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The Throne
of Olympus is a modern-day reworking of the Greek mythological
tales of Zeus and his battle against the Titans. The protagonists
in this passion-fuelled saga are members of two rival,
international banking dynasties - the Villon Family in Europe and
the Ravenscroft Family in the U.S.A. These families began to amass
their fortunes during the reign of Elizabeth I and, over the
ensuing centuries, their vast power influenced kings, presidents
and dictators, shaping world history in the process. In the early
1900s, another distinguished family would become a key player in
the story about to unfold - the Zhukovsky Family in St.
Petersburg.
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Chapter 1

“Birth of
the Titans”

 


“In the
beginning there was darkness and chaos. Turning and twisting in the
swirls of chaos, Ouranos embraced Gaia, who opened to him and grew
fertile. Out of chaos came order. In time, Gaia gave birth to
Kronos, the mightiest of all the Titans. And for a long time the
Titans lived happily and at peace.”

(From the myths
of ancient Greece)

 


St. Petersburg,
Russia, 1916

 


 


The bells of
the Peter and Paul Cathedral strike the midnight hour. The majestic
four hundred foot golden spire with its angel holding a cross
glints in the evening sky above the city of St. Petersburg; a
silent guardian watching over the inhabitants. The city is covered
in a blanket of snow, the many church spires pierce through the
misty shroud like spears. The famous Russian city was at peace, it
seemed as if nothing was stirring, its citizens tightly snugged in
their warm beds, despite the growing unrest and the hush talks of
revolution that was slowly gripping the country.

Yet not all
were in slumber.

In an upper bed
chamber of the baroque white-and-azure winter palace of the Russian
tsars within the Palace Square, the central city square of St.
Petersburg itself; two naked bodies coupled. They are the seventeen
year old Masha Zhukovsky (Gaia), and her new husband, the
twenty-five year old Olivier Villon (Ouranos). A radiant and
highly intelligent woman, Masha is committed to honouring the
heritage of the Zhukovsky family, the most powerful family in all
of the Russian Empire, with centuries of history and breeding
behind her. Yet for all her education and background Masha was
unskilled in the ways of love making, still a virgin, she fights
through the pain of penetration. The man between her thighs has had
plenty of women, many from the great houses of nobility and royalty
of Europe, and yet still his love making is not gentle, but brutal
and forced. And yet Masha embraces it all, however painful, her
pale blue eyes are filled with emotions of pleasure, anguish,
ecstasy, tears and joy; for the joining of the Zhukovsky and Villon
families was an event to celebrate, for Masha knew that the
amalgamation of these two powerhouses of European society would
ensure the future of her dynasty.

Olivier
ravishes his bride, his hands grip and tug at her long jet black
hair, his mouth covering her white porcelain like skin; he devoured
her, wanting to taste every inch of her beautiful young hour glass
shaped figure. Ruthless and tyrannical, Olivier is a man singularly
lacking in compassion, and whose sole aim is to increase the family
fortune in accordance with the goals of the Illuminati. And the
alliance of the Villon and Zhukovsky dynasties was just one more
step towards ‘The Work of Ages’. Olivier was born to believe that
the Villon family has a sovereign right to rule. A conviction he
had instilled in him from the moment he could crawl. Although a fit
and dashing looking man, there was still a sickly paleness to his
appearance and the blue and white eyes didn’t help. Heterochromia,
or, two different coloured eyes is caused by genetics, injury or
disease, but as far as the Villon’s go it is a genetic trait that
appears every so often in a generation. Many have speculated it is
a side effect of past in-breeding.

Masha moans,
whether in pain or pleasure, Olivier doesn’t care. Her cries simply
make him harder and wanting her even more, spreading her legs wider
apart he thrusts his manhood deeper into her; no gentleness or
slowness, no respect for it being her first time, her deflowering
was simply another notch on Olivier’s belt. Her nervous, tense and
quivering body just added fuel to the fire. Masha didn’t know how
much more she could take; Olivier was intent on making his wife
remember their wedding night for the rest of her life. This was an
arranged marriage of diplomacy not love, but as far as Olivier was
concerned he would take his pleasure, to him, work is the meat of
life, pleasure, the dessert; and this dish was as sweet as they
came.

For Masha’s
part however, she would endure - the Russian way, for she was a
Zhukovsky. A net will catch more fish than a pole, her
babushka use to always tell her. Masha wraps her arms and legs more
tightly around Olivier, her teeth finding his neck, marking him,
the love bite causes Olivier to explode inside of her, from tonight
the world would be laid at her feet.
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Berlin,
Germany, 1932

 


Masha sits
patiently in the outer office of Ernst Gruber, CEO of one of the
biggest banks in all of Germany. The reception was grand and gothic
in nature, statues of two Tectonic Knights stood silently watching
in the corners behind the receptionist’s desk; a large black marble
counter with a leather top and carved pillars on either side.

As usual the
Germans did everything big; Masha contemplates silently; even
the blonde receptionist typing away behind that monstrosity of a
desk, looks tiny in comparison. For all its imposing features and
expensive works of art Bank Gruber was a dreary and cheerless place
to be.

Masha felt a
kick inside her stomach; she quickly places one of her gloved hands
on her swollen belly, her unborn baby was in a feisty mood this
morning.

“Almost time,”
she whispers lovingly to the person growing inside her.

It has been a
difficult eight months; this pregnancy was proving to be just as
complicated as all the others. In the years following her marriage
Masha has carried three children, one lived for a year, the other,
two years, and the third, was still born. The last birth almost
claimed Masha’s life. And the doctors were not hopeful about the
current one, they didn’t rate the chances of success for both baby
and mother very highly. But Masha was willing to run the gauntlet,
the future was still up for grabs and it could go either way, their
lineage must go on. Besides, she knew better, this child was
strong, a real fighter, she could feel his strength within her. She
knew that it was a boy and she knew that his name would be
Christophe, and that he would be a giant among mortals. Masha had
no fear about this baby dying and also had no doubt that she would
be there when he claimed the prize of ultimate power. All her hopes
rested on her unborn child’s shoulders, and to her, hope was the
anchor of the soul.

Masha opens her
purse and removes her cosmetic mirror; she flips it open to touch
up her features. She is still very attractive at thirty-three years
of age having blossomed into the stunning woman that was always
apparent during her youth. Immaculately attired she always wore the
best of everything, the finest brands of clothes, shoes, hats,
jewellery, she put high value on her looks and appearance, even
pregnant she could still turn heads at a fashion soiree. Masha
finishes brushing her cheeks and looks to the tall grandfather
clock, she has been waiting for over an hour, but it was well worth
the wait. She could hear the muffled voices of Ernst Gruber and her
husband, Olivier, emanating from behind the closed office door.

Although Masha
hated the Germans for their stance against Russia in the Great War,
the former empire of the Kaiser was now perhaps the best chance for
getting rid of the Bolsheviks who have so devastated her country
and family. The Zhukovsky’s had lost almost everything after the
revolution, their lands, their estates, their power. Even the
Villon’s took a pounding with the fall of Russia, their Eastern
holdings lost to the communists. It was a bitter pill to swallow;
the loss of her parents and sisters at the hands of an unlawful
firing squad was the hardest injustice of all. The fact that she
and Olivier were in France at the time was the only thing that
saved their own lives.

Masha is
suddenly filled with a torrent of memories from her past, images
swell up like a flood; of her lovely sisters, Nina and Catherine,
their woodland Dacca, grand balls in the winter, the men just as
fine in their suits and uniforms as their gowned counterparts.

This time was
ingrained in Masha’s memories.

As if it was
yesterday.

 


Masha’s
childhood was not filled with love in the traditional sense, but it
was overflowing with warmth and she or her sisters never wanted for
anything. They were never spanked or beaten despite the fact that
their father was a strict disciplinarian, but he was a shrewd man
and could get his way by sweet talking anyone.

Masha loved him
dearly.

Her father
truly had a way with words and knew how to use them in manipulating
others to do his bidding; a trait that rubbed off greatly on Masha.
Then of course there was the royal court with its intrigues and
plots, but what Masha recalls most are the many wonderful summers
spent with the Romanov’s. Masha has very fond memories of these
times and the friendship and love she had for the tsars’ children
was almost as deep as that of her own family. But now all are gone,
all dead, and yet for all the Bolsheviks homicidal reign, Masha
knew that the real blame lay at the feet of those that backed Lenin
and his butchers – the House of Ravenscroft.

Masha feels the
hatred building up inside of her at such thoughts and yet revenge
was sweeter than honey, it will take time but in the end she will
have it: after all the tallest blade of grass is the first to be
cut by the scythe, she adamantly tells herself. This brings a
slight smile to her face.

Masha’s
thoughts of retribution are soon interrupted by the arrival of a
small black haired moustache man in a grey suit that seems to hang
to loosely on his small frame. The man is accompanied by two black
uniformed bodyguards, the red swastika armband and death head’s
insignia on their collar clearly marking them as the elite SS
Leibstandarte; their impassive expressions speaking volumes about
their loyalty to the fuehrer. Masha stands as Adolf Hitler crosses
to her and bows taking her hand and kissing it.

“Fraulein, you
look well,” Hitler proffers.

“Thank you Herr
Hitler.”

“Please, Adolf,
no formalities amongst friends”, Hitler is all charm; “I trust
everything is going well with your pregnancy?”

“Splendidly,”
Masha responds. Although this man could be all smiles Masha could
see the astuteness - or madness - lurking behind those pale
charismatic eyes.

“Children
always brighten up a home,” Hitler informs her as if this were
maxim.

“I’m sure this
one will.”

“Truth be told,
if I were not wedded to the Deutschland, I would like nothing more
than to have many children.”

“Perhaps
someday you will.”

“I fear not,
but then the German people are my children.”

“I have no
doubt,” Masha says with a respectful demeanour.

“Yes, well, you
and your husband must come to Berchtesgaden, we’ll make a weekend
of it,” Hitler suggests.

“That would be
lovely.”

“Good, well, I
would like nothing more than to chat the day away with one so
lovely as you, but I must not keep your husband waiting any longer,
matters of state.” With that, Hitler clicks his heels, gives a
slight bow of the head and opens the door to Ernst Gruber’s office.
Masha catches a brief glimpse of the fuehrer greeting Olivier
before the door shuts behind him.

They say you
need a long spoon to sup with the devil, but in this partnership,
who was the devil? Masha didn’t have an answer to her
question.
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Chateau Villon,
France, 1936

 


Château de
Villon is over five hundred years old and has been owned by the
Villon’s for two hundred of those years. A former hunting lodge it
is a most impressive building with its distinct French Renaissance
architecture that blends traditional medieval forms with classic
Italian structures. Aged and moss covered gargoyles sit high upon
their roosts while a black wrought iron fence encircles the
property.

The Villon
family crest is boldly emblazoned above the gate. The extensive
grounds surrounding the château slope away on all sides making the
structure visual to the eye no matter where you were on the estate;
the owners leaving no doubt as to who is the king of the
castle.

But it is the
back gardens that concern us today and the birthday party of the
four year old Christophe Villon (Kronos). A large munificent
spread has been laid out on one table, while another is filled with
wrapped and unwrapped presents, the wrapping paper and ribbons is a
kaleidoscope of colour. A dozen other children, all from other
aristocrat families are in attendance with their parents or
nannies, including the Archbishop of Paris. A string quartet plays
‘pop goes the weasel’ and other nursery rhymes. A clown juggles
tennis balls with the aid of a ballerina, while ‘Andre The
Magnificent’ performs magic tricks, and ‘Belle’ the African
elephant gives rides while a small carousel also offers rides of a
different kind, on wooden horses and unicorns. The trappings of
wealth allow no expense to be spared.

The young
Christophe sits at the main table with his mother, and Masha is
never far from his side, hovering over him like a lioness
protecting her cub. Christophe had been a sickly baby for the first
two years of his life and while Masha had no doubt that he would
survive; there have been many sleepless nights and restless days
for her. But in the last couple of years Christophe has come along
in leaps and bounds, thanks in no small part to Masha. She watched
over him like a Hawke, making sure he wanted for nothing whether
that is medical or educational needs; she has no intention for
Christophe to grow up indolent, but rather to grow up indomitable.
Masha affectingly ruffles her son’s black hair, even at age four he
was a handsome lad and showed signs of taking after his mother’s
side of the family, which sat well with Masha as she fervently
hopes that he will not inherit any of the many mental illness’ that
have plagued the Villon’s over the centuries. Masha again ruffles
Christophe’s hair and follows up with a loving hug.

“Happy birthday
my little titan.” Masha kisses Christophe on the cheek while a
servant brings out the birthday cake. As the children begin to sing
happy birthday Masha’s eyes go to Olivier, who is more preoccupied
with chatting up the Lady Jezebel de Payne, than to sing happy
birthday to his own son.

No great
conquest: Masha thinks quietly, as the Lady Jezebel would
spread her legs for anyone. Masha dismisses her husband’s
infidelity, when you marry a French man you also married his
mistresses’.

“Make a wish,”
she prompts Christophe.

Christophe
smiles at his mother before blowing out the candles.
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Chateau Villon,
1938

 


Christophe’s
rumpus room was a large one on the second floor towards the front
of the house.

 


The wallpaper
was covered in images of lollies and clowns. The room has many old
toys passed down through the generations. There were dolls dressed
in Victorian garb, toy soldiers, cowboys and Indians, a broken
rocking horse that has seen better days and of course an assortment
of building blocks and toy metal cars. But it was one of the newer
items that occupied Christophe’s attention on this cold wet and
wintery day, and that was the bright red fire engine. He’s only had
the toy for a year and he still enjoyed playing with it, at the
moment he was in the middle of putting out a fire at the doll
house. It was proving a most difficult task, as there were dolls
trapped inside, and so Christophe has called upon the soldiers to
aid him, but it also seems that he might need the assistance of the
cowboys and Indians.

“This is going
to be close,” he mumbles quietly to his pet Cocker Spaniel, Rufus,
who lies lazily nearby uninterested in what his master is engaged
in.

Christophe’s
six year old imagination was taking him away from his drab
surroundings, transporting him to a real house on fire with real
soldiers desperately battling the flames to try and save the
residents trapped inside the burning building. An innocent child
with a loving mother and a distant father, but no troubles, caught
up in his imaginary play world, but that world like his innocence
was about to end with a thud.

CRAASSHH!

The play room
door fly’s open and a terrified servant stumbles in with a bloodied
head and cut cheek. The old man falls only a few feet in front of a
shocked Christophe.

“Young master -
help me - please help me,” the man begs of Christophe, “it wasn’t
my fault.”

The cause of
the man’s terror enters the room. Olivier Villon stands in the
doorway with murder in his eyes and a riding crop in his hand.
“Mercy monsieur, mercy,” the servant yelps at Olivier.


“Saltimbanque – thief – I’ll have your hide,” Olivier says
with great malice. He raises his riding crop and begins laying into
the poor servant. Five hard strokes he deals out. The first and
second hit the shoulders, the third and forth the back, and the
fifth the buttocks. The elderly servant who has been with the
family for many years continues to beg for clemency. This only
causes Olivier to strike out a few more times. A drop of the
servant’s blood flicks onto Christophe’s petrified face. It is only
then that Olivier realises that his son is in the room. “Mon
Dieu!” The father curses as he grabs the cowering servant by
his belt and drags him whimpering out of the room away from the
eyes of his son. As Olivier goes to close the door he looks to
Christophe.

“Someday you
will understand the need for punishment and discipline,” he tells
Christophe obdurately before shutting the door behind him.
Christophe is silent as he stares blankly at the closed door
clutching a tin soldier, listening to the rapidly fading sound of
the servant being dragged away to his fate.

The next two
years were a nightmare for the young master and it was only going
to get worse.
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Chateau Villon,
1940

 


The eight year
old Christophe Villon lies awake in his large four posted black
mahogany bed trying to shut out the distressing sounds of the
violent argument that was taking place in the corridor beyond his
room.

 


Christophe’s
green eyes are almost filled with tears; his whole body is shaking
beneath the blankets. The dying embers in the fireplace give an
eerie orangey glow to the darken room, adding to the air of
palpable gloom hanging over the House of Villon. But no matter how
hard he tries Christophe cannot block out the tempest raging on the
landing beyond the closed door.

“This is your
entire fault,” a belligerent Olivier shouts out, as he slaps the
beauteous Masha with great force across the face, sending her
crashing to the floor. “You said to fund him,” he rages, “you said
he would invade Russia and overthrow the Bolsheviks.”

Olivier, now
fifty years of age, towers over his thirty-seven year old wife like
a giant, with nostrils flaring and his multi-coloured eyes
bloodshot from lack of sleep, he vents all his anger at Masha; the
well known Villon insanity clearly evident beneath the rage.

Nearby the pet
Cocker Spaniel, Rufus, crouches in fear under a small side table
while all around them the walls of the wide corridor are festooned
with family portraits of the Villons from the last two hundred
years, looking down in mute judgement.

Olivier feels
their eyes boring into him.

“And now what,
the little shit decided to invade Poland, Holland has fallen and
now his army is marching on France. And this is just the hors
d’oeuvre.” Olivier hurls these facts at Masha as if they were
accusations against her. But Masha, holding her red cheek, stands
and looks at her husband with a great calmness belying the
situation; as her Babushka said: anyone who angers you conquers
you.

“Cest la
guerre ... such are the fortunes of war,” she states.

“We will lose
much of our fortune in this war and the cursed Ravenscrofts will
once again capitalise,” Olivier informs her, rolling his eyes in
contempt. “I can almost see their hand in this. I should never have
listened to you bitch, I should never have funded that
carbotin, who may yet deliver the coup de grace.”

“Hitler may yet
serve our purpose, out of chaos comes order,” Masha tries a
different approach.

“Whatever order
may now come out of this maelstrom, I can assure you that the
former glory of the Zhukovskys will not be rekindled in Russia,”
Olivier tells her with some relish.

The last
statement from Olivier strikes a chord deep within Masha’s being
that she can’t let go without replying. “You act as if I put a gun
to your head. As if I made you sign the cheques.”

“Whore!”
Olivier retaliates by smashing a nearby vase to the floor and then
grabbing his wife violently by the throat and pushing her hard up
against the wall. “Don’t try and come the innocent with me. I know
you too well.” Olivier’s spittle splashes Masha’s cheeks – she
doesn’t flinch.

“We all saw the
madness behind those eyes, the same that is now behind yours,”
Masha says in defiance. “And yet we flocked to him like moths to a
flame and yet in the end what is he, nothing, just another pawn in
the great work. We’ve tasted the bitterness of misfortune before,
it’s nothing new, but revenge is a sweeter taste to the pallet.
After all the world has always acted on the principle that one good
kick deserves another, has it not?”

“Revenge is
like biting the dog because the dog bites you. It does not serve
the greater goal and the goal is paramount,” Olivier prattles off
these words as if they were gospel.

“And what of
the Ravenscrofts? What of their betrayal?” She asks. “What else
other than revenge has motivated you all these years...and me?” She
adds bitterly.

“I’m a Villon
damn you not some scrapper,” he screeches. His hand taking a
stronger grip on her throat.

Masha stands
her ground.

 


 


“What were the
Villons but peasants who dragged themselves out of the mud and
shit,” she scoffs, “who stole, coerce and cheated their way to
riches while the Zhukovskys raised tsars to the throne and sat by
their right hand.”

“You spout
nothing but poisonous lies. The Zhukovskys are nothing more than
Gypsies; we Villons can trace our lineage back to the first kings
of France. We were conquering armies while your kind was still
scratching their arses.”

“The truth is
often violated by falsehood.” Masha says these words with no sign
of fear, in fact she stares Olivier down, daring him to hurt
her.

“A curse on the
day that the Villons entwined with the Zhukovskys,” he tells her
loathsomely. He lets her go and walks off in anger, lashing out in
spitefulness at the Cocker Spaniel with his foot. The animal yelps
in pain before falling silent.

Meanwhile; a
deathly silence fills Christophe’s bedroom, a tomblike stillness.
Christophe strains to hear something – anything – but there is
nothing. It’s as if the curtain has come down upon the show and the
actors have left the stage. The young Christophe begins to wonder
whether the argument is over. He wordlessly prays for it to be
finished and not just intermission.

Christophe has
grown to hate and despise his father over the last couple of years.
In that time he has suffered several beatings at the hands of
Olivier Villon. The first and by far the worse was a year ago when
Olivier took his son Grouse hunting. Olivier was hell bent on
getting a rifle into his seven year old son’s hands, determined to
teach him how to kill. “Death is part of life and when you’ve taken
life you appreciate and cherish yours all the more for it.” Olivier
had told Christophe with a strong conviction. The day in fact
started out alright, a bright sunny morning, but it soon
deteriorated with the coming of the bad weather. Olivier snapped
when Christophe cracked the wooden butt of the rifle, after he
accidently dropped it on some rocks. Several slaps on the backside
followed each one harder and more sadistic than the previous. The
tears flowed unabatedly and the comfort came later in the arms of
his mother, whom he truly adored. But even so Christophe still has
a child’s love for his father.

Christophe is
quickly brought out of his musings by the opening of his bedroom
door. He lets out a start, but this soon fades when he sees his
mother entering the room holding an elegant looking lit candelabra.
Masha slowly closes the door and crosses the room to her son’s bed
like some apparition from the netherworld. The light from the
candles flickers over Christophe’s face revealing the un-easy
expression upon it.

“You’re
shivering,” Masha observes with genuine concern. She puts the
candelabra down on the bedside table and moves to the smouldering
fire place to stoke the embers with an iron poker bringing the
flames back to life. The light from the flickering fire causes
shadowy shapes to dance across the walls of the darkened room.
Masha goes back to her son, sits on the bed and cuddles him.
Christophe relishes the warmth of his mother’s bosom.

“Why is papa so
angry?” Christophe asks still on edge.

“He has a lot
on his mind.”

“He hurts you,”
Christophe states.

Masha gives a
slight grin before answering. “Never be afraid of a barking dog,
only be afraid of a silent one.”

“I hate him,”
he speaks in a hushed tone.

“You must never
show your hatred to your papa,” Masha eagerly tells him, “you must
bury it deep down inside until it is time to use it. Do you
understand?” Masha looks deeply into the eyes of her son until he
silently nods in agreement. “That’s my little titan.”

“But why is
papa so mad all the time?”

 


 


“Because there
is no honour among thieves, and even less among boyars.”

“What are
they?”

“Nobles,
Christophe, nobles,” she informs him with a slight ting of
bitterness.

“But aren’t we
nobles?”

“Yes we are,
but you must always remember that you hail from two of the noblest
bloodlines in all of history, families that have been at the very
heart and centre of European society for centuries.”

“Does that mean
we’re special?”

“Oh yes, indeed
we are Christophe, indeed we are.”

“Tell me mama,
please,” an excited Christophe asks. The presence, warmth and
kindness of his mother quickly chase away the dark thoughts that
only moments ago were gripping his being.

“Alright,” she
tells him.

Christophe
makes himself more comfortable, settling in for a bedtime
story.

“Take your
papa’s family, the Villons,” Masha begins, “they claim descent from
the Merovingians, the very first warrior kings of France.”

“Really?”

“Yes - why they
use to cut off the heads of their enemies in battle and strap them
to their saddles and spears as trophies. They were conquerors,
Christophe, they had no fear, and they took this land by sword,
fire and blood, and became the true founders of the Franks. It’s
also claimed that these kings were descended from an even more
ancient and holier bloodline, but one now lost in the mists of
time.”

Christophe’s
head is suddenly filled with images of warriors on horseback riding
across an inhospitable landscape from the Dark Ages; the horses hot
breathe clearly evident in his mind’s eye, as are the severed heads
dangling from their saddles.

“Legend, myth
or fact, the truth is now lost. But what is certain,” she
continues, “is that the House of Villon truly came to its glory in
the year 1761 when three brothers started Banque Villon in the city
of Paris and the beginning of something wonderful. The names of
these men, your ancestors, were Alphonse, Rene and Philippe and
before long they had set up a grand plan. Rene, the second eldest
quickly established a branch of Banque Villon in Venice, while
Philippe, the youngest of them all, went to the great city of
London to open a branch there.”

“Is that how we
became rich?”

Masha smiles
lovingly at her son’s unbridled enthusiasm. “Yes my sweet, wealth
to rival Solomon. Before long the brothers Villon had married into
the wealthy aristocratic families of these cities firming their
standing in society and making the House of Villon bankers to
kings, queens, and the nobility; why even Rome herself used Banque
Villon thus making it one of the most powerful banking dynasties in
Europe. It was also at this time that Philippe wrote a letter to
his brothers, in this very house, in which he made the statement:
‘it matters little who is in power, for he who controls the
finances controls the country.’” Masha looks earnestly at
Christophe as she utters this statement.

“You must
remember those words, you must never forget them,” she urges “for
they have become the family dictum. Do you understand?”

“I think
so...money is power,” Christophe says.

“Yes, but true
power doesn’t lie in having money, true power lies in those that
control it. He who dances must pay the fiddler and even the most
high born will grovel for a penny.”

“What happened
next mama, please tell me,” Christophe prompts. Masha gives her son
another cuddle. The love between them is unmistakably evident.

 


 


“Well, the true
coup de main came after the great battle of Waterloo.”

“Waterloo,”
Christophe interrupts, “that’s where Emperor Napoleon was beaten by
General Wellington.”

“Yes and it was
during the Napoleonic wars that the Villon’s demonstrated the true
extant of its control. From Paris it funded Napoleon’s campaign,
while from London it supplied loans to the governments that
financed Wellington’s army in Portugal, Spain and eventually
France.” Masha grins to herself. “Left wing, right wing, same
bird.”

“And the battle
of Waterloo, what happened there?” Christophe excitedly asks,
wanting to know more.

“As French and
English blood was being spilt,” Masha goes on “as Wellington
watched in triumph as victory was in his grasp, another pair of
eyes keenly observed proceedings, one Louis Villon, grandson of
Philippe, who was standing by Wellington’s side. And when it was
obvious that the English were going to win, do you know what Louis
did?”

“No, what?”

“He ran
away.”

“Huh?”

“He ran as if
the devil were at his very heels. He raced back to the Paris stock
exchange keeping one step ahead of the news that Napoleon had been
defeated. And when he reached the market do you know what he did?”
Masha leaves her son hanging.

“What? What did
he do mama?”

“He lied. He
told everyone that Napoleon, having secured victory, was at that
very moment marching on Paris. In the ensuing panic that followed,
many investors instantly sold their shares at a fraction of the
real market value to the only willing buyer.”

“Banque
Villon,” Christophe almost shouts.

“By the time
the news of Napoleon’s actual defeat finally reached Paris, the
House of Villon had become the premier banking family in all of
Europe. But even this was only the entree, as a few years earlier
Michel Villon, Rene’s eldest son, founded the cabal known as the
Illumnati. Its members, who came from the most powerful British and
European families, set out a charter for a new world order that
would involve the creation of a single economy, banking system and
in turn, a single government. It would become known amongst the few
as ‘The Work of Ages’ – the definitive goal being the
centralisation of global power. To be achieved covertly, by any
means necessary. Their first point of business in fact was to help
nurture the French revolution and we have been striving towards
‘The Work of Ages’ ever since.”

Christophe’s
head is now filled with images of secret meetings in the dead of
night, secret societies meeting in the shadows, forming plans,
scheming and manipulating the world, and for one so young,
Christophe finds the notion exhilarating. “Michel Villon must have
been a great man.”

“Yes he was,”
Masha assures him, “but greatness, my love, lies not in being
strong, but in the right use of strength. Whenever an opportunity
presents itself to further your goals, take it, don’t hesitate,
strike, but strike when the moment is right and strike to
kill.”

“Is that why
papa is so angry because someone has attacked him?”

“The Villon’s
may be a powerful family but we do have enemies.”

“Who?”

“The House of
Ravenscroft,” Masha replies rancorously. “And you must know of them
because you will have dealings with them in the future, and it is a
wise person who knows their enemies.”

“Were they part
of the Illumnati?”

 


 


“Not at first,
but later on, yes. But before the Ravenscrofts and the Villons
there was the Zhukovskys, the other half of your sacred bloodline,
the most important of them all. Little is known of my family until
the reign of Ivan the Terrible in the fifteenth century. It was in
the final years of this tyrants rule, that a Vladimir Zhukovsky
firmly established our family’s presence at the Russian court. For
you see Vladimir, who dabbled in alchemy and the other mystery
arts, was the only person capable of calming Ivan the Terrible
during his fits of madness, with his potions and poultices. When
the tsar struck and killed his own son in anger it was Vladimir who
gave administrations to the ruler’s madness. But with the death of
his only heir his royal house became extinct three years later with
his own demise.”

“After Ivan the
Terrible’s death their followed interregnum so chaotic and
homicidal that even by comparison with Ivan’s reign is was called
‘The Time of Troubles’. The tussle for control of Muscovy was
played out murderously in the corridors of the Kremlin, and soon
beyond its walls as the leading families of the boyars,
including the Zhukovsky’s, fought for control of the throne of
Russia. But out of chaos comes order – nosus ohdc seclorum.
And finally it was Mikhail Romanov who was elected as the new tsar,
and for the next three hundred years his dynasty would rule mother
Russia.”

“But always
guided by the Zhukovskys, who became the real power within the
Kremlin. ‘Jure divino’, is our motto, it means: ‘By Divine
Right’. Over the following centuries our family would maintain a
close alliance with all the nobility of Europe. Oh Christophe,
there has never been a more august and stately family than the
Zhukovskys, why at one time, a Peter Zhukovsky was the lover of
Catherine the Great. We were the envy of all, so much so that it
was in 1880 that the Zhukovsky and Villon families formed an
alliance in business and eventually in marriage when your papa
married me.” Masha is filled with pride at the history of her
family, but no sooner is overcome with sadness and then anger.

“What’s wrong
mama?” Christophe asks sensing his mother’s sudden change in
mood.

“It’s a hard
winter when one wolf eats another,” she says despondently.

“Mama?”

“The war
changed everything,” Masha replies and falls silent as painful
memories fill her mind. Christophe reaches out and places a tender
hand upon her arm.

“Why do we have
wars?”

After several
long moments Masha looks at Christophe with tear filled eyes. “The
one thing you can say about war is that there is profit in it.”
Masha fights back the tears. “At the outbreak of World War I the
Illumnati families recognised a double opportunity. The chance to
make vast sums of money by funding all factions involved in the
conflict and more importantly, it would significantly further our
long-term goal. But it was Ulysses Ravenscroft, a most ruthless
individual, who would seize the moment to pursue his personal quest
to reduce the boundaries of the Villon Empire. By this time Ulysses
was a dying man, but still bitterly clinging to life with all his
will and vile. And as the saying goes, a wounded animal is far more
dangerous, and as our attention was focused elsewhere he struck by
withholding Kremlin funding in favour of financing Lenin and the
revolutionaries.”

“With the
overthrow of the royal family and the ascendancy of the Bolsheviks,
the Zhukovsky family lost both its powerful position and its great
wealth. This also resulted in huge losses for the Villon’s, whose
own fortune would be further reduced by the collapse of the
Prussian German Empire at the end of the war. Of course the power
and assets of the Ravenscrofts increased tenfold, but at the
forfeit of my family. Along with Romanov blood, Zhukovsky blood
stained the earth of mother Russia, my beautiful sisters, your
aunties, my parents, your grandparents, all murdered.” Masha goes
quiet as she slowly wipes away her tears.

 


 


Christophe
waits quietly, for his mother’s grief is overpowering.

“Don’t cry
mama.”

Slowly, ever so
gradually, the sadness in Masha’s eyes is replaced by a cold
fury.

“Many things,
both good and bad have been done in the name of our family, and the
Ravenscrofts and all the others. But the one constant that we all
adhered to was the completion of ‘The Work of Ages’, but the
Ravenscrofts changed all that by their betrayal. It became obvious
that they wanted to be on top when the great work is complete. Your
father went mad and declared war on them, and this war has been
raging ever since. Sides were taken; the Villon and their allies on
one side while the Ravenscrofts and their allies on the other. And
to the victor will go the ultimate prize of global control.” Masha
again stops and takes a hard long look at her son. “The
Ravenscrofts must never be allowed to win my little titan,
never.”

“Papa won’t let
them.”

“No Christophe,
your father won’t beat them. The task will fall to you; you will be
the one who crushes them and restores the House of Zhukovsky to its
former glory. You shall avenge the injustice done to us,” Masha
resolutely tells her son.

“Yes mama.”

“And
Christophe.”

“Yes.”

“Trust no one
outside our own family.” Masha’s words are final. Christophe nods
in understanding, the weight of over four hundred years of
Zhukovsky and Villon history bear down upon his tiny shoulders.

Masha tenderly
pats her son’s head. “Now take your thoughts to bed with you, the
morning is wiser than the evening.”

Masha kisses
her son goodnight.
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Chapter 2

 


Grimstone Manor,
Dartmoor, England, 1946

 


A solemn
Christophe Villon, now fourteen years of age, stands in the grand
library of Grimstone Manor, staring blankly out the bay window at
the distant moor. Grimstone is the English home of the Villon
family, bordering the Fox Tor Mire, the most notorious of
Dartmoor’s mires and bogs. A former sixteenth century fortified
manor-house it still retained some of its fortified gateway and
watchtowers which were once fitted with arrow or gun loops for
added protection. Its old walls having bore witness to many
nefarious deeds, plots and murders over the ensuing centuries. From
here a new society for the United Kingdom was helped along, a
capitalist economy dedicated to the ever increasing production of
goods and services that in the monumental years of Queen Victoria
would see Britain drop its protective policies for the lure of free
trade and the growing success of industrial capitalism.

Grimstone is
just one of the many properties owned by the Villon’s in Britain,
but out of them all the Villon’s have had an almost spiritual and
deep-rooted connection with Grimstone;

 


 


Christophe
Villon is no exception. As France fell to the Nazis Olivier, Masha
and Christophe escaped to England and spent the years of the war at
Grimstone. Christophe fell instantly in love with the place and the
Fox Tor Mire.

The mire
presents many different faces, one is a landscape shrouded in thick
impenetrable mists that hide the dark, and liquid peat stained
pools. Another is that of a quiet tranquil place where herds of
ponies and cattle contentedly graze upon the lush vegetation and
although it is true in winter time that good sense dictates that
the area is best avoided, but in summer time it can be a truly
magical place. A location that Christophe had an instant infinity
with and as the world burned in the fires of World War II, the
young Christophe wandered the moors seeking out its nooks and
crannies and secret paths, always drawn to its darker side which
grabbed his attention, with its lore and legends that have attached
themselves to the moor; for instance on the southern edge stands a
lonely granite cross which marks the spot where Childe the Hunter
perished, and not far from this spot lies an ancient Bronze Age
tomb known as ‘The Gold Box’, that was said at one time to have
contained an incredible treasure. And of course there are the many
folk who have reported seeing the flickering flame of a Jack O
Lantern, which lures the unwary traveller into a deep, bottomless
part of the mire. This story was Christophe’s favourite; folklore
has it that this eerie light is the restless soul of a convict from
Princetown Prison who floundered into the mire whilst making his
escape, only to be sucked to his death in the perfidious bogs. The
moor has an array of sights, sounds and colours depending on the
time of day or night.

It is a virtual
symphony of nature in which Christophe could immerse himself in
whatever his mood.

Which in the
last few years have been bleak and perhaps that more than anything
else is why the young Villon has been drawn to the more sinister
tales of the mire.

As far as
Christophe was concerned the story of the Jack O Lantern was real
enough. During one of his first visits to the mire Christophe
became hopelessly lost. Disoriented and afraid he stumbled like a
blind man through the moor almost coming to grief in the bogs on
several occasions. As an unearthly fog descended upon the land,
Christophe, crying and tired, fell to the ground, abandoning all
hope of ever being found alive. It was then that a dull green ball
of light appeared in the mist, hovering several feet away from
Christophe. Where it came from or what it was he didn’t know and
didn’t care. He simply got to his feet and began following the
luminous incandescent light, until finally it led him safely out of
the mire before vanishing into thin air.

To this day
Christophe hasn’t been able to offer any rational explanation as to
what happened that day, nor has he forgotten that when the spirits
of the moor came to his rescue and saved his life. Christophe came
to believe that they were marking him for something greater.
Olivier also didn’t forget, for upon Christophe’s late arrival back
at the manor house, he received a severe thrashing from his
maniacal father. There was never ever a chance to reason with
Olivier Villon when the madness took him.

Christophe
still hated his father, but he had learnt much since they have been
here and Olivier if nothing else was intent on teaching his son the
family business. The first year they were here was bad, it seemed
that the Villon’s might actually lose everything and Olivier’s
insanity didn’t help matters. His fits of temper became unbearable,
taking his rage out on everybody. The only safe haven in
Christophe’s life was of course his mother. Masha comforted and
protected him, shielding her son from his own father, even
sacrificing her own safety both physically and emotionally from the
thunderstorm that was Olivier Villon; and this even more so than
his own cuts and bruises made him loath his old man all the
more.

Hate became a
close ally for Christophe.

 


 


He will never
forget the frightful day he found his mother on her hands and knees
in the bathroom, her dress torn, bruises upon her arms and back, a
bloodied lip, all the result of his father’s malice. Filled with an
unbridled anger at what his father had done, and although only
thirteen at the time, Christophe would have taken a clever to his
father’s skull then and there, but for Masha. She talked her son
down, as only she could, urging him to bide his time, telling him
that she could handle her husband for a few more years yet. From
that time on, Masha seemed to take refuge in the manor’s large
Victorian style greenhouse amongst the plants, many of which were
poisonous; fauna that she has cultivated over her married life, the
place has become a sanctuary to her.

But it is truly
darkest before the dawn and with war there is always profit and
deals to be made and Olivier succeeded greatly in both; through
corruption, blackmail, and his business savvy, he managed to hold
onto their European assets and increase their holdings in the
United Kingdom. And now with the end of the war there was much
rebuilding to be done and profit to be made.

Money
talks: Christophe solemnly thinks as a quote from the author,
Henry Fielding, that his father often used, pops into his thoughts:
‘Money will say more in one moment than the most eloquent lover
can in years’. This is perhaps the most important doctrine that
Christophe has come to understand. A lesson that the young master
Villon was seeing before his very eyes right at this moment.

“Preposterous!
Your percentage rate is exorbitant,” a flustered Duke Albert
Carlisle says to the vulture sitting behind the antique Edwardian
desk. “You’ll bankrupt me.”

“My dear Duke,
you’re already bankrupt,” a jovial Olivier replies.

Christophe
turns from the window and stares at the two men gathered in the
tome infested library, the smell of musty old books prevalent in
the air. As for tension, the atmosphere was thick with it.

Duke Albert
Carlisle was a portly and pompous gentleman in his seventies who
hailed from Kent. At one time the Carlisle family had extensive
lands and titles and a high standing in parliament, but like so
many others perched on high, had fallen on hard times and now came
begging cap in hand seeking exigency assistance.

The
unsympathetic Olivier looks more like a cat playing with an injured
bird before killing it, than a business man.

Olivier has
grown very gaunt and wiry in the last few years, the skin on his
face becoming so stretched that it appears as if his protruding
cheekbones would break through the skin at any moment.

“Please
Olivier, be reasonable.”

“I’m always
reasonable Albert.”

“But at this
rate I will never be able to pay it back,” the Duke says in all
honesty, “please, for old times’ sake, give me a break. Let’s not
forget how much business I’ve thrown your way in the last couple of
years.”

“I haven’t
forgotten and I do appreciate it. But business is business and you
chose the wrong government contracts my dear Duke, you made very
poor business decisions and as such you now find yourself in this
compromised position,” Olivier says in a phlegmatic tone of
voice.

“But my family
name, my property, my holdings, I could lose it all if I don’t meet
my obligations by the end of the month. Hell man, my family has
been on these lands since William of Orange for god’s sake.”
Albert’s words are full of extreme anxiety.

“The two
greatest tests of character are wealth and poverty.”

“What?”

 


 


“I too have
lost greatly in this war,” Olivier informs him, “I have stood on
the abyss and gazed into the mouth of the beast, smelt its vile
breath of utter destruction, and yet I’m still here, not by hand
outs but by my own wits and skill. So if my rates are too high for
you then I’m sure that someone of your stature must have many
survival skills they can call upon. The Devil dances in an empty
pocket.”

“You bastard,
you really don’t give a shit do you,” the Duke says bitterly, “we
stick together, that’s the way it has always been, if the ruling
class cannot work together then what hope is there for any of us.
Please Olivier won’t you reconsider your offer, after all you come
from the same pedigree, the same stock as me.”

Olivier is
silent and gives no indication of what he is thinking.

“Do you want me
to beg,” the Duke offers, “is that it?” Albert drops to his knees.
He looks pleadingly at Olivier, like some pariah on the street.
“You’re my last vestige of hope.”

Stillness falls
over the room, an uneasy calm that is anything but serene. Olivier
Villon stares at his fallen prey, his two-coloured eyes filled with
triumph. He gives a wry grin and goes in for the kill.

“Perhaps my
rates were a bit harsh, so please, get up and I’ll tell you what
I’ll do.”

Duke Albert
Carlisle slowly stands, his old knees creaking and snapping as he
does so, ready to await judgement.

“I’ll bring the
rate down by five percent but in return I shall want the Haywood
and Beckon mills, as well as you ancestral home as collateral to be
signed over to me at the first default of repayment.”

“But that will
give you plenary powers over my greatest assets.”

The Duke’s
protests fall on deaf ears.

He has lost,
and to the victor goes the spoils.

“You act as if
you are already indigent, this loan will allow you to meet your
obligations and fulfil your contracts with the war department. The
rebuilding process in Germany is the promise land to one such as
you. Do not worry; these are mere formalities for the lawyers, and
with the coin you’ll have coming in, why you’ll have this repaid
within twelve months tops.” Olivier is composed and reassuring in
his words as he shakes the Duke’s hand. “Let’s shake on it.”

“Yes alright,”
he agrees happily, as if Olivier has just cast some spell over
him.

“Good, I’ll
have the contracts drawn up and sent to you within the next
twenty-four hours.”

“Very well, but
you drive a hard bargain Villon,” he shoots his conqueror a look
before striding out of the room as fast as humanly possible.

Seconds after
the door is shut Olivier makes his way back to his desk, sits back
down and looks to his son.

“Why did you
let him off the hook like that? He would have given you his soul
and at that rate Banque Villon will make hardly a profit worth
spending,” Christophe argues.

“Within six
months I will have his property and his business for I know for a
fact that those so called plump contracts with the war department
will fall through and when they do I will seize everything that he
owns. He will then come crawling back to me and at that time, if I
wish, he will do anything I ask of him, let us not forget that he
still has some pull within cabinet. You must always know the field
of battle Christophe and you must be able to interpret and predict
every move your opponent will make.”

Christophe nods
slowly, silently admiring the cunning of Olivier Villon, the father
he hates with a passion.

“There’s always
profit to be gained from another’s weakness,” he tells his son and
heir.

 


 


This is advice
that Christophe will never forget.
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Grimstone Manor,
Dartmoor, England, 1948

 


Jenny
Collingwood straddles the naked body beneath her. The buxom
twenty-eight year old chambermaid rides the sixteen year old
Christophe like a bucking bronco. The full moon shone through the
young master’s bedroom illuminating their naked sweat covered
forms. Jenny has been with Christophe for two hours now having come
to his room as the clock struck ten. The maid knew that this was
Christophe’s first time with a woman and at the start it was
blatantly obvious, as he was all thumbs, as he helped her undress
tearing her stocking and frilly white knickers that men always
liked to see her in. But then when he finally did get on top of her
and between her he was finished in less than a minute, the erotic
excitement and tension too much for him to sustain for any great
length of time. But this was a good thing because with the build up
in his mind out of the way they could now go slow and Jenny could
truly begin teaching Christophe the pleasures of the flesh.

Christophe’s
hands clutch the two large breasts above his face in joyous
rapture. The night was turning into more than he could have ever
imagined. The many things that Jenny has shown him with her mouth
and other parts of her anatomy have simply taken his breath away,
and in return Christophe learns what he could do to please a woman.
And now Jenny was riding him to exhaustion, even with the stamina
of youth on his side, she was still giving him a run for his money.
And as much as Christophe was enjoying himself, Jenny wasn’t faking
anything. The touch of one so young and virile was intoxicating.
And there was no doubt that Christophe would be a better lover than
his father, she could see to that.

Olivier had
bedded Jenny several times, the old devil having a penchant for
servants. Many the times has a servant girl been sent packing in
the middle of the night carrying more than her luggage, but Jenny
was careful, she always took the proper precautions. Jenny knew
that this night with the young master was always going to happen
ever since he first laid eyes on her, and unlike the old Villon,
Christophe always managed a kind word and a gently touch of her
short curly red hair, and as usual a benevolent comment or innocent
touch soon led to a stolen kiss in the pantry or laundry. Each kiss
promising something more as the excitement level increased until
Christophe had finally invited Jenny to his room.

The bed creaks
and rattles as Jenny readily receives the pleasures of her young
lover, and Christophe, partook in the scrumptious carnal
smorgasbord laid bare before him. This was just one more reason for
Christophe to fall in love with Grimstone Manor.
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The midday sun
tries to break through the grey clouds that hid the sky from those
below. However the drab weather fails to dampen Masha’s spirits.
She sits by the old weather worn table in the greenhouse of
Grimstone Manor, tending to her plants. The building was filled
with an exotic variety of fauna from around the globe: tropical
wild flowers of the Pacific; carnivorous fly traps from the jungles
of South America; Black Orchids and the Black Lotus from Asia; the
place was a potpourri of the more unusual plants of the world.

 


 


The greenhouse
itself dates back to the eighteen-fifties with many of the original
panes of glass still in place, although most of these were cracked
or stained with the yellow tinge of time. Yet for Masha, her
favourite part of the building was a small section at the rear that
contains the poisonous plants.

She delicately
trims the Ongaonga – or Urtica ferox – which contained a nasty
surprise for the uninitiated; just the slightest touch could result
in a painful sting that can last for days. But this was just one of
many varieties of the toxic plant life that Masha took an interest
in; why there was Aconitum – more commonly known as Wolfsbane or
Monkshood – whose poison can cause digestive upsets; and Foxglove –
or Digitalis purpurea – the leaves, seeds and flowers of the plant
contain cardiac or glycosides which causes an irregular heartbeat
when taken; then there was Deadly Nightshade – Atropa belladonna –
which was especially fatal bringing on nausea, muscle twitches and
paralysis. Masha couldn’t help but envy how something as beautiful
as a plant could be so deadly. But she also knew that it wasn’t
just plants that could kill but also fruit, like an apple, or more
precisely the seeds, which housed cyanogenic glycosides, of course
the amount found in a single apple won’t kill a person; but it was
possible to ingest enough seeds to provide a fatal dose.

Masha’s love
for these silent killers stems from her upbringing in Russia, where
the use of poison was the most favoured method of assassinating
ones enemies. A technique that the Zhukovsky family had always
employed ever since the time of Vladimir Zhukovsky; where during
the so called period known as ‘The Time of Troubles’ it wasn’t an
uncommon sight for a whole party of dinner guests to end up dead by
meals end. Even Masha’s late father was part of the group that
assassinated the mad monk Rasputin in 1916; and it was Masha’s
Babushka that instilled the knowledge of these plants in her
granddaughter. Emphasizing the need to know such things as their
family’s enemies wouldn’t hesitate to use such devices.

So Masha learnt
all about the toxicology of plants.

She was the
pinnacle of a good student.

There was none
better.

This knowledge
has already come in handy - as she has been slowly poisoning
Olivier for the last six months. Not giving him enough dosage to
kill him - not yet - just enough to weaken him and to help control
his fits of temper and the Villon madness. The disease of the mind
that was becoming more ubiquitous in her beloved with each passing
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