.’ 

    ‘And the accuracy of these small rockets?’ I posed. 

    ‘Often quite good, but one could go off course, yes, it was foolish to try and hit Jerusalem; the salvos landed a mile from the Temple.’ He closed his eyes for a moment. ‘The rocket landed away from the Golden Dome, but it has some small damage, no one hurt. The news will not be pretty.’ 

    A knock came at the door, Elle bowed his head and disappeared, and I opened the door to two police officers. 

    ‘We should evacuate you -’ 

    ‘No, we stay put.’ 

    ‘I heard you shouting at someone,’ an officer noted, checking the room. 

    ‘I was on the phone to my mum. Anyone hurt below us?’ 

    ‘No, but the crews digging got a shock and had to duck.’ 

    ‘I saw a flash, up on the Temple Mount.’ 

    Eyes widened. ‘It was hit?’  

    ‘Check for me if you can.’ 

    They headed off as Rolf came out of his room, then Henrik, both in robes. 

    I told them, ‘Palestinians fired a few small rockets, at the dig site, no one hurt.’ 

    ‘My god,’ Rolf let out. 

    ‘One rocket hit the Golden Dome.’ 

    Henrik gasped loudly. ‘They hit the holiest of Muslim sites!’ 

    ‘They did, so they’ll come in for some criticism in the morning. Go back to bed, please, we’re not evacuating, it’s over for tonight.’ 

    They went back to bed, and I made myself a cup of tea, flashing blue lights seen out the window. 

     

    The footsteps preceded Lazahroz walking in from a bedroom, a glance out the window. ‘I could sense your fear and anger.’ 

    ‘I diverted a missile…’ 

    ‘A very clever move, a game changer, because after tonight they’d not dare aim at Jerusalem again, which was a very stupid move in the first place.’ 

    ‘Elbek was here, said to say hi.’ 

    ‘Oh he did, did he?’ 

    ‘He wanted a friendly chat and to … get my opinion as to what my opinion is … regarding the future.’ 

    ‘This is his land, he’s been here a long time, and in human form for much of it. He has an affinity for this place.’ 

    ‘He seemed polite, for an angel, claimed to be more human than you.’ 

    ‘Since we’re not human … it’s an odd thing to say. But yes, he’s had the practice.’ 

    ‘He likes milk and sugar, should he turn up at the house.’ 

    Lazahroz grunted, as if making his fellow angel a cup of tea was out of the question. 

    I asked, ‘Will they fire more rockets?’ 

    ‘No, it’s usually just the one salvo, and then they move position before they get bombed.’ 

    ‘And the Israeli response?’ 

    ‘As we speak the jets are making ready to bomb, and by morning a few hundred will be dead, women and children in the mix.’ 

    Angered and disappointed, I turned away from him and stared out the window, a fire seen burning below, a house on fire. 

    Lazahroz added, ‘It’s what this region is, an eye-for-an-eye culture.’ 

    ‘My find caused this.’ 

    ‘Yes, you gave the Israelis a great gift, and the infantile men in Gaza were jealous of that gift.’ 

    ‘I don’t want to take sides here…’ 

    ‘It’s hard not to take sides; mankind is made up of hundreds of different sides. You are born into a side, and you grow up with the attitude of that side, an affinity for its people.’ 

    I nodded at that and stared out of the window. ‘But I can do what I can to ease the situation, which is why I diverted the missile.’ I faced him. ‘I never knew I had such abilities…’ 

    ‘You have a loan of some of my abilities, so be careful how you use them.’ 

    ‘You would have stopped me?’ 

    ‘Not this time, and I could see what you had planned. There were three seconds in which I could have altered things but didn’t. And now the men in Gaza will pay a price, and there will be far fewer rockets fired, so … well played.’ 

    ‘Will it save lives in the future?’ 

    He nodded.  

    ‘So we have that at least, a silver lining to a dark old problem, and I hated being back here at first.’ 

    ‘Your first trip here … you were hacked to pieces and left to rot – by Broderic’s men.’ 

    ‘I only recall some of it.’ 

    ‘Be thankful that you don’t recall more,’ he cautioned. 

    ‘And my strategy with the Vatican?’ I posed. 

    ‘Your strength grows, theirs diminishes day-by-day, and your top-down approach is the best one, to influence the most people.’ 

    ‘Thanks for the visit, and don’t be a stranger, eh, pop in for coffee now and then.’ 

    He bowed his head with a grin and vanished, so I sat back down, sirens heard, police cars shooting past and wailing. After half an hour I eased in next to the twins and gave Rita a hug, thinking. And worrying. But fondling the boobs was reassuring. 

      

      

    

  


   
    The Golden Dome 

      

      

    In the morning, the global news was roundly condemning the rocket attack, everyone from President Clinton to the Pope to the King of Saudi loudly condemning the Palestinians for targeting Jerusalem. 

    With the gang in the lounge, now a large gang, we watched the news and we peered out of the window, no fires seen burning below us. 

    The TV news showed the damage to the Golden Dome, a small hole made, a cracked concrete slab filmed where the rocket had landed, the Palestinian authorities in Jerusalem more than just a bit annoyed. 

    But then they showed the bomb crater damage to Gaza, more than five hundred men, women and children killed or wounded, and my stomach turned. Israel would have retaliated anyway, my adjustment of the rocket’s aim had no political effect, but I was still sickened to be caught up in this. 

     

    Setting off an hour later with Bonza and Gloria, Bill and Ted, the family to stay safely in the apartments, we drove the short distance down the hill and through a few police roadblocks, pulling up near a TV crew. 

    That crew filmed me as a man pointed out the damage and the craters, and that man led us to the old convent, where a noisy crane now held a noisy drill, a large hole already created, dug overnight. A dozen men in hard hats stood around or moved dirt. 

    Coffee in plastic mugs handed to us, and the Antiquities Minister appeared with the same aide.  

    ‘Get any sleep?’ I asked him. 

    ‘Not much. You?’ 

    ‘Not much, I saw the explosions and felt the blasts, then they wanted to evacuate us but I said no. How’s the dig?’ 

    ‘They will soon move a rock, and that gives us a way in. We pieced together The Ark, and we have most of it now, the words on it translated and different to what we expected, a few books to be rewritten. 

    ‘And below us is a carved chronology, our books are a few years out in places, and one king is way out so we have to adjust his time as ruler. There were some in the family tree that were a surprise, but we now have a definitive copy of the family tree of Solomon and David.’ 

    ‘Good to be accurate,’ I noted. ‘Like the Bible.’ 

    ‘In the stone tablets, James does not describe Jesus as being the messiah…’ He waited. 

    ‘No, just a man, turned into the son of God later on.’ 

    ‘As we have always believed.’ 

    Half an hour later and we had a muddy hole, which soon became a large access hole, and men ventured inside with rubber and foam. 

    ‘Rubber?’ I asked. 

    ‘To wrap around the objects as we remove them.’ 

    The stone ark was soon coming out, eight men moving it, rubber seen around it, and the Antiquities Minister read the inscription when The Ark copy was placed down, the rubber removed. 

    He finally faced me. ‘It details the story of Moses and the Ten Commandments.’ 

    ‘Always good to have things carved in stone,’ I quipped. ‘Removes the doubt. But is that a life-size copy?’ 

    ‘Yes, The Ark was not very big.’ 

    Next to emerge were two columns, and they seemed quite plane. 

    The minister explained, ‘From the original Temple of Solomon.’ 

    Next came a bunch of copper water carriers, followed by silver water carriers. 

    ‘They are all engraved and give a story of their use,’ was duly explained to me. 

    Bonza pointed at one. ‘I’ve seen one like that before.’ 

    ‘Some survived and are in museums,’ the minister noted. 

    Next item was an engraving of a battle, the stone carving now in a wooden support and about three feet wide. 

    After a quick study, the minister informed me, ‘A battle from 500BC.’ 

    Next item was a throne chair, very carefully handled by nervous men, the chair covered in gold and being held now in a lightweight metal support. 

    ‘Priceless,’ the minister informed us. ‘King David’s throne chair.’ 

    When the gold coins started to appear the Antiquities Minister was pleased yet puzzled. He told me, ‘These date to the era of the death of Herod, which means that they were hidden around that time, and that the hiding place was known to some and used – under the noses of the Romans here!’ 

    ‘And when those people were killed or exiled?’ I posed. 

    ‘Then the hiding place remained closed, and buried for all this time. That must have occurred when the temple was destroyed, the final temple.’ 

    I noted, ‘When the city was attacked, those who maintained the hiding place buried the entrance and then fled.’ 

    He nodded. ‘Never to return.’ 

    ‘How did the temple elders get Roman coins?’ I asked. 

    ‘Herod may have been paid off for his services. The coins were not taken by force, and it was the Jews paying the Romans tax, not the other way around.’ 

    A dirty dusty man with a wide smile appeared from the hole, and he shouted up towards us. The Minister informed us, ‘Talents, bars of gold but with our old stamps on them.’ 

    I suggested, ‘The clay tablet, the death warrant of Jesus, that was not found here, this place was not disturbed during the Crusades.’ 

    ‘No, no signs that it was disturbed.’ 

    ‘Broderic was looking up in the Temple Mount walls,’ Bonza put in. ‘And digging under them, he missed this place.’ 

    ‘Everyone missed this place,’ I noted. ‘They were all focused on the Temple Mount.’ 

    A shit load of gold bars appeared, all boxed up and carried off, followed by small coins, Shekels. The remaining items were large, and would be hard to move, making me wonder how they got in there in the first place. 

    Leaving the men to work, we walked back to the police escort for the short drive back up to the apartments. When there, I collected the families and we drove around to the Mount of Olives, with our cameras. 

    Down from the minibuses in a cool breeze, we found the tourist viewpoints facing the old city and the Temple Mount, a large and descending terraced graveyard of stone coffins beneath us. 

    Across the valley we could see the old walled Temple Mount, the old city and the new city buildings, tall modern buildings in the far west. 

    ‘This is what I saw before I died,’ Bonza whispered to me. ‘They dragged me up here, a mock crucifixion. I got loose and killed five of them, then got a sword to the knee, then to the stomach.  

    ‘This was the last thing I saw, but there was no golden dome, there was a church stood there.’ 

    ‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘The golden dome came later.’ 

    The twins took many snaps of the iconic image, and I pointed out a few features whilst giving them a history lesson, and from up here we could see where the rocket had hit the grounds of the Temple Mount. 

    The two daughters were then tested by Henrik, and they gave us an on-the-scene history lesson as well, the adults congratulating them afterwards. 

     

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Lessons in diplomacy 

      

      

    Back at the apartments, and a TV crew was waiting for me, so I invited them in - we could shoot in a quiet apartment lounge, with a backdrop of the city. 

    Teeth cleaned, suit adjusted, everyone told to be quiet and to sit quietly next door, and I got ready with a male interviewer, the man in his late thirties. And this would be taped, not live. 

    ‘Mister Roskov, thanks for your time today, and we understand that you did not get much sleep last night…’ 

    ‘We sampled a local restaurant last night, which was great, and then came back here, most of my group off to bed after drinking wine, and I was sat here with a cup of tea when the rockets landed not far below us. 

    ‘I quite foolishly stood at the glass window and peered down as the second salvo of rockets landed, and I saw the flashes, down at The Ark dig site. 

    ‘The police wanted to evacuate us, or take us to a lower floor, but I wanted to stay put. I was led to believe that such rocket attacks are usually just a few rockets fired before the rocket crews change position.’ 

    ‘That is correct, yes.’ 

    ‘It was a sickening thing to do, and this was a religious attack pure and simple - they targeted the site of The Ark, a deliberate attempt to damage someone else’s religious artefacts, something that few people around the world would ever lower themselves to do. 

    ‘And the rocket that landed on the Dome of the Rock, that was karma for the stupid rocket crews.’ 

    ‘There is a small hole and a cracked paving slab, no one hurt thankfully,’ he informed me. 

    ‘Tell the Palestinian authorities that I will pay for the restoration of the dome; someone’s place of worship should never be the target of terrorists or so-called freedom fighters.’ 

    ‘What can you tell us about how you found the treasures…’ 

    ‘I never found them, that’s a misleading statement. When I got involved in land and hotels in Corsica we found caves, and we found artefacts and then treasure, and I took a keen interest in studying archaeology because I was literally involved, literally hands-on involved. 

    ‘I had studied history in school and wanted to study history and politics in university, which has been side-lined now. And when the Vatican experts got involved in digging for treasure on my land in Corsica I accompanied them and … they taught me how to date objects, how to see if something is fake, all very interesting to me. 

    ‘And in Corsica we found empty caves that were tricks, they were not empty. In the first cave, now a hotel in Mandoch Valley, there were odd small square holes in a wall of the cave. 

    ‘Later we dug up an old wooden ladder, we put it back together, and we soon realised that it fitted into the wall so that someone could climb up. 

    ‘We sent professional climbers up, and they found a hidden cave above us, thirty feet up. 

    ‘In the cave where we found the Knights Templars we noted the same square holes, so we sent climbers up the walls and they found another hidden cave, this one with stone tablets in. So we knew what to look for after that. 

    ‘We also found a cave that was a trick, a trick by the Followers of Mary. The cave had been sealed and hidden, which would have led someone to think that there was treasure inside it. 

    ‘But when we opened it and crawled inside … it was empty, a trick, because the real cave was off to the side and hidden. In that side cave we found more stone tablets, and we learnt just how people in the Crusader period liked to hide things. 

    ‘One artefact we found … the Vatican experts said that it had sand scoring on it, and they then explained to me that a gold object in a river bed gets scraped and damaged, by sand and small rocks. 

    ‘That leads to the archaeologists having a clue as to where it sat over the centuries, and where it came from. Such an object could have travelled miles downstream. The experts can tell if an artefact had been stored in a warm dry room, a cold damp room, or in water. 

    ‘When we found The Ark fragment in Corsica it had similar sand scrape marks on it, so we figured that it had originally been in a cave, but had been flushed out and then found. 

    ‘The wood was old, and rotten, and I suggested at the time that maybe they built a second ark, the wood of the first one rotten after a thousand years. 

    ‘If The Ark had not been water damaged it would have fallen to pieces by now, especially with a heavy lid on it. If you leave your house untouched for a thousand years … don’t expect it to be as you left it; the wood will be rotten, walls will crumble. 

    ‘If I was Herod, or a temple elder, and saw that the wood was rotten in my most valued object … then I would want to rebuild it. That made sense to us. 

    ‘We figured that the cave had collapsed, dirt not rock damaging The Ark, and that in a flood it was washed out, to be found by a Crusader in Kidron Valley.  

    ‘So when I spoke to your team of experts in the Tel Aviv Museum I mentioned all of these aspects, and then a water engineer turned up - at my request. 

    ‘He mentioned a flood in 1984, brown water bubbling up into a house in the City of David, and he knew exactly where it was and he rushed there, to work all night. 

    ‘He found a second fragment in the mud, so thank him not me. He then smashed a stone blocking a small cave, and inside they found more fragments in the mud, so the smashed-up ark had been flushed down the cave. 

    ‘An Army cave explorer and his mate then went into the small cave, and they ignored ark fragments and tried to reach the end of the cave, where they found a large room full of ancient artefacts, and then a second and third chamber, also full of ancient artefacts. 

    ‘They found a huge golden statue of Solomon, a throne chair – also gold, gold bars and coins, silver coins, and stone carvings, as well as a stone replica of The Ark. 

    ‘What your experts tell me is that they have enough fragments to put The Ark back together, but the lid is missing and so are the contents of The Ark, the stone tablets. 

    ‘I had suggested … that your temple elders had built a second ark, and now your people will look for it out in the desert. The Dead Sea Scrolls mention where it is, and the Essenes seem to have known where it is.’ 

    ‘Will you look for it?’ 

    ‘Your people are looking for it, so I don’t know what I could do to help. And maybe it’s supposed to stay hidden for now, till the time is right.’ 

    ‘You work closely with the Vatican, so what effect do you think the stone tablets will have on Christianity?’ 

    ‘All sides see what they want to see, us humans always showing a prejudice. The Christian world sees proof that Jesus actually existed and that the basic Bible structures are correct. 

    ‘But what the stone tablets also show is that the Bible was edited and that some of the words of Jesus were altered or omitted, so people need to be less focused on the actual words of the Bible and more on the general message. 

    ‘We now have a pure version of what Jesus said, carved in stone less than a year after his death, and that would be a better place for Christians to base their beliefs than the Bible. And there may be more stone tablets to be found, more of the real text revealed. 

    ‘But my personal understanding of Christianity … is that people should not sing loud in church and pretend to be clean and pure, but to go out and help others – to get their hands dirty. 

    ‘Christianity, as in the words of Jesus in the stone tablets, is about communities working together to help each other; peaceful democracy. Jesus did not tell people to sit at home and pray alone, or to go to temple and sing loudly. 

    ‘He was focused on our social cohesion, as villages and towns, at the individual level more than the state level, and he was interested in people getting along and living and working together. 

    ‘At the time that he lived you had a strict religious hierarchy and a feudal land system, and peasants stayed peasants with no rights and no education – and no health care. So it was easy to want a different system, a more liberal and fair humanitarian system. 

    ‘And he saw what was in front of him … and wanted to fix what was in front of him, village life and Jewish society at the time, the Jewish elders criticised.’ 

    ‘Do you think he was married to Mary?’ 

    ‘My understanding is that no one back then could be an official rabbi and preacher unless they had come from a good family, a rich family, and that they then studied for many years in the temple. 

    ‘They also had to be married and have produced a healthy male son. So if Jesus was a traditional Jewish rabbi, he would have been married with a family. 

    ‘He observed all the Jewish traditions, he never ignored Jewish laws and religious observance, which leans towards us considering that he was a traditional rabbi but with new revolutionary ideas. 

    ‘If he was an outsider, a common man, then he would not have gotten very far and would have been in trouble with the temple elders sooner. My understanding is that rabbis travelled to remote areas to preach, and that local people would feed and house him. 

    ‘But that rabbi had to be officially sanctioned first -’ 

    ‘Yes, controlled by the temple elders after much study and exams,’ my interviewer cut in. ‘If Jesus was not sanctioned then he would have asked for or begged for food and shelter, and the Bible says that people like Mary Magdalene supported him financially.’ 

    I nodded. ‘That financial support suggests that Jesus was not officially sanctioned, or that he was out of favour later on, to need the money and the support. And if Mary funded Jesus then she was not a prostitute. 

    ‘The Bible seems to suggest that Jesus just appeared aged thirty, preaching as he went, in need of money and support, but that he also observed traditional religious practices – an odd contradiction. He was a good Jew, and a rebel, at the same time. 

    ‘It’s possible that he started out as a rabbi, but lost faith in the system and went his own way. But the Bible is light on the detail of where he slept and ate, and who sponsored him. Maybe the crowds in each town handed him a few coins and then listened to what he had to say.’ 

    ‘But do you personally think he was married?’ 

    ‘It’s not my concern, I just got caught up the publicity, I’m no expert on Christianity or Judaism or Islam.’ 

    ‘Our government said that you were extremely knowledgeable about our history and artefacts, more than most of our experts…’ 

    I smiled. ‘A slight exaggeration, I had a few good ideas based on what I had learnt in Corsica. Your water engineer had the best clue.’ 

    ‘And when the plane crashed, was the “Hand of God” at work?’ 

    ‘What happened … is very hard to explain through science, so mystery takes over, but not for me. If God appeared to me and said that he had saved me, I’d say thank you, yes, then tell him to get out of my way as I build nursing homes and fix things. 

    ‘If God told me to go sit in a monastery and study I’d say no, and do what I’m doing now to help pensioners in Britain and France, single-minded in what I want to achieve – with or without some divine intervention.’ 

    ‘You’re on a mission to change the way that nursing homes operate in Europe?’ 

    ‘Yes, very much so, my one central aim, the main thread of my life, and as a teenager in Britain I saw how alone and afraid our pensioners were. That had an effect on me, so as soon as I had some money I started to pay for local people to visit old ladies at home and to check-up on them. 

    ‘If I had not found the backing and the investors I would still be in my home town, helping as many pensioners as I could.’ 

    ‘And you now have vast resources…’ 

    ‘I do, I have several governments behind me, as well as the big drug companies, and a great many investors. Our first nursing home is now open, in Corsica, and is filling up quickly. 

    ‘We started with people who had been born on the island and then moved away to work in mainland France, so that they would feel settled and happy in the nursing home, and I met them recently – all very happy to be back on the island and in a great facility.’ 

    ‘It’s more like a five star hotel…’ 

    ‘Yes, but it was cheap to build from concrete, and there’s no point in building a nursing home just to be like all the others, it has to be different and it has to be better. 

    ‘Our residents have the sunshine, the beach, swimming pools, gardens to walk in, a gym, and therapists on hand. They arrive in Phase One when they’re still capable of making a decision about their lives, they buy an apartment with a sea view, settle in and live a good life. 

    ‘When they get to the point where they need many hours a day of care they simply move their belongings up one floor, to the apartments behind, Phase Two. 

    ‘If and when they have dementia, and can no longer enjoy a quality of life, they go to Phase Three, but still with a sea view.  

    ‘And the aim was to ease people into the idea of being in a nursing home by getting used to it and getting used to the staff and being happy there – building happy memories there. 

    ‘Traditionally, someone is treated at home till they’re too far gone, then they go straight to a nursing home, where they sit in a chair or bed all day with no stimulation. 

    ‘That stimulation is needed, and deserved, so we provide people to talk to the residents and we provide many organised activities. And one of the key aims is to put people’s minds at rest about moving to a nursing home. 

    ‘In Britain and France, people cry when they get the news that they’re going to a nursing home. I’ve seen a few of those nursing homes, and I would not put a dog in those places.’ 

    ‘Paris nursing homes have a bad reputation,’ he noted. 

    ‘They do, people shoved into homes against their will, and those people sit staring at the wall all day in places smelling of urine. I aim to change that, and I’ll house tens of thousands of residents in Paris, in newly designed nursing homes.’ 

    ‘And will you look at one here eventually?’ 

    ‘Your clever people can visit our nursing homes and have a look how we do it, we’ll even give you the cost breakdowns. Your clever people can then do it for themselves.’ 

    ‘And how many residents will you eventually house?’ 

    ‘We have the money committed to house up to two hundred thousand residents in Britain and France, and when they’re housed by us the governments of Britain and France will suddenly find a huge cost saving. I’m also creating an AIDS hospice, and that will save the government money as well.’ 

    ‘Why are you doing that … and not your government?’ 

    ‘The Thatcher Government cut back on hospices, centres for alcoholics and the homeless, drug programmes and mental health places. The result was a great many alcoholics and drug addicts sleeping in shop doorways.’ 

    ‘I visit Britain often, and your city streets are terrible places now, people sleeping on the floor.’ 

    ‘They are terrible places, but not in my home town. When I started to make enough money I built a soft prison, a hostel, a hotel for drug addicts, a café opened for drug addicts and poor people, a women’s refuge, and I changed my home town by simply doing what should have been done all along. 

    ‘I got the homeless off the streets, none left in Leicester, and I had the drunken men fighting on a Saturday night taken to a special place for medical treatment – no more injured doctors and nurses, and I provided beds in a hostel and menial paid work for the homeless. 

    ‘Crime fell by sixty percent, and the government then took  notice and did the sums, and the British Government now realises that my methods cost money to put in place, yes, but then they save much more money afterwards. 

    ‘For me to look after a woman being threatened costs ten thousand dollars a year, her murder trial costs the British taxpayers a million pounds, then the cost of keeping that man in prison. So it’s cheaper to prevent that woman being killed. 

    ‘And we proved that minor crime repeat offenders cost our society a fortune, and that spending twenty thousand a year to keep them in prison is much less. 

    ‘Unfortunately, I had to use my own money and charity money first, to show the way, and the next government is now armed with statistics and figures as to what it all costs per man per day, and they realise now that Thatcher got the sums wrong.’  

    ‘You’re involved with building many soft prisons…’ 

    ‘Yes, because we need to tackle the explosion in the numbers of minor-crime repeat offenders, which centres around drug and alcohol abuse. And those soft prisons are now having a very good effect, crime right down in certain areas.’ 

    ‘I hope with my next visit to Britain that I’m not stepping over the homeless as I enter a shop.’ 

    ‘It will take a year to fix the whole country,’ I warned him. ‘By then my social programmes will have had a dramatic effect, and they’ll save taxpayers money at the same time.’ 

    ‘You consider yourself a socialist?’ 

    ‘A practical humanitarian … more like. I see a problem in my home town and I try and fix it, and the solutions are obvious – at least obvious to me. The solutions are not obvious to our government.’ 

    ‘And do you have any suggestions regarding peace plans here?’ 

    ‘You made a huge mistake in 1948 by not pushing the Arabs out and across the Jordan River. Instead … you tried to accommodate them and to be nice, to offer some compensation and … that you could both live here, together in the same land. 

    ‘That was the dumbest idea in the history of dumb ideas, the idea that conqueror and the conquered could live together in peace, that you could get divorced from a woman and live in the same house in peace. 

    ‘Stupid, and costly in human lives, because you cannot live together and you never will, not now and not a hundred years from now. And you don’t want peace, you want the land and you want the Palestinians gone, the rest is just lies for your dumb sponsors in America.’ 

    He blinked. 

    ‘And the Palestinians don’t want peace, they want their land back, anything else just a temporary compromise as they dream of a united Palestinian land; next year in Jerusalem is now a Palestinian saying. 

    ‘So you’re stuck with a bad decision, slowly creeping into the West Bank because you have the dumb American politicians to veto for you at the UN.  

    ‘You will eventually take back most of the West Bank by slow creep, and here in Jerusalem you’ll force old Palestinian families out of their homes illegally. 

    ‘Questions is … do you keep lying to yourselves and to the world or just admit the screw up and admit your real plans?’ 

    He sat shocked, and swallowed. ‘You see no solution.’ 

    ‘Not really, no, because for a solution you need honest intent, and you’re not a very honest nation.’ 

    ‘Oh. And are there no practical solutions towards peace here?’ 

    ‘One, a very small one, an old saying. A man with good schooling and a job picks up a pen not a gun.’ 

    ‘So … education for Palestinians is important?’ 

    ‘It would cause the writing of letters more than the shooting of guns, yes. You could take the Palestinian kids and turn them into doctors and scientists … and even cruelly turn them into accountants.’ 

    He smiled briefly. ‘Accountants are generally non-violent.’ 

    ‘Hence the old saying.’ 

    ‘So … what comes next for you, lessons in diplomacy perhaps?’ 

    I smiled widely. ‘I came to have a holiday, got side tracked, was hoping to see some of the sights, and to get some sleep when the rockets stop falling. And I don’t know how you lot sleep at night.’               

    ‘We get used to it.’ 

    ‘Do you have bomb shelters?’ I asked. 

    ‘Some places do, yes. The rockets normally target south Israel, sometimes Tel Aviv, never before Jerusalem.’ 

    ‘I get the feeling that the rocket crews will come in for some mild criticism from the Arab world.’ 

    ‘They will, for sure. Ricky Roskov, thanks for coming on, and next time … don’t hold back, speak your mind.’ 

    I again smiled widely. ‘I have Jewish blood in me, remember, a Jewish grandfather, so I’m genetically rude and with a veto at the UN when I behave badly.’ 

    ‘You really don’t like our veto, do you…’ 

    ‘There’s no veto in a democracy, and I like democracy as an idea, hope we have some in the world someday soon and that I live long enough to see it.’ 

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Friends and relatives 

      

      

    With the crew thanked and gone we made cups of tea, and I warned the gang that I had been rude during the interview, Rolf worried as usual. 

    At 7pm, we set off back to the same restaurant after again booking, but tonight there were a few other guests, who I smiled and nodded at. That led to requests for photos, so I stood and posed with the twins. 

    After eating, the Prime Minister turned up, rudely interrupting us. I had tables put together for his team, and I offered to pay for the meal. He did not say no, and I hid my smile as I sat with them. 

    The Prime Minister began, ‘We have a vast treasure trove now, we’ll need a new museum just for these items.’ 

    ‘Will any of it be sold off?’ I asked. 

    ‘The coins, the gold bars, they have little significance.’ 

    ‘And what has the Arab world said about the rocket hitting Temple Mount?’ 

    ‘They all condemn the rocket crews, yes, who will learn a painful lesson, their own people turning against them. And your comment about paying for the damage, the Saudis jumped straight in and said that they will pay - and that you’re not a Muslim.’ 

    ‘I figured they would, that’s why I made the offer.’ 

    His team smiled. 

    ‘You think you could find The Ark, in the deserts?’ 

    ‘Have your people started looking?’ 

    ‘They think you know where it is, and they say that you knew exactly where to find The Ark fragments.’ 

    ‘Do they think I have second-sight or something? I had a few good clues and I have a sharp young brain.’ 

    ‘Can you use that sharp young brain to find it?’ he rudely nudged as drinks and starters were placed down. 

    ‘What’s in it for me?’ 

    He shot me a look. ‘What do you want?’ 

    ‘Peace on earth and goodwill to all men…’ 

    ‘That we can’t help with, no.’ 

    ‘Then my price would be … you paying forty percent towards a new Palestinian college, where we would teach English, and generate next year’s surveyors, architects and doctors.’ 

    He puzzled that, so my interview had not aired yet. ‘We get offers of money from the Arab world, and America, for projects like that.’ 

    ‘So you won’t object to my involvement then.’ 

    He shrugged. ‘How many students?’ 

    ‘At least a thousand, with a dormitory.’ 

    ‘No small project…’ 

    ‘No small challenge, peace in this land.’ 

    ‘Peace?’ 

    ‘A man with an education picks up a pen not a gun.’ 

    He studied me for a moment and then nodded. ‘If you want to be involved in educational programmes … that is OK.’ 

    ‘And if all goes well, nine more such colleges, including Gaza.’ 

    He frowned. ‘You think you’ll turn the Palestinians into good students?’ 

    ‘Can do no harm to try.’ 

    ‘Send us a proposal, we have money for such projects already. But what the hell did you do in the Vatican?’ 

    ‘I exposed a few priests and cardinals and then punched them in the face, I even kicked a few.’ 

    He stared back at me, not sure if I was joking. ‘They fear you now, it’s as if you run the place.’ 

    ‘I have some influence, yes, which started with the plane crash and rescuing Katerina Mary.’ 

    ‘I watched the movie, very odd, and our scientists say that it is impossible.’ 

    ‘Perhaps the hand of God.’ 

    ‘You’re an atheist…’ 

    ‘Yes, that way I justify my numerous girlfriends.’ 

    He smiled. ‘I can stay at your hotel in Corsica?’ 

    ‘Yes, but only if you make a surprise visit. We can put your group in the Gun Room.’ 

    ‘They say that it is impregnable, so that would be OK.’ 

    ‘Just give me some warning, but from May onwards we’ll have villas for your group, very secure as well.’ 

    ‘They will make a film about Ari Kudulov?’ 

    ‘Yes, another strange tale, because he left his estate to me before I rescued his granddaughter, Katerina Mary.’ 

    ‘He rejected his Jewish heritage?’ 

    ‘He did, he kind of lost faith in God after his experiences in the camps.’ 

    ‘So did many, yes, their minds gone. You’re young, but you have led a remarkable life so far, and so focused on helping old people, commendable.’ 

    ‘It’s my mission in life, and now I have the money, ten billion Euro.’ 

    ‘So much.’ He shook his head. ‘So you’ll look for The Ark?’ 

    ‘A strange question, when your own people are already looking…’ 

    ‘I think you could cut short their search.’ 

    ‘Why do you think that?’ I pressed. 

    ‘Because my people tell me that what you do is impossible, yet you do it most every day and confound them, and survive plane crashes and find babies and inherit mysterious fortunes. 

    ‘You have cost them a few sleepless nights as they try and make some sense of it, make sense of you. And this man in the First World War, that has them puzzled as well.’ 

    ‘Sounds like you have a team on it, researching me…’ 

    ‘We do, ever since Katerina Mary surfaced.’ 

    ‘Is she in your old records?’ I probed. 

    ‘She is, a hint that she was reincarnated.’ 

    ‘But was the God that reincarnated her a Jewish god, a Christian god, or something else?’ 

    He studied me, then sipped his drink. ‘We’re biased, we think it a Jewish God of course.’ 

    ‘And what do your old records say about Katerina Mary?’ 

    ‘That she was the true predicted saviour, a woman not a man.’ 

    ‘From Jericho she will come.’ 

    He studied me. ‘You know about the passages?’ 

    ‘A wild guess. But the passages that I’m familiar with led to the saviour creating Christianity, not enhancing Judaism.’ 

    He shrugged. ‘All first Century Christians were basically Jewish at the start.’ 

    ‘And your view of Jesus being married?’ 

    ‘Our old texts prove that he was.’ 

    ‘And yet you don’t confront the Vatican head on…’ 

    ‘That would anger a great many people, so we are … pragmatic, like you. We hide things.’ 

    I smiled widely. ‘I’d love to know … what it is that your people think that they know about me.’ 

    ‘What they know about you … puzzles them, and that they don’t like; we like answers not puzzles.’ 

    ‘I can understand why, yes, none of us like a mystery, we like to solve the mystery, such as how I calm babies.’ 

    ‘So how do you calm babies?’ 

    ‘I have no idea.’ 

    He laughed. ‘So my people will remain confounded.’ 

    ‘They will, yes.’ 

    I felt the tingle and looked towards the door, a man sat eating, staring this way, knife soon in his hand.  

    He stood, I stood.  

    He started this way, I started towards him. 

    At four strides apart I darted forwards, his eyes widened, the knife up, but my kick knocked the air out of him and sent him backwards, and he would need some new ribs. And, judging by the way he hit the table and chairs, he would need a good chiropractor as well. 

    Two pistols were soon levelled at the man as I turned and walked calmly back to the Prime Minister, who was staring at the man.  

    I sat. ‘I think you’ll find that he doesn’t like you much. Not a terrorist, but he was coming at you with a knife.’ 

    His group were now focused on the man as security surrounded the man, ID taken, calls made as I ordered a beer from the waitress. 

    The Prime Minister stared at me. ‘How did you know?’ 

    ‘Shiny metal knife in his hand, a hard stare. And he couldn’t have been interested in me, he had an hour to do something before you arrived.’ 

    A security man walked up and whispered in the Prime Minister’s ear before withdrawing.  

    The Prime Minister faced me. ‘Yes, he has issues with my political party.’ 

    ‘Can he take legal action against me for busting him up?’ 

    ‘He won’t get out of prison, don’t worry.’ 

    The Prime Minister’s group headed off ten minutes later, not so much as a thank you for saving him – or for the food and drink. Sat back with my gang I explained it, the man with the knife, the twins not worried. 

    Back at the apartments at 11.30pm, the twins not too drunk this time, we enjoyed a cup of tea in the main apartment, the TV news on. They had shown my interview with subtitles, and now the TV news was debating my rude comments. 

     

    I was not sure whose turn it was, and they could not remember, so I went down on Frieda first, sure to make her happy quickly and to send her to sleep quickly. 

    Frieda finally moaned and turned over, so now it was Rita and me, the main event. I led Rita to a sofa, a pillow for my knees placed down, towel ready, and the room was warm enough. 

    Starting by kissing - and I had missed her, I played with the boobs for a few seconds, which seemed to be getting bigger, soon licking the little pink slit and causing a reaction up top. 

    Pussy ready, and just before she came I eased my cock inside and started the hip motion, trying to ease my cock most of the way out and to then thrust in for added friction. 

    Rita came loudly, so I slowed down so that she could enjoy it, thirty seconds of slow movement before I quickly pulled my cock out and wiped it. 

    Cock back inside, I was now enjoying myself and not worrying about my partner’s pleasure so much, and two wipes of the towel meant that I was “getting the buzz on”. 

    Each thrust was enjoyable, and I was not seeking to finish; climbing the mountain was the aim, not getting to the top. 

    A final towel wipe, and my cock was buzzing, my eyes closed, and I was enjoying it so much I miss-timed and finished loudly, my partner getting a great deal of thrusting from an extra-stiff cock, something I only realised after the process had finished. 

    I leant in and we hugged, Rita’s breathing ragged, my cock still inside and still twitching, and a gentle movement of my hips caused a great secondary pleasure for me. 

    In bed after a quick clean-up of the messy areas, we cuddled, my partner soon asleep with her head on my chest. But then Frieda, asleep it seemed, kicked me and mumbled, which made me smile. 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    The desert 

      

      

    Ross Daniels called at 8am Israeli time, which was “very early o’clock” in America. 

    ‘Why you up in the middle of the night?’ I asked. 

    ‘In transit to Corsica, red-eye flight.’ 

    ‘Ah, that would explain it. Get any sleep?’ 

    ‘I was dog tired when I boarded, so yeah.’ 

    ‘How’s the news?’ 

    ‘The Israelis are pissed with you, some of them at least, others commend your comments, so it’s fifty-fifty – as always in Israeli politics. But the dumb Americans may be pissed with you as well.’ 

    ‘The Israeli Prime Minister asked if I could go find the real ark, and to get a move on.’ 

    ‘Being polite was he...’ 

    ‘As polite as an Israeli, yes.’ 

    Ross laughed. ‘The news of the treasures has gone around the world, and the search for the real ark, the second one. Will you look for it?’ 

    ‘Probably, a fun day out in the desert. What you doing in Corsica?’ 

    ‘My hard-ass boss is creating paperwork for me.’ 

    ‘I think your boss is a pussy cat.’ 

    ‘He creates a lot of work for me, but sneaks it in politely.’ 

    ‘Well that’s OK then, you lazy fuck, and get your timesheets in on time. Have your kids accepted that your wife named our first nursing home?’ 

    ‘They have now, they saw the TV clips of you naming it.’ 

    ‘Any issues in Corsica?’ I pressed. 

    ‘The usual million issues created by you, but nothing I can’t deal with, and get my timesheets in on time. And us accountants are used to timesheets, we charge by the hour when we start out.’ 

    ‘Any issues there that I can help with?’ 

    ‘No, it’s just a case of prioritising the workers we have. You told them to finish the visible places, and that I agree with, so I’ll check on progress. And we found a work gang in Marseille who want a year’s work, and we agreed rates.’ 

    ‘I’ll get more Irish lads as well.’ 

    Call finally ended after a chat about hotels, and I checked that I was alone. I closed my eyes and imagined Elbek, and I called out to him in my mind. 

    He appeared to the side of me a few seconds later. ‘It’s been a very long time since a human has called to me like that.’ 

    ‘I was not sure that it would work.’ 

    ‘I’m surprised that it did work. What’s wrong?’ 

    ‘I was asked to go and try and find The Ark. So … this is your area, and … should I?’ 

    He pulled a Jewish face and issued a Jewish shrug. ‘They have ten tonnes of priceless artefacts, it will hardly make the news more dramatic. What’s your concern?’ 

    ‘Risking exposure for one.’ 

    ‘Hmmm. Yes, you should stay in the shadows, and if you just happen to find it they will be suspicious.’ 

    ‘Where is it?’ 

    ‘Out in the desert, yes, forty miles, where you suggested it was, a poisonous well.’ 

    ‘So how do I hint at that place?’ 

    ‘Lime, they used lime in biblical times, and it was known to be poisonous; if you wanted to get rid of a village you dropped lime down their well and poisoned them. There’s lime up on a hill crest, geologists know about it, it was mined back in Biblical times.’ 

    I nodded. ‘I’ll try and find it by accident.’ 

    ‘It’s … good that you consult with me. Thank you.’ 

    ‘It’s your area, and you’re way smarter and way more powerful than me, and … I need powerful friends, I might live a little longer.’ 

    ‘The man with the knife last night was no threat, he would have been shot dead in seconds.’ 

    ‘Did my TV interview create any enemies?’ 

    ‘No, they support your ideas, and they know it was a mistake to try and govern the Palestinians. Secretly, they all want the Palestinians gone, a pure nation left here, just that they don’t say that in public.’ 

    I heard a twin and shot a look at Elle, who vanished. 

    A bleary-eyed Rita appeared naked, hair in her eyes. ‘Who were you talking to?’ 

    ‘Ross Daniels, he’s on his way to Corsica, some work.’ 

    She went back to bed, so I followed the cute arse in motion, getting an erection. Stripped off, I eased in behind her and surprised her with a stiff cock seeking out a warm hole to play in. 

      

    After breakfast, I decided that the family could go see the Dead Sea, and that I would parallel them with a trip to an old lime quarry.  

    There was a map in the apartment, so I had a good look, and I measured the distance, finding a place and then asking Henrik to translate. It was indeed an ancient quarry of lime. 

    In the corridor, I asked the policeman if he could get the Antiquities Minister on the phone, the family soon in minibuses and heading off to the Dead Sea, Bonza and Gloria to stay with me, Bill and Ted to guard the family more than me. 

    The Antiquities Minister called fifteen minutes later. ‘You were after me?’ 

    ‘I wanted to go have a look at the old lime quarry today.’ 

    ‘We are there now, from yesterday, and find caves, but no ark.’ 

    ‘Tell my police escort where you are and I’ll come join you.’ 

    ‘The road is terrible, better by helicopter. I sort that now, go with the police.’ 

    In suitable clothing for some digging, we mounted a minibus and set off with a police escort, out the city and into the arid wasteland that lay east, soon pulling off the road. And soon hearing a loud drone. 

    An American Blackhawk set down, myself, Bonza and Gloria rushing with our heads down to board it, our police left behind; we were now under the care of the Army it seemed. 

    Sat, door closed, and we sped south, just a ten minute ride of very little seen but inhospitable yellow-brown wasteland, tight gorges and rocky valleys, and we landed at an isolated spot that was now military campsite, soldiers seen, tents set up. 

    Rushing away from the helicopter, we finally straightened, and I shook hands with a young captain.  

    ‘This way,’ he said with a welcoming smile, and we fell into step as we walked down and into a tight gorge. 

    The sun was soon hidden to us, and we found ourselves immersed into a very inhospitable land. 

    ‘Did anyone ever live out here?’ I asked as we kicked up dust. 

    ‘No, they always lived near a water source. Much of this area is empty, but when we build settlements we have to drill down to find water or pipe it in.’ 

    ‘You sound American.’ 

    ‘I completed my basic training there, I went back for many courses, and I stayed with grandparents in New York a few summers, picked up an accent.’ 

    We kicked up dust as we sunk deeper into the gorge, soon seeing tents set up ahead, boxes of kit, a few soldiers, and several of the archaeologists that I had met at the museum. 

    ‘Feel it?’ I whispered to Bonza, the captain a few steps ahead of us. 

    ‘Yeah, something buried.’ 

    ‘To feel it from this far away is odd.’ 

    ‘What if it glows for us?’ Bonza posed, and we exchanged worried looks. 

    When the men below saw me they all started towards us, and we met as a group. 

    ‘We can’t find it, but we find the caves and a few dead Crusaders.’ 

    ‘Crusaders?’ Bonza loudly queried. 

    ‘Yes, swords and shields.’ 

    ‘Show me!’ I urged, and they took us to the skeletons. 

    Bonza loudly stated, ‘Those are Broderic’s men!’ 

    The archaeologists were shocked. 

    A man angrily began, ‘They came looking for The Ark! The caves are empty, so maybe they took it!’ 

    ‘No,’ I calmly told them. ‘Come.’ 

    I led them to the cave entrances. ‘Tell me what you see when you first walk down this valley?’ 

    ‘You’d see the caves, they’re obvious.’ 

    ‘And would you hide the most precious of objects in those caves, even with poisonous water?’ 

    ‘Well … maybe not,’ a man admitted. 

    ‘Turn around,’ I told them. We all turned and faced the opposite side of the gorge. ‘This is where I’d bury it, the last place that someone would look for it. Dig here and look for in-fill, and a cave that was hidden.’ 

    Orders were shouted, all men and soldiers soon digging out dirt as Bonza assisted them. 

    Gloria quietly asked, ‘It’s here?’ 

    I nodded at her. 

    ‘How did Broderic know to come here?’ 

    ‘Old text mentioned the lime caves, great places to hide something. And this place is less than a day’s ride from Jerusalem, easy to send men here.’ 

    She nodded. ‘I think I can feel it.’ 

    Ten minutes later came a shout, a cave found, a small entrance but big enough. 

    ‘Be careful!’ I shouted, faces turning to me. ‘Smell the dirt and check for lime! Dry lime is OK, wet is not OK, definitely not OK.’ 

    Gloves on, respirators on, and men keenly dug out a hole. 

    Torch shone, and a man shouted that he could see The Ark. 

    ‘If you can see it then it’s a trick, you idiot!’ I shouted back at him. ‘Dig out the dirt, don’t go in!’ 

    The man, looking deflated, moved back as men dug out the loose dirt. An archaeologist came up to me. ‘There is lime in the dirt but not inside, and it’s dry. It was to deter people.’ 

    ‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘And the caves behind us caught the unwary. There’s water in there?’ 

    ‘Yes, and acid mist.’ 

    Hole cleared and tested, roof tested, and torches were shone in. Air sniffed, and tested with a handheld device, and faces turned to me as if I was in charge of something. They waited. 

    ‘It’s safe inside,’ an archaeologist finally told me. And they waited again. 

    ‘Follow behind me, move carefully,’ I told them. ‘Any issues and … run. Taste something on the back of your tongue and get out quick.’ 

    I crawled in with Bonza after grabbing torches, and inside the cave we could stand. There was an ark a few steps ahead of us, covered in a cloth that had decayed so much it was just threads. 

    The Antiquities Minister appeared behind me. 

    ‘I didn’t know you were here,’ I told him. 

    ‘Just got here.’ He was about to step forwards when I halted him. 

    ‘What?’ he puzzled. ‘That’s The Ark!’ 

    ‘No, that’s the decoy.’ 

    ‘Decoy? How can you tell?’ 

    ‘The brass has dulled. Gold doesn’t do that, not in a hot dry cave.’ 

    He peered at it. ‘It has dulled, yes.’ 

    ‘And I would place a decoy here, made of brass, for the robbers to take with them, a smug look on their faces.’ 

    ‘So … where’s The Ark?’ 

    ‘Where would you hide it?’ I posed. 

    ‘A side cave?’ 

    ‘Perhaps.’ I stepped forwards, testing the ground, and with the minister behind me I closed my eyes and imagined the cave in outline, and then saw it in blue outline in my mind. 

    I tried to see through the walls, nothing, then under the dirt. And there it was, on the left, buried. 

    Pretending to test the ground, I moved towards it and finally stamped down. ‘Here, dig the dirt away.’ 

    Two archaeologists had come through, and with spades, so they started to remove the dirt as I directed them. They soon hit a stone slab and cleared away the dirt by hand. 

    Ropes fetched, four soldiers now in here, and they prised up the stone an inch, a rope slung around it, and together they pulled it up and over. The cloth covering The Ark was not that threadbare, and when they pulled it off they all gasped as their torchlight caused a golden reflection. 

    ‘There you go, one ark, slightly dusty, I’m off to the Dead Sea for some sightseeing.’ I quickly led Bonza towards the entrance. 

    ‘You are not staying?’ the minister loudly asked, sounding shocked. 

    ‘It’s your religious icon, not mine. I’m an atheist, I shouldn’t even be in here.’ I ducked down and crawled out, but sent Gloria in to have a quick look because she wanted to have a look. But I did warn her not to get too close. 

    She emerged a minute later, amazed at the find, and we walked back up with the same Army Captain, explaining what we had found. He would see it when it emerged, but apparently they had to fly in a dozen rabbis first and hold a ceremony. 

     

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    The Dead Sea is cold in winter 

      

      

    A helicopter flew in as we reached the landing site, a quick flight laid on for us to a large hotel next to the Dead Sea backed by high cliffs of brown dirt. Down from the helicopter, we walked towards the hotel as I called Rolf. 

    He was on the beach, so we asked staff where the beach was, hotel guests puzzling us as we walked through to the beach, and that sandy beach even had a lifeguard station, a young man sat there in red shorts with a yellow t-shirt on. 

    We saw the police, then the bodies floating in the saline water – Rolf stood high and dry on the sand, and the Dead Sea looked like the Artic, it looked like ice floating and covered in snow. 

    Peering into the distance, I knew that it was Jordan over there and that they had their own hotels on the shore, medicinal use of the salts by the Jordanian citizens. 

    The sandy beach was like any other sandy beach in the world, just that the water was opaque close in and then white further out. 

    I asked a police officer if we could swim in our underwear and he nodded, so Bonza and myself stripped down, clothes left on a wooden picnic bench, and we walked in. And we soon wished we hadn’t. 

    ‘Fuck it’s cold!’ echoed around. 

    ‘We Swedish like cold water bathing,’ Ingrid informed me. 

    ‘You could have warned me,’ I told her, soon floating on my back in the damn cold water, the twins calling me a “pussy”. 

    ‘Did you find anything?’ Henrik asked. 

    ‘Yes, we found the second ark.’ 

    ‘I would have liked to see it.’ 

    ‘You will, in a museum in a few days, but I think that they’re supposed to keep it secret and hidden away. Your ancestors only brought it out once a year.’ 

    ‘That is correct, yes. Few ever saw it.’ 

     

    After floating in the very salty water - which was said to be good for us if we managed to avoid dying from the flu, we enjoyed warmish showers at the back of the beach, and with beach towels borrowed from the hotel grounds we dried off. But getting our shoes on would be an issue. 

    Inside the hotel grounds we sat and washed our feet with a hose, socks placed on wet, shoes back on, the girls OK washing their feet because they all had Roman-style sandals. And Bonza and myself had thrown away our wet underwear. 

    In the hotel, I asked the shocked receptionist if we could use the bar. Stood wide-eyed but not saying anything, she nodded and pointed to the bar. 

    Tea and coffee was ordered, and some food, but the wall mounted TV was attracting everyone’s attention. They soon started glancing my way, so the news had broken. 

    The guests all gathered, all fixated with the TV news, and then all glancing my way as I sipped my cup of tea.  

    The police then walked in and positioned themselves, because I might have been mobbed by a group of geriatric Israeli holidaymakers enjoying a winter break here on the Dead Sea. 

    I finally asked for the manager, and could we see the roof? We could, and he led us up, my group soon taking snaps from the great vantage point. 

    Behind us we had some very inhospitable land leading to the high cliffs of yellow-brown dirt, a road seen running around the coastline, and looking out I was sure that I could see ice-floes, salt lumps that looked like icebergs. 

    Warm again now, we thanked the staff and mounted the minibuses, heading north towards Magdala, but Magdala no longer existed, it was just ruins. Jumping down at the ruins, I felt the tingle and turned to Gloria. 

    ‘Feel it?’ 

    She nodded, looking worried. 

    Walking up a slight gradient, I halted with my back to the gang and closed my eyes, imagining what this place might have been like. 

    The image appeared, a bustling small town, donkeys being led, arguments and debates taking place between men stood on corners, someone threshing what looked like corn or wheat. 

    A woman stopped, turned and looked directly at me, and she pulled down her head covering. I stood shocked, looking back at My Lady, Katerina Mary of Aras. She smiled and walked on. 

    The image disappeared as Gloria asked what was wrong.  

    ‘I … imagined in my head what it looked like, two thousand years ago. I could see the townsfolk.’ 

    ‘Did we come here in the Crusades?’ 

    ‘No, I don’t think so. At least I don’t recall it.’ 

    Back with the gang, and Henrik’s daughters were giving a lesson, so I listened in, imagining life here at the time of Jesus. A man strode over and said hello, and he was an official guide, so we let him give us a lecture on the history here. 

     

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    The Sea of Galilee discovery 

      

      

    At the Sea of Galilee an hour later, we stood and looked out at the calm water. 

    ‘I was here,’ Bonza whispered. ‘So you must have been here as well.’ 

    I nodded at him. ‘We bathed in the water, rested the horses I think.’ 

    There was an open-air café and tourist centre, so we walked to it, the staff all shocked to see us. Sat amongst potted plants in large orange-clay holders, tables pushed together, and an officious looking man approached. 

    ‘Mister Roskov, sir, you may not have heard, but today will be a special holiday for us, we have The Ark back thanks to you. There will be several days of celebrations.’ 

    ‘Will shops and cafes close?’ I asked. 

    ‘Yes, some of the days. And you may not have studied at Temple, but it is written that only the pure shall find The Ark, that others would die.’ 

    ‘I had a Jewish grandfather, so maybe that helped me,’ I quipped. ‘And I never touched it, so … no sudden bursting into flames.’ 

    ‘It will be moved by our rabbis, a ceremony first, and … I doubt that any of them will burst into flames either, but I can think of a few politicians I would like to see burst into flames.’ 

    I smiled widely at him before he walked off. 

    Rolf took a call on his mobile, then Henrik, and the news was all around the world. 

    Ross Daniels called me. ‘Where are you?’ 

    ‘At a café overlooking the Sea of Galilee, weather is OK.’ 

    ‘What you doing there and not at the ceremony? They say that you found it.’ 

    ‘I’m only a quarter Jewish, remember.’ 

    ‘They’ll be laying on extra flights, Jews to return home for the big celebration.’ 

    ‘How big a celebration?’ 

    ‘Like nothing seen since … since ever in Israel. And you’re the guest of honour.’ 

    ‘Oh. Well I was planning on sneaking out quietly.’ 

    ‘Not much chance of that now.’ 

    When my phone trilled next it was the Israeli Prime Minister. ‘Where are you?’ 

    ‘Sea of Galilee, a café, weather is OK.’ 

    ‘Can you attend some of the ceremonies?’ 

    ‘I’m not Jewish nor a loyal subject, remember. I did what you asked and handed you The Ark using my keen young brain.’ 

    ‘Can your keen young brain turn up to be thanked?’ 

    ‘Will there be cake?’ 

    ‘We always have cake, yes.’ 

    ‘Tomorrow maybe, I have a family holiday to attend. But I won’t leave without saying goodbye.’ 

    ‘Your indifference to The Ark is incredible.’ 

    ‘Got someone there that I can help and save their life … and I’ll be there straight away. Dusty old religious icons … not so much. We can talk tomorrow and make some plans.’ 

    ‘Tomorrow then.’ He cut the call. 

    The BBC called next. ‘Where are you?’ 

    ‘Sea of Galilee, a café, weather is OK.’ 

    ‘Can we get an interview?’ 

    ‘Maybe when I get back to the UK, I’m busy right now, as you’d expect.’ I cut the call. 

    Armani called next. ‘You have handed them the most precious of gifts…’ 

    ‘I had a nudge that way, so don’t be jealous.’ 

    ‘We’re not jealous, we’re delighted, special ceremonies here tomorrow and the next day, and we hope to get a translation of the original Ten Commandments soon.’ 

    An image popped up. ‘Get on your plane and meet me here tomorrow morning, I’ll be staying in Tel Aviv.’ 

    ‘I’ll make the arrangements now.’ 

    Call ended, and Gloria asked, ‘What’s happening?’ 

    ‘The world is going nuts, that’s what’s happening, and the Vatican are milking it – ceremonies to be held. They worship The Jewish Ark and the Jewish Ten Commandments as much as they worship the Christian Bible.’ 

    ‘They would, aye,’ Bonza noted. ‘Old Testament. And it all helps their dogma and bollocks, choirboys with sore arses hidden away.’ 

    A pretty teenage girl collected the cups, but as she stood near me I felt the tingle. A look exchanged with Bonza and Gloria, and I followed her back to the café shop and to the side door, finding a man in his fifties and his wife, both stood cooking. 

    They smiled at me and asked if everything was OK. 

    ‘No.’ I faced the teenage girl, and from the photos on the walls she was their daughter. ‘Tell me what you feel when you hold my hand.’ I took their daughter by the hand and she shocked upright. 

    The parents, puzzled, closed in. 

    I told them, ‘I’m going to send you a million dollars and … arrange some protection for your daughter.’ 

    ‘A million dollars?’ the man asked. ‘What … what for?’ 

    I faced the daughter. ‘Ever had strange dreams, a foreign land, strange faces yet they seem real? Battles fought?’ 

    The parents exchanged a look. 

    The daughter began, ‘I draw the images, it … the psychiatrist says it helps.’ 

    ‘You’re not crazy, you were reincarnated.’ 

    Her parents, in their aprons, stood shocked. 

    I pointed at the mother’s hand, a bandage around it. ‘Take the bandage off for me, please.’ 

    The mother glanced at her husband and slowly took off the bandage, a burn revealed. With one hand on top and one below, I closed my eyes, the tingle felt, the heat in my hand building and then subsiding. 

    Eyes open, hand removed, and the skin was as good as new, the family stood in shock. 

    ‘Your daughter is like me, reincarnated, she’s not crazy.’ I handed the daughter one of Rolf’s cards. ‘So that you can contact me via Rolf out there, the man with the grey beard. But someone will come to find you soon, and hand you money.’ 

    ‘Why … why does she need security?’ the father asked. 

    ‘From the newspapers and TV mostly. And when she’s old enough she’ll join my team and risk her life, as she did before, and maybe more than once. 

    ‘As for you two, you were chosen because she needed good parents to raise her, so you can be proud of yourselves, and you can be proud of your daughter; few are ever chosen.’ 

    ‘You found The Ark…’ 

    ‘I knew exactly where it was.’ 

    ‘And the stone tablets, the words of Jesus…’ 

    ‘I placed the stone tablets in caves myself, during the Crusades.’ 

    They stood wide-eyed. 

    I faced the daughter. ‘My Lady, Katerina Mary of Aras…’ 

    ‘I know that name, lady on a horse with a kind smile.’ 

    I stepped outside and waved over Bonza and Gloria. ‘This is Gloria and Bonza, and they were at your side here during the Crusades.’ 

    ‘They … do look familiar, yes. The big man, a soldier that was a terrible cook.’ 

    I laughed with Gloria as Bonza stood looking peeved. ‘Yes, you remember him, and his cooking.’ 

    The worried mother asked, ‘What will happen to my daughter?’ 

    I lost my smile. ‘She’ll fight and die, as she did before, then hopefully be reborn, she won’t live to be old. And neither will us three.  

    ‘If that’s too much for you I can walk away and leave her here with her drawings, she’ll lead a normal life, get married and have kids, then grow old and die and … be gone forever.’ 

    They exchanged looks.  

    I told them, ‘Why don’t you discuss it, there’s no hurry, but don’t discuss me with outsiders, or tell them about your daughter, she may be treated like a freak – or locked up. Call me when you’re ready, if you ever get to be ready to let her go.’ 

    The mother asked, ‘She can visit, call?’ 

    I smiled. ‘Yes, you’ll still have her for a few years yet.’ 

    ‘I want to go,’ the daughter told her mother. ‘The dreams, the drawings; I’m not crazy after all.’ 

    I told the daughter, ‘You can stay here a while, study, get ready, you’re still young. And you can all have a holiday with us somewhere, there’s no rush. Did you watch the Katerina Mary film?’ 

    ‘I almost died,’ the daughter admitted. ‘Till you got the baby out.’ 

    ‘You’re linked to her, we all are. What’s your name?’ 

    ‘Sarah. Sarah Cohen.’ 

    ‘How old are you now?’ 

    ‘Seventeen in a month.’ 

    I told them, ‘Close up early, have a family meeting, sit and think, there’s no hurry. But be discrete, very discrete.’ 

    Having paid our bill – and left a tip of five thousand dollars, we went for a walk and stared at the water, soon in the minibuses and heading back, Henrik and family not included in our discussions. 

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    The calm before the riot 

      

     

    Back in the apartments, having driven through oddly light traffic, the police were acting funny, and there were now more of them.  

    TV news turned on, after we had showered again to get the salt off, and The Ark was seen being brought up the gorge by what looked like twenty rabbis, The Ark covered over in a new and clean cloth. 

    But an image of it did pop up on the TV screen, dirt around it, so the authorities were not hiding it as their ancestors once did. The news then showed the streets of Tel Aviv to be quite empty. 

    A knock at the door ten minutes later, and it was the local Chief of Police, and not with his happy face on.  

    He led me to the corridor. ‘The Palestinians are … unhappy about The Ark, they think it legitimises our claims to the land … and that it will make things worse for them.’ 

    I sighed out, my shoulders dropping. ‘I might have expected that reaction, yes. Any threats?’ 

    ‘Not yet, but we are being careful. Could you move to Tel Aviv?’ 

    ‘We could, yes, tomorrow maybe. Let’s talk again tomorrow morning, and your Prime Minister wants me there tomorrow anyhow.’ 

    Back inside, I collected the gang and gave them the news, the twins not worried, Rolf worried as always, but I was worried for Henrik and his family. 

    They wanted to see the celebrations here, so they were keen on Tel Aviv anyhow. 

    I had the number now for the Antiquities Minister programmed into my phone so I called him. 

    ‘Roskov?’ came a question from a man stood in a stiff wind. It seemed that he had me programmed in as well.  

    ‘Can you get us a secure house in Tel Aviv?’ 

    ‘Already being discussed, be ready tomorrow.’ 

    ‘Tell my police escort where to go in the morning.’ 

    ‘I will, yes. But … can I ask a direct question?’ 

    ‘You’re an Israeli, always direct.’ 

    ‘You avoided getting close to The Ark. Why?’ 

    ‘I … was afraid that it might start glowing for me.’ 

    ‘The old text says that only the pure can touch it, and that for some it glowed.’ 

    ‘I’d hate to be a Jewish religious icon, I’d hate that very much, to be anyone’s religious icon, yours or the Vatican’s. I’m neutral, and an atheist.’ 

    ‘Has anything else … ever glowed for you?’ 

    ‘No comment.’ 

    ‘No comment, eh?’ 

    ‘Did you touch it and burst into flames?’ I asked. 

    ‘Touched it, yes, burst into flames – no obviously.’ 

    ‘So the old stories might not be correct, and it doesn’t kill people who touch it.’ 

    ‘I never believed that it would, I’m a bit more practical than that.’ 

    ‘Then why don’t you practically keep your theories to just us two to discuss in private, eh.’ 

    ‘OK. For now.’ 

    ‘Were the stone tablets inside?’ 

    ‘Yes, the Ten Commandments, the originals we think.’ 

    ‘Do me a favour, and allow the Vatican some access.’ 

    ‘We would have done, they have millions of followers.’ 

    ‘My Vatican contact will be here in the morning as well. And … enjoy the celebrations. Oh, the bodies of the Crusaders, send them to France please, I can pay if your dear Prime Minister doesn’t want to.’ 

    ‘I will talk to him about it.’ 

    ‘Does your chief rabbi speak English?’ 

    ‘I … think so, yes. Why?’ 

    ‘Find out for me please.’ 

     

    Later, we called the same restaurant but they would be closed, so Ingrid and Henrik’s wife had a look in the fridge and started cooking. We had bread, eggs and beef strips, even ham slices and cheese slices. 

    Sat eating, we discussed the find and what the ancient Israelis practised in these lands, Moses and the Ten Commandments, the daughters always very knowledgeable. 

    I asked Gloria, ‘Could you see yourself having a holiday on the Dead Sea?’ 

    ‘Well, it’s just the hotel and floating in the water, not much else to do. OK for a visit, not a week’s stay.’ 

    ‘Could make a trip to Masada,’ Bonza suggested. 

    ‘Maybe we will, before we leave,’ I told him. ‘It should be quiet there.’ 

    The TV news showed The Ark landing by helicopter in Tel Aviv, crowds stood waiting. 

     

      

    

  


   
    The big day 

      

      

    At 7am we were ready, having been warned by the police the night before, and we set off along quiet roads with a large police escort – which kind of labelled who we were to potential terrorists. 

    And my stomach was turning, something on my mind, the Swedish Bastard Son coming to me as an image. I needed a strategy, but I would also need to take a huge risk here. 

    It was a short fast ride, and we ended up in the suburbs, a large house, and we lugged our cases inside. Two maids were on hand, and they explained that visiting foreign dignitaries sometimes stayed here. 

    The twins found a large room with a double bed, so we claimed it, and when I checked I found that we had enough beds for everyone, the daughters to share a double bed. 

    Sat on the toilet, I closed my eyes and imagined the house in outline form, soon seeing the blue outline, like a draughtsman’s image, and I imagined bugs and cameras. 

    There were none in the bedrooms, but there were several in the lounge and kitchen. I imagined them all disappearing, and their light blue outlines vanished. With a wry smile, I wiped my arse and flushed. 

    The maids cooked up some breakfast, and that breakfast dragged out to an hour before we put on the TV news. And my face fell when I saw the Palestinians rioting in the West Bank and heard that from Gaza they had fired rockets at nearby Israeli towns. 

    My sigh was loud. 

    ‘Same old shit,’ Bonza noted. ‘It will never change, not in this stretch of sand and rock.’ 

    I told everyone, ‘They think the return of The Ark signals something, a legitimacy of the Israelis’ claim here – this ancient land and some ancient rites. Maybe I should have stayed away.’ 

    ‘Not your doing,’ Henrik suggested. ‘The Israeli’s policy would not have been affected by The Ark discovery, but some of the orthodox Jews might use it as a symbol.’ 

    Not a minute had passed before an orthodox rabbi was calling for Israel to now take back all of its rightful lands. 

    ‘Fuckers,’ I cursed at the TV screen. 

    Gloria turned her head to me. ‘No good deed goes unpunished. But you did say that they should have taken all of the land originally.’ 

    ‘In 1948, not now, now the Palestinians here have houses and jobs and families, and there’s a lot more of them.’ 

     

    A junior minister turned up half an hour later with two bodyguards, and he asked if I would attend a ceremony.  

    I wagged a finger at him. ‘No, so tell your boss to fuck off, because I won’t make the Palestinian mood any worse, and I won’t have my family become targets for Arab gunmen. Is that clear enough for you, dickhead?’ 

    He walked out whilst looking shocked and disgruntled, but more disgruntled than shocked. 

     

    The Prime Minister turned up half an hour later, the TV news not getting any better. I led him to an empty lounge and told his assistant and bodyguards to wait outside. Or there’d be no chit-chat today. 

    The Prime Minister sent out his people after a few seconds of thought, and with my guest not looking happy we sat on a sofa and faced each other side on. 

    ‘So what is it that you wish me to assist you with?’ I asked with a false smile, my arm over the backrest. 

    He adopted his unfriendly face. ‘First you help the Vatican - and you find the bones of James and the stone tablets, then you come here and know exactly where to find the old ark and the new one, young brain or not.’ 

    ‘Was there a question in that statement?’ I tersely asked him. 

    ‘My people say you knew exactly where The Ark was, and you knew there would be a decoy, and that you avoided going near The Ark…’ 

    ‘Again, do you have a question to ask me?’ 

    ‘There is something going on with you, not just your young brain finding ancient treasures, and the Vatican take orders from you … not the Pope!’ 

    ‘Something of an exaggeration.’ 

    ‘We have our spies,’ he quietly stated, as if it was a threat. 

    ‘So … as to that question?’ 

    ‘I want to know what’s going on, especially where in concerns my country.’ 

    ‘Concerns your country? You have The Ark back, you now have your legitimacy in the eyes of some, I go back to Britain. What concerns do you have, oh great leader?’ 

    He shot me a look. ‘Finding The Ark gives you influence here.’ 

    ‘Ah, finally a sensible observation. You’re worried that I might be seen as some sort of … what, a blessed pure soul, to have found The Ark? Worried that people might listen to me when I speak?’ 

    He took a moment. ‘Yes, of course. And you speak often and loudly.’ 

    ‘Did you disagree with my comments about the mistake you made in 1948?’ 

    ‘No, and I wish we could go back in time and alter that.’ 

    ‘But you don’t like the fact that an outsider might overshadow you…’ 

    ‘Of course not, you deny your Jewish heritage.’ He studied me for a moment, as if he might glean some intel; we were like two poker players ‘You did not want to approach The Ark in case it glowed?’ 

    ‘And if it had?’ 

    ‘What do you mean?’ 

    ‘They say … that it glows for the pure, blessed by God, so if it doesn’t glow for you, or your Chief Rabbi, or anyone else in Israel … but does glow for me, does that make me the new King of Israel?’ 

    His eyes widened. 

    I added, ‘Does that make you less important, will people listen to me instead, will you become just a bureaucrat, a stuffed suit in an office?’ 

    He now looked very worried. 

    I continued, ‘And did you not consider that I avoided The Ark to avoid that situation, for your benefit not mine, or did you want me to make it glow on national fucking television, your power as Prime Minister stripped away in an instant?’ 

    He now looked very worried. ‘Why does the Vatican fear you?’ 

    ‘They have an old relic, solid gold, that glows when I’m near it. It doesn’t glow for the Pope or any of the cardinals, and when you’re in the God business … glowing ancient relics are important.’ 

    ‘But what does it mean, that you can make it glow?’ 

    ‘Anyone who has been reincarnated makes it glow to various degrees.’ 

    ‘So those stories about you were true?’ 

    ‘I walked these lands thousands of years ago, I fought in the Crusades, and I knew exactly where the damn ark was, as I knew where the bones of James were; I was the one that hid them a thousand years ago.’ 

    He now sat looking very worried. 

    ‘When I made the golden cross glow … the Pope lost his authority in an instant, a mistake for him, but … I learnt that lesson too late.  

    ‘And, to be honest, I wanted the power over them to root out the scandal, just that once you take away someone’s power it’s hard to hand it back to them. 

    ‘So I avoided The Ark to avoid gaining power here, because I don’t want power and influence here, more than I might get from simply returning your artefacts, a favour to ask now and then.’ 

    ‘There are others … like you?’ 

    ‘Yes, my team. We fought here in the Crusades, we died here, and more than once.’ 

    ‘So … so what is your purpose?’ 

    ‘My purpose is to build nursing homes and to effect a few political changes in Britain, just that, after which I’ll be killed then come back. It’s a narrow remit, no plans for global influence, no plans to get involved here unless in small way, a humanitarian mission.’ 

    ‘And who gave you that remit?’ 

    ‘Who do you think, dumbass?’ 

    His eyes widened. ‘You talk to God?’ 

    ‘Not quite, he has angels for that, as you have staff. But they’re Israeli angels.’ 

    ‘They’re Jewish angels?’ 

    ‘No,’ I said with a smile. ‘They’re rude, and they don’t care that much about us.’ 

    He shot me a look. 

    I added, ‘I don’t have any powers, I ask the angels for that and they assist. When I walked into this house I made all of the bugs disappear, and you … you walked in worried about your Education Minister, you skipped breakfast and had a chocolate bar – which is bad for you.’ 

    He sat shocked, staring back, his mouth opening. 

    ‘So I avoided The Ark for several reasons, one of which was to avoid embarrassing anyone here that might otherwise think that the god of the Jews smiles down upon them. 

    ‘And if you had paraded me around and had me stand by The Ark it would have been your resignation letter. You don’t want that, I don’t want that, so I did you a favour. You’re welcome.’ 

    ‘And … do the angels have a direction for my people?’ 

    ‘They don’t care, for the most part, but they do interfere on a personal level. What they like, what God likes, is practical people fixing problems, not people singing loud in church or leading pious lives, he wants us all to cooperate and to build societies. 

    ‘He cares little for the Catholic Church, but does care for the millions of followers. He cares nothing for your government but does care for the people here, all the people, Palestinians included. 

    ‘What gets you the smarty points is a good economy, a peaceful democracy, science and invention, the improvement of the average human being. Sit at home and pray and he doesn’t hear you. Build a bridge and he takes note. 

    ‘Fuck a few prostitutes and sniff cocaine and he doesn’t care … if you’re advancing science and mankind and – you know – generally helping the planet and not just yourself.’ 

    ‘You … have a roadmap for us?’ 

    ‘Nope, not a clue. And I was planning on avoiding you lot, you’re a difficult bunch of people to deal with.’ 

    ‘You’re not one to hold back, but such people usually tell the truth. Do you … want to see The Ark?’ he offered. 

    ‘In private, you and me and your Chief Rabbi and your Antiquities Minister – since that man can’t keep his mouth shut, and Bishop Armani, who will be here soon.  

    ‘Other than that … you’ll need to clamp down hard on leaks, or you’ll end up losing power quickly, and we both know how much you like the power.’ 

    He stood and I followed him up. ‘I can arrange a private viewing, I’d like to see it glow anyhow.’ 

    ‘Always the sceptic, but that’s good, never take anything at face value, always seek out the truth. And have a proper breakfast next time, chocolate and coffee will give you heart palpitations.’ 

    ‘Now you sound like my wife.’ 

    ‘Seems that she dispenses good advice. But don’t let her hide the best crockery, use it now and then.’ I walked him out and finally closed the door. 

    In the main room, Rolf asked, ‘All OK?’ 

    ‘We’ll see, but I think so. I … didn’t want to make the situation any worse with the Palestinians, to be seen at a Jewish parade celebrating the return of The Ark.’ 

    When my phone trilled it was Armani, so I gave him the address after asking the maids. He arrived half an hour later, security letting him in because I had briefed the security men. 

    Sat in the same lounge with cups of tea, I filled him in on the Prime Minister, and my reluctance to touch The Ark. 

    He finally asked, ‘Do you think it will glow?’ 

    ‘I got the tingle a hundred yards from it, so yes. He wants to arrange a private viewing, so we can see what happens – and if I burst into flames.’ 

    He shot me a look. ‘You won’t burst into flames, no. The Prime Minister here might, but not you.’ 

    ‘You deal with him?’ 

    ‘Yes, and he’s a pain, he wants what’s best for Israel and no one else.’ 

    ‘Sounds like the remit for a good Prime Minister to me…’ 

    ‘Perhaps, but you care about all nations, not just Britain.’ 

    ‘True, so I’d make a lousy British Prime Minister. Have things settled down in the Vatican?’ 

    ‘The guilty men that we know about are now gone, and will be watched, and you finding The Ark has the cardinals convinced that you knew all along where it was.’ 

    ‘I had some clues,’ I told him. ‘Oh, I found a Jewish teenager, a Sarah Cohen, and she was reincarnated. Unfortunately, her parents had a psychiatrist for her. I’ll arrange money for them and then chat to them later, she has time, she’s just sixteen.’ 

    ‘You found her by accident?’ 

    ‘There are no accidents,’ I suggested to him, and he nodded. 

    With Armani gone, we had some lunch, and at 2pm the call came, a place for me to attend for a private viewing.  

    I would take Bonza and Gloria with me, explaining to the others that it was not open to family and tourists yet, the twins and Henrik disappointed. I promised to arrange a private viewing for them, then called Armani with the address, but he knew the museum and knew many of the archaeologists personally. 

     

      

      

    

  


   
    The Ark of the Covenant 

      

      

    In the minibus, we sped along quiet streets to the main museum and in a back way, many soldiers now here. The Antiquities Minister greeted me. 

    ‘You’re not a very discrete man,’ I told him. 

    ‘I answer to my Prime Minister,’ he suggested as he led me inside the cool dark interior. 

    ‘And I’m a higher power that could turn you to ash.’ 

    He glanced at me, now worried. 

    Inside, the Prime Minister was waiting with his aides and his bodyguards, as well as the Chief Rabbi – who did not look pleased to see me despite me finding The Ark for them. And no one bothered to shake my hand. 

    Armani walked in a minute later, just him – his aide to wait outside, and he knew the Chief Rabbi and the Antiquities Minister, hands shaken. 

    The Prime Minister, however, did not seem pleased that Armani was here. 

    They led me towards a side room, a well-guarded room, and I told the Prime Minister to ditch his posse.  

    Reluctantly, and after a moment’s thought, he issued the orders and the men hung back. ‘And these two?’ he asked of Bonza and Gloria. 

    ‘Are like me,’ I told him. 

    Inside the Ark Room it was the Prime Minister, his Chief Rabbi and his Antiquities Minister, Armani plus my team, the door closed. 

    ‘Are there cameras?’ I asked. 

    ‘You tell me,’ he cheekily came back with. 

    I closed my eyes and tipped my head back, an image of the room coming up, one camera found. I imagined it exploding, and it did, a pop and fizzle. ‘Just the one it seems.’ 

    The Prime Minister turned to the Antiquities Minister. ‘You said there were no cameras!’ 

    ‘I never knew it was there, this was a children’s play area before.’ 

    I stood staring at the golden ark, now in a strong glass case with spotlights, and it looked polished and shiny. It looked almost as good as new. ‘Bonza, walk up to it.’ 

    Bonza walked forwards, and as he got closer the golden ark started to glow, the Chief Rabbi and the Antiquities Minister shocked. 

    ‘Gloria,’ I called, and she walked forwards, an even brighter glow coming from The Ark. They both walked back together. 

    ‘And you?’ the Prime Minister asked after I hesitated. 

    ‘The light would blind you. Turn around, face the glass cases and see just the reflection, be ready to put a hand over your eyes. But if I don’t touch it then it shouldn’t glow so much.’ 

    ‘Best do as he says,’ Armani put in, which just made the Prime Minister look even more miserable. 

    They turned around and picked out the image of The Ark in the glass cases, so I walked forwards. As I closed in on The Ark it glowed strongly, and I paused, bathed in the strong light, and I studied the golden relief on the side and the two angels on top. 

    The strong safety glass shattering was a surprise to me, but it did not so much shatter as crumble into sand at my feet. 

    Stepping over that sand, I closed in on The Ark, soon placing two hands on its lid – somehow knowing that I was supposed to do that, my eyes closed, but I could still see through my eyelids. And I could feel the odd vibration rushing up my arms and into my body, about to pass out. 

    But it was a nice sensation, I felt great, I felt … as if my mother was holding me when a child, as if I had just won the World Cup and was holding the trophy. 

    The light faded and diminished, even though I was still touching The Ark, and I eased back, opening my eyes. Seeing the damage to the gold relief on this side, I closed my eyes and touched it, imagining it repairing itself. 

    When the heat subsided I stepped back again, the light diminishing, and now the relief looked perfect. Turning, and for some reason feeling sad at leaving The Ark, I walked over to the group, and they turned around to face me as I closed in. 

    The Chief Rabbi and the Antiquities Minister dropped to their knees, the Prime Minister stood looking terrified. 

    Bonza told me, whispering, ‘Your wings came out, they saw it.’  

    ‘Why are you whispering?’ I whispered back. I faced the Chief Rabbi. ‘Stand up, you don’t kneel for me. Those are not my wings, they come out sometimes when I use the power of the angels. The wings belong to an angel, not me, he works through me, that’s all.’ 

    They stood, looking more than just a bit shocked. 

    ‘What did you do to the glass?’ Gloria asked. 

    ‘The Ark, it wanted to hand me some energy.’ 

    ‘Made a mess,’ Bonza noted as he looked past me. ‘That will need a sweep-up, and they’ll need more security glass sharpish.’ 

    ‘They can … say that The Ark did it, and leave it as a mystery,’ I suggested. ‘That or sweep it up.’ I made eye contact with the Prime Minister. ‘Glad now that we did it in private?’ 

    He nodded, still staring at The Ark. 

    ‘A public display would have taken away your powers, and none of us want that, oh great leader.’ I extended a hand to the Antiquities Minister. ‘You need to learn to be discrete and keep a promise,’ I told him as he took my hand. 

    I closed my eyes, and when I opened them again Bonza laughed loudly, the Antiquities Minister now displaying green hair and a green beard, the Prime Minister doing a double-take at the hair. 

    ‘A hard lesson, but fair,’ Gloria suggested with a wide smile. 

    ‘What?’ the Antiquities Minister puzzled. 

    ‘Go look in the glass at your hair,’ the Prime Minister told him as I led my team out. 

    ‘My hair!’ echoed after us, making us smile. 

    I suggested to the Prime Minister as we walked out, ‘Clamp down on everyone that might know about me or suspect me, or I’ll visit your scalp when you sleep.’ 

    He shot me a worried look. ‘I’ll make sure no one talks. And they might think me crazy if I do.’ 

    ‘I won’t be seen as part of a public display, not this week, it may agitate the Palestinians further.’ 

    He nodded. ‘You sound like you’re a thousand years old, not twenty.’ He halted. ‘You avoided The Ark for me, and … I realise now what could have happened.’ He lowered his head and walked off. 

    In the minibus, we caught sight of the Antiquities Minister, Bonza and Gloria laughing loudly, and I grinned as we sped away. 

    ‘He’ll have to shave it all off,’ Bonza suggested. 

    ‘And keep shaving it off,’ I added. ‘It was altered at a genetic level.’ 

    ‘Green pubes!’ Bonza laughed. 

    Back at the house, and Rolf was worried about the TV news, so we sat to watch it. Bombs had gone off, rockets were landing, and many people had been killed on both sides. 

    My head fell and I heaved a giant sigh. ‘For all the power and influence I have, I’m as weak as a kitten here.’ I faced Rolf. ‘We need to leave, so try and change the flights,’ I told him. ‘You can see The Ark when the shooting stops.’ 

    Henrik was worried enough for his family to want to get on a plane as well, and I apologised to him for cutting short his holiday here. Remembering Armani, I called him, and he had an empty plane just about, so we had a ride to Rome. 

    I told the house security men to update the Prime Minister, that given the current fighting we were leaving with the Vatican staff, and I tipped the maids. Bags checked and packed, the police whisked us to the airport and to a side entrance, my face getting us in. 

    The sleek jet was sat waiting, Armani arriving with a cardinal I recognised, bags in hand, and we showed our passports, to be stamped.  

    Sat on the plane, I peered out the window, worrying about the fighting here, fighting that the discovery of The Ark had caused; Israel had its national symbol back, its ancient religious legitimacy made manifest in gold and wood. 

    Taking off and climbing over the ocean, Bonza noted, ‘It was bad back then, and it’s still bad, two sides fighting over the land, always gunna be a fucking issue.’ 

    ‘Three sides,’ Armani suggested. ‘Since Christendom makes a claim as well and … wants to have visiting rights.’ 

    I nodded as I stared down at commercial cargo ships. ‘Gloria, go back and start that career in politics, we should have an election in June. We can’t fix this place, but we can fix Britain in a few small places.’ 

    ‘Fix what’s in front of you,’ Bonza noted. ‘That’s what you said before.’ 

    I nodded at him, feeling a little despondent. And feeling a little useless here. 

     

      

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Mankind is being tested… 

      

      

    Landed in Rome, the Rasmussens would book flights directly back to Sweden with Henrik and family, I would go visit the Vatican again, and punch some faces. 

    We hugged and parted, a police escort waiting for me as I took Gloria and Bonza, Bill and Ted, back to the same hotel. The hotel had rooms for us, and the staff were very happy to see me. 

    Up in the suite, a similar suite as last time here but a different view, I got the kettle on, and we finally sat and sighed out. 

    ‘Nothing you can do,’ Bonza told me. ‘Been fighting over that land for four thousand years.’ 

    I sipped my drink, thinking. We heard the boom and exchanged puzzled looks, soon at the windows, a column of black smoke rising from the direction of the Vatican.  

    I called Armani in a hurry. ‘Are you OK?’ 

    ‘That was a car bomb, outside the Vatican, but it … it caught a bus full of priests.’ 

    ‘Shit,’ I angrily cursed. Forcing a breath, I told him, ‘I can visit some of the survivors in hospital, and … assist them.’ 

    ‘We would be grateful.’ 

    ‘And tonight we start again on checking your staff, get some men ready.’ 

    ‘I’ll have them round-up whoever is here and has not been screened.’ 

    ‘And the man being paid by Stanulou?’ 

    ‘Was kept in the dark, one way traffic, Stanulou contacted him only.’ 

    ‘Clever little fucker, that Stanulou. I’ll … see you later.’ 

    Call ended, Bonza complained, ‘Not much bloody safer over here!’ 

    I faced Gloria, ‘You can help me tonight, and shake some hands.’ She nodded. ‘Then fly back to Corsica, have a break and fly back to Britain, but don’t look too well.’ 

    She began, ‘I have a life to rebuild, and … I never thought I would rebuild that life. I have to buy some clothes, I spent most of the last four years in a tracksuit that smelt bad.’ 

    ‘I’ll start a payment system for you, don’t worry, some cash up front.’ 

    Bonza complained, ‘Can’t you do some voodoo and find this Stanulou fucker?’ 

    ‘To tell you the truth, I think he’s getting the help of an angel.’ 

    ‘An angel!’ loudly came from four mouths. 

    I took in their faces. ‘We … we’re supposed to be tested, us humans, and often, and … judged on how we respond. The shield with the list of reincarnated people … that was an angel screwing with us, and Stanulou … he may be getting a helping hand, to test us, and there are no angelic rules against that. 

    ‘We … we’re supposed to get through the minefield laid out for us and prove our worth.’ 

    Gloria began, stood worried, ‘So this war that you think is coming … is it against an angel?’ 

    ‘Against an angel, no. Against the angel’s minions … probably.’ 

    ‘And Broderic, and the Followers of Mary?’ Bonza angrily asked. ‘Did they get a helping hand?’ 

    ‘If I was a gambling man … I’d say that the fight back then was a manifestation of one angel playing chess against another one, and we were the pawns in the game.’ 

    ‘Looks like we still are!’ Bonza loudly complained. 

    I turned and stared out of the window at the column of black smoke as sirens registered, wondering what had happened when I touched The Ark, because I now felt stronger. 

    Turning back, they took in my look as I stepped to Bonza and placed a hand on his chest. ‘Hold still.’ I closed my eyes, and when I opened them Bonza almost fainted. ‘You OK?’ I asked as Bill and Ted caught him. 

    ‘What did you do to him?’ Gloria asked. 

    ‘I tried to make him stronger.’ 

    ‘I … I feel great,’ Bonza told me. Shirt off, and Gloria gasped, running a hand over his new six-pack and muscles, Bonza now looking like a professional boxer. He went and admired himself in the mirror. 

    ‘Can you make me taller?’ Gloria asked. 

    I shot her a disappointed look. ‘You’re perfect as you are.’ 

    ‘Boobs a bit bigger?’ she risked. 

    I considered that as Bill and Ted looked on. ‘Well…’ 
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