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Prologue - The
Zondon

 


The seven
Zondon lounged about their craft, visible to one another by the
light of the fast approaching stars that glistened in their
compound eyes, barely outlining their robed exoskeletons. No matter
which direction they faced, the clear walls gave them an
unobstructed view of the galaxy.

Phondesh, sat
more or less in the middle, facing forward, minding an array of
crystals that floated in front of him. One of these, he moved this
way or that every so often, or else turned it on its axis ever so
slightly to change the course of the ship, to counteract the tidal
pull of dark matter, or divert the course around dense areas,
especially around the galaxy's centre.

The seven watched as more stars came within viewing range;
some apparently jumping out from behind patches of dark
matter (the illusion caused by dense
gravity bending the light towards itself);
then over there, a nebula appearing to change shape like an amoeba,
as their angle of view changed; closer by, the dance of a binary
star with its black-hole-twin, producing a magnificent spiral of
light; then more stars, more stellar clusters, and in the distance,
a quasar blinking its ultraviolet rays at them.

Each star
expressed its own uniqueness. Some shone a love for truth, others
of knowledge, beauty, liberty and other virtues in varying
measures. All shared an intense love of life in whatever form it
exists. Thus knowing each star, no Zondon ever got lost in their
part of the galaxy.

But this was
not familiar space. All they could do here was gaze, while the
stars appeared to look back at them with equal curiosity. There was
a sense that they had paused in their conversations to take a look
at the strange vessels that had intruded into their sector of the
galaxy -- this one and the one in pursuit.

Even as they
gazed, the seven were well aware of their situation. This was
anything but an exploration party. It was a mission, the success of
which would affect the well being of each star, indeed, of every
planet and comet, and each moon and asteroid. Already the mission
was in jeopardy.

Not being
distracted by what was behind, Phondesh maintained his focus
straight ahead. He noted a stellar cluster appearing and tilted the
control crystal so that the ship changed direction and sped towards
it.

The others
followed his gaze.

Drovshi spoke
up: 'I recognise none of those stars, not even from the knowledge
caches.'

'I know of
them only as markers,' responded Phondesh, again adjusting the
course. 'My instructions indicate it is here we must pull into a
wide orbit. If you note the arc of our present course, you should
see it at the centre.'

'Ahh,' said
both Drovshi and Draz at once.

'That star I
know,' said Draz, 'from my training.'

'The knowledge
caches contain extensive information about it,' said Zikh.

Indeed, it was
the only star in the galaxy that didn't radiate a joy of life. By
that alone, it was easy to pick out.

'But isn't
that the forbidden star?' inquired Zhondri.

'Yes,
Phondesh, are you sure we're doing the right thing?' said Drovshi.
'You know this solar system is supposed to be the exclusive domain
of the infant species.'

'I don't
understand it either,' said Phondesh. 'I was given these
co-ordinates, and I know that this endeavour is the only hope we
have to contain the evil. The crystal will tell us more.'

Tsav spoke up.
'We don't have much time. The Glaat vessel is gaining on us!'

Their
attention was immediately riveted to the point of light some
distance behind but steadily growing in size. It had now entered
the same circular path as the Zondon vessel.

Just as each
star revealed its nature in the light it shone, so did the Glaat
ship. Those who had once been mesmerised by their spell but had
broken free, were the quickest to recognise it.

Its aura
flooded the compartment. The ratio between the ships distance and
its brilliance was an indicator that the pilot was a high ranking
Glaat with powerful weapons at his disposal.

'I hope you
know a way out of this,' said Zikh. 'It doesn't look good.'

'Yes,' said
Phondesh calmly. 'It has come close - perhaps too close for us to
carry out our original plan for the time being. But I was told this
could happen. Our hope isn't in our strength, but Wisdom in its
purest form.'

From a fold in
his robe Phondesh produced a multifaceted gem and placed it in
their midst. There it remained suspended, turning this way and that
as though it had a mind of its own. It radiated a green, sometimes
blue glint, depending on the angle, or which facet was giving off
the glow.

'A knowledge
cache,' said Tsav.

'Yes,' replied
Phondesh, 'but much more.'

Indeed, it
was. A typical knowledge cache is usually a simple cube, a cone or
pyramid shaped crystal. This one was the shape of a Zondon compound
eye on one side, and mostly flat on the other. It looked almost
like a visual corrective device for ageing Zondon.

'This one
carries not just knowledge, but also the Wisdom.'

Phondesh
signalled for all to move closer.

'As you know,'
he began, 'each of us was specifically chosen for this mission, and
but for all of us working together and doing our part, it will
fail. Now, the crystal, in its capacity as a knowledge cache, will
instruct each of you what you must do, and how to do it. First, we
must join our minds and look.'

The crystal
began to emit a low hum and the green and blue light increased in
intensity.

They joined
their minds and looked. Their doubts were answered.

* * *

The brilliance
was visible from the Glaat vessel. Dosh knew something was up. He
took two pyramid shaped crystals and placed one on the scaly
surface of his forehead. Then he pressed the other into the soft
crystal wall of his craft where it submerged and worked its way to
the outer surface. From there it went speeding towards the Zondon
vessel.

Crystals of
this sort, be they 'knowledge caches' or probes, Zondon or Glaat,
are capable of conversion into other forms of existence, enabling
speeds many times faster than a space ship.

Just as it
approached the Zondon vessel, there was a green flash of light, and
a small object left the ship streaking across the black expanse
towards a star not a great distance away.

Why this particular star? wondered
the Glaat.

Scanning the
interior of the vessel, the probe spotted the Zondon, but now they
were seven still bodies. No life could be found. No green
brilliance.

What's the
meaning of this?

After further
scanning, he detected something - a powerful explosive device had
been set to go off that would easily engulf both the Zondon ship
along with his own. It couldn't be undone.

The probe sped
back to its sender, and Dosh turned his ship around and began
speeding in the opposite direction.

Another
problem surfaced: The Zondon had programmed their ship to
automatically follow the Glaat should he change direction. There
was no way Dosh could get clear in time.

There was only
one recourse. The probe...

Again, it sped
off as fast as is possible for crystal to travel, following a
course that would cross paths with the green one at its apparent
destination, the forbidden solar system.

Straight
ahead, was a blue and white planet, third from the central
star.

There was no
time to be lost -- not even to check on the green crystal. The
clear crystal sped into the atmosphere, and began a quick search
for a suitable host, zipping back and forth from continent to
continent.

Here, he found
a witch with a crystal ball. The use of a crystal was intriguing,
but it wasn't good enough (it was no more than common crystal,
entirely composed of the same primitive molecular structure
throughout). There, he found a star gazer looking into the heavens.
No. Then, a doctor with three comatose patients -- a good
possibility here. Was there something better? Out of time -- the
doctor would have to do.

The doctor was
a good prospect; he wished for more power and wealth, and would do
anything to get it. All Dosh had to do was make the probe appear to
him and promise him all that and more. The doctor accepted, and
obediently placed the small crystal pyramid on his forehead. It was
still hot from moving so fast within Earth's atmosphere so it
burned his forehead. Though it smoked and sizzled he couldn't
remove it. Then it began to melt through the surgical gloves.

The part of
the deal the doctor wasn't told about was that once having gained
entry, the Glaat was in control. The doctor was reduced to no more
than a passenger inside his own body -- hardly better off than the
comatose patients (though it would take a while for the doctor to
fully realise this as Dosh would give him some leeway -- a
honeymoon period -- and then the doctor's lusts would incline him
to do anything the Glaat wanted anyway). Now, Dosh of Asvork had a
human body. With it, came the doctor's memory (so he could carry on
as though nothing strange had happened), a limited knowledge of the
human body and fluency in about five Earth languages.

However, there
was still more to be done.

A Glaat brain
(and a Zondon one too, for that matter) has far more capacity than
a human's. That's where the comatose patients came in. Immediately
on gaining control of the doctor's body, he went first to one and
then another of the patients, placing the crystal on their
foreheads until all the knowledge known by Dosh of Asvork was
downladed into the brains of the doctor and his three patients.

Finally, the
other crystal pyramid departed from the now lifeless body of the
Glaat, taking with it two or three other crystal objects from the
ship, and sped off, clearing the area just in the nick of time. All
this had happened in the space of about ten minutes.

* * *

The explosion
was visible to the naked human eye, if one happened to be looking
in the right direction at that precise moment in time. A point of
light appeared in a part of the sky where no stars are generally
seen, stayed a few seconds and then went away.

The astrologer
who had been bypassed by the Glaat probe saw it. The next day, his
newspaper column said those born under Sagittarius would be in for
a brilliant but short-lived flash of opportunity.

* * *

After the
third orbit, scanning every inch of earth's surface, the crystal
probe returned to Dosh without a single trace of the green crystal
nor the seven lives that it contained.

Dosh had
expected as much. It left only one possibility. This meant biding
his time.

He'd make use
of that time. He'd worm his way to the highest circles of power.
He'd amass riches.

His human
vessel was game -- for now, anyway.

 



Part I - The
Crystal

Chapter 1

 


The ringing
phone woke him. Daylight invaded his eyes, telling Ernie he should
have been up long ago. He sighed as he stretched his arm towards
the receiver. It had to be Eddie, his twin.

'Ernie! Look
at the time!' It was him all right. 'The aliens abduct you again or
what?'

Ernie mumbled
an apology, slammed the receiver and began to pull on his clothes.
Five minutes later, minus shave, he was outside his flat trying to
wind up the old Toyota. Just as the starter began to die, the
engine puttered to life and backfired. A timely tap on the
accelerator kept it alive.

This was
becoming a regular occurrence. He knew exactly what Eddie would say
when he walked in:

The dreams
again?

Yeah, the same
dream again. The space ship, the stars, a green crystal, all that
stuff.

This is ruining your life, Eddie
would say. When are you going to get
professional help?

Eddie was
probably right. What brought on this plague of vivid dreams anyway?
Why couldn't he just be normal like everyone else?

On the other
hand, did he really want them to go away? They were almost a second
reality. There were concepts that could keep him pondering for
hours. Then, there were others that seemed to make more sense while
dreaming than in real life.

Sitting in a
cloud of exhaust fumes, his toe pumping to keep the old heap alive,
while still twenty cars from the traffic signal, is an unmistakable
feature of real life. What should have been a twenty-minute drive
down Gardener Street, around the old customs house and over the
River Liffey, was taking an hour in Dublin rush-hour traffic --
another reason to have started early.

At long last,
he glided into one of the parking spaces allotted to his brother's
flat cum office and removed the ignition key. The engine, just as
reluctant to stop now as it had been to start, puttered a few more
times and backfired before it died.

'I should'a
walked,' sighed Ernie as he glanced at his watch. Not bothering to
lock the car, he trudged to the front door.

The tiny
plastic strip on the door read, 'Dr. Edward Magawan, Professor of
Archaeology'.

Everything
happened on cue: Eddie's usual tirade about getting his life
together, his declaration that he was doing all in his power to
help Ernie find a life, and why wouldn't Ernie at least co-operate,
pull himself together and do something to help himself for a
change.

Finally, he
shoved Ernie a list of people to call, appointments to make and
letters to write. Ernie took it to his side of the room while Eddie
rushed off to do his second lecture of the morning.

What used to
be a lounge had been partitioned, using bookshelves and file
cabinets, into two workspaces. Ernie's side was away from the
window that overlooked Trinity College -- all the better for
concentration.

The first task
was to do the email. He checked his brother's first, printed them
out for him to read later, answered the previous day's as he'd been
instructed, and then the ones from this morning that he already
knew the answers to. Then he went on to his own.

He spent the
mid-morning break answering his personal email, accompanied by a
mug of the strong black stuff from his brother's espresso steamer.
A couple were from old school chums he'd known in Bangkok. While
their father's archaeology career had taken them all over the
world, it was this one particular group of former classmates that
most interested him. Being the children of ex-pats, they were now
mostly scattered all over America. Now, thanks to Internet and
email they were back in touch.

Finally, it
was on to the snail-mail and the phoning. There was enough today to
keep his mind on earthly things -- or rather, under the earth.

A lot of his
energy, of late, was spent both in negotiating with the Egyptian
Department of Antiquities for permission, and in seeking a grant,
for a proposed dig at the tomb of Thakanamen. It was a project that
their father, Alec Magawan had started years ago, before the twins
were born. It had to be called off just when they were beginning to
make a breakthrough, because funding was suddenly cut. Later, when
the timing would have otherwise been right, the war with Israel
prevented them from going back. Though Alec had never been able to
pick it up again, the project had lived in his heart ever
since.

It had also
been a life long dream of Ernie's. It was his desire to go there
that finally inspired Ernie to complete his bachelors in
Archaeology after changing his major four times times. Something
about the place always caught his imagination. As a boy, his
father's stories about that dig captivated him, even when they
bored his brother.

In fact, it
was Ernie who practically picked the project from a list of other
candidates and talked Eddie into it. Eddie was reticent, but only
because it wasn't his idea. As far as he was concerned, Ernie
wasn't even supposed to see the list. But he did see its merits and
decided to go for it.

Funny -- it
was immediately after that, that the dreams started.

Today, it
looked as though they were beginning to make headway. The more
answers that came from the various powers-that-be, the faster
things moved, and the less Ernie's thoughts lingered on his dreams.
By late morning, after six cups of strong coffee and a shot of
brandy, Ernie was as steady as any workhorse.

Now it was
time to knock off for lunch. Eddie, just back from his lecture, was
in a better frame of mind, other issues and achievements having
clamoured for his attention so that any doubts about Ernie's sanity
had gone the way of the morning mist.

If only
night-time didn't come once a day.

'So it looks
like the Egypt thing is going through,' said Ernie, as they sat in
a nearby pub.

Eddie grunted
something to the effect that it was a good thing.

'What does Pop
have to say about all this?' asked Ernie, after a pause.

'Don't know.
Haven't asked.'

'I should
think he'd have something useful to say.'

'I have his
notes, and all the photos,' grunted Eddie. 'That should give us a
start.'

'But what
about any personal observations that he didn't write down -- or
maybe thought about later, or wasn't concrete -- you know --
feelings...'

'Oh Ernie,
give it a rest! Look, if you really think it will make a smidgen of
difference, pop up to Belfast yourself and ask him. Then you be the
right brain of the expedition.'

'But he's
longing to see you, Eddie. When's the last time you went? I don't
think he even knows this is on!'

'C'mon, you
know I have important things to do.'

'I don't think
the old heap can make such a long trip.'

'Take mine
then.' Eddie threw him the keys. 'Go on. It'll get your mind off
flying saucers.'

So it was that
Ernie took it on himself to visit Pop over the weekend, while Eddie
did his 'more important things'.

 



Chapter
2

 


The drive from
Dublin to Belfast is a pleasant one if one doesn't stick to the
motorways. Being in no hurry, Ernie not only diverted to the small
roads, but even took a few 'long-cuts' where the countryside looked
especially serene.

This was good
therapy. It gave the prospect of the upcoming digs and the dreams
of space a chance to fight for dominance over his thoughts.

Other things were were swirling around in between, such as,
why Eddie had to make such a big deal of it all. What's wrong with
a few daydreams? Why couldn't Ernie just be himself? Was he
that self-destructive?

Twin brother
indeed! How could two look so much alike and yet be so different,
Ernie wondered, not for the first time, nor the last. Nor was he
the only one who asked.

Despite the
one only shaving every other day, wearing just what he felt
comfortable in and letting his hair grow into a pony tail, while
the other dressed immaculately in a business suit and went
regularly to the hair stylist; nothing could hide the fact that
they were twins. So identical they were, even their parents often
had problems telling them apart. There was even doubt who was born
Ernie and who, Eddie.

But looks were
one thing; personality and the path one took were another matter
entirely.

Both had
followed -- or tried to follow -- in the footsteps of their father.
The one who followed was Edward. The one who tried, of course, was
Ernie. Had Ernie not managed to finish his Bachelor's degree when
he did, he would have had to sit through lectures by his own
brother, by now, a Ph.D.!

After a series
of county roads through Pointspass, Scarva and Lurgan, he got on to
the motorway near Lough Neigh. That took him to the turn-off that
led to the outer ring road, and followed the familiar route that
led to the Braniel housing estates.

His parent's
house was on a little lane facing the golf course. Behind it,
beyond a few more lanes were rolling hills and farms, and some of
Ernie's favourite walks.

He'd make his
return trip early Monday morning, just so he'd have time for at
least one long walk.

Mum and Pop
were, of course, overjoyed to see him. Mum lost no time in
arranging the teapot on the coffee table, surrounded by biscuits,
cakes, tarts, scones, butter, jam, leftover apple pie and a few
Kitkat bars.

'I don't know
if Eddie told you or not, Pop,' began Ernie, as he poured his
second cup, 'but we're almost set to start the digging at
Thakanamen's Tomb.'

'Well! You
don't say!' said Pop. 'Marie, did you hear that?'

'Yes, Alec
love, that's where we made twins, so it is.' She said it with a
tone of voice no different than had she said she baked a cake.

'Pardon me?'
said Ernie.

Alec came to
the rescue: 'Your mum and I were there exactly nine months before
you and Eddie were born, so we were.'

'Oh, it was a
romantic evening,' interjected Marie.

'Indeed it
was.'

Ernie wasn't
used to hearing his mother talk like this. Was old age finally
creeping up on her?

'The stars
were all out, and we were sitting on the edge of the mound looking
over the desert, and I was just thinking, wouldn't it be nice if we
could have twins.'

'A crazy idea,
I thought,' said Alec. 'No one on either side of our family has
ever had twins, so you know what chances there was of that.'

'... And then
there was a vivid green shooting star...'

'I thought it
was more a blue colour...'

'No, it was
green love, and it left a tail clear across the sky, so it did, and
I thought I saw it turn and come towards us before it disappeared
...'

'... which is
ridiculous of course,' said Alec. 'Shooting stars don't turn. But
anyway, I said, "Make a wish".'

'... and I
said, "Twins".'

'... and I
said, "My dear! No one on either side of our family has ever had
twins".'

'... and I
said, "But you said make a wish, Love, and I did!'"

'I, knowing
you can't change a woman's mind, said, "We can always try, though,
can't we!'"

'So we went
into the caravan and we made twins, so we did!' finished Marie,
speaking as though that were the standard procedure.

'So we did,
indeed. The next day, word came that the funding had been cut off,
so it did, so we had to pack up and come back to Ireland. Then, of
course, there was the war with Israel, and all sorts of other
things, so we never did go back.'

'Yes, and it's
such a pity. You were so interested in that part of the world.'

'Was I?' said
Ernie.

'Indeed you
were,' answered Mum. 'Why, once, when you were five, we found you
in Pop's study, so we did, standing on a chair looking at the
globe. Your finger was on South-west Egypt, exactly where the
excavation was. You had one eye open, close to the globe as you
turned it slowly, as though you were an aeroplane coming in towards
it.'

Pop added,
'You did indeed, but the uncanny thing was, you'd never been shown
how to read a map.'

'After that,
you seemed to have an interest in ancient Egypt.'

This wasn't
exactly the sort of information Ernie had in mind when he proposed
talking to Pop about the digs. In fact it didn't help him
concentrate on the digs at all.

Apart from
that there were no striking observations, save that Alec thought
that had they been given one more week, they would have found a
door or a passage into the underground chambers. Abdul Kalif, he
said, could help them with that. He had spotted something about the
site that could have been of utmost value had they been allowed to
continue.

'Uncle
Abdul?'

'Yes. You'd
remember Uncle Abdul. He visited us several times when we lived in
Bangkok, so he did.'

'Is he still
about?'

'He is indeed,
and he's still in the business, so he is. If you can obtain his
services, he'd be a great asset.'

The walk the
next day was pleasant. This time, he wandered down country roads
turning here and there until he came to a hotel. He had a pint in
the hotel pub, and then walked back. All the way, he tried to focus
on the trip to Egypt, but his mind kept returning to the green
shooting star. There was a slight tinge of familiarity about it
that made him uncomfortable.

Why did mum
have to bring it up, anyway?

Was it just a
shooting star, or did it really turn and come towards them? Of
course it didn't! It was an illusion, probably caused by a layer of
hot air over the desert sand.

Then why did
it bother him?

He didn't
know. It just did.

When he got
back to the house, he buried his doubts in such a plate of sausage,
bacon, egg and potato furls as only his mother could fry.

Early Monday
morning he started back for Dublin.

 



Chapter 3

 


 


To:
Beta@xx.com

From: Ernie
<ErnieMag@xx.com>

Subject: Re:
long time no see

 


Hello
Beta,

 


Beta
wrote:

> It's
really great being back in

> touch
like this. You say you're

> working
with your brother? What

> are you
doing? I heard you were

>
archaeologists like your dad.

 


Ernie
answered:

> That's
right. We're currently

> trying to
get things together to

> go to
Egypt. There's a tomb of a

> high
priest that my dad began

> digging
at but had to discontinue.

> That was
just before we were born.

>

> Have you
heard much from any other

>
'Salemites' - like Sam or Boz?

>

Beta
answered:

> Sam is
working for the city transit

> service
in Seattle. He started there

> driving a
bus, and now has an office

> job,
married his boss ...

> Boz
o'Brian is still in Thailand and

> has a
Thai wife ... My sister got her

> degree in
sociology ...

 


Ernie
answered:

> Things
are coming together for the

> dig so we
should be going to Egypt in a

> couple of
weeks.

>

Beta
answered:

> That
sounds exciting. Egypt is one of

> the
places I haven't been to yet.

> You'll
have to give a full story

>

Ernie's
reply:

Do you
remember Uncle Abdul, whom my

dad brought to
the school at Salem House?

He's the one
who gave us the lecture on

Egypt on our
special Saturday class.

Anyway, he's
been back in Egypt for quite

some time,
still working along with

different
archaeological projects. I've

contacted him
and it looks like he'll be

with us on
this dig. Now all we need is a

rich old bloke
who has pots and pots of

money and
doesn't know what t do with

it all, to
fund the digs. I really hope

it works
out.

 


cheers

ernie

 


End email

 


Two weeks
before kick-off a rich bloke was found, permissions were granted,
and volunteers began coming out of the woodwork. During the final
week, Ernie managed to obtain visas for all of them through the
Egyptian consulate, make hotel reservations, and arrange for
pick-ups.

Two a.m., the
morning they were to depart, Ernie heaved a sigh of relief, picked
up everything they'd need, placed it in his folder, put that into
his shoulder bag along with his notebook computer, and went home to
wash up before leaving for the airport for their six o'clock
flight.

He went out
quietly so as not to awaken Eddie. He'd give him a wake-up call
later.

At home, he
took a shower, threw a few belongings into his big backpack along
with his sleeping bag and called the taxi company.

The taxi on
its way, Ernie took his backpack and shoulder bag, locked the flat
and went to the bottom of the stairs to wait. He made sure his
passport was in the pouch about his neck under his clothing, and
his palm-top was in his inside coat pocket.

He was early,
but thought it better to get to the airport first, and then maybe
catch a few winks.

The taxi
arrived. On the way, he gave Eddie a wake-up call .

The airline
flight counter opened a few minutes after Ernie arrived, so he went
to get his boarding pass. He sent his backpack through with the
checked in luggage. The gate hadn't been assigned yet, so he found
a seat near the centre of the departure area.

He couldn't
sleep, so he got up and walked about the shops, looking at all the
duty free goods for sale. It was nice to look even if he never had
enough money for things like that (the notebook computer was
originally his brother's, who had bought a nicer one, and the Palm
Pilot was a birthday present from Pop).

He soon got
tired of looking and found a seat. He went through his bag to
double check that he had everything -- as though knowing something
was missing would be of any use now that it was too late to go back
for it.

Everything was
there.

After some
more walking about, the gate assignment flashed on the monitor, so
he went to the appropriate waiting area and sat down.

He still
couldn't sleep, so his mind went from this to that -- to the digs
in Egypt -- to his dad's opinion that in a week they would have
found the underground chamber -- to the green (or was it blue)
shooting star.

Close to
boarding time, he gave Eddie another call. He was checking in.

He appeared
just as it was time to board.

They
recognised a few of the other workers for the digs. Having all
checked in separately, they sat in different parts of the
plane.

They took off.
Breakfast was served.

As the
hostesses collected the empty breakfast trays, the fatigue of the
past day or two and the sleepless night caught up, and Ernie dozed
off.

Maybe it was
because he was so tired, or that he was flying, and the last
thought in his mind was the green shooting star. He dreamed he was
a shooting star, flying over desert, looking for a place to
rest.

Though the
dream lasted only a few seconds, he was acutely aware of every
passing millisecond, and took in every detail of the landscape
below. He wasn't alone. There were six others with him. They came
to a mound with a shallow pit dug into the top exposing a stone
marker. He recognised it immediately as middle Groount
architecture. On the far edge of the mound, two living beings were
seated, facing away from them. He took note that they were humans,
natives to this planet. Around about was an encampment of some
sort. Though he saw it in vivid detail, he could just barely
discern the function of each item. It struck him as being horribly
quaint, but that was to be expected, as the residents of this
planet were known to be a primitive race.

It only took
him a split second to make all these observations. Now they were
coming down towards one side of the marker, into the dug out area
around it. As they descended, the dust and small rocks were blown
out from beneath them until a bare rock floor was exposed. There, a
square panel opened for them, and they went down in.

They were now
inside a long passage. They proceeded in the direction away from
the stone marker, sloping downward along a path with several angles
to the left and to the right, until they entered a chamber. Inside
were sculpted images and other items, some made from a yellowish
metallic substance. Though the passage and chamber reflected middle
Groount craftsmanship, the sculpted objects did not. He could tell
by the way the yellow metal was used that it was considered a
commodity of utmost value -- probably rare on this planet.

In the middle
of the chamber was a pedestal on which stood a sculpture of
something that looked part human, but had a different sort of head.
As they approached, it slid backwards out of the way until it fell
off. They came to rest in it's place.

Suddenly, he
felt a release of his innermost being from whatever it was he was
in. It was a sensation of being reduced, or stripped down, as
though suddenly finding himself naked, not only of clothing, but of
everything else that had ever been a part of his being. He was now
no more than a particle of dust.

He and the six
others flew upward and outward, and looked back at the
pedestal.

There they saw
a multifaceted crystal, now glowing green, now blue as the source
of light moved about inside among the various facets.

An air pocket
woke him up.

'Oh God!' he
thought. 'Not the dreams!'

He went over
the details of this one -- first the primitive looking
encampment.

A primitive
encampment?! Those were caravans and tents, three Land-rovers and a
lorry! How could they have looked so primitive?

Then he
remembered the two humans.

They looked
like none other than...

'Oh God!' he said, slapping his own
face with both hands.

'You -- er --
forgot something?' enquired the passenger next to him.

'Oh, no -- er
-- sorry,' he said. Then he got up, and walked, shaking, to the
toilets. He didn't really need to 'go'. He just wanted to get
completely by himself.

One of them
was vacant. He went in and sat down with his head in his hands.

Why hadn't he
recognised them? Then it dawned on him. If the dream were indeed
that of the green shooting star, he would never have met them
yet.

Of course, that would make sense in real life, but for
goodness sakes, this was a dream! How could he dream about seeing
his own parents in such vivid detail, and yet not know them, as
though they had never met? And since when does one make the
observation, 'These are humans, they are native to this planet'? In
a science fiction film, maybe, but be
real!

As vivid and
recurring as they were before, at least the dreams had never
intruded into the real world in the way this one did.

He finally
gained his composure and walked back to his seat. The passenger
next to him only gave him a funny look as he sat down, but said
nothing.

Try as he
might, he couldn't sleep any more for the rest of the trip.
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The plane
landed, and taxied to the terminal where all the passengers got
off.

All the usual
things happened that do when one arrives at a foreign destination.
They presented their passports, they collected their bags, they
checked through customs. Ernie's presence was needed, along with
the letters of permission and other paperwork for the equipment
being checked through, so his mind was back to the business at
hand, and off crystals, space ships and shooting stars.

This time, he
wanted to forget.

The first few
days were spent in Cairo, going here and there, and finishing off
pieces of business that they couldn't do from Dublin.

Abdul met them
in the lobby of Hotel Beirut the day after their arrival. They had
lunch, during which Abdul recounted his fond memories of their
father. Since Ernie's role on the team was to see to the logistics,
he had a good reason to linger and chat, as Abdul was to be the
resource man. But his private reason was the fondness he still
maintained for him since boyhood.

He found
himself still addressing him as 'Uncle Abdul'.

Eddie had also
been fond of him as a child, but now he was an adult, and saw
everything through thoroughly grown-up eyes. In his humble opinion,
old Abdul was really no fonder of their dad than every other
archaeologist he had worked with, but wanted the brownie
points.

On the
afternoon of the third day, the fleet of double cab
four-wheel-drive pick-up trucks set off for the farther hinterlands
of Egypt. Abdul drove the lead car and. Ernie sat with him in the
front seat.

By driving all
night, stopping only for a three-hour rest, they shortened the
two-day trip to a day and a half. Ernie slept most of the night
while Abdul drove.

When Ernie was
awake, Abdul managed to keep him occupied in conversation. He asked
more about Alec and told Ernie a few stories he remembered about
him. Things went just fine until late the second day. The closer
they came to their destination, the more familiar the landscape
began to look.

Ernie had
never been here in his life, yet, it looked familiar.

'Have any
movies ever been filmed out here?' he asked Abdul.

'None, as far
as I know. This is too far away from Cairo for most production
companies. They prefer the pyramids. Why do you ask?'

'I don't know
-- it just seems like a good spot to shoot a film, I guess.'

'Maybe you
uncover the tomb of Thakanamen, and that will be a good background
to shoot. I can then recommend it to the next film crew that
comes,' said Abdul.

'I'm sure
they'd want to build a nicer road out to it though,' said
Ernie.

'That, they
would indeed.'

Even the road
was familiar.

Now, he
remembered the dream he had on the flight. The details of it were
vivid, down to the most minute feature. Was this the road that
crossed the path of the shooting star on a diagonal course?

He looked in
the direction he calculated the shooting star would have gone.
There, sure enough, was a large mound.

'Er -- is that
it?' he asked Abdul.

'Yes indeed.
But we must go around it first. There is an old trail that we turn
on. You must have seen it from a photograph?'

'No,' said
Ernie, almost under his breath. 'Eddie never showed me any of the
photographs.'

'Hmmm!'
grunted Abdul with interest.

Ernie was now
wishing he had. He had meant to ask for them, but had been too busy
with the other details. Had he looked, that would have at least
provided an escape hatch to reality, which he needed right now. The
only other explanation altered his perception of things too
much.

They came to
the turn off. Abdul manoeuvred the vehicle carefully onto it and
put it into four-wheel drive. Then they slowly and painfully made
their way.

Sections of
the trail had been covered during various sand storms. The parts
that were visible were almost no trail at all.

When they were
sufficiently close to the mound, Abdul stopped.

'This is a
good place to set up,' he said.

'Why don't we
set up on that side, like Pop did?' Ernie asked before he realised
what he was saying.

'You must have
studied the photos down to the smallest detail!' said Abdul.

He started the
car again, and they drove over to the side Ernie suggested. All the
others followed.

Ernie managed
to keep himself busy enough with the setting up of camp not to
think too much about the familiarity of the situation. However, he
found himself directing vehicles and caravans into the same
arrangement the earlier ones had occupied 30 years before.

Abdul
continued to be amazed.

All the while,
Eddie and some of the others were inspecting the mound.

Ernie put off
his first visit as long as he could. Finally, after a meal under
the big canopy, Eddie invited him up to look, and Ernie had no
recourse.

While they
walked up to the mound, Ernie tried to brace himself for what he
was about to see by convincing his own psyche that perhaps he had,
after all looked at some of the photos. Maybe Pop had shown them to
him. He couldn't remember.

Most of the
pit, except for a bit of the taller monument, had been buried
during various sand storms. What was left did look uncomfortably
familiar. At least Ernie was relieved that it did look different,
not that this was a logical thing to be glad about.

That evening
the whole team gathered around a fire while Eddie gave a few words
about the history of the dig, and what they were to expect. Abdul
was also asked to add his perspective on the excavation in the days
of Alec Magawan. Most of what he shared was straightforward
technical talk.

But hadn't Pop
said Abdul spotted a clue where the door was?

Finally, it
was Ernie's turn to give guidelines as to the living arrangements,
and where to find what, and who to ask for whatever.

After that,
people sat and talked into the evening, one by one going off to
bed, until Ernie was left alone, nursing a cup of hot chocolate.
After another refill he gazed at the stars for a while. Then he
looked over towards the mound.

Was there a
slight greenish halo over the mound, or was it the lights playing
tricks with his fatigued eyes?

What was that low
hum?

Probably the
voltage regulator for the camp electrical supply.

After a while,
he went into the caravan, which he shared with his brother, and
went to bed.

He managed to
go right to sleep.

Around two
a.m. he woke up on dreaming that he heard someone say something he
understood as, 'Everything depends on the success of this
mission.'

The -- what? Who said
that? What did it mean?

The more he
pondered it, the more confusing it seemed, because it was said in a
language he didn't even know.

Then how did he
understand it?

While trying
to remember the sound of the words, he fell asleep. Soon he was
dreaming again.

He was with a
group of others like him. He said, 'I know that this endeavour is
the only hope of containing the evil.'

He had an
impression of intense evil stretching its claws over the entire
universe. He was sitting where he had that evening, looking at the
stars. One by one they were disappearing, as though a dark clawed
hand were stretching over the sky.

He was sitting
near the fire with his cup of hot chocolate, but at the same time
he was among the group of whatever they were -- both places at the
same time.

Someone was asking
him, 'What's the plan?'

'The crystal
will tell us more. We're out of time. We must consult the crystal,'
he was answering. Then he produced a green glowing crystal.

From where he
was sitting with his cup, he looked at the mound. There, he saw a
distinct greenish halo, and heard a loud hum. It wasn't the voltage
regulator.

Now, he was
awake, sitting bolt upright in bed in a cold sweat.

There was no
hum -- only an impression of having just heard it.

He looked out
the window, from which he could see the mound. All he saw was the
light of the full moon shining on the sand. All the stars could
still be seen.

Finally he
fell into a more peaceful sleep.
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The next day,
work began on the mound. Those who were already experienced started
digging carefully in their assigned spots while Eddie trained the
newer ones.

Most of the
work for the first day or so involved removing the sand that had
accumulated in the last 30 years. Then, they could proceed with
that from the previous three millennia.

Not that this
was any of Ernie's concern. His role involved the day to day needs
of the very much alive people on this side of the ground, not the
dead priests and their attendants, and whatever else lay
immediately below -- emphasis on 'whatever else'. He intended to
keep it that way.

By the third
day, a routine had been established. They were all up at first
light so they could get as much done as possible while it was still
cool. Breakfast was after sun-up, and that was a simple affair of
biscuits or Danish pastries, or bread and jam, downed with tea and
coffee. There was also a mid morning tea break, and then lunch at
noon. That was followed by a long siesta. Not a lot was expected
during the hot afternoon. The early evening was when work picked up
again in earnest, and that went on till sunset.

Though Eddie
coaxed, Ernie remained unmoved at his post in the common area under
the canopy.

'What's with
you?' Eddie asked, as they were finishing their tea following the
afternoon siesta, about the third day. 'You act like you're afraid
of the mound! Don't have a fear of mummies do you?'

'I don't know.
I guess it just isn't my thing,' Ernie said.

'What is your
thing then? When are you going to sort yourself out? You've got to
settle down to something, don't you! And we could use your help up
there.'

With that, he
got up and walked towards the mound.

'All right,
back to work you lot!'

Ernie poured
himself some more tea, and took another biscuit. He certainly
wasn't about to tell Eddie about the latest twist in his dreams --
not after he had run roughshod over all earlier attempts at opening
up.

He wasn't even
sure that he understood his own feelings.

On one hand,
there was the prospect of finding something bigger than he felt he
could cope with -- if his dreams were to be believed, that is.

On the other,
if his dreams were indeed to be believed, the equilibrium of the
entire universe was at stake pending the completion of some mission
or other. That rather put the pressure on.

But what if his dreams weren't to be believed? Then there would
be nothing under the ground but a mummy and a few artefacts. That
consideration put weight on the side of taking a look to find
out.

He knew he
would have to have a look sooner or later. He just wasn't prepared
to do it right now.

Abdul came and
sat down across from him, and poured himself a cup.

So far, he had
said nothing about the clue Pop had mentioned. Ernie took the
initiative.

'Uncle Abdul,
when I talked to Pop about coming here, he said that on the last
day of the digging, you spotted something that could be a clue to
where the entrance is.'

'Ahh, yes.' He
sat in silence for a moment.

Ernie wasn't
inclined to rush him.

'Ahh, yes,' he
said again. 'But really, it was the night before that I saw
it.'

'The night
before?'

'Yes indeed.
The night before. I've told this to no one but your father. He was
a very understanding man, your father. He understood deep spiritual
things. When I told him, he just nodded his head and didn't say
anything. I didn't know what he though of it until just now. The
fact that he told you indicates that he took me seriously.'

'What was it
you saw?' Ernie asked.

'You seem more
like your father than Edward. Perhaps you might understand it --
or, if not, at least you'll not think me a raving loony. On the
night before we were told to cease digging, I saw the whole mound
radiating a blue light. I went up to look. What I saw was that in
front of the central monument, just about two meters, sand and dirt
had been blown away as though a powerful wind had blown downward. I
could see the stone floor, and there, I saw a square of light, as
though something were inside the tomb shining through the cracks of
a square slab. I knew immediately it was a sign from Allah. But it
wasn't Allah's will that we should open it. The next day, we were
told we had no more funding for the digs, but I knew that one day,
I would have the chance to come back. I had thought of telling this
to your brother, but he isn't like your father. He's not inclined
to believe things like that.'

Ernie just sat
there with his forehead in his hands.

'Are you
aright, Ernie? You look pale!'

'I - I think
there's something I must tell you, Uncle Abdul.'

'Yes?'

'This might
take a while.'

Abdul refilled
both teacups.

'You know, the
day we came,' began Ernie, 'when it seemed like I knew where
everything ought to be?'

'Go on.'

'I really
hadn't ever looked at any of the photographs of the previous
digs.'

Then, Ernie
went on to tell about some of his earlier dreams, and then of his
father's and mother's account of the green shooting star, and then
of his dream while on the aeroplane.

Abdul's rapt
attention had the effect of making Ernie's words flow that much
more freely. Finally, he told of the dreams of the last few nights.
When he was finished, Abdul was ecstatic.

'You are on a
mission from Allah!' he said. 'I think they have dug almost down to
the stone floor. When they do, I think you must go to see if the
door will open. I will go with you if you wish.'

'Yes, I would
definitely want you to go too.'

Abdul put his
hand out and grabbed Ernie's. 'Don't be afraid, Ernie. Allah will
be with you. I will go with you too. I have waited all my life for
this. I knew this day must come.'

Having got it
off his chest made Ernie feel a lot better. Also Abdul's enthusiasm
about the whole thing gave him courage.

Later in the
afternoon, Ernie found it in himself to walk up to the mound and
observe the digging. More and more features had been uncovered, and
now it looked unmistakably familiar.

Some of the
foreboding came back again, but this time he met it head on.

He walked to
the spot about two meters in front of the monument. There was as
much sand covering it now as he remembered there being before the
meteor landed in his dream. He stood there gazing at the spot for a
moment, and then went to get a spade.

It took just a
few minutes to get down to the stone floor. He cleared a spot a bit
larger than what he remembered the opening to be. There were no
cracks nor anything that suggested a door of any sort.

Strange.

He cleared
away more of the area around about. Then, he got down on his hands
and knees and tried to feel for any seams, blowing the dust away in
spots.

Just smooth
solid rock.

Finally, he
went back to the mess tent.

Before turning
in that night, he said to Abdul discreetly, 'I cleared off the spot
in front of the monument, but I found no door.'

'Allah will
show you the door,' said Abdul.
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Ernie was
awakened by another dream.

He had seen
himself standing in front of the monument, looking at the bare spot
in the pavement he had cleared. It was night, and as he looked, the
outline of a square appeared in the pavement in luminous green. And
then, he opened his mouth and spoke:

'Vratzan Ghish
Phondesh.'

As he said it,
the stone panel outlined by the green light began to move so that
it sloped downward, away from him. Then, all at once, the whole
panel slid into a slot along the far side of the newly opened door.
Underneath, was a passage dimly visible by a greenish bluish
light.

That's when
Ernie woke up.

He could
clearly remember the words he had spoken. There was even a
familiarity about them, especially the last word, 'Phondesh'.

After sitting
up for a while, he decided to get up and walk to the mound. He put
on a jacket and went quietly out.

Halfway there,
he decided he should awaken Abdul first. He walked back to the
encampment and up to one of the other caravans and tapped on the
window next to where he knew Abdul slept.

The window
opened a crack.

'I'm going up
to the mound. Want to come?'

In a few
seconds Abdul was out the door and they walked to the mound
together.

Having Abdul
along was good in a way Ernie hadn't realised. The security guard
stationed in front of the mound would have inhibited anything
happening out of the ordinary.

Abdul walked
up to him and said something in his ear, and the guard walked
good-naturedly to the canopy.

Together, they
climbed to the top, and then down into the pit. There, they stood
in silence, both gazing at the same spot on the stone surface.

It looked just
as plain in the light of the moon as it had in the late
afternoon.

'I saw the
door here in my dream just now,' he whispered to Abdul.

'That's also
where I saw it 30 years ago,' he answered.

Nothing
happened. They just stood there.

It felt like
any other night. No magic -- just the coldness of the desert.

Maybe, Ernie
thought, he should give it up and go back to bed. But Abdul still
stood next to him, unmoving.

Maybe he could
just try the words he heard in his dream.

'Vratzz --
er...' there was a frog in his throat.

'Pardon?'
responded Abdul.

Ernie cleared
his throat and tried again.

'V-vratzan
Ghish Phondesh.'

At first it
appeared nothing happened.

They couldn't
hear anything, but soon they both knew something was different.
Then they were aware of a low hum that was becoming gradually more
audible. It was the same sound he had heard before.

Then, the
luminous outline of a square appeared in the pavement.

Now, the hum
was plainly audible, sounding like a high voltage generator, but at
a low tone.

As they
watched, the stone panel sloped downward away from them until it
slid into the slot, just like in the dream. Inside, there was the
passage, dimly lit by the greenish bluish light.

The floor of
the passage could be seen below.

Abdul said, 'You must
go. I will wait for you here.'

Ernie grabbed
two opposite sides of the hole, and dropped himself down. It was a
longer jump than he had expected. It would be a challenge to get
out again -- another good reason for having brought Abdul.

He walked in
the direction away from the monument, just as he had seen in his
dream on the aeroplane. There were the same twists and turns.

He was just
beginning to wonder how the light could shine around so many
corners, when he found himself at the entrance of the chamber. The
source of the light was ahead of him, on the pedestal in the middle
of the room. It was a crystal as big as the palm of his hand, and
it glowed just like in his dreams.

By the
greenish bluish light Ernie could see the whole room clearly. It
was an unusual arrangement for a burial chamber. Everything was
centred about the pedestal in an unnatural order: a statue of Ra on
the ground, as though it had fallen off; the gold objects set here
and there; and the sarcophagus over against the wall, as though
grudgingly ceding the position of honour to the pedestal.

But right now,
that seemed like meaningless trivia. The only thing that mattered
was the crystal. He reached out and took it.

As he retraced
his steps to the door, the glowing of the crystal grew less and
less. As it dimmed, so did the mystique of it. By the time he
reached the moon lit area just below the door, his mind was more
occupied with the chamber and its contents than the crystal.

In one blow,
they had just about accomplished the purpose of the entire
expedition.

Abdul gave him
a hand up.

He showed him
the crystal, which now shone only a faint greenish glint out of one
of its facets, which could just as well have been a reflection of
the moonlight.

'Allah will
show you what you must do next,' said Abdul.

He put the
crystal in his pocket.

So, this was
the job of an archaeologist, was it? A treasure hunting adventure?
Did 'X' mark the spot?

He could just
picture Indiana Jones suddenly popping out of nowhere, saying,
'That belongs in a museum!'

But this was
no museum piece. He tried to imagine it in a glass case, marked,
'Crystal from outer space that arrived in 1967, bearing
archaeologists pre-existent soul, to save the galaxy.' No, the
museum pieces were still in the burial chamber.

'Why don't we
wake Eddie up,' suggested Ernie. 'He'll be happy about the passage
anyway.'

So they did,
explaining to him that Ernie hadn't been able to sleep, so he had
strolled to the mound and, sort of by accident, opened the
door.

'So, what was
all the talk about, "...this isn't my thing..."?' said Eddie, as
they peered down into the passage. 'And what about the mummies?
You'll get bitten one of these days if you're not careful!'

Ernie felt as
though he'd been bitten by something far worse than a mummy, but he
kept that to himself.

Together, they explored the passage and the burial chamber.
Eddie was pleased with the findings. For one thing, it was unlike
any other burial chamber he'd ever seen. It would make a thoroughly
intriguing study, maybe even an article in National Geographic.

For the next
few days, they worked as two teams, one photographing and mapping
the inside, and categorising the artefacts in the chamber, while
the other continued uncovering the exterior.

As for Ernie,
he had no more dreams the rest of that night, nor the next. In
fact, he could have almost forgotten about the crystal altogether,
except for what happened the following night.
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Ernie didn't
know why he had such a hard time getting to sleep. There wasn't a
lot on his mind, and he hadn't eaten anything unusual. He usually
had no trouble sleeping at all. Even excessive coffee and tea
didn't keep him awake, and he hadn't even had much of that.

Maybe that was
it. He needed a cup of tea to get him to sleep.

He decided to
get out and sit under the stars.

While looking
for a pair of warm socks, his hand fell on the crystal. Maybe he'd
take it along and get a good look at it. He hadn't really paid
attention to it at all since finding it.

That fact
alone puzzled him. One would think that after so many remarkable
dreams about the same thing, confirmed by actually finding it, one
would be obsessed. But this was like something he had known all
along, but had forgotten.

Dressed in a
warm coat, carrying a high power torch, the crystal in the pocket,
Ernie walked out into the moonlight. He gave a friendly wave to the
security guard, who waved back. Then he went to sit in the common
area under the canopy out of sight of the guard.

He set the
torch on the table, and lit the candle in the candlestick with the
matches sitting nearby. The torch was better for examining the
crystal.

It was not cut
like a gem one finds in a jewellery shop. It was an odd shape; not
symmetrical, rather flat, no two facets alike, and a large
completely flat area on one side of it. If anything, it resembled a
giant tear-drop. A few of the facets were triangular, some
rectangular and diamond shaped, and there were polygons of any
number of sides. Not all the surfaces were flat either. Two or
three were round, and stuck out like a smooth gem set into the
larger crystal. Some of the facets reflected green light from the
torch, others blue, and one or two, red and amber. Now and then, he
thought he saw another colour or two he couldn't place.

Ernie held it
up and looked through the flat side towards the light.

Now, it was
even stranger. There were colours and shapes one wouldn't expect to
find. Some were changing as he watched.

There was at
least one colour that couldn't be placed on the spectrum. As much
as he tried, he couldn't remember anything he had ever seen of that
colour.

He couldn't
make any sense of it. What did this have to do with the equilibrium
of the universe? What about the mission? .

What was that
phrase he had said the other night? He could still remember words
clearly.

'Vratzan Ghish
Phondesh,' he muttered to himself. What did that word mean anyway
-- especially that last bit, 'Phondesh'? There was something
strangely familiar about it.

Suddenly he
was aware of a low hum, the same as the other night when the door
opened. It was coming from the crystal. It had started the instant
he muttered the words.

The crystal
was beginning to glow, now a brilliant green, or an aquamarine, now
a shade of blue, and a few other colours as the light inside seemed
to alternate between facets.

Ernie looked
into the flat surface. Now, he saw colours and shapes changing as
though they were saying something.

Suddenly, they
weren't just colours and shapes. Something in a forgotten portion
of his brain was translating it into knowledge.

This was a
knowledge cache, he suddenly knew, designed for human use. It was
especially made to facilitate the mission. The centrepiece of the
strategy required that the participants put on humanity to take
advantage of the unique strengths inherent in that species.

He also knew
that to make full use of it, he had to place the flat surface of
the crystal on his forehead. By doing so, he would begin to know as
much of the mission as he did before he first arrived.

Ernie did do,
and the transmission of knowledge suddenly increased a hundredfold.
With it, came a consciousness he never had as a human.

He suddenly
knew from looking at the table he was leaning on, all the different
elements that composed it, even the atoms, and the sub-atomic
particles that were in it. He saw each one individually, and yet he
saw the table as a whole. Somehow, his brain was big enough to take
it all in.

He looked at
the wooden candle stand, and he could see the dead DNA, the atoms,
and the sub-atomic particles. He knew how they composed themselves
when the same piece of wood was still alive, and how they were when
it was a sapling. It looked like something that remembered having
once been alive, and understood how to hold life.

He knew this,
he realised, because even though the crystal was on his forehead,
he was really looking at these things through the different facets
of the crystal, making up a compound eye. Each receptor of a Zondon
eye is capable of picking out a different property of matter,
whether it be the colour, the shape, the activity of the protons,
the electrons, the neutrons, the zoetrons, the spondrectons, any
atomic particle for that matter, as well as various energy
forces.

He also knew a whole world of wisdom, and even some memory of
what went on before. He also understood a language. He hadn't just
learned it, it had been with him all along. He knew that the words
he had spoken, Vratzan Ghish
Phondesh, were not magic words, but were
from a language he knew. It meant, Phondesh reporting for the mission to contain the
evil. He also knew his own name was
Phondesh.

The stone
itself, he knew, was not a simple crystal composed of molecules of
the same compound, as crystals known on earth. Rather, it could be
better described as one giant molecule. Each atom, indeed, each
subatomic particle that composed it played its own role, while
joining with others in close proximity to perform group functions,
as switches, processors, storage capacitors, and receptors and
senders of various energy fields. Some of these were capable of
interaction with the human brain. They both received and sent
signals to various parts of the brain, including the portions not
normally used in human thought, and linked those parts with the
conscious thought processes. Thus, in effect, the crystal was equal
to a million supercomputers. Being crystal, the processing medium
was light rather than electronic impulses.

He took the
crystal away from his forehead, and suddenly, he was no more than
Ernie, holding a large gem. He looked at the table and could see
nothing but metal and plastic.

It was as
though he had only dreamed he was Phondesh, and that he could
understand sub-atomic structure. Try as he might, it was like
trying to remember a fading dream.

He put the
crystal back on his forehead, and immediately it all returned. Now,
it was almost like his human existence was only a dream and he had
awakened to everyday Zondon reality, only he remembered his
humanness too vividly to dismiss it as a dream.

He looked at
the stars, and he could see the happy light they radiated. One star
gave off a passion for freedom. There was also a love of truth and
an appreciation of the individual uniqueness of the others, but
freedom was the quality that shone the most brightly.

He focused on
another star. While looking at that Ernie felt hope and
encouragement welling up inside. Another one shone an intense
desire for justice. The affect was contagious. Ernie could almost
feel anger begin to rise up. Something inside him said this was
good, but that he must keep it in balance with what the other stars
radiated.

The fourth
star he looked at quickly became his favourite. It flooded his soul
with a similar feeling to that of a child sitting in his mother's
arms, or holding his father's hand. Even though this was a
thoroughly human sensation, he had forgotten it in the rush and
strain of acting like a grown-up. He sat for a while gazing, as the
feelings filtered through the crystal into his human emotions. His
eyes began to go damp, so he thought it better to look at something
else.

He looked at
the moon.

In stark
contrast to all the stars, it was sad. Again, Ernie wanted to weep,
but in a sad way.

Why was the moon
sad?

There was a
longing for something to be set right, which long ago, had gone
terribly wrong. So intense was the longing it made Ernie want to
double over and groan.

He looked
quickly back at the star that had shone hope. Now, it was speaking
in a language near to that of the colours and shapes Ernie had seen
inside the crystal, but not as distinct.

Help will come...all things will be restored,
it was saying.

He looked at
the star that radiated a passion for justice.

You are part
of the help...begin restoring...do something before the evil
infects us as well...

Then Ernie
remembered the dream he had the night they first arrive, of the
evil overtaking the heavens like a black shadowy hand.

To maintain his equilibrium, Ernie looked back at o the
fourth star, which said, You are loved
more than you will ever know, but now, begin to know it more than
you ever have before.

He was struck
by the fact that, far from being a mushy sentimental feeling, it
made him feel better prepared to face the challenge being set
before him.

Again, he took
the crystal down from his forehead.

Now, the moon
looked just as it always did, and so did the stars. But his insides
still reverberated with their message -- that he was loved, there
was hope, and that he was on a mission.

Then, he
remembered that the colours and shapes inside the crystal had also
said he would begin to know his part in the mission.

 



Chapter
8

 


He put the
crystal back on his forehead, but this time he didn't look at
anything. He just began remembering.

With the
crystal on his forehead, he could discern many things that would be
impossible to recount here, so the following is what he remembered
of his memory after he again put the crystal down.

He remembered
living on a planet -- one far different from this one though it
didn't strike him as a strange place. He was remembering it, after
all, and what one remembers doesn't strike one as strange as it
would, visualising it for the first time.

There were
trans-pods flying back and forth carrying their passengers,
buildings hovering here and there, individuals riding on their
personal carriers from building to building, and a vine-like
vegetation strung all about, thick enough to provide a good shade
in spots. Some walkways were suspended from the vines.

No ground was
to be seen. There was no solid ground on Zuz, only atmosphere that
became denser and denser as one went down, so that near the crust
of the heavy core of the planet, the pressure was too great to
sustain life of any kind.

The others
looked like him for the most part. There were differences. Some had
wings, and didn't need personal carriers. Others had long slender
legs that doubled at the knees to enable them to leap great
distances. A few of these also had an extra set of arms. These were
not interstellar travellers, but lived more simply among the giant
vines -- more simply, but by no means less intelligent. The
interstellar travellers were wingless and had a single set of arms,
and legs suited to normal walking. All had exoskeletons of various
shades of yellow and light green, and all had greenish bluish
compound eyes that glittered and sparkled, so that they gave
Ernie's human mind the impression of warm, amiable
grasshoppers.

His most
recent memory of Zuz was that of entering the common transport
facility where all the ships were kept, on his way to this mission.
Drovshi, whom he knew well, was walking with him, questioning him
regarding the details of the mission. Zhondri was walking close
enough behind to hear.

He remembered
having a firm dedication, knowing with almost certainty that he
wouldn't return to Zuz in his life as a Zondon.

A Zondon is
what he was. Phondesh was his name. The other members of the team
were Drovshi and Zhondri, who were walking with him just now, and
Draz, Zikh, Tsav and Vrosh, who were to meet them inside the
terminal.

He was telling
them as much as he could, and struggling himself with the
explanation, because there was much that he didn't understand
himself.

'It's a solar
system on the opposite edge of this galaxy.' He didn't tell them
that it was, in fact, the forbidden star. 'There are strengths to
be gained there that will be invaluable to us in containing and
pushing back the evil.'

'But it would
be good to have some specifics, Phondesh,' said Drovshi. 'We're
willing to give all to save the universe, but we don't know any
details.'

'We can only
know one step at a time. First we must get there. All I know is
there could be opposition, even at the first stage. The Glaat
already have wind of this.'

He remembered
the departure, the first stage of the trip through familiar parts
of the galaxy, and then into the uncharted regions.

Just when they
thought all had come off without any complications at all, a Glaat
vessel picked up their trail in a location they least expected.
Obviously it had been waiting for them.

This, Phondesh
thought, would make the mission more difficult. However, there was
a plan of action already in place in case this happened.

The seven sent
their essence into the crystal, which then sped to the forbidden
solar system. An explosive device had been set inside their
abandoned ship that would destroy both it and the one in pursuit.
It might not totally rid them of the Glaat threat, but it would
greatly handicap it.

Meanwhile, the
crystal found a resting spot on the only inhabited planet of the
forbidden solar system. On landing, the seven parted ways, each
reduced to a nucleus of their being. They took with them only key
fragments of memory to enable them each to search for a suitable
human host, and maintain a subconscious awareness of their past
that would appear in their dreams. When they found a host, they
waited for the right moment, and joined with the mother's egg as it
was in the process of conception and became the twin of the child
thus born to the human parents. The rest of their memory was
resident inside the crystal.

Ernie laid the
crystal down. He was amazed at how it all fit together. His dreams
had been nothing more than left over fragments of his own
memory.

But, what
about the mission? The colours and shapes inside the crystal told
him that he would learn about his mission from remembering it.

He placed the
crystal back on his forehead and realised that his newly found
Zondon memory had already given him that information. Now, came
some fresh impressions, like a communication.

There were six
more Zondon, beside himself, who were born to human hosts. The next
task was to find them, and awaken them.

But where will I find them? And how will I awaken
them? Ernie wasn't sure if he had asked
out loud or if his mind were just sending the vibes back into the
crystal. The crystal seemed to answer, nonetheless.

One question at a time. One step at a time.
Ernie suddenly knew that Zhondri was the next one
he needed to find. She was in Thailand, but living as a foreigner
there, from a neighbouring country.

Ernie waited
for more. His mind was asking what to look for.

Just go.

Ernie suddenly
remembered that the details of this mission would only be made
known one step at a time. He also had an impression that the
crystal wouldn't be the only source of information. He had inherent
Zondon sense.

Between that
and the crystal, he knew he had only enough resources to accomplish
the next step -- to find and awaken the next Zondon, Zhondri. The
next step would be to find the next, then the next. The more of
them there were together, the sharper would be their Zondon senses,
and the more vital the crystal. Only when all seven were awakened
would they be enabled, through the strength of unity and
interdependence, to carry out the mission.

Suddenly, the
colours and light stopped, as though switched off.

He placed the
crystal on his forehead again, but nothing happened. It was now no
more than an ordinary rock.

As he walked
back to the caravan, he tried to analyse the language he had
spoken. He couldn't isolate a single word or phrase. Try as he
might, it was like trying to remember a dream.

He remembered
what was said, however. As he gave up trying to analyse the
language structure and thought about what was said, suddenly, he
found he remembered what it sounded like, and could even say things
to himself. But the moment he tried to figure out what individual
words meant, he was suddenly helpless.

He put the
crystal carefully in his shoulder bag and placed that under his
bed, and lay down. Before drifting off to sleep, his mind went
through a few more rounds of recalling the whole message,
remembering the sound, only to be stumped again while trying to
make linguistic sense out of it.

He slept
restfully and dreamlessly until morning.
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'Thailand!'
thought Ernie, still lying in his bed. That place would pop back
into his life.

The others
were already at their breakfast. The ones assigned to unearthing
the outside of the tomb had already been at it for two hours,
taking advantage of the coolness of the morning. The others would
start after finishing their breakfast, as their work was mostly in
the cool underground chambers below.

On most days,
Ernie's duties weren't called for so early, so he would sleep till
a bit later. Today, he had to go into town.

As he sat up
and began pulling on his clothes, his mind went over the details of
the night before.

He was on a
mission. He still wasn't sure exactly what that entailed, and
wouldn't know until he had awakened the other six -- presumably all
total strangers to his human mind. All he had to go on for now were
the instructions, 'Go to Thailand, and use your Zondon senses', --
all in all, a rather daunting task.

What was he going to
tell Eddie?

'As you've
always suspected, brother, I'm not really human. I'm a Zondon, and
I'm on a mission to save the galaxy.'

No. Eddie
would just call for the men in white coats.

He would have
to think of a different approach.

When he went
for his breakfast, most of the others were already finishing. Eddie
was announcing the agenda for the day. Any talking to him would
have to wait till afternoon tea, as Ernie had to go with Abdul into
the closest town for routine business.

At least Abdul
had an understanding ear.

As soon as the
two were on their way, Ernie said, 'I've been getting
communications through the crystal, Uncle Abdul.'

'Allah has
spoken?' Abdul's words burst out.

'I guess you
could put it that way.'

Ernie
described the experience of the previous night.

'But how will
I tell Eddie?' he said, when he had finished. 'He already thinks
I'm a bit batty on account of all the dreams I had about this!'

'I think you
must not ask him, but go straight away to Thailand,' answered Uncle
Abdul abruptly. 'Consider that perhaps the state of the galaxy is
of more importance than your brother's opinion of you.'

'B-but how can
I just go there from here?'

'Is the
crystal with you?'

'Yes,' Ernie
replied.

'And your
passport, and return ticket?'

'Yes, but not
a lot of money. At least none of my own.'

'I will
forward you the cash you need to get there,' said Abdul. 'I have a
company account I can withdraw from in town. There is a small
airport, and a plane leaves this afternoon on a weekly flight to
Cairo.'

'I'll make
sure I pay you back.'

'No. It's a
privilege to serve Allah in the fight for the galaxy,' said Abdul
emphatically.

So it was
decided.

They arrived
in town. Abdul found the ATM machine and withdrew some cash. Then,
they went to the airline office and bought a ticket for that
afternoon's flight. There was still time left, so they did the
usual items of business, such as checking the email at the
cyber-cafe.

There was one from
Pop:

 


Your mother is
doing poorly. She suffered a stroke last night and is in a coma in
intensive care. Say a prayer for her if you will.

 


Abdul first
reacted with dismay, but that suddenly changed to elation.

'This is a
gift from Allah!' he said.

'How?'

'I take this
to Edward, and explain that you have gone to visit your mother. You
must visit her, of course, but after that, make haste to go to
Bangkok.'

So it was that
Ernie, his head still spinning, set off for Ireland.

From Dublin,
he immediately got on a short flight to Belfast. There, he took a
taxi to City Hospital on Lisburn Road, but not before purchasing a
ticket to Bangkok for a flight leaving the next day.

His father met
him in the waiting room and told him how things stood.

'They let
family members in one at a time,' he said. 'You can see her for
five minutes. She's in a coma so she is, but they say people in a
coma can hear what we say.'

As Ernie put
down his shoulder bag, he suddenly heard a hum. It was coming from
the crystal.

Instinctively,
he reached in, took the crystal and put it discreetly in his
pocket.

Then they took
him to the door and he went in.

Before him was
his mother on a respirator, with tubes going in and out of her.

He walked up
and took her hand.

'Hello, mum,'
he began.

Then the hum
of the crystal in his pocket distracted him.

With his other
hand, he took the crystal and placed it on his forehead.

Suddenly he
could see, not only his mother, but also the molecules, the atoms,
and the sub-atomic particles that she was made of.

* * *

One major
difference between this planet and others he remembered was that
the sub-atomic structure here was off. Something in the history of
this planet had affected everything in a negative way. Things
continued to exist and to live, but only as though limping
along.

The zoetrons
were all out of kilter in mum's atomic structure, just as they were
in all other matter on this planet. But if they could be made to
act normal -- even if just for a short while -- that would serve to
pull everything else back into their proper pattern.

Phondesh
placed both hands forward and exerted mu-force. The crystal stayed
where it was on his forehead. Immediately the zoetrons began to
behave themselves. To keep them that way long enough to pull mum
back into a normal state, he had to create a zeta field. It would
dissolve in a matter of minutes, of course, but that would be long
enough to complete the healing process.

Just as the
zeta field was in place, he felt the crystal begin to slip. He
caught it as it fell.

He was about
to turn around to leave when mum said, 'Oh Ernie, the shooting star
-- you found it.'

'Yes, indeed,'
he said, as he displayed it briefly, and then put it in his pocket.
'It's time for me to go now, mum. You'd better get some sleep.'

He bent over
and kissed her.

'Thank you,
Ernie.'

By evening,
mum was in a regular room sitting up in bed chatting with the
family, acting like nothing was wrong with her. The doctors were
amazed at her speedy recovery, but insisted on examining her some
more.

The next day,
Ernie was on his way to Thailand.

 



Chapter 10

 


To: Sam
<sam@xx.com>

From: Ernie
<ErnieMag@xx.com>

Subject: Re:
How's Egypt

 


Sam wrote:

> Hey man!
Good to hear from you.

> How's
Abdul doing? Tell him we

> remember
him...

>

Ernie
replied:

> Will do.
He's still spry as ever,

> though
he's 60++ now. His business

> does very
well.

>

Sam wrote:

> ...and
say 'hello' to that old

>
earth-digging mummy-rousing Eddie

> dude.

>

> I was
just down to California to

> visit my
folks. We had a birthday

> party for
my mum in the rest home. I

> think I
told you, she has Alzheimer's.

> ...

>

Ernie
replied:

> Speaking
of mothers, mine has just had

> a stroke.
It looks like I'll be

> popping
off again, first to see her,

> and then
for some urgent business in

> Thailand.
Speaking of which, I'm not

> sure if I
have Boz's email. Do you

> have
it?

>

Sam
replied:

> Thailand?
Cool! Boz is <bozobrian@xxxx.co.th>

> Remember
to email me when you get there

> and tell
me what it's like. Tell Boz

> hello for
me.

>

Ernie
wrote:

Well, here I
am, in good old steamy and

seamy Bangkok.
You wouldn't recognise the

place at all.
I did, only because I was

here a few
years ago, and even then, the

skytrain
construction has changed the

looks of a lot
of places.

I went by the
old Salem Hostel on Soi

Pikun. The big
two story house that you

all stayed in
is still there...

 


Behind
Chulalongkorn University, there is a street called Henri Dunant. In
Thai, the name comes out, 'Angri Dunang'. Someone opened a
restaurant there, sort of on the edge of Siam Square, and aptly
called it, 'The Hungry Donut'. It featured tarts, meat pies, curry
puffs, cream buns, sausage rolls, bagels, and donuts of the home
made variety, along with coffees of every blend and ilk. Ernie had
discovered it on his back packing excursions, and it quickly became
a favourite.

Now, he was
back. He wasn't over his jet lag yet; in Dublin it was still three
a.m. The ultimate cure was several cups of the strongest espresso
that could be had, downed with curry puffs and sausage rolls. That,
and the pleasant setting of the Hungry Donut made being awake more
attractive than sleep.

He had done a
minimum of sightseeing the day before, but now something told him
he didn't have time to throw away. He would soon have to start
using his Zondon senses and find Zhondri.

How does one
go about using Zondon senses when ones crystal won't co-operate? It
seemed to have a mind of its own, turning on just whenever it chose
to. The colours had said the crystal wasn't his to use at his own
whim.

When it did
turn on at Ernie's prompting, it was usually to look at the stars
at night or something related to boosting his inner strength, but
rarely just to satisfy his idle curiosity. It seemed to know the
difference.

One thing he
did while using the crystal was, remember. The more he did, the
more the bits of his Zondon history became part his human
memory.

He could
remember Zhondri. The visual memory, of course, would be of no use
now, unless she had a face like a grasshopper. There were other
things, though, that radiated from within, a pleasantness, an open
heart. Perhaps he could recognise her by those?

Not that this
made his task any easier. What was he supposed to do, meet
personally with every female foreigner in Bangkok? He needed a
starting point -- an inspiration.

Ernie downed
the last few drops of espresso from his cup and leaned back resting
the back of his head in his hands. His mind wandered to the stars
as he saw them with the crystal. He could, even now, almost feel
the effects of the star that radiated parental love. Just thinking
about it began to settle his mind. He went over all the stars,
one-by-one.

Finally, there
was the star that was always prompting him to do something about
the evil. Restlessness began to stir inside him. Even now it seemed
to be reminding him that all the while he was flopping about the
town like a decadent fool, he was on an urgent mission. He began to
imagine the stars disappearing one by one as though the dark hand
were snuffing them out.

Before he knew
it, he was signalling for the waitress to bring the bill.

It was only
when he was already half way through the network of one-way lanes
criss-crossing Siam Square that he began asking himself why he had
to leave the coffee shop in such a hurry.

Instinctively,
he was moving towards the bus stand on the opposite side of Siam
Square, on Phya Thai road. Several bus lines passed that way and he
could get one that took him close to his guest house.

He got to the
bus stand but kept on walking. He just didn't feel like going back
to the guest house just now.

Now, he was by
the university. He knew the campus well since the days his father
lectured there.

Chulalongkorn
University enjoys an expansive campus, situated on both sides of
Phya Thai road. On Ernie's left, stretching all the way to Henri
Dunant Street, were the more showy parts, including the auditorium,
where concerts were often held, as well as some of the faculty
buildings. On the right were more faculty buildings, the admin
building, some of the dormitories and the library. Ernie crossed
the road and went towards that.

Students were
milling about near the dormitories; some walking from one class to
another, and a few were going in and out of the library.

Ernie went up
the steps to the main entrance. On one side of the foyer was a
coffee stand selling Nescafe and various sweets and biscuits to go
with it. Ernie had just had his fill, so he went on to the entrance
of the reading area.

For outsiders
it cost 20 Baht to get in. He got his money ready as he waited in
line.

The woman in
front of him produced a card as she approached and routinely showed
it to the lady behind the disk.

'Is Khun Lec
in yet?' she asked in a clear Asian accent, though definitely not
Thai.

'No, she not
in,' came the answer, in a halting Thai accent.

'But she
should be in today, am I correct?'

'Yes, she
come, but not here yet.'

'Could you
please tell her, when she comes, that May Lin is here?'

Ernie caught
the name Tan May Lin on her library card just as she said it. As
she walked towards the lounge area, Ernie looked at her, almost
forgetting to give the lady his 20 Baht note.

Why was his
attention so taken up with that woman? He hadn't even seen her face
yet.

The girl gave him an entry slip, and he went into the reading
area. He began to linger near the periodical section where May Lin
was now seated with the current edition of Far Eastern Economic Review.

Was this his Zondon
sense at work? Was this Zhondri?

He got a
closer look at her. She had a squarish, pleasant face, and her hair
was permed into ringlets. She was just a bit plump, but pretty.

She looked up
suddenly and caught him staring.

'Oh! I'm
sorry,' said Erni, hurriedly. 'I'm trying to figure out if I've met
you before somewhere,' he said.

That was the truth,
wasn't it?

'I don't think
so,' she replied thoughtfully. 'Have you ever been in
Malaysia?'

'Actually, I
have, long ago when I was young. I attended a boarding school in
Penang, right by the sea, near Hillside. My dad was working in Bali
at the time.'

'Oh, did you
really? I used to live in Tanjong Bunga, not far from there!'

That got them
started. Ernie took a seat near her, and they began talking about
what they remembered of one another's worlds.

May Lin was
from a family of Straits Chinese. These were Chinese who had been
on the West coast of Malaysia, primarily in Malacca, Singapore and
Penang, since the time of the Portuguese. Many had Portuguese blood
mixed in, and their food was a blend of Chinese, Malay and
Portuguese influence.

May Lin's family had a corner restaurant that sold
pao (steamed rolls) and
strong coffee in the mornings, and char
kwei tiew and mee
goring (two types of fried noodles), and
other dishes from noon 'til evening. They still had the restaurant,
but her sister had branched out and started up in a brand new
shopping centre near Fettus Park road. Hers was a more modern
restaurant, specialising in Straits Chinese cuisine.

May Lin had
majored in history, and was now teaching History of Ancient
Civilisation at Chulalongkorn University. She was intrigued that
Ernie had studied Archaeology.

At one point
in the conversation, Ernie decided to show off his fluency in the
Penang vernacular dialect: 'Ah, yes, Penang a nice place lah!'

This drew a
peal of pleasant laughter.

Ernie remembered char kwei
tiew and mee
goring from his school days in Penang. He
even thought he had been to that very shop.

'I might have
actually seen you there,' he said. 'I suppose I should have
introduced myself, but I was a bit of a shy one, I was. But now
that I think of it, maybe it did look like you.'

'Or my twin
sister, maybe la,' said May Lin, obviously comfortable enough with
Ernie to use her native dialect. 'My sister, Sue Ling and I are
identical. Even our parents mix us up. She spent more time in the
shop than I did.'

'Twins!' said
Ernie. 'I'm an identical twin too!'

May Lin
remarked on the coincidence, while Ernie felt like this was
something much more.

'May Lin, does
the name "Zhondri" mean anything to you?'

Slowly, she said, 'Yes
la -- it does.'

Then,
suddenly, as though remembering, she said, 'Oh! You must be a
friend of the old doctor, ah?'

'What
doctor?'

'Doctor
Nicolai Stanovitch. I thought I saw you somewhere!'

Ernie was
confused.

'I don't think
I know this doctor. How do I remind you of him?'

'He keeps
saying the word, "Zhondri" to me. It's strange, you know. I think
maybe psychic one, ah? I seem to know that word from before that.
He says we meet in a previous life.'

'Who is this
doctor anyway?'

'Oh, he knows some of the board members at this university. I
think he's trying to gain my affection, but he's way too old for me
la. He's supposed to meet me here with Acharn Lec.'

Ernie decided
to take another stab.

'Does the name
"Phondesh" mean anything?'

'Why, yes it
does. I don't remember where, though. Ah! Here they are! I'll
introduce you.

Approaching
them were a young smartly dressed Thai lady and an old but well
built European man, with a square shaped burn scar on his bald
forehead, who looked as though he could pass for a military
trainer. Ernie's first impression was, this was someone he'd rather
not tangle with if he got up his wrong side.

'Dr.
Stanovitch,' May Lin began, now in proper English that sounded
almost British by comparison, 'Meet Ernie Magawan.'

'Very pleased
to meet you, I'm sure,' said the doctor, in a heavy Slavic
accent.

'I think you
two may have a lot in common,' May Lin went on.

'Well then, we
must do lunch sometime.' He handed Ernie his business card. 'Give
me a call. I'm staying at the Dusit Thani Hotel, room 733.'

Then, he turned to the
others. 'Shall we?'

'Let me get my things, and I join you two in the car, okay?'
said Acharn Lec.

'Call me
tomorrow, Mr. Magawan,' said the doctor, in a tone that made Ernie
think of Jedi mind tricks from Star Wars.

Whatever it
was, it had an unnerving effect on Ernie. The very atmosphere
around the giant Russian was oppressive. Ernie took his leave and
-- lest May Lin think he only came into the library to see her --
walked towards the nearest bookcase where he pretended to browse
the titles while the doctor and May Lin decided to wait there for
Acharn Lec.

He had no idea
what the titles were, as they were in Thai. However, he had to hold
his pose while he waited for them to go. He picked up a book that
was lying on its side and began leafing through it.

Suddenly,
there was that feeling again. He looked up abruptly, and there was
Dr. Stanovitch, looking straight at him as the three walked to the
library entrance.

'Tomorrow, Mr.
Magawan,' he said forcefully. Then his eyes looked at the book in
Ernie's hand, and his mouth broke into a smirk.

They were
gone.

Ernie closed the book and noticed the cover. Under the large
Thai letters was the title in English, A
Case Book of Women's Internal Ailments.
Ernie had been holding it in such way that anyone could see what he
was reading, as Russian doctor obviously had. A total
stranger could have concluded that Ernie was interested in such a field of
medicine, had he not been holding the book upside down.

 



Chapter
11

 


Ernie had
found this guesthouse during his backpacking trip. He had done some
business at the Irish consulate, which in those days was in the
most unlikely of places, right in middle of Yawarat, the 'China
Town' of Bangkok. He had asked the lady there to recommend a cheap
hotel or guest house, and she had directed him to this one, right
on the Chao Praya river. It immediately became his favourite. At
high tide the waves from passing boats would lap over the veranda
floor of the downstairs restaurant.

Nobody minds a
bit of water in a hot climate. In the evenings it was the place to
sit and watch the long lines of rice barges float slowly by.

Now, Ernie was sitting downstairs in the restaurant with a
dish of fried rice and a bowl of tom
yam seafood soup, one of his favourites.
Normally, he would be dining with gusto, but he was still unnerved
by the Russian doctor.

Obviously, May
Lin was Zhondri, but how did Dr. Stanovitch know about her? Was he
a Zondon? Then why was there such a sinister aura about him?

May Lin seemed
a pleasant good-natured young lady -- attractive, even. Nice face,
slightly plump but that didn't detract from her over all beauty.
It's no wonder the Russian doctor was attracted to her. Russians
prefer a bit of fat on the bone.

But that
wasn't it, Ernie thought again. There was something about him. He
was sure his reasons for wanting her went far deeper than that.

Ernie had
never though of himself as having a strong stable mind, especially
when his brother Eddie repeatedly told him otherwise. But he was
sure that anyone with a weaker mind than his own would have buckled
at the doctor's looks and his Jedi like hypnosis, and would be on
the phone to him the first thing the next morning.

Now here he
was with his favourite food in front of him, but not in a mood to
eat it.

The peace of
the river was broken by the boom boom boom of a double-decker party
boat with disco lights flashing. It passed, and then the waves from
its wake began to lap the side of the veranda.

The boom boom
boom faded out, but now Ernie heard another sound. It was a humming
coming from his pocket.

He immediately
got up and went out as though having to answer a mobile phone
without bothering the other diners.

Upstairs in
his room, he took the glowing crystal from his pocket, placed it on
his forehead, and immediately knew what he had to do.

He was off --
except he didn't use the door. He went directly through the roof,
bodiless.

Like a bolt of
lightning, he sped straight across the city towards the tall
three-sided building across from the park, with the spire on top --
Dusit Thani Hotel. He came down directly on the roof and through
several floors until he reached the seventh. Then he found the door
to room 733.

After a slight
pause, he went through the door, and looked.

What he saw
was a being consisting of an outer shell of a human, Dr.
Stanovitch, but animated by, not one, but two zoetron fields: one
that should have formed his nucleus -- the imprint matched the DNA
-- and a foreign one that was actually in control. The native life
forcefield had become a prisoner of the foreign.

The foreign
life forcefield, Phondesh realised, was what had given off the aura
of evil that he had sensed earlier. In fact, it wasn't Dr.
Stanovitch at all.

The outer
shell of Dr. Stanovitch turned in his seat, as though sensing that
something was amiss.

He looked
about the room for a few seconds, and then back to his lap top
computer.

But the
nucleus of Dr. Stanovitch, his real zoetron forcefield, looked as
though it were silently calling out for help, and aware of
Phondesh's presence.

Help me! I'm in a prison!

Phondesh felt
moved inside.

Help will come. I'll find some way to get you free,
said Phondesh, in the language understood by
human energy force.

The soul of
the doctor began to respond, but suddenly, it was squelched.

The Glaat was
now in full control. The doctor spun about, and began to look
frantically at different points of the room, until finally he sat
staring straight at the spot where Phondesh was hovering.

Phondesh
stayed still, letting out no vibes nor anything that would give
away his presence.

Dr. Stanovitch
sat there staring. There was no essence released, no aura that
wasn't there already, no Jedi tricks -- if anything, it was a fear
of whatever was in that room with him.

Suddenly he
turned and reached for a telephone, and began dialling a number.
Ernie knew immediately it was May Lin's.

Phondesh made
a dash for the phone and entered the telecom system. He could
readily recognise each component. It was extremely primitive, and
this would be an ideal situation.

May Lin's
voice came from the direction ahead of him, as electrical impulses.
He easily deciphered them.

'Hello?'

From the
direction behind him came, first, an aura of seductive control.
Phondesh dispersed that right away. Then, came the voice, that
intended to say, 'Hello, Zhondri. Nicolai here.'

Phondesh
rearranged the electrical impulses to sound like his own voice:
'Hi, May Lin, Ernie here.'

'Hello,
Ernie,' was rearranged to 'Hello Doctor,' on the return
circuit.

Then, 'I have
a proposition for you that I think you will like,' was rearranged
to, 'I need to speak to you about the doctor, and about the name,
"Zhondri".'

'Oh!'

That didn't
need rearranging.

Then, the
forceful, 'Meet me in half an hour at the Bubbles Lounge in the
Dusit,' was transformed to a more polite, 'Could you meet me at the
Hard Rock Cafe in about half an hour?'

The answer was
affirmative. Both sides hung up, and Phondesh was off at the speed
of light for the guesthouse.
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The crystal
fell into his waiting hand just as Ernie was barely aware of being
back in his own body.

Now he'd
revert to a different form of transport, albeit more primitive. He
grabbed his shoulder bag, locked his door, rushed down the stairs
and went out the front entrance.

The guesthouse
shared its parking lot with the export company next door who used
it as an offloading area for goods to be shipped down the river.
The air smelled of dried peppers and cardamom.

Ernie quickly
crossed the small street.

Just then,
along came a man on a motorbike wearing bright coloured vest -- a
motorcycle taxi.

Ernie flagged him down, and said 'Siam Sa-quae, tao rai' (meaning 'How
much to Siam Square?')

The
motorcyclist gave a price he could agree on, and he hopped on the
back.

In a
neighbourhood full of one-way streets and heavy traffic, a
motorcycle was the ideal way to travel and probably the only hope
of arriving at Siam Square within half an hour.

He got off
across from his destination, crossed via the pedestrian bridge, and
then retraced the path he had taken earlier that day, until he came
to the Hard Rock Cafe on the right.

He went in and
asked the hostess if a Malaysian lady had arrived yet. The answer
was negative, so he asked for a seat near the door.

Even apart
from the whole business with the crystal, Ernie looked forward to
May Lin's arrival. In a way, he couldn't have hoped for a better
set up. What other excuse could he possibly find to approach such a
pleasant attractive lady and ask her out?

Presently, she arrived, and he motioned to her. They asked
the waitress to take them to a more private booth. She found them
one just below a Rolling Stone
cover picture of John Lennon and Yoko Ono. They
ordered drinks and the waitress was off.

'It's weird
lah, you call just when you did,' she said.

'Why's
that?'

'I dozed off,
and I had a dream, you know? It was uncanny one! But tell me about
the doctor la!'

'I think I
should start with the word, "Zhondri",' began Ernie, but he changed
track. 'First, I want to show you something.'

He pulled the
crystal out of his pocket. It glistened in the light of the booth,
not giving out any of its own light.

'Wah! That's a
big stone!' was May Lin's response.

'You didn't
ever, by any chance, dream about a stone like this, did you?'

'I dreamed
about a crystal that was shining blue and green, and then you
called -- and -- yeah, it did look like this one, except it
glowed.'

'This one will
probably start glowing, if you say, "Vratzan Ghish Zhondri",' said
Ernie.

'This really
really strange la! I also dreamed you said that!'

'Have you ever
had any other dreams like this?'

'Yes, la. Last
week I dream about you, only you weren't human,' said May Lin. 'You
were named, ah - ah - what's that other word you say this afternoon
leh?'


'Phondesh.'

'Yes. You were
Phondesh, and you weren't human -- like E.T. or Yoda one but more
like - ah ...'

'But how did
you know it was me?' asked Ernie. 'We only met today!'

Apparently,
the logic of it hadn't had time to sink in.

'In the dream
just now, I know that you and Phondesh are same.'

The attention
went back to the crystal. May Lin picked it up, and then said
it.

'Vratzan Ghish
Zhondri.'

The crystal
gradually began to hum, and then to glow.

'Look into the
flat side of it.'

May Lin began
looking.

After a while,
she put it on her forehead.

Ernie could
see remembrance returning to her face.

They sat in
silence, as Ernie had a strange sensation of sitting with nothing
but his mortal human senses, while his companion was feeling out
her immortality.

Then, that was
overtaken by a different one -- one of sitting with an old friend
he had known well for ages, since long before arriving on Earth.
This was no strange girl from Malaysia. This was Sister Zhondri of
the Amieroo.

Suddenly,
Ernie realised that he was fully functional in his extended Zondon
senses, even without the crystal on his forehead.

Phondesh could pick up
the message from across the table:

The more there
were of them together; the sharper their Zondon senses. The one
with the crystal could share the extended state. However, the
viewing of matter as it would be seen through a Zondon eye could
only be done from the crystal itself, but all can share the view.
Interdependence would be important, because each would have unique
abilities that the whole will need.

The next
Zondon they needed to find and awaken was Tsav. He was the most
cautious of the seven, therefore the last to find human parents. He
was twelve years old and living in Afghanistan.

There was no
time to waste, because the Glaat would shortly realise he has been
tricked and would soon move with full force. Right now they were
not yet strong enough to meet him head on.

Did I not face him just tonight? Phondesh wondered.

Suddenly, he
knew that had the Glaat located his presence in the room with him,
he could have blasted him to the opposite end of the galaxy, and
then found his body and destroyed it before he could get back. The
mission would have been lost.

How can we hope to
resist him in the future then?

Through
wisdom.

It was wisdom
to keeping silent while in the room with the Glaat. Wisdom could
come through the crystal, or through their inherent Zondon senses,
and even, at times through their human. It could thus also come
through other humans, just as it came through Abdul.

Abdul also knows me, though in a different
way, the crystal seemed to be
saying.

But, aren't you just a crystal? The
exchange between Ernie's mind and the crystal was verging on being
a dialogue.

No. I only
speak to you through the crystal.

Who are you then?

I am Wisdom.
The crystal is only one of the ways of hearing me.

Then, as the
colours dimmed, Ernie and May Lin were left with the strong
impression that they must leave for the airport immediately, and
depart for Pakistan.

Both Ernie and
May Lin had their passports with them, so they paid the bill and
were off.

* * *

Nicolai
Stanovitch had ordered a drink, but it sat untouched. He needed his
mind thoroughly unaltered by any substance whatsoever. Or, to be
more precise, Dosh of Asvork needed it.

Something was
wrong.

He knew it
ever since feeling the presence in the room with him. Something was
also wrong with the phone call.

It was no
coincidence then that the other Zondon -- that one, Ernest Magawan
-- had suddenly appeared on the scene. It was more than just a
subliminal magnetic attraction of one energy force to a kindred one
-- the same as had enabled Dosh to find the first four Zondon. The
Magawan creature had obviously been awakened to his identity and
knew what he was doing.

Now he had
stolen Zhondri from him, and had awakened her to her Zondon
identity. Dosh could feel it in the cosmos (in Star Wars it would
have been called a 'disturbance in the force').

He hated
himself for not having been on his guard all along. Had he remained
tuned in to his senses, he surely could have been alerted to the
awakening of the other Zondon. He would have moved quicker to make
the conquest of Zhondri.

Dosh would
never be caught off his guard again.

Now, the two
must be destroyed at all cost lest they find the remaining two, and
then return to steal the three already in Dosh's power.

He reached for
his mobile phone. From the menu, pulled up the number of his friend
at the Criminal Investigation Division.

'...that's
right, two suspected terrorists,' he was saying, once he had come
to the point. 'Their names are Ernest Magawan, male European,
probably Irish or British, and Tan May Lin, female, Malaysian. I
would advise alerting Don Muang immigration. They may attempt to
leave the country.'

 



Part II -
The Terrorists

Chapter 13

 


Ibrahim once
said to his mama, 'I travelled passed lots and lots of stars, and I
passed the moon, and then I went through many mountains and
valleys, and searched village after villages so I could be born to
you and Papa.'

His mama never
forgot those words, and often exclaimed, 'Ai! My firstborn with his
head in the stars, and his twin, the mullah!'

Ibrahim also
remembered having said it though he forgot why. It was something
more than just wild imagination. Was it a dream? Surely one doesn't
remember the path one took to be born!

As for his
twin, Ismael was indeed as zealous as a mullah.

But the word,
'mullah', coming from Mama and Papa, was not a flattering
designation -- any more than 'head in the stars'. Mullahs in
Afghanistan are known more for their religious zeal than their sage
wisdom.

Papa's complaint was that every time there was a political
upheaval or a crises of any sort, the mullahs would cry,
'Jihad!' That
call had gone up so often, said Papa, that no one knew any more
what Jihad means.

Another of
Papa's comments that Ibrahim remembered well was, 'So much evil is
done in the name of good.'

Although he was the last to acknowledge it, Sayed Zalman was
not your average rural farmer. He had taken advantage of every
opportunity that came his way to learn more about the world, about
Allah, and what He expects of us. Not that those opportunities came
often, but multiply that by all the times he actually
applied what he had
learned, by how often they shared their meals with a total
stranger, or assisted a destitute family. That's what marked him
out as a different sort of man.

His eldest
son, Ibrahim took after him. He was quiet and listened a lot.
Sometimes he would think and dream. That also earned him his
mother's jibes about having his head in the stars. But his papa
recognised in him, a thinking and enquiring mind that would take
him far in the world. Pappa was Ibrahim's best friend.

Ismael, his twin, was a different sort. He was bent on
Jihad. That's to say, he
was all for going to war with the evil Americans and the Zionists.
If he couldn't have a real weapon, he used a tree-branch shaped
like a Kalashanikov. He practised shooting the president of United
States, and the prime minister of Israel. He did all the manoeuvres
he saw in the videos at Haji Masood's house, by crawling along the
garden fence and then suddenly pouncing over it and shooting
everything in sight. He even rehearsed dying and going straight to
heaven to be with Allah.

But Papa was always trying to point out what people tend to
forget: Jihad begins with the soul. It's the inner struggle to conform with
Allah's will, which must give birth to the outer
Jihad, of which doing
warfare with the infidels is only a small part. Without that, good
intentions would only lead to ultimate evil. Yet, as Papa noticed,
people who had not conquered their inner selves, were constantly
going off to the wars with the words, 'Allah Aqbar', loud on their
lips.

'It's the
times we live in,' Papa would say. 'Nothing is as it used to
be.'

In the old
days, before Ibrahim and Ismael were born, it was a normal
existence. The winters would be spent near Kabul, and life there
would revolve around the national culture. Some of their relatives
lived permanently in Kabul, and they'd often stay with them for
long stretches while the young ones went to school. Then, in the
spring and summer, they would move with the flocks to the
highlands, where they would shear and pasture the sheep, tend their
orchards, harvest the fruit, and then prune the trees for the
following year. That was the time of growing and earning the
resources and cash that they would spend during the cold winter
months back in the lowlands.

Then the changes came, beginning with the Soviet invasion. At
first, it was something they could live with -- or at least the
Soviets seemed to be able to live with the annual migrations to and
from the highlands. But then, as the countryside became a hotbed of
rebellion -- again, 'Jihad' was the rousing cry -- it
became necessary to stay put, either in areas firmly under Soviet
control, or well outside their sphere of influence with the
jihad warriors.

They chose to
stay near Kabul. Papa was able to tend his sheep somewhat, but soon
the local pastures became overgrazed. He began having to sell them
a few at a time until finally, he had no flocks left.

Yet, Papa
considered his family fortunate. In other parts of the country,
people had lost their entire flocks with no one to buy them, and
had to flee to the refugee camps in Pakistan with no more than they
could carry. At least Papa was able to find work through his
cousins in the city.

It was near
Kabul that the twins were born, and there, while living with Uncle
Anwar, that they began their education.

A few years
after the Soviets withdrew, while the twins were in school, Papa
began looking into the prospects of starting a new flock of sheep.
First, he and Mama would take a trip to the highlands to see their
long abandoned orchards. By beginning to cultivate the fruit trees,
and doing any necessary pruning, he could sell some fruit the
following year and perhaps begin to buy sheep. Papa looked forward
to being able to help needy travellers on their way like he used to
do.

At first, he
was going to take the twins along, but his brother-in-law, Anwar,
persuaded him to think of their education, so it was decided that
they would stay with their uncle. Seeing his parents off that day
was the last Ibrahim saw of his best friend and father.

Perhaps, for a
thinker like Ibrahim to be constantly around one so understanding,
isn't a good thing. One is sheltered form the harshness of the
non-thinking world. Now he had only the chiding of Uncle Anwar, the
chastising of his teacher and the ridicule of Ismael and his school
mates, without the shelter and comfort of Papa.

A month after
Papa and Mama departed for the highlands, the fighting between the
government forces and the Taliban cut them off. Later, Kabul came
under Taliban control, and life changed yet again. Ibrahim could
only guess what his father would say about the changes now.

Ismael didn't bother to guess. Blind faith in strict
interpretations of the Quran and things like Jihad were the order of the day.
This was his bread and meat.

Because women
were no longer allowed to hold jobs, and most of the teachers were
women, their school was closed. As an alternative, Uncle Rasheed
invited the twins to move to Jalalabad for Islamic studies.

For Ismael this was a step closer to paradise. Besides
instruction in the Quran, each boy was given a replica of a
Kalashanikov, and jihad
training began.

For Ibrahim, at least this was an opportunity to learn more
about the world and of Allah. Papa would have granted them that.
Here, Arabic was taught as a spoken language, so they could speak
with their Moslem brothers of other countries. Even some English
was taught, because after all, a jihad warrior will have to rub
shoulders with the infidels during his missions for
Allah.

Ibrahim had learned some Arabic during early Quranic studies
as a small child, and also some English at school, so this wasn't
all new. Being fluent in two languages already, Dari and Pashtun,
made it that much easier to pick up a third and a fourth; but the
emphasis on jihad only made him think about Papa's words.

Ibrahim wasn't
a fighter. To him, it was a matter of conforming to Allah's will.
The more he tried to do so, the more he seemed to fall short. He
also saw the same shortcomings in the others, but they didn't
appear as concerned about it as he.

Papa always
said, 'Listen first, and then speak.' 'Don't give out advice you
ought to be listening to yourself.' This made Ibrahim a quiet
boy.

As for being
chosen for more intense training, that was for the louder boys, who
showed themselves fully for the cause. For that, Ismael's word
carried for the two of them. The two looked so much alike, and
Ibrahim was usually so quiet, that whenever Ismael spoke it was
assumed that it was on behalf of the pair. So it was that Ibrahim
and his brother were numbered in the ranks of those chosen for
advanced training.

More emphases than ever was on jihad, and the more Ibrahim heard
that word, the more he thought about what his father said, and of
his own struggle. Five times a day, at prayers, he would ask for
inner compliance to Allah's will. Throughout Ramadan, the fasting
month, again he sought inner peace.

What went on
outside and the struggles inside were so different, he began
wondering if he weren't an abnormal 'head in the stars' child after
all. His brother would call him that, and then of course, so would
the other boys, and then the teachers.

To Ismael,
life was easy. Just follow the leader, and go.

Everyone cried 'Jihad,' and he cried,
'Jihad.' Everyone
cried 'Allah aqbar,' and so did Ismael.

Ibrahim knew
'Allah is great', but somehow, he had the feeling that He was much
greater than everyone pictured Him as being.

Ibrahim didn't
have a way with words like his father did. As long as he didn't
know what to say he just shouted in unison with everyone else.

Then, he began
having the dreams. He'd dream about the stars.

Something
about this reminded him of what he had once said to Mama, about
having travelled passed many stars and the moon.

Then, he
dreamed of a large greenish crystal that would speak to him.

In a way it
wasn't so strange, as dreams are usually crazy anyway, but these
ones would return night after night. This only made him even
dreamier in the daytime. It was increasingly difficult to
concentrate on his studies.

One day, the
teacher slapped him out of his stupor.

'Hah! Ibrahim
Zalman, the boy with his head in the stars! Next week you go to
training camp in the mountains. That will cure you!'

Training camp in the mountains! That was where military
preparation for jihad took place in earnest!

Ismail was overjoyed about the
prospect. Real jihad warriors!

Ibrahim thought, maybe if it's truly jihad, they would teach him about
attaining peace with Allah in his soul. That began to cheer him up
-- but not for long. Try as he might, he just wasn't good at hiding
things from himself.
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The morning
they were to set off, Ibrahim was slow in getting up. The other
boys were already dressing themselves and packing their things
while Ibrahim just sat.

'Hee! Ibrahim!' said his twin. 'Your head's in the stars
again! You'll never be a jihad
warrior!'

This time, the
answer came spontaneously from his heart.

'How can we be jihad
warriors when nobody knows who the enemy
is!'

'Nobody? Don't
you listen in class? It's the great satan! America and Israel!'

'They're
fighting the same enemy as us. The enemy is inside us. You and me.'
He said it exactly as Papa had once.

'Inside you, maybe, but not
me!' said Ismael, as he hit Ibrahim in the
face.

Ibrahim had
just stood up, so the blow caught him off balance. He fell,
knocking over the table set with the morning tea. Immediately,
attention was drawn towards them. The superior came in, and someone
told them the twins were fighting.

'Fighting among yourselves! How can you?' he scolded. 'You're
brothers from the same womb, and brothers in the
jihad!' He gave them
both a whack on the behind with his rattan switch.

'He spoke
blasphemy,' said Ismael.

'I did not!'
returned Ibrahim.

'You two, be
at peace. Soon we depart for the training camp. They will show you
who your brothers are.'

So it was that
later that day, a group of boys, along with an instructor, jumped
off the back of an old pick-up and set out on foot into the desert.
Most of their supplies were tied to a pack mule, and each boy
carried a water skin, a bed role and a few personal items. Ibrahim
was at the tail end of the group while Ismael walked with a crowd
of his friends. The two still hadn't made up since the scuffle that
morning.

Now they were climbing along a path dug into a steep cliff,
as a flood of doubts went through Ibrahim's mind. He was less
confident than ever that he would learn true inner
jihad at the training
camp.

Everything was
so crazy! Things sounded right on the outside, but inside it was
all backwards! The teachers said one thing, and his dreams told him
something altogether different. What would Papa have said?

Now, something
on the inside seemed to say, 'Allah's will is the other way.'

He
stopped.

The group
ahead kept walking.

The path ahead
of them curved around the mountain so his mates quickly disappeared
from sight.

Ibrahim just
stood still.

His mind told
him he really ought to move on and follow the others. His heart
said go back.

His feet did
nothing.

He could still
run and catch up with the others. Then, again, he could also make
it to the village on the highway before nightfall, if he started
walking now.

Walk to where?

What about
robbers?

Another party
overtook him. Soon, they were also out of sight.

Now, to catch
up with his mates, he would have to overtake this last party.

He broke into
a run.

Just as he
came around the bend, he saw that there was shoulder in the
mountain where the road forked. There were footprints going in both
directions. No one was in sight.

The footprints
of his schoolmates would be smaller, being mostly boys, but they
had been covered by those of the party that just passed.

He tried the
path that went up over the next ridge. He climbed until he got to
the top, where he saw another fork.

Now what?

He retraced
his steps back to the first fork. By now, he had lost so much time
he thought he'd never catch up even if he did know where they were.
In a panic, he ran down the lower road and continued around two
bends, where again, he saw a turn-off, and still no indication of
who had been there.

Sobbing and
out of breath, he ran back towards the first fork until he was too
tired to run any more. Then he sat down by the road to rest, and
wept.

Soon, he could
hear footsteps. They were coming from the direction of Jalalabad.
Maybe they could help.

He dried his
eyes and calmed down.

Just as they
arrived in sight, they stopped. It was a group of five men and
three mules. One checked the position of the sun, while another
looked at his watch. They agreed it was time for afternoon
prayers.

Ibrahim would
have his prayers with them, and then ask for help.

After he
finished the usual memorised portions of the prayers, he added a
few words of his own.

'Please help
me find my way back to my brother and my mates.'

Again, came
the voice deep inside. 'Allah's will is not in that direction.'

Everyone was
finished their prayers.

One man in the
party looked at Ibrahim, and said, 'Are you going our way?'

'No,' he
answered, with a renewed boldness. 'That way.' He pointed towards
Jalalabad.

As he began walking he
heard them talking: 'All by himself?' 'Is it safe?'

Ibrahim
assured himself, 'It's Allah's will,' and kept walking.

As afternoon
drew on, so did the doubts, but now it was too late. He had parted
ways with his school mates, and there was only one direction for
him -- that of Allah's will.

He thought
about his brother, to whom he hadn't even said farewell. They
hadn't spoken a word to each other since their scuffle that
morning.

'I'm sorry
Ismael,' he said as he walked. 'When I find Allah's will, I'll come
back and tell you about it -- I promise.'

Ismael wasn't
the only one he missed.

'Papa,' he began. 'I'm off to find Allah's will for me. I'm
on a jihad, but
I'm walking in the opposite direction from Ismael and the boys who
say they're off for jihad
training.'

Of course,
neither Papa nor Ismael could hear him, so he began talking to the
only One who could from such a distance.

The afternoon
was uneventful. When he was tired, he stopped and drank water from
the skin that hung about his shoulder.

At evening he
arrived at a small town on a gravel road. It was the village to
which they had been brought by lorry, from which they had set off
on foot.

There was a
sort of inn/stable there, where travellers with mules or motorcars
had to pay, but those on foot didn't. It was simply a matter of
finding a spot and putting down ones bedroll.

A large
travelling party was sitting near where he settled down. There were
men, women and a few children dressed just like his own family and
relations used to. They were speaking Dari with the same
intonations. He made friends with them, and found they were on
their way to Peshawar, on the Pakistani border.

'What about
you?' said the man who looked like the patriarch of the clan.

'I'm going
there too,' Ibrahim found himself saying.

'Well, good!
Travel as one of us!'

They shared
what food they had with him, and he moved his bedroll closer to
them, and slept.

Again, his
dreams were about the stars. There was a creature in his dream whom
he knew well, named Phondesh. Another, of a feminine sort, was
named Zhondri. One of them called him Tsav.

When he woke
up in middle of the night, he could remember the names as though he
had known them for many many years -- longer than he knew the name
'Ibrahim' -- though he couldn't remember what he had talked to them
about.

He closed his
eyes again, and soon he was wandering through mountains and valleys
and through many many villages, looking and looking for just the
right ones to be his papa and mama. Somehow, in the dream, he found
them, and the last thing he heard before waking up, was his papa
saying, 'The most important thing in life, Ibrahim, is to conform
to the will of Allah, and to find the purpose for which He had you
born to this world.'
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The trip to
Don Muang airport went without a hitch. Ernie and May Lin found the
next flight to Karachi, and managed to get the last two available
seats.

May Lin
withdrew as much money as she could from the ATM using her credit
card, and got it changed to US dollars. It would be too easy for
Dr. Stanovitch to trace them if they used the card later.

Then they
checked in, took their seat assignments and went straight through
passport check, and into the departure lounge.

There were
still forty-five minutes to go. They walked slowly to the boarding
gate.

Ernie saw some
baseball caps for sale, with 'Thailand' written across the front.
He had an idea. He tried one on with the beak facing backward.

'It's too big
la,' said May Lin.

Ernie stuck a
few fingers between his forehead and the netted fabric of the
cap.

'No, it's just
right.'

They entered
the boarding gate area and sat down.

'Something not
right la,' said May Lin.

'Why?'
returned Ernie.

'Ah beng is
going to cut us off, I know.'

'The --
who?'

'Ah beng,
Stanovitch. He has connections here, you know? Big
fish.'

'What should
we do?'

'I think we
have a bit of time. But once we board...'

She trailed
off just as a western man and his Thai girlfriend came and sat next
to her. The man plopped his carry-on bag down next to May Lin. The
boarding passes were sticking out the side pocket.

'Quick -- your
boarding pass,' whispered May Lin to Ernie.

He gave it to
her, and she quickly and discreetly swapped theirs with the ones in
the bag.

Apparently the
couple were the last to check in, and there weren't any available
seats next to each other. This was all the better for Ernie and May
Lin, to avoid notice.

Now it was
time to board.

Ernie kept his
eye on where the other couple sat. They looked pleasantly surprised
to find themselves sitting together after having apparently been
told it wouldn't be possible, but didn't appear to suspect
anything.

The door was
shut and the plane left the terminal. Then, it stopped alongside
the taxi way.

A delay of
some sort.

After a
ten-minute wait, the door opened, and in walked three uniformed
men. They went discreetly up different aisles, finally converging
on the couple who occupied the seats that should have been Ernie's
and May Lin's. The two grabbed their hand luggage and accompanied
them out.

Then, the
plane took off.

After the
'fasten seat belt' sign went off, Ernie and May Lin met near the
toilets.

'Maybe by now
they know they caught the wrong couple,' said May Lin, in a low
voice.

'Will they
give them a complementary meal?'

'Ha ha!
Probably just hold them a long time to save face.'

'I hope this
means we're out of the soup,' said Ernie.

May Lin
shrugged.

They finished
their business and went back to their seats. It was time for the
meal.

Since failing to even taste the tom
yam and fried rice at the guest-house, and
then, not bothering to order anything but drinks at the Hard Rock
Cafe, Ernie was famished.

That finished,
he put his seat back and prepared for a nap.

He was
interrupted by May Lin rushing down the aisle towards him, pointing
at her purse. Ernie recognised the humming of the crystal.

'Do it in the
toilet,' Ernie whispered.

'Ah, ah,' May
Lin responded as she continued down the aisle.

Ernie waited
for the familiar sensation.

It came. He
knew something was following the aircraft, not too far to the
left.

He went to a
window on that side and looked out. The darkness made whatever it
was visible to the normal human eye. It was a glowing object, like
a ball of light following just a little bit behind and to the left
of the plane. But he needed to see more.

He
communicated his intention to Zhondri and went to his seat to fetch
the baseball cap.

Zhondri met
him at the window.

Just as he
thought, the hat fit snugly over the crystal, and the compound eyes
could see through the netted fabric without any problem. People
wouldn't notice that he had a crystal stuck to his head -- or
they'd just think it was a new fashion in hats.

Phondesh
looked.

Some of the
other passengers were gazing at the light as well.

What Pondesh
saw now was a pyramid shaped crystal emitting a dyni beam towards a
point in the forward section of the plane.

He walked up
as close as he could get to where the beam was directed, while
Zhondri remained at the window.

Because atoms consist mostly of empty space, it's possible to
see through solid objects when using the kinds of energy rays that
aren't wholly absorbed into the atoms. The ability to see such rays
is called meefa vision. Excess energy from a dyni beam provides such a ray, and
just enough of it bounces off molecular matter to provide a view of
what's happening, and where.

Looking
forward to the front, Phondesh could see that the target was a
group of instruments used for navigation, including the altimeter,
the compass and the GPS receiver.

Just then, the
craft began to tilt this way and that.

He looked at
the flight captain and his crew. He could see the sound waves in
the air caused by their voices.

'What in
heaven's name was that?' said one of them.

'I can only
say that was no turbulent. Rajiv, you'd better check the auto
pilot.'

'Something has
gone haywire! The instruments!'

'I'll hold her
steady. You try to see what's wrong with the instruments.'

Phondesh
communicated to Zhondri. 'Can you keep track of the crystal probe
following us?'

'Yes.'

'Try to deal
with it somehow, while I fix the plane's navigation system.'

'All I can do
is produce interference and weaken its effect.'

'Okay.'

Almost
immediately, the dyni beam began to weaken. But just then the plane
took a dip.

'Oh God!
Captain! Pull the nose up!'

'I'm trying!
Something's...'

'My God!
There's a strange light following us. Do you think a UFO is trying
to ...'

'There, I got
it.'

The dyni beam
was suddenly refocused on a network of fuel lines in a section that
Phondesh knew would start a major fire in the cabin were they to
explode. The beam, however diminished, was strong enough to do just
that.

With a beam of
his own, Phondesh applied equal and opposite force. He kept it up
until the Glaat probe turned around and sped back to its
sender.

Phondesh went
to work on the navigation system. He was able to manipulate the
positioning device by replacing the GPS signal with those of his
own, and then repair some of the damage done by the Glaat dyni
beam.

To give an
accurate reading, the receiver had to be reset. On an impulse,
Phondesh decided to adjust it so that instead of Karachi, they
would now land in Peshawar. The plane was just small enough to land
at the airport there.

* * *

Dr.
Stanovitch, having recalled the probe, reached for his phone and
called a contact in Karachi. He gave him a flight number and
arrival time, and told him to meet an Irishman by the name of
Ernest Magawan, and a Malaysian named Tan May Lin. They were
international terrorists who must be stopped and apprehended at all
costs.

Then he called
his contact at Interpol.

* * *

A few hours
later, the plane made it's final approach, not to Karachi, but
Peshawar. The captain made this announcement:

'It appears
that something has interfered with our navigation system. Some
unknown phenomena produced electro-magnetic disturbance over India,
which affected our navigation system, so we have overshot our
intended destination of Karachi, and are now making our approach to
Peshawar. I have requested permission for an emergency landing
here, as it will be necessary to have our plane thoroughly checked
for safety before going any farther. I deeply apologise on behalf
of the airlines. We will arrange for your onward journey to Karachi
by the most speedy means possible.'

There was a
murmur among the passengers. Some said it was a UFO. One old man
insisted that the Indian air force was testing a secret weapon on
them. Others were sure it was Vishnu or Kali, or an angelic
being.

They landed,
and everyone was asked to disembark to a passenger lounge. To get
there, they had to go down the gangway and cross the pavement to a
terminal.

It was still
night, and arrangements had been hastily thrown together. Ernie and
May Lin managed to go the wrong way and came out in a different
part of the terminal. There, they found a money changer where May
Lin changed some of the cash she had withdrawn in Bangkok. Then,
they caught a taxi to a guest-house in town.

The only hitch
was, their passports hadn't been stamped. They were in the country
illegally.
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At the
guest-house, they checked into separate rooms and grabbed some much
needed sleep.

Later, they
took breakfast in the coffee shop and went out to see the town. The
Smugglers Bazaar was not far from their guest house.

'So now we
look for twelve-year-old boy one, ah?' said May Lin.

'I guess so,'
answered Ernie.

'And we look
where? -- Besides "somewhere in Pakistan or Afghanistan"?'

'It seemed
natural to rout the plane here to Peshawar, so I suppose this is
the place to begin.'

'And when we
find him, how do we know?' said May Lin.

'I found you
by following a hunch. I just felt like walking through the
university campus, and there you were. I got curious about you, and
it turned out you were the right one.'

As they
browsed through the numerous stalls, their foreign features
attracted several children, some of them beggars who wanted
handouts.

'Maybe one of
these, ah?' said May Lin.

'I don't know.
None of them particularly stands out. I understand that there is a
refugee camp close by here though, so it would be likely.'

Most of the
market was dedicated to imported goods of every sort, from electric
fans to tins of peaches to switch blades. There were brand names
they had never seen before, some manufactured locally, some in
China and other nearby countries. The toothpaste they bought
appeared to be a Russian brand.

Just now, they
were coming into the garment section. There were many western style
clothes on display as well as local.

'We should buy
something to change, you know?' said May Lin. 'I'm sure I'm a bit
the smelly one!'

'You? What
about me?' said Ernie.

Now, May Lin
was trying to haggle with the merchant over the price of a local
style woman's dress.

Ernie looked
about at the other stalls, wondering how he'd look in a long shirt
and a turban. The beggars and vendors carrying their wares were
still approaching them from time to time. One man, dressed in one
of the local styles, but with slightly Chinese features, offered
him a rug.

Ernie turned
it down.

Now, a group
of little boys came with their hands out looking at him
expectantly.

'No money!' he
said.

He was right.
May Lin was the only one who had any local currency.

One boy
standing father back just stood, looking at him. As soon as Ernie
returned his gaze he disappeared behind some rolls of material.

Now, back to
May Lin.

'I think I got
a good price on this. How does it look on me?'

'Looks smart,'
Ernie said automatically. That was how he had conditioned himself
to answer any woman who asked.

'How about you
lah? Get something in local style so we won't stick out so.'

They walked
down the path some more.

More beggars,
more vendors, a chance to buy local jewellery...

Now they were
at a shop selling men's wear -- local style.

With some help
from May Lin, and from the merchant who knew a bit of English, he
outfitted himself in a whole suit, with a turban and all. He put it
on over his regular clothes

'Wah! You look saht saht boh
chioh one lah!' exclaimed May
Lin.

'Huh?'

'That's cool
threads man!'

As May Lin
paid the merchant Ernie turned towards the path.

There was that
boy again, watching him and May Lin. Again, he disappeared as soon
as he was detected.

May Lin decided it was 'makan' time. Ernie remembered that
was Malay for food.

They found a
place selling tea and local flat bread (nan) and chicken korma, and
sat down.

This was
rather nice.

'You know, we
do all this running about but I hardly know you la,' said May Lin,
after their food had arrived.

'But we knew
each other for aeons of time before we arrived on Earth.'

'Oh, yes, we
know each other as Zondon, but as humans, we live through a lot we
haven't shared.'

'So, are we
human, or Zondon?' said Ernie.

'Right now, I
feel more like human. I have human body, and a history that dates
all the way back to when I was born a human. Right now, that seems
like a long time.'

'So you don't
think we just borrow these bodies than?'

'Only same as everyone borrows the body they're born in,'
answered May Lin. 'I still have a twin sister, that I love, even if
she thinks I'm siow ting tong
sometimes, I love my parents, I love Chinese
food, I think Penang the greatest place in the
universe...'

'You used to
think the Amierooian planet was the greatest.'

'Oh! Did I? I
guess I did -- but you know, only one problem la. They don't grow
any durian there!'

'I guess you
have a point,' admitted Ernie, who had also acquired a taste for
durian.

Then, Ernie
noticed that boy again. He smiled. This time, after some
hesitation, the boy smiled back. He was of a slightly fairer
complexion from most of the locals. Perhaps he was from the North.
It looked as though he were carrying everything he owned on his
back.

* * *

Ibrahim worked
up his courage and stepped to the table where the two foreigners
were sitting. Now, he was more convinced than ever that this was
the man and woman he had seen in his dream.

Then, he tried
something else he'd never done before. He had learned just a bit of
English, but he'd never used it on a foreigner.

'What - is -
you - name?' he managed.

The smiling
man, who looked a bit awkward in his Pashtun style clothes answered
back slowly and clearly, 'I'm Ernie, and this is May Lin.'

That wasn't
the answer he had hoped for. Maybe it was too good to be true.

The man must
have noticed Ibrahim's fallen expression. After a few seconds, he
tried again.

'Phondesh,'
the man said, pointing at himself, 'and Zhondri.'

Ibrahim
couldn't contain himself. He jumped up and down, patting his chest,
saying, 'I Tsav! I Tsav! I Tsav!'

The two at the
table ecstatic. They pulled a stool over from an empty table and
sat him down. They talked between themselves, and rightly judged he
was hungry. They offered him the last nan on the dish, which he
eagerly accepted. He then began dipping it into what was left of
the chicken korma.

'Tank - you,'
he managed to say.

When he had
finished eating, they got up and departed down a road leading away
from the market. The man Ibrahim knew as Phondesh, but called
himself Ernie, carried his things for him.

Ahead, Ibrahim
could see a three story building. The sign in the front had a line
in Arabic as well as English and Urdu, that read, 'Guest House'. A
few foreigners were about. One was talking to a policeman. Police
vehicles were parked outside.

The closer
they got, the more uneasy Ibrahim felt.

His two new
found friends were talking among themselves as though suddenly
concerned about the same thing.

Now, Ibrahim
was sure danger lay ahead. He pulled them both by the hand, so that
they stopped.

'No, no,' he
said, pointing to the building. Then he pulled them in the opposite
direction.

They
followed.

* * *

Ernie and May
Lin agreed that taking a taxi to Islamabad was the best choice.
They were still carrying everything they had brought to Peshawar,
plus what they had bought at the bazaar. They flagged down the next
taxi they saw and bargained with the driver until they thought they
had a good price, and got in.

Ibrahim got in
without any hesitation.

They settled
down in the back seat of the taxi. Then the precariousness of their
situation caught up with them.

'Now we in a fine stew, ah?' said May Lin, just loud enough
to be heard in the back seat. 'Not only Ah
Beng hot on our trail, but we have no
visa, and now have stray boy one, no letter from his mamma saying
can travel.'

'I suppose
with our expanded Zondon senses we could get around a few of the
obstacles, like we did getting here.'

'We listen to
Wisdom, better.'

'At least
let's awaken the boy,.' said Ernie.

May Lin pulled
out the crystal and showed it to Ibrahim, who nodded his head
excitedly. He held it in his hand, and said, 'Vratzan Ghish
Tsav.'

It began to
hum, and then glow. As Ernie and May Lin had done, so did Ibrahim.
He was sitting directly behind the driver so he wouldn't notice
anything unusual.

For Ibrahim,
the crystal stayed on longer than it had for Ernie or May Lin.
After he had his go at rembering his Zondon life, Wisdom began to
speak to the three of them.

Take care of
Tsav, as in his human form, he is still a child. His Zondon senses
will be as developed as anyone's, but only when using the crystal.
As a human he still needs fathering and mothering, which, for the
time being, is both of your job. You can speak to him in Zondon,
and through his Zondon sense, he will quickly pick up other
languages. He will be of great value to the mission. You already
witnessed one of his gifts today at the guest-house -- it was you
that the police were looking for -- that and his intuition in
finding you.

You are indeed
human. The only difference between you and others is that most
humans have not passed anywhere else before being born in their
present state. Birth into a human body is what defines humanity,
and with it, the right of abode on Earth. As a human you have
authority and inherent abilities that are more profound than the
possession of this crystal, which is why humanity was chosen as
your medium of activity.

Now, you must
find Drovshi, a woman living in Central California in America. To
get there from here, you must enlist the help of Abdul. Be careful,
because the Glaat has informed the authorities that you are
dangerous international terrorists.

He is half
right. You are, indeed, a danger to many powers-that-be, a
terrorist's garb will be your disguise, but your way is not to be
that of terror.

When it
finished, Ibrahim was fluent in Zondon.

Ernie and May
Lin hadn't begun to use their pre-human language yet, but now that
it was the only one the three had in common, it became their
default means of communication. To use it, Ernie and May Lin had to
tune out their left brain, and let it flow as freely as their
thoughts. The moment they tried to understand the grammar or
individual words, their tongue got tied. It came more naturally for
Ibrahim.

After a three
hour drive, they walked around Islamabad until they found a second
rate hotel -- one that didn't check documents carefully. They took
a room with two singles plus a trundle bed.

The next thing
on the agenda was for Ibrahim to take good bath. Ernie had to show
him how to use the bath tub.

When they were
finished, Ernie and Ibrahim discovered that May Lin had been at
work stringing up the bed sheets to curtain off her own bed from
the rest of the room.

'The Muslim
boy has probably never seen unmarried couples sleep in the same
room before,' she explained in English.

Sure enough,
Ibrahim looked relieved.

After that,
Ernie phoned Abdul. His mobile phone was set on roaming, and he
felt confident it wouldn't be monitored as he had hardly used it
since leaving Ireland. He set it to block his caller ID.

The time of
day was right for a call to Egypt.

'Hello?' came
Abdul's voice.

'Uncle Abdul!
It's me here, I need a bit of help. I'm in Pakistan,' said Ernie,
avoiding the use of his name over the phone, and hoping to keep
Abdul from saying it.

'Is that
you...'

'Yeah! Yeah!
The one you sent away from Egypt last week. There are -- er --
other ears about -- so...'

He got the
hint.

'Allah be
praised! I was worried about you. What is it you need?' said
Abdul.

'I've been
told by -- er -- Allah's messenger, that you can help me. Can you
come to Islamabad?'

There was a
pause.

'Me? To
Islamabad?'

'Yes.'

Another
pause.

'Quite
obviously urgent, or you wouldn't be calling me like this...'

'Yes, very
urgent.'

'Yes,' said
Abdul, finally. 'I'll have to give your brother a good reason for
having to leave. He's already wondering what's keeping you so long.
I'll call you on this number as soon as I arrive.'

That was
that.

Then it was
time to buy some clothes.

Outfitted in
the latest styles and a smart haircut, Ibrahim could have passed
for a European boy. The video arcade also played a part in his
transformation, but Ernie made sure it didn't go over the top..
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For the most
part, the three played it low key. Because a twelve-year-old tends
to be more susceptible to boredom than an adult, they did go out at
least once a day. Usually they'd eat out, either for lunch or
supper, and they'd stop for some amusement on the way.

To be sure,
Ernie and May Lin also appreciated getting out. Staying cooped up
in a cramped hotel room all day isn't anyone's idea of a life. The
satellite TV was one diversion. It was also a way to condition
Ibrahim to western life before arriving there. On the other hand,
too much of it had its down side. However, Ibrahim's sensitivities
were his protection. He soon discovered the remote, so whenever a
scantily clad woman appeared, or a love making scene, he reverted
to channel surfing. Ernie also bought some electronic games for
him, as well as a few other toys and some stationery for drawing
and colouring.

They bought
the English language newspaper every day, which Ernie and May Lin
read cover to cover. Ernie explained the funnies for Ibrahim --
what jokes could be translated -- so he began to develop
familiarity with Snoopy and Garfield. Apart from Garfield's
occasional rudeness, he thought they were pleasant stories, even if
he didn't always realise they were supposed to be jokes.

Ibrahim also
had a few jokes of his own, mostly about about a 'Mullah
Nasruddin':

'One day,
Mullah Nasruddin entered his favourite tea house and said, "The
moon is more useful than the sun". An old man asked, "Why Mullah?"
Nasruddin said, "We need the light more during the night than in
the day."'

With nothing
else to do but sit in the hotel room, there was plenty of time to
learn of one another's history as a human, and then, to remember
their own histories as Zondon, using the crystal.

With the three
of them, the crystal responded more readily than when Ernie was on
his own. Every evening, they looked at the stars.

One evening,
they went to the coffee shop of the Holiday Inn for dinner. Ernie
made sure he got a business card from the front desk before they
left.

A day later,
Abdul called from the airport.

'Hello, is
that you, "Rasheed Suliman"?' said Ernie, as soon as he recognised
Abdul's voice.

Abdul took the
hint. 'Oh, yes, good to hear your voice, "Joe". I've now
arrived.'

'Can you meet
us at the Holiday Inn coffee shop at six 'o clock?'

'Certainly.
I'll see you there.'

At six
o'clock, Ernie found a phone box and called the number of the
Holiday Inn on the business card. He asked to be connected to the
coffee shop. Once the line was transferred, he said he wished to
speak to a diner named 'Rasheed Suliman'.

Sure, enough,
Abdul's voice soon answered, addressing him as Joe. Ernie told him
which hotel they were staying in, and the room number.

Not long after
Ernie returned to the room, Abdul knocked on their door.

Immediately
they embraced, and Ernie introduced him to May Lin and Ibrahim.

'So what is it
you need help with?' said Abdul, as soon as introductions were out
of the way.

'Three
things,' began Ernie. 'First, we're in the country without a visa,
as we had to slip out of the airport in Peshawar incognito before
they took us all to Karachi. It's a long story, but the reason for
the diversion is the second problem.'

'Which
is...?'

'We have major
opposition. A being, not unlike ourselves, but belonging to the
dark forces trying to gain control of the universe, has taken on
the guise of a Russian doctor, named Nicolai Stanovitch. He seems
to have connections everywhere, and he has let it out that we are
international terrorists.'

'International
terrorists!' repeated Abdul.

'Yes. Now, the
third problem is, Ibrahim is one of us, but has no passport, nor
any documents that could allow him to travel with us. So, we're not
only terrorists, but kidnappers as well!'

'Hmmm. And how
am I to help?'

'I don't know.
I learned from the green crystal that you were the one who could
help us.'

'So -- Allah
said the ball is in my court, did he?'

Abdul began to
think, talking out loud at various intervals.

' ... let me
see ... well, there's ... no, not him ... but ... hmmm ...what
else? ... Allah's messenger said ... hmmm ... no, it can't be, I
said I'd never ... hmmm ... but if Allah said so .... hmmm ...
yes.' Whatever was going on inside Abdul's head was obviously quite
agonising.

Finally he
said a bit more deliberately, 'So now you are international
terrorists. The only help I know of must also come from the
international terrorists.'

'How?' said
May Lin.

'I have a
brother-in-law, whom I loathe. He's a more or less friendly chap
personally, but I loathe what he stands for, and I had promised
myself I would never again have anything to do with him. But still,
he owes me a favour. His name is Hamid. He lives in this region. He
may even be here in Islamabad.

'How can he
help?'

'He
specialises in helping people get in and out of countries. I'll
look him up and see what he can do. Perhaps, in the mean time, you
three should get some passport photos taken.'

'So if we're
going to be terrorists, we might just as well do it all the way
then,' said Ernie.

'Wisdom said
we disguise as terrorists,' remembered May Lin.

Abdul invited
the three to a nice restaurant for a meal. On the way, he and
Ibrahim began conversing in Arabic.

'Ibrahim,' he said, as they sat down at the table. 'You're
going to go on a trip to America. Have you ever eaten a
hamburger?'

'No, Sir, I
have never had American food,' he answered.

'What do you
eat when you're together?'

'They tell me
to choose, so I get nan and dahl, or else mutton curry or sometimes
brianni.'

'In America, they eat nothing but hamburgers and hot dogs,' said Uncle
Abdul.

'Hot dogs?'

Abdul
translated it for him, literally.

'Oh! But Uncle
Abdul! Allah forbids us to eat dog!' Then, in Zondon, he asked
Ernie, 'In America do they eat dogs?'

Everybody
laughed.

'Don't worry, Ibrahim. I'd never order anything for you
that's not halal.
They only call them hot dogs.' Uncle Abdul said.

When that was
translated into English, Ernie added, in English and Zondon, 'But
most hot dogs are made with pork!'

Finally,
Ibrahim consented to eat a hamburger. The others ordered local
food.

'What did you
eat on the planet where you came from?' asked Uncle Abdul, in
Arabic.

'I don't
know!' Then in Zondon, he said, 'What did we eat on Zuz?' then
immediately in Arabic again, 'I have to use the crystal thing again
to remember! I don't know what we ate.'

Ernie said in
English, 'We didn't eat durian, we've determined that much.'

May Lin broke
out laughing, Ernie joined her, and the other two just looked at
them.

'A private
joke, if I'm not mistaken?' said Abdul.

They recounted
a bit of the conversation they had in Peshawar.

'So it's as
though you're from two places,' said Abdul. 'And you remember the
former place through use of the crystal.'

'It extends
our human mind so we can both remember our Zondon past and have the
same mental capacity as a Zondon,' explained Ernie.

Ibrahim
whispered to May Lin, 'What are they saying?' She began translating
for him.

Ernie
continued, 'Also, while using the crystal, we hear Wisdom. He tells
us what to do next and gives us all sorts of advice. That's how we
knew to ask you for help.'

'You speak of
Wisdom as though it were a person!'

'That's the
only way I can describe it.'

Ibrahim added, in
Arabic, 'It's the Emanation of Allah.'

'The Emanation
of Allah,' repeated Uncle Abdul slowly in Arabic. Then in English,
he said, 'I don't suppose a person like me would be capable of
using the crystal to hear Wisdom?'

'Wisdom speaks
in many forms,' explained May Lin. 'He said he spoke to Ernie
through you, didn't he, Ernie.'

'Through
me!'

Ernie
explained, 'When you rushed me out of Egypt. You were like the
mouthpiece of Allah you were! I would have taken my own sweet time,
and Dr. Stanovitch would have done his thing with May Lin!'

'Hmmm!'

The food
arrived, and Ibrahim found he rather liked hamburger -- sort
of.

Ernie asked
about Eddie.

'He's very
absorbed in the study of the high priest's tomb, which has proven
to be an enigma indeed. It's obvious it wasn't built to be a tomb
at all, because the way the objects are placed doesn't match the
functionality of the chamber. We tested the monument for the date,
and we found that though the inscription is about the right year
for the death of Thakanamen, the monument itself is much older by
some three or four thousand years.'

Interesting.
What do you make of it?' said Ernie.

'What do I
make of it? Your brother has no idea what to make of it, but in my
humble opinion, just between the four of us, Allah built it
Himself, and the high priest Thakanamen stole it. It was made for
your crystal.'

'That's
probably why the image of Ra slid off the pedestal when the crystal
landed,' remembered Ernie.

Conversation
went on to other things.

Ibrahim told Abdul a
Mullah Nasruddin joke:

'Mullah
Nasruddin went into a shop to buy a pair of trousers. Then he
changed his mind and chose a cloak instead, at the same price.
Then, he picked up the cloak and left the shop. The merchant
shouted, "You have not paid," Mullah Nasruddin said, "I left you
the trousers, which were of the same value as the cloak." Then the
merchant said, "But you did not pay for the trousers either!" The
Mullah said, "Of course not! Why should I pay for something that I
did not want to buy?"'

After that
Abdul paid the bill, and they made their way back.

When they
arrived at the hotel, Abdul said he would try to look up his
brother-in-law. With that, he returned to his room in the Holiday
Inn.

It was bed
time.

The next day
the three had photos taken at a photo shop in the hotel lobby. Late
in the day Uncle Abdul returned.

'I've located
Hamid. He can help, but you must go to Kabul.'

'Kabul!? Ai
yo!' responded May Lin.

'How will we
get out of Pakistan, let alone to Kabul?' asked Ernie.

'I told you.
They are specialists in getting people anywhere they need to go --
or, as is applicable in most cases, where they have no business
going.'

'So, what's
the plan?'

'First thing
tomorrow, someone will be by to fetch you. I've given them your
room number. Be ready at five a.m. I've paid for your room already,
so you just need to slip out the back door. I'll check you out
later in the morning, just as a courtesy to the hotel management.
Also, here's something to keep you going.'

He handed
Ernie an envelope.

'But, Uncle
Abdul! You shouldn't!'

'For the well
being of the universe. Also, May Lin will need to dress up a bit.
Here is a traditional Afghan woman's outfit with the head scarf. In
Kabul it's required dress.' He handed them a wrapped bundle.

After a dozen
profuse 'thank yous', Uncle Abdul was off.

Ernie opened
the envelope and counted ten thousand U.S. Dollars.
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Just as Uncle
Abdul said, there was a knock at the door at five the next morning.
The three were packed and ready; May Lin clothed from head to toe,
and Ernie and Ibrahim, in their local clothes.

'Ernest
Magawan, Tan May Lin and Ibrahim Zalman?' said the Arab looking
man.

'That's us,'
answered Ernie.

The man introduced
himself as 'Ali.'

'You're a
friend of Hamid?'

'I will take
you to Hamid. He is in Kabul,' said Ali.

Ali helped
them with their things, and led them to the fire escape at the end
of the hall. He opened the door and looked out both ways before
letting them out. Then they followed him down the five flights of
stairs to the bottom, where a four-wheel-drive van was waiting. A
driver waited inside.

The three got
into the back seat, Ali got in next to the driver, and they were
off through the back streets of Islamabad. The windows were covered
with a dark film, so while they could see out, it was impossible
for anyone to see who was inside.

Soon, they
were on a highway where the signs indicated that Peshawar was
somewhere ahead.

After it got
light, they stopped at a village market where they had breakfast.
Then, they were off again.

Before they
got to Peshawar, they turned off onto a dirt road, and continued
along, apparently bypassing Peshawar.

Later, Ali
turned around and said, 'We are now in the Khyber Pass. The rout we
are taking was once used by drug traffickers before the Taliban
abolished opium growing.'

After a while,
with no ado whatsoever, they were in Afghanistan.

Altogether it
was a nine hour drive. Judging by the cars that overtook them it
could have been less, but obviously the driver wasn't interested in
shattering the suspension of his fine vehicle, nor the backs of his
passengers.

For all its
beauty, there were obvious signs that the nation had been at war
for the past 20 years. Once section, they were told, was the scene
of a remarkable ambush on the Soviets by the Mujihideen. Burnt out,
rusted Soviet tanks still served as a monument.

The scenery,
alone was worth the trip. They tended to make one wonder how such a
beautiful country could have so much war -- until Ernie remembered,
one can also ask that about Ireland. The rocky passes were
breathtaking, the snow capped mountains were awesome, and the
turquoise lakes and emerald green pastures in the areas near the
Kabul river begged to be depicted on a postcard. In spots beyond
Jalalabad, ancient Buddhist landmarks could be seen across the
river.

Then, finally,
they came to the flat region around Kabul, and then, into the town
itself. By now, it was already getting dark, but they could see
even in this light that it was a city still reeling from war.

They rode
through the town before they reached the gate of a walled compound.
The driver beeped the horn, and someone came out. They spoke in the
local language.

'He told them
the volunteers are here to meet Hamid,' said Ibrahim.

'Volunteers!'
echoed both Ernie and May Lin.

By then, the
door was being opened, and they drove in. Inside, it looked like a
military complex. Men were either scurrying around with papers and
file folders, or standing around in groups toying with their
weapons. The only thing lacking were the uniforms.

If there was
any doubt as to what they were letting themselves in for, it was
now removed.

A bearded man
in local garb walked up to them.

'Ah! The
volunteers sent by my brother-in-law! Welcome to our centre.'

'And you must
be Hamid?' said Ernie.

'Yes, indeed,
I'm Hamid. It is with deep pleasure that I welcome the friends of
my brother-in-law. Won't you come this way and I will show you to
your room.'

They followed
him inside, up the stairs and he showed them to a suite of two
rooms.

Muhammad will
be up later to collect some photos from you and information for
your new passports. Then, later, Aziz will brief you on your
mission.'

'Mission?'
returned Ernie.

'Oh! Just a
simple one. You will be carrying a message. But quite an important
one, so he'll tell you exactly what you must do. I'll have some
food sent up to you shortly. For myself, I'm afraid I must leave on
an item of urgent business, but I've seen to it you will be well
taken care of.' With that he made a bow and left.

'So, we're
volunteers for a mission!' said Ernie.

The rooms were
furnished with low tables, sleeping mats with mosquito nets, and an
abundance of cushions. Hamid had turned on a ceiling fan for them
before he left. There was a private bathroom as well, and a small
veranda that overlooked the courtyard.

'Aii yo! What
has Uncle Abdul got us into la?' said May Lin, looking down at all
the bearded men and their killing machines.

A young man
brought a tray of nan and various local dishes, and set it on the
low table.

Later in the
evening, when the table had been cleared, Muhammad came in and sat
on the floor behind the table, took down their information, and
collected their photos. He told them they would each receive two
passports, one Canadian and the other, South African. They were
obtained in such a way that they should have no trouble with
on-line checkpoints.

'Normally, these kinds of passports are reserved for
personnel on high level missions for the jihad. As you are a trusted friend
of Hamid, and obviously experienced in this line of work, we saw
fit to make them out for you.'

Later still,
Aziz came in, holding a large brown envelope, and a piece of hand
luggage.

'I must stress
the importance of this not falling into the wrong hands. This
carry-on bag will be ideal for carrying it. I give it and the
envelope to you now, so you can pack your things in it.'

He opened the
bag and showed them the bottom.

'Notice this
concealed opening between the layers in the lining at the bottom. I
suggest you keep it there and not take it out at all until you are
ready to deliver it to the address I will give you.'

At that, he
inserted the envelope into the opening. The bottom of the bag was
exactly the size of the envelope, so it looked and felt like an
empty bag.

'Tomorrow,'
Aziz went on, Muhammad will bring you your new passports along with
your flight tickets to New York. I will also bring you a list of
instructions of where to deliver the envelope, and what to say when
you meet the recipient.'

'What day will
the flight be?' asked Ernie.

'Tomorrow
evening. As long as they don't start shelling the airport again,
you will catch an Ariana Afghan Airlines flight from Kabul to
Dubai, and from there, a connecting flight to New York. If they
shell the Kabul airport, we may have to drive you to Gardez. In the
mean time, for two reasons, it is better if you don't set foot
outside this compound. The first being security. If you are seen
going in and out of here, the C.I.A. and various other agencies
will be alerted to the fact you are working for us. The second
reason is that the Taliban government has enacted strict laws
regarding behaviour and dress. They may overdo it in their zeal,
especially their strict interpretations of the Quran in light of
their local customs, but their heart is in the right place, and
they are solidly behind the world-wide Islamic revolution, so
they've been very good hosts. But our men must keep their beards
long, and women can't go anywhere unaccompanied, so unless you can
grow a long beard overnight, it would be inadvisable to be seen
outside. The peace of Allah be on you, and have a good sleep.'

On that note,
he left them.

Ernie sighed,
and looked at May Lin. She looked back with an expression that said
the same as his.

'Hamid must
have owed a very big favour to Uncle Abdul for us to be such guests
of honour,' said Ernie.

'Don't forget
la, we also volunteers.'

'But not just
any old volunteer. We're "trusted friends" with special passports
usually reserved for high level missions. If that doesn't make us
international terrorists, what are we?'

May Lin said,
'How do they get passports numbers to pass the computers and not
show up as stolen?'

'I've heard
that they advertise a job opening in a big city somewhere
attracting the ones who are barely literate and least likely ever
to make a trip abroad, and then have him fill out a passport
application instead of an employment form. They apply for the
passport on their behalf without them knowing it, and then get a
professional to modify it.'

Ibrahim was
disappointed that they couldn't leave the compound. He had wanted
to take Ernie and May Lin to visit his Uncle Anwar. On the other
hand, he admitted, his uncle would probably forbid him to go.

* * *

In the late
evening they sat on the veranda and looked at the stars. The lights
were turned off in the courtyard below, so the stars shone
brightly. The sky was also much clearer here than in Islamabad, so
the stars could impart that much more of whatever they had to
give.

Ernie looked
at the crescent moon as it was setting. As usual, it was sad. By
now, he realised that it was the light reflected from the sun that
carried the sorrow. Just once, he had looked directly at the midday
sun for a second, while using the crystal, and it so overwhelmed
him that he was distracted from what he was trying to do at the
time. Just as the rays of the sun are too much for the naked human
eye, so were the strong feelings it emanated, to the Zondon senses.
Indirect sunlight didn't have the same effect, because it was
diminished through refraction, and the distribution of sunlight was
so uniform in the daytime it was easy to become oblivious to it.
Looking at the moon at night, at least Phondesh could analyse it on
a tolerable level.

It was as
though the whole solar system were groaning for something to be put
right. But what?

This was the
solar system the Supreme One had set aside for His unique creation.
How could it be such a sad place? Whatever it was affected even the
subatomic structure, giving atoms within DNA molecules an unusually
high probability factor.

Ernie's human
mind knew that one of the laws of Quantum Mechanics that had
puzzled local physicists was the discovery that you cannot
accurately predict the location of an electron at any point in
time. Only by using a margin of probability can one establish a
working formula. They were baffled by the fact that there was a
probability factor to begin with. However, according to his Zondon
understanding, the probability factors he had observed in this
solar system, were unusually high -- relatively easy to
predict.

When the
probability factor is high, zoetrons spend more time orbiting the
electron in the three dimensions of physical space, traversing into
hyperspace only once in six or seven revolutions.

Zoetrons are
unique among sub-atomic particles. They only inhabit living DNA.
They are, to life, what protons and electrons are to matter, and
photons are to light. They are the most basic units of thought.

As exotic
matter, they orbit the electrons at super light speed, passing
through the nucleus as though it weren't there -- except when the
hyperspace hole is open; in which case, it travels into hyperspace,
makes an orbit there and back again, completing a figure-eight
pattern.

The lower the
probability factor is, of course, are less stable the atom would
normally be, but this is compensated by the increase in
figure-eight paths into the hyperspace dimensions, so that, other
factors being equal, a constant state of stability is
maintained.

The difference
this makes in practical larger-than-quantum scale is that the less
the probability factor -- or, the more access to hyperspace by the
zoetrons -- the more multi-dimensional the life force becomes, and
the less it is confined by the ordinary laws of physics. In
animals, it provides instinct of impending danger. In beings with
higher intelligence, it can do other things.

Phondesh
noticed that as the three of them used the crystal together, it
served to decrease their own probability factor. The more trusting
the human psyche, and thus, the more in unity with other humans,
and with Wisdom, the more trusting their individual atoms became in
releasing the probability factor and opening the hole to
hyperspace. This was a unique quality of human DNA that isn't
present in Zondon or Glaat nor any other life form in the universe
-- only by the Supreme One Himself, and his unique creation, the
human.

The
probability factor in the other life forms tends to remain
constant. Humanity is capable of decreasing it simply by trusting
and flowing.

This, of
course, begged the question: why was the probability factor among
humans of this planet so much greater than life in the other parts
of the universe? There just wasn't a logical answer.
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Muhammad
brought the passports and set them on the table.

'The Canadian
passports are better for U.S.,' he said. 'They hardly check them at
all, If anything goes wrong, you have the S.A. passports to fall
back on -- but only in an emergency. They are for a further
assignment you will be briefed on after you've delivered your
package. Be discrete with them. Whatever passports you are not
using, keep in the hidden compartment in your bag. Here are the
papers you are to present to the immigration officials at the Kabul
airport. There, you won't need to show your passports. As for your
original passports, I would recommend never using them again, as
you're names are high on the watch lists, and you would be
immediately apprehended at most ports of entry.'

Then he
left.

'It just gets
worse!' sighed May Lin.

Ernie
observed, 'No wonder they trust us so! We've got credentials as
international terrorists!'

'Thanks to Doctor Ah
Beng, ah?'

'It's a wonder
what enemies in high places can do for you, isn't it!'

'Did I hear him say something about another mission?'

'We may have
to use our Zondon powers to elude them when we get to New
York.'

Later, Aziz
brought the tickets and other information. He handed Ernie a slip
of paper.

'The first
address is that of Hussein Haq. The second is the contact
information where you will receive your next assignment. I suggest
you memorise the addresses and the words you are to say, and what
to expect in reply, and then destroy this. You will depart in one
hour. As you leave this compound, wear your local outfits but be
ready to change into your western clothes.'

They got
ready. A car took them out the gate of the compound, then into the
down town area where the driver told them to get off and enter a
shop. Inside, an old man showed them to a back room where there
were toilets.

'Change
clothes here, please,' he said.

They changed,
and he led them out a back door into an alley, and then through the
back door of a shop opposite, which turned out to be a guest
house.

A young man,
who looked like he was guest house staff, said, 'Sir, your car is
ready.' They got into the waiting car as though they were
guests.

Any spy
agencies trying to keep track of them would have surely lost them
by now.

At the
airport, they handed over the papers Muhammad had given them, and
they were directed to the small jet sitting near the terminal.

While taxiing,
the plane had to veer left and right in a few places to avoid
potholes caused by shelling. The runway seemed to be in better
condition.

After a bumpy
fight, they arrived in Dubai. There, they stayed in the transit
lounge for six hours before the Emirates flight departed. The wait
was deliberately scheduled, they were told, to compensate for any
possible delays when leaving Kabul. There was also to be a two hour
wait in Frankfurt.

While waiting
for the ongoing flight, Ernie decided it would be a good idea to
memorise the names in their passports. According to their Canadian
papers, they were Scott and Barbara Jones, and son, Ross. In their
South African, they were Geoffrey and Kathleen Walker and son,
Geoffrey jr.

* * *

A man in a
black suit who could have easily passed for a local, entered the
departure lounge holding a boarding pass he had just managed to get
after pulling a few strings. He looked about the room full of
waiting passengers until he saw the ones he thought fit the
description: a European looking man with his hair in a pony tail, a
Chinese looking woman, with a boy who could be a mixture of the
two, but could also pass for an Afghan. His information didn't say
what, exactly. The skull cap would have suggested an Afghan, but
that would beg the question as to why he was travelling with a
European and a Chinese. Perhaps it was a souvenir.

He took a seat
some distance away where he could keep an eye on them.

* * *

What was it
about the Great Pyramid and the Sphinx? Ibrahim wondered, as he
examined the travel poster to his right. He knew them from his
classes in school, but now he was trying to remember whether he
hadn't also had a dream about it recently.

* * *

The passengers
boarded. The plane taxied and took off.

'Everything
okay, Mrs. Jones?' said Ernie to May Lin.

'Everything's
just fine, Mr. Jones,' she answered. Her hand landed on his.

Ernie thought
her hand felt good on his, and gave it a squeeze.

She gave his a
squeeze in return, and didn't bother to take it away -- until she
saw Ibrahim's big eyes peering around Ernie from the window
seat.

She abruptly
let go. Ernie looked around and saw Ibrahim smiling at him
shyly.

In Frankfurt
the man at the transit counter gave them coupons for refreshments,
so they sat in the coffee shop until their ongoing flight was
called.

As often
happened on a long international flight, Ernie began to take notice
of a few of their fellow travellers, particularly ones who happened
to be waiting for the same connecting flight. There was that family
with the unruly children who had sat across from them in the Dubai
departure lounge, and had sat just four seats ahead of them on the
flight. Now, they were sitting at the next table in the refreshment
lounge -- at least the parents were, while their two boys ran up
and down the corridor, getting in constant trouble, and their
little sister screamed her head off. They were obviously from New
York, by their speech. Probably glad to get home. Then there was
the grandmotherly looking woman, now sitting on the other side of
them, who had had the problem with her carry-on luggage. Two tables
over was the man in the black suit. Was he an Indian or an Arab?
His features weren't definite. He could also pass for an American.
He was holding his pen in a peculiar way, clicking it occasionally.
In the corner of his eye, Ernie notice him gazing in their
direction, so he looked up, only to see him suddenly look away.
Probably embarrassed at being caught staring.

Finally, their
flight was called and they boarded.

'I really
would like to know what sort of message this is we're carrying,'
said May Lin, as the plane lifted off.

'I think it might be something evil,' said Ibrahim. 'I could
hear them talking about jihad
all the time in Kabul, but they only talk about
killing their enemies.'

'I thought that was jihad,' said Ernie.

'My Papa says war with the infidels is only a small
part. Jihad is
really the struggle to conform to Allah's will in one's own soul.
Some things can be done in the name of good, but it becomes evil,
if you don't follow Allah's will.'

'Very wise
papa you have,' said Ernie.

'Zondon
wisdom,' added May Lin.

After a pause,
Ernie said, 'I wonder if we can look inside the envelope without
making it look tampered with?'

'We should at
least try,' said May Lin.

'How can we do
this?'

'You two go
into the toilet, and if it's in Arabic, Ibrahim can read it.'

Ernie and
Ibrahim went to the back of the plane, and found a vacant toilet.
Once inside, Ernie pulled out all the contents and set them in the
sink. Then, he carefully pulled out the brown envelope. It was
sealed, but the glue holding the rest of it together was old, and
came apart without tearing.

Inside they
found several pages, hand-written in ink, in Arabic, except for one
page that consisted of a diagram drawn in pencil, obviously a floor
plan of a public building. There were two points marked with the
Latin characters, 'A' and 'B'.

Ibrahim began
reading and translating into Zondon.

 


Operation 'Pig
Slaughter' is to commence on the 15th. The details you have been
downloading and decrypting, you should be able to understand fully
by applying the following pages of instructions. Once having done
so, you are to take that, along with this packet to a Mr. Habib
Islami, a security guard at the New York Stock Exchange. He knows
the whole building through and through, as he was placed in that
position by our friends. He has been instructed, once he has so
familiarised himself, to simply do his duty as a security guard
until he receives the information in your possession, along with
this packet.

 


Once having
thoroughly studied the contents of this packet, and using it to
fill in the gaps in the information you have been receiving so far,
take that, along with this packet to Habib. You will find him at
guard station 'B' on the diagram on the next page. Be careful.
There are two guard stations. The guard at station 'A' is also an
Arab, of Morocco, but knows nothing of our cause. To double check
that you have the right one, you must first ask his name, and then,
say, 'Great is the honour of Allah.' If it is indeed Habib, he will
answer, 'And we will avenge His honour.' He has remained secretly
at his post for many years, waiting for this moment.

 


Allah Aqbar!

 


As the other
pages were useless without the original material presumably in
Hussein Haq's possession, they didn't bother with that.

Ernie took a
pencil from among the things in the sink, and erased the 'A' and
the 'B' in the building plan, and rewrote them the other way
around.

Ibrahim
couldn't refrain from giggling.

Then, he
carefully inserted the pages back into the envelope. The residue of
the old glue stuck fast, once a bit of saliva was dabbed on, and
soon they had the envelope looking untouched and back in the bottom
of the carry-on bag. They took their things out of the sink and put
them back into the bag, and then returned to their seats.

* * *

The man in the
black suit was enjoying his moment of triumph. Obviously, the
hidden brown envelope with the scribbling on the front was
something important. He had managed to click a photo of that along
with the man in the toilet who had been opening the contents, by
inserting the flex-tube attachment of his pen-shaped digital camera
into the crack in the door. The angle was wrong, so he didn't see
what was written on the document, but he got a recording of the boy
reading it to the man. He didn't recognise the language -- it
wasn't Arabic -- but surely there were experts who could translate
it.
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The flight was
long but uneventful. They finally landed at John F. Kennedy
Airport.

Their Canadian
passports were readily accepted, and they went through. There was a
limo waiting to take them to the hotel where the kind gentlemen in
Kabul had made a reservation for them.

After a good
night's sleep, Ernie, with Ibrahim in tow, went off to find the
address they had been given. They found a taxi, Ernie showed the
driver the address, and they were off.

All the way
Ibrahim gawked at the street scenes of New York. At first, the size
and style of the buildings had his attention. Then, he began
looking at the people, who were even more amazing.

The taxi took
them to a brownstone townhouse in Manhattan. They went to the door
while the taxi waited.

After they
rang the doorbell, a Middle-Eastern looking man answered.

'Hussein Haq?'
Ernie enquired.

'Hussein Haq!'
yelled the man towards the kitchen. 'You have visitors!'

Hussein Haq
came and invited them inside. He seemed like a refined, educated
gentleman and so thoroughly adapted to the west that it was hard to
picture him performing the act indicated by the pages in the brown
enveope.

As soon as
they were seated in the lounge, Ernie leaned forward and said,
'Allah calls His messengers.'

Hussein
immediately changed his composure to one of deep solemnity. He
leaned forward and said, almost in a whisper, 'The servants of the
prophet heed His call.'

That was the
cue.

Ernie took the
envelope out of his shoulder bag and handed it to him. Hussein took
it with both hands.

'You will stay
for brunch?' he said. 'We'd be most honoured.'

'I'd really
like to,' answered Ernie, 'but I'm afraid we have a lot more we
must do in so short a time.'

'I understand.
I don't want to waylay the messengers of Allah.'

He saw them to
the door, and said in a reverent tone, 'Allah be with you.'

After a
reception like this, Ernie felt almost guilty about the next
destination.

'Wall Street,
New York Stock Exchange building,' he told the cabbie.

Another trip
... more sights ... more shocks...

Once there,
Ernie went in, Ibrahim following as close as he could, at the same
time looking at everything about them.

Ernie
remembered the diagram well enough. They first went to make sure
station 'B' was where it should be. There was the middle eastern
looking man. Then, they went to station 'A'.

Sure enough,
the guard there also looked middle eastern.

'Are you Habib
Islami?' Ernie asked him.

'No. Habib is
stationed at the other entrance.'

'Then, you
must be the gentleman from Morocco

'I am,' he
answered.

'Does this
phrase mean anything to you -- er -- Ibrahim?'

Ibrahim piped in,
'"Great is
the honour of Allah".'

The guard
answered, 'That's Arabic for "Great is the honour of Allah".'

'This is
extremely important,' Ernie went on. 'It has to do with a planned
terrorist attack involving the New York Stock Exchange
building.'

The Moroccan
man listened closely.

'Sometime in
the next day or so, a middle easterner named Hussein Haq will
approach you. I have arranged it so that he will mistake this
station for that one where Habib is. When he asks you, you are to
answer that you are Habib Islami. He will say the phrase my son
just quoted to you. You are to answer -- er -- Ibrahim?'

'"And we will avenge His
honour",' Ibrahim said, in
turn.

The Moroccan
man wrote it down.

'Hussein will
give you some written instructions and a plan, which I suggest you
turn over immediately to the F.B.I. along with this address.'

He further
described Hussein to him. The Moroccan man looked unsure of
himself.

'An
alternative plan,' said Ernie, 'is to call the F.B.I. first, and
then explain to them what I told you, and get their
co-operation.'

'But why
didn't you contact the F.B.I.?'

'I'm in middle
of a high level assignment myself and I can't afford the delay,'
was Ernie's answer.

The man
agreed.

At that, Ernie and Ibrahim returned to the taxi and went back
to the hotel. On the way, Ernie persuaded Ibrahim to try a kosher
hot-dog. 'Kosher', he told him, was American for 'halal'.

The food here
was good, but Ibrahim was beginning to miss Afghan cooking. There
were also the other aspects of Western life that took getting used
to -- in fact, he hoped he wouldn't ever get used to it. If one's
eyes could give one indigestion, Ibrahim was positive he would have
it.

That evening,
they caught another flight, westward.

* * *

The man who
had worn the black suit on the flight from Karachi was almost
kicking himself. Why hadn't he gone ahead and run the changing
light after the taxi? Now he had lost them, and didn't see them
again until they returned to the hotel later that afternoon --
without the envelope.

But he did
manage to get their names and passport numbers. He uploaded the
digital photos he had taken during the flight into the file he had
opened for the Jones family, and then uploaded that, in encrypted
form, to the main server via the Internet. The file was tagged, so
that the descriptions and images would be immediately compared to
any other incoming data.

* * *

While waiting for
their flight, Ernie decided to email his old school chum:

 


To: Boz
<bozoBrian@xx.co.th>

From: Ernie
<scott3jones@xx.com>

Subject:
Change of email address

Hey Boz...

Thought it was
time I got in touch with you. Sam sent me your email address. I
don't know if he sent you mine or not, but I've changed it. The new
one is in this email.

Is your dad
still staying with you? Give him my regards, and also that wife of
yours. I might come out there some time. Maybe we could get
together.

I also have a
big favour to ask you. I did mean to get in touch before I needed
the favour ... really, I did. It's just that I've been rushed.

The favour:
Could you check discreetly at the Dusit Thani Hotel, and see if
they have a guest there named Dr. Nicolai Stanovitch? He was
staying in room 733. When I say discreet I do mean discreet. He's
not someone you want to know up close. Please take my word for it.
Maybe you could even hire a detective to do the asking, if you know
of any. If you do, I wouldn't mind paying for it. In fact, it would
also be nice to know what he's up to.

'What's this
all about?' you're asking. I can't tell you the whole story, but
it's led to my flying most of the way around the world. I have
reason to believe the doctor is up to no good in a major way. This
isn't paranoia or anything, but based on facts I've actually
stumbled on.

I hope I don't
sound too spooky.

cheers...
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The fifteenth
came and went, and as far as everyone in California knew, it was
business as usual at the New York Stock Exchange. The Dow Jones
index did take a dip, but that was due more to something about Bill
Gates than either Islamic terrorists or evil galactic empires.

While the rest
of the world debated whether Microsoft was in fact the evil empire,
Ernie, May Lin and Ibrahim were rolling past forests and farmland
in their used motor home. They had bought it in Denver, where they
had decided that doing their own driving would be easier on Ibrahim
than travel by bus or train. It saved money on both travel and
lodging, and it wasn't altogether uncomfortable. The cab was big
enough fit all three sitting side by side in the front. They
generally sat there together, as May Lin gave Ibrahim English
lessons, or talked about this or that, or simply enjoyed the
scenery.

Ernie had to
get used to both driving such a large vehicle, and doing it on the
right side of the road. Fortunately, the passport also came
complete with an international drivers licence.

It was just
the three of them, unless they ventured into a truck stop, or a
supermarket. Also, May Lin was able to make some delicious curries
using the cooking facilities that came with the camper. It was
South Indian, since May Lin had learned all her curry recipes from
her Tamil neighbours and school mates in Penang, but that was good
enough. That, with pita bread, which they were also able to find in
the supermarkets, or flour tortillas that passed for chapati, made
Ibrahim feel more at home than did hamburgers and spaghetti. Not
that he didn't enjoy an occasional hamburger or bowl of chile in
the truck stop restaurants. All three of them were enjoying the
trip.

Every so often
they passed a field, with a row of workers armed with hoes slowly
working their way from one end to another, each doing his or her
own furrow.

'I heard
someone in the last restaurant we stopped at, they call them "wet
backs",' said May Lin.

'I think
that's the word for people here illegally from Mexico. Their backs
are supposedly wet from swimming the river.'

They were up
to the turn off to Madera. Ernie drove down the ramp.

'Why are we
turning here?' said May Lin.

'I don't know.
Somehow, these migrant workers interest me.'

No one
protested, and Ernie just drove on, through the town, and out on a
small road that went through fields of more cotton, others of
tomatoes, and various other crops.

They just kept
driving on and on, turning here and there as they felt the
urge.

'Do you think
Drovshi is a migrant worker?' said May Lin.

'Quite
possibly.'

'I think she
is,' said Ibrahim.

More than
once, Ibrahim suggested a turn. On one occasion, Ernie vetoed
Ibrahim's choice and went straight on, only to turn back to it
later when they all felt they were going nowhere.

They were now
up to the town of Firebaugh, and the next was Mendota.

'Let's spend
the night in Mendota,' said Ernie. That sounded good to all
three.

Mendota was
only a short drive farther. It was another farming town, and the
population seemed evenly divided between Anglos and Chicanos (the
local term for people of Mexican descent). The Chicanos were much
more conservatively dressed, and appeared more well mannered than
the white population. Ibrahim felt at home here.

The main
street was the highway that went through the centre, with side
streets branching off in both directions. It was a pleasant little
town where it looked like hardly anything ever happened.

They were
allowed to park in the compound of a convenience shop on the main
street. Locally, they referred to it as a liquor store but Ernie
would have called it a newsagent.

Ernie and
Ibrahim went for a walk while May Lin cooked supper.

After walking
a while in silence, Ibrahim said, 'Why don't you and May Lin get
married?'

'I've only
known her a few weeks,' answered Ernie.

'But on Zuz
you knew her a long time.'.

'I'd need to
know her a bit better as a human. I don't remember if Zondon even
got married.'

'I don't
either,' said Ibrahim, 'but I don't think she was married to anyone
anyway.'

'Well, if we
don't even remember enough of her as a Zondon to know for certain
if she was married or not, then I suppose I'd need to get to know
her a bit better as a human, wouldn't I.'

'I think you
make a good couple.'

'How do you
know Drovshi and I won't make an even better couple?' said
Ernie.

'I think you
won't,' replied Ibrahim.

They walked
down the road a short distance and then back to the shop. There was
a public bulletin board with personal adverts for this and that.
Several said things like, 'Chopping cotton,' or 'Cutting weeds,
contact so-and-so,' or 'Meet so-and-so at such-and-such a place at
4:30 a.m.'

One of the
so-and-sos caught Ernie's attention, and he took note of the
such-and-such a place, and asked the girl at the till where it was.
She told them, and they went back to the camper.

'How would you
like to work a day in the fields tomorrow?' he said as they partook
of curry and pita bread.

'How would I like
to?'

'Well,
yes.'

'I don't think I'd like
to,' said May Lin, 'but it may be an experience I
should try once in my life, ah?'

'Good!
Tomorrow morning, four thirty a.m., we meet a Mr. Lopez at the end
of the town where the highway leads on to San Joaquin.'

'Four thirty?
Ai ya!'
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Along the side
of the road was a line of cars. It was still dark, but from the
headlights shining on one another's backsides, they could tell that
some were old sedans, others were pick-up trucks, one or two were
campers a bit like theirs. Each vehicle had its share of
passengers.

Ernie drove
their motor home to the end of the line and waited for a man who
was walking down the row.

'You here for
work?' he asked as he approached.

'Yes, two of
us.'

'You've done
this kind of work before?'

'Er -- I can't
say I have,' said Ernie.

'You sound
like you not from here.'

'I'm Irish, my
wife is Malaysian, and we migrated to Canada.'

'It's very
hard work. Can you handle it?' asked the man.

'I think
so.'

'I'm Lopez.'
He shook Ernie's hand. 'Don't look like we have any more joining
us, so we try you for a day and see if you can do it, okay?'

He went to the
front vehicle, got in, and drove off with the whole line of cars
following.

A few miles
out of town, the convoy turned down a smaller farm road, and then
again onto a dirt trail. From there, they wove in and out until
Ernie was thoroughly lost. Finally they all pulled up beside a
field.

In the back of Mr. Lopez's pick-up were a pile of hoes, which
he proceeded to distribute to all the workers. As each received his
or her hoe, or mangera, as Mr. Lopez called it, they took their places at their
assigned furrows and began working.

Ernie and May
Lin got furrows next to each other. On the other side of May Lin
was a Mexican lady, and next to Ernie was a rugged looking
Caucasian. Apart from another Anglo next to him, the rest were
Hispanic.

Before them
were long furrows full of cotton shoots. The lady next to May Lin
showed them how to thin them out by scraping away the extra plants,
so that the remaining were spaced one hoe blade length apart. Then,
she and the man on the other side of Ernie moved along at a pace
that left the two newcomers plodding behind. The other Anglo two
rows down from Ernie was moving almost as slow as them.

Ibrahim stood
on the side of the road and watched.

Mr. Lopez soon
walked down along the rows and saw Ernie and May Lin going at it
the best they could.

He laughed, and said,
'You'll soon get the hang of it.'

So they did.
They reached the end of their furrow by the time the others were
already half way back up their next furrow.

Talking
casually as they went, Ernie learned that the Anglo two rows from
him was called Bill Hanna. He was staying at the home of the other
one, Albert Colette, a native of Mendota. Both were on their summer
holidays from the Mennonite university in Fresno. The lady next to
May Lin was Rosa Gonzales, a close friend of theirs.

By the time
they made their way back to the end of the second furrow, they
found Ibrahim had also landed a job, that of going from one worker
to another, sharpening their hoe with a file.

'You okay? You
want to go home now?' said Mr. Lopez.

Ernie was sore
in the arms and back, but he decided he'd had worse, and would make
it through the day. So did May Lin. They started in on their next
furrow.

Later on, they
managed to get furrows beside Albert, Bill and Rosa, and managed to
keep up, carrying on some conversation.

When it was
lunch time, they invited the three to their motor home, where they
could get out of the hot sun. Ibrahim had heated up the curry, and
had the pita bread out and ready for them. The other three had
brought their own lunch, but tried some of the curry as well.

They told them
that Ibrahim was a refugee child that Ernie and May Lin had
adopted. That seemed like a perfectly normal explanation to them,
and wasn't far from the truth.

Albert
Colette, they learned, was descended from French fur trappers who
had migrated into the area over a hundred years earlier. He still
owned the house built by his great grandfather. He looked the part
with his thick reddish moustache and long side-whiskers. Bill was
staying with him for the first part of the summer, but planned to
go South later on, and then return for the following school term.
Rosa knew Albert well because he was dating her twin sister.

Twin sister?

Rosa had a
twin, named Marie. Born to a family of migrant workers on U.S.
soil, they had U.S. citizenship even though their parents were
illegal. After the family had been deported back to Mexico, they
lived there until the two were old enough to travel and work on
their own. They had travelled to this area together, and had met
Albert in church.

Towards the
end of the lunch break, Albert decided to invite Ernie and May Lin
to park their camper in his back yard. Ibrahim would enjoy the
company of 'Little Albert', his son. When work was over, they
followed 'Big Albert's' old red Nissan pick-up truck to his
home.

The small
green wooden house looked as though it had not only been built by,
but still lived in by fur trappers. The steel traps hanging by the
back door told that the householder still occupied himself thus
when the season was right. The expansive yard still had a little
bit of the original wilderness in it, with grass growing in
patches, interrupted by a tree stump here, a rusted old car engine
there, a half rotted tool shed, and dominated by a wide shady tree,
from which hung a tire, presumably 'Little Albert's'. A split rail
fence surrounded the whole property. Next door was an empty lot. At
the far end of the yard was a kennel with a large furry dog in it
-- a 'chow dog', said Big Albert.

It was hard to
determine which to call the front and the back of Albert's house.
They entered through the kitchen, and from there, into the lounge.
Next to the door, as they entered, there was a gun cabinet. A
mounted deer's head hung on one wall, a coyote skin on another and
there was the usual lounge furniture, as well as a giant evaporator
fan,.

Big Albert
went to drop Rosa off, and fetch Little Albert, whom Marie had been
baby-sitting during the day. Little Albert was a thin freckle faced
ten-year-old. He and Ibrahim were shy of each other at first, but
soon, Little Albert had all his toys spread on the thick carpet,
and they were happily playing and communicating via very simple
English supplemented by sign language.

Then it was
Little Albert's bath time. With no one to play with, Ibrahim lost
interest in the toys, and began looking through the books and
magazines.

Big Albert
announced that Rosa and Marie were coming for supper, and bringing
real Mexican style tacos.

'Pork or
beef?' Ernie asked.

'I'm not sure.
Why?'

'Ibrahim
doesn't eat pork.'

'I'll check.'
He went to the phone.

In a minute or so, he
came back smiling. 'Beef.'

* * *

Ibrahim's mind
wasn't on the menu. He had been leafing through a weekly news
magazine, looking at the pictures. There, in front of him was a
photo of the Great Pyramid, and the Sphinx. What was it about that
picture that grabbed him? Was it a dream? He couldn't remember any
right off. He had asked himself that before. Was it a hidden
memory? He'd have to try to remember it next time they used the
crystal.
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To: Ernie
<scott3jones@xx.com>

From: Ernie
<scott3jones@xx.com>

Subject: Re:
Change of email address

Yo
Ernie...

Good to hear
from you!

How did you
land a name like Scott Jones? ...or is that part of the deal about
flying most of the way around the world?

We're all
fine. Yes, my dad is still with us. He'll head back to Ireland next
month. My wife is okay. She keeps very busy at her office at the
NGO. We keep promising we'll take a long rest sometime, maybe back
in Ireland.

I do know of a
detective. I've talked to him about your doctor. He'll find out
what he can. I also popped in to the Dusit, and just happened to
hear his name in the lobby. It was a bloke named Sean Flynn,
leaving a message that he would meet Dr. Stanovitch at the Irish
pub on Convent road for lunch. I thought it would be good if I
popped over for lunch myself, which I did about an hour later. I
saw Sean Flynn with a couple of others. I got a table nearby, and
later on, I saw the one I assume was your Dr., a big Russian bloke.
You're right. He didn't look like someone I wanted to know up
close. It looked a bit like Sean Flynn was trying to keep him at
arms length. When the Dr. finally got up to go, Sean told him he'd
contact him if it ever looked like there was room for more.

From what I
could tell, the one named Les Armstrong was the one who had brought
them together. I got a chance to talk to Les a bit later, and the
long and short of it is I got a job at the company where he works,
Crayton Securities, as a telemarketer prepping people to consider
buying shares. We've been needing an extra income, so this is a
God-send, but I have a feeling that the fact I'm Irish also helped.
We make phone calls all the way to Australia and New Zealand, would
you believe. It looked a bit dubious at first, but they seem to be
genuine shares in real companies. Sean Flynn is the boss, and Les
looks like he's some sort of analyst. He has an identical twin
brother name Len who minds the computers. The company makes a lot
of money, so I don't doubt why someone like your Dr. friend would
want in.

Anyway, I'll
tell you more as soon as I hear from the detective.

 


After everyone
had refreshed themselves and had a rest and Ibrahim had done his
afternoon prayers, the girls arrived. Albert introduced Marie to
them. She had a son of about two. She needed to talk to Albert
privately, so they went outside onto the porch.

Rosa arranged
the food on the kitchen table with the help of May Lin, and as soon
as they were ready, they called the others.

Big Albert
looked puzzled for some reason.

Maria end Rosa
showed the newcomers how to fix their tacos by spooning the roast
beef onto warm, soft corn tortillas. There was also grated cheese,
sliced avocado and dish of fresh salsa made of chopped onions,
green peppers, tomatoes and chile peppers.

Ernie commented that this was much different than what they
had been served at the fast-food outlet at one of the truck-stops
where they had dined. Bill said, 'You probably had "Okie tacos".
That's what most gringos
think is Mexican, but this here is the real
south-of-the-border stuff.'

'I like this
much better,' said Ernie.

'I like too,'
said Ibrahim, in English.

'This town is
not what I pictured California to be,' May Lin said. 'It doesn't
even seem like we're in America, with so much Spanish spoken.'

'Fact of
life:' said Bill. 'California is a bilingual country, even if some
of the local white folks insist otherwise.'

Conversation
went on to this and that until the food was finished. They talked
about Thailand, and other places they had been. It turned out that
Bill had spent some time there as well.

The three boys
went off to watch TV while the adults continued to sit and
talk.

Big Albert had
been silent, his mind somewhere else. Suddenly, he spoke up.

'I want to ask
you something. Excuse me if I sound crazy.'

'Go ahead,'
said Ernie.

'Do you have
any association at all with extraterrestrials?'

'Oh!'
responded May Lin.

'Er -- why do
you ask?' said Ernie.

'I don't
know,' said Albert. 'Rosa has been having recurring dreams about
extraterrestrials -- I mean real bazaar dreams -- and we were
trying to figure it all out, and now she says she remembers you
from some of her dreams.'

'Well --
that's interesting,' said Ernie, 'because the three of us have had
similar dreams.'

'We met one
another as a result of our dreams,' said May Lin.

'I went to
Bangkok to find her, and then we went together to the border of
Pakistan and Afghanistan to find Ibrahim.'

'And now,
we've come here to find the fourth one.'

Albert said, 'Rosa,
what were the names you got?'

'Phondesh...?'
Rosa began shyly.

'I'm
Phondesh,' said Ernie.

'...and er --
Saf or something...?'

Almost
immediately, Ibrahim was at the table, saying, 'I Tsav, I
Tsav.'

May Lin said, 'And we
think you might be Drovshi.'

Rosa covered
her face with her hands.

Albert was
saying, 'Hold on! Hold on! What's the whole story? Did you come
from space? What does Rosa have to do with this?'

'Before we
were born in our human bodies, we were Zondon,' began Ernie.

'Now wait a
minute. I don't believe in reincarnation. "It is appointed unto a
man once to die, and after that, the judgement",' quoted
Albert.

'Not exactly
reincarnation,' said Ernie. 'As far as we've been able to tell,
humans don't reincarnate.'

'I could tell
you that right from the Bible. So is this about UFOs?'

'I suppose you
would call it that.'

'I've heard
about this UFO thing,' said Albert. 'It's all occult
manifestations. They control people's minds, they're from Satan,
and I rebuke it in the name of Jesus.'

'I'd say
you're perfectly correct regarding most UFOs that you'd see on
earth,' said Ernie.

May Lin added,
'Extraterrestrials aren't permitted to approach this solar system,
so the ones that do, the Glaat, do so in violation of the universal
order of the Supreme One.'

'So, tell me,'
said Albert, 'If that's so, how do you come to be on earth?'

'We were born
as humans,' said Ernie. 'Only humans have authority on earth, as
the special creation of the Supreme One.'

'Hmm -- what
do you make of this, Bill?' said Albert.

'Weird,' he
said. His expression looked like he was still looking for words.
Albert waited.

'There's
nothing directly conflicting with Scripture. It's just that -- well
-- there's just no precedent.'

Maria said, 'I
feel good about it. I had a good feeling when I met them -- and
I've felt good about Rosa's dreams. I just don't understand it.
That's all.'

Albert turned
to Rosa and said, 'You're the one have'n the dreams. How do you
feel?'

'Only,
strange. That's all. But I think sometimes, something might not be
referred to directly in the Bible, or it might be hidden in some of
the meaning, and we just have to follow the leading of the
Spirit.'

Bill spoke up.
But at least we must test every spirit.

'Right,' said
Albert. He turned to Ernie. 'Let me just ask you one more question:
Is "Jesus Christ come in the flesh"?'

Ernie
answered, 'He would have certainly had to have had flesh and blood
to operate on the earth. That's the only way he could have had any
authority over the elements.'

'Now, your
talkin,' said Albert. 'But this is weird. I've never heard of
anything like it. What did you say you were, and who are these
"Glaat" guys?'

'We're Zondon.
Basically a peace loving, life loving race of beings, friends of
the Supreme One, generally satisfied to live and promote life where
it exists. The Glaat are a race that hates life unless they control
it. They've expanded their empire to include almost the entire
galaxy, and they've corrupted many Zondon by tempting them with the
opportunity to control others thereby gaining wealth and power for
themselves. The knowledge of the Glaat is deep, but it corrupts,
and once it has made its entry, it's almost impossible to go back
and receive the wisdom of the Zondon.'

'Wow! Almost
the story of creation!' said Albert.

'Basically,
we're on a mission to disable the Glaat empire and cripple its
expansion. The strategy involved being born into human bodies, as
humanity has special inherent ability and authority that can be a
formidable weapon in the right hands.'

'And in the
wrong hands?'

'I wouldn't
want to find out,' said May Lin.

'So what is
this strategy?' asked Albert, 'Or am I allowed to know?'

'We don't know
it yet,' said Ernie. 'We won't know until we've regrouped all seven
of us.'

'So there's
three of you,' said Albert, 'Rosa is the fourth, and then you have
to find three more?'

'We'll only
know where to find the fifth one once we've awakened the
fourth.'

After that,
they showed Rosa the crystal, and soon, she was awakened.

* * *

Now that there are four of you, said
Wisdom, you have just enough strength to
stand up to the Glaat. In a direct conflict, you would now stand a
good chance of destroying him bodily. However, your mission has not
become easier, but delicate, as not only will your plan of action
now bring you into his sphere of activity, but also the remaining
three Zondon have become pawns of the Glaat.

If you
destroyed the Glaat bodily at this time, he would only return and
take over the body of one of the three, whom it is now your task is
to win back to the wisdom of the Zondon. Thus, while you could
quickly win the battle, the over-all mission would be that much
more difficult, as your success depends on all seven of you being
awakened and working in unity. Only then, using the tools you will
have at that time can you effectively deal with the Glaat.

Phondesh
suddenly recognised the connection between Boz o'Brian's recent
email and the location of Draz, the next Zondon that had to be
awakened. Draz would, in turn, lead them to Vrosh and Zikh.

There also
seemed to be an indirect connection to Vrosh to be found at the
company Boz had discovered.

The job, from
here on out, would not be easy. It would require bringing each one
to a willingness to renounce and reject the knowledge of the Glaat
and once again embrace Wisdom. That would involve denying
everything that they have come to value as making up their very
being.

* * *

Rosa's fluency
in Zondon and the memories of her pre human past were enough to
convince Big Albert, Bill and Marie beyond a doubt that this was
real.

Everyone
agreed that Rosa should, by all means, join the three to Bangkok.
The next day, she would go to apply for a passport at the local
post office.

Then Ernie
made use of Bill's laptop computer to check his email.
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To: Boz
<bozoBrian@xxxx.co.th>

From: Ernie
<scott3jones@xxxxx.com>

Subject: Re:
Change of email address

 


on 16 June,
Boz wrote:

> My
detective friend has done a background

> check on
your doctor, and found he's got

> a few
strings tied to people in high places.

> Some very
powerful ones. Just knowing

> who he
knows would put anyone off the

> thought
of getting up his bad side. Even the

> detective
was nervous, knowing that the

> good
doctor would likely have him, or

> anyone
else eliminated for looking at him

> the wrong
way, and get away with it.

>

> Some
facts: He's a major investor, and is

> networked
with a financial firm called

> Gilderman
and Associates in Zurich, which

> seems to
be a major player with fingers in

> just
about everybody's pie. He apparently

> departed
for Islamabad the day after I

> saw him
in the Irish pub. He's kept his

> room at
the Dusit, though.

>

> Crayton
Securities, is something else.

> They do
make a lot of money, but that

> seems to
bring out the worst in some

> people.
From here, one gets a close up

> view of
the seamy side of the expat

>
community. "The love of money is the root of

> all evil"
for sure. Sean Flynn is pretty

> generous
with his bonuses, and seems like

> an all
around good guy, often treating the

> whole
company to drinks at the Irish pub.

>

> Les
Armstrong seems like a good enough chap.

> My
detective friend says he's closely

> linked
with the doctor but I've never

> heard the
doctor's name mentioned. He hasn't

> been in
here, as far as I know.

>

> We have
had some big names here though,

> including
Gil McFray, the tennis champ. We

> sell
shares in GillieMcFray-Dot-Com,

> his
company, which sells tennis

> rackets
on line. There's also a movie

> company
called Matterhorn Productions,

> which has
done a few low cost films. The

>
Australian Securities Exchange Commission

> has us
listed on one of their websites

> as a
scam, but from where I sit, it all

> looks
pretty real.

>

 


Ernie's
reply:

 


Thank you for
that info, Boz. Now it looks like we'll be heading over your
direction. Do you think I, and maybe one or two of my friends can
get a job at Crayton? I think we should be there by next week.

cheers...

 


The next day,
for the sake of good employee etiquette, they went to the fields
for another day of work. Rosa would go to apply for a passport.
Since Bill knew the ropes, he would go along and help her. Today,
Marie would stay at Albert's house to watch Little Albert. Bill and
Rosa could keep her company when they got back. Ibrahim opted to
stay with her as well.

That day in
the fields began almost like the previous. Mr. Lopez did his usual
thing of walking up and down the rows making sure everyone was
doing his or her job. Whenever an aeroplane flew overhead, he would
look up to study it. The previous day, he had done this, and Ernie
had noticed he had looked relieved when it only passed over in a
straight line.

Today, one
plane appeared to be circling some of the fields. This had Mr.
Lopez's attention, as well as that of some of the workers.

'What's all
the to-do about the aeroplane?' asked Ernie.

'Probably
immigration,' said Albert. 'Most of these are illegals, and it's
got them all nervous. They might be here checking i.d.'

At that point,
Mr. Lopez clapped his hands and began talking loudly in Spanish.
Many of the workers immediately took their hoes back to Mr. Lopez's
truck, and got into whatever vehicles they came in, and took
off.

When most of
them had gone, Mr. Lopez walked up the few that were left, and
said, 'We had better call it a day.'

The three of
them had come in Albert's pick-up, so they followed Mr. Lopez out
to the main road.

When they
reached it, they found that immigration officials had stopped a
pick-up truck. Workers who had been riding in the back were now
being herded into a van.

A uniformed
man walked up to Albert's pick-up.

'Can I see
your i.d., please?'

'Sure you
can,' said Albert, and showed him a driver's licence.

'You look
okay, and you...' then, he saw May Lin: 'Let me see yours,
lady.'

May Lin got
her Canadian passport out and showed it to the man.

'This is my
wife,' said Ernie. 'We're from Canada -- er -- we're here to
observe how the some of the people live.'

'From Canada,
are you? Let me see yours then.'

Ernie got out
his passport.

The man
studied them both, and then took them back to his vehicle.

They were
surrounded by several uniformed men with guns.

'I don't see
what the trouble could be with Canadian passports,' said Ernie.

Finally, the
official returned.

'I'll have to
ask you to come with us, Mr. and Mrs. Jones. Will you please step
out?'

'Nothing wrong
with our passports is there?' said Ernie.

'The passports
look okay to us. It's that you're wanted by the F.B.I. We've been
asked to detain you until one of them arrives from Fresno.'

* * *

Bill and Rosa
were at the post office. Marie had taken Little Albert and Ibrahim
to the liquor store to get a slushie.

On the way
home, Ibrahim suddenly wasn't hungry any more and handed the paper
container to Marie, saying, 'Can't finish.'

He felt funny
inside for some reason. He couldn't remember ever feeling like
this, and yet, there was a familiarity about it.

By the time
they reached home, he decided to try the crystal, which was in his
pocket. Instantly he was in contact with Phondesh and Zhondri. Then
he knew.

He ran out to
the camper and unlocked the door with the key that had been left
with him. Inside, he searched until he found the extra passports
and whatever other papers came with them. They were together in a
brown envelope.

Just as he
finished, there came Rosa and Bill back from the post office.

In Zondon, he
said to Rosa, 'Phondesh and Zhondri have been arrested and are
being taken to wait for the criminal investigators. We must hide
these somewhere. Can you keep them at your house?'

It was agreed
that they would all go to the other house, as someone would
certainly be coming to this one soon to search it.

Rosa's and
Marie's house was just a few lanes down from Albert's. It was a
small place that hardly contained more than one room.

Ibrahim got
back on the crystal, and communicated to the other two their
location. They would inform Albert. Then they began to develop a
plan of action.

Ibrahim,
through Rosa, suggested that Bill go to fetch his laptop computer.
Bill had another idea: take some of the clothes and essential items
out of the camper, and put them in the lounge to make it look like
they had sleeping there, and then drive the camper to Marie and
Rosa's house. Ibrahim gave him the keys.

Just so the
camper wouldn't be recognised, Bill parked about three more streets
over at yet another friend's place. Bill walked back to Rosa's and
Marie's house with the computer.

* * *

Albert was
asked to go along to the station to give any information that could
be useful to the F.B.I. if needed. He sat with Ernie and May Lin in
the back seat of a sedan while an agent drove his pick-up. Ernie
and May Lin were thus able to inform him of what was happening at
home, so he knew to be quiet about their camper and the fact that
they had a child accompanying them.

There just
happened to be a federal agent in Fresno who had several
international terrorism and money laundering cases on his list of
things to look out for. They drove him out to the local office.

He told Ernie
and May Lin they were wanted in connection with an attempted
terrorist attack on the NYSE. The description Hussein Haq had given
of his messenger, matched that of the family whom agents had
tracked on a flight from Dubai to New York the day before. The
passport numbers matched. It was also known that they had been to
Kabul.

In addition,
their descriptions matched that of a couple that had recently
appeared on a watch list of international terrorists.

* * *

Ibrahim could
make neither heads nor tails of a computer keyboard, nor did he
know anything about website and IP addresses. However, once Bill
made the initial connection to the F.B.I. website, Tsav found he
was able to map the information highway as they went, noticing
turn-offs to this or that server along the way. Drovshi (Rosa) read
the details off the screen and through their expanded Zondon
senses, they were immediately translated for Tsav to understand.
Meanwhile, he found he could navigate the information highway by
manipulating the direction with dyni force rather than key presses
or mouse clicks. He would send the commands as he had deciphered
them, sometimes talking to the servers in simple binary code and
Boolean algebra instead of the bulky and complicated HTML and
Javascript languages. Whenever they came to a password protected
portion of any server, the four Zondon minds (Phondesh and Zhondri
were also a part of the process, even at a distance) worked
together like a computer network, using techniques no hacker had
ever heard of to break the passwords and decrypt the information
hidden within. They went from the network of F.B.I. servers to
those of the C.I.A. and other federal agencies, and then to Mossad
and MI5 and others.

* * *

'Let's start
with the NYSE,' said Ernie to the Federal agent. 'You correctly
matched the description of the persons who delivered the package to
Hussein Haq with the passengers on the flight from Islamabad, and
of course, the envelope. Did you then compare that with the
Moroccan security guard's description of the one who leaked him the
information of the planned attack?'

'Hmmm -- erm
well,' stammered the agent, who hadn't told them about the Moroccan
security guard, 'but - but why didn't you go directly to the
F.B.I.?'

'As I told the
security guard, we are on a high level assignment, and can't afford
to take the time out for all the explaining.'

'Exactly what
kind of assignment?' inquired the agent, 'And for what agency?'

'That, we're
not really supposed to tell. Then it wouldn't be secret, and
besides it couldn't be verified anyway, because officially, we
don't exist. But perhaps I could varify ourselves in a way that
would be useful to your work.'

'Maybe you
could, but I'd have to be the judge of how useful it is.'

Now, Ernie
began digging into some of the information Ibrahim and Rosa were
providing.

'I understand
you're investigating a drug and money-laundering ring, based out of
Ukraine.'

'Uh huh,' was
the agent's response.

'You're still
not sure of the link between the Kiev establishment and the
Bahamas, nor of that between the Bahamas and the man in New York
you're after.'

'U-uh huh,'
said the agent, more thoughtfully than before.

'I think that
Scotland Yard could provide you with vital information on the link
between Kiev and Bahamas, as it goes right through London, and they
would be happy to do so if you, in turn, provided them with just a
bit of background on a certain Mr. Cornelious Hepburn who lives in
London.'

Now, the agent
was scribbling notes.

'As for the
Bahamas - New York connection,' Ernie went on, 'Your friends at the
C.I.A. could easily provide that, but I think they're a bit unhappy
about the way you handled the Gordon Huntly case. Perhaps a bouquet
of roses and a box of candy would be in order. Now, to go farther
afield, I think you'll also find that there's a Mr. Nicolai
Stanovitch, presently living in Bangkok, also closely connected
with the Ukraine ring, providing funds to the I.R.A.'

This was true.
Nicolai Stanovitch's name had turned up in a lot of servers.
However now, Ernie had the feeling he was just beginning to go
beyond what Wisdom thought sufficient, so he came to a pause.

Ernie went on
to a few other cases, as Ibrahim was finding and matching them from
the various criminal investigation and spy agencies for a while
longer until the agent had several pages full of notes.

'This is all
very interesting, Mr. Jones,' he said, finally. 'However, there's
still the question of your name being on the terrorist watch
list.'

Ernie gave a
good-natured laugh. 'Oh, yes. That we were able to infiltrate a
terrorist headquarters in Kabul was misunderstood in some quarters,
and unfortunately, we've had a run-in with a very powerful
individual who took advantage of that fact.'

The session
ended with the F.B.I. agent shaking hands with Ernie and May Lin,
and saying that he would do what he could to clear their name, and
get it off the watch list.

That wasn't
really necessary, because Ibrahim had already deleted all reference
to Ernie and May Lin that he and Rosa found.

Then they went
back to Albert's house and rested.

* * *

They decided
to leave the camper with Big Albert and told him he was free to use
it, but keep it in good condition in case the Zondon needed it
again. Rosa's passport soon came through, and a few days later, Big
Albert drove them all to the airport in San Francisco.
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The Flying Irishmen
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Les Armstrong
sat next to the window with two empty pint glasses on the table
before him. The second one belonged to Seamus, who had gone off to
complete a homework assignment, leaving Les by himself. His load
was light that day, so he wasn't in such a hurry to get back to the
dorm. In fact, he thought, if he stayed put until he was hungry
enough, he'd treat himself to a meal. He had just received some
pocket money from Dad -- not enough for a sumptuous meal every day,
mind, but it had just come today so he was feeling extravagant.

It was
probably a good time to have a think, while leafing through the
course catalogue.

His second
year at Queen's University was coming to a close. He really had to
start choosing a major field. At least that's what everyone said.
His mum and dad said so. His counsellor said it. So did his
brother, Len.

Easy for him
to say. He was a computer nerd. Everything revolved around
computers.

Len was, what
you call, 'focused', and he operated on the assumption that Les
should prove his normality by becoming more like him.

He also had
mum's backing: 'Why can't you be like Len? Your twin brother has
found a career already! And you?...'

Len was one of
the first to embrace the personal computer revolution. His first
one was a Sinclair -- a machine for hobbyists. However he did
manage to earn extra pocket money typing people's term projects. It
was when he began to do the household book-keeping in an efficient
way that dad saw fit to upgrade him to an IBM compatible PC.

So, by their
first year at Queens University, Len was already on the road to
becoming a computer engineer. Besides the modules required of first
year students, he managed to slip in a few in computer science.

And Les still
couldn't decide, though he'd practically memorise the course
description catalogue. He'd probably settle on something like
rocket engineering or astronomy.

Because of
some dreams he had when he was much younger, astronomy had become a
hobby. Dad had bought him a telescope for his eleventh birthday,
but his interest was up and down. He'd go through phases, from
attempting to look at the stars on cloudy nights, to being
thoroughly bored with it.

Even now, it
was interesting to leaf through books of space photos from various
observatories, but he knew he'd probably tire of it quickly as a
course of study.

He browsed the
descriptions of various listings under science until he got
thoroughly fed up, then flipped to the section on music history,
then literature, then religion...

What about studying
for holy orders?

Nah...

He threw the
catalogue into his bag. Thinking about it wasn't getting him any
closer to a career choice.

If it weren't
for the choices he was expected to make, life was okay. His grades
were acceptable, but that was probably because he didn't have many
distractions. He mostly kept to himself. Yet, he knew he could do
much better if he only tried harder.

He did have a
circle of friends of his own type -- too much alike to be a
motivating force. None of them liked being pushed about, and
weren't the type to push. They were just friends by virtue of being
thrown together, and not minding it -- the type that would watch
one another's life go down the tubes, and not say a word. Their
favourite group activity was to sit and chat in the canteen, or in
the students' lounge, or go out for a pint. He had friends like
this in secondary as well. They were his best friends at the time,
but they forgot one another almost as soon as they parted ways.

Then, there
was another set of friends before that -- not too far from here,
actually...

* * *

It was just
far enough from where most of the troubles happened, to not be
involved if one didn't want to be, and yet close enough, if one
did. Unfortunately, it was thought great sport by some in their
circle of friends to go further into it than their families were
comfortable with.

Their father,
Mic Armstrong, just wanted to live as peaceful a life as could be
had in South Belfast. There, Catholics and Protestants didn't mind
one another's presence in the same neighbourhood.

Even though
the particular school Les and Len attended had both Catholics and
Protestants, they found themselves gravitating towards the 'cool'
crowd, which happened to be a Catholic one.

To be 'cool',
one had to prove oneself. Opportunities for that were presenting
themselves more and more strikingly by the day.

That was about
the time of the hunger strikes by IRA inmates in the British penal
system, demanding status as political prisoners, climaxing in the
death of Bobbie Sands. That sparked a lot of unrest.

Fights became
more common at the school. Len was involved in one. Of the two, he
tended to get more worked up.

Soon it wasn't
enough to shout slogans, it was on to things like throwing a rock
at the next troop carrier they saw, or a fire cracker at a group of
soldiers. This got them into trouble on one occasion. Les and Len
managed to slip away in time, but their father heard about it
through the parents of one who wasn't so fortunate. That night, the
twins received a stern lecture.

Whether or not
the lecture would have done any good or not, remained forever a
mystery. Mic decided then and there that it would be in his
family's best interests to accept a job offer that involved a move
to the shores of Lough Neagh. His new job was that of office
administrator for a sand and gravel company. While nearby Lurgan
Town did have its share of the troubles, the fact that Mic's
employers and half of the twins new friends were Protestants,
rather put a damper on those kinds of activities.

Also, about
the time of their move, the loudest voice of their old group was
sent away to a school for bad boys, which had a sobering effect on
the whole gang of middle class boys. Thus, the cause for Irish
liberation became no more than a phase of their growing up.

Actually, for
Les, it was a bit more than a phase. He could still work himself
into a silent rage over some injustice he heard about, or saw.

His own family
name, for instance: back when the British forced the Irish to trade
their Gaelic Surnames for English ones, two different clans chose
the name 'Armstrong', because the meaning somehow fit their old
name. However, none of Les' relatives could be bothered to keep
track of which of the two clans they were. The British had stolen
his identity, and no one cared!

Then he would
remember what he would have done among his old friends, and
occasionally wish he had some of them alongside to give him a push.
But the older he got, the more pointless it seemed to simply end as
cannon fodder. The troubles had to sort themselves out sometime,
and when they did, someone had to be around to enjoy life.
Never-the-less, that phase of his childhood was something he
continued to remember fondly.

For his
brother, it was no more than a phase.

Because he was
more decisive, Len was always the leader of the two. It was his
energy and drive that got them involved with that circle of friends
in the first place, but once that was over, it was over. His focus
then went to other things -- namely, computers.

* * *

Suddenly a
tall, bald-headed stranger walked up to Les' table and said, 'Can I
sit here?'

Obviously a
foreigner from Europe, by his accent. He had a reddish scar on his
forehead that made it look as though he had been branded with a
square iron.

'Be my guest,'
shrugged Les.

The big man
sat down.

'You -- go to
school here?' said the man, motioning in the direction of the
university.

'Yeah.'

'I've seen you
a few times.'

'Oh,' said
Les, as if it meant a hill of beans.

There was a
pause, while they both looked out the window.

Suddenly the
man spoke again. 'Tell me. What do you want to do with your
life?'

He simply said
it, abruptly, with no apology, and yet, there was something about
it that made Les more inclined to answer than to get up and walk
away.

'Oh -- er -- I
don't know. Maybe physics or something.'

'You have what
it takes to go a long way, young man. But physics and astronomy? No
future at all!'

Les didn't remember
saying 'astronomy.'

'Astronomy is
no more than a hobby-horse for people who've spent too much time in
book learning, a tool for attracting academic grants, and useful
for nothing more than satisfying mankind's idle curiosity. A young
man like you should study economics,' he went on. 'Economics is
where the future is.'

'Economics?
But everyone says computers...'

'Hah!
Everybody says! Who do you know who does computers?'

'My brother,'
said Les.

'And your
brother, does he influence you, or do you tend to influence
him?'

'I don't know.
I guess, he tends to influence me, more or less -- I mean...'

'Yes, I know.
Your brother leads, you follow. He opens the doors for you and in
you go. But let me tell you a little secret:' the man said, with an
aura of mystique that had Les subconsciously leaning forward for
more. 'People who do computers, work for others, not themselves. If
you choose economics, you will open doors for him, you will have
him eating out of your hand, and you will be the leader.'

'Hmmm!' That
would be a refreshing change. Les was fed up with the way Len would
always make his decisions for him whenever he was slow on the
uptake.

'Now, don't
get me wrong. Knowledge of computer is very useful. It will be
vital in the field of economics. Therefore, you will find him a
useful tool if you play your cards right.'

'B-but -- how
do you know so much about me and my brother?' said Les,
finally.

'Let's just
say I read people, like others read books. But what you must
consider carefully is this: I am in the position to recommend an
all inclusive scholarship grant for one who study economics as
their major field. Reading you, I feel you are one who will go a
long way.'

The gentleman
placed his card on the table, pushed it towards Les and got up to
leave.

Les was
interested. For one thing, he knew his dad was having a difficult
time keeping both boys in school, and he thought he'd fancy a bit
of financial freedom himself. Besides, there was that something
about the man that made Les feel as though he knew himself better
as a result, and realised what he wanted out of life.

The long and
short of it was, Les discovered a latent interest in economics.
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The strange
foreigner who walked into the pub that day and pointed Les towards
a life of success was named Nicolai Stanovitch. They met several
times during the next few weeks and in the end, Les was firmly
committed.

Then, on a
weekend at home, he told his parents.

He was sure
they would be just as overjoyed as he. Instead ...

'Economics?'
returned Dad. 'You've never been interested in economics
before!'

'It's just
that I've never looked into it. I think it's something I could
really get my teeth into.'

'But who is
this fellow?' said mum.

'Dr. Nicolai
Stanovitch -- it says so on the calling card -- of "Asvork
Financial Services".'

'But you don't
know anything about him,' said Dad. 'He could be a Soviet
infiltrator -- with a name like "Stanovitch"!'

'He's not a communist, Dad. He left the Soviet Union to get into
business!'

'Is that the
whole story? And how do you know so much about him in such a short
time? So he offers you a fat grant. How do you know he's not out ta
buy your soul?' said Dad.

'Buy my soul!
C'mon!'

'Don't tell me
this sudden interest in economics has nothin' to do with his
pot-o-gold he's offering ya!'

'And what kind
of name is "Asvork"?' said mum, still examining the calling card.
'It gives me the shivers! For goodness sake, are there no
organisations with nice Irish names giving out scholarships?'

On and on they
went. Les wouldn't be convinced that Nicolai Stanovitch was
anything less than a kind lover of humanity who had Les' best
interests at heart. His parents couldn't bring themselves to see
him as anything other than the devil out to buy his soul.

In the end, of
course, there was nothing they could do. Dr. Stanovitch was, after
all, offering the highest bid.

The following
term, Les began with a full curriculum of economics and business
courses while his brother took computer science. Having an interest
in the subject, fed on a regular basis by Dr. Stanovitch, Les did
well in his studies.

At least once
a month, whenever he was in town, Dr. Stanovitch would invite Les
out for a meal, usually at a posh restaurant. Conversation would
cover a range of subjects, all of which Les found stimulating.

One day, they
were just finishing a meal at La Belle Epoque, the French
restaurant not far from the university. Dr. Stanovitch leaned
forward and said, 'Isn't it disgraceful what the British are doing
to your country?'

'Yes, indeed!'
said Les, and conversation went on about the troubles.

After some
talk, the doctor asked, 'Did you ever think of getting in there and
voicing your opinion on the streets?'

'When my
brother and I were starting secondary, we got a bit into it that
way,' recounted Les.

'What made you
stop?'

'I guess it
got a bit hot. One of our friends got caught and sent away, and
then we moved.'

'And yet,
don't you wish you could go in and take part in some decisive
action?' said Dr. Stanovitch, with emphasis.

'Yeah,
sometimes, but I never really fancied living like a terrorist or
anything like that.'

'You are very
right to think like that. Many many people with small minds, they
make a big splash, yes, but only to become a spot of blood on the
pavement. But to be a part of the resistance doesn't always mean
toting a machine gun and carrying out assassinations. You can play
a big role, wearing a fine suit, mingling with people of wealth and
influence, moving large amounts of money badly needed to get the
right tools into the right hands to win freedom. You can influence
key people in a subtle way so that they don't know they're being
influenced.'

'Er -- don't
know they're being influenced?' queried Les.

'I will teach
you how to do that some time. It's really quite simple, but for
now, you must work at your studies and learn the art of finance.
That will get you into the right circles. But the other, when the
time comes, I'll teach you. Don't worry.'

Now, Les' eyes
were opened a bit further. Things about himself that he had almost
forgotten were coming to the surface, thanks to Dr. Stanovitch.
Things that he knew inside he had always wanted but always had too
high a price were suddenly within reach. It wasn't necessary to
become a street wise bloke with a killer instinct to benefit the
cause. He could do much more as a jet-set financier. Furthermore,
it was an attainable goal, thanks to the kind doctor.

With the ever
expanding vision and desire, Les excelled in his studies.

It was just as
well that he was now getting a scholarship independently of his
family, as his dad's finances were getting even more difficult.
Now, he was doing all he could just to keep Len in university.

Things went
smoothly at home. Hardly any mention was made of Les' source of
funds, and everyone looked happy on the surface.

The following
year was the last stretch before graduating with a bachelor's
degree. Dad was in even more financial straits, especially with the
twins' younger sister now entering her first year. It looked like
Len would have to drop out of school temporarily and go to
work.

After Les
mentioned the fact to Dr. Stanovitch, some money mysteriously
landed in Len's account at school, and he was told by the finance
office that everything was paid up 'til the end of the term. So he
received his Bachelor of Science degree in Information Technology
at the same time Les received his in Economics.

That wasn't
the end of the road. That same year, Len was persuaded by Les to
accept Dr. Stanovitch's offer for a scholarship for two years of
graduate school. So far mum and dad hadn't seen anything too
unusual in Les that couldn't be attributed to university life. He
did remain consistent in his interest in economics. As they were
otherwise financially strapped, they resigned themselves to
allowing Len, as well as Les to go the two more years, courtesy of
Dr. Stanovitch.

Les continued
to meet the doctor from time to time, when he was in town. In his
second year of graduate school, the doctor began showing him some
of his tricks.

The first few amounted to no more than what can be gleaned
from Dale Carnegie's How to Win Friends
and Influence People, though lacking
Carnegie's underlying sincerity.

After that he
taught him how to put ideas into people's heads without saying
anything. Had Les learned about this a few years back, it would
have sounded too spooky, but now he had been primed. He practised a
few times on Len, and on a few others. The only one it didn't work
on was his mother. Another trick was how to say something in a
strong convincing way, so that the listener would be almost
helpless to resist. This involved preparing the way by using the
other trick, subconsciously priming them, and then saying it just a
split second after their own mind had said it. That way, it passed
the first mental barrier without any challenge.

Soon, Les was
arriving at parties, setting the atmosphere, becoming the centre of
attention with little or no apparent effort on his own part, and
walking away with just about any girl he happened to fancy.

Things seemed
to be going well for Les.
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One day there
was a knock at the door to Les' room. To his surprise it was Dr.
Stanovitch. This was a first, but so was his demeanour.

'Listen to me.
You are to discontinue your partying and carousing. It's affecting
your studies.'

'B-but I'm
just enjoying myself now and then, and my marks are ...'

'No. You
listen to me,' said the doctor in a tone Les had never heard from
him before. 'I've seen the results from your last few exams.
They've been going downward. The next one must go up, not
down.'

'Now, wait a
minute! You can't just...'

'I can do what
I want. Listen to me.'

It was the way
he said, 'listen to me', that stopped Les in mid sentence.

'Are you
listening?'

'Yes sir.'

'I have spent
many times more on you than your father ever could, but I'm not
afraid to cut you off just like that.' He gestured graphically with
his hand. 'Then where will you be? Listen to me. With half a year
left before you could get your masters degree and secure a future,
you will be left in the cold, a drop-out, with nowhere to go but to
your unemployed father, who can't even feed you let alone send you,
your brother or your sister to school.'


'Unemployed?'

'Yes.
Unemployed. Nothing is beyond my power.'

He paused, and
let it sink in. Then he said, 'Now, get your coat and come with me.
You will see, first hand, what I can do.'

Les got his
coat.

They walked
out into the cold evening air, down a footpath that led to the
street and were met by a Rolls Royce that had been moving along
slowly towards them. It came to a stop in front of them just as
they reached the curb. The driver got out and opened the passenger
door for them and the doctor motioned for Len to get in first. He
got in behind. They sat in silence as the limousine rolled along
Botanic Avenue, through Shaftsbury Square, past Europa Hotel, then
up the Crumlin. Finally, they stopped at a pub.

Les thought he
remembered this being a Loyalist area. It had that flavour about
it. They went inside.

'Is Mr.
Gromley in yet?' he asked the bartender, who motioned towards the
stairs.

They went up
and found a private dining room where a well dressed gentleman,
somewhat older than Les, was waiting for them.

'Thomas
Gromley,' began the doctor. 'Meet my young friend, Les Armstrong, a
promising chap who should go a long way if he plays his cards
right. He is now where you once were.'

They sat down,
and soon food was brought up, and then began what looked like would
be a good old time among old friends. Les began to wonder what it
was the doctor had intended to show him. This seemed no more than a
social event.

'So, Thomas,'
said Nicolai, as he was finishing the last few bites of his gammon
steak. 'You've decided to branch out on your own. Your prospects
seem promising, yes?

'I should say
so,' said Gromley, confidently.

He looked the
picture of success. Les thought that if he could one day look like
that, and exude the aura of confidence Gromley did, he could
definitely say he had made it in life.

'You've
learned a lot from your Uncle Nicolai. Show young Lester what you
can do.'

'Oh! Come on,
Doc!'

'No, I mean
it. Do something to his head. Show him what you can do.'

After a pause,
Gromley began to smirk, and then fixed his gaze on Les.

Almost
immediately, Les' mind began filling with strange thoughts --
strange and filthy thoughts. They came, as though a flood gate were
being slowly opened wider and wider as they poured forth with ever
increasing strength. After a while, Les was holding on to his seat
to prevent himself from slipping down under the table to do
something extremely unthinkable -- an act he had heard of other
types doing but always made him sick to even think about. Soon, he
was sweating.

Gromley was
grinning at him mockingly. 'Well, why don't you do it then?'

'Not - in -
your - life,' Les barely managed to whisper.

'Very good
Gromley,' said Nicolai. 'That will do.'

With that, the
thoughts stopped immediately, and Les felt sudden relief, as though
waking up from a nightmare.

Nicolai added, 'Now,
let's see what I can do.'

'No --
please!' Les almost whimpered.

But the doctor
had turned towards Gromley, not him.

Gromley sat
there, looking unfazed at first. If Stanovitch were doing to
Gromley what Gromley had just done to Les, Les thought, Gromley had
nerves of steel.

But now,
Gromley was beginning to shake and sink in his seat, though still
holding his own.

Then, suddenly he
said, 'No -- please -- stop --'

But Nicolai
kept at it.

'I - I promise
...'

'Too late for
promises now, Gromley.'

Now, he was
pulling at the tablecloth. All the empty plates were moving towards
him, and things began falling off the table.

A minute or
two later he was practically screaming for mercy, grovelling on the
floor in front of Dr. Stanovitch, who still kept him in his
gaze.

Finally, when
Gromley was curled up in a corner, whimpering like an infant, Dr.
Stanovitch left off with his stare. Just then the door opened and
barmaid looked in, eyes as big as some of the plates now on the
floor.

'Come, pull
yourself together Thomas,' chided Stanovitch as he pulled him up
and uprighted his chair.

'Er -- is
everything okay?' said the barmaid, timidly.

Gromley got
up, but now he looked like a basket case.

'What did you
say you were going to do, Thomas?'

'I-I think I
might just retire -- er -- at least I got enough for that don't
I...'

'I think it's
time to pay the tab,' said the doctor, turning to the barmaid.

She went
downstairs and was back in about a minute.

'I recall you
said this would be on you, Thomas?'

Gromley
fumbled for his wallet and shakily gave the barmaid a Visa
card.

After a few
minutes, the barmaid was back up again.

'I'm sorry,
but this card has been cancelled.'

'Th-then take
this one,' said Gromley, giving her his Mastercard.

That was
overdrawn. His American Express was cancelled. So was his Diner's
Club.

Gromley again
weeping, Nicolai said with a sigh, 'Well, it looks like I'll have
to pay. You'd better check the ATM machine on your way home,
Thomas, to see if you have enough to retire on after all.'

They went home
in silence.

The last thing
Nicolai said to Les while dropping him off was, 'If you play your
cards right, Les, you will go a long way. A very long way. If you
don't -- well, tonight you see what can happen if you don't play by
my rules.'

To say Les
suddenly felt uneasy about Dr. Stanovitch, would be an
understatement. As good as his future looked, he now realised his
life wasn't his own.

He didn't
sleep easily that night.
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Les noticed
Thomas Gromley a few days later at the Belfast city centre, while
walking past Great Victoria Street station. Obviously he had found
his account empty when he checked the ATM machine that night. He
was still dressed in good clothes, but they hadn't been washed in a
week and he hadn't shaved in at least that long. The man who was
once the picture of confidence and success, now approached Les and
asked for a handout. Les gave him five quid and wished him good
luck.

He wasn't sure
if Thomas recognised him or not -- until he looked at him and
mumbled, 'You're the devil's slave you are, lad. Don't ever dream
of diddlin him.'

His father's words flashed in his mind: How do you know he's not out ta buy your soul?

The next time
he saw Gromley, he was wandering about aimlessly, talking to
himself and looked as though he had been sleeping on the street.
The clothes looked and smelled like what he had on the last
time.

As for Les, he
did manage to improve his marks, and that year, graduated with
honours. Almost immediately, Nicolai Stanovitch began taking Les
along on some of his engagements.

He thus had
the chance to meet some of the Republican elite. Once he was even
invited to a dinner party at which he got to meet the honourable MP
himself.

This made him
feel good about his future once again. Being close to powerful and
important people does that to one.

Then, there
were trips abroad.

At a
restaurant in Zurich, they dined with a gentleman named Joseph
Gilderman.

Joseph had
finished his PhD one year earlier, and already, with the help of
Dr. Stanovitch, had started his own company, called Gilderman and
Associates.

Les looked at
him, not daring to say, but thought in his deeper most parts --
lest the doctor read his thoughts -- 'Fellow slave, are you?'

Joseph's
English was almost perfect, better than Les' French. There was only
a slight accent, but it was hard to tell what national origin.
During conversation, Les learned that Joseph had a brother who had
finished his rabbinical training in Jerusalem in one of the more
orthodox sects.

'With a
scholarship from Dr. Stanovitch?' He asked, when the doctor had
gone to find the men's room.

'He wouldn't
hear of it,' Joseph answered. 'Neither would Dr. Stanovitch think
of sponsoring him unless he chose a more practical field. A
religious nut case, he is -- my brother I mean. My whole family
too, for that matter. I don't know why they took such a revulsion
to the doctor. They think I've betrayed our traditions by
associating with him.'

'You know,
it's funny, but I feel like I know you from somewhere,' remarked
Les.

'Strange. Our
paths have never crossed. Perhaps from a previous life,' concluded
Joseph.

Then, Dr.
Stanovitch returned, and indicated that they were about to engage
the subject they had come to discuss. That was his plan to make the
two young men partners in a new venture to be called the 'Glistan
Group'. As the name implied, it would be a group of companies which
would include Gilderman and Associates as the investment banking
arm, and a company to be started by Les in London as the service
arm. Les' company would provide consultation and engage in
strategic involvement in selected companies as they were deemed
profitable. More companies would be added to the group, some as the
result of Les' strategic involvement.

This promised
to be extremely profitable for them all, as Dr. Stanovitch could
attest from personal experience. Moreover, finances would be
channelled through this partnership to various causes, such as the
'Irish liberation', of interest to Les, and various other
movements.

When the
doctor mentioned, 'Irish liberation', Les thought he saw Joseph's
eyebrows rise ever so slightly.

The session
ended with the shaking of hands, and the signing of papers making
the two junior partners of Dr. Stanovitch.

Les had other
homework to do. Besides the planning of a company to be registered
on the strength of the parent firm, he also had to work on his
brother using the subliminal techniques he had learned from the
doctor.

Len was set on
going his own way, and had been applying for IT positions in
various local companies. He was neither interested in joining Les
in the new venture, nor, as Dr. Stanovitch pointed out, would he be
morally prepared to carry out some of the tasks that would be
required of him. He still thought of things as either right or
wrong.

Looking back,
Les had to admit his own perceptions had changed remarkably in the
years he had known Dr. Stanovitch. 'Right' and 'wrong' used to mean
something to him too. Now, he thought nothing of seducing a
classmate's fiancé, taking her on a few spins before dumping her,
broken hearted and devastated, no longer fit to be anyone's
spouse.

Maybe
Stanovitch was the devil, but whether he was a devil or angel
didn't seem to make very much difference like it used to. The fact
that it didn't make a difference -- now that did bother Les a bit.
He felt it in that part of him that still loved and respected his
mum and dad.

But that
didn't motivate him to change his way. In fact it made him jealous
of Len for being closer to mum and Dad then he, and that much more
determined to bring him down.

Slowly, Len
was beginning to come around. Part of Les' strategy was to cut off
every potential job opening by subliminally influencing the
prospective employer, and sometimes, Len. In a few cases, he let
him get the job, only to arrange for a humiliating accident or
mistake that would get him immediately fired. Between every attempt
at a job, Les would continue pointing out to him how right he was
in judging Len's ability and potential, and how much better off he
would be working for Les.

Meanwhile, he
made a trip to London to begin laying the foundation for the new
company. He set up an office in a small two room suite in
Westminster, and registered it as the headquarters of 'Lester
Armstrong Business Strategies'.

Almost
immediately, he had a customer, a young man introducing himself as
Gilbert Durant, who handed him a sealed envelope with 'Lester
Armstrong Business Strategies' hand-written on the front. Les
opened it, and found a letter written in Dr. Stanovitch's own
hand:

 


I have advised
Gilbert Durant that he should start a company as a front for his
activities. However, he knows next to nothing about starting a
business, or making it work. I will leave that to you. The proceeds
will go to a good cause -- take my word for it.

Dr. N. Stanovitch

P.S. You needn't
mention our relationship with Mr. Durant to a single soul

 


Talking to
Gilbert, he gained no more information regarding the 'good cause'
than he read in the doctor's letter. He found that the business
Gilbert had in mind was a record shop, selling CDs and music videos
featuring the latest punk rock and heavy metal. He hoped to expand
it into a chain.

Les found Gil
almost totally ignorant how a business should be operated, but a
willing student. They met several times in the next few weeks, and
planned.

Every time Les
tried to use any subliminal influence, he found his efforts went
nowhere. Was Gil also a pupil of the doctor?

He also had the same deja vu
with Gil as he had with Joseph. Yet their paths
had never crossed either.

Odd!

In a couple of
months, they were doing the footwork to open Gil's first shop, and
stocking it with the latest hits. The grand opening was a few weeks
later.

Back in
Belfast, Les found that Len was finally willing to work with him.
He had hit only brick walls everywhere he turned, and was a broken
man.

Les expressed
sympathy, and said, of course he'd take him in. He promised that
Len would do well with him.

They went to
have lunch at a pub on Botanic Avenue near the university like they
used to during their school days.

On the way
back to the Europa, after they had parted ways, Les saw another
familiar face.

At first he
couldn't place it, and he was sure he didn't know of anyone even
remotely associated with Iron Hall, the Protestant mission that
encouraged fiery street evangelism. Yet, he was sure he knew that
one who was now preaching through the loud speaker to the crowd on
the street corner.

He walked over
to take a closer look.

He saw -- and he couldn't believe his eyes!
Thomas Gromley! The man
Dr. Stanovitch had done the whammy to!

Thomas was
smartly dressed in clean street clothes, was well trimmed and
shaven, and had a look far different from the dejected derelict he
had become; yet, different again from the smug confident
businessman Les had first met. He looked vibrant and happy!

He passed the
microphone on and stepped aside as someone else carried on
preaching.

Les approached
him from behind the group.

'Thomas
Gromley! So you're running about with the Prods!'

'Well! What a
surprise!' was Thomas' reply.

'Have you no
shame?'

'I'm not
ashamed of the gospel of Christ, no.'

'B-but, our
IRA comrades in arms? And Sin Feinn?' Les went on. 'Don't you know
what they think of traitors?'

'IRA! What are
you talking about?'

'I'm talking
about what you were doing for Nicolai Stanovitch -- for the
Republican cause!'

'But
Stanovitch is a staunch Unionist!' said Thomas with surprise. 'He
set me up in the finance business just to channel funds to the
UVF!'

'Th-the UVF?!'
That was a Protestant para-military organisation.

'Well,
sometimes we gave to the LVF, but we didn't let that out. That
would have been considered treacherous! But thank God, those days
are behind me.'

Les went his way
dumbstruck.


Chapter
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Les' first
thoughts were, Gromley was confused. His mind had become unhinged
by that job Stanovitch did on him so that he remembered everything
all wrong and now he had become a religious nut.

That had to be it. Otherwise, how could Stanovitch be
supporting both the UVF and
the IRA?

But his mind
still wouldn't leave the subject alone. What if Gromley were right?
What more surprises lay in store?

As though that
weren't enough, there was one more horrible thought. What was the
'good cause' Gil Durant worked for? If it were so good, why the
mysterious silence?

On the other hand, even if things weren't as they seemed,
what could Les do about it? He was up to his ears in this already!
The only option to going along with it was to end up with
Stanovitch doing a double-whammy on him!

So, Les
finally decided to let things be and ask as few questions as
possible. Even then, he lost a few night's of sleep.

After Les
arrived back in London with Len, Stanovitch began sending more
business his way. He was also on hand to show them what he meant by
strategic involvement.

Gil Durant's
new business was to be treated as a special case. In fact,
Stanovitch indicated that Les was to forget he had even had him as
a client.

The other
companies whose business Stanovitch solicited were a different
story. They were picked because Stanovitch and Les saw that their
line of business had a great potential for profits, even if the
management wasn't exploiting it to the fullest extant possible. The
first step was to conduct a survey of the entire company, outlining
all processes and procedures. For this they were usually given free
reign by the management. Then, they would recommend a long term
period of gradual reengineering.

Things would
go slowly at the beginning with this small change and that, but Les
would plan them carefully as though setting up moves in chess. Len
would design the computer system, but with one feature he wouldn't
bother to explain in the user's manual -- a perpetual back door
whereby he and Les could access the system from outside any time
they wanted. This could be useful should the company decide to end
their relationship prematurely.

Finally, when
all the setting up was done, it was checkmate. The reengineering
process at that point would either require that the board of
directors be replaced, or some glaring error would be uncovered
that was just too complicated for them to have foreseen but would
expose their liability to criminal charges, so they'd be forced to
resign anyway. Everything appeared legal, and the proper papers had
been signed by all the right people so that Les had the full
authority to do what he did. Naturally, the company became part of
the Glistan Group.

Len was
somewhat reticent about this process at first. However not only did
Les continue working on him subliminally, but the doctor and others
helped to assure him that it was all a part of staying in business,
and that, when all was said and done, 'everyone does it'.

This went on
for the space of a few years until their group of companies had
grown to an impressive size. With it, grew Les' bank balance.

Dr. Stanovitch
was also happy. One day, he took Les to dinner at the Ritz.
Gilderman was with him.

'There is a
new industry that's making tremendous amounts of money,' began the
doctor. 'I would like you, Les, to visit a leading company in this
field that I've been observing and find out how they work.'

'What's the
name of it?' asked Les.

'Crayton
Securities. Their main office is in Bangkok, but it's operated by
expats -- mostly Irish. That makes you the ideal man for the
job.'

'Running a
securities firm?' said Joseph. 'I've heard of some of these.
They're not the miracle they let on to be. In fact, I'd suggest we
stay far away.'

'I know what
you are thinking. Crayton Securities may look like a fly-by-night
scam. That's one the drawbacks, because there are companies that
look like them, that are. Another drawback is that they've made
some bad judgements of one or two of the companies whose shares
they've sold in the past. But the companies were doing business as
stated, and their investors received what Crayton Securities
believed were real share certificates. It's just that when they
finally examine the financials, they see they're operating in the
red. Now, they're more careful about the finer details, and push
only companies that can give good returns on investment.'

'So how much
of a killing can possibly be made selling legitimate shares?' asked
Joseph.

'The same way
as IPOs, except that some are already listed on NASDAC and other
exchanges. Crayton buys large blocks of yet-to-be-released shares
in return for venture capital the companies can use to expand. Then
they sell them at the current stock market value. The investors get
the share certificates, but with a one or two year restriction on
them, meaning they cannot sell them on the stock market just yet.
The client companies then have the venture capital they need to
expand their industries, the investors have share certificates that
will hopefully gain in value in one or two years time, and Crayton
Securities keeps the difference. Everybody's happy.'

'Good,
provided it's understood to be a long term investment,' said
Joseph. 'Most of the scams I know of promise very quick short term
gains.'

'That's the
other drawback. Some of their brokers are over-anxious to make the
hefty commissions and drive the sales as though they were short
term. They promise double and triple value in a matter of months,
and don't bother to inform them there is a restriction. That,
alone, could doom the whole industry. But my plan is to avert that.
If we draw this company into our group, we can enforce discipline,
find those with pliable minds, get rid of the rest, and teach those
we've hand picked how to sell, using our mind-power tactics. In the
end, the concept would go so much farther, and make a more stable
working arrangement. Then we have a winner.'

Pliable minds?
wondered
Les. Did he
choose me for my 'pliable mind'?

'Even now,
many see this as a winner,' Stanovitch went on. 'There are some big
names already in it. Gillie McFray, the tennis champ has his own
company going for IPO status, and has a deal with Crayton
Securities. Several film stars are major shareholders in that one.
At least one Academy Award winner, for special effects, also is a
partner with them. Also, behind the scenes are one or two big names
in the financial world, well known in business circles, as well as
one member of American royalty.'

'American
royalty?'

'A member of a
presidential family. If this goes down as a scam, some big names
will be tarnished. That alone opens other possibilities.'

'So, how are
we to get involved?' inquired Les.

'I have asked
a friend in high business circles in America, who also knows their
big financier friend, to arrange a meeting between you and Sean
Flynn, the "flying Irishman". I want you to present your services
in a way that he will see the value of partnering with us, both to
streamline his operation, and introduce him to some highly
profitable companies that need venture capital. We can use a
program like this in our network. It will provide inroads to more
clients, as well as make more money for our causes.'

So it was that
Les made his first trip to the west coast of United States to
rendezvous with Sean Flynn, who was there for meetings with
clients.

Les found it
difficult to use his subliminal influence on Sean, probably because
he was such a skilful salesman himself, and a 'type A' personality.
However, being Irish probably did more than anything to endear Les
to Sean. In the end, it was agreed that Les would go to spend some
time in Bangkok at Crayton Securities and see if he couldn't
streamline the company a bit.

Sean had
contacts in London, and would soon be passing through himself in
the next week or two. Then they could meet and hammer out some
details. They exchanged mobile phone numbers, and that was
that.

A week later,
Les walked into a pub he had always wanted to try. It was near the
head office of the 'Neo Maazick' CD shops he had helped Gil Durant
to open.

He sat at a
table, ordered a pint and asked to look at the menu. Then he heard
his name being called.

It sounded
like Gil, but when he looked, he didn't know whom to answer, for
there were two identical images of the same person -- thin, with
well trimmed blond hair.

'Meet my twin
brother,' said the one on the left. 'Ed, this is Mr. Armstrong, who
helped us get the shops off the ground.'

'I didn't know
you had a twin!' said Les.

He signalled
to the waitress that he had shifted tables, and sat down with
them.

'You work
together in the shop?' enquired Les.

'I work,' said
Gil, 'He sort of looks like he's working sometimes, but don't let
that fool you.'

'You're
Irish,' said Ed.

'You noticed,'
returned Les, sounding flattered.

'I was in
Ireland once. Rather liked it actually, apart from there being too
many Irishmen about.'

Les laughed
good-naturedly. Then he said, 'Can't say there are too many
Englishmen in London these days, can you?'

'That's why we
prefer a good pub like this,' said Gil. 'Nothing but proper
civilised food at this one.'

Conversation
went on like this for the duration of the meal. Les wasn't able to
get anything out of the pair about what cause they supported. They
had a good time. Again, Les had the down inside feeling as though
he knew Gil from away back somewhere, but he didn't have that
feeling about Ed. That was strange because there was no profound
difference in their looks or personalities.

A week later,
Sean Flynn called, and they set up a dinner appointment for that
night.

Later that
afternoon, there was a visitor requesting to see him.

Les walked out
and thought he was greeting Gil Durant.

'No, I'm
Edmond, the master copy. Gilbert's -- er -- my clone,' he
responded.

'What can I do
for you?'

'I'd like to
talk, if you have time.'

'I can spare a
minute or so, come on in.'

Les opened the
door to the inner office. Maybe he'd be less guarded when not
around his brother.

'I was
wondering if you would know of any openings for someone with my
skill,' began Ed.

'You mean to
say you want a different job than the one you have now with your
brother?'

'Being VP of a
record chain is all very nice, I'm sure, but it's just that sitting
behind a fancy desk doing the Daily Mail crosswords isn't my idea
of a life, if you know what I'm saying. I want to feel like I'm my
own man, for one thing. That's to say, I'm sure Gil knows what's
good for me better than I do,' (ironic grin) 'but, to be straight
with you, or should I say crooked, I'd much prefer to screw my own
life up than let someone else do it for me, if you catch my
drift.'

'I think I
do,' said Les. 'By what means do you propose to screw your own life
up?'

'Sales,
marketing, I've done telemarketing for a few places, once in Spain,
which was actually good -- if only I knew at the time how good it
was -- then for a time in Copenhagen, which didn't work out so
well, but I think I could do all right if I had the right
start.'


'Telemarketing. What were you selling? Time shares? Kitchen
knives?'

'Wine in
Copenhagen. Time shares in Spain.'

'How about
stock market shares?'

After some
talking, Les invited Ed to join him that evening on his appointment
with Sean Flynn.

Ed asked Les
to promise he wouldn't mention any of this to Gil, to which Les
agreed, on the condition that Ed would do likewise.

They had
dinner with Sean Flynn, and Ed was offered a job as a broker. He
flew to Bangkok within the week, and Les followed a month
later.

 



Chapter 30

 


Subject: Re:
My wild goose chase

To: Alec
Magawan <alecandmarie@xxxxx.com>

From: Ernie <scott3jones@xxxxx.com>

 


Ernie
wrote:

> Sorry
I've been out of touch, Pop.

> It's a
long story, and I don't know

> where to
start...

>

Alec Magawan
replied:

> I'm glad
you've emailed me. I was

> getting
worried. Eddie understood you

> were just
going to visit mum, and

> you'd be
right back.

>

Ernie
wrote:

> ... It
actually has a lot to do with

> that
shooting star you and mum saw

> on your
last night at the digs. I

> actually
have it with me, and mum saw

> it when
she woke up from her coma.

> Uncle
Abdul was with me when I found

> it. It
turns out that it's what produced

> the clue
he had found as to the entrance

> to the
tomb. Anyway, I'm in

>
Thailand...

>

Alec Magawan
replied:

> I'll have
to take your word for it

> for now.
Abdul did tell me a strange

> story
indeed that morning we heard we

> had to
leave. The colour he described

> did bring
to mind the shooting star

> we had
seen the night before. I'm

> thankful
that I learned early that

> there's
more to life than we usually

> give it
credit for. Otherwise, I would

> have
dismissed Abdul's story as

> Blarney,
along with your mum's mention

> that you
had the shooting star in your

> pocket.
As for explaining it to Eddie,

> just
leave that to me for now. Somehow

> I don't
think he's ready to hear the

> whole
story yet. I've always admired

> that boy
for having such a sober

> practical
mind. He could run a giant

>
multinational corporation if he had

> to. It's
just that it takes a different

> sort to
understand some of the

>
complexities of life.

>

Ernie
replied:

Thank you
Pop.

 


Ernie
wrote:

> There are
several of us who

> have had
very similar experiences

> regarding
the shooting star. It's

> really
weird, but at least it's

>
confirmation that I'm not a nut

> case of
some sort. So far, there

> are four
of us, but one in

>
particular that I would like to

> introduce
to you to. Her name is May

> Lin.
She's Malaysian, and actually

> lived not
far from the school Eddie

> and I
went to in Penang.

>

Alec Magawan
replied:

> Do I hear
wedding bells?

>

Ernie
replied:

I don't want
to be premature, but

there are
others in our party who seem

to hear them,
especially young

Ibrahim.

Oh - you can
stop worrying if I have

enough to eat.
I have a job now, with

a company
called Crayton Securities.

I'm the bloke
that calls you out of

the blue and
asks if you want to buy

shares (I hope
you won't disown me

now).

You might not
believe this, but you

can stand by
the window of our office

and look
straight down at the old

Salem House,
where Eddie and I went

to school.

love to you
both

 


After being told by countless receptionists, 'He's not in,'
'He's in a meeting,' 'He's on a call,' 'He's with someone,' 'He
just stepped out,' 'He's not interested in what you're selling,'
(How do you know what we're
selling?) Ernie finally got through to a
GM of one company on his list.

'Good morning,
Ernie Magawan here, calling from Crayton Securities...'

'Not interested!' Slam.

Then it was another round of: 'He's not in,' 'He's in a
meeting,' 'He's on a call,' 'He's with someone,' 'He just stepped
out,'... etc.

Boz o'Brian, sitting two tables down from him, already had a
gallary of cartoons he had doodled out of pure boredom of
receptionists answering the phone with answers like, 'He's tied up
at the moment' (her boss pictured in the background tied to his
chair), 'He's hard to catch' (the boss in a straitjacket jumping
onto a file cabinet while men in white coats try to catch him with
a net), 'He just stepped out' (an open window with the drape
flapping outward revealing a puff of smoke and a startled
bird), etc.

It was Boz, of
course, who had both arranged for Ernie to be interviewed for this
job, and lined up two one-room flats in a building just down the
street. Ernie shared one of the flats with Ibrahim, while May Lin
and Rosa shared the room next door. It was the red brick building
right on the edge of Chong Nonsri road, just five minutes walk from
the office.

At the
company, Ernie got the only position that happened to be open --
that of qualifier of leads. May Lin was told that there would be
room for her to begin in the admin department, probably in a week
or two. Meanwhile, there wasn't much for the girls to do except
wait and plan their next move.

'Good morning,
Ernie Magawan here, calling from Crayton Securities. Tony Smith, is
it?'


'Speaking.'

'Could I just
take one moment of your time to introduce who we are?'

'You certainly
may.'

'We're a
securities firm, dealing in offshore stock, especially in the U.S.
markets, and we specialise in industries that we feel have a
definite future, specifically tracing those companies we have
reason to believe are poised to surge forward and break new ground
in their industry. Do you invest at all in the stock markets, Mr.
Smith?'

'Oh, I dabble
in it now and then,' answered Mr. Smith.

'If we sent
you info on a company that we feel is a winner, and the means to
check it out yourself, would you be in the position to consider
investing in that company?'

'I just
might.'

'If you saw
something you did feel, after thoroughly checking it out, would
make money for you, would you be liquid to, say around 5K within
the next couple of weeks?'

'If I thought
it was a worthwhile investment, yes.'

'Then, let me
just confirm the address we have for you: 25 Outback Street, Booma
Ranga, Northern Territories.'

'That's right,
or you could send it to my personal address, which is 22 Kangaroo
Court.'

'Will do.
Thank you very much for your time, Mr. Smith. You should be getting
a packet by DHL within the next three to four working days.'

With a victory
whoop, Ernie thrust the qualification sheet into the air.

'Good on ya,
Ernie,' said Melvin, from the table facing him.

'How many
leads is that so far?' said Rune, the other Queensland Ozzie seated
next to Melvin.

'That makes
three today.'

'I only got
two for the whole day yesterday,' said Roary McGreggor. His
Glassgowigian accent had endeared him to at least one of his leads,
Ernie remembered.

'I only did
one yesterday,' said Ernie. 'I thought Maurie would tell me not to
bother coming in any more!'

'Ernie,' said
Melvin. 'You'll have your good days, and you'll have your bad days.
Maurie Bentley knows that.'

'Besides, Sean
wouldn't fire you anyway, because you're Irish,' added Roary.

'It's time for
lunch, according to my watch,' said Rune.

It was, indeed
ten o'clock. Having hit the phones since six, ten was lunch, but
Ernie preferred to call it breakfast.

'The Canopy
then?' said Melvin.

Rune
nodded.

'What about
you, Ernie? Roary? Boz?'

It was the
Canopy.
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The 'Canopy'
was the name they had dubbed the group of stalls under a wide tin
shelter behind Seven Eleven. To get there, they had to cross the
Sathorn - Chong Nonsri intersection via the pedestrian walkway, and
up passed where they were building the skytrain station.

Except for just a few landmarks, Sathorn was almost totally
unrecognisable from Ernie's childhood days. Then, it consisted of
two parallel tarmac roads separated by a klong (local lingo for canal), with
shade trees growing on the banks. Now, the road had been built up
so that the klong was hardly more than a centre divide. Any trees
that could be seen now were more like an afterthought to please the
greenies. Otherwise, it was nothing but tall office buildings,
banks, hotels, and more office buildings. Fortunately for
the farangs now
making their way to lunch, the back lanes were still lined with
stalls dealing in the local fare.

Most of them
preferred Thai food to Western, but what drew them together was
their relative age, being ten or twenty years older than most of
the other qualifiers and brokers. They weren't an ambitious lot,
but they tended to be consistent, and had outlasted many of the
others.

Each one
ordered from whichever vendor was selling what he wanted that day,
and sat down. Curry spooned onto plates of rice were handed over
the counter as they were ordered. Soon after that, the noodle soup
dishes were brought by the respective stall operators, as they were
quick to prepare. The stir fries took longer.

Ernie thus already had his rice with green curry, and a girl
had just brought Roary's and Melvin's noodles, while Rune was
waiting for his stir-fried vegetables, and Boz, for his fried rice
with naem (pickled pork).

Ernie asked Boz, 'Your
leads go to Edmond Durant, don't they?'

'Er -- that's
right.'

'How is
he?'

'He's a -- er,
well -- interesting person to work with,' was Boz's careful
reply.

'"Interesting"
is an understatement,' remarked Roary.

'He's been
fired three times now, hasn't he,' said Melvin.

'And he's quit
twice,' added Roary.

'Either Sean
is very forgiving, or he has something going for him,' Rune put
in.

'Les is what
Edmond has going for him, I think,' said Melvin.

'Didn't he
come to the company with Les Armstrong?' asked Ernie.

'Er -- he told
me Les financed his brother's company or something like that,' said
Boz.

'What kind of
company?'

'A record
shop, erm -- I think. In London.'

'Really? Which
one?' said Ernie.

'I don't
remember. You could probably ask him.'

Ernie though
it interesting that anyone as halting in his speech as Boz, could
do so well on the phones. By memorising his pitch he could repeat
it without punctuating it with 'er', and 'ah' all the way through.
By adding some bite to his voice, he actually sounded convincing.
But everyday conversation wasn't the memorised sort, so it
sometimes required patience to hear him out.

'You're
something like a spiritual advisor to him, aren't you, Boz?' said
Rune.

'Er --
something like that. I'm not sure what exactly,' said Boz.

'What does Les
do for the company now?' was Ernie's next question.

'He was the
boss for a while, but fortunately, Sean took it back,' said
Roary.

'Sean was
going to retire and open a pub, and let Les run the company,'
explained Melvin, 'but nobody could take Les' style, and the
brokers all threatened to quit, so Sean came back and took it over
again,'

'Sean knows
how to run a company. Les is a total idiot,' said Roary. 'He was
going to fire anyone that made less than ten leads a day. If you
think the quality of the leads is bad now, just see what happens
when they all qualify just any old bloke just to get the ten
minimum!'

'How did Les
respond to Sean coming back?' asked Ernie.

'Well, I
should think he responded just fine,' said Melvin. 'Sean gave him a
hundred thousand dollar bonus!'

'Then he
raised our weekly pay from 200 to 300 dollars and -- er --
shortened our hours.' added Boz.

'I'd have
responded very well to a hundred K,' commented Rune.

'Yeah, but
that Les is a total idiot,' said Roary. 'Now, Len, his brother is
an all right chap though.'

'The bloke in
the computer room?'

'Yeah, him.
It's hard to believe the two of them are twins.'

When he had
finished his fried rice, Boz excused himself to go to the
supermarket nearby. As Ernie had long finished his rice and curry,
he decided to tag along.

The supermarket was up the next lane, or soi as they're called locally, along
the way to the rear entrance of the Bangkok Bank building. It
catered to Western tastes, offering things like bagels and smoked
salmon. Boz was there for the croissants and cheese for family
breakfasts at the weekend. Ernie also got a few things.

'So -- er --
where does the Russian doctor fit into all this?' asked Boz.

'It's really a
long story,' said Ernie. 'I'll need to sit down with you and
explain it sometime.'

'Would Ed be
involved as well?'

'It's hard to
say. How close is he to his brother?'

'Er -- it
doesn't sound like they're really on speaking terms,' said Boz.

'His brother
wouldn't be a twin, by any chance?'

'I think he
did say they were twins, but I'm not sure.'

'Hmmm.'

After a
thoughtful pause, as Ernie reached for a jar of Vegemite, he began
again:

'What more can
you tell me about Gilderman and Associates?'

After some
thought Boz said, 'I think what I told you was all the detective
found about them, unless -- hmm -- I could give you the names of
some of the -- er -- companies linked to them, maybe. But -- er --
oh yes! A gentleman named Gilderman, or something, came to the
office with Les once -- er -- just a day or two after I
started.'

Boz glanced at
his watch, and said, 'Oh dear! We've only got five minutes to get
back.'

They paid for
their groceries and walked as fast as they could back to the
street, up the pedestrian bridge, and into the giant building, the
one billed as the biggest office complex in the world.

'Good afternoon, Gentlemen,' said Maurie Bently, with his characteristic
scowl, as the two walked in.

It was indeed
eleven o' five; still morning, but five minutes past the end of
lunch hour. Maurie had decided to call a meeting of the qualifiers.
The next fifteen minutes were spent listening to why they had to
not only increase the number of leads, but their quality as
well.

When that was
over, there was the usual muttering about the impossibility of that
expectation in light of how much more difficult the market was
becoming, and how did Maurie fare back when he was a qualifier
anyway?

Then it was
back to the phones.

Before the day
was over, Ernie found out from Melvin and Rune that the mysterious
Joseph Gilderman had visited the office several times while Les
Armstrong was in charge.
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The planet Zus
is the cultural and administrative centre of the Zondon
interstellar nation. However they aren't alone on the planet.

Zuz is not
like most habitable planets. There's no solid ground there to speak
of. Only an atmosphere that gets more and more dense as one goes
down until at the crust of the heavy core, it's too dense to
sustain life of any sort. The Zondon inhabit the upper atmosphere.
There, it's slightly less dense than Earth's is at sea level. Thus,
humans, were they to live on Zuz, would probably prefer slightly
lower altitudes. The Zondon walk about on artificial floors. Some
of these are held up by flotation devices, and others are suspended
from a tangled network of giant vines whose roots reach down into
the denser atmosphere on which they float.

Much lower in
altitude, where the atmosphere is so dense that one can swim in it,
live the Zish. The Zish's bodies are streamline, and built to live
in the high pressure atmosphere of the lower world. To descend so
deep the Zondon must wear special suits. Nevertheless, they
descended.

One of
Ibrahim's favourite memories of his life as a Zondon was of his
descents to the domain of the Zish. Whenever the group of them were
doing the crystal, he often found himself refreshing his memory of
these beautiful creatures.

Zish society
is every bit as advanced as Zondon, but not in ways that are
obvious. They're quite content to stay put in their part of the
planet. Indeed, they can only go so high before they begin to find
the atmosphere unswimmable. Even if they do ascend higher to where
the Zondon live, they need protective clothing to keep their bodies
pressurised. Such suits come with mechanical legs for walking on
solid floors. However, they tend to find these too cumbersome, and
the act of walking disorienting, so they don't feel it's worth the
bother to travel far from home. Thus, Zish aren't interstellar
travellers like the Zondon and they are largely ignored by the
Glaat as being too unsophisticated to bother with.

They are,
however, a pleasant and friendly people, which is one reason Tsav
and other Zondon enjoyed visiting them. Another, is that they grow
the grot fruit, which is a delicacy in the upper world of the
Zondon.

In addition,
the Zish are great storytellers. Their stories are not limited to
their own small world. Indeed, they are also great collectors of
information about the other parts of the galaxy, places they never
go themselves.

A favourite
pastime among Zondon living in Zuz is to pay visits to families of
Zish with whom they have developed close relationships. So close
are these friendships, the Zish count their regular Zondon visitors
as family members. Pictographs sculpted into the various niches of
their dwellings, or projected as holograms often depict their
Zondon friends along side their closest kin. When the Zondon visit,
they bring along gifts from the upper world and then spend days at
a time just talking. The Zondon relate any new discoveries that
have been made regarding distant parts of the galaxy, and then
listen in fascination as their Zish hosts spin stories including
those bits of information, along with the rest of the world of
knowledge they've acquired.

Of course, on
the homeward trip, the Zondon visitors take along a grot bag full
of their favourite fruit. A grot bag is especially designed for
carrying the fruit from the dense atmosphere of the lower world to
the low pressure Zondon habitats, without the fruit exploding on
the way. The bag depressurises in such a way that the grot fruit is
whole and intact when removed at the destination.

Tsav had known
the Gaz family for at least a thousand years, judging from
Ibrahim's memory. The elder Gaz, Zizz, was one of the more renowned
of the storytellers, who specialised in ancient lore. Sometimes, he
made up his stories based on his rich repertoire of facts, but
often he recounted actual events. Some of his knowledge reached so
far back, nobody knew how he came by it. When asked, Zizz would
only smile, and launch into yet another rich tale of ancient
times.

Zizz would
treat Tsav like a son every time he visited, which he did at least
once after each mission. Tsav would bring something of interest,
and a titbit or two learned in distant places, and some of the
younger members of the Gaz family would weave them into their
stories. Zizz would usually tell of some the ancient history of the
place Tsav had been.

Ibrahim didn't
remember the stories nearly as well as he did the experience of
hearing them. He did have a vague idea of some of them, but they
were the stuff of dreams.

On a couple of
visits that Ibrahim remembered, Zizz would launch into a story
about somewhere totally unrelated to the place Tsav had just told
of. Then Tsav would report for duty a few days later, only to find
that he was being sent to that very place.

Something like
that happened on his last visit. The details were hazy -- there was
some assortment of facts about something or other that happened, a
detailed history, a group that went there -- or something like
that. The memory of it just wasn't there.

Probably one
reason for not remembering, was that Tsav never had the chance to
recall the story. He didn't even know that that was where they were
going until later, in middle of the flight, when Zhondri jolted his
memory by saying, 'Isn't that the forbidden star?'

At that
instant Tsav made the connection, but he was distracted by the
Glaat vessel, just then gaining on them.

Now he wished
that he had given himself a better point of reference. Try as he
might, even with the crystal, he couldn't recall the story.

Sometimes, in
his dreams, Ibrahim would verge on remembering. He only knew it was
about Zizz's last tale to him before launching on this mission, and
somehow, though it was ancient history, it was about this mission.
It infused the present with a meaning and depth that neither Ernie,
May Lin, nor the crystal ever hinted at. But it would all evaporate
with the morning light.

Then he wondered if his deja
vu about the pyramids had anything to do
with it, so he would spend a part of his time browsing the Internet
for information on the Great Pyramid and the Sphinx.

Ibrahim's
English was developing well, so that he could now not only carry on
a simple conversation, but also read simply worded text. He also
found out how to browse web pages that were in Arabic. The pyramids
were, after all, in Egypt, so that was a good language with which
to read about them.

Information
was abundant. Theories of who built the Sphinx and the Great
Pyramid ranged from rational down-to-earth explanations, to those
arguing that maybe the early humans had extraterrestrial help, to
theories that the entire history of the human race had been mapped
out in the passages beforehand. But there were no clues that
Ibrahim could latch on to.

Ever since he
first used the computer for the FBI interrogation, Ibrahim had been
learning to program and surf. He didn't pick it up the same way
other boys do. He started with Boolean algebra and binary code, and
worked his way up through Java script and C language to simple
browsing and word processing. Like a baby learning to lecture on
the sciences before he can say 'mama', Ibrahim had learned to hack
before he could surf.

While Ernie
was away at work and the girls were out somewhere, Ibrahim did it
all. Some of the methods he had picked up while using the crystal
were simple enough to remember with his natural senses. Other
times, while using the crystal he would obtain passwords that he
could also use later.

Ernie and the
others decided it would be a good idea to have access to the server
at Crayton Securities, as well as other key locations. They did, of
course, tell him to exercise restraint in his activities. With
that, he could be trusted.

One day, as he
was using Ernie's laptop to explore the server at Crayton, a
curious piece of programming caught his attention. Was it just
someone's innovative idea on how to work while away from the
office? If so, why would anyone need to have all the data on this
computer suddenly diverted to another one, and then deleted from
this one, all with one keystroke?

The one who
appeared to be in charge of the system, was someone named Len
Armstrong. There were emails to and from Len, which Ibrahim decided
to download, and show to Ernie when he got home.
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No stint in
Bangkok would be complete without at least one trip to the Hungry
Donut. Ernie wanted to show May Lin his special place. He also had
another reason for taking her.

'So, how do
you like it?' he asked. He wanted very much for May Lin to like
it.

'Nice la.'

'As nice as
curry and nan at the Smugglers Bazaar?'

'That was romantic one, ah? -- until Ibrahim barged in on
us,' remembered May Lin. 'But I must say, I like the
makan here
better.'

'The curry
puffs? I seem to remember we were discussing something about the
availability of durian on the Amierooian planet.'

'We weren't
actually eating it though, were we la!'

There was a
pause as Ernie visibly collected his thoughts.

'Speaking of
Ibrahim, and -- er -- romance, he's been dropping a few hints
lately -- you know, about...' he paused to grope for a discreet
word.

'Yes?
About...?'

'Yes, you
know...'

'Adoi! How do
I know if you not tell me, what?'

'Well,' Ernie
said finally. 'He's of the opinion that the two of us ought to
consider matrimony.'

'He's of
that opinion is he?' she respomded, suddenly using her British
English, 'My goodness! And what opinion would you be of -- er --
Mr. Jones?'

'Actually,
we're Mr. and Mrs. Walker now, remember?'

'So, Mr.
Walker?'

'Mrs. Walker,'
Ernie ventured, 'How would you like to become Mrs. Magawan?'

'I'd love to!
What nationality are the new passports?'

'I was
thinking of getting the name in your Malaysian passport changed,'
said Ernie, 'and maybe the little bit under "marital status".

May Lin just
looked at him with an expression that was hard to read.

Ernie
continued, 'You know, so we won't have to keep hanging up sheets
every time we check in to a hotel.'

After a pause,
May Lin said, 'Ah, who's idea then, your one or Ibrahim's?'

'I must admit
I had a bit of help from Ibrahim, but the fact is, the idea was in
my heart before he joined us. He just helped me put it in
perspective.'

The way May
Lin looked back at him encouraged Ernie to speak further.

'I do love
you, May Lin.'

'Oh Ernie! Do
you know how long I've been waiting for you to say that?'

If ever a film
is made from this book, the author hopes that the music editor
chooses a score for this scene in which violins are prominent. The
sweeter and slower the music the better, because otherwise, the
open day-lit visibility of the coffee shop prevented them from
doing much more than taking each other by the hands and May Lin
pressing Ernie's to her cheeks, and Ernie finally kissing May Lin
on the forehead. As it was their conduct elicited some looks and
smiles from other diners, and at least one passer-by who noticed
them through the plate glass window. It did seem to the pair that
the angels themselves were supplying the score with their finest,
so if the music editor doesn't do likewise, the script will be left
without a proper love scene.

They did
retire to a posh dimly lit French restaurant later that day, but
unless the scriptwriter changes the order of things outright, it
still wasn't the stuff of romantic films. Then again, how much
romance do you expect in a science fiction piece?

What they did
do was decide to rout the next leg of their journey through Penang,
so Ernie could meet the Tan family. If possible, he ought to come
up with some funds to be used as a dowry, to be presented to the
brides parents in a special ceremony. After that, they must
definitely pay a visit to Ernie's parents in Ireland.

As for the
wedding itself, that could be decided later...

* * *

Stanovitch was
positive that someone among the Zondon was using their extra-human
abilities to hack into just about every information storage server
there was. They had slipped through the fingers of the FBI, and
now, he couldn't find a trace of them, even on servers that had
previously included them. The only hint he could find that they had
travelled to Bangkok was that the passenger manifest of a flight
from San Francisco to Bangkok included a 'Luke Skywalker', who sat
next to 'Harry Potter', who was seated just across the aisle from
'Florence Nightingale' and 'Little Dorret'. Obviously, whoever
chose these names had more Zondon sense than human -- probably the
little boy he had just heard about on his stop-over in Kabul. This
also told him that the group had increased to four, which explained
yet another 'disturbance in the force' he had sensed earlier on.
Apart from looking out for literary names on passenger lists, it
would probably be pointless to keep trying to put them back on the
watch lists. Who knows what names they would be using, anyway?

At least he
knew they were in Bangkok, probably not far from Les. He would be a
harder nut to crack than the others they had awakened so far. That
would keep them all busy until he himself arrived on the scene.

Meanwhile, he
had an important appointment -- the icing on the cake.

He hadn't
planned to start this until much later, but with the Zondon on the
move, it was now time to take the offensive, the sooner the better,
while there was opportunity to pre-empt their ultimate objective.
His contacts in Kabul and Baghdad had been ready for a long time.
He had just made a stop in Kabul and had Turkish coffee with the
grand sheikh himself. And surprise of surprises, his two rabbits
had also been their guests, along with a third -- the boy. After a
few discrete questions about his 'two young friends', he realised
why the attack on the NYSE would never happen. It was just as well
anyway, as the timing wouldn't be right for his own liking. For the
'mother of all wars', to borrow a phrase coined by his Iraqi
friend, everything had to be timed simultaneously.

Baghdad was
ready, Belgrade was ready, Kabul was ready; only P'yongyang was
reticent. He had a plan to get around that though. He had a friend
in the right place there, and with the right circumstances, an
'accident', the powers-that-be could be forced.

As for the
icing, a contact of his, someone highly influential with the
Chinese military establishment, was in Tokyo. What if -- he'd put
the question to him -- just what if United States and NATO were
suddenly overwhelmed with more problems than they could deal with,
all happening at once? What would China find it in her best
interests to do with that window of opportunity?
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