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  Reviews


That was an ambush. A distraction. And we fell for it! – A sizzling new series opens!Grady Hart, Independent Book Reviewer

Thrilling, heart-pumping, and entertaining, author Peter Thomas Pontsa’s “Outfoxed: An Inspector William Fox Adventure” is a must-read international mystery and suspense thriller filled with action, adventure, and romance. The twists and turns will keep the reader hanging onto the author’s every word, and the author does a wonderful job of leaving just enough breadcrumbs or loose ends to allow room for more adventures for fans of the next great international action hero in the literary world. If you haven’t yet, be sure to grab your copy today!  Rating: 10/10Anthony Avina is an author, a journalist, and a blogger

The premise of the story is fascinating. The age-old search for treasure is sure to catch the attention of many readers. Yet this book isn’t just about seeking treasure. It’s also a police procedural and political thriller. Each of these three genres can be difficult to write. The storylines must be interesting, and the characters, descriptions, and facts portrayed in the stories must be realistic. This is difficult to maintain for each of these genres separately, but combined, this becomes much more difficult. Peter Thomas Pontsa does an admirable job in this novel.Andrea Martin

As a person of Chinese heritage, it was very exciting for me to read a book that spotlights Chinese history, an area I’m fairly familiar with. The novel’s meticulous inclusion of elements from my culture resonated with my appreciation for the significance of Chinese history. Zheng He’s portrayal, in particular, really stood out to me because of how his groundbreaking sea discoveries and historical importance are often sidelined in discussions due to cultural biases. Witnessing his prominence in the narrative was not only gratifying but also a poignant reminder of the importance of inclusive representation. The entire time I was reading the book (especially in the more action-dense parts), it reminded me of one of those Jackie Chan espionage action adventure Hollywood blockbusters. While Outfoxed was by no means written like a screenplay, the constant switching between third POVs from different characters and sides exudes a dynamic akin to what we often encounter in movies. It definitely created more tension, which is perfect considering the type of story Outfoxed is telling. The impression I got from reading Outfoxed was that if hypothetically it were to be adapted to a screenplay, it would definitely be easier to adapt than other books purely because of its writing style and storyline.Anne Clarence, The Reading Life








  
  















To my mother Sofia who embarked on her own odyssey when she journeyed from the mountains of Northern Greece to Toronto, married and started her family.








  
  

Greet what arrives, escort what leaves and rush in upon loss of contact.Yip Man
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  one
The Midnight Fox
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INSPECTOR WILLIAM FOX sauntered into René Bouchard’s office with the morning paper, placing it front-page up on the well-organized desk. The headline in the Montreal Gazette for November 20, 2018, read: “Montreal Begins Controversial Sewage Dump into St. Lawrence.”
“I believe your text message was about this,” said William, as he leaned his lanky frame over the desk.
William was thirty-two years old and handsome in a rugged way with balanced features, brown hair, and eyes that unmasked an inner calm and intelligence. He stood in front of the desk, prepared for anything. William’s yellow RCMP jacket fell open over his black jeans exposing his standard-issue Smith & Wesson sidearm.
“That’s what I like about you, direct and to the point,” said René Bouchard, the RCMP superintendent at C Division, affectionately known as the Frenchman. His forehead wrinkled as he looked up from the paper, his hazel eyes somehow showing his years of experience and wisdom.
René was fifth-generation French-Canadian and his bespoke suit mirrored his passion about law and order. He was forty-two years old. René’s cheekbones were chiseled, and his lips were firm and pronounced.
“I’m concerned about the public, the environmentalists, and the media,” said René. “This is exactly the type of situation that could become confrontational.” He added, “We need you to partner up with Philip White and patrol the river.”
“Sure, I could use a change of pace.”
“We have a slight problem though,” René said. “We don’t have enough patrol boats available,” his voice trailed off. “Would you mind using your own boat?”
“Okay, but can I count on the department to cover my expenses?”
“Of course. We really appreciate your help,” said René.
“Where is Philip?”
“He should be at the marina by the time you get there.”
William made his way to the RCMP carpool, commandeered a late model unmarked black SUV, and proceeded from C Division headquarters to the Port on Rue de la Commune Est. He thought René was presumptuous sending Philip to the marina before asking to borrow the boat. He parked in the lot at the Yacht Club de Montreal. His powerboat was berthed there because it had the closest waterway access from his office.
Stepping out of the SUV at the marina, the heady scent of diesel and fish greeted William. Waves caressed the boats, iridescent in the cool November sunlight. The river meandered like a pewter snake as it slithered over the rapids.
In 1535, Jacques Cartier discovered the gulf on St. Lawrence’s feast day and named the river after the patron Saint. The grand river moved freely, beginning at Lake Ontario, flowing past the colonial city of Kingston, past the Gulf of St. Lawrence, then spilling into the Atlantic Ocean. The aquatic ribbon sustained the lives of migratory birds, striped bass, and endangered beluga whales.
But in the next few days, the City of Montreal would yet again violate the river by dumping billions of liters of untreated sewage. Both city and impartial experts had concluded that there was no other option than to shut down the southeast sewage system for repair. The unwarranted discharge provoked indignation from people in towns and cities downstream.
Politicians and New York advocacy group Save The River were worried about the city’s decision. The media crowd already named the fiasco “Flush-Gate.” Worried about possible altercations on the water, Inspector William Fox and Constable Philip White would be patrolling the river.
William searched for Philip and gazed along the walkways between masts and cabins. His eyes were drawn to the Sailors’ Memorial Clock Tower that dominated the pier across the basin. The structure, a memorial to mariners who had lost their lives in WWI was a comforting sight along the waterway, still functioning as a lighthouse and a timepiece. The mechanism was a replica of London’s Big Ben without the clarions’ melodic chiming that make that landmark so famous. William often thought the clock tower could be Big Ben’s silent little brother.
Midnight Fox, William’s cigarette boat, was moored meters away. Trudging along the wharf, William wished he could be somewhere else. He found Philip sitting on the dock with his feet dangling over the edge, like some kid, daydreaming. How did I get myself into this shit patrol?
They nodded at each other. “Come on board and put on your life jacket,” said William. “Attach the RCMP banner to the flagpole,” he added.
“Done. Where are we patrolling?” asked Philip.
“We will head along the southeast sewage line, toward Jacques Cartier Bridge. Stay alert for disturbances.”
William switched on the power and started the twin Mercury Racing engines. He moved the throttle forward and piloted the boat out of its slip and into the channel, not creating a wake that would disturb the shore or other moored boats. As soon as he reached the clock tower and left the basin, he accelerated to a cruising pace.
Philip turned his head toward William, looked forward, and then aft, and yelled over the rumble of the Borla exhaust note.
“On a cop’s salary, how the hell can you afford this boat?”
William shouted back over the blare of the mufflers. “This boat was confiscated for drug smuggling and after the trial was put up for auction. I just managed to outbid the few people who knew about it.”
“Nice going, she’s a beaut!”
“Yeah, we need to get further downriver. I would like to see how the city workers are managing to control the waste in the containment booms.”
The smell of raw sewage filled the moist air around them.
In the distance, a luxury cruise ship, the Gulf Mist, was headed upriver toward the old port, where it usually docked to offload vacationers into old Montreal. The cobblestone streets and colonial buildings were a national treasure, rife with stylish shops and trendy restaurants.
William pulled back on the throttle and turned into the center of the river to avoid getting in the ship’s wake. Philip raised the binoculars to his eyes and monitored the river’s edge around the southeast shore. “I see some protesters on a cabin cruiser with placards saying Down with Flush-Gate! They are near the sewage system,” said Philip.
The sound of an approaching helicopter echoed through the air. Philip zoomed in. “Media,” he said. “Headed for the protesters’ boat.”
The marine radio crackled, “This is Griswold from the US Coast Guard Auxiliary asking for immediate assistance. Over.”
“This is William Fox, RCMP marine patrol. What is your location and status? Over.”
“On our routine patrol we came across a dozen boats protesting the sewage dump. They are lined up and blocking the southern entrance to the international St. Lawrence Seaway, and we have a few large container ships that are being prevented from getting through. Over.”
“Will respond immediately to your location, also notifying emergency response teams. Out.”
William turned to Philip and said, “We’ve got big trouble on the other side of the waterway. Take the radio and get our response team from the marine division over to the seaway ASAP.”
William depressed both throttles and braced his deck shoes into the billet footrests. He aimed the powerful cigarette boat toward the southern tip of Île Sainte-Hélène, his body moving naturally with the boat’s action as it pitched and rolled under wide-open throttle. The whine of the engines was unsettling, and the propellers raised a colossal geyser that followed the boat. The boat covered the distance rapidly and redlined as it rounded the island, the container ships now in view.
The Midnight Fox approached the seaway locks on the south side of the river near Longueuil. William stopped in front of the line of boats spread across the seaway’s opening, then picked up the bullhorn and switched it on.
“This is William Fox, RCMP. All captains and owners hear this. You are contravening maritime law by refusing free passage in an international waterway. I am politely asking you all to disband. If you resist, you will be arrested, and your boats will be confiscated. I am giving you five minutes to leave; police officers have been summoned.”
Infuriated outburst resounded like a high-voltage charge.
Far from the middle of the assembled boats, William saw a figure raise a bullhorn.
“Everyone, this is Paul Henderson, chair of Save the River. It looks like we made our position clear.” He looked up and pointed at the media helicopter hovering above the flotilla. “Let’s go home before we get arrested.”
Motors came to life and boats maneuvered, a few bouncing off each other before proceeding into the St. Lawrence River. A powerboat called Sea Grace did not move off with the other boats and bobbed gently in the water.
The radio came to life, and the US Coast Guard Auxiliary thanked the RCMP officers. William watched them wave goodbye as they took off to continue their river patrol.
“Ahoy!” yelled William. The Sea Grace was eerie and silent.
Philip turned to William his head tilted and a quizzical expression in his eyes. “Should we look?”
William was equally perplexed. Only minutes ago, the cacophony of angry voices from the protesters was overwhelming. The silence equally so. Where is the crew? Why is the boat in the middle of the international seaway?
William and Philip turned toward the whine of another speedboat as it pounded over the water toward them. Jarred by the waves, a man struggled to aim his machine gun accurately. Seconds later, the buzzsaw staccato caused geysers and plumes of white water to explode upward, drenching William’s boat.
Successive bullets missed the Midnight Fox and hit Sea Grace around the transom, igniting the fuel tank near the engines with a boom. The cabin cruiser flew upward before being consumed in a massive fireball. The blast threw both William and Philip onto the floor of the cockpit. Debris and boat fragments rained down on them and the surrounding area.
Philip was holding his ears as he sat up.
“What the bloody hell?” said William.
“You okay?” asked Philip.
“Yes, just barely. I hope there was no one on board.”
Both officers bounded back into their chairs. William depressed the throttles all the way forward to gain some distance. The twin Mercury engines bit into the river, catapulting the cigarette boat up the seaway and away from her pursuers.
“Bait,” William shouted over the engines’ whine. “That was an ambush. A distraction. And we fell for it.”
“Who’d be gunning for us?” asked Philip. 
“We put a lot of bad people away over the years,” said William. “It could be anybody. But this is going to a lot of trouble.”
William maneuvered the boat in a zigzag pattern to avoid incoming rounds and kept the speed at just under the redline. How long this evasive action would last was uppermost on their minds. The pursuing powerboat was making gains and was now launching rocket-propelled grenades. William felt the violent jolt beside the boat.
“Philip, get down!” he shouted as he ducked under the control panel and steered the boat blind. Another plume and concussion and then another. The pursuers were closing the gap even further.
Machine gun fire erupted again, bullets whirring over their heads and penetrating the deck, tearing fiberglass pieces off the cockpit.
“Holy shit!” shouted Philip.
William raised his head and peered over the windshield. “There’s a cargo ship just turning into this stretch of the seaway canal. I’ll head for it.” He took a quick look over his shoulder to ascertain the situation and pushed the throttles to the end of the gate. They started making distance at once, leaving the speed boat behind. The container ship was mid-channel and heading south toward the Atlantic.
William decided to slide along the portside of the mammoth container ship, slip around its stern, and hide.
“How long is it?” said Philip.
“Long enough to maneuver around it and pull these bastards into a trap of our own.” William steered the Midnight Fox in close to hug the side of the Canadian Ranger.
The captain was frustrated that pleasure boats would be racing up the seaway in what looked like an unsanctioned race. It was irresponsible, and it was creating a marine hazard. He deployed the foghorn, expressing his displeasure with the race boats. Three blasts rang out, scattering cormorants and gulls along the shore. Then he picked up his microphone and yelled into it.
“Get away from my ship!” His exasperation could be heard across the river reaching downtown Montreal.
“The captain’s not happy with us,” said William.
“To hell with him,” said Philip.
William piloted his boat around the Canadian Ranger’s stern and bounced across the backwash to eventually come around to the starboard side. He turned his cigarette boat around and reversed the engines, giving enough throttle to pace the large ship about midway from its churning propellers.
“Now we wait,” William said as he pulled out his Smith & Wesson.
Philip followed suit, both hands aiming his gun in the direction of the stern.
“I have an idea. Philip, open the storage box and hand me the flare gun,” shouted William. “They will be here soon; get ready and give me cover fire!”
Philip sprang into action, handing the flare gun to William and resumed his wide-footed stance as the boat rocked in the slipstream beside the big ship. The pursuing speedboat followed them to the rudder of the Canadian Ranger and cautiously rounded the stern.
Both William and Philip immediately started shooting at the speedboat, riddling the cockpit with rounds. The two men dove below the windshield for protection. William pushed the throttles forward, and the Midnight Fox surged ahead, easily reaching the other speed boat. Just as it came alongside, William fired the flare gun into the cockpit. The flare started burning the plastic seats and carpet, then burst into flames, engulfing both men’s clothing and the entire cockpit.
The dazed and confused men stumbled over the transom and leapt into the river.
The Canadian Ranger was already moving away slowly toward the Atlantic. The unmanned speedboat was darting haphazardly in circles. William decided it would be too dangerous to board. The immediate priority was to save the men in the water before they drowned. The speedboat would eventually burn and blow up. The thought of explaining this calamity to his superiors was of secondary importance.
William reduced his speed, came within proximity of the sodden assassins, and tossed them a rope with a lifesaver attached to it. Philip watched over them with his Smith & Wesson, leaving the men no options but to surrender. The two Asian men were dressed in black, of medium build and could have passed for twins. William noticed matching tattoos on their forearms as he handcuffed and shoved them into the rear seats.
Two container ships were already plying their way up the seaway in single file. William maneuvered the Midnight Fox away from the seaway and toward the river, and set a course to the marina at medium speed. The Midnight Fox had been shot up significantly, but the instruments and transom were undamaged.
When William had agreed to loan the boat to the department this morning, he hadn’t expected the ambush and subsequent gunfight. Let alone the sinking of two pleasure boats, interference with marine transportation, and numerous other infractions—too many to think about.
“If you guys move, you’re done,” said Philip.
On hearing Philip warn the prisoners, William leaned over and said, “You know Phil, looking back, there probably has not been a significant event here since 1959 when Queen Elizabeth II and Eisenhower christened the St. Lawrence Seaway as they sailed through on the Britannia.”
“Well, I think this morning’s mess is a significant event—a real political shit storm. The cameraman on the CTV News helicopter filmed everything. Including our little fiasco,” replied Philip.
“You’re bloody well right. I believe we upstaged Eisenhower and the queen,” said William.
William’s smirk lasted a few seconds. “Let’s get these guys locked up.”
He turned forward and resumed steering toward the marina. As they arrived mid-river, an RCMP patrol boat was coming their way
“Here comes our rescue, a bit late,” said Philip.
“Whatever the outcome, we did the right thing.”
“We are still alive. But facing the Frenchman won’t be a picnic.”







  
  two
The Admiral's Seven Voyages 
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TRACY JORDAN WALKED into the auditorium at Nanjing University, searching her surroundings for a suitable seat while surveying her classmates to get a feel for the group. A few male students were also scrutinizing her. Tracy was thirty-one and stood mid-height in comfortable flats. Back in the US, her blonde hair and steel-blue eyes were considered attractive, but not unusual. Stepping into the lecture room, the college men became infatuated with her flaxen hair and Western looks. Tracy could have been Scarlett Johansson’s stunt double. 
Raised in California, she earned a Ph.D. in Chinese archaeology at Stanford University. The program offered fieldwork research and an internship, so she came to China. She chose Nanjing University’s School of Liberal Arts to study classic Chinese literature, classical documents and ancient Chinese history. Tracy was interested in doing secret research on the famous Admiral Zheng He, who had made seven epic voyages on behalf of the Yongle emperor during the Ming dynasty.
This morning found her in the sparsely filled lecture hall.
“Good morning,” said Professor Peng Lixin. “You are perhaps our overseas student, Tracy Jordan?”
“Yes,” she responded.
“Please sit down here toward the front where we can exchange dialogue much better.”
“Yes, yes,” she stammered as she composed herself and got her legs to move. When she sat down, he started the class and discussed ancient literature from the Ming and Qing dynasties. One of the students asked impulsively, “Professor Peng can you list a few fictional works?”
“Surely both Ming and Qing dynasties have experienced enormous triumphs in the creation of fiction. The distinguishing works are Romance of the Three Kingdoms, Outlaws of the Marsh, Journey to the West, A Dream of the Red Mansions, and some ghost fiction, Strange Tales of Liao Zhai. These novels and short stories are revered throughout the world and should be on your reading list,” he said. “This is also the end of this session. See you next class.”
Peng Lixin was proficient in ancient Chinese culture and had become a professor at Nanjing after his mentor passed. He approached midlife philosophically. His shiny dark hair was graying slightly at the temples, and he had learned to deal with stress through meditation and his love of Buddhism.
“Tracy, please follow me to my office as I’d like to speak with you,” said Peng Lixin. Before Tracy could follow the professor, a few male students surrounded her clamoring to speak with her. Professor Peng scattered them.

      ***Leaving the lecture auditorium, they settled into his organized and modest office.
“Tracy, would you like some green tea?” asked Lixin.
“Yes, I’d love some.”
Lixin poured the steamy green liquid into two tall ivory teacups embossed with blue stylized orchids. Tracy raised the teacup gently to her quivering lips, hoping the hot tea would not scald her.
“Wonderful aroma,” she said at last, “and greatly beneficial as well.”
“This tea is prepared for me by my friend, an herbalist here at the university. Our traditional Chinese medicine program is the oldest in China,” said Lixin. “This reassures me that our herbalists only use best practices to prepare this ancient recipe. If you like, I can introduce you to him.”
“If it’s no trouble,” Tracy said.
“No trouble Tracy, none at all.”
“Thank you.”
“Before you go to your next class, I am curious about your enrolment in my course.”
Tracy’s right hand nervously brushed her blonde hair behind her ear. “You are aware of my Ph.D. and my tenure as an assistant professor at Stanford. It should come as no surprise that upon completion of this course, I will become a full-time professor.”
“Yes, I have read your curriculum vitae. From your research and investigations about our history, I suspect you also have another reason for enrolling at Nanjing. You published a controversial paper on the Seven Voyages of Admiral Zheng He in the 15th Century. You mention in your paper the admiral may have sailed to North America. Yet you have no definitive proof,” said Lixin.
Does he know what I’m looking for? Tracy wondered. She felt Professor Peng was going beyond simple conversation and was confrontational. He had just cross-examined her with the thing she wanted kept secret, especially from the Chinese government— that she and her father, Jeffrey Jordan, were convinced there were missing documents that would explain the North American connection. She needed to steer the dialogue away from this subject and get Lixin to move on. Tracy put the teacup down gently on the table and rotated the cup around to see the orchid.
“Professor, I can see that it might be obvious to someone with your educational background to ascertain that I still harbor those interests. From an early age, I was influenced by my father’s opinion about Admiral Zheng He. Please forgive me if I have caused you concern because of my past articles. I am simply here to further my education. I hope that answer reassures you that I am sincere.” Tracy looked down at her wristwatch and then looked back at Lixin with an encouraging smile. “Professor, I’ll be late for my next class. Thanks for the tea. It was an interesting talk. Bye.”
She got up and left before Lixin could react. She knew he was not finished with her on this issue and felt remorse for lying to him. Now with the professor off her mind for the moment, she prepared to initiate her master plan. Her research, with the help of her father, could now be put in place.

      ***With classes over until Monday, Tracy packed her carry-on and made sure her asthma medication was in her handbag. She hailed a cab in front of her apartment and slid into the back seat. She knew that international students could not travel within China without permission and to avoid being labeled a foreign dissident or, worse, a spy, she took precautions against being followed.
“I have an ex-boyfriend who is stalking me. Can you lose him? I need to get to the Nanjing Lukou Airport,” she said to the driver in Mandarin. Her emotions were on high alert since Professor Peng called her into his office to question her. 
“Some guys are messed up,” said the cabbie in English. “Please put on your seat belt and hold on.”
Tracy felt the seat belt tighten as the car’s tires squealed and the cabbie cut into traffic, sending pedestrians in all directions. “Wow! That was close!” she exclaimed.
“Maybe you should close your eyes; this could be quite dangerous,” he said. “What color is your ex-boyfriend’s car?”
“I’m not sure. He could be driving anything.”
“Well, there is a blue Audi sedan keeping up with us. Your boyfriend is very persistent. I know a leveled parking lot that is just the place to leave him behind.”

      ***Tang Dao, a member of the Foo Dog Triad, could feel his muscles tensing, his heart beating faster, and the sunlight torturing his eyes. He tried relieving his tension by clutching and unclutching the steering wheel repeatedly. How could I fall for such an amateurish trick? 
Engaging the handsfree feature on his car, he called up Ru Fa Zhong, the leader of the Foo Dog Triad.
“Do you have good news?” asked Ru.
“Yes and no,” said Dao. “She must know someone is following her movements.”
“How do you figure?”
“The cabbie undertook some clever driving skills in crowded streets to elude me.”
Ru responded, “Brother, I will allow you only this one transgression against our honor. I will send enforcers to the train and bus stations. You head over to the airport and find out her destination. If you can’t find her, wait for her to come back. We can pick her up later if we need to.”

      ***Tracy settled into her seat on the plane, destined for Kunyang. She was following a lead she and her father had uncovered. She recalled that during the Ming dynasty, Emperor Zhu Di sent the admiral to explore foreign lands and collect tribute from the barbarians. How far he traveled remains debatable.
When the fleet returned in 1423, a new emperor was in place, and his vision didn’t include expensive expeditions. His isolation policy left the ships to rot at their moorings. Confucian scholars from the court burned the maps and logbooks of the admiral’s starfleet. Although documents of the journeys were destroyed, some may have been saved. The stories survived over the centuries because crewmembers had refused to acquiesce and had related their adventures to their families. If still in existence, Zheng He’s ancient records and maps might reveal if he did indeed discover the Americas.
Tracy and her father’s research revealed that the admiral had four sisters, and through a genealogy search, they found a descendant in Kunyang, Zheng He’s hometown. It was Tracy’s only lead, and she hoped she could get information that could lead her to these lost records.
Tracy arrived at 489 Tan Street and knocked on the door, and a short elderly woman opened it. Her silver hair was in a neat bun, her dark brown eyes were slightly sunken, and her wrinkled skin showed lines of an austere existence. Her narrow mouth parted slightly as she said, “Yes?”
“Miss Kwan,” Tracy said in Mandarin. “My name is Tracy Jordan, and I am studying Chinese Literature and History at Nanjing University. I’ve come to visit you and speak to you about your ancestor, Zheng He. Do you think you could help me?”
“I am surprised that anyone would be interested.” Curiosity overcoming her cautious nature, she said, “Please come in, Miss Jordan, and call me Jiang.”
“And please call me Tracy.”
“Let me make us some green tea.”
Jiang returned to the small living room and placed the teapot on the black lacquered table. She poured the steaming liquid into the porcelain cups glazed with motifs of flying cranes.
“I find your interest unusual for a westerner.”
“I have always been fascinated by the travels of Zheng He.”
Jiang was wary. “There is not much to tell, just stories…” She was reluctant to reveal too much to a stranger.
Tracy sensed Jiang’s discomfort, and said, “It is important that the true story of Zheng He should be told.”
“Our family has carried the burden of this secret for centuries.” Jiang’s eyes met Tracy’s and saw sincerity.
“What can you tell me about Admiral Zheng He?” 
“Only what my grandfather told me about his exploits.”
“Do you by any chance have or know of any records of his voyages?”
“My yeye, grandfather, mentioned that Zheng He didn’t return from his last voyage. When Zheng He’s deputy envoy found out that the city officials were destroying the official records of the voyages, he hid his own diary. My grandfather said it contained firsthand accounts of travel to the Americas. The contents contained illustrations, inscriptions, and maps. Official records say the deputy envoy’s name was Wang Jinghong and that the admiral died at sea. The unofficial truth is Wang Jinghong disappeared with his diary, changed his name, and moved away. Admiral Zheng He remained in the Americas.”
“It’s interesting that he got away with the diary. But where did he hide it?” asked Tracy.
“Previous generations have passed down a story that Zheng He’s deputy envoy hid the diary in Yangzhou, where the Tomb of Puhaddin is located. Puhaddin is believed to be the sixteenth-generation descendent of Muhammad. Next to the tomb is a mosque, which houses a collection of valuable manuscripts and records of Chinese–Muslim relationships. As you probably know, Zheng He and Wang Jinghong were devout Muslims. Our family believes that the diary is hidden in these archives.”
“Dear Jiang, you have been a great help.”
Tracy gracefully gave a slight nod with her head and shoulders to show her respect.
“You have given me hope that Admiral Zheng He’s story can be told. The world should know the truth about who arrived in the Americas first.” 






  
  three
That Was Dicey
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AFTER ARRIVING BACK at the Blue Gulf Marina, William and Philip escorted the two Asian prisoners to C Division for interrogation. 
Sitting in the car, Philip said, “That was rather dicey out there on the river.”
“It was. But I recognize these guys from an earlier case,” replied William.
“Just who are they, and why were they trying to kill us?”
“Not you. They were after me. I figured out who they are.”
“What gives?”
“It’s a bit of a story,” said William. “It started six years ago when a ten-story office building collapsed in on itself, killing multiple residents.”
“That’s tough.”
“Entire families were devastated.”
“Should never have happened.”
“The investigators felt that way too. It goes further than poor building upkeep,” said William. “The rebar was fabricated from cheap Chinese steel.”
He stopped the SUV for a red light. “The cement was analyzed and was found to be inferior. The chemical matrix showed that the standards of practice were not met.”
The light turned green, and William eased into downtown traffic.
“The Montreal police located Wu Sunfay, who owned Sunfay Engineering and Construction. The Anti-Corruption Squad ultimately raided his home and offices. These searches were related to the awarding of municipal contracts. Sunfay’s company did the work on the Place Ville-Leveque.”
Philip turned around to check on the suspects. Both men looked crestfallen and defeated.
William continued, “After some preliminary inquiries, C Division found out some of the engineers were adept at manipulating construction contracts. They did it to inflate the final price tag awarded to companies that had given them kickbacks. Construction engineers hid the phony expenses behind legitimate but unexpected costs riddled throughout the projects.”
“It’s obvious there was collusion between the planners and the engineers,” said Philip.
“At the time, the LaFond Commission was the task force exposing corruption in the construction industry in Quebec. So, they subpoenaed all the financial accounts from Sunfay Engineering and Construction,” said William. “The task force turned them over to us at C Division. My assignment was to find hidden money and payoffs.”
“I heard about it at the time. René told me you received an MBA at McGill, picked up a diploma in forensic accounting, and that the RCMP recruited you to help root out money laundering and insider trading,” replied Philip.
A young girl ran across the front of the SUV. William jumped on the brakes.
“Lucky kid,” said Philip.
“Somehow Sunfay got wind of my involvement in the investigation, and before I could get started, two gangsters forced their way into my house around three in the morning. They had me at gunpoint and took me back to C Division to retrieve the case files. No files, no evidence, no jail time.”
“What did you do?” asked Philip.
“I waited until we were beside the file boxes. One of them told me to pick up a box and carry it out. I threw it at him, knocking the gun aside. The distraction allowed me to overpower and arrest them.”
William spared Philip the details but saw it play out in his mind as if it was yesterday.
He had delivered a roundhouse kick to the closest man and hit him solidly in the kidney. He half-turned and back-fisted the other gangster in the temple; he dropped like a bag of cement. William immediately turned back to the other man, double punched him in the stomach, and put all his weight into a palm thrust to the chin. He went down as well.
“Are these the two guys?” said Philip.
“Yeah, they’re the same guys.”
William turned the black SUV into the underground garage and parked. They escorted the prisoners to the detention center.
“So, this Wu Sunfay is the guy who wants to knock you off?” asked Philip.
“Yes, it’s him. We had enough evidence to convict him for tax, fraud, bid rigging, and manslaughter. He is serving hard time at Archambault Institution.”

      ***René Bouchard came around to the detention area, carrying a cup of coffee.
“You two have had an interesting day. Are you all right?”
“We’re fine,” William replied. “These are Wu Sunfay’s guys.”
“Let’s get to the bottom of this,” said René.
“It was an attempted hit. Sunfay wants payback because I put him away.”
“Probably, but we need solid answers.”
“I’m worried about my family. Sunfay could get to my father to punish me. Can we get the local police up to his chalet to keep an eye on him?” asked William.
René pointed at Philip. “Get on the phone and get a car out to the house right away.”
Philip nodded.
“I’ll take excellent care of these two assholes,” said René. “You go be with your father.”
“Thanks René.” William paused. “The Midnight Fox got shot up. She’s at the marina. They’ll be sending you the bill.”
René rolled his eyes. “Of course, they will.” He called an officer over to help move both prisoners into the holding cells. As he shoved the last one in, he said, “Enjoy your stay, connards stupides.”
William took the elevator to the underground parking, saying nothing to the other officers. He was thinking of stopping Sunfay before he tried again. William felt that familiar satisfaction of formulating a plan.
Downstairs, William sauntered to his Triumph Rocket 3 TFC motorcycle, put on his helmet, and engaged the starter. He felt that reassuring vibration throughout the bike as the exhaust note revved up. He eased into first gear, let out the clutch, and rumbled out of the underground and onto the street. Within twenty minutes, he was out of Montreal and on Highway 117, headed for the Laurentian Highlands.
William was born north of Ville-de-Sainte-Agathe-des-Monts, where his father had a chalet on Lac des Sables. In an hour, he would be there, probably just in time for dinner.
He passed a group of overweight middle-aged bikers all driving Harleys, trying to recapture their youth. They gave him the thumbs-up gesture all bikers give each other, verification they were all from the same fraternity. William thumbed back at them, cranked open the throttle and sped by them with the wind in his face, appreciating he was following his own path.

      ***René pulled out the crime sheets on the two suspects, using their fingerprint data. Both had a long history of criminal activity in China and Canada. They called their lawyers, but the courts denied the pair bail as they were being charged with the attempted murder of two police officers. The way the whole thing was stacking up, it looked like these two Triad gangsters were going to be guests of the Canadian government for a long time. 






  
  four
The Foo Dog Triad
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THE FOYER WAS OVERFLOWING with people who burst into unanimous applause as Minister of Culture Chu Bojing cut the red ribbon and opened a new public library in the Beijing suburb of Tongzhou. 
Bojing smiled at the response. He was a noted poet, teacher, and national hero even though his mentor had been exiled for criticizing the communist party.
He walked up to the podium to give the opening address. His physique was slender, and he used the comb over technique to hide his bald spot. His thoughtful eyes peered at the crowd, his nose was small and flat, while his face was rounded with high cheekbones.
The minister shuffled his notes and focused on the crowd with benevolence, then looked at the media with annoyance. He expected the newspapers and television factions to use the event to pose embarrassing questions.
Bojing put his hands on the podium and began to speak. “Ladies and gentlemen, our government is pleased to present this modern library to the people of Tongzhou. This location was selected because of its proximity to key schools in the neighborhood. Students will have access to all forms of media and an excellent selection of books and periodicals. All citizens are encouraged to enjoy this new facility. Finally, as your minister of culture, and with government direction, I will oversee that our traditions survive through books, plays, films, paintings, and antiquities. Please enjoy the pastries and tea.”
There was raucous applause, then Bojing nodded and walked away with his protective detail, avoiding the media.
Representatives from all the major television stations and newspapers started to complain about the lack of accessibility to the culture minister. One journalist shouted out, “Minister Chu, what are you doing to get our antiquities reappropriated?”
Bojing kept walking as his detail directed him out of the building and into his waiting limousine. He slumped into the lush cowhide of the rear seat. He was pleased to have escaped the event with only one question regarding antiquities stolen from China. Still, it was a question that concerned him.
A few days earlier, his old friend Professor Peng Lixin told him that Tracy Jordan, a new student from America, was attending his class. Bojing’s interest was piqued when Lixin explained that the young lady had published a paper on Admiral Zheng He’s travels to the Americas. Based on her credentials, Lixin believed there was some truth to it. Her father, Jeffrey Jordan, had an international reputation as a gifted archaeologist and had written many papers on the subject.
Bojing’s common sense suggested the notion of Admiral Zheng He’s sailing to the Americas was absurd. The taking of tribute and sharing gifts among the uncultured during the voyages was expected during the Ming dynasty. How far did he travel to achieve his goals? These two thoughts jolted his mind and sent him speculating. What if it were true? Would it be possible to retrieve the antiquities? Would this discovery elevate me to a higher status in the Party and make me rich? Bojing couldn’t second guess himself now; he had already set his plan in motion. On his orders, associates from the Foo Dog Triad were watching and following Tracy Jordan. It was time to get a progress report.
“Driver, take me to my office.”
“Yes, sir.”
Bojing reached into his suit pocket and took out his cellphone. He pressed his thumb on the fingerprint sensor of his phone, found the favorites list, chose one, and waited.

      ***The incense wafted upward and filled the room with the musky fragrance of sandalwood. Ru was sitting in the lotus position, his body still. A ring tone permeated his sedate meditation. The piece of music was the High Plains Drifter theme from the movie, The Good, the Bad and the Ugly. It was a dark and moody melody.
Ru was in a leadership role in the Foo Dog Triad. He was an ambitious, sadistic criminal determined to become even more powerful. The music was a reminder the dark side had beckoned him, and he had followed. He unfolded his legs, sprang up onto his feet, disconnected his phone from the charger, and picked up.
“Ru speaking.”
“This is Bojing. Are you free to talk?”
“Better we meet in person.”
“King Parkview Hotel in Beijing tomorrow at 10:00 a.m.,” said Bojing.
“See you then.”
Ru Fa Zhong was a handsome Eurasian of thirty-two years, with hair black as coal, a narrow forehead, square-jawed and penetrating eyes. He was a meticulous dresser, often wearing dark striped suits and handmade shoes together with a Bvlgari Chronograph, popular with pop musicians and rappers. He was a professionally trained assassin and notorious for kidnapping wealthy businesspeople for ransom. He also ran drugs, prostitutes, and gambling clubs and was known for dealing out harsh punishments. He’d chopped off a gambler’s hand for cheating on his ship and threw him overboard.
Chu Bojing was cultured, a poet laureate, and had risen through the ranks in the Communist Party to become the culture minister. Even so, he embraced his collaboration with Ru and the Foo Dog Triad. Bojing was very powerful, but he still kept a cautious vigil because Ru was dangerous and unpredictable.

      ***Ru drove to Hong Kong International Airport and boarded an Air China flight to Beijing. He checked into the King Parkview Hotel and prepared for his meeting with Chu Bojing. Ru selected the same floor as Bojing’s so he could slip over in secret. His actions were a precaution since being on Mainland China meant not benefiting from Hong Kong police protection. The communists’ surveillance of the internet and cellphones made those systems vulnerable to cyber-infiltration, which is why the clandestine meetings were necessary. Plus, Ru knew the one-on-one sessions meant he could observe his collaborator’s body language. For the moment, he felt comfortable playing the lesser role as he watched for non-verbal cues.






  
  five
Could This Be The Diary?

[image: ]

AFTER ARRIVING BACK in Nanjing Airport, Tracy grabbed her luggage from the airplane’s overhead bin and walked to the taxi stand. She didn’t notice the man surveying her from the arrival lounge. 
Tang Dao was waiting in the airport parking lot in the blue Audi when he received the text. She’s coming out now.
He called Ru Fa Zhong, using the hands-free function.
“She just arrived,” said Dao.
“Where was she?” asked Ru.
“I tried to find out, but the airline agents were not cooperating.”
“Okay, you have her now. Don’t let her get away again.”
“When should we grab her?”
“We will let her do all the research and grab her afterward. You are on borrowed time if you fail again,” said Ru. “For now, just follow her.”
“I’ll do what has to be done,” Dao said. He put the car in gear and followed the cab.

      ***Tracy was in the university library searching for architectural drawings of the Crane Mosque in Yangzhou. Hours later, she found what she needed on the internet.
The information she sourced explained the ancient mosque was built in 1275 to serve the needs of Arab traders. Nearly eight hundred years ago, the area was also planted with pine and ginkgo trees. The main entrance looked like the head of a crane, the walls on either side the eyes, the left-hand path the neck, the prayer hall the body, the north and south walls, the wings and archive room.

      ***Back in her apartment, Tracy peered out her window and saw the blue Audi. Concerned, she waited up late to compensate for the time difference between China Standard Time and California and called her father’s office at Stanford. On the third ring, Jeffrey Jordan picked up.
“This is Professor Jordan.”
“Hi Dad.”
“Hi Tracy. Is everything okay?” His voice was full of concern.
“Dad, I need your advice. Someone has been following me. I don’t know who they are, and I am worried.”
“Is it about your research?”
“I think so. I discovered there was a diary kept by Admiral Zheng’s deputy envoy, and it could be hidden at the Crane Mosque in Yangzhou,” she said. “I’m going there on the weekend to see about retrieving it or copying it. Whichever is the least risky.”
“Please be careful.”
“Someone may have figured out why we are looking for the diary.”
“Okay, let’s consider a plan where you can slip away.”
“What do you suggest?”
“Go shopping, act normally. Buy a wig, a cane, and baggy old clothes. Then dress up as an older woman, walk for a few blocks, and slip into the subway. After a few stops, hail a cab and go to the airport. Get a locker, hide your disguise, and fly out to Yangzhou. Please call me when you get back.”
Tracy spent the week in and out of classes, maintaining her cover as an international student. She avoided Professor Peng as much as possible, smiling and moving along before she could be summoned.
On Friday night, she went shopping as her father had suggested. Dao was watching Tracy from the blue Audi. After a brief walk toward the campus, Tracy suddenly ran into the subway station and took the train south to Xinjiekou, the central business district of Nanjing where she could get the supplies she needed for her escape.
Dao immediately reacted, opening his car door and darting down the street after her. The last subway car had disappeared into the darkness when he arrived at the platform.
“Shit!”
Dao went back to the car to wait for her. Since she had no luggage, he presumed that she would return. Later that night, Tracy returned, carrying two shopping bags.
Dao eyed the names on the bags. Probably just some lingerie or fashion accessories.

      ***Tracy showered on Saturday morning, followed by dim sum and jasmine tea for breakfast. Refreshed and feeling confident, she donned her wig, baggy clothes, and extended the collapsible cane. She stooped over and stepped forward slowly like an elderly woman as she walked out of her apartment building.
Dao had been replaced with another triad thug, and he did not take notice of the elderly woman as she labored along the sidewalk. Tracy managed to complete her task and hailed a cab to the airport to catch her flight to Yangzhou. She was confident that no one had followed her. The taxi dropped her off at the Crane Mosque. Tracy was now wearing a gray floral hijab.
The Crane Mosque was made of brick, and its solid gray steel doors were opened straight to the epicenter, which was shaped like a flame. Two stylized kneeling rams were on either side of the doorway, protecting it. The architecture was a combination of Persian and Chinese.
She stepped through the doorway into the courtyard and garden. The fragrance of the pine and ginkgo trees enhanced the beauty of the old place as she stepped forward on her way to the front door of the mosque.
When she entered, Tracy whispered, “As-salamu alaikum.”
An imam stood before her, and replied, “Wa alaikum as-salaam.” And upon you be peace.
“Are you here to pray? There is no area here for women to pray. Besides, it’s a museum filled with historical and cultural literature,” he said.
“Please forgive the intrusion. I’m not here to pray but ask permission to research the archives,” replied Tracy in Mandarin.
The imam’s serious nature was reflected in his brown eyes. His nose was hawkish and narrow and his face angular. His smile, if you could call it that, showed worn and stained teeth. He was wearing a flowing thobe, and a taqiyah cap. He stood in the doorway like a physical wall of faith separating her from her goal.
“The materials in the library are made available at my discretion. Some of this information is not accessible to external researchers. What type of research are you conducting?” he asked.
“Here is my student card from Nanjing University. My studies include ancient Chinese history, classical literature, and documents.”
“The manuscripts and records are primarily of Chinese and Muslim relationships. How does this support your studies?”
“The information I’m looking for are constitutional government records of the late Ming dynasty.”
“You are American?”
“Yes, I am an international student. I’ve been studying at Stanford University and am preparing a paper on the historical politics between Persian and Chinese Muslims during the 15th century. I would be grateful for your cooperation.”
The imam stroked his chin for a moment while considering her request. “I will allow you access to that area. The way you presented yourself in the traditional hijab is a sign of respect for the Muslim faith, which is a significant factor in my decision,” he said. “As a condition when you present your paper, I expect you to mention our mosque as a reference.”
“You have my promise,” answered Tracy. She touched her notepad as a sign of reassurance.
“Please take off your shoes and follow me to the library. Try to finish as soon as possible.”
They entered the dust-laden room with shelves crammed with manuscripts, books, and records of every description. There was a plain simple desk and chair in the center. The utilitarian and practical room was large and accommodating.
“Everything from the Ming dynasty should be on the west wall,” he said as he left the room.
Tracy stared at the shelves and wondered how it was categorized. Hopefully, the earliest imam had created an organized designation, allowing for proper sorting, by year, month, and day. After looking for an hour, she decided there must be some other method of searching since she wasn’t finding anything remotely close to her objective.
Looking more closely around the room, she discovered a worn tapestry hanging from floor to ceiling. Inquisitive, she walked over and lifted it away from the wall. Shelves of books and manuscripts were hidden from view. Tracy’s eyes began drifting down and from left to right, as she read the spines. Donning soft cotton gloves to protect the ancient manuscripts from the moisture and oils in her hands, she pulled out some bound papers and looked for the titles. Occasionally dust would float up into her nostrils, causing an immediate sneeze.
She continued her search and noticed a more significant book, which when translated read Tobacco: Black Poison from the Barbarian Lands 1420. This did not fit into the contemporary historical model since Christopher Columbus had discovered tobacco in the Americas in 1492.
This book title and date must be out of synchronization, Tracy thought. It was believed that tobacco had arrived in China from the Philippines during the Ming dynasty between 1522 and 1566. So how does this fit? It doesn’t. How can a book be written over a century earlier about tobacco in China? Could this be a clue hidden by Zheng He’s deputy envoy? Tracy’s hands started trembling. She carefully took it down from the shelf. She released the binding string and opened the cover, revealing another book hidden in the hollowed-out area. Could this be the diary?
She removed it from the recess to examine it. The light brown parchment paper was bound at the right side, with a thin double silk cord threaded through four holes. It had two vertical columns of ancient Chinese script on the front, establishing it as a personal log. An oblong circle with the traditional red seal of the officer in its center indicated this memoir belonged to the deputy envoy Wang Jinghong.
Tracy’s face flushed with excitement as she vigilantly looked around to see if the imam or anyone else noticed what she was doing. Confirming she was alone, she placed the personal log on the table with great care. Opening the first page revealed the initial entry in the logbook: 
April 2nd, 1420 at Nanjing Harbor
The ship’s name is Lin Yao, registered Nanjing China
Master Admiral Zheng He
Language Chinese
Looking further into the deputy envoy’s account, Tracy could read the ship’s speed and heading, wind direction, weather conditions, details of course changes, time of arrival, berthing or anchoring, descriptions of places visited, and a myriad of administrative duties recorded.
From the ancient record, it should be possible to reconstruct the course followed during the ship’s passage at sea, enabling a navigator to calculate dead reckoning and estimated positions.
Tracy pulled out her cellphone and started photographing every page of the log, all two years of it. After her final photo, she turned the last page, repackaged everything, and placed it how she found it, exclusive of the dust. She left the library and entered the prayer room to meet the imam.
“Have you concluded your research?”
“Yes, I have, and thank you for access to the manuscripts.”
“May I ask if you have had a good experience here in our mosque?”
“Yes, it was. It’s the first mosque I have ever visited.”
“Islam is a peaceful religion not unlike Christianity and Judaism. Sadly, in parts of the world, it is taught by way of rape and rifle.”
Tracy felt a heavy heart at the thought of those poor abused girls and women she saw on the televised news. They were sold from one fighter to the next. “I have read the Quran during my studies, and the difficulty is not with the passages, but with the context. If the women of Islam can be equal in the eyes of Allah, why can’t they be as equal in the eyes of men?”
“I believe there are reformists of Islamic doctrine, even here. Only compassion will make itself felt.” He smiled at her and pointed to her shoes resting on the floor.
“It’s been very enlightening,” Tracy said.
She bowed her head slightly, stooped to the ground and put her street shoes on. Tracy slipped her purse
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