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Forward
It’s often been said that truth is stranger than fiction, but this very tired cliché is also inaccurate. The reality is that truth is far, far more interesting than fiction. Authors are often limited – any fiction too unusual or coincidental is unbelievable and as such, ruins the whole purpose of the story. But when an author has unusual, highly coincidental and true facts to work with, he has a potent recipe for some good fiction.
When I started writing this book, I had no idea what it would become. I was researching for a short fiction story I wanted to write – the strange events in the early 1600s where a man serving as a state executioner was forced to pass sentence on his own wife. ‘Well, that’s interesting!’ I thought. Couldn’t make that up if I wanted to, and if I had people would have said the story was too odd, too coincidental (yes, there’s that word again) to be believed. That short story was written, is set far in the future and is called ‘Irony’. It can be found in a short story compilation from various authors called Flashes Through Time.
However, as I looked over the event, I came across some information dealing with a curse associated with the sinking of the Empress of Ireland in 1914. That horrible event, although tragic got little press – just a few weeks later the attention grabbing headlines of the First World War drowned it out. Everyone loves curses – they publicly laugh it off, but deep down inside, they want to believe because it’s so much fun. If the executioner story was odd, what about that one? The cat with supposed powers of predestination, the silver bars, the odd sinking, a curse on the Captain of the Empress who just so happened to spot the murderer who killed his wife, the sneaky diamond purchaser who was torn apart by dogs and so on...There was enough material here to write a book. Who was the silver for? Why was it there? So many people died - not only when the Empress sank, but afterwards in deaths directly associated with the salvage operations on the Empress...Then there’s the 400 year old blood diamond and her stunning sister nobody talks about. And what about all those impossible coincidences?
Worse yet, those engrossing trails disappeared, seemingly as if they were meant too. This isn’t a matter of conspiracies, it’s a matter of unanswered questions and entertaining historical facts.
The more I looked, the more astonished I became that recorded facts could be ignored, cast aside and happily forgotten as bigger events took center stage. Questions popped up as I researched, and the story became stories as my investigation kept getting sidetracked into different (and very entertaining) directions. Before long, I was regaling my wife with these accounts – incredible events from real people’s lives with enough twists and turns that would have given Agatha Christie whiplash. The best part? They had never been connected into a single, entertaining work of fiction – one story made of a conglomerate of true events connected by fiction. What started as research became a short story became a book - and the book is The Eye of the Idol.
Read on, and when you do, keep in mind that although The Eye of the Idol is a work of fiction, a good portion of nearly every sub-story you will read here is true. Most of them recount horrendous historical events, and out of respect for the deceased, I did my utmost to keep as much of the information as accurate, believable and respectful as possible. The events I wrote about occurring in the DPRK are mostly fictitious of course. Very little information escapes from that regime, though you may find a name, place or occurrence familiar.
In a very few cases, a nibblet of fiction was added here, a fact slightly changed there, just enough to keep this work of fiction flowing as I connected dots. Otherwise, the accounts of historical events, names and places you will read can be easily researched and verified. Follow their path, read their clues, pull out your electronic maps on your phone and see the roads, houses and descriptions that you will read in the following pages. Best of all, you can see for yourself the oddities that life and recorded history present to those digging it up as you reach your own conclusions.
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The Eye of the Idol
“You are to seek out the temple of the Hindu abomination called Sita, located somewhere on the Coleroon river, and you are to search carefully for an object of great importance on or near the idol.”
The instructions ran through Jacob’s mind as they had a hundred times before. He looked down at the bag sitting between his outstretched legs, the drawstring stretched fully open. The hardened bread had disappeared two days ago, but the corners of the bag still had crumbs of cheese and bread, together with lint and the brown dust that seemed to impregnate all the nooks and crannies in the fleshly folds of any traveller walking these roads.
He stared at the mixture for a long while, but finally turned to the single onion, a lone refugee fallen from some cart and abandoned on the side of the dusty road. He concentrated on the little onion for quite some time before raising his head again. ‘If I just had a carrot to go with this onion, I could have carrot and onion soup. And if I had found a potato too...’
He shook off the thought as the whiff of the half rotting onion reeked in his nose. Though he entertained the idea of trying to eat the crumbs, he quickly felt the bile rising in his throat. In the end, Jacob decided it didn’t matter. Two days before, upon entering a deserted village, he had filled his water skin at the town well and taken a hefty drink. Within six hours he realized his mistake. The town well had obviously been ‘purified’ with cow dung, and the last bit of cheese he had previously eaten had come up in a violent fit. Since then, he was barely able to hold down water.
‘Dear Jesus, why was I sent here?’ he said to himself again. He looked around the ramshackle town, and could already see smoke rising from a number of areas in the early morning sun. The upper range of mountains where the source of the Coleroon river was found looked beautiful in the distance, but they might as well be a mirage to him as the heat already rising from the plains surrounding Kanakapura added to his torment. The heat was brutal, almost as bad as what he imagined hell to be. And then there were the people – less than the mass of humanity he'd encountered in Calcutta, but a dirty, impoverished, desperate and poor mass nonetheless. Fortunately, they recognized him as more of a beggar than they were and usually left him alone.
He thought back to his assignment. After spending thirteen years in Gujarat teaching in the new school established there by his three cum pane(1), he was recalled to Jerusalem in a terse note that included no specific details, and more importantly, enough money to charter a ship from the port in Jamnagar to infidel territory in Guraine(2), and from there, on the treacherous road that led to Jerusalem where the Superior General was now temporarily located.
At first it seemed as if he had done something wrong, though he couldn’t fathom what, but the money quickly told him otherwise. He had never seen so much, let alone had it in his possession. But that wasn’t the most notable thing – according to the note the request, if you could call it that, for him to go to Jerusalem and meet with the Superior General came from none less than the pope himself. After four months of travelling and by the grace of Christ, he had made it without being robbed, only to receive more cryptic instructions from the Superior General in the Jesuit office. If it weren’t for the years of respect beaten into him, he would have laughed.
A cold, sickly sweat ran down Jacob’s forehead as he sat on that anthill, but his mind had travelled back to the curious event, and he sat imagining it as if seeing the event from above. Kneeling with bowed head, the near-disembodied instructions floated through the air as voices tend to do from the elite priests, cardinals, bishops and others. He would have been slightly jealous of their ability, had he not recognized his own limitations.
“You are to seek out the temple of the Hindu abomination called Sita, located somewhere on the Coleroon river, and you are to search carefully for an object of great importance on or near the idol.”
He quietly waited until the echo of the words died away, but nothing more was coming. “Superior, the river is long, and the area hostile to Christians. How will I be able to find this object?” What he really meant to say was how a Christian priest would find it without being killed, as a number of Jesuit missionaries had been the year before.
“You are to disguise yourself as a beggar. Your skin is well tanned, and you look somewhat like one. You speak the language well, do you not?” The Superior looked down on the kneeling Jesuit, waiting for confirmation.
“Well, I speak Hindi passably well, sir. But there are many languages...”
“Excellent!” the Superior interrupted, clearly not wanting to hear more. “Ask. Tell people you want to worship at Sita’s temple.” The Superior saw the uncertainty in Jacob’s face. It was obvious he was troubled and guessed as to the reason.
“Jacob, you were named after the son of the patriarch, were you not?”
He didn’t know how to reply. Jacob was the grandson of Abraham, not his son, but he wouldn’t dare correct the Superior General, so he ended up nodding.
“Well, did not Abraham lie about his wife, calling her his sister when Pharaoh and...and...”
“Abimelech...”
“...of course, Abimelech – when they wanted her for their wife? And did not David clothe himself in madness in the wilderness so he could escape from the Philistine king? Remember! Saliva drooled down his lips and beard; he make childish cross markings on the city gate...They did what they had to do to accomplish their mission.
“You are on a mission for Christ. We chose you well.” He looked into Jacob’s eyes for the first time. “Or did we?”
“Yes, Superior,” he replied. It was true, except that Abraham’s wife was really a half sister, and so it technically wasn’t a lie. However, Moses did lie when he told Pharaoh he wanted to take the Israelites away for three days. Prove yourselves cautious as serpents and yet innocent as doves. Guard yourselves against men. Those were the Lord’s instructions to all Christians, he reminded himself.
“And the object I am looking for?”
“The object...is astounding...” the Superior said, forgetting himself as his eyes temporarily glazed over. He shook himself off and added excitedly, “...and of immense value to the church. Use any means necessary to acquire it, and once in your possession, return as quickly as possible with the item. Tell no one - not even the company. You are being sent on your own, and if stopped, your only response should be that you are on a pilgrimage to worship at the Shrine of Sita on the Coleroon River. On your return, you are to say that you have seen the mercy of Sita and want to tell others about it. That is all.”
“But how will I recognize the object?” Jacob cried, trying hard to control his frustration amidst Superior’s shortening patience.
The Superior General sighed. “I was told that if you look into the abomination’s eyes, she will tell you. Now go!”
He got up. Look into the abomination’s eyes. How was he supposed to understand that?! As he turned to leave, he spied a cloaked figure standing in the shadows. He hadn’t noticed him before, and felt somewhat embarrassed at his outburst now that he knew the man had been watching. Jacob continued walking knowing there was nothing he could do, but he glanced quickly at the stranger. Although the figure was wearing the cloak of a monk with the hood carefully drawn over his head, Jacob noticed his expensive turned shoes, which clearly indicated he was either of noble birth or rich and not the monk he was pretending to be. Jacob passed him without saying anything and left the room.
***
The cloaked figure approached into the light cast by the oil lamps. “Do you think he will succeed before being plagued by self-doubt?” he asked with a smile.
“Only time will tell. If not, no harm is done. He is of little consequence, albeit sincere in his efforts. His sincerity will drive him, and Ignatius will protect him,” the Superior General said.
“And if not?”
“Well, our Lord did tell us to send them out two by two. That’s where you come in.”
“I doubt he meant that!” The cloaked figure laughed, but his laughter was cut short.
“It is not your place to tell me what our Lord meant!” the Superior snapped, and the man stepped back in fear. “Of course not, Superior! I meant no disrespect. Please accept my apologies.”
A silence ensued, and the Superior General stretched it out until the creaking of the man’s shoes confirmed his squirming. He needed the upper hand for the next part.
“And your fee? Standard, I assume?”
“In this case, no I’m afraid. If the rumours are correct, both the object and the risks are monumental. I suggest this: If the object does not exist or if I cannot retrieve it, then my fee is nothing. However, if I bring it back to you, my fee is four times the usual.”
“Four times! Propos...” The Superior General stopped himself in mid sentence as he looked suspiciously at the man. He thought about the issue and decided to agree, knowing that the value of the object, if real, would be incalculable. Under those circumstances, anything less than a good payout ran the risk of the object never arriving. Yet, he couldn’t let it pass without some argument.
“Four times the standard amount is a wealthy sum for someone who is already travelling to the region on his regular diamond purchase trip.”
“I am a businessman after all, Superior. These are the terms of any humble service I may perform in addition to the means I use to put food on my table.”
The superior smiled. “Of course. I have nothing against feeding your family. Very well. Your terms are accepted. However, I do expect one or the other to succeed. And just one more small thing, hardly worth mentioning.”
“Yes, Superior?”
“Hell would be a very welcome relief to anyone involved in treachery here.”
***
Jacob was given a package containing enough funds to pay for the voyage back, but no more. He looked at the funds and gave thanks to the Lord, but it was obvious that the Superior was keeping the costs down for fear he might not succeed. Perhaps the Superior was in doubt as to the object itself, its value or even its existence...
‘Find...an important but non-descript object. I’ll know it when I see it, or then I am to look into the abomination’s eyes, and she will tell me.’ The task seemed impossible. And now, as he looked into his almost empty food pouch, he was more convinced than ever. He had travelled from the southern branch of the crocodile-infested Coleroon river where it was called Kaveri, and worked his way northwest, through the ramshackle city of Anicut, on through the Tiruchirapalli district, asking everyone he passed where the Sita’s temple was so he could worship there. He had gone to many Sita temples along the way, but none held any sort of astounding object. When he asked for the temple, the one that was unlike any other, vague references were made about the holy temple somewhere else.
It’s up river, but distant...on another river, one we haven’t seen...at the source of the holy Coleroon river, in the mountains...it’s where you cannot go, in heaven...a great distance, too great for any man... I worship Annapurna / Maya /Ram / Hanuman /... here and you should too...it is but a story...
Each one with a different response. Everyone knew where it was, even if they didn’t know.
But he could feel it in his bones. He was close, thanks to the grace of Christ and the help of Ignatius. A number had reported the existence of a ‘sublime’ Sita in Kanakapura, and he was now sitting on the deserted ant hill on a small rise on the eastern side of the river overlooking the town, looking at the very temple as it glowed in the morning sun.
‘Father Ignatius,’ Jacob prayed, ‘give me the strength through our Lord to fulfill my mission. If I fail, remember that it is through this weak body that I attempt to serve you, to the glory of our Lord and Father.’
He got up painfully and made his way to the temple. People were already preparing their morning meals and drawing water from the river to bathe in. He ignored them all, as he did the hunger in his stomach and pain in his guts, and made his way carefully to the shrine. As he approached, he looked at the structure, apparently unscathed from the Muslim advance that had destroyed so many shrines in the last few centuries. The front doors were opened, and he could see an initial group of pilgrims lining up to go in and do their morning prayers. This was good, as he could hide among the devout and search for whatever it was he was supposed to find.
Coming in near the temple’s impressive gilded doorway, the guard asked for the fee of five paise but Jacob was ready. He had squeezed the onion in his pouch and rubbed the oil under his eyes on the way here in preparation. By the time he looked up at the guard’s face, tears streamed down his.
“Sir, I have nothing. I have not eaten in two days. Allow me the privilege to thank the goddess before I die! Have mercy on me, dear sir!” Jacob said between sobs.
“But if I let you through without paying, I must let everyone else too!”
Jacob wailed even harder. “Surely there is mercy for the destitute! How many people do you see here as pitiful as me? Don’t allow this unfortunate wreck to go to his death without once having looked on the merciful Sita,” he begged. “Sita shows mercy on those who practice it, does she not?”
The pain from his guts fuelled the sobs, and the guard either sympathized or didn’t want any hassle as the others started imploring that he let the wreck through. He reluctantly pushed Jacob on.
He approached the immense double doors and surreptitiously noted the superior quality of the construction. His hopes rose as he reached them. Removing his sandals and entering, he walked in with a bowed head in respect to the abomination as he had learned to do. The line inside shuffled forward slowly and spread out, forming a semi circle at the feet of the idol. The dimly lit chamber allowed little light through, and the few lit candles helped little to clear the gloom of the cavernous room. Low murmurs echoed off the walls as those already kneeling did their prayers while Jacob searched for a private area out of view of the Melshanti(3). He surreptitiously made his way to the side as far as he could go, kneeled down in prayer, and started humming and murmuring in tune with the others. Carefully raising his head, he spied the tremendous feet of the abomination only ten paces away. They were almost as long as he was tall, so he quickly worked out the size to be thirty or forty yards in height.
He scanned those near him as he mumbled, but fortunately their attention was focused on their god. ‘Being a dirty beggar has its benefits,’ he thought to himself. One last look to the Melshanti, and Jacob stretched out his arms, lowered his body to the ground, and raised it up again as he looked up. His eyes widened as the full image came into view. Forgetting himself, his jaw dropped as he kept looking higher and higher, his eyes finally resting on her tremendous face. Losing his balance, he fell back in awe. It wasn’t the angelic countenance, the beautiful pursed lips, the gleaming white skin or the neatly parted hair that shocked him, but rather that the beautiful, glittering Sita stood there in all her glory – her robes glistening like dew in the morning sun, sparkling stars flashing and twinkling as she glowed. She radiated light and seemed to be the source of it, and Jacob did everything in his power not to gasp as he took the image in.
He turned back to her face and looked deep into her eyes – deep blue orbs staring at him, staring through him as they pierced into his soul. He wondered if it was a vision, if Sita perhaps knew why he had come - if this was some kind of test, or a sign of forgiveness for what he had agreed to do. Jacob wanted the answer, but he was too afraid to ask. As the image brightened and coalesced into a huge figure of supreme, sparkling light, all he could do was cry as he grovelled on the floor under her cold blue glare.
The emotional storm passed over him like a wave, leaving him feeling cleansed as he took in the figure in a new light. The glow had disappeared and the gloom had returned as the image stood...darker somehow, though her robes still sparkled and her eyes still shone.
His heart ached with happiness. He realized that this mission was entrusted to him for a reason. Father Ignatius had guided him, the Superior General had chosen him and here he was, kneeling at what was truly an abomination - a beautiful one, but one all the same. He looked again at the cold, deceitful stare in a final confirmation and giggled as he saw the truth, the sound echoing from wall to wall as others searched for the source.
Jacob bent back over and prostrated himself in mock humility. ‘You! Here I give you my false obeisance. You are the tree of the fruit of the knowledge of good and bad. I see it, my abomination, my trial, my penance, my...Bathsheba. You are truly beautiful, but I will not eat of you,’ he said as he looked back at her. ‘Your stare is poison to the soul of humanity. Your stare is poison to me, and I will have none of it!’
He looked back up and into her eyes, mesmerized by the glow of her stare. ‘You shall be mine,’ he said, but remembered. ‘Mine to carry...entrusted to me,’ and stifled another giggle.
To think that such a thing could exist! As their eyes locked, his heart pumped faster and reached out, the liquid honey of desire coursing through his veins. ‘None of it!’ he repeated, not noticing the twitch of his hands in the anticipation of soon holding what he had come for.
“It was stolen, right from under their very noses two weeks ago!” the innkeeper said as Tavernier did everything he could to avoid the horrendous beer.
“No! Someone desecrated the temple? And what was the reaction of the Mandir?” he asked in bad Hindi as he tried hard to keep the short, fat Innkeeper’s greasy fingers from touching his body. He hid his disgust at the losing battle.
“The Mandir?” The innkeeper asked confused. “Oh, you mean the Melshanti. Mandir means ‘temple,’ haha.”
Those who heard the exchange laughed, but the innkeeper continued. “They didn’t desecrate the temple sir. Worse! They desecrated Sita...” he said in a shoulder-hunched whisper, as if mentioning the words aloud would bring a divinely sent lightning strike.
“...And the Melshanti proffered a most terrible curse, sir. Once the Melshanti discovered that Sita had been...had been desecrated, why, a tremendous cry arose. The Melshanti said...” and at this point the small crowd in the inn stopped to listen to the account as the innkeeper puffed out his chest and raised his arms, “Cursed be anyone possessing the glare of Sita! May her eyes be the only eyes he ever set his gaze upon again as he die a horrible death! May his markerless grave be the stomachs of the wild beasts that shall tear his body asunder. And...and cursed be his family, his children and grandchildren till the 20th generation!” Running out of curses, the innkeeper was at some loss for words but recovered quickly as he looked smugly at Tavernier.
Tavernier did his required shocked expression, and finally got to the question he wanted to ask. “Was the thief ever found?”
The Innkeeper looked confused. “No sir. Never. But then, it is no surprise, as he is likely dead because of the curse.”
“Of course, of course,” Tavernier replied. “What I meant to say was, was his body ever found. But of course, if he was torn apart by wild beasts, it wouldn’t be.” He raised his voice and added in the best Hindi he could muster, “Let that be a lesson to all thieves attempting to desecrate, not only Sita, but all the other Hindu gods! May they be cursed to the 20th generation!”
So, Jacob escaped with the object and somehow made it out of the area alive. He was already masqueraded as a beggar and he likely had no money. Tavernier was at a loss as to how he hadn’t been recognized as he fled. Perhaps he did die, but then nothing was ever mentioned of the object being found. 60,000 people worked in the mines in the not too distant area, and although the land was less populated here, no one could die in the area and not be found unless someone had hidden the body. He scratched his head in confusion, knowing full well that if they had caught him, the ‘curse of Sita’ would have been made obvious to all. ‘No, he’s alive and has successfully escaped.’ He shook his head at Jacob’s resourcefulness, thanked the innkeeper and asked for a horse drawn buggy. The innkeeper raised his eyes.
“Have you concluded your business at the mines, sir?”
“Yes. The pickings are poor this time, and I’m afraid I found little useful. Please have the buggy ready together with the usual four guards.”
“Of course, sir.”
Tavernier set out in the only direction he expected Jacob to go - west, towards one of the three major ports, with Jamnagar being the more likely one. Figuring Jacob would avoid all roads and towns in the vicinity, he calculated he could make better speed and eventually lie in wait at the port if he didn’t cross paths with him sooner. There were three months left before the winds became unfavourable for sailing, and travel over land from Jamnagar to Jerusalem would be ridiculous to attempt. India was big, but Tavernier knew where Jacob was going. ‘It’s only a matter of time ‘till we meet, my friend.
***
Jacob sat near the dirty, muddy road in the place he now called home, the port area of the city of Mangalore. His fevered mind raced from one extreme to another, conscience warring against heart as he mumbled ‘my Bathsheba’ over and over again. Interspersed with the mumbling was the much more regular mad giggle, but Jacob would quickly clap his hands over his mouth at the indiscretion, looking around to make sure his non-existent neighbours hadn’t noticed. He held out a plate for food at imaginary and real passersby as the real ones hurried to go to work at the nearby tile factory. A cup was far too dangerous – his mind was lucid enough to know that if he had coins, he would be robbed, and if he was robbed... well, there was no use in living then.
A staccato of coughs escaped, and his thin, sickly body heaved uselessly with the effort. A thin stream of caked blood that had dribbled from his lips was now refreshed with some bright, red spittle but he didn’t notice. A well dressed man was approaching, and this was the perfect opportunity to ask for food. As he came closer, Jacob could see the man carefully navigate the puddles in a useless effort to keep the clay off his shoes. Something was familiar, something he couldn’t put his finger on, and it troubled him that he couldn’t remember as he watched the man with the fine shoes approach.
“Hello Jacob.”
Jacob stared up into his face, and looked back down to the shoes again. He broke out into another fit of coughing, coughing that eventually turned to wheezing as more bloody spittle trickled down his lip. Those shoes. “Hello, shoes,” he said as he stared at them. “I know you. The last time we spoke... was a long time ago. Your owner was wearing a cloak then.” He broke out into a maniacal laughter that was cut short by more coughing.
“I am he,” Tavernier said.
“And I am, well, I am...” This time, Jacob started sobbing as tears freely flowed down his mud caked face. “I am failed, I am,” he cried as he gripped Tavernier’s trouser, “but Father understands. He does, I tell you! He’s spoken to me, you know. Spoken to me and told me he’s forgiven me, and to tell me about her.”
“Who is ‘her,’ Jacob?”
“Her - My Bathsheba, my devil. He forgives me, you know. He’ll be a saint soon, and he says I’m forgiven...Father says so! I’m forgiven...” Jacob broke into a new fit of crying and coughing as he mumbled the words over and over.
Tavernier looked at the pitiful wreck dying of consumption and wondered who the Bathsheba was he was talking about. He hoped Jacob was lucid enough to answer his next question. “Jacob, you gave me quite a lot of trouble you know.” He watched to make sure Jacob was following. “I spent two months in Jamnagar looking for you, until I realized that…well, it doesn’t matter. Do you have it? Did you complete your mission?”
“My Bathsheba...I am here, are I not? So it is obvious I did not complete it. But Father Ignatius said I was forgiven. He said that, you know?”
Tavernier looked him over, disappointed that everything had come to this – a dying mess with nothing in his possession except a hunchback. As he turned to leave, the thought struck him. Turning around again, he bent closer and looked at the lump on his back. “Jacob, why is there a hump on your shoulders? You weren’t crippled when I met you last.”
Jacob looked at him and smiled. “My Bathsheba, to keep her safe, you know. She’s just as close to my heart from the back as she is from the front. And this way, she can’t accuse me with her glare,” he added, and winked.
Tavernier couldn’t believe his luck. Just when he thought everything had been for nothing! Looking around, there was no one in sight and he hunched down. Jacob watched as he carefully pulled out an iron dagger. He was surprised to see an eagerness creep to the surface of Jacob’s eyes, as if the blade was a source of relief instead of fear. “You’re tired, aren’t you?”
Jacob’s eyelids drooped in a fleeting moment of semi-lucid introspection. “Yes, Mr. Shoes. I am so. Tired. I have been nothing but cursed, just as the Melshanti said. I so want to rest...”
“Perhaps it’s time to rest, then.”
“Yes, perhaps it is. Thank you.”
‘He’s thanking me for what I’m about to do!’ Tavernier said to himself. He carefully opened Jacob’s tunic and cut the straps holding the back pouch. He laid his other hand gently over Jacob’s eyes. In a split second, he plunged the knife into his chest and just as quickly removed it. A desperate grip, one final wheeze, and it was all over as Jacob’s head dropped onto his chest and the thick, deep red blood mixed itself in with the dust, dirt and spittle on Jacob’s shirt.
He shook his head at Jacob’s resourcefulness, masquerading himself as a hunchback and hiding the object in the perfect location, the place people would be disgusted to search if they tried robbing him. Tavernier pulled the heavy, well padded pouch out and opened it. At its top was a thin book tied closed with twine. Hanging out of the center page was a coarse piece of paper. He pulled out the loose paper and looked at the Latin words:
Meus Bathsheba , meus errores!
Incendia di vestri puteulanus obtutus coegi mihi dementis per rabies.
Quam Volo EGO had nunquam seen vos , meus meretricis, meus diabolus
ut vos sensim drove gelu chalybs of vestri perturbatio per meus pectus pectoris
Inviso mihi iam! A moestifer pessum do
bellator bestia pro victus , ut Porto vos dilgenter iuxta meus pectus pectoris.
Quam EGO contemno vos quod formido vestri vomica , atqui,
Quam EGO can non secui vobis!
Abbas Ignatius , indulgeo vestri vernula Jacob pro deficio vos!
Quam EGO contemno vos Quam EGO can non secui vobis!
Sanctus Nicholas, oro meus theca!
Moving the book aside, his eyes widened in stunned shock at what he saw inside. ‘My God!’ was all he said as the street dogs, the smell of fresh spilled blood in their nostrils, circled eagerly.
May 12th, 2010 Gaspé Peninsula
“It’s Monday!”
“Of course it is,” Inspector Antonin Aumont said as he looked at his friend, Abilio Sanchez.
Sanchez and Aumont were in many ways polar opposites. Sanchez’s short and stubby frame had the look and build of a bulldog – a miniature, muscle-bound and darkly tanned man. Although he had a round face - his Spanish eyes competing for attention with his carefully trimmed moustache - the whole somewhat charming mix sat on a thick neck and wide chest. From there, his rather long, powerful arms dropped and showcased hips and legs that breathed power. His odd looks never had attracted interest from the opposite sex which suited Sanchez just fine. His three passions – sports, landscaping on his back ten and research were usually at odds with most women he knew of.
Aumont was the opposite – tall, good looking but far less built. He had never liked working out, though he did like sports. He couldn’t really be classified as fit, preferring instead to maintaining it at just the right amount to pass RCMP requirements. With him having been made detective and no longer on the beat, even those requirements weren’t quite being met.
“You going to invite me in?”
“Sorry about that. I’m just surprised, is all. You don’t usually visit while on duty.” Aumont noted the cane in his hand as Sanchez carefully turned and walked inside.
“And you’re not usually home during the week. What happened? I called the Institute, and they said you had taken a vacation. Something wrong with your leg?”
Sanchez laughed. “A small thing, really. Last summer I took a nasty spill after twisting my knee, remember?”
“With the log thing?” They had spent the weekend lugging logs from the back of Sanchez’s property, nearer where he could cut them into 12 inch lengths ready to split. He slipped in the mud and had wrenched his knee.
“That’s it. It turns out I had damaged the cartilage enough to...well, need a scope now. It just got progressively worse, you know? Started swelling up regularly, jamming up... Felt like I had sand inside, which is excruciating, let me tell you. Finally had it checked and doc said it needed replacing, but not at my age. So I got the scope. Anyway, I’m to take it easy for six weeks – doctor’s orders.”
Aumont knew Sanchez couldn’t keep still if his life depended on it. “This must be killing you...and the institute must be furious – short term disability costs, hiring a temporary fill in...”
“They’ll survive. And yes, I’m bored to hell, and the incessant rain is making it worse. Damn, I feel rusty.”
Aumont laughed. “Sounds like you need a vacation.”
“I thought about it, but that would just mean that I’d be bored and on the beach. But what about you? Did the bureau finally decide to get rid of you?” Sanchez hadn’t seen Aumont in three weeks, an unusual length of time. The two of them were good friends since childhood and usually saw each other at least once a week.
“I only wish. Severance would be nice,” he said as he took his usual seat at his friend’s beautiful log home overlooking the St. Lawrence. The glorious fieldstone fireplace still had embers from the night before, and Aumont shook off the chill of the river’s morning mist. They chatted a bit about family, and Sanchez patiently waited until his friend got to the point of the visit.
“Sanchez, I have a mystery on my hands that has left me confused, and I was wondering if you could look into it.”
He knew his friend wouldn’t ask something of the sort unless it troubled him in some way. He stayed quiet, his interest piqued as he waited for Aumont to continue.
“You remember the murder two weeks ago?”
“Two weeks... you mean the butler?”
“Yes. The one murdered at Gaspé Manor in the outskirts of Baie Sainte Paul.”
“Sure. The paper said the suspect was chased and finally caught yesterday. Were you involved?”
“Yes. I’m the assigned detective. I wouldn’t say he was caught but rather that we caught up with him. The circumstances are unusual, to say the least.”
Sanchez watched as Aumont’s brows furrowed in puzzlement, which was rare. Aumont had spent most of his 45 years laughing, and his genial disposition and happy spirit was one of the primary things that attracted Aumont to him. Brows rarely furrowed and sadness rarely crept into his usual positive personality.
“All evidence pointed to the butler being killed by a single person, our suspect, and yet the suspect was found near death last night. It appeared his killer had presumed him dead after shooting him twice, the second bullet being to the head. It was a miracle he survived long enough to speak to me, to be honest.”
“So the suspect was murdered. That is unusual, but not weird. You know, someone trying to cover something up; a double murder, revenge, coincidence...” Sanchez saw the look of uncertainty on Aumont’s face and asked, “So what did he say?”
“He said to look inside the spare tire of his car.”
“Of all the last words I would say, those would not be them. Was this his dying request?”
“Yes. So we looked, but didn’t find anything under the tire. It was then that I rethought the suspect’s comment, and we took the tire to a mechanic while the car was being impounded.”
“And what did you find?”
“This.” Aumont pulled out a notebook, opened it and handed him folded papers carefully placed inside. “Be careful. The outer one is very fragile, and my guess is it’s quite old.”
Sanchez took one look at the paper and held his hand up. “I better not carry that, what with my knee... Please follow me and bring the note carefully along.”
He picked up his cane and hobbled over to his study, with Aumont following. Shoving several books and papers off the leather pad on his desk, he motioned for Aumont to lay it down. “Careful. It will not take much to finish the damage started by the thief or murderer.”
Sanchez unfolded the paper carefully and noticed that the inner sheet was much newer than the outer. He made note of the folds, and placed the older one in front of him. Refusing to look at the words, Sanchez inspected the paper itself to begin with using his illuminated magnifying lens. “How is the investigation going in respects to the murder of the thief?” he asked distractedly.
“We have the Quebec Provincial Police crime scene unit going over the car, but no shells were found at the scene. So far, no evidence was collected other than the murder victim himself and what you’re now looking at. He was shot at close range and the bullets travelled through him and the car into the forest behind. Recovering them will be next to impossible. As to who it was that killed our suspect, we have no idea. It’s as if he’s vanished.
“The suspect is a bit of a mystery. We ran him through our files and the information initially checked out, but on follow-up it became obvious the addresses and details belonged to others, though the picture was his.”
Sanchez turned to Aumont with a questioning look.
“The ID was fake.”
“Oh. Do you mean, a fake of the kind only governments provide?”
“Possibly. This kind of quality is not the kind of thing available to a common thief. On a hunch, I asked CSIS(4) to take a look. We’ve yet to hear back, but it’s only been a day.”
Sanchez nodded but didn’t comment. He returned to the papers. “The outer note is the older one, but it was folded inside and together with the inner one. The creases fit better if the older one is inside. It certainly means that the two are related, no surprise there, but it can also mean that the owner of the notes folded them that way to keep them together – making sure one wouldn’t slip out and become lost.
“Someone unfolded both, looked at them, and then folded the older one on the outside. That tells me two things - whoever did this obviously needed to study the message and wanted it that way for quick access.”
“Makes sense. And the other thing?”
“That the Latin note was more important to the butler than the English one, but the English one was more important to your suspect. As to the age of the Latin note, the paper is coarse, coarse even for the standards of the time it was manufactured in.”
“So you know the date of this document?”
“Yes and no. The words were written with a rudimentary quill; the fibres are very coarse, and the bleaching process and the use of the poor quality quill tells me it can be dated somewhere around the seventeenth century, plus or minus a hundred years. I could do some tests, but based on other clues, it may not be necessary. The writing will tell us.” He inspected the writing on the old note, and then looked at the writing on the newer one.
“Obviously you had the Latin translated...”
“Yes. But I’m not exactly sure why this was so important to the thief. The words are simple and refer to a bible character. It seems more like the ramblings of a madman, to be honest. The poem, if it is one, is mediocre at best.”
“Not everyone was a T.S. Eliot, Aumont, especially not a 17th century Jesuit!”
“A Jesuit? Did I miss something?” Aumont looked over Sanchez’s shoulders to read the note again, momentarily forgetting it was written in Latin.
“Give me a moment and I’ll explain it to you.” Sanchez turned to his laptop and started typing. He went back a few times to edit what he had written, but within a few minutes he sat back, obviously done.
“There. Reasonably accurate, though I have to check a word or two with a colleague.” He read the note to Aumont.
My Bathsheba, my sin!
The fires of your blue gaze drive me mad with frenzy.
How I wish I had never seen you, my seductress, my devil
as you slowly drove the cold steel of your passion through my heart.
Look at me now! A sorrowful wreck
fighting dogs for scraps as I carry you carefully in my bosom.
How I hate you and dread your curse, and yet,
how I cannot part with you!
Father Ignatius, forgive me for failing you!
Don’t look down on your servant Jacob too harshly.
St. Nicholas, intercede for me!
“This is very interesting, Aumont! I have to thank you for bringing this to me attention. You know how much I love riddles!”
Aumont saw the gleam in Sanchez’s eyes and knew that his boredom had been relieved, at least for now. “You’re welcome, but how did you come to the Jesuit thing...and do you understand the rest of it?”
“There’s some hope, though I will need your help. I take it your afternoon is free?”
“Is now.”
“Well then, it’s already eleven o’clock. Grab me my bottle of brandy and two cups so we can get to work.”
Aumont smiled as he poured Sanchez a drink. “I think I’ll have some of your coffee for now,” he said, pointing to the pot in the kitchen.
“Suit yourself.” He waited for Aumont to return.
“This was written sometime in the mid 1600s. Notice that writer says Father Ignatius, not Saint. Whether it is a literal or spiritual title is not known, but judging by the context it’s spiritual. Plus, it’s much more fun that way. It is likely that Ignatius was dead at the time of writing, as this Jacob asks that he ‘look down,’ obviously from a lofty position.”
“But it could also mean looking down from a position of superiority, as in a spiritual father,” Aumont objected.
“But remember, Jacob was praying to Ignatius. No one prays to a living human being. That would be faith shattering. Imagine – Jacob prays to Ignatius, then meets him later and asks, “Hey, did you get my prayer?””
Aumont laughed.
“And then there’s the mention of his Bathsheba, but we’ll get to that in a minute. Do you know who Ignatius is?”
“Not really.”
“He founded the Jesuit order and Jacob’s making a plea to him meant that he was likely a Jesuit. Otherwise, he would have simply addressed his prayer to the Lord, to Jesus or to the Father, Jehovah or Yahweh, depending on where he was from and his personal inclination.
“His Latin is very good, and other than the fact he was well educated, we don’t know his background. Jesuits were well trained - they often were assigned missionary responsibilities – you know, setting up schools, working in government positions and so on. There’s no mystery there. But then he asks for St. Nicholas’ intercession. That is very curious. What do you make of that?”
“Is this the St. Nick, as in Santa Claus?” Aumont said.
“Yes. Do you remember what he was the patron saint of?”
“This is the point where you’re going to wow me with your superior intellect, aren’t you?”
Sanchez laughed. “I would never do that. But, I promise you will find this interesting. He is the patron saint of thieves.”
“Ah. So he feels guilty for stealing this Bathsheba, whatever that is.”
“Yes and no. Consider the facts. He is in love with, and hates this Bathsheba. The fact that he called this thing by that name tells me everything. Why did he not say ‘My Achan?’ Achan stole valuable items – gold, silver shekels, a garment. They were all destined for God’s temple, just as the temptress, the Bathsheba Jacob had was likely destined for the church.”
Aumont was once again puzzled.
“Look. It says so right here,” Sanchez said as he carefully pointed to the line on the paper. “It says, ‘Father Ignatius, forgive me for failing you!’ It’s likely he was on some assignment from the Jesuit order.”
Aumont did a silent ‘Oh.’
“Anyway, getting back to Achan. Achan stole and hid the items because of greed. There was no period of time where he had come to love what didn’t belong to him – it was a crime of opportunity. He found them in Jericho, carried out the theft and buried them in his tent.
“However, the Bathsheba of the bible was something else. Do you remember it?”
“Is that David’s Bathsheba? It’s been a long time since Sunday school, and we didn’t learn much even then.”
“The same. In the account, the woman was as innocent as anyone else. By herself, she did nothing but bathe, purifying herself after her menstruation while David watched from his roof top chamber. As he observed her - and keep in mind that the bible says he was a ‘man agreeable to God’s heart,’ he changed and slowly came to want her. He thought about her. Eventually, he desired her. And then he had her delivered to his bedchamber. Later on he did what would normally have been unthinkable to him – he had her husband killed, and the account says they were cursed by God and so on. His act, based on his illicit desire led to tremendous pain that lasted his whole life.
“No. Initially Jacob did not feel guilty. His Bathsheba was at first an innocent object in his mind as he started his return trip. He was on an assignment from the Jesuit order to take it for the church, which he would not view as sin, but at some point failed his assignment and ultimately Ignatius.
“Remember, the blade was slowly driven into his chest. It’s obvious that he battled against the desire and eventually failed. He called the object his diabolos, which is Latin for slanderer. Coupled with the other word temptress, I would guess that he fell into temptation, lured by the evil, deceptive beauty of the object. Her ‘cold glare’ enticed him into eventually becoming the thief who later needed intercession from Nicholas, the patron saint of thieves.”
“I follow you so far, Sanchez. Your deduction is disgustingly brilliant, though I find some of it hard to believe.”
“Antonin, I disagree. Someone killed for this piece of paper. Remember - it was well hidden. The suspect went to significant trouble to put it inside the spare tire. If there is no object, then the paper has no value for us today, and more importantly, there’s no motive.”
Aumont stayed quiet as he thought about that obvious point.
“In any case, the object itself is astounding, and murders have been done for much less.”
“The object...You know what it is?” Aumont asked, surprised.
“Of course. Look here. Jacob says, ‘The fire of your blue gaze. The cold steel of your passion. How I dread your curse.’ I can scarcely believe it, but here it is.”
“And it is...” Aumont said exasperated.
“The eye of the idol, my friend. Jacob stole the eye of the idol for the church, but never delivered.”
The Liaison Department, Kaesong Industrial Complex, Pyongyang, DPRK
Sub Director Lok felt his bowels acting up again. Every time he became nervous he knew what would follow – the cold sweat, the intense pain in his gut, and quickly on its heels the almost uncontrollable and somewhat explosive need to defecate. It was only by focused concentration on the repetition of a mantra that he was able to hold it off. He used to have pills for this, but they had become impossible to acquire in his new assignment, which made it all the more difficult. He would never dare let the problem become known. It would be misunderstood.
The scene he was facing was surreal – the large room he was in contained several corridor like divisions, which looked somewhat like the pictures of bowling alleys his government had used for educational purposes in their attack on American consumerism. These ‘alleys’ could be confused with American ones at first glance, but only at first glance. Lok imagined what it would have been like in a real bowling alley – children laughing, the sound of heavy balls rolling down the alley as they struck the pins at the end...It seemed like an easy game when he saw a video of it illegally downloaded on a friend’s computer. However, there could be no mistaking this. As if the pockmarked walls and impossible to remove blood splatter wasn’t enough, the fecal smell that permeated the walls, floor and ceiling released from the prisoners as they jerked in their death throws left no uncertainty as to what purpose these ‘bowling alleys’ served.
‘Twenty eight years in this hellhole. Seventeen re-educations that I’ve witnessed here the last four years alone.’ He momentarily forgot his nervousness and the crescendo of pain receded. There was a time he was completely convinced that both South Korea and the West in particular were despots, spending massive amounts of money on useless items such as bowling alleys, while many of their own citizens ran hungry and in search of shelter. Countless pictures of homeless in cardboard boxes, pulled right out of American newspapers were enough to convince young, impressionable minds. Lok shook his head. There was a time he had believed the North Korean propaganda.
‘You build bowling alleys, we build this. This is our idea of entertainment.’
He wasn’t sure exactly when it was that his attitude shifted. He knew it was long before Pyongyang. Perhaps it was the propaganda pictures themselves that left the seed of doubt. He remembered the first one shown him by his North Korean school teacher – a picture of a certain city street in America. He could see a number of men idling on the sidewalk, some sitting, some standing, all dressed in dirty, well worn clothing. It seemed like they were waiting for something, but he didn’t know what. As this and other photos were passed around, Lok couldn’t help thinking of what he had seen – actual sidewalks separating pedestrians from the new cars driving by, electrified light posts, ‘destitute’ people who appeared well fed, some even obese! And then there were the garbage cans, the skyscrapers in the back and the well dressed passersby.
‘That must have been it,’ he thought to himself. The Moment. After that came a slowly but steadily increasing realization the truth projected on him and the others was not quite reality. His adoptive country had already seen the light and embraced the change, if unofficially, but not this one. Despite Kim Il-sung’s promise of rice and meat in every bowl, the people were lucky enough to get broken rice to eat, if that. There were many he knew of who hadn’t seen rice in months.
A buzzer sounded, startling him out of his introspection. Immediately, the pressure in his guts rose to a crescendo again as he walked to his position in corridor number three. Once there, he quietly loosened his belt another notch as a wave of pain introduced another round of cold sweats.
The waiting wasn’t long as the prisoners shuffled in, parking themselves where indicated. Lok refused to look down his aisle. His friend Pak Num-Ki, the previous Director for Planning and Finance had assumed position at the far end. After having implemented the disastrous change in currency program, he was now here to reap the consequences. Although it was the idea of the Inner Circle, he was the Director, and as usual it was his responsibility to accept praise if it worked - which meant nothing, or responsibility if it failed, which meant hard labour in the re-education camps at best, or death.
They were related by marriage, which made his own loyalty automatically suspect. He hated the thought of doing what he was about to do, but such was life in the DPRK. Lok had learned to accept it, if only for his family’s sake.
He stood at attention and waited. When the red light cued his turn, he cleared his throat for the benefit of the cameras as he had done in all the other occasions. Speaking loudly and clearly he said, “I, Lok Nim Sing, have come forward to speak against all traitors of the people of Korea! I am insulted that this man,” he said, pointing to Pak, “...not only betrayed me and my family, but our great nation! May this be a lesson to all who perform their duties lacklusterly to wise up. serve the country, serve the people, serve Kim Jong!” he yelled, and turned his back on Pak Num-Ki as he was supposed to.
The others following him also took their turns and proffered similar comments, and when the comments were finally done, they all waited quietly for the executioner to enter. Minutes passed as the mechanical clock on the wall behind him slowly ticked. Lok shuffled his feet, the tremendous pain in his gut peaking in staccato bursts as he breathed rhythmically to the mantra ‘I am calm, I am calm, I am…’
As he waited, he heard one of the prisoners clear his throat. Another one started praying in a low voice, joined quickly by a third. Lok knew his blood pressure was rising – he could feel his heart pounding in his ears. The cold sweat had become a permanent fixture, and he wondered if the cameras would pick it up. Sweat implied nervousness which implied guilt. In the DPRK, implication was all that was necessary. The mantra wasn’t working, and his body was unsure if defecating or vomiting should take priority. He felt a trickle drop from his left armpit. Another one started rolling down his back, and a third was ready to roll down his forehead, just below his military hat brim. He wanted desperately to wipe his forehead, but wouldn’t dare do it. Cameras would likely be focused on each observer, and things were already bad enough.
Five minutes passed before the executioner, Yoo Ho Li finally came out, and Lok would have missed it had he not caught the peripheral movement. He watched as the thin, fit but childish looking Yoo enter with an exaggeratingly comical, silent walk into the cavernous room. He carried a stupid looking grin on his face, and Lok already knew what this was all about. He had seen these particular antics three times before, the man carefully stepping in soundlessly, taking aim and shooting the first victim while watching all the other prisoners and observers jump with the gunshot.
Lok sighed. Rumours were that Yoo had killed his father in anger when he was only eight, followed by his own brother. Those in charge thought him perfect for the job, but Lok knew otherwise. No one could control a psychopath. Yoo cooperated as long as he got what he wanted, which was this. After six years, he still gave Lok the creeps. Lately, he had been creeping up in Lok’s nightmares and he wasn’t sure if it was coincidence or premonition.
Yoo lined up the gun barrel and quickly popped off a shot as everyone jumped, just as Lok had guessed. The ruthless blood sucker with the baby face went to the second victim and shot him as he whimpered, watching eagerly as the victim twitched and sank to the floor. He made his way to Lok’s aisle, took aim at Pak but hesitated, eventually dropping his gun before firing. Turning to Lok, he saw the beads of sweat dropping down his forehead.
“Are you hot?”
Lok knew the question was loaded. “No. I’m excited.”
“Ah. Me too,” he said as he lifted his arm and shot blindly, fortunately hitting his mark. Yoo gave him a bigger smile. Lok couldn’t stop himself from asking a question as he nodded to the prisoners. “Do you know what they did?”
“Does it matter?”
“No, I guess it doesn’t,” he answered, but realized that the question could apply two ways. No, it didn’t really matter to the state what the victim did, and no, it didn’t matter to Yoo either.
Having lost interest, Yoo progressed down the aisles one at a time. Thankfully for the victims, his aim was usually good, but on reaching the fifth he stopped once again. Lok was surprised to see the man to be executed slowly walking up the aisle towards Yoo. Yoo was curious himself, and with an amused smile he lowered his weapon as the victim calmly walked forward until they stood inches apart from each other. They locked eyes, and after a few moments the victim said, “Just as I thought,” and then turned and headed back to his position.
“Thought what?” Yoo called out.
Not bothering to turn, the victim continued walking as he calmly stated, “Son of Mâra(5), you don’t deserve the reply.”
Before the victim could reach his place, a furious Yoo shot out one leg, then the other as the victim fell. “Care to re-assess your opinion?”
“No. But you’ve just proved mine.”
Yoo was squealing in anger as he hopped around, kicking at the wall and firing his gun wildly. When he ran out of bullets, he walked up to the victim and started kicking him, but in one badly placed kick he stubbed his toe and got even angrier.
“More bullets!” he bellowed, but no one had the courage to resupply him. He finally stomped off to the door he had entered through, reloaded his gun and returned, shooting each of his dead victims again as he passed them. Lok and the others stood stock still, afraid the rampage would result in their own deaths. The one with the shot legs was now holding himself up defiantly with his arms. Yoo carefully aimed, shot both arms, and finally put one bullet in the head. He ended by firing his final bullet into the last victim.
Lok was stunned. The victim hadn’t made a single sound as he was being butchered. As Lok watched the carnage, he forgot his guttural pain as it ebbed from the shock of what he had just witnessed.
The ‘education’ over, Lok felt himself go faint. A black cloud had descended, his vision dimmed and he slumped hard against the back wall, nearly knocking the military clock off its perch. The two observers from aisle one and two passed him in their hurry to leave, and Lok forced himself to stumble along, feeling the wall blindly as he did everything possible to keep from vomiting from the stench of the urine and feces already drifting up from the fresh victims. He groped half blindly until he reached the exit, but tripped when he reached the first step leading up and outside. He climbed the stairs on his hands and knees, unaware as to whether anyone was near him or not. As he reached the top, his head hit the metal door. Struggling to control his emotions, he finally found the door knob, made it outside and staggered to the railing, welcoming the relief of cold, fresh air. Grabbing the handrail in a death grip, he forced his chest to breathe deeply.
The Kaesong Industrial complex in Pyongyang, a few kilometres north of the DMZ fronts as a manufacturing center for North Korea, but its real purpose is far more clandestine. Lok realized he was an integral part of this purpose, but not in the way everyone else suspected. At one time he was in charge of smuggling operations here. That was long after his pretend father who, according to the files, was devout military man and member of the National Defence Committee was assassinated. An ‘irate farmer’ had picked him as the focus of his protest over the taking of all his summer harvest. The farmer was killed immediately, of course.
Although everyone had to serve in the army for the designated time, Lok stepped in and presented himself as his son with believable credentials, ready to pursue a military career. As per his conditioning, he showed no interest in the more prestigious arms of the military, and made his strong distaste for hand-to-hand combat and the killing that went along with it obvious, knowing it was a requisite for most departments. Although he scored well, his military school teachers recognized the lacklustre attitude in that area and suggested intelligence, the exact spot his handlers were hoping he would get. He had been assigned to that division ever since.
The complex had a 6 kilometer underground tunnel that snaked through and into the South, but the Americans had found it. A fierce firefight was fought along part of its length so the North had been forced to detonate it, burying their own soldiers in the process. Although they had hoped to bury the Americans too, they had defused the bombs as they progressed their way down. After the implosion, the Americans had reconnected them and imploded the rest from the South’s side.
Now most of the buildings are part of the feared Unit 12 Corrections and Intelligence compound, the source of most major foreign soil operations; the executions are simply done there for expedience. Once the acquisition of information from uncooperative sources is complete, there is little distance to travel. The deep maze of rooms and thick, windowless walls are perfectly suited, both physically and mentally for the tasks completed within its confines.
Lok was still breathing deeply when Nak, his one-time ‘apprentice’ came up and startled him.
“Another happy day in education land?” he asked, enjoying Lok’s surprise.
Lok looked Nak up and down slowly. The tall, fit man looked the part of the perfect North Korean poster soldier, but Lok knew what sat behind the impeccable appearance. The exterior shell hid a sinister, jealous and manipulative man who would sell his own mother out if it meant political advancement. Rumour had it that he had already done such a thing when his brother was arrested and sent to a re-education camp for speaking against the Eternal Leader.
“It’s a day no different than any other day,” he finally replied, turning to look back out into the forest beyond the perimeter fence.
“Yes, but I heard Yoo put quite a show on.”
“Too bad you missed it.”
Nak caught a glimpse of distaste on Lok’s face and frowned. “Damn traitors,” he added. “They got what they deserved, as always. I swear that capitalist Pak was bent on ruining the country.” When Nak said the name Pak, it came out as half cough and half spit, but Lok knew better then to comment.
“Anyway, it doesn’t matter, right?” Nak shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “Over and done with. Nice and simple. How do the Americans say it…Elvis has sung; The fat lady left the building.”
“What did you come out here for, Nak?” he said, purposely making his name rhyme with Pak.
“Oh. The director is looking everywhere for you. What are you doing out here anyway?”
“I was hot. Old age temperature swings. One day you’ll feel them too,” he said but thought, ‘If you ever live that long.’ “Let’s go. Can’t keep important government work waiting.”
They walked back in, worked their way down the stairs and turned left instead of going into the re-education room. The long, brightly lit underground passageway that led to the central nexus had a security station at both ends, and once through they made their way to the director’s office in building ‘D,’ the missions evaluation center of the Research Department for External Intelligence. All intelligence buildings in the Industrial Complex were accessed only through this network of tunnels, except for the emergency fire escape doors which were sealed with explosive bolts. Once they passed another security desk, they came up to the receptionist who eyed them carefully before letting them in.
The director was already there and didn’t bother acknowledging their presence. Lok had known him for his entire Intelligence career and remembered thinking of him as old when he had met him twenty years before. His arthritis had been getting worse in the last few years and the better medicine was getting more and more difficult to get, even for upper echelon military men. Lok could see a permanent feeling of weariness permeate every move the director made, and knew that this kind of ‘tired’ was only cured one way.
Lok and Nak stood quietly, waiting to find out why they were summoned. A few minutes passed as the diminutive man shuffled reports from one box to the next, then back to the first box, making several attempts each time to pick up the papers with his twisted fingers. He finally looked up at the two, as if realizing they had just come in. He didn’t bother commenting on the day’s events as he got right to the heart of the matter.
“We received some interesting information, something we would like to act on immediately.”
“What is involved, director?” Nak asked before Lok was able to.
“A covert mission. Four people needed, two to proceed to Europe and two to Canada.”
“Canada?” Lok asked. They had few dealings with Canada, so this was a surprise. “The nature of the mission?”
“There is an item there, critical to the People’s Republic of Korea. It must be acquired at any cost. Perhaps you are available Nak?”
Nak smiled at the opportunity. “Of course sir. Am I to travel through China?”
There was a pause as a look of distaste crossed the Director’s face. “No. With the Cheonan issue, things have become…more difficult in that quadrant.” Lok hid a smile. Even under closed intelligence doors the government refused to admit they sunk the South Korean ship.
“But what of the passports?” Nak asked. “They are still providing them, are they not?” He had reason to be worried, Lok thought. Korean issued fake passports usually resulted in arrests at border crossings.
“Yes, it is business as usual with China, except for the little issue of using their country as an exit point. Nak, I took the liberty of ordering your passport, and one more for your companion who has already been briefed. Basically, you are to retrieve a box. We have no intelligence on its appearance, but we do know this.” He handed a packet of information over to Nak who flipped through it. “Study it tonight. You and your teammates leave tomorrow for the eastern shoreline, where you will take one of our subs to South Korea.”
“Director,” Lok interrupted, but immediately regretted it when he saw the look on the director’s face.
“What?”
“Sir, with the South’s increased detection and military exercises, the possibility runs high that he won’t make it.”
The Director waved his hand as he said, “We’re using our concrete subs. Nak will be fine. As for you Nak, you will disembark with papers at our arranged drop off in Kangnung. Work your way to Seoul and fly to Canada. I cannot impress upon you the importance of this mission. Acquire the object at all costs. I have full confidence in you. However, if you fail...”
“I will not,” Nak said. “In my twenty two foreign soil missions, have I ever failed?”
‘What a stupid question,’ Lok said to himself. ‘If you had, you’d be dead.’
“No, that’s why I’m sending you.”
“And my team mate – have I worked with him before?”
“Yes, it is Yoo.”
Lok saw a quick look of anger cross Nak’s face, but it disappeared almost as quickly.
“That is all.”
Lok got up to leave too, but the director stopped him. “Wait, Lok. We are not yet done.” Nak turned to Lok and smiled a cold smile but he didn’t notice – he was busy contemplating whether this had anything to do with the execution.
Once Nak was out of the room, the Director spoke up. “How did the tests go?”
Lok was mystified. He knew the director was well aware of all tests and their outcome. “Do you mean the missile or warheads?”
“Both, but start with the warheads.”
“The Director of the Ministry of the People’s Armed Forces reported that the electromagnetic pulse warhead was tested successfully, and its effective range is documented at being 55 kilometers – less if there are large structures.”
“How sure are we as to its reliability?”
“Very sir, even for our manufacturing capabilities. The design is very simple, and the many of the items are sourced externally. They’re easily acquired and shipped in for modification and assembly.”
Lok still couldn’t believe the source they accessed to get the how-to info necessary to build this weapon. He had to re-read the file three times before he fully believed where the information had come from – a semi-scientific magazine commonly available to the American public. The information was detailed and even came with a cutaway drawing. “The Americans were very helpful with their information.”
Although this had been talked about a number of times, the Director still had a chuckle.
“Sir, what I don’t understand is, how could the American government allow its people – hundreds of millions of Americans, immigrants, refugees and illegal aliens not to mention other countries, have access to instructions on how to build a simple and yet catastrophic EMP weapon?”
The director shook his head. “Because they’re stupid. But let’s get back to the issue. It must be reliable.”
“The EMP missile is the least of our worries. We have only tested one, but the MPAF Director is certain it is reliable.”
“Here it seems that reliability is always an issue,” he said, sighing in frustration. “And the other warheads?”
“As to the dirty warheads, I’m told that 200 kilograms per warhead is the theoretical limit for the carrier, if you are to take the allotment of three plus the 150 kilogram EMP. Detonated at 800 meters, each of these dirty warheads will make a six kilometre area unusable for at least 50 years – at that point the radioactive nuclear fallout material will be at half-life.
“Only one test has been done with the dirty warhead because of the American satellites, but it was successful. I am told that bombs are simple, and these particularly so.”
“And the carrier?”
You are aware of the problems with the Taepodong-2, but it is the only one that can carry the multiple payload the inner circle has demanded. Our esteemed leader wants all four payloads delivered at once: the ‘Supreme Strike’ as he calls it. Of course, we have other issues, some of them still untested, which worries me more. The accelerated program our Leader has us on...”
“Well, go on. No need to be hesitant here. We all know where we stand.”
“I’m worried about the dirty bomb payload detachment at six kilometers and the timing with the EMP. The switches on the bombs are all gravity based, so they should work even if the EMP goes off first. But what if they don’t detach? Worse yet, what if there’s catastrophic failure with the Taepedong on the launch pad here?”
Lok allowed himself the luxury of shaking his head. “I have let it be known that failure, particularly in this case, is not an option and will be dealt with in the most severe manner. In any case, the latest problem of stage detachment has been addressed, or so I am told.”
“Hah. Addressed!” he said mockingly. Lok was surprised at the Director’s honesty but didn’t comment. “And such a large missile for such a short distance – 180 kilometers... And the missile problems - are the problems a result of our equipment or the Chinese components?”
“Ours sir. The Chinese electronics, guidance unit and sensors are reliable, as always. Construction faults, mechanical issues, pump failures – they’re all associated with what was made here and adapted from the poorly designed Egyptian SCUDS. As to the distance, you’re right. It can be confusing,” Lok said, “But as you know, the missile is ballistic and must have a parabolic flight path.”
He was still mystified as to why these questions were being asked. Perhaps the Director wanted to make sure Lok was on top of things. ‘Or maybe he’s trying to find an excuse to get rid of me. ‘But if that’s the case, when is an excuse necessary?’
“How much longer before it is ready?”
“I’ve been told 12 days, according to the MPAF Director. They are just now mounting the EMP, and tomorrow they’ll start on the others. He assured me it will be ready on time.”
“Good. Very good.”
Lok got up to leave, but was once again interrupted by the Director.
“Just one more thing. Let’s talk about the issue of the Inner Circle.”
Lok could feel sweat immediately starting to bead on his forehead once again as the ache in his gut rose from its slumber. ‘Ahh. The real reason for this meeting.’
“You approached them directly and suggested the missile not be armed with a conventional nuclear warhead.”
“Yes sir. I did.”
“You were successful in your request. You know, the Eternal President(6) himself suggested the use of our nuclear weapon. We’ve spent a great deal of resources...” The Director paused before continuing and looked into Lok’s eyes to make sure he understood the issue, what with the UN sanctions and the resulting hunger. “...a GREAT deal of resources - to make sure a nuclear, working weapon would be ready for Supreme Strike. And then you went and suggested he not use it, without me knowing about it.”
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