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Preface

A terrorist with a little technical know-how and twenty pounds of 
smuggled plutonium could make a bomb powerful enough to 
destroy a city. That's what we should be worried about.

US Pentagon official, New York Times,

May 13, 1996

From this arises the question whether it is better to be loved 
rather than feared, or feared rather than loved. It might perhaps 
be answered that we should wish to be both: but since love and 
fear can hardly exist together, if we must choose between them, 
it is far safer to be feared than loved.

Niccolo Machiavelli

The Prince



Chapter One

The girl might have been dead for a few hours, not more. The 
little body lay twisted in a rather unnatural position, her limbs 
forming configurations she wouldn't have been able to assume 
when alive. The head turned to one side, as if she were asleep—a 
plausible assumption, had it not been for the rest of her body. 
Due to her shattered spine, the torso had bent in a rather 
awkward and grotesque way. The face, however, hadn't been 
harmed. She looked calm and peaceful. She had been spared the 
terror of looking death in the eye. She lay by the side of the road, 
perhaps thrown clear of the traffic, thus avoiding the fate of being 
torn apart by the heavy wheels. Had those monstrous tires 
grabbed her body, she'd definitely look different now, perhaps 
more like those corpses down in Bombay after they've been 
exposed to the vultures for a day or two—the whole body an open 
wound, flesh stripped clean from the bones, covered in dried 
blood, limbs torn, pieces of flesh hanging from broken bones. This 
girl's body showed no such horror. Although inside her young 
fragile physique almost every bone must have been broken, she 
retained the look of a sleeping princess.

The man who came walking up the road was an elderly villager, a 
typical Rajasthani. Typical not only because of his love for color, 
which his bright-yellow turban displayed so effectively, but even 
more so through his fiery mustache which had grown so long that 
the wind folded the two ends and pressed them neatly against his 
cheeks, nearly reaching his ear lobes. He was lanky, almost as 
tall as the hind legs of his camel, and he walked proudly.

The desert looked fat and heavy, the sand dunes like pieces of 
freshly baked butter cake. The setting sun had not yet reached 
the horizon and the man held his head turned slightly to prevent 
its rays, still sharp at this time of day, from hurting his eyes. With 
his camel on a leash, he was on his way home from delivering 
wood and camel dung to farmers in the region.



He walked along the main road, Rajasthan's artery to the East—a 
wide bending river of dust that saw little traffic this time of day. 
Occasionally, usually earlier in the day, monstrous machines, 
lorries bigger than a house, passed through here, stampeding 
down the path like a herd of wild elephants, their metal bodies 
alien figures in the landscape, the fierce roar from their engines 
sounding like the roar of a trapped tiger. Right now however, only 
the wind spoke.

The old man spotted the girl's colorful dress from afar, glowing 
from within the tall weeds that grew at the side of the road, and 
he instinctively increased his speed to learn her fate. She was a 
young paniharni, a water carrier, who also performed as a dancer 
at the local village festivals. The man knew her family well.

What a tragedy. His face expressed anger and rage at the 
knowledge that she would dance no more. Such a young girl; 
such an injustice. Her brass water jug lay some fifty feet away. 
He became aware of it by accident, when it signaled its position 
by catching a ray of the dying sun. Ironically, it showed no sign of 
mistreatment at all, and was only slightly dented.

The man left his camel at the scene and ran to the village as fast 
as he could—yelling and screaming. The sky, now as red as the 
henna in the women's hair, began to cast a shadow of blood over 
the small village, making every one of its mud dwellings look as if 
it had been mortally wounded by the sun's powerful rays—an 
indicative sign from the omnipresent Brahma?

In every household, stoves had been fired up, and pots and 
kettles sat heavy on low flickering flames. The smell of curry and 
freshly baked naan drifted through the streets, leading people 
home for supper by their noses. This was the time for regaining 
energy, of letting body and mind be comforted by the cooler 
evening air as the sun slowly lost its power; man and beast would 
be safe for several hours from the dry heat that made Rajasthan 
bearable only to those who'd learned from a young age how to 
cope with its harsh climate.

Because of the heat, Rajasthan operates at a slow pace, at least 
during the long hours of the day. But at sundown, the village 



suddenly gets busy as women and children work around the 
house—cooking, cleaning, sewing and chatting—while the men-
folk, who've spent most of the day outside in the hills or fields, sit 
in groups, joined together in conversation and laughter.

Dark wrinkled faces gathered, turbaned and proud. These people 
were accustomed to a life of hardship with meager profits. They'd 
chosen to dwell beneath the temples and palaces of their former 
glories with their heads held high. The Rajasthani were a race of 
warriors who fought long for independence from Mogul rule and 
only after endless struggles finally accepted the supremacy of the 
British Crown. Yet, their surrender had been bloodless, as if their 
best qualities shone through in the community's rational facility, 
rather than through military confrontation. Not surprisingly, 
Rajasthan people identified more with the British than any other 
of the Indian tribes. They were heroes of an amazing past, now 
old, but still full of pride, honor and wisdom. Now known as 
storytellers, artists and musicians, they loved nothing more than 
festivals, to dress as if life's a permanent carnival and act as if 
festivities are a necessary part of daily village life.

As a people, they built dreams—on hilltops, in the middle of 
picturesque lakes and deep inside forests. They created fairy-tale 
palaces and temples, which, perhaps better than any other of 
their achievements, spoke of their breathtaking ability to 
materialize thought. Still, most of the village houses were plain 
structures, like the folks who dwelled in them. They lacked fancy 
decorations and thus didn't compare to those in Jodhpur, 
Jaisalmer or Bikaner. But what was saved on the houses had 
found expression with the people themselves. All of the people, 
both male and female, dressed colorfully, not unlike the 
performers in a tragic theatrical masterpiece.

Now they stared at the man as he came running into the Village 
Square screaming. He ran straight to the dwelling the girl shared 
with the rest of her family, many of whom had not yet returned 
from the fields.

"Brahma has forsaken us," he gasped. "Death has come upon us, 
death, death—"



They gathered quickly, the neighbors and friends, young and old, 
male and female, all of them shocked, but also eager for the 
news. 

Soon the half-empty streets filled with colorful motion—deep 
purple dresses mixing with turbans of yellow and red. They 
moved quickly, a little frantic perhaps and filled with as much fear 
as curiosity and inquisitiveness. Psychedelic patterns formed, 
people dressed in yellow, blue and even pink moved frantically 
between white or curry-colored walls like the tinted glass pieces 
in a kaleidoscope.

Together they ran back to the desert as if time were of the 
essence, as if the girl's terrible fate could be undone and her 
young soul could be stopped and returned from her journey to 
Brahma's palace. Soon they began songs of lamentation—
screaming, shouting and crying. Women raised their arms against 
the sky, begging, pleading, as if to pull her little spirit back from 
between the white clouds. But the young soul had already 
departed for the heavens. 

The men were a little more concerned with practical matters. 
"This was no accident," said an angry young man. "Look!"

Indeed, when they looked where he pointed, a little further up 
the road, they saw tire marks that didn't run straight; they 
turned, bending inward towards the edge of the road, as if the 
driver had deliberately aimed for the figure walking along its 
grassy edge.

"He fell asleep at the wheel," someone suggested, but his 
argument wasn't heard; it was far too excusable. A young life had 
been lost and only the most punishable of crimes would justify 
such a deprivation.

"Look what I found," yelled another. He held the item high up in 
the air, for all to see. It was a scarf, a brown piece of cotton used 
by Muslim men from beyond the great desert to keep the dust 
out of their faces. How, they wondered, did it get here?



"Only a Muslim would leave a Hindu girl out in the street to die." 
The men looked intense. Was this indeed a sign from the gods as 
to the identity of the killer?

"It must be his," the man yelled. "Look, it's right here at the end 
of the track. The bastard stopped and left her to die."

"Death," someone screamed. "Death to Muslim Pakistan." Others 
joined in, shouting with voices of anger and frustration, but there 
was no doubt that the sentiment was truly heartfelt.

Suddenly there was more screaming. The girl's mother had 
arrived. Several women held her up, physically supporting her to 
prevent her from dropping to the ground. She waved her arms 
wildly, like someone attacked by a seizure. The other women had 
to constantly pull her back on her feet. She directed her eyes to 
the heavens and, blinded by grief and pain, didn't stop 
screaming. The women who held her screamed too. Among these 
people, it was common, even for strangers, to openly share grief.

A great number of people gathered. Small fires were lit. Dancers 
comforted the young spirit on its way to the heavens. Slowly, the 
area turned into a sacred place, a place where a young innocent 
life passed to the beyond. Through the noise, the screaming, and 
the deep silence of the night, another sound was heard. Faint at 
first, it quickly grew in intensity. The men heard it first. It was a 
plane, flying lower than usual, its engines screaming with the 
same intensity and anger that the villagers felt.

An unexpected ally?

The plane flew in from the north, flew over the village twice as if 
to indicate its sympathy and knowledge of the painful event, and 
then suddenly, and without warning, its belly opened and a series 
of big umbrellas formed in the air, one after the other. Like giant 
mushrooms they fell. Like divine sunflowers, they made magic 
circles in the sky. Like invisible stones thrown into a star-covered 
lake, dancing as they fell, like silk shawls drifting in the wind.

The villagers stood and watched, even stopping their screaming 
temporarily. To some of them, the event seemed unbelievably 
timely, as if Brahma himself had taken pity on the fate of the 



young girl and, although he didn't chose to reawaken her, he'd 
decided to give something back in her place. But what was it? As 
the mushrooms from the sky drifted down and came to land near 
by, they saw strange shapes attached to them. They were large 
wooden boxes, tattooed with numbers and letters, silently bedded 
under parachute silk.

"A miracle," someone shouted. The crowd remained silent. If this 
was indeed a miracle, it was difficult to see its merit. They 
opened the boxes and found nothing but heavy pieces of metal, 
polished to a shine. Pretty to look at, but without identifiable 
purpose.

If they had been familiar with the image of death, known that the 
innocent face of Lucifer was able to unleash the terrible wrath of 
Brahma, if the destructive power of nuclear energy had meant 
anything to them, perhaps they would have abandoned the site in 
haste, abandoned everything, even the girl. They might even 
have considered one life a fair trade for the horrible power to kill 
millions. But they did not.

Ignorance prevailed.

"Look at this," a young man called out. He'd opened one of the 
other boxes. Assault rifles, a whole stack of them. Was Brahma 
indeed telling them something?

"We're neither soldiers nor hunters," an old man proclaimed. 
"Why would we need those things?"

"We are warriors, old man," cried a youth. "Every Rajasthani is a 
warrior. God has chosen his people."

They gathered up the boxes, the guns, the shiny objects, and the 
girl's body and took it all back to their village. One man had 
discovered a possible use for the shiny objects. When he struck it 
with a metal object, it rang out with a high pitch, like the sound 
from a harp. A sophisticated instrument perhaps? Part of a divine 
declaration of war? A message from the gods, with such an 
absolute guarantee of victory that it even included the musical 
instruments of triumphal celebration?



They would hail the dead young girl as a heroine, who had given 
her life for a cause, the most honorable cause there is—that her 
people might prove themselves worthy, that they might 
rediscover true glory within themselves and evolve through their 
action. But today that day lay in the future. Today sadness 
prevailed. Even the oxen looked grief-struck, as if dulled by deep 
mourning. The new day's sun would be sad and terrible. Ahead 
lay a day of crying and pain. There was a funeral to be arranged.

Chapter Two

Three weeks prior and half a world away…

Christian Ramsdorf entered the main hall of Düsseldorf's Central 
Railway Station ready to board the Inter-City train to Berlin. A tall 
handsome man with dark blond hair and shiny blue eyes, he was 
on the brink of thirty. He wore dark jeans, a rust-colored Polo 
shirt tucked casually under the belt, and had a short leather 
jacket stuck between the handles of his travel bag. Half an hour 
before, he had flown in from London, taken a taxi from the 
airport straight to Central Railway Station, and now he made his 
way through the crowd with little time to spare.

"Platform Seven in three minutes," the clerk at Auskunf' told him. 
Christian ran off without a word, determined to make this train. 
The alternative was to hang around the station for several hours 
to wait for the next one, and that didn't suit his mood. And then 
the next train wouldn't get him to Berlin until nearly midnight, 
and he didn't fancy that.

So far, his connections had all been perfect. There had been no 
queues at the airport's taxi stand, and no traffic jams on the way. 
When things ran this smoothly, one automatically expected 
something to suddenly go wrong. That's the way life usually 
went. But this time his good luck seemed to stick. The cab driver 
had been more than confident. He'd insisted that, if Chris hurried, 
he would be able to make it.

"Don't bother buying a ticket," the cab driver told him. "You can 
get one on the train." Chris ran off as if chased by a pack of 



vicious bloodhounds. He hadn't even bothered to wait for his 
change.

It was shortly after ten o'clock in the morning and the station 
buzzed like a beehive under attack. Running down the main hall, 
he bumped into a father and son, non-travelers, tailgaters to 
stagnant shoppers, almost knocking them over, with his bag 
banging painfully into the man's side. "Sorry." He paid no 
attention to the man's angry face. 

German railway stations are not built for speed. They have too 
many shops, kiosks, eateries and newspaper stands, which 
means they are not easy places to be when you are running late. 
Fortunately, he didn't have much luggage. Stuffed into his small 
travel bag, he carried only the barest of necessities—a towel, a 
toilet set, two clean shirts, a red tie, and today's issue of the 
Herald Tribune.

Platform Seven. A glance at the large overhead clock confirmed 
he had over a minute to spare. He'd made it. 

The decision to go part of the way by train had been made on the 
spot at Heathrow, when he learned that all the flights to Berlin 
were fully booked; the next available one would get him there the 
following day. But that was fine. The train ride suited him fine. 
The train ride of several hours would provide him with sufficient 
time to re-adjust himself to the country of his youth. He certainly 
appreciated that there no longer was any border control—no 
custom checks and no immigration. If he'd known ahead he 
would be traveling part of the way by train, he would have taken 
it the whole way. Then he would have been able to bring his 9mm 
automatic. Going by ground it was easy to get a weapon across 
the border these days. The existence of the European Community 
made it easy. Nowadays one could travel in an army tank from 
country to country without being stopped and checked for papers. 
But the flight from England was still an international flight, 
subject to checks and metal detectors, and so he'd left his gun at 
home.

He found an empty compartment, deposited his travel bag on the 
overhead shelf, hung his leather jacket on the hanger above his 



head, and took the seat by the window, arranging his newspaper 
by his side. The seat felt extremely comfortable and a smile lit his 
face. There was no doubt, he admitted to himself, Germany has 
luxurious train seats. Better even than the ones in Britain, and 
naturally those in the former East couldn't begin to compare. Not 
in a million years. But then again, how important were train 
seats? There was more to life than comfortable train seats.

Christian Ramsdorf's childhood made it nearly impossible for him 
to get excited about anything. Born to East German parents, he'd 
spent his early years in Prague where his father tried to run a 
business. When the business didn't work out, Christian's father 
ran away, leaving his wife and young son stranded in a foreign 
country. Then came the occupation—the Russians moved in as 
the world held its breath. Chris remembered it well, but although 
the struggle remained peaceful, his memories of those days were 
clouded with painful images. Rejected by his family, he'd ended 
up living with an aunt in East Berlin. Then, as an eleven-year-old, 
he was smuggled into the West in the hollow seat of a car. His 
neck and bones had hurt for a week, long after he'd reached the 
home of his cousin in England. Unfortunately, the cousin's family 
had no place for him either. Before long, he ended up in 
Stonyhurst, a strict Jesuit boarding school that didn't exactly fit 
the images he'd carried in his mind about the decadent West.

After completing his education, he'd had enough of schools and 
enough of the West. He could still recall his feelings well—the 
disappointment, the rejections and the punishments. School had 
been tougher on him than on most kids because, although he was 
a bright boy, he struggled with the new language in addition to 
the academic demands, and the teachers made no allowances. 
After he'd graduated, he made the only decision that seemed 
logical to him. Although perhaps it seemed a bit crazy, he decided 
to return to the East.

Surely in the eyes of others it must have looked insane. He must 
have appeared to be a socialist who couldn't cope with Western 
decadence and freedom. But that wasn't so. He didn't care about 
politics at all. He simply had nowhere else to go. His aunt, 
shocked and surprised about his return, took him in and provided 



him with a home. But things were different. Almost twenty years 
old, he needed a job. After looking in vain for months, he was left 
with only one option—the army.

Army jobs didn't pay well, but they provided a regular income. 
And, in a way, he got more than he'd bargained for because the 
army also gave him his first close look into a system he soon 
learned to despise. It gave him the first-hand knowledge his aunt 
and people like her had gained years ago—that the country was 
going nowhere. But before he could escape again—this time by 
his own choice—political developments took matters into their 
own hands: Germany reunited. 

When the wall came down, he was one of the first soldiers of the 
Volksarmee who left the country. It was the second time for him, 
and this time for good. He didn't just make it to the West; he 
kept on going, across Germany and across the Channel into 
Britain. This time he was determined to see the West in all its 
glory. Of course, like everyone else he knew, he had dreamed 
about England and the luxuries available there. But these dreams 
were tempered by his own experiences, experiences that told the 
story of the life of a coal miner's family in Wales and Stonyhurst 
College—not exactly examples of the best of Western luxury 
living.

Ironically, one of the first things he realized after crossing back 
across the border was that, rather than possessing some superior 
knowledge, the West had a lack of it. It came as a shock to learn 
how little the rest of Europe knew about the former Government 
in East Germany, and especially the role of STASI, the Secret 
Police. But then again, in some ways, it wasn't surprising at all, 
considering how little even his own countrymen had known all 
these years. The whole world knew about the Nazis, the SS, and 
the GESTAPO. How come nobody knew about the STASI? They 
were no different than those others. It was all in the files. But it 
was only after the wall fell and the two countries re-united that 
those files were opened and their terrible and shocking contents 
revealed to public scrutiny.



Fathers, mothers, wives, and lovers were outraged to learn that 
those who they'd loved and respected had been members of the 
secret police, had spied on them, and betrayed them. They were 
horrified to discover that these people had brought their business 
into their families and into their very bedrooms. They were 
disgusted and furious to discover that STASI agents had 
penetrated everywhere, even into the deepest confidence of 
families and friends. They wondered how many people had been 
persecuted because of such intrigue? As a result of the 
disclosures, Chris heard of cases where families killed their own, 
disowned them, drove them away like the most vicious murderers 
are driven from a community. Unforgivable acts had been 
committed, and for what?

Chris hadn't been a part of that. As a member of the Volksarmee 
he'd done his duty in guarding the border, but no more. He had 
never been involved in spying or interrogations, and he'd never 
shot anyone trying to escape. It had been a job, nothing else, 
and the only job he'd thought possible at the time, considering 
his background. Now he found nothing false or immoral in having 
been a soldier, especially during peacetime.

Leaving Germany, Chris had been somewhat shocked to find that 
some of the people he met thought of him as a STASI member. 
He'd wanted to deny it, explain to them the truth about these 
people, but he'd realized just in time that this association might 
actually be beneficial rather than harmful. So, in order to profit 
from the misconception, he kept quiet.

For those real STASI, Germany's reunification turned the world 
turned upside down. The future for ex-STASI became extremely 
uncertain. Many fled the country, scattering all over the globe. He 
had no idea where exactly. Few in that business made 
friendships. Agents usually stuck to themselves; they were loners 
who trusted no one. They had a narrow outlook on life, trying to 
stay in demand, stay alive and keep living the best possible life 
they could.

"They're nothing but wildebeests," a guy he knew from South 
Africa once said when Chris indicated some interest in becoming 



an agent. "A link in the food chain, you know—eat and get eaten. 
But here's a thought for you. If one's only protection in life is 
running, the chance that one might live to a ripe old age and die 
a peaceful death is about as remote as going to bed with the 
Queen. It's not in the books for them."

"That's never been in my book either," Chris told him with a 
smile. In those days, he'd thought he wanted to be somewhat 
different than the rest.

When he'd left the country, he followed his first impulse and 
returned to England. He'd briefly considered moving to South 
Africa, or South America as an option. Some former comrades 
had told him about those places, but unfortunately, he had no 
connections there. He could only imagine the difficulties some of 
the people who moved there might be having. Typical Germans 
didn't adjust well in foreign countries. Some found it extremely 
difficult coping with a different language and culture, a change in 
the environment, food, people, even climate. For him it wouldn't 
have been a problem. He knew that he could get used to almost 
anything, and acclimatize just about anywhere. That was a side 
effect of the experience of his youth, which for the first time in 
his life, he had started to think of as beneficial. Having been 
shoved around so much was good experience, and he smiled, 
savoring the irony.

He found a new home just outside London, and, due to his 
specific expertise in weapons from the Eastern Bloc, a new 
employer in MI5. His apartment was in a small place, a town 
rather than a suburb, surrounded by new development. It was a 
bearable train-ride away from the inner city, but with town 
character and town convenience. Ironically, the situation was 
quite similar to his living arrangement when he'd lived in Berlin 
during his last couple of years as an officer in the Volksarmee.

Now, back in Germany for the first time since that second 
departure, twenty-five seconds before the train would leave, a 
smile crept onto Chris's face. Twenty-five seconds, he realized, 
was the difference between Germany and the rest of the world. 
German trains run on time—always. The system is the ultimate in 



efficiency—at least in the former West. It is a phenomenon, an 
attitude even, if not simply miraculous. And it didn't only apply to 
timetables, schedules, or lunch meetings. It reflected the basic 
character of the German people themselves. Punctuality was 
definitely a German virtue. But this all-pervasive punctuality 
wasn't always as desirable as one might think at first glance. Like 
any good thing, which gets spoiled through overkill, in his 
opinion, such a pedantic attitude to life lacked the charm and 
charisma he found on the many travels he did for MI5—in Latin 
American, for instance, or particularly in South European 
countries such as Italy or Spain. Precision and reliability gave 
Germany an indisputable reputation for reliability, but at the 
same time, robbed her of the carefree attitude found in those 
countries, the charm of taking life as it comes and not planning 
for it in astonishing, but often superficial detail.

A loud whistle sounded, followed by a small jerk, and the train set 
in motion; he was on his way. He looked up briefly as the 
compartment door opened and three people entered: they were 
an elderly couple and a young woman. The young woman, 
carrying a medium-sized backpack, took the seat by the window 
across from him. She seemed to be on her own. The old man 
shoved his face in the Daily News as soon as he hit the seat and 
kept it there. His wife, equally disinterested in living things, kept 
staring at the opposite wall as if she could decode the inscriptions 
on the fire extinguisher. They'd both greeted him as they'd 
entered the compartment but then remained silent.

Chris thought about England and Germany, and how different two 
peoples can be, although separated only by a relatively small 
channel. In England, only those who'd been properly introduced 
would talk to each other. Others didn't exist. No one would 
address a stranger. He found it quite peculiar. His mate from 
Australia had agreed totally: "You can stand next to this bloke for 
ten years in a pub, but when he meets you on the street, he 
won't give you the time of day, mate." In England, proper 
introduction is a social requirement. No more no less.

Generally, Chris got on well in England—except for his recent 
dismissal from MI5. The memory of the event re-entered his 



brain, and his mind picked up the thread. How stupid he'd been! 
He could kick himself for having said it, but some things can 
never be reversed. That's just the way life is. And it had all been 
so regretfully wrong. His remark had been misinterpreted and the 
aggravation totally unnecessary. 

Germans were brought up to always respect their employers and 
superiors, no matter what. It had always been like that. In fact, 
Germans were far too loyal for some people's taste; they never 
stop handing out loyalty like smiles, even to the wrong people. 
He really had no idea what made him say such a thing. "She's not 
MY queen," he'd said. 

His own words still rang in his ears like a terrible insult sticks in 
one's memory, although it wasn't meant as an insult at all. But 
his superiors obviously saw it differently. He still had trouble 
understanding why, but it was true. Germans had stopped being 
royalists way back in another day and age. Long before he was 
born. He couldn't think of a valid reason for feeling so strongly 
about an issue of so little importance. What did it matter whether 
or not he accepted the Queen as his monarch? After all, he didn't 
want to become British, just live there, work there. He could be 
totally loyal to the system without having to kiss up to anybody in 
royalty, physically or mentally. Perhaps that was difficult for an 
Englishman to understand.

And then, naturally, the screw-up happened. He hadn't been 
feeling too well that day. He spent the night before drinking and 
arguing with his girlfriend, Claire. As a result, he didn't make it to 
an assigned pick-up point. It had been a simple job; a transaction 
of documents, and he had thought they could easily find a 
replacement for him, even on such short notice. Anyone could 
have done it, really. But the deed was done; the wine had been 
spilled.

He hadn't thought about his remark much at the time, as it was 
said without thinking during a meeting in the Head Office, and 
only the dead silence that followed his comment had told him his 
words had been a mistake. The echo of the comment however, 
came pretty soon, hitting him like the shock wave from a nuclear 



explosion. His involvement in the mission he was working on was 
canceled and he was sent on leave. They gave no explanation, 
and it could have been anything. Sudden changes happened all 
the time, and agents were rarely told more than they absolutely 
needed to know. But he had a good idea of the real reason. As 
much as they respected him for his knowledge of weapons, they 
had begun to despise him for not being one of them. Perhaps, to 
them, he had sounded like a teacher confessing to school 
authorities that he was a communist. They saw him as an evil 
monster operating in their midst; he was someone to be brought 
down at all costs. A racist attitude would have been tolerable, 
being gay would have been acceptable, but being disloyal could 
not be tolerated. There was too much at stake.

What really pissed him off, though, was that no one would talk to 
him about it. Not a word. He'd tried to call his boss, tried to 
explain, but he wasn't given the chance. Soon after that, after 
only a few weeks, they stopped paying his bills. That's when he 
knew for sure—he had been dumped.

"Do you mind closing the window?" The young woman's question 
interrupted his thoughts. The train had left the station and was 
picking up speed and a cold stream of air began to fill the 
compartment.

"Oh, sure." Christian stood up and tried to push the window shut. 
It stuck a bit and he had to use both hands. Lost in the activity, 
he didn't immediately realize that she'd addressed him in English. 
She'd spoken with an accent and he felt compelled to ask.

"You're not German?"

"Dutch," she said in a cute little voice. "From Amsterdam. I'm 
visiting my sister in Berlin." Chris looked at her and smiled. She 
looked, indeed typically Dutch—he could almost visualize her 
walking the cobbled streets along the narrow canals, stopping for 
coffee on the way to the museums (she looked to be the museum 
type), her long blond hair waving gracefully in the wind.

"My German's not all that good," she smiled back. Chris became 
excited. He never felt totally comfortable with women, although 
they evidently liked him. Beautiful women, especially, made him 



nervous, and this one was particularly attractive. She had typical 
Dutch hair too—long blonde strands of sunshine tied together at 
the back. She could have been a model, a photographer's dream. 
She was as gorgeous as that.

"How about you?" she inquired.

"I was born in Austria," he lied. "But I live in England now. 
Haven't been here for years." He deliberately kept secret that he 
was from East Germany, and most certainly his former 
occupation as an officer in the Volksarmee. One never knew how 
people would react to that kind of history, especially in these 
parts. But the woman didn't seem to have any interest in his 
past.

"I'm Els," she said, "Els Valentyn."

"Manfred Unger," said Chris. "Nice to meet you." Chris carried 
three passports, one German, one Australian and one British. In 
addition, he also had a few verbal identities at hand, complete 
with family history and place of residence. Manfred Unger was 
one of them. It suited the present situation best.

"Are you going all the way to Berlin?" she asked. "Oh forgive 
me," she added quickly, "it's none of my business. How rude of 
me."

"That's all right," he comforted her. "Yes, I'm going to Berlin, but 
only for a few days. Business conference, you know." The truth 
is, he had no idea how long his business would take him or even 
exactly what it was about. His contact had made no explanations. 
But Chris hadn't expected any. Such was the nature of his 
business. He'd been asked to attend a meeting, obviously with a 
job prospect. Because he had been provided with ticket and 
accommodations, he had decided to check it out. He knew it 
involved weapons, but only because that was his trade.

"Perhaps you can help me with something," the young woman 
asked politely. "I need an opinion, if you don't mind."

"Not at all," Chris said, not knowing what to expect.



He watched her as she stood up to fetch an item from her 
backpack. She didn't bother to take off her shoes and stepped 
carelessly onto the seat. She stood there, unzipping her bag 
instead of taking it down. He let his eyes scan her long legs and 
perfect buns and thighs. She wore jeans and a light sweater and 
he wondered what she might look like in a dress. She had a 
perfect body. For a few revealing seconds, he caught a glimpse of 
her naked waist as she reached up high. The sight added to his 
already growing excitement. Finally, she sat down again, item in 
hand and he saw that it was a vegetarian cookbook.

"Here," she said, handing it to Chris. "I got this as a present for 
my sister. She's into vegetarian cooking, you know. What do you 
think?"

"It's nice." Chris felt obliged to at least browse through it 
casually. "I'm not that much of a cook," he said and handed it 
back.

"Do you respect people who don't eat meat?" Chris looked a bit 
baffled. This girl sounded naïve, but at least she got straight to 
the point.

"I guess so. Never thought about it much. Are you vegetarian?"

"No, not me. I like steaks too much. But Gilda, my sister, and her 
husband, they're really into it."

She stashed the book away by the side of her seat. "Some people 
only eat certain kinds of meat, you know," she explained, 
speaking with a certain authority on the subject. "Hindus, for 
instance, don't eat cows. And Muslims don't eat pork. I think that 
is much harder to understand than being a complete vegetarian, 
don't you think?"

The conversation, although directed at Chris, drew a silent 
response from the elderly man. She had spoken loud enough that 
he couldn't help overhearing. So far, he'd stayed out of it, limited 
his comments to a few anxious stares across the rim of his 
newspaper, but his nervous body language indicated that he 
might not hold out much longer. Occasionally he'd glanced at 
them both, perhaps due to the fact that they conversed in 



English. Perhaps it was nosiness, perhaps common curiosity. He 
seemed still uncertain whether or not to intervene. Suddenly he 
dropped the newspaper into his lap and spoke.

"Excuse me, but I don't understand vat is rong with you young 
people zese days. I know vat you talking about. My English may 
be a bit old, but I can still understand everyzing. Not eating 
meat? Hah. Meat is good for you. It has a lot of vitamins." His 
wife gave him a scolding look—a silent command to shut up.

But he wouldn't.

"In my younger days—there vas a var going on, you know—we 
vould have been beaten by our mothers for an idea like zhat. 
Hah. To haf a piece of meat on the table vas always a special 
day, vasn't it Hanna?" He turned towards the woman next to him, 
but Hanna didn't offer him any support at all. If anything, she 
seemed embarrassed by his barging in on them.

"You young people haf no idea how good you haf it zhez days," 
he said, unable to help a closing comment.

The young Dutch girl looked scolded. She must have heard such 
arguments many times before, but her eyes made it clear that 
she didn't intend to discuss this or any other topic with the old 
man. She simply ignored him and focused her attention on Chris. 
The old man went back to reading his newspaper. But now the 
man's wife began talking to him in a subdued voice, scolding him 
no doubt. They argued.

Chris thought of it as ironic that he had learned of luxury not that 
long ago. Real luxury, that is, such as Rolls Royce limousines, 
diamond-studded Rolex watches and expensive hotels. In East 
Germany, food hadn't been exactly rationed. It was easily 
available and plentiful, but it was plain and mostly always the 
same things—vegetables such as cabbage, potatoes and spinach, 
meats such as pork, beef and chicken. They had little fish. As an 
officer in the Volksarmee, he had certain privileges over regular 
citizens, but he rarely saw anything really exclusive. Occasionally, 
they would get access to confiscated items, for instance, but the 
good stuff was immediately snatched away by more high-ranking 



officers. The lower ranks were left with the usual—cigarettes, 
coffee and the occasional bottle of brandy.

As a youngster, he didn't exactly starve either, but he 
remembered dreaming about fine foods such as Châteaubriand, 
or Norwegian salmon, American burgers or oysters from the 
Atlantic coast. He remembered well that the simple thought of a 
large T-bone steak could make his mouth water.

When he established himself in the West, he had a lot of catching 
up to do. Consequently, he indulged himself in fine living. He 
went out a lot with Claire; they'd been to all the top restaurants 
in London and even driven to Bristol and Southampton for some 
superb seafood. Claire enjoyed having money and so did he. But 
after his dismissal from MI5, ever since he began freelancing, his 
income had been irregular. He would earn a small fortune from 
one job and then nothing for several months. It was different 
than the regular salary at MI5. Claire didn't understand. How 
could she? She had no idea what his real job was. He told her 
that he worked for a trading company. That at least explained his 
frequent travels. She never asked. She wasn't really interested, 
as long as the money came in.

The old couple had concluded their argument. The man had 
withdrawn behind his newspaper once again and she'd decided to 
re-check the fire extinguisher for spelling mistakes.

Outside, the scenery changed. The train, a fast speed Inter-City 
Express, now passed through agricultural land. It opened the 
view up to the horizon, seemed to freeze the picture instead of 
flickering it across their retinas at several frames a second. It 
became more comforting to the eyes. Long geometrical lines 
dominated the vision, footpaths crisscrossed with small grooves, 
country roads and the tall edge of the forest in the distance. 
Clearly, this whole area had once been a forest, dense and dark, 
eroded to make way for corn and potato fields. A few massive 
oak trees, survivors of the slaughter, stood as silent landmarks.

This looked more like his former home in the East, and was 
comparable to Mecklenburg or Pommern. He'd grown up in fields 
and meadows just like these. He preferred the city now, because 



that's where the money was, but he'd always remained a country 
boy at heart. One day, God, luck and money permitting, he would 
live in a place like this once again.

"It's nice to have a home and a family, isn't it?" said Chris, 
contemplating. The Dutch girl put down the paper she was 
reading.

"Ja, I guess so. Do you have family?"

"A brother in Vienna. Much younger." They remained quiet for a 
while, perhaps searching for new topics. Chris, for obvious 
reasons, tried to avoid talking much about his invented family, 
and perhaps it showed. In his real life, he was all on his own. His 
aunt had died last year, and there were no other family members 
he either knew of or cared for. Claire was really all he had. He'd 
found her in a local pub. A one-night-stand that so far had lasted 
several months, and still counting. She worked irregular shifts as 
a medical assistant in the nearby hospital. They didn't exactly 
have a fairy-tale relationship, but it beat being alone. He'd moved 
into her place, the best safe place he could possibly get, and 
started paying the bills. She let it happen. Fortunately, she wasn't 
the nosy type. She didn't ask much about his business affairs. 
She willingly accepted the checks in exchange for anonymity and 
free sex. They were two adult souls who seemed right for each 
other, perhaps in more ways than one.

Claire was funny. He recalled the time she came home drunk and 
thought she'd entered the wrong apartment by mistake. "How 
can you not know your own home?" he'd asked. She was 
unbelievable, reliable at work, but working hard at being 
irresponsible. She would do anything for a good time. He'd loved 
her short red hair, her sexy boyish look with the cute doll-face. 
Claire was a sexy kitten and had he been the jealous type, there 
was plenty to get angry about.

His thoughts were interrupted as the compartment door was 
pushed open.

"Tickets please."



One by one the passengers showed their tickets and the 
conductor punched them. Chris paid for his fare.

"Where exactly are we at the moment, Herr Kontrolleur?" the old 
man asked. The conductor answered without taking his eyes off 
the writing pad he used to issue a new ticket for Chris. He was a 
typical German, big-bellied and proper, wearing his tight uniform 
with undeniable authority.

"We've just passed Salzgitter, going towards Magdeburg."

"Danke schön," said the old man. The conductor nodded almost 
imperceptibly.

"Gute Fahrt," he replied and with that, he squeezed himself out 
the door. Chris kept looking through the window. They'd reached 
the area of the former border, the Iron Curtain, the place of so 
many human tragedies. As a young soldier in the Volksarmee, he 
had patrolled this area. It had been his first job and now it 
seemed a lifetime ago. There! The former border post still stood. 
The fences, now removed, had once divided the country into right 
and wrong, capitalist and socialist, good and evil, friend and foe. 
Trees, vegetation and soil on both sides reconnected once again. 
Now all evidence of it was gone, grown over by ignorant weeds, 
except for the structure of the border post itself. It looked hollow, 
forgotten—dead. Killed by a cancerous growth that ironically was 
expected to heal the country as a whole.

A few minutes later, the train stopped at Magdeburg in the 
former East. From here, it would be less than an hour to Berlin.

Magdeburg. Chris wondered how it had all turned out, this new 
country, and the new system. He wondered how well people 
coped with the changes. Certain differences were undeniable, 
visible even from his train window. The advertising boards for 
instance. The new lighting system, the cleaner, fresher image—all 
of them so typically Western. Gone was the cloak of denial, the 
pretending and the phony pride. There was no longer any dust on 
the cupboards, but neither was there a need of hailing every 
move the Government made. Instead of eternal bliss, there was 
disappointment—lots of it. He could see it in the people's faces. 
So this is paradise, they seemed to say. They suffered 



disillusionment over dreams unfulfilled, high tax rates, and 
escalating unemployment—something unheard of under the old 
system. In the former East, everybody had a job. Many people 
might not have had anything to do while they were at work but 
sit around unproductively for weeks, but they had jobs and they 
were paid. Not a great deal, but they were paid. Now things had 
changed. If you don't work, you don't eat—it was as simple as 
that. And this was not everyone's cup of tea. Big surprises had 
come with the new system. Some people undoubtedly longed for 
the return of the good old days. The competition proved too much 
for many. They couldn't manage the constant struggle to be 
faster, cheaper, and better—in other words, competitive.

Chris wondered what people's attitudes might be regarding 
members of the former police, especially those who guarded the 
borders. "Todesstreifen," they'd named those areas between the 
fences—death zones. In the early days, many tried to cross them 
and paid with their lives. Even the soldiers defected, so the State 
had discouraged friendships. No two people on a guard team 
knew each other intimately. They were all strangers to each 
other, from different parts of the country, and their assignments 
rotated constantly.

Did ordinary people know that even those men with guns had 
been afraid? Now that the fences were gone, did they call them 
murderers or was there perhaps an understanding of what they 
did? Is there ever a moral justification of war when viewed from a 
peacetime perspective? Chris had no intention of finding out. He 
wouldn't be here long enough.

The train began to move again, picking up speed quickly. The 
rhythmic clatter of the wheels passing rail joints merged into one 
continuous sound. New passengers had boarded the train. Chris, 
sitting with his back to the door, gazed through the window. 
Occupied by his thoughts, he ignored the sound of the door 
opening once again.

The three young men who had entered the compartment were 
not the everyday kind. They were young men, in their late teens, 
perhaps not even twenty yet, and they were skinheads. They 



were deliberately provocative looking and intended their behavior 
to shock people. Their whole appearance spelled trouble. They 
wore baseball jackets over large oversized T-shirts and had thick 
black swastikas tattooed onto their shaven skulls. One of them 
wore a thick metal ring through his right eyebrow. They were not 
native Germans. Young Turks perhaps, or Yugoslavs, offspring of 
those who arrived a generation or two ago from the former Baltic 
states or other parts of Eastern Europe which had supplied 
Germany with the majority of her guest-workers for decades.

They took the seats next to the old lady and started looking 
around. Chris looked them over briefly but didn't show any 
interest. London had many punks like them, street kids who 
dressed and acted provocatively. It had been quite a shock when 
he first arrived, but he'd gotten used to it. Such outrageousness 
would not have been tolerated in his youth. Neither would he 
have cared for it. His world had been a different one. This was yet 
another aspect of the strange behavior people call freedom in the 
West.

The old man must have given them displeased looks, because 
one of them began openly insulting him.

"What the fuck ya looking at, you old fart?" He stuck out his 
tongue and started to put his arms around the woman, who was 
too scared to move, much less resist him. His friends just giggled.

"I'm horny," he said, keeping his eyes focused on the old man. 
"Do ya mind us borrowing the ol' hag for a quicky?" The other 
two now broke into uncontrollable laughter.

"Stop bothering them," said Chris. "Why don't you go and find a 
place somewhere else?"

The laughing stopped as if turned off by a switch. The one 
wearing the eyebrow ring stood up and took a threatening stance. 
He pulled a knife, snapped it open skillfully and began to wave it 
at Chris.

"What's it to you, fuckface? Stay the fuck out of this; this ain't 
your call."



Chris didn't say anything, but instead slowly rose from his seat. 
The young man looked intense. He wasn't used to getting 
challenging reactions; not when they were in a group. Three of 
them were usually enough to drown any opposition from folks like 
these. The compartment was rather small for a one-on-one 
confrontation, and Chris made his move fast. Before the youth 
could sort out his intentions, he grabbed the arm with the knife, 
twisted it around and moved it high up in the air, forcing the 
youngster's head toward the ground. The young punk began to 
scream in pain. His buddies stared on in disbelief but were too 
shocked to help him. This was not what was supposed to happen. 
It was always so easy.

"Get lost," said Chris and moved him out the door like an empty 
wheelbarrow, his twisted arm still in the air. "If I see you here 
again, I'll break your freakin' skull. You got that?"

"Bravo, bravo." The old man applauded as Chris once again 
closed the door behind them. "Those punks," he said in German, 
"let them come back, together we can teach them a good lesson."

"They won't be back," said Chris. "Don't worry." He leaned back 
in his seat, opened his paper and began to read as if he was 
returning to a half-read article.

"Those damn Turks," said the old man, "we shouldn't have let 
them into the country in the first place..."

"Heinrich!" The woman said only one word, but it cracked like a 
whip.

"Well it's true, isn't it? Foreigners... everywhere you look... 
foreigners." At that very moment, he must have realized that the 
two people in the compartment weren't German either. He 
shrugged his shoulders. He hadn't meant his comment that way; 
this issue was clearly about race, not nationality.

"Those punks belong behind bars," he kept mumbling, ignoring 
his wife's pleas to stop. "In their own country they wouldn't do 
this. There they fry their asses and quite rightly so, I'll say. We're 
far too good with such brutes. They need to be put to work until 
their fingers bleed. Just like they worked us during the war."



"There's no more war now," said Chris. "The work situation is 
bad. It's not easy to be a youth these days. They face a grim 
future."

"That doesn't give them the right to terrorize people, does it?" 
yelled the old man. He'd fallen back into German and sounded 
quite upset and perhaps still a little frightened. "People can say 
what they want about the former East, you know, but such a 
thing was impossible over there. Not under Ulbricht or 
Honnecker."

Chris remained silent. The man was right on that point. He knew 
only too well that in the DDR there hadn't been punks like that. 
Not because they didn't exist, but rather because there was no 
way the police would have allowed them to behave like that in 
public. Theirs was the behavior of spoilt youth, of having money 
without having to work for it, of letting their frustration out on the 
public. In the former East, there had been dissatisfaction too—
about the meager wages, about the lack of freedom. And 
frustration—a lot of frustration. Seeing high-ranking party officials 
throw away what to the poor man would have been a dream 
come true wasn't easy. But there would never have been an 
uprising. No behavior such as this, no punks, few criminals and 
no political statements of any kind. Such were the privileges of 
Democracy. Hence, these punks, criminals, political protesters, or 
just simple troublemakers had emerged only after the 
reunification. And they'd become an eyesore, a warning sign, that 
perhaps the East should have been left alone in its decline. Now, 
on both sides of the border, people seemed unhappy. In the East, 
they were unhappy over unfulfilled dreams, and in the West over 
the escalating costs of integrating a few million ignorant people 
and sharing with them the benefits of the computer age. For 
many Germans, the price had gotten too high. Chris turned back 
to the girl.

"Are there any people like this in Amsterdam?"

"Are you kidding? They're everywhere in Europe," she said. "But 
I'm not scared," she added quickly. "They're just stupid kids." 
Chris smiled. He really liked this girl. If he only knew of a way to 



come on to her without looking too obvious. Her smile indicated 
that she might be having similar thoughts, but he couldn't be 
sure.

"Do you know of any good places to eat in Berlin?" she said all of 
a sudden. "I am a total stranger there and my sister is busy all 
the time." Chris took the bait.

"Of course I do. Plenty. Look here," he said. "In case you get sick 
of eating vegetables at your sister's place, give me a call. I'll treat 
you to a nice juicy steak." He gave her the name of the hotel he 
was staying at. "Ask for Mr. Fletcher," he said. "The company 
always books rooms under the same name," he explained. "We 
never know until the last minute who's making the trip, so it's 
easier that way." The girl offered no response, to either the 
company's procedure or to how she felt about the offer. She just 
smiled mysteriously.

For the rest of the journey, they remained silent, as if they had 
said enough. The wheels were turned and the game set in 
motion. To fill the time, Chris browsed through his newspaper, 
read a few articles here and there and finally, as the train moved 
into Bahnhof Zoo Station, dropped it into the wastepaper basket 
under the little table by the window. He helped the young woman 
with her backpack, grabbed his own belongings, and moved 
ahead before the train even came to a stop. When it finally did, 
he was among the first to jump off.

Bahnhof Zoo is the very heart of Berlin. A place that beats with 
the distinctive pulse of teenage prostitution, drug deals, and is 
also a notorious tourist attraction. Youths, just like the ones on 
the train, could be seen gathering in hordes. Glued to walls, stairs 
and pillars, they seemed to become a piece of the structures 
themselves—moving parts in the city-planning design, inevitable, 
like the huge posters or the dirty floor tiles. Chris found it ironic, 
that this very station, only a few stops away from those in the 
East, had been the vision of paradise for most of his fellow 
countrymen for several long and unbearable decades.

His hotel was just a short block away. He had arranged it himself 
from London, the address suggested by the MI5 agent he'd talked 



to before his departure. "It's better that you remain in the 
American Sector," the man had said, although he failed to explain 
why. The hotel was one of the smaller traditional guesthouses in 
Berlin, a former detached building that had been converted into a 
hotel. It turned out to be charming, inexpensive, and, due to its 
central location, quite convenient. He'd booked himself a room in 
the name of Jonathan Fletcher—his British identity.

"Nice to have you with us Mr. Fletcher." The young man at the 
reception was very polite and his English was fairly good. "If you 
need anything, please ask for Thomas." He extended his open 
hand, casually like a professional, and with as much skill as 
reservation. Chris rewarded him with a small bill.

"Does the hotel have a safe deposit box?"

"Certainly, sir. This way please." He guided Chris through a 
security door into a side room where he opened a small box for 
him.

"Please let me know when you're ready," he said and discretely 
left the room. Chris placed two of his passports and some cash 
into the box. Then he rang for the young man to let him out. The 
security seemed adequate. Sufficient for his purpose.

He was already on his way to the small elevator, when the young 
man called him again.

"Mr. Fletcher...Sir, I almost forgot. You have a message." He 
handed him a small white envelope with his name written on it. 
"Sorry, sir."

Chris took it and went to his room. There he opened the 
envelope. It contained a single sheet of paper with an address 
and a time written on it. Hotel Schreiber, Wittenbergplatz 11, 
2:30 pm. Having read it, he burned the note in the ashtray. Then 
he left the hotel.

Berlin never sleeps. The city is one big bundle of energy, a 
perpetual mobile, a living entity that keeps on going and going. 
It's particularly interesting for those who love the outrageous, 
Political Cabaret, Berthold Brecht or Modern Art. Over the years, 
Berliners have learned to laugh at anything, even the face of 



death. They seem to live life day by day, like someone who's 
afraid he might not wake up from a hangover, and evidently, a lot 
of people actually don't.

Walking around the streets at night, particularly in the area 
around Bahnhof Zoo, one might think that no one worked regular 
jobs, that the majority of citizens made their money in drugs, 
prostitution or any rip-off deal under the sun. When the wall had 
come down, and East and West had merged like two lumps of 
butter in a frying pan, they'd not only drawn together criminal 
elements from both sides of the Iron Curtain, but apparently 
created new ones as well. Now it seemed out of control.

After a period of exhilaration over the unification itself, the first 
problems began to show. It wasn't easy to bring together two 
ideologies from opposite ends of the political spectrum. While 
Westerners expected help in strengthening their economy, 
Easterners wanted to reap the fruit of the economic miracle, a 
phenomenon that existed in their world more as a mystery than a 
reality. When it didn't happen right away, they felt cheated. Chris 
new exactly how they felt, because he had felt somewhat the 
same way. Fucking propaganda.

Berliners are fun people, a bit crazy perhaps, but maybe one had 
to be to make sense of the city's particular predicament. A former 
political island, floating around in a communist state, its only 
access a narrow, floodlit motor way, highly guarded. Now the 
situation had changed completely. The ocean of communism that 
surrounded West Berlin had been reclaimed and its landmass 
integrated. Now for the first time in almost fifty years, West 
Berliners could step beyond those well-guarded borders and into 
the countryside. Many did. It started to become fashionable for 
certain groups of city people to live within fields of barley, potato 
crops and agricultural communities.

Chris spent his early childhood with his spinster aunt in Dresden, 
a city not too far away by train; but as an officer in the 
Volksarmee, he'd stayed in Berlin. He never kicked empty beer 
cans down hollow alleyways, nor did he climb trees or walls to 
steal apples from someone's garden. When he came to Berlin, 



he'd been too old for that. But there was a pub, a meeting place 
from his time as an officer, a weekend hangout for all those 
comrades who weren't on duty. It wasn't exactly the Operncafe 
where a lot of STASI men and high-ranking officers could be 
found, but a rather more common pub where military men 
socialized with common workers, agents mixed with non-agents, 
and perhaps less ambitious members of society who had no idea 
at all that there were agents. He intended to check this place out, 
at least.

He took the underground, then a tram. The place looked nothing 
like he remembered. It had a different interior, mostly new 
furniture, and fewer tables—a new owner no doubt. It had been 
given another name too. Obviously, the new management tried to 
create a brand-new image, to disassociate itself from its former 
army connections.

Chris took a seat at the bar. He looked around, but he didn't 
recognize a single face. It was a totally different crowd 
altogether. Two years is not a particularly long time, but in 
certain places, it can have the effect of centuries. Something "old 
fashioned" prevailed in the atmosphere of the place, although he 
was unable to say exactly what. Perhaps it was the music. Most 
of the customers seemed to be from the West—workers, 
intellectuals, schoolteachers and artists. Perhaps a few prostitutes 
too, professionals as well as amateurs. Everyone is out to make a 
living, he thought.

The barstool proved rather uncomfortable. He stood up and 
offered the chair to the person standing next to him, a young 
trendy woman with heavy lipstick and dyed hair. She took it, 
stoned-faced and without saying, Thank You. Cigarette in hand, 
she instantaneously turned her back on him, never even breaking 
her conversation.

Chris didn't notice the man until he slapped him on the shoulder.

"Look who's here." Chris recognized his former colleague, a man 
by the name of Manfred, codename Serje. They had spent a few 
months living in the barracks together and many nights in this 
very pub.



"Can you believe what they've done to the old joint?" said 
Manfred.

"At least some of the old furniture's still around. Don't tell me 
you've been here all this time?"

"Of course, why not? Business is good. Come." They took their 
drinks and moved over to a table by the door.

"I only have a moment," said Manfred, "I have company." He 
pointed his head to the other side of the bar where three men 
stood talking. Occasionally Chris felt their eyes on him; 
particularly those of a tall slim dark haired fellow with a haunting 
stare who kept looking over. He appeared to be Russian.

"Back in town to join the nuclear arms race?" Manfred never beat 
around the bush.

"Nuclear arms race?" Chris's expression must have told his 
former colleague that his innocence wasn't faked.

"Oh my God. Where've you been hiding? It's big business around 
here. Plutonium is dealt on street corners, almost like heroin was 
in the old days."

"I've been with a different crowd," Chris said, almost as an 
excuse. "Where is it coming from?"

"Russia, where else? We've entered the nineties, man. They've 
got tons of money stored in underground silos over there, and a 
few people with the right connections are making a fucking 
fortune. Mainly they were members of the military, and a few 
politicians. The rest are jokers. Don't trust anyone with the wrong 
connections. Apart from that, everything goes. The brilliant thing 
is, that the plutonium is untraceable, because officially it doesn't 
even exist."

"How's that?"

"Well, those military bastards, they don't declare it lost, you see. 
Officially, it's still in the bunker, watched, logged and registered. 
Paid for by the Russian taxpayer. It's good to see you, man. 
Keeping your head above the water, eh?"



"The military is stealing warheads?" Chris was more than just 
curious.

"Right. And everything that goes with it. You name it, they've got 
it."

"And the Government doesn't know?"

"Of course they know. But they're shit scared to announce it to 
the West. Their financial aid depends on it being secure. Imagine 
if it became known that there are god-knows-how-many nuclear 
arms unaccounted for. Can you imagine what that would do to 
East-West relations? How long are you hanging around for 
anyway?"

"Don't know yet," said Chris, his mind occupied with what he had 
heard.

"I live in the West," Manfred continued, "Charlottenburg. Nice 
area. Come by some time. You're married?"

"No. Are you?"

"You kidding? I'm not the marrying kind. Besides, the chicks are 
hot for Easterners these days. At least some of them are. Mostly 
students. Turn you into some kind of project, but I don't mind, as 
long as it gets me laid. I get around a lot, you know. It's quite 
amazing to meet you here of all places. I don't come that often 
any more. Don't like the place. Too many queers."

They talked for a little while longer before Manfred left to rejoin 
his friends. Chris finished his drink and left too. He found 
Manfred's information highly interesting. Why hadn't he heard of 
this? If it was true, the situation was certainly most serious. The 
idea that anybody with money could get hold of his very own 
nuclear bomb opened up a new perspective in international 
negotiations. But that was not his problem and far beyond his 
scope of work.

Chris took the U-Bahn home. At this hour, Bahnhof Zoo was 
much more active than during daytime, but the people hanging 
around here all looked as if they came out of a horror thriller. 
Nothing but zombies, drug addicts, and teen-age prostitutes, 



besides the regular crooks and psychopaths. He ignored the 
scene as well as the several junkies who tried to bum change 
from him. He noticed several Mercedes passing on the street. 
There was big money in this place—Russian money. Mafia money. 
These people were rich and they controlled the business. But 
their life expectancy was short, with dismissals usually issued 
with a bullet to the head. No wonder they lived as if there was no 
tomorrow.

He walked slowly towards his hotel. The shop windows were dark 
and the streets around the hotel looked lifeless. One wouldn't 
think that Bahnhof Zoo was only a few footsteps away.

As he retired to his room, his last thoughts were what the 
meeting tomorrow might reveal.

~*~

The meeting was held in a hotel in the former East Sector. Chris 
knew it well. This time he went by taxi. It felt rather strange to 
drive through the Brandenburg Gate—the landmark of the divided 
Berlin—as casually as if it was nothing. Just a short time ago, any 
person crazy enough to try to do the same would have surely lost 
his life in the attempt.

The former East had received a face-lift, like an aging whore, 
trying to make herself look respectable. She wore a make-up of 
neon lights—the very name-card of capitalism—huge billboard 
posters, public telephone booths, and advertisements of luxury 
goods. Pubs and new shops had opened everywhere. Those new 
additions to the environment had somewhat managed to take the 
former grayness away, added a little color to monotone concrete 
structures and dust-covered rooftops. But to his eyes, sensitized 
by personal knowledge, this reality was overlaid by memories 
from the past, which couldn't be changed.

The meeting had been arranged by one of his arms-deal contacts. 
He'd worked briefly with this man, a French citizen, who owed 
him a favor. Not that he took those notions too seriously. 
Sometimes he doubted that there was such a thing as a code of 
honor in this business. He didn't know much more than the man's 



name, and that was likely to be a fake anyway, but he had no 
reason, other than the obvious, to particularly mistrust him.

"There are two kinds of agents," he remembered someone 
saying, "fanatics and those who are in it for the money. The 
money type is much easier to deal with, because they're 
extremely predictable."

The meeting was held in a room on the third floor. He saw five 
people in all—all Russians. They'd been there for some time, it 
seemed. A half bottle of vodka and several loaded ashtrays gave 
clear signs that this meeting had been going on for a while. The 
room was filled with smoke. These people must feel at home in a 
smoke factory, Chris thought as he entered the room. The stuffy 
air bit his eyes and roughed his throat. Still, no one had any 
intention of opening a window.

When he came in, Chris was briefly introduced as the "'weapons 
man" and invited to sit down. He squeezed onto the sofa next to 
a large man who blinked at him briefly but kept his eyes on the 
man by the window. Apparently, the large man on the sofa had 
been in the middle of a speech when Chris came in, and his fist 
was still in midair. When he continued, Chris couldn't figure out 
what exactly he was arguing about. His body language as well as 
his voice reminded Chris of Nikita Khrushchev. There was even a 
slight physical resemblance.

Looking around the room, Chris suddenly froze. At the opposite 
end of the room, sitting in a chair next to the man by the 
window, he saw a familiar face. He'd surely seen this man before, 
but couldn't remember where. And then it hit him. It was the 
man with the haunting eyes he'd seen in the company of his 
friend Manfred the night before. He had long dark strands of oily 
hair and a leather jacket of the same shiny color. A young 
Trotsky, ready to start another revolution? He hadn't been 
wearing his jacket in the pub, and had looked somewhat 
different, but his eyes identified him. Coincidence? Was Manfred 
in on this too? In the brightly lit room, the man looked even more 
vicious than he had in the subdued light of the pub, and Chris 
took an immediate dislike to him. His skeletal figure, his 



Richelieu-style beard and his awkward eyes made him look 
traitorous. He displayed a phony politeness that showed even 
without him saying a single word.

"Look who's here," the man said when he saw Chris looking at 
him, "—our expert."

"You two know each other?" The man at the window, who 
seemed to be the leader of the group, looked surprised. So did 
Nikita. Again, he stopped talking, and again he left his fist 
suspended in midair before he slammed it onto his knee, silently 
swearing at the repeated interruption.

"We're old friends," said Richelieu. "One thing I'd like to know 
about though—this man's been in town for only a few hours and 
already he mixes with the enemy."

"I don't have enemies," said Chris. "There are only those people 
who want to hire me and those who don't. My loyalty, I can 
assure you, is with those who hire me. Plain and simple."

"I see. On that basis," the man by the window said, "we 
understand each other." He seemed to be the leader. "Let's get 
down to business then, shall we?" he said in English, obviously 
meant for Chris's benefit.

"The shipment is to be made by Friday week. There's a definite 
time slot..."

The man kept talking for about an hour, switching from English to 
Russian and back to English. Chris sat there, listening and 
observing. Occasionally Nikita cut in, asked questions and 
received short replies, which were often harsh curses. That much 
Chris could make out. He seemed to be responsible for transport 
or general arrangements, a boilerman of sorts, someone likely to 
get blamed for the mistakes of others. Let's just hope that his 
arrangements are better than his English, thought Chris.

The fourth and fifth men hadn't said a word so far. They sat on 
the sofa opposite the window smoking constantly. One of them, a 
short Asian-looking fellow, perhaps a young Mongolian from the 
wide planes of Central Asia, wore a gun below his left shoulder. It 
popped out from underneath his jacket every time he bent 



sideways to reach for the ashtray. Unfortunately, he only did so 
occasionally as he didn't seem to mind his ash falling on the floor. 
His shoes were made of thin leather—the kind that ballroom 
dancers wear—but they looked as if he'd walked in them all the 
way from Siberia. Chris envisaged his home to be a tent, a 
nomad's son who fulfilled his father's ambition of a career in the 
city in a rather undesirable way.

At a suitable longer pause, Chris thought it was time to make his 
position clear.

"Excuse me," he cut in, "but where do I come in?"

"I'll get to that soon," the man by the window said. "I want to 
finish with them first. Then we'll talk, okay?"

"Sure."

Not long after, Nikita and the two chain smokers got up and left 
the room. It seemed that all they needed was a little reminder. 
The man left his position at the window and sat down next to 
Chris. His hair had a silver shine and was as thick as the fur on a 
wolf. There was something strange about him, something 
resembling a rocker from the sixties, a rather disappointing Elvis 
Presley impersonation. He lowered his face to Chris's level, and 
looked him straight in the eye; his own eyes as gray and as cold 
as high-grade steel.

"You came highly recommended," he said, without revealing his 
source.

"Thank you. I do my best to keep my clients happy."

"Good. We would like to engage you on a mission that should last 
about three to four weeks, maybe less. Would that be okay with 
you?"

"Sure, no problem."

"Good. Vasily will fill you in on the details." He leaned back to let 
his partner take over, but continued to observe the procedure like 
a schoolteacher supervising an interview. Vasily took out a piece 
of paper and showed it to Chris. It was a photocopied picture of a 
nuclear missile.



"Do you know what this is?" Chris glanced at the picture. It was 
indeed a nuclear warhead, a rail-mobile SS-24 if he wasn't 
mistaken, and one of the newer models. Manfred had been right 
about these guys being into nuclear arms. Chris's knowledge of 
the details of nuclear weapons was limited. There were many 
different models and he had no idea whether or not he would be 
familiar with a particular one, especially the newer ones. But he 
could always back out, he figured. These guys obviously knew 
less than he did, otherwise they wouldn't need him. Only the man 
introduced as Vasily made him feel creepy. The others, and 
especially the man on the couch, were treating this as a business 
deal like any other. They didn't seem to care one little bit whether 
they sold nuclear weapons or second-hand cars. Vasily, however, 
had asked his question with such arrogance that Chris decided to 
make a point.

"If I wasn't knowledgeable in weapons, a capacity for which you 
brought me here, I would say that this might be a giant dildo." 

Vasily looked stunned. "You're quite right my German friend, 
excuse me for my ignorance." Stroking his beard, he rephrased 
the question, eyes sparkling. "How long would it take you to 
dismantle this warhead, extract the plutonium and wrap it up 
ready for shipment, Mr. Weapon Expert?"

"That depends."

"On what?"

"On many things," Chris told him. "First of all, I can't do it myself. 
There have to be proper lifting devices, the assistance of at least 
four men, tools, and so on. I need the right containers to store 
the plutonium, suitable armor clothing, and so on."

"Is that it?"

"No, the most important part is how much you pay me." He 
forced a smile, but the Russian remained icy cold.

"You haven't answered my question. How long will it take?"

"You haven't answered mine. How much?" The two men 
exchanged glances. It seemed clear that Vasily didn't like the way 



in which he was addressed. He looked as if he would have liked to 
cut Chris's throat, if only he could.

"How about a half million pounds Sterling?" asked the man on the 
couch. The figure drew an immediate lump in Chris's throat, but 
he swallowed it fast. This was a larger figure than he was used 
to. He grinned to hide his surprise, but managed to retain his 
cool.

"You will have to take it apart," the man on the sofa explained, 
"accompany it to its destination, and help the new owners put it 
together again. Besides providing the necessary expertise, that's 
the deal. The mission in Russia will only take a few days, but I 
suspect that you'll be engaged a little longer at the other end."

"Now then," said Vasily, "how fast can you take it apart for a half 
million pounds Sterling, Mr. Weapon Expert?"

"Two days." Chris switched to the no-bullshit approach. In fact, 
he had gotten a bit unnerved. There was a limit to everything, 
even his fantasies, and this was going a little beyond his 
expectations. The deal on the table was not what he had 
expected; in fact, it was way out of his league. He had to stay 
cool if he didn't want to spoil the chance. Such offers weren't 
made every day, and the people involved knew it well. In fact, to 
someone like Chris it sounded too good to be true. With a bit of 
luck, however, he thought he might be able to pull it off. It could 
work.

"You've got 24 hours," the man said. "Are you able to do that?" 
This time, Chris didn't take much time to think. He agreed.

"Perhaps I can cut a few corners here and there. Yeah, I think so, 
provided that your help knows the front from the rear of a 
nuclear missile."

"All right then. I'll take that as a confirmation."

Chris followed the rest of the discussion with only one ear. His 
mind kept analyzing the situation. He'd stumbled into the biggest 
move in his career, something that could sort him out for good. 
But nuclear arms? Who was the likely recipient? The Middle East, 
obviously. But who? Iran, Saddam Hussain, Gaddafi? One thing 



was for certain; neither of these guys would use it to build pinball 
machines. If he participated in triggering a nuclear confrontation 
in the Middle East, something that might even escalate into global 
conflict, half a million pounds was monkey food in comparison.

He quickly dismissed the idea. There are so many chances of 
nuclear confrontation these days, he told himself, it's almost like 
a lottery. His refusal wouldn't be a guarantee for peace, while it 
would most certainly be his own personal loss. We're all our own 
closest allies.

The mission occupied his mind all the way back to his hotel, and 
by the time he got there, he'd convinced himself to grab this 
tremendous opportunity by the horns and blow his conscience to 
the wind. But perhaps there was another solution. Perhaps he 
could involve his former employer and kill two birds with one 
stone. They would surely appreciate it.

The man at the reception stopped him.

"You have a message, sir." He handed Chris a white envelope.

"Thanks."

Again, Chris took it up to his room before he opened it. This one 
had a telephone number written on it and a single sentence: I 
would like to take you up on your offer. Els.

He had to think for a brief moment, but the memory came back 
fast. The Dutch girl. Why not? A nice way to celebrate. It seemed 
that his life was definitely taking a turn for the better. He called 
the number. She answered herself.

"Hi. I just got your message. Feel like going out?"

"I'd love to. When? Now?"

"Why not? In fact, I don't have that much time left, I'm leaving 
tomorrow."

"Oh, so soon? Is the meeting over already?"

"Yeah. I've just returned. So what about it?"

"Okay. I'll be ready in an hour. Why don't we meet in the pub at 
Belsenplatz?"



"Belsenplatz in one hour. You got it."

Berlin pubs are busy affairs. Noisy, dark and filled with more 
smoke than a sauna full of steam, they cater to all sorts of 
people, from University professors to prostitutes. Although 
particular people chose particular hangouts, there is usually a fair 
mixture in every pub, which often gives it its reputation and 
ambiance. There is the artist crowd, the rebels, different student 
groups, and members of the business world. Many pubs are pick-
up places, most heterosexual but there are also exclusively gay 
ones. Distinguishable by social standing, money, political 
orientation, atmosphere and type of music, they are often totally 
representative of the distinctive neighborhood.

Belsenplatz is in Charlottenburg, Berlin's more conservative area, 
so there weren't too many weirdoes like there would have been in 
Kreuzberg or Groupiusstadt.

Chris arrived first. He made his way to the bar, squeezed in 
between two men standing with their backs to each other, and 
ordered a drink. Keeping an eye on the entrance, he waited. 
Somehow, he expected her to be late. She seemed the type. 
Pretty girls always were, never wanting to look desperate, some 
of them even going so far to let their dates wait for hours, just to 
find out how long a guy would be prepared to wait for them. He 
just hoped she wasn't one of those.

The young woman who entered the pub a short while later looked 
very different than the one he'd met on the train only yesterday. 
He almost didn't recognize her, but his eyes were drawn to her 
involuntarily. She was gorgeous. So much more sensual than 
she'd been on the train, much more woman, much less girl. 
Perhaps it was because of her clothing. She dressed in a tight 
summer dress that fitted her body like a glove, leaving little to 
the imagination. The thin garment more than just hinted at the 
shape of her breasts. With every move of her body, she 
provocatively flashed the sculptured perfection of her thighs, 
stomach and buttocks at him. She'd brought a jacket, carried 
casually over her arm. Fortunately, it was one of those lovely 



nights in Berlin with warm temperatures that the city reserved for 
special occasions.

She saw him, waved, and made her way through the crowd 
towards him.

"Hi."

"You look different," said Chris.

"Do you like it? It is such a terrific night. I'm glad you called, 
because I was dying to get out."

He ordered two drinks, took them, and with a full glass in each 
hand, moved her delicately towards the back of the pub where 
he'd spotted a small space against a picture-covered wall. It was 
still quite noisy, not as bad as at the bar where a stack of 
speakers sat fat and screaming, but still noisy enough to kill a 
conversation. Regardless, he decided to give it a try.

"How was the gift appreciated?"

"What?" She bent over closer to him, her beautiful face right in 
front of his. Her profile was sharp and perfect—he'd never seen 
anything more beautiful. A strand of lovely angel hair had fallen 
in front of her nose. She smelled of expensive perfume.

"Your sister, did she like the present?"

"Oh that. Yeah." She smiled, took a sip of her drink.

He watched her as she stood there glowing like a goddess, her 
face enlightened with a faint smile, her body swaying with the 
music.

"I thought you'd offered me a piece of meat?" she said all of a 
sudden.

"You're looking at it," he said, immediately regretting his words. 
A slip of the tongue, a thought spoken aloud. He only hoped he 
hadn't spoiled anything. He offered a smile. She smiled too. 
Perhaps she didn't hear him.

"Are you hungry?" he yelled in her ear, "I mean... we can go eat 
something now if you want. Perhaps somewhere less noisy?"

"Sure."



"I think there's a steak house right around the corner," said 
Chris.

Chris took her hand and started to make his way through the 
crowd. She felt soft and delicate. Sensual, but also dispassionate. 
Her hand just held onto his, didn't apply any pressure. There was 
a certain shyness in her touch, reluctance, and then, as they'd 
almost reached the door, she grabbed his hand tight and applied 
a little pressure. It felt like permission, a kind of surrender. Chris 
would have loved to see her eyes at that moment, but locked in 
by the crowd, he couldn't turn back without stopping. Out on the 
street, he held on to her hand and she let it happen.

They walked quietly to the street corner. Chris was terrified at the 
thought of spoiling any of the vibrations of emotional surrender 
she was signaling. Would she go to bed with him, knowing fully 
well that today was their first and only day together and they 
might never see each other again?

The restaurant was almost full, and they had to settle for a small 
table at the rear. Chris ordered a bottle of wine. They talked. She 
was a brilliant conversationalist and in no way as naive as he'd 
thought her to be on the train. Women can be truly a mystery to 
any man. Their ways as mysterious as a secret path to Shangri-
La, as enigmatic as the riddles of the universe. She inquired 
about his business a few times, but dropped the subject when 
sensing his reluctance to talk about it.

"Let's go somewhere else," he said after the meal. "The night's 
still young."

They went to another pub, another crowded house. Again, it 
proved difficult to talk, so they just remained at the bar, third 
row, drink in hand, swaying to the music, looking at each other. 
He liked those moments when, due to movements in the crowd, 
their bodies touched, but he couldn't tell whether or not it 
happened intentionally or only by accident. After one drink, he 
signaled her to leave. She nodded.

The next pub was so crowded it had people spilling out into the 
streets, which, although still noisy, made it easier to talk. Judging 



by the vast amounts of beer being sold, everyone would be drunk 
tonight. He was getting a little tipsy himself.

"Aren't you scared in the dark," he asked, "a pretty girl like you 
all alone in a strange city?"

"Not tonight. I feel perfectly safe with you. I still remember how 
you took care of those punks in the train," she whispered in his 
ear. "Very impressive. Would you like to take care of me too?" 
Chris looked into her big eyes. He pressed his body against hers 
so that she could feel his erection. He kissed her and let his 
hands explore. She had indeed the most sensitive skin. He felt 
thrilled when she pressed her body back against his. He needed 
no more encouragement.

"Let's go," he said. Holding hands firmly, they stepped out onto 
the street. There he felt her arm around his waist.

Chris loved this particular moment in a courtship. The moment 
when all pretenses are dropped, intentions are made clear 
although nothing definite is said. He loved it because it allowed 
the mind to explore before the body did and by doing so, it lifted 
the mental above the physical, thought before touch. He let his 
mind loose on her, undressing her, fondling her, making love to 
her, and he knew from experience that sometimes it could even 
be better than the real thing.

Walking down the street, they caught a taxi before they even 
reached the main road.

The ride home turned out to be one continuous French kiss. Chris 
didn't bother to even wait for change as he slid out of the taxi 
and tickled her all the way into the lobby and elevator. She 
anxiously played along, giggling, escaping his touch.

In the room, she went to the bathroom first. Chris took the 
opportunity to collect some compromising articles such as his 
diary containing notes he'd made of the meeting, and took them 
down to the safe deposit box. When he returned to the room, she 
was naked in bed.

"I thought you had second thoughts," she said with a smile.



"I did, but the man at the gate wouldn't let me out. He gave me 
these instead." Chris put down a few cans of beer he'd gotten 
from a dispenser machine in the hallway. He took one can and 
slid it under the blanket, touching her nakedness with the ice-cold 
tin. She screamed. The next second he was onto her, grabbing 
her like a wild tiger, playing with her like a tiger playing with its 
kill. He pinned her arms to the pillow, tried to find her mouth and 
only let go when she returned his kiss. Her arms flung round his 
shoulders like vines, swiping his back with the palms of her 
hands. He let go of her, moved back, sat upright. He kept his 
eyes on her exposed nakedness and slowly undressed himself in 
full view of her big round breasts and longing eyes.

Moments later they made love in total silence. He almost heard 
her heart beat, held her tight as her breathing got heavier, her 
body convulsing with rhythmic spasms. She kept her eyes open, 
looking at him, a kind of amazement mixed with a little fear, total 
lack of resistance, total surrender. A mortal woman, offering a 
vampire her exposed neck. She let out little screams. Little sighs 
like asthma attacks. When it was over, she remained silent with 
her eyes shut; a faint smile on her face like someone who'd just 
enjoyed a relaxing massage.

They made love two more times that night, and each time she 
permitted everything but did little to encourage him. Each time, 
after they made love, Chris caressed her body with the tips of his 
fingers, touching her breasts, her stomach and inner thighs. After 
the third time, she gently kissed him on the cheek, rolled over 
and went to sleep.

Chris stared at the ceiling for a while, letting the events of the 
day pass through his mind once again, before he too let his mind 
drift into pleasant unconsciousness.

He awoke with a strange feeling. Next to him, he felt nothing but 
an empty space. The door to the bathroom stood open. He called 
out for her, but received no reply. When he went to check on her, 
he discovered that he was alone in the room. Then he saw that 
his belongings had been messed with. His wallet lay open on the 



floor, his money gone. He looked at the clock by the bed. It 
showed seven minutes past nine.

"That little bitch," thought Chris. She had him fooled all right. 
What had been her game? She didn't come across as a hooker.

He got dressed quickly and went down to talk to Thomas at 
reception.

"Good morning, Thomas."

"Good morning sir."

"Were you here all night, Thomas?"

"My shift started at twelve-thirty, sir."

Chris slipped him a large bill. "I trust this will remain between the 
two of us..."

"Of course, sir. We are known for our confidentiality."

"I had a visitor last night, a woman...did you see her leave?"

"Was she perhaps a tall blonde, good looking?"

"That's her."

"Yes sir, she came down at about four o' clock, made a phone call 
and then left. I had to open the door for her."

"She made a phone call?"

"That's correct sir. From the booth." He pointed to the other end 
of the lobby, where a small booth was built into the wall. This 
booth had IDD facility.

"Would it be possible to get the number she dialed?" Chris offered 
another large bill.

"I will see what I can do, sir." He picked up the phone and called 
the operator. It took a while, but then he received the required 
information.

The call she'd made was international. Paris, France. The party's 
name was Michalovitz. Thomas gave Chris a piece of paper with 
the number written on it.



"Thank you very much, Thomas. You've been a great help." Now 
he knew that someone was after him. All he had to do was to find 
out who.

He entered the booth and dialed a number in Paris. The 
connection took quite a while. Sometimes it's easier to call half 
around the world, thought Chris, than to call the neighboring 
country. It took a few more minutes before he heard the ringing.

"Bonjour, Francois," said Chris.

"Bonjour."

"I just realized that I haven't properly thanked you for the 
connection."

"Anytime, mon ami. And that is why you call at this hour? I 
usually sleep in."

"Sorry. No. I also want to know whether the name Michalovitz 
means anything to you."

"Bernhard? How do you know him?"

"Who is he?"

"Another agent. He's dying to get into the Russian market. 
Practically begged me to let him in. Now you appreciate what I 
am doing for you?"

"I always have, Francois, I always have. Thank you so much, and 
sleep well. Au revoir."

Chris put two and two together. Obviously there were more 
people after this connection than he had originally thought. No 
wonder. With this kind of money involved, he had been a fool to 
think that there wouldn't be. From now on, he had to be 
extremely careful. This was obviously dangerous territory.

Chapter Three

London was foggy as usual. Reality always looked depressing, 
especially to those returning from more exciting locations. But 
there was nothing foggy about his new job. Things were starting 
to shape up. Chris figured that he had been lucky to stumble into 



this particular connection. His mind was still occupied with the 
deal. During his trip, he'd thought about nothing else. He'd 
evaluated every angle of it. It surely looked like his big break.

Back home, Chris squeezed himself into the small elevator and 
pressed the button for the fifth floor. There were three other 
people in there with him, people he didn't know. Such was life in 
the big city—one hardly ever knew one's neighbors.

It was already mid-afternoon. The trip from Heathrow had taken 
almost as long as the flight from Berlin's Tempelhof Airport. 
Bloody London traffic. He searched in his pocket for the key and 
opened the door. The kitchen window was open and a fresh 
breeze brushed through the room. The curtain stopped waving at 
him as soon as he closed the door behind him. He dropped his 
bag on the kitchen table and opened the fridge. The dry air in the 
taxi had made him thirsty. Then he sensed it for the first time. 
Something didn't feel right. He didn't know what it was but his 
sixth sense told him that something wasn't quite what it was 
supposed to be. It almost felt as if this apartment wasn't his 
home, as if he was an intruder, a stranger who lived here by 
permission only. Of course, all that was true, but he'd just never 
felt this way before.

He'd already pulled off the lid from the beer can when he heard 
the noise. It came from the bedroom. He'd expected Claire to be 
on night shift—she sometimes left the window open to let some 
fresh air in. He froze. He'd always advised her to shut them. They 
had had arguments about this. She just didn't think it was 
possible for someone to climb up that high, thus he hadn't been 
able to convince her.

There was the noise again. He was quite sure about it now. There 
was someone in the bedroom. Claire? He was about to open the 
door when he heard the heavy breathing. His senses alert, he 
imagined several things at once—they'd detected his hideout and 
held her hostage, ready to kill her. He had no idea who "they" 
were, but in his business, there were a thousand and one 
possibilities. Or perhaps it was a robber, a young punk, cat 
burglar and petty criminal, who, when pushed into a corner could 



well become a murderer. Perhaps the robber heard him come in, 
and dragged her into the bedroom, with a knife at her throat.

Chris pulled his gun from the hiding place in the kitchen and 
pressed his back against the wall. Slowly he moved towards the 
bedroom door. It stood an inch and a half open—the narrow gap 
gazed at him like the giant eyeball of a prehistoric lizard. He 
listened. It sounded like struggling, fighting for air, subdued 
violence. He slammed the door open and jumped into the room, a 
short meter away from the bed his gun in firing position, his mind 
ready to kill.

The man on top of Claire was dark skinned and naked. He was 
strong and muscular and at least six feet tall. His eyes bulged out 
of their sockets as he turned and found himself staring into the 
barrel of a pistol directed at his head. Under such circumstances, 
even the hardest men turn soft.

Claire started screaming. She moved away from under him, 
covering herself with the ends of the bed-sheet. Why does she 
need to do that? Chris wondered. She's my bloody girlfriend.

Nobody said a word. Chris lowered his gun and left the room. He 
went to the kitchen and poured himself a strong drink. Claire, 
now dressed in a light nightgown, followed him out.

"I'm sorry that it had to come to this," she said, lighting a 
cigarette.

"Oh, now you're sorry?" Chris didn't feel well all of a sudden. He'd 
thought that his problems were of a different nature. And now 
this.

"How long has it been going on?"

"Does it matter?"

Chris didn't know what to think, except that now he needed a 
new safe house and a relationship, and it was difficult to tell 
which had priority. Both were extremely important aspects in his 
life. Anyhow, this confrontation couldn't have happened at a 
worse moment. Uncertain what he felt more horrible about, the 
loss of his girlfriend or the loss of his safe house, he fixed himself 



another drink. Claire stood there smoking. She seemed to be 
waiting for him to say something.

At that moment, the man stepped out of the bedroom. He was 
fully dressed, looking kind of innocent in his light-gray suit and 
nothing like the adulterer he was. Sweet Lucifer, even the 
servants of darkness had their charm.

"I think I'll leave you two alone to sort this out," he said, and to 
Claire: "I'll see you at work." He gave Chris a last look: "Nothing 
personal, man." 

Chris felt whipped by so much consideration.

"Ready to go to work? So, this was just a farewell fuck then, eh? 
A kiss on the cheek? Wrong cheek though, buddy."

"Hey, hey," yelled Claire. "There's no need for this, okay. That is 
so much like you. I've always taken you for a sore loser. It only 
confirms my feelings about you." The man said nothing. He left, 
closing the door behind him.

"You never had any feelings for me anyway," Chris was getting 
pretty worked up too. "Shit. I've got this big money opportunity 
now, and what do I find? My girlfriend in bed with a fucking 
kaffir."

"Oh please. Don't make it worse. Is that what you can't handle—
his skin color? Have I ever called you a Nazi? You're a fucking 
racist, that's what you are."

Chris remained silent. He felt anger over being called a racist, but 
he didn't want to let this escalate into something nasty. No 
matter how he felt at the moment, he would sort this out. 
Perhaps it was better this way. But it still hurt like hell.

"I thought we had a good thing going here," he said calmly.

"Be honest," said Claire, "we do nothing but fight." It was true, 
they had had a lot of arguments lately, mostly about money, 
about responsibilities and how to share them, but Chris had never 
seen it as such an important issue.

"I've always paid everything."



"Oh sure, when you have a few quid you act like Prince Charles 
on vacation, but then you do nothing for months. I can't live like 
that."

"That's not true, you're just getting all worked up over nothing."

"Oh yeah, oh yeah? You didn't have a job in months. Don't tell 
me it's not true. I don't know who you pissed off at your last job, 
but you most certainly did piss off someone. That much is 
obvious. Face it, Chris, you can't hold a job. You don't socialize 
enough, you're not a conversationalist and you certainly don't 
give a shit about people. And now you carry a gun? What's next, 
Chris? Violence, robberies, police, jail? I've had enough." 
Watching her cigarette die on her, she went to fetch another pack 
of Marlboros from the kitchen table and lit one. Her hand was 
shaking. Chris felt compelled to tell her that such was the life as 
an agent, but he managed to keep quiet.

"Raoul takes care of me, you know," she said somewhat 
apologetically. "He's a doctor, Chris. A doctor, not some low-life, 
wanna-be-somebody like you. Just piss off, will ya? At least leave 
me some opportunity in my life. At least leave me that."

Cigarette in hand, she went back into the bedroom. Chris heard 
her getting dressed.

"I gotta get to work," she said as she stepped out a while later, 
still shaking. "I wanted to talk to you when you returned from 
your trip, but things obviously worked out a little different. But 
now that things are out in the open, I want you out of here."

"I need to make some arrangements," said Chris.

"Make all the arrangements you want," sneered an emotional 
Claire, "but by the time I come back from my shift in the 
morning, you better be gone, and all evidence of your existence 
with you."

Chris didn't answer. He couldn't. Any attempt to verbalize his 
thoughts would produce nothing but uncontrollable stammering. 
He took a last look at her as she stood there in the door, ready to 
close it on him for good. He breathed deeply and heavily. Inside 
he had become a different person. The whole world had changed 



somehow. He was a little boy once again, lonely and scared, 
begging not to be left alone, while the woman in front of him had 
turned dark and evil, had taken on the appearance of the only 
other dark and evil woman he knew—his mother.

It took quite a while for this image to fade. Torn and scared, he 
found himself at yet another crossroad in his life, deciding which 
way to go and what to do next. Like a lion in his cage, he walked 
around the apartment—thinking. At least he had a good shot at a 
large sum of money. The fact that it was about nuclear arms 
became less and less important. Did he really have a choice 
considering the latest developments? He had no significant funds, 
no safe house, no home, and no partner in life—nothing. This job 
couldn't have come at a better time. In fact, it still seemed too 
good to be true. One such deal, and he was back on his feet 
again, independent, alive. He could buy an apartment, take it 
easy for a while, establish contacts and pick and choose. Better 
yet, perhaps he could use his knowledge as a means to get his 
old job back. The idea of involving MI5 in this job resurfaced. If 
he blew the whistle on the arms deal, that should certainly 
convince his former employers of his loyalty, and that they'd 
made a terrible mistake by letting him go.

He made the decision abruptly. He called his former agency, 
using his code name, "Illja," as in Illja Kyriakin, the TV agent 
from The Man From U.N.C.L.E. It had been his favorite TV show, 
and he'd chosen the name when he first came to this country. 
Now it seemed rather silly. Once the fairy tale image of the 
business was replaced by an all-awakening reality, even the 
tiniest dream seemed farfetched. Chris was sure that the majority 
of his countrymen had learned a similar lesson, most likely the 
hard way too.

"I've got something for you," said Illja, trying not to sound 
desperate. 

There was a long pause at the other end of the line. Eventually 
the voice answered: "Yes?"

"Something's going down. Can we talk?" 

Again a long pause.



"Some big fish in Bear country," he said, alarmed that the agency 
might have sensed his desperation and considered this a gimmick 
to get his job back. "Bear country" was the code name for Russia.

"Okay," came the voice. "Seven o'clock Wednesday. I'll be 
waiting at Big Ben." The party hung up.

Wednesday was a location, a large tourist store at Convent 
Garden. The next information was related to the exact location, 
something that had to do with Big Ben. They had certain meeting 
points classified as the days of the week, to confuse a possible 
tap. Seven o'clock was seven o'clock. The agency always 
responded immediately.

There wasn't all that much time before the meeting, just an hour 
and a half. He made himself something to eat, a sandwich and a 
cup of coffee. He would take the tube to the meeting point. The 
store was only a few minutes' walk from the tube station. He 
knew it well. Just last month he and Claire had dinner in the 
Italian restaurant across the street. He told himself to be careful. 
There was always a chance his new business associates might 
have him tailed. He would have to change lines several times, to 
make sure he wasn't followed.

It was too late to turn back now. The game was set; the dice had 
been rolled.

Convent Garden at this time of day buzzed like a beehive under 
attack. He saw frantic activity everywhere. The smaller shops 
were about to close, and people, mainly tourists, were hustling 
back towards the tube stations and buses. Many refused to go, 
hanging around for last minute purchases, or surrendering to 
enticing offers of refreshing drinks or small snacks from roadside 
vendors. Several of the street-side shows were still going. 
Musicians drew small crowds and one-man entertainment shows 
were practically everywhere. Jugglers, pantomime, musicians, 
tricksters. A young magician held the attention of a big crowd on 
the major plaza around the fountain.

Chris entered the store. The ground floor had all sort of 
souvenirs, coffee mugs, T-shirts, and toys for the kids. There was 
a whole section of wrapping papers, greeting cards, and 



stationary. At one corner, he saw a large tray with plastic models 
of Parliament House and Big Ben. Chris positioned himself at the 
tray and waited.

The man who came to meet him looked like anything but an 
agent. He was a middle-aged bald man wearing glasses and a 
dark suit. He was the typical English office worker, father of two, 
gin and tonic drinker with a smell of fish n' chips and a taste for a 
leg-over on the weekends.

They made eye contact. The man called him by his code name.

"What's the score, Illja? I hope it's worth my overtime."

Chris came right to the point. Telling him the basics about the 
arms deal, he made no demands whatsoever. He'd been giving 
this a lot of thought and had decided not to mention his desire for 
re-employment. In this way, his actions had a certain kind of 
generosity, a sense of pride and class, and a gift without asking 
anything in return. But nothing is ever free of charge. There are 
no handouts, certainly not in this business, although he preferred 
to let them figure that one out for themselves.

The two men kept moving around the store as they talked, looked 
at T-shirts, shopping bags, coffee mugs, and gummy bears. "You 
tell Mother Goose that I'm asking for orders," said Chris.

Mother Goose was the code name for the big chief, the man in 
charge of operations, a person Chris had never personally met, at 
least not to his knowledge. These people sometimes slipped into 
different identities to check out certain agents or circumstances 
and could appear as anyone, even the person he was talking to 
right now.

"When is it going down?" his contact wanted to know.

"One week from tomorrow. I need to confirm soon."

"Call the same number at midnight, I'll know by then." He turned, 
ready to leave, but Chris stopped him.

"Just one more thing."

"Yes?"



"I need a place to stay."

From Claire's flat, Chris called back at the stroke of midnight. He 
had been sitting in front of the TV, watching a soap show, but his 
mind didn't register what his eyes were seeing. He only thought 
of his move to contact MI5 and worried whether it had been the 
right decision. Mother Goose himself must be thinking about him 
this very moment. Perhaps they were having a meeting, 
discussing his case, appreciating his move, no doubt. It must be 
one of the greatest opportunities to get an agent into Russia's 
military system. Even when it is only for a limited period of time, 
and even if his access and movement would be heavily restricted.

Chris counted the number of times the phone rang at the other 
end before it got picked up. Three... four... five...

"Yes."

"Illja here." The voice at the other end sounded like the same 
man he'd met this evening.

"Check into the Bloomsdale Hotel at Sloane Square. There's a 
reservation under Fletcher," the voice said. "We'll be in touch." 
The line went dead before Chris could say anything in return.

Bloomsdale Hotel was an insignificant-looking place, small but 
convenient, only footsteps away from the tube station at Sloane 
Square and a few stops from the heart of London.

Chris checked in at around two o'clock in the morning. A 
sorrowful-looking bag of utensils was all that remained of his 
relationship with Claire. He was on his own again. But at least 
things were looking up. He ordered a late dinner through the 
reception desk, something they bought in the restaurant around 
the corner no doubt, but that didn't bother him at all. He felt 
lucky to get anything at all at this hour.

He couldn't sleep. The deal went around in his head like a 
spinning wheel, making him all edgy and nervous. Was he having 
second thoughts? It was certainly too late for that. He would just 
play it straight with MI5 in the hope that he would get his old job 
back. The only real danger was if his new employers found out 
what he was up to.



Eventually tiredness took over and he fell asleep.

At first, he wasn't exactly sure where the knocking came from, 
but realized soon enough that someone was at the door. He 
looked at his watch. It was seven-fifteen. He got up to answer the 
door. Pressing his ear against it, he said only one word.

"Yes?"

"Illja," the voice replied. Chris opened. Two MI5 agents stood 
outside. One of them was the balding guy he'd met the day 
before. They looked around the room briefly, then sat down on 
the bed.

The bald man spoke.

"We would like you to go and keep us informed. We're onto it 
now. Don't do anything hasty, just sit tight and wait for our 
agents to take over. You don't really have to do anything, just 
keep an eye out for details. We expect your report."

"I have no idea where we'll be going," said Chris. "Where will you 
be making your move?"

"We don't know yet."

"I probably can't call you either, once we're off. That'll be too 
risky."

"Understood. That won't be necessary."

Chris thought, wondering if there was anything left to be said, but 
to his frustration, he couldn't think of any way to get to the 
subject of most concern to him. He wanted to ask whether they 
thought that MI5 was pleased with his decision to inform them, 
whether Mother Goose had made any specific comments in this 
regard, but he suppressed the notion. These guys were just 
agents like himself, unable to confirm or deny anything regarding 
his re-employment. He had to bring this up with Mother Goose 
himself upon his return. So, he remained quiet. The last thing he 
wanted was to appear desperate. This was his favor, not theirs.

All of a sudden, Chris noticed a stale smell in the room, and felt 
somewhat surprised that he hadn't noticed it before. It seemed to 
come from nowhere particular, but hung in the room like a cloud 



in a summer's sky, emitting odor not from a person or thing, but 
rather from the situation itself, the uncertainty, the danger, the 
possible consequences of his action. He sucked the air deep into 
his lungs. It was dry and it made his tongue dry too. He would 
have loved a drink right now, a cup of tea or better even, a shot 
of brandy or a tumbler of whiskey, but he was too ashamed to fix 
one. He didn't want them to think he drank at all hours. Besides, 
the room had no mini-bar anyway.

The balding guy took out his mobile phone and made a call. He 
spoke with a subdued voice and listened more than he talked. He 
only answered questions with a short "yes" or "no."

Chris let his vision glide over the two men sitting on the edge of 
his bed. He only knew the one with the phone. It appeared 
dealing with Chris's operation was now his duty, unless it was 
sheer coincidence that he appeared every time. He seemed to be 
of a higher rank. There was nothing extraordinary about him, he 
looked very common, and to be a Government agent was the last 
thing anyone would expect of him. But his eyes were kind of 
special—intelligent and forceful, like two navigational light beams 
that reach out to ships on dark seas, to inform the crew of the 
shore's proximity, and warn them before they stray too close to 
the dangerous rock. Just as a ship's crew would look for those 
lights, Chris looked for some indication in the eyes of the two 
agents that his double-dealing was appreciated. But no matter 
how hard he looked, they remained totally non-revealing.

"There's just one more thing," said Chris after a while.

"What?"

"Do you think it's possible to read up on the latest nuclear 
technology? I feel I have to update myself. After all, I'm 
supposed to be the weapons expert and don't want to be caught 
not knowing what I'm talking about."

The two men exchanged a few words.

"I can bring you some material to the hotel tomorrow," said the 
younger one of the two, "you can do all your reading here."



"Excellent," said Chris. "Thanks. That gives me a few days to 
prepare myself."

The next morning Chris took out an ad in the London Times.

"BRIGIT AND LEONARD PROUDLY ANNOUNCE THE ARRIVAL OF 
THEIR SON NUKE."

It was the agreed code message that he would take the job. Now 
the die was cast. He had no way of knowing how things would 
work out, of course, but one thing was certain—he was about to 
embark on the most serious mission in his career.

Chapter Four

The skies over Novosibirsk, the largest city in Siberia, greeted 
Chris with a dense layer of gray clouds. It was mid-afternoon and 
the outside temperature looked crisp and cold. Through the tiny 
double-glassed window, he could see red cheeks and noses on 
the faces of the military men standing around, dressed in long 
army coats, Kalashnikov rifles dangling from their backs, their 
hands gloved, little puffs of smoke evaporating from their 
mouths. The ground was snow-free, but the ice-god reigned 
ruthlessly. A fierce monster driven mad in the presence of even 
the smallest heat source. The moment Chris stepped off Aeroflot 
Flight 224 it jumped him. It engulfed him like a lover, tore at his 
clothing, bit his skin. 

Only a few months ago, on a brief stopover in Moscow he'd felt a 
similar sensation, but then again it didn't quite compare. In the 
aftermath, it felt more like a mild autumn breeze compared to the 
temperatures in this part of the country.

Siberia. Who would come here of his own free will anyway? Who 
else but the convicted, the condemned, dressed in prison clothes 
and dragged here in chains? Such is the reputation of 
Novosibirsk. It is also historical fact. How many political prisoners 
have died here under Stalin, interned or shipped to even more 
remote locations? How many souls must have cursed this place, 



its climate, its barrenness, and its brutality? How many have 
condemned the land for its corrupt partnership with the human 
torturers?

But times have changed. Apart from the reputation, the city itself 
seemed to have lost its sadistic streak, as if it had only been a 
passing notion, its labor camps a temporary mood swing, a 
regretful act by a now reformed miscreant mind. Looking at the 
city now, a visitor might almost be convinced that such cruelty 
never happened at all. Today the city of Novosibirsk may not be 
exactly smiling day-in and day-out, perhaps still gruel-faced and 
a little miserable occasionally, but that shouldn't be held against 
her. We all have such moments at one time or other.

The airport itself looked quite ordinary, exactly like all airports do 
the world over. A great number of planes come here, but mostly 
for refueling. Most of them make only a brief stop on a journey to 
other destinations, a visit to a garage to check the oil before 
embarking a holiday trip, nothing more. Passengers often remain 
in their seats, unwilling to step out.

The airport wasn't large—a single runway, no hydraulic walkways. 
The planes just stopped on the tarmac in front of the single story 
building and those who'd chosen to remain had to walk the 
distance. Chris hesitated briefly as he passed the soothing 
warmth evaporating from the turbine engines as if, like a battery, 
it was possible to store the energy.

Inside the building was relatively comfortable, mainly because 
there was no wind. The biting cold was successfully kept outside, 
but it wasn't really warm either. Not warm enough to take off 
one's jacket. He felt the presence of certain bitterness, a defiance 
and pigheadedness as if people had decided to do away with any 
form of luxury and live a life of simple obedience. "Don't fight 
things that can't be changed," the interior screamed out to him. 
"Don't try to change the orbit of the planets." It seemed 
ridiculous that in a socialist state, the ordinary people were the 
last to be asked for their opinions, but such were his feelings as 
he stood inside these walls with his travel bag on his shoulder.



There had been no Customs check. Not even a passport was 
required. He'd come on an internal flight from Moscow; he'd been 
through the procedure before, of course, but it still felt somewhat 
strange to pass through without being checked. It was not what 
he had expected of Russia.

Chris looked around. There weren't too many people at this time 
of day. He started to search for a sign, a pair of eyes, a signal. 
Arrangements had been made for him. He'd been told that he 
would be picked up, but that was all. Soon his fellow passengers 
had all dispersed. Some had remained standing around for a 
while, waiting for their luggage, but by now even those had left 
the building.

"Change money?" The man who approached Chris didn't look 
much like a banker, more like a tribesman or camel herder. Nor 
was currency trading his only business. He had Russian watches 
for sale as well.

"No thanks." Chris sat down on a bench with shaky legs that 
rested against the wall opposite the entrance. The walls were 
stained and hadn't felt a fresh coat of paint since WWII. A woman 
next to him was feeding her child with dry bread and tea.

"Zdrastvuj." Two men walked up to Chris. They were dressed in 
long heavy coats, ideally suited for this climate. Even though they 
were of civilian make and carried no military markings 
whatsoever, they still looked official and so did the men who wore 
them. Perhaps the short haircuts and synchronized moves that 
unite all military men from around the globe gave them away. 
One of them had a face like Roman Polanski; his shoulders 
slumped slightly as if he had cold rainwater running down his 
back.

Chris nodded, while Roman looked on.

"I don't speak Russian," he lied. He thought it might prove a 
particular advantage to deny his meager language skills. Perhaps 
he would be able to listen in on their conversations.

"That's okay. Come with us."



Chris followed them outside. In the nearby car park, a dark car 
awaited them. It was a private car and it looked as if it came 
from a junkyard. A gloved hand unlocked the vehicle's door. Chris 
slid onto the icy cold upholstery of the back seat. 

"Are we going far?" Chris asked as they drove off.

"Not far," came the short reply. Roman Polanski was driving. 
Chris could see his eyes in the rearview mirror. They gave 
nothing away.

The car was a Borgward, probably old enough to be an antique, 
but in rather shabby condition. It was one of those East-European 
makes that refuses to die, but is still condemned to a slow death. 
It looked like all the other cars they passed on the road. The local 
people seemed to have no need for good-looking cars, preferring 
reliability and performance. A well running engine was deemed 
superior to perfectly shaped mudguards or intact taillights; the oil 
in the engine more important than the chrome on the radiator 
grill. So all the cars looked as if they'd been bought at junkyards.

The weather looked dim too. It wasn't raining exactly, but there 
was enough moisture in the air to wet the windscreen; so much 
in fact, the driver had to turn on the windshield wipers 
occasionally. They left thick black lines of dirt at the top and 
bottom end of the screen and several hairline arches in between.

Advertising posters, huge billboards, seen in abundance all 
around the airport building, ceased to exist a few hundred yards 
down the road. Everything began to look like things do backstage 
at a theater show. For a moment the world seemed unreal, a 
mock city, constructed for the sole purpose of betrayal. It seemed 
as if the airport and everything surrounding it was nothing but a 
stage set, a theatrical arrangement, a storage area of props and 
building materials.

The two men didn't talk much. Perhaps because their English was 
uncertain, he thought, and Chris used the opportunity to orient 
himself. The roads were reasonably wide, but looked similarly 
plain without any particular distinguishing landmarks. In a certain 
way, it recalled the vast grayness and socialist attitude he had 
known in East Berlin. He could actually feel the common poverty, 



the lack of material goods, and the deprivation of color and 
advertising that connects the people of all communist nations.

After a fifteen-minute drive, the car stopped in front of a building 
that resembled a hotel but only in the strangest kind of way. It 
had more windows than any of the surrounding structures. Lost 
within an industrial zone, it seemed the only survivor of an 
industrial revolution that had spread over the area like a virus, 
reforming every other building as far as the eye could see. What 
had made this brave little structure hold out against such 
powers?

The two men checked him in and looked on as the fat woman 
behind the counter handed him the key to his room.

"In the room next to yours are two men on the same mission," 
said Roman's friend, by far the more talkative of the two. But 
even he felt no need for proper introductions. Such is the nursing 
of Mother Russia. Common needs would bring them together and 
were sufficient introduction.

"Tomorrow morning we'll come back," he said as they left. "Be 
ready at eight. Dasvidan 'ye."

Like a true deity, the ice-god was omnipresent. Even in the 
elevator shaft, the long corridors and in the huge bathroom, he 
made his presence felt unmistakably. The curtains, thin and 
white, had the soft touch of freshly fallen snow. The wooden 
floorboards creaked under Chris's weight like thin ice on a freshly 
frozen lake. It took quite a while to force the chill out of the 
room, but as the heater took charge, Chris began to feel more 
comfortable and relaxed. He switched on the TV but could only 
get local channels. He began switching to see what was available 
and stopped on a documentary about the river Volga. The 
program was in Russian, but the images needed no translation. 
They hinted at how enormous this country truly was, how many 
different types of people there were; people who seemed to have 
little in common, people separated by culture, appearance, 
traditions, eating habits, beliefs and perhaps much, much more.

It seemed hard to grasp that this place was in the heart of 
Russia, surrounded by stunning landscapes, breathtaking 



architecture and a culture that brought forth some of the finest 
art the world had ever seen. Yet, the heart looked diseased and 
infected. It seemed Mother Russia lived by her other organs, her 
talent, the endurance of her people and the beauty of her 
landscape. She was a phenomenon, living by the beat of her very 
own pulse, enduring with astonishing strength the pulse people 
have bestowed on her for the last several decades.

About an hour after his arrival, there was a knock on the door. 
Two men, each wrapped in a blanket—so obviously foreigners—
threw an ill-at-ease smile at him. They looked kind of funny 
together, like two Eskimos on safari, one tall with black curly hair, 
the other smaller and a little chubby. They looked lost.

"I'm Arnon," said the taller one, "and he's Gad," pointing at his 
companion who had the constant smile of a schizophrenic. "We're 
on the team," he said. "Do you mind we come in?"

"Not at all."

Chris introduced himself as Illja and quickly closed the door 
behind them. Arnon looked around, comparing rooms. He seemed 
to measure each piece of furniture, wardrobe, bed; compare tiles 
and evaluated the age of the linen. Then he went to check the 
view from the window.

"Your room's bigger than ours," he said as he concluded his 
investigation. "Have you settled in yet?" he asked casually and 
without true concern.

"Nah. What for?" Chris replied. "We're leaving in the morning 
anyway."

"Right."

Chris noticed Gad carried a large briefcase, which he deposited 
against the opposite wall of the room so that it remained in his 
direct view as he took a seat at the small coffee table. They 
looked quite friendly, these two. Their appearance was generally 
European but contained a slight touch of Asia. Something was 
peculiar about them—like a veal cordon bleu served with rice 
instead of potatoes, or someone eating a plate of fried rice with 
knife and fork. Chris had to smile. Arnon's slightly darker 



complexion stood out significantly against his companion's lighter 
straight hair. Both their faces, however, their noses in particular, 
were unmistakably Jewish, although their general appearance 
hinted at different backgrounds. They looked, sounded, and 
functioned like partners, school buddies, or people from the same 
neighborhood baseball team.

Evidently, it was Arnon who talked most of the time, perhaps 
because of his superior fluency in English but his partner didn't 
seem like much of a talker anyway. They did look the perfect 
team however. Even in communication, they appeared to 
complement each other's shortcomings. Still, Arnon's accent 
showed, and it wasn't Russian. Chris came straight to the point.

"Where are you guys from?"

"Jerusalem," said Arnon. Gad nodded.

"When did you arrive?"

"Came in on the morning flight. Quite a change in temperature, I 
can assure you. Brrr."

"We haven't been here long enough to find any action," said Gad.

"Yeah. The place is a dump. It looks like one of the petrochemical 
plants back home. We just walked around, about an hour in each 
direction—nothing. Not even a cinema or store."

"But we found something else," said Gad. "Look." From 
underneath his blanket, he brought forth a large bag of sunflower 
seeds and a bottle of vodka, a fierce enemy of the ice-god, and 
hence a true friend of every man in this part of the world, local or 
visitor alike. He slammed the bottle and the bag on the table. The 
vodka was distinctively Russian—a most innocent-looking 
substance, but a most powerful spirit. Little more is needed to 
create friendships and brotherhoods, stir dull minds to meaningful 
conversation and bridge cross-cultural chasms no matter how 
wide, deep or significant. Some such feelings brought forth by the 
spirit might last for as long as it takes for the level in the bottle to 
reach bottom, others until the hangover disappears and the 
rational mind once again takes charge. Others longer still. A truly 
powerful remedy to the ailments of Siberia, an art form in itself, 



cultivated and refined over the centuries, the most effective way 
to fight the ice-god, the spirit of boredom and the ghost of 
loneliness. Absolutely essential to Siberia, in other words.

Soon the three men were sitting in a triangle on the floor, 
chatting, picking sunflower seeds. Cigarette smoke filled the 
room. Seeds seemed to be very popular with these two. Gad in 
particular. He seemed to be living on them and had developed 
the skill of a parrot, cracking shells, splitting them open in just 
the right way, extracting the seed sometimes even without using 
his hands. And like a bird, he would just let the empty shell drop 
from his lips, ready to pick the next one from his hand with his 
teeth. Soon a little mound of empty shells built up in front of him, 
growing steadily.

"What's your part in the mission?" asked Chris after a few sips 
from his vodka.

"We're looking after the finance for the client," said Arnon. "I'm 
sorry, but we can't give you any details. You understand."

Chris didn't reply. He saw no need for such secrecy; he would find 
out sooner or later anyway.

"Tell him," said Gad. Arnon said something in Hebrew, but Gad 
shook his head. "Our Governments have good relations," Arnon 
continued, "so we're allowed to see the facilities. That's all."

"We're here for finances," said Gad, "how you say...to see the 
deal goes smoothly."

"We're in charge of the transaction," Arnon interrupted his 
partner. "Perhaps we too can do business in the future?"

"Why would you need me?" Chris inquired. "Don't you guys have 
your own specialists?"

"Sure. But it's always good to have contacts. In such a highly 
specific field, it's always better to have too much information than 
not enough. L'haim."

They lifted their glasses. Chris realized that Arnon drank his 
vodka, but Gad still had a full glass in front of him. He had only 



sipped a little, but otherwise hadn't touched it. He was too busy 
cracking seeds.

"Drink," said Chris, pointing towards the full glass. Gad nodded 
but still wouldn't touch it.

"What are you carrying in your briefcase," said Chris, "more 
sunflower seeds?" He'd noticed Gad's strange attachment to that 
case. He wouldn't take his eyes off it for more than a few 
minutes.

"Yes," said Gad and smiled. "Lots more."

After a brief silence, to change the subject, Chris asked: "What 
do you think of this country?" 

"In deep shit, obviously. The system is cracking up," said Arnon. 
"Time is running out on reform. Who knows which way it's going 
to go? Perhaps even back to the Stalinists. There are quite a few 
left, I can assure you. Especially in the Asian part of the country. 
Despite everything we hear in the West, Russia is too large a 
country to understand easily—like China."

"Difficult to govern under one regime," Gad mumbled from 
between crushed seeds.

"Right. It's easy to see what is happening here. Take our mission 
for instance. The military is ripping off its own country. Those are 
the first signs of a complete collapse. I tell you, this country is a 
box of dynamite. Fortunately we'll only be here for a few days."

"L'haim," said Chris. He had no particular interest in awakening 
such thoughts. Neither was he particularly concerned about this 
situation. He'd been in more than one trouble spot in his time. A 
deal is a deal, and this was a damn good one.

He began to like the vodka. It warmed him up from the inside 
out. Once used to its sharp bite, it smothered the body with 
comfortable radiation, leaving it immune and with a certain 
blasphemy against the ice god. Arnon raised his glass. "Prost," he 
said with a smirk.

"What do you think people around here do for fun?" Chris said 
into the silence.



Arnon laughed. "Have hot baths, I guess. What do I know? 
Perhaps they have bathhouses with massage, steam baths, pretty 
women and lots of vodka. We just haven't found them yet."

"Hold that thought," said Chris, "I've got to take a piss." He 
stumbled towards the bathroom, which was almost as large as 
the bedroom itself. Never before did he realize how 
extraordinarily large it was. Shit. What do they need such large 
bathrooms for, he thought as he tried to urinate into the ceramic 
toilet bowl which kept moving sideways. He watched the deep 
yellow urine whirl into the white porcelain urinal. Several drops 
had fallen on the floor. He was too drunk to care. They stared 
back at him like drops of spilled honey.

The water from the tap was liquid ice and numbed his fingers. He 
rubbed them warm against the towel. Outside the air had turned 
wet too; one had to be amphibian to survive here. Rain turned to 
hail and hammered against the window, each drop a separate 
message from the ice-god. Chris tried to straighten the towel on 
the hanger but didn't manage and it slit down gracefully like a 
curtain after the last performance in a theater. He knew he was 
drunk when he saw himself in the mirror, giggling over not being 
able to pick up the towel. To hell with it. He left the towel on the 
floor and stumbled back to join the others.

As soon as he stepped through the door, he froze. Gad was 
sitting there with a gun in his hand. Chris stumbled forward, 
trying to reach his bed where he kept his own weapon under the 
mattress, but although his mind had catapulted his body into 
action, there was a delay in his legs receiving the message. He 
stumbled and fell.

Gad burst into uncontrollable laughter. He laughed so hard, Chris 
thought he might shoot him by accident.

"You... you thought I would shoot you... didn't you?" he gasped.

"Don't joke with things like that," Chris replied, but had to laugh 
too. It was kind of funny.

"Don't worry," said Gad. "You're too valuable to be shot right 
now. Besides, it's not even loaded. Look." He pulled the trigger a 



few times, producing nothing but a few high-pitched clicks. "I just 
want your opinion, that's all."

Chris picked up the weapon and checked the magazine. It was 
indeed empty. The weapon, a 5.45mm PSM pistol, was 
remarkably thin and not much bigger than the palm of his hand. 
It fit nicely.

"Nice side arm," said Chris and placed it back on the table. 
"Standard issue?"

"Oh no," Arnon replied with a smirk. "We're a poor nation. When 
it comes to weapons, every agent is on his own. They pay us only 
peanuts. How much are they paying you for this mission?"

Chris looked surprised that he'd even asked such a question, but 
diplomatically avoided answering. Arnon must have noticed his 
reluctance because he tried to find excuses for his friend.

"Just trying to figure out what the going rate is these days."

"There is no going rate," said Chris. "It all depends."

"Depends on what?" Now they were both paying attention. 

Chris didn't mind sharing some knowledge, but neither did he 
want to give away trade secrets. "Every situation is different," he 
explained diplomatically. "Every client is different. It depends how 
suitable your expertise is to the client, how easy he can find it 
elsewhere. There's really no standard rate." They both looked 
kind of disappointed.

While Chris spoke, there had been a repeated howling sound in 
the background, which seemed to come from the yard at the back 
of the house. It had drawn their attention. What was it? A wolf 
perhaps? Gad got up, stepped to the window and wiped the 
condensation from the glass with his elbow. Shielding his eyes 
with the palm of his right hand, he peered through the small hole. 
A dog, a rather beautiful animal, half wolf and half German 
shepherd, was tied to a leash down in the yard, perhaps as a 
punishment by its owner. Being left out in the cold, the creature 
kept on howling, begging, surrendering.



"I hope he will shut up soon," said Gad as he rejoined them on 
the floor. The little vodka he'd drunk seemed to have a strange 
effect on him—for one thing, it had greatly improved his English.

"Russia is having serious problems internally," said Arnon, "and 
China has her hands full with local affairs. Everywhere, however, 
ordinary people experience a broader participation in the 
country's politics. It can lead to anything, even democracy 
eventually. Who knows? But first it will bring chaos."

"Shut the fuck up," Gad yelled at the dog that'd been howling 
continuously. The sound had gotten him visibly agitated. Arnon 
ignored him and carried on.

"I can see the possibility for quite a number of military conflicts in 
the next couple of years. Palestine, India, Pakistan, the Middle 
East. Korea. And certainly here in the Soviet Union."

"Do you think it might escalate into war?" said Chris.

"Who knows? There's certainly a high possibility. But the 
international community—"

"Fuck the international community," Gad interrupted sharply. "It's 
the fucking Americans who are always meddling in other people's 
affairs. What do they truly know about the problems of a country, 
eh? Americans don't care about anybody but themselves."

Arnon didn't say anything, but his face showed total agreement. 
He hated America too, perhaps even more than that howling 
outside.

"Are you still living in—what's it called, those communities?" said 
Chris.

"Kibbutz," replied Arnon. "No. Not anymore. But I used to."

"What's it like?" Chris had no comprehension. Like everyone else, 
he'd heard of Kibbutzim, but was really lost when it came to 
visualizing the experience.

"Most of the guys in the kibbutz were on a TCP diet," said Arnon 
and couldn't help laughing at his own joke.

"What's TCP?"



"It's a detergent, back home," said Arnon, "but we used it as 
Tomato-Cucumber-Potato. That's all they ate usually, you know." 
They both laughed.

"It's terrible food," Gad said. "You'd be howling like that fucking 
wolf down there, I'll tell you." It was meant as a joke, although 
Gad had said it with definite anger in his voice, as if the howling 
affected him more than it did the others. Perhaps he didn't have 
enough vodka in his blood.

Chris watched him get up and grab his gun from the table. He 
slammed a loaded magazine into it and pulled back the sliding 
carriage, ready for action. He looked calm but determined. From 
his pocket, he brought forth a silencer, a foot-long piece of metal 
that screwed neatly onto the barrel of his gun. He held it low, like 
a gunslinger, right next to his kneecap as he stepped up to the 
window and opened it. He hesitated only slightly, as the powerful 
breath of the ice-god entered the room. For a brief moment, it 
cleared their heads as it wrestled the vodka spirit.

Gad stood by the window, legs slightly apart, the barrel of the 
gun resting on his left arm. Chris heard the two dark hollow plops 
as if a heavy bag of cement had fallen off a passing lorry, its 
contents splashing all over the yard, covering everything in gray 
silence. Gad closed the window and returned back to his seat. 
The whole thing was over in less than thirty seconds.

Arnon said nothing and neither did Chris. The howling had 
stopped. Did he really shoot that dog or was it all a cleverly 
arranged trick? Was this what guys in Israel did to check people's 
reactions? A Middle Eastern version of Candid Camera? Chris's 
head went spinning. Something told him that he had just 
witnessed a performance by a master magician, something that 
looks real but is nothing but a powerful illusion.

The bottle on the table was only half empty, and Chris thought he 
must have drunk most of it. The remainder of the spirit, however, 
seemed incapable of sustaining either the atmosphere or the 
discussion.

"I'm going to sleep," said Arnon, looking at Gad. "It's late. Are 
you coming?"



~*~

The military jeep, which came to pick them up the following 
morning, had AVIATSIYA VOYENNO printed in large letters on 
each side, and the driver wore a uniform. He spoke only when 
spoken to. Gad, who wouldn't allow his briefcase out of his sight, 
seemed to speak Russian well. He asked several questions and 
received straight short answers.

"He said he doesn't know anything about our destination," Gad 
explained. "His orders are only to take us to the airport. 
Apparently there's a military plane waiting. I think he's been 
ordered not to talk to us."

They drove through several gates and into a military compound 
outside the city. At the small airstrip, an officer welcomed them 
and led the three men to a military aircraft standing on the 
tarmac with its engines running. They hopped in and dropped into 
the only available seats. Moments later, the plane began to taxi, 
and within minutes they were airborne. Apart from a crew of 
three, they were the only passengers. Chris saw that Gad had the 
briefcase chained to his wrist. He sat, pressing it against his chest 
as if it contained some sort of powerful energy source.

Chris gazed through the small aircraft window by pressing his 
nose against the double-glazed plastic. He saw nothing but 
endless tundra, with hills in the background. They seemed to be 
flying northeast. Nobody talked. 

Chris ignored the beauty of the country; he couldn't help thinking 
about this mission, about the risks involved, and that he'd fully 
deserve to be rich at the end of it. He'd make a nice clean break. 
A break from his financial status and from his old employer, from 
Claire, from silly arguments, and from ridiculous female behavior. 
To be on his own again seemed a gain, not a loss.

Come to think of it, he'd always been on his own, in one way or 
another. Even those who looked after him during his youth had 
died, abandoning him eventually. Now he could take the time to 
sort out his young life. With half a million pounds Sterling in his 
account, life would look rosy anywhere. He was about to step into 
a New World, a world with different considerations and problems.



He still a few decisions to make, though. He had to consider 
where to live, and form a base from which to operate. Perhaps he 
might go south, maybe to Italy or Spain. Portugal with her scenic 
coastline, beautiful women and relaxing lifestyle sounded quite 
encouraging too. Even if he got his job back, one definite upside 
of his work was that he didn't have to live next door to the head 
office. If he could manage to get into fieldwork again, he wouldn't 
need an office at all. A telephone and fax would do. A small 
apartment by the beach sounded perfect. Some place that 
needed very little care and would be a delight to get back to. 
These missions might last weeks, or even months at a time, but 
more often, they were short trips, and he could operate from a 
base anywhere in the world.

The plane crossed a snow-capped mountain range. Chris looked 
at his two companions, sitting across from him on the other side 
of the aircraft, trying to sleep. Their heads bent sideways, their 
eyes were closed. He wondered whom they worked for. How did 
this all fit together? Why would Israel finance nuclear weapons for 
Middle Eastern States, if that's where they were to be delivered? 
He still had no idea of what was going on. Israel couldn't possibly 
be friendly with an Arab State—or could they? Chris had no 
illusions about politics; he knew that a Government's official 
viewpoint often meant very little. Those were for the masses. In 
this business too, different rules applied. It was a crazy world. 
Better not to get involved in politics.

"We're landing in fifteen minutes," one of the crewmembers 
announced. Chris stretched his limbs. He felt hungry. Except for 
the sunflower seeds, they hadn't eaten anything in the hotel last 
night, hadn't even bothered to find out whether or not there was 
any room service. The vodka had done the rest, had knocked him 
out the minute he'd laid down to sleep. Now his stomach was 
empty and complaining. It would have to wait.

The landing site was a small airstrip in the middle of no-man's 
land. They saw nothing but military installations—barracks with 
smoking chimneys, hangars, oil drums, and plant sheds. They 
arrived just in time to witness the morning drill. Lines of soldiers 



sparkled under a deep blue Siberian sky. It was cold but the sun 
took the sting away.

The soldiers made straight lines like toy robots on a shelf, walking 
with straightened legs, heads turned in synchronization as if 
connected to the same switch; then suddenly, upon the 
Sergeant's yell, they came to life. All of a sudden, they seem to 
feel the cold just like everyone else, shivering, rubbing their 
hands together, and generally behaving like human beings.

So this is the mighty army that opposes the West, thought Chris. 
They looked impressive, but then again mortal too. Up close, they 
looked nothing like their mighty reputation of a force of 
indestructible power. Then he corrected himself. Did individuals 
really matter in war these days? Did it really matter how strong 
or tough individual soldiers were when all it took to cause 
devastation was to push a button or pull a lever? In our century, 
wars were no longer fought through individual confrontation. No 
more sword-swinging barbarians, no axe-wielding madmen or 
brainwashed soldiers facing each other in muddy trenches. The 
tasks of modern day soldiers were less and less physically 
demanding. A child could well perform some of them. Like images 
on monitors, the enemies seemed more impersonal and war thus 
seemed less cruel. Except to someone in his position. As an 
agent, he would linger in the front lines of a war, the place where 
trigger pulling and axe-wielding remained a constant 
requirement.

The man who came to greet them looked like a young Gorbachev. 
He had a round face and a warm smile. He was an officer, 
dressed in full uniform, but he didn't seem to be of a particularly 
high rank. The officer took them to a nearby barracks and 
introduced them to a few more members of the team. The 
Gorbachev look-alike made few introductions, apart from shaking 
everyone's hand, then, in just a few minutes, he was gone, 
leaving one of the Russian soldiers in charge. A few of the new 
team members dressed in blue military overalls, others in civilian 
clothes. One man in particular stood out like a sore thumb. He 
looked Indian, and Chris wondered how he came to fit into this 
group. In this group of Europeans, he looked like a fish out of 



water. His dark complexion looked like a strange skin disease; he 
was a muddy baseball in a basket of freshly picked peaches. His 
face could have been called stunning though. He had a Greek 
profile, fine delicate features, a certain fragility even, had it not 
been for another less desirable attribute. A hint of cruelty shone 
through his features that suggested a violent streak—an 
imperfection on an otherwise perfect diamond. His unshaven face 
added somewhat to this perception of cruelty, but it was his eyes 
that confirmed this impression. They were dull and hollow like the 
eyes of a blind man, a person who saw only with his other 
senses, or, if he so chose—not at all. He looked like a man who 
could hide himself in his blindness, who disregarded the needs of 
others, and did not care about a single thing beside himself. Yet 
he looked as if he could see through people, enter their minds, 
and read their very thoughts.

His features had something of a European shape, and he could 
well have been from the Middle East, Yemen, Iran or Oman, 
Egypt perhaps. A young Omar Sharif, with those charming 
features and beautiful black hair. But his skin color gave him 
away. Dressed in military guerilla clothing, he had the 
appearance of an Asian Che Guevara, who walked with the side 
pockets of his pants stuffed with political ambition, he himself 
ready to lead a battalion of soldiers into revolutionary combat. 
Still, he looked misplaced in those clothes. It seemed a 
masquerade, a disguise, whereas he truly belonged dressed in 
typical Indian cotton pants or a business suit.

The group of men sat around a mess table, each with a cup of hot 
steaming coffee in front of him. There was a small breakfast 
buffet arranged offering pieces of bread, cheese, and slices of fat 
meat. The men ate silently. Afterwards there was a kind of 
conference.

"I believe you have all been briefed on the procedure," said the 
Russian, "and know in principle what the objective is. We must 
work fast. We will split the group into two teams, the Technical 
Operation Team," he pointed to Chris and four Russian soldiers 
standing in the back of the room, dressed in working uniforms, 



"and the Financial Team," pointing to the Israelis and the Indian. 
"Will the Financial Team please follow me?"

As the group left the barracks, Chris was approached by one of 
the Russians who introduced him to the other three. They shook 
hands. The first man indicated for Chris to follow him outside to a 
waiting jeep. The man climbed behind the wheel, and, with Chris 
in the front seat and the others in back, drove off with 
considerable speed.

It seemed rather odd to Chris that a this group of intruders 
consisting of two Israelis, a German and an Indian, could roam 
around this highly restricted nuclear facility like flies on a dead 
man's body. Actually, Chris was more than just surprised at such 
an arrangement. Was there no security? He didn't exactly know 
what he had expected, but the fact that the Russians allowed 
them to carry out this operation with little or no supervision 
seemed downright ridiculous. What if he screwed up? They knew 
nothing about him, his expertise, or his competency. They didn't 
even know whether or not he was familiar with this particular 
weapon system. Did they let anyone walk in here and fiddle with 
their weapons? Without the necessary expertise, one could easily 
release deadly radiation, or even set off an explosion that would 
have devastating consequences. Such an explosion could destroy 
the land far beyond the boundaries of Soviet Russia and yet these 
people didn't seem to care one little bit.

But then again it wasn't the military who had hired him. Some 
individual, corrupt officer had made this happen, not the Russian 
military. Still, it amazed Chris what kind of risks these people 
were taking. He concluded that they were either greedy beyond 
measure or too dumb to see the dangers involved.

As they reached the storage area, one of the men took Chris 
aside.

"Sigarety Americani?" he asked, indicating the movements of a 
smoker. He obviously didn't speak any English, but Chris got the 
idea.

"I don't smoke," he said. "Sorry. No sigarety." The man looked 
disappointed but carried on as if nothing had happened.



Together the four men walked into the hangar where the 
weapons were stored. A mobile crane followed them. Chris 
couldn't deny the sense of wonder he felt as he faced these 
instruments of death. Such an arsenal of destruction could 
destroy the whole planet, kill all life on earth and leave a 
radioactive desert for hundreds of years. These particular 
weapons, however, looked anything but perfect. The paint peeled 
off on several of them. They looked cold and vicious; long, naked, 
and ugly columns of polished steel. But perhaps because of their 
enormous power, they also contained a certain degree of 
sacredness. Perhaps this was the result of a potent mixture of 
respect and fear. The vibes were clearly there and Chris could 
feel them as clearly as he felt the cold.

He recalled a quote from Albert Einstein, who said that he wasn't 
sure how World War III would be fought, but World War IV would 
definitely be fought with sticks and stones. Seeing these missiles, 
Einstein's comment made total sense. They were, in a way, 
mankind's final statement.

Chris took a good look at the arsenal. It was truly impressive. 
There were surface-to-air missiles, including an SA-5 and several 
SA-10s; he saw antiballistic missiles and several road-mobile SS-
25 ICBM missiles. The men pointed out a particular missile—an 
older version of the SS-18 Satan. Then Chris began to 
understand what was going on in this facility. Silo conversion 
activities were underway. Presumably, older SS-18 versions were 
being replaced with the more modern Mod 5. This explained the 
timing for their mission, for during such a conversion operation it 
wouldn't look the least suspicious to have people taking nuclear 
missiles apart. And Russia stayed up-to-date with her weaponry, 
exchanging old ones for newer versions as soon as they became 
available.

"I would prefer one that's still in the silo," said Chris, "if that's 
possible." He looked around to see whether or not he was 
understood. "It's easier to work when its upright, you know." One 
man in the group, a young skinny fellow with brown hair and a 
faint mustache, spoke reasonable English. He explained what 



Chris just said to his superior, the smoker. The man listened but 
eventually shook his head.

"Eta," he said pointing at the SS-18.

They went to work straight away. Chris signaled the overhead 
crane operator to lower the wire. Certain links had to be 
disconnected between the main body and the warhead. 
Dismantling the warhead was a difficult task, simply because it 
lay sideways and therefore it had to be turned into the proper 
working position. Inside the silo, each missile had several 
platform levels around it, which would have made work a little 
easier since no scaffolding would have to be built.

They erected a mobile scaffold, which was easy to get into place, 
but difficult to work from since it couldn't be secured properly, 
and didn't stop wobbling. Chris and his four Russian helpers went 
to work silently. Apart from the occasional order, these men 
remained aloof. They worked like people on a building site where 
Chris was the new colleague in the team—with one major 
difference; the importance of their actions was reflected in their 
behavior. No one smiled, no one made jokes or teased. No one 
told stories, the way construction workers pass the day. When 
any activity was discussed, it was discussed briefly and without 
any extraneous conversation.

The Russians were good workers. They were swift and strong, 
and they followed orders like robots. Obviously, they had been 
told exactly how they were to treat this German, and they 
followed orders to the letter. Chris sensed their attitudes toward 
him strongly. In an attempt to get a little closer to these guys, 
once or twice he asked a personal question of the skinny English-
speaking soldier—a question that had nothing to do with the 
mission, a general inquiry regarding his social life, or how often 
he they managed to see their families back home. But each time 
the man managed to avoid replying, acting as if he didn't 
understand the question. So, after several unsuccessful attempts, 
Chris gave up and concentrated on his work.

It took several hours to remove the guidance system, and several 
more to open the warhead and extract the plutonium. The 



Russian safety suits were more primitive than the ones he'd been 
accustomed to back in the West. Even East Germany had had 
better suits than this. The stiffness of the material made it a real 
pain to work in. Chris could imagine how these scientists felt. 
They worked for low salaries, with little or no respect or social 
status, and in conditions that bordered on sheer negligence. With 
all the money spent on weapons in this country, it was rather 
frustrating to see how little was spent on safety, maintenance, 
personnel, and a proper workplace.

Occasionally, someone showed up to check on progress. 
Surprisingly it turned out to be the Indian man, accompanied by 
the Russian officer. The Indian began to emerge as the front man 
of the operation. The Russian seemed only vaguely interested in 
their efforts and exchanged only a few words with his men—all 
questions relating to the state of progress, as far as Chris could 
make out.

The Indian seemed to have something else on his mind as he 
approached Chris. "You can call me Lathi," he said with an 
arrogant tone of voice. "I'll be coming by to check from time to 
time."

"You can call me Illja," said Chris. He hated it when people 
treated him like an object. The man didn't reply. He just looked 
past him and totally ignored the comment. Chris told himself to 
be careful of this man. He didn't like him. It was just a feeling, 
but it made itself known forcefully. There was something 
disturbing about this man and it still showed most clearly in his 
eyes.

"I'm in charge of the operation outside Russia," Lathi explained, 
involuntarily disclosing the true reason for his talk with Chris. 
He'd come to establish authority.

"Why don't you come back after we've left Russia then?" Chris 
replied and went back to his work, leaving Lathi standing on the 
tarmac.

From time to time Lathi would show up alone. He would stand 
there below the scaffold frame, watching them for a while before 
saying something, usually voicing complaints or suggestions on 



how to improve on their methods. He seemed to have an 
uncontrollable urge to criticize or condemn anything that he 
hadn't thought up. By his third or fourth visit, Chris had had 
about enough of Lathi. At the moment, he was dealing with a 
particular problem of detaching the guidance system; it seemed 
to have stuck. Lathi showed up and nagged at them.

"How much longer before you get this thing off?" he inquired. 
Then he saw the dilemma they struggled with. "What's going on? 
Now you can't even get the capsule off? I told you not to use the 
crane in this position." 

Chris's temper let go. "Look," he said, "don't you have anything 
better to do than to hang around here for fuck's sake? Get out of 
my fucking hair or else we'll never finish this."

Lathi stared at him as if hit by a bullet. Balls of lightning emerged 
from his eyes, but he said nothing, and when Chris looked over 
his shoulders a while later, he was gone.

They worked until late into the night. Temperatures dropped 
considerably after sunset, and they kept warm with cup after cup 
of steaming hot tea. The operation went smoothly, but by the 
time they finished for the day, Chris was ready to collapse. His 
tired body demanded rest, but his mind, stirred by the strong tea, 
wouldn't calm down. So, he sat down with another cup of tea, 
rested his sore muscles for a while, and then went back to work.

As the morning light appeared in the sky, all the parts lay spread 
out neatly on the tarmac. Several men busily packed them into 
wooden boxes as Chris looked on, supervising the operation. 
Shavings of wood, pieces of plastic and waste paper that were 
being used as stuffing blew across the tarmac. Chris watched one 
large sheet of plastic disappear through the opening at the other 
end of the hangar, flapping with what looked like transparent 
wings, before it took off into the freezing cold. A mobile crane 
and trailer arrived to pick up the boxes, transporting them across 
the yard near a cargo plane. With the help of a forklift, the 
delicate cargo was loaded into the fat open hull.

One by one, the six men assigned for this mission boarded the 
aircraft: the two Israelis, Chris, two of the Russian soldiers who'd 



helped him dismantle the warhead, and Lathi, who claimed to be 
in charge of this mission.

"Who put you in charge anyway?" Chris asked, as Lathi tried to 
order him into a certain seat. He needed a rest. Chris ignored him 
and made himself comfortable on the floor. He took a blanket 
he'd found on one of the seats, covered himself, and soon he was 
snoring, all rolled up like a hamster in hibernation.

~*~

Chris woke up to the steady roar of the aircraft's twin jet engines. 
Although the plane had only a few windows, the inside was fully 
lit by bright sunlight. The others sat casually reading or chatting. 
Everything seemed in order. The Indian looked kind of relaxed 
too. He sat slumped into his seat with his hands in his lap and his 
eyes half closed. He seemed to be taking a rest, and just blinked 
occasionally.

The mission seemed right on course. Chris got up and moved to 
one of the little windows. The sunlight hurt his eyes at first, and 
he had to wait a few moments to get used to it. The weather was 
fine. There was a thick layer of clouds below them, but 
occasionally they opened to let him see the ground. It was 
nothing but sand, a huge desert, with the occasional hill or 
outcrop, which, from up here, looked like nothing but a small 
lump of rocks dropped into a sandbox. He had no idea what their 
location was, but it must still be Russia, Mongolia perhaps. They 
seemed to be going south.

"Any idea where we are?" Chris asked, but no one answered. The 
Russians and Arnon were asleep, and Gad had his face buried in a 
magazine. He only looked up briefly to indicate that he didn't care 
one way or the other. Chris went to a seat and kept to himself. 
He grabbed a magazine but couldn't find anything interesting. 
They were all in Russian anyway.

He thought about what would happen next. His involvement, as 
far as he was concerned, was finished. All that was left was to 
await the ambush. Where would they do it? Presumably on the 
first landing attempt. Surprise was always the best ally.



Chris looked at Lathi. He still hadn't figured out how he fit into 
this operation. Could he be a British agent, the link to British 
Intelligence? Why would they have two agents in one mission, 
each not aware of the other one? It didn't make sense.

Hours passed. Suddenly the plane came alive with activity. 
They'd been given a meal of meat, heavy with fat, with potatoes 
and vegetables in an aluminum container. Chris had eaten only 
half of the meal, finding that, for some reason, he wasn't hungry. 
Maybe it was because his knowledge of what was going to happen 
sat heavy in his stomach, killing his appetite. He watched the 
others eat. 

The Indian didn't eat much either. It didn't seem to be his kind of 
food. Instead, he lit a cigar and began lecturing.

"Warfare," Chris heard him say around the cigar in his mouth, "is 
a matter of controlling and manipulating the power of escalation. 
One gun turns into two, two into four, four into eight. Soon you 
control an army, two armies, four, eight...suddenly you are 
unstoppable. The key to winning a war is to control its 
escalation."

What an asshole, Chris thought. This guy likes to bathe himself in 
his own glory.

The plane crossed the great Mongolian desert and was now above 
the Himalayan Mountains, heading towards New Delhi.

"We will refuel and be back in the air within an hour," Lathi 
explained.

"Why refuel?" said Arnon, "Can't we make it without a landing 
stop?" He said something to Gad and they both started to argue 
in Hebrew. Gad shouted something in Russian to the pilot, who 
answered him in a brief exchange.

"He said we can make it," Gad said, but Lathi insisted.

"No. It's too risky. We'll refuel. It's very safe, I assure you." He 
seemed confident—after all, this was his home turf. But Chris 
knew better. This had to be it. He prepared himself for the arrest. 
It seemed the perfect place for British agents, together with 



Indian authorities, to take over. But why did Lathi insist on it? 
Was he in on it after all?

As the aircraft approached the runway, Chris took a seat next to 
the window. He looked outside for signs of anything unusual. But 
of course, he didn't see anything. He really didn't he expect to 
see anything. The airport appeared normal and not too busy, with 
only a few planes. It felt rather strange to be able to predict the 
future.

After landing, the aircraft taxied to the cargo area, well away 
from the passenger planes. There was still no evidence of ground 
troops, agents, or any indication of an attempt to storm the 
plane. As the aircraft came to a standstill, Lathi opened the 
hatch. He seemed to be breathing in the air as if it was filled with 
specific nutrients. Chris's nerves grew tense. Any moment now, 
he expected the agents to burst into the plane, overpowering 
them, seizing the cargo and arresting the pilots. From then on, it 
would all be routine.

But nothing happened. Activities around the plane itself 
proceeded normally. A ground crew arrived. They were Indian 
men in dirty overalls who carried out their work slowly, but with a 
certain routine. Were they agents in disguise waiting for the right 
moment?

They rolled out thick rubber hoses from mobile stations, and the 
silent humming of the compressor confirmed that gasoline was 
flowing into the plane's fuel chambers at high speed. What was 
going on? A plane load of arms, including a nuclear warhead, was 
standing idle in the midst of an international airport and no one 
seemed to notice or care. Everyone, authorities and airport 
security alike, seemed to be fast asleep.

With each minute that went by, Chris became increasingly 
nervous. What took them so long? Something didn't smell right. 
An ice-cold feeling began running up and down his spine. He 
didn't understand. Could this be part of the plan, or did it mean 
trouble for him? He watched the other members carefully as they 
sat there, idle and unsuspecting. The two Israelis talked about 
some story in the paper Gad was holding. They laughed loudly. 



The two Russians were chatting with the people in the cockpit and 
Lathi exchanged a few words with the driver of the fuel truck on 
the tarmac.

Soon it was finished. The fuel vehicles withdrew, the pilot re-
started the engine and the heavy plane began to roll slowly 
towards the runway, ready to lift off. Chris still expected the 
assault, vehicles blocking the runway perhaps, but still nothing 
happened. 

When they were back in the air, he began to relax again. Perhaps 
there had been a change of plan. It was difficult to judge from his 
position. This was an important shipment and British Intelligence 
wouldn't pass it up. That much was certain. Something might 
have gone wrong, but what? Perhaps they expected him to act? 
But what could he possibly do? He had no way to contact them.

The rest of the journey went on rather quietly. Nighttime was 
approaching and sleep began to catch up with several of the 
passengers. Except Chris. There was no way he could sleep, not 
with so much going in his mind. Be patient, he told himself. Stop 
acting as if you can do the job for them. He had no idea of what 
was going to happen and when. Who was he to judge the plans of 
British Intelligence? They asked me to stay put and that's exactly 
what I should do, he told himself. If they wanted him to interfere, 
they would manage to get a message to him somehow. He 
decided to keep his eyes and ears open but stay aloof.

Suddenly, and totally out of the blue, the Indian had a pistol in 
his hand, pointing it at the passengers. His face looked as if it 
was carved from solid wood, polished and hard, and showed not a 
twitch of emotion.

"If this is a joke," said Arnon, now fully awake, "it isn't very 
funny." All five passengers stared at Lathi in disbelief, not 
knowing what to do or think. They thought he must have either 
gone mad or was playing a silly joke on them. But his eyes told 
them that he wasn't. They were as cold as ice and looked deadly 
serious.

"I think we've reached the point of disagreement on the future of 
this mission, gentlemen," the Indian said calmly. "Fortunately for 



me, I have the better argument." One of the Russian soldiers 
started to get up from his seat, but the Indian yelled at him: 
"Stay where you are. If you move, I will shoot you." The look 
from Lathi's eyes must have convinced him, because the man fell 
back into his seat like a heavy bag of potatoes thrown to the 
floor. 

"Stay in your seats, all of you," Lathi instructed. "Put on the 
safety belts. I want no one to move from his seat, is that clear?"

The inside of the plane fell totally silent. Only the engines roared 
like grindstones. Somehow, Chris felt as if he'd been caught in 
the gears of some machine and was slowly being pulled between 
those grinding wheels.

The Indian went to the cockpit to talk to the pilot through the 
open door, never letting his eyes drift from those passengers in 
front of him. He passed him a small note with new co-ordinates, 
and instructed him to change course for the new destination.

"What is this suppose to mean?" said Arnon, still looking for an 
explanation. But he didn't receive a reply. Gad and the two 
Russians just sat there and kept their thoughts to themselves.

Chris too was wondering about the strange turn of events. Where 
was Lathi taking them? Did he suspect something? Was this 
perhaps all part of the plan, and after all he was a British agent? 
If the Indian acted on orders from British Intelligence, why hadn't 
he, Chris, been told about this? Why keep him in the dark? Was 
he in trouble? Too many questions for which he didn't have a 
single answer. At the moment there was nothing he could do but 
to sit tight and await further developments.

Soon they seemed to have reached their destination. Lathi 
ordered the pilot to circle. Five pairs of eyes stared out the 
windows and into the darkness. From the position of the 
windows, it was difficult to make out any details in the dark. They 
could see fires down below. Were those markings the Indian was 
looking for? Who was waiting there? Chris narrowed his eyes 
trying to make out details. He saw only flickering spots of yellow 
light, dancing away to the music of the wind, waving at him with 
frantic gestures.



"Go back and pass over the spot once more," he heard the Indian 
instruct the pilot.

On the second run, he had the men move from their seats back 
to the cargo. He pressed a button that opened the back hatch. 
Hot stuffy air filled the cabin. Arnon sneezed. "On my command 
you will drop the cargo," Lathi shouted against the wind. "Get 
ready." He waited for just the right moment.

"Now," he yelled. "Drop it, now." The men worked reluctant but 
steadily. One by one they pushed the boxes down the hatch, first 
hooking them onto the overhead parachute wire that would open 
their chutes open once they were airborne. The men watched 
silently as the boxes, one by one, disappeared into the darkness 
of the night.

"And now those," Lathi said, pointing to the row of parachutes on 
the wall behind them. "To stop you from having strange ideas." 
He watched as they tossed the parachutes through the hatch, one 
after the other, leaving them helpless somewhere above the 
Indian continent.

The last parachute Lathi kept for himself. Chris quickly fathomed 
the situation. This had nothing to do with MI5, of that he was now 
deadly certain. This man was acting on his own. He had no idea 
what had happened to British Intelligence, why they hadn't 
stormed the plane, and whether or not this man had something 
to do with it, but his gut feeling told him that this was not what 
was supposed to happen. Something was definitely wrong.

Chris had no idea where this Indian man had come from and 
under whose authority he'd taken his position, but at this 
moment that all seemed irrelevant. There were more pressing 
issues. He existed and he was ripping everybody off. He had to 
be stopped.

He looked for a solution. This man was stealing the cargo, leaving 
them cheated and penniless in the air, with no alternative but to 
fly back to Russia. Where would that leave him? He wouldn't see 
any of the money promised to him, that much was certain. The 
bastard had it all planned, thought Chris. He intends to jump 
after the cargo, rendering the merchandise as well as himself 



untraceable. I'm pretty sure his name's not Lathi either. Pretty 
clever, and it looks as if he's bloody well getting away with it. He 
could not allow that to happen—he had to do something.

Bending slightly backwards, he gathered his strength and with a 
jolt of energy, he jumped the man. The move had come so 
suddenly, so unexpectedly, that it took the Indian completely by 
surprise. He had no chance to get off a shot, and perhaps he'd 
never intended to shoot anyway. Firing a gun in the aircraft would 
have been extremely hazardous for all of them. Chris crashed into 
Lathi and both men fell to the floor. His weapon flew off in a wide 
arc, bouncing off the wall that separated the cockpit from the rest 
of the plane. From there, it fell to the floor and came to land only 
a few meters away from the Indian. His eyes surveyed the 
distance. The gun was close but still out of reach. The parachute, 
his only safe exit, lay on the floor too, but he still held onto it 
with his left hand. Chris tried to free his grip. They struggled for 
it. The Indian saw his chance to regain his gun, and made a fast 
decision. He let go of the backpack, kicked his attacker with his 
feet and frantically lunged towards his revolver.

"Someone get the fucking gun," Chris yelled, but no one moved. 
They all remained frozen solid like statues, watching the 
developments, and before anyone had decided whose side he was 
on, it was too late. Within seconds, the Indian had regained his 
weapon and pointed it at the men. He had successfully resumed 
his position of power, but before he could give any orders, Chris, 
still lying on the floor, kicked the parachute toward the open 
hatch. It wasn't a very powerful kick. His position on the ground 
didn't allow him to use his full strength. To his horror, it looked as 
if he'd failed. Just before the chute fell through the hatch, it 
stuck. One of the nylon strings caught in the metal fixtures of the 
railing that surrounded the open hatch.

"Stop or I'll shoot," he heard the Indian yell, but Chris ignored 
him went after the chute like a terrier after a bone. There was no 
way he would allow this asshole to get away with it, when 
everything was at risk for him, and the whole mission at 
jeopardy. If he wanted the parachute that badly, the Indian 
would have to shoot him.



In his attempt to reach the chute, Chris came dangerously close 
to falling through the open hatch and for a breathtaking moment, 
it seemed as if he intended to grab the pack and jump out with it. 
But he managed to free it, gave it another push, and this time it 
went out through the open hatch. Gratified with his effort, he 
watched it disappear into the night where all the others had gone 
before.

"I'd like to see you jump now, asshole," he shouted as he slowly 
stood up and turned. The Indian man cursed loudly. He pointed 
his revolver at Chris and for a moment, it looked as if he would 
fire. Chris's heart missed a few beats, but he stood and stared 
death in the face. The bullet never came. Instead, he heard a 
voice, shouting from the cockpit. It sounded frantic.

"We're being tailed. Indian Air Force. They want us down." Four 
faces attached themselves to the windows to seek confirmation. 
Only Chris and the Indian man kept facing each other, their eyes 
glowing. In the skies above them, a jet fighter appeared, dark, 
threatening and deathlike, like a highway patrol car pursuing a 
traffic offender on a lonesome highway. Except for the roaring of 
the engines and the beating of their hearts, there was no sound. 
Despite the high speed involved, things seemed to move in slow 
motion, and it looked as if those images weren't real at all, but 
only existed in their traumatic imagination. Like ghosts from out 
of the blue they'd appeared. First one, then another and another.

"We're being escorted," shouted the pilot. "They're forcing us to 
land. They'll shoot us down if we don't comply." He'd yelled it into 
the cabin, expecting an answer, a decision of some sort. He no 
longer seemed to know who was in charge of this mission. When 
no instruction came, he announced his intentions.

"I think we better comply, it looks as if they mean business."

Chris calmed himself down. Finally, it was all over. But why now? 
Why hadn't they arrested them during refueling when it was 
much more convenient? Certainly, it was not a good idea to 
intercept a plane in midair—all sorts of things could happen. They 
bad guys could all parachute out, for instance, and would never 
be found, unless ground troops had been positioned in just the 



right location. And they had lost all the cargo. The situation still 
didn't make sense.

His mind still on overdrive, Chris chose to remain quiet. He would 
be able to explain everything later. There was plenty of time and 
opportunity. He remained calm even when military men entered 
the aircraft, when handcuffs closed tightly around his wrists and 
when he was led away with the others into custody.

Chapter Five

The bench was too hard and uncomfortable, and Chris's mind too 
tormented for him to sleep. He could feel the dark empty night 
right in his head. His claims to be a British agent had fallen on 
stony ground with the authorities. They didn't believe him. It 
made him angry first and then it made him think. Why were 
these people unaware of the arrangement? Was there no end to 
this mystery?

His body seemed more or less willing to heed the call to rest, but 
his mind refused to comply. Freedom is fully appreciated only 
when it's taken from us. As the cruel reality of his confinement 
set in with harsh brutality, Chris began to understand that 
something terrible had indeed gone wrong.

Lying on his back with his hands behind his head, he stared at 
the ceiling. The cell was a few feet wide and a few limited steps 
long. The walls were dull and naked. Secured by two single 
lengths of chain, a single metal bench folded down from one side 
of the wall. Apart from the toilet bowl by the door, it was the only 
available seat in the room. The single window was small and its 
iron bars drew a pattern on the floor and on parts of the bed 
where the silvery moonlight brought the only reminder of the 
rational world outside where people were free to do all those 
things they probably took for granted. In the soft light patch on 
the floor, the metal bars from the window extended to half the 
length of the room, provoking, teasing, like naughty kids sticking 
out their tongues in mockery.



He told himself to relax and await the proceedings. He set his 
hope on British Intelligence, playing the mental tape of his last 
meeting with the MI5 agent over and over in his mind. He 
analyzed it, studied it, and checked it for clues. And found 
nothing. Only a gut feeling that told him that the mission hadn't 
gone as planned. MI5 had indicated that although they weren't 
directly involved, some kind of understanding existed between 
the two Governments about this mission. So why had he been 
arrested? None of the arresting officers had taken any notice of 
his claims to be a British agent and that could only mean one 
thing—they hadn't been notified. Not then, not now, not ever.

The trial date had been set for the middle of the following month, 
now only three weeks away. Even this was unusual in India, a 
country where bureaucracy was known to operate at a snail's 
pace. It all smelled rather strange. His lawyer however, was 
optimistic. "Foreigners are seldom convicted in this country," he 
assured him.

A few weeks later, Chris was brought to a courtroom where for 
the first time since his arrest, he met the others. The two Russian 
pilots, the two Israeli men who made the deal and the two 
Russian soldiers who were to help him with the technical set up—
but where was Lathi? Chris asked his lawyer about it.

"What Indian man?" he inquired with an astonished look on his 
face. "I'm afraid there was no Indian man on board the plane 
when you were arrested." Chris said nothing. Instead, he tried to 
put the missing pieces together. Had he been set up? If so, why? 
What did they want of him? If it had been staged, it would mean 
that MI5 was in on it too. Chris could not believe that. His former 
employer, the British Government, smuggling nuclear weapons? 
There had to be another explanation. There just had to be. But 
the more he thought about it, the clearer the picture became. He 
had been dumped once again, and this time it seemed to be 
permanent.

With its dark wooden wall covers and furniture, the courtroom 
looked like a set from a Gandhi movie. The judge, a fragile little 
man with a tunic far too big for his bony physique, had a face like 



a shoeshine boy from downtown Bombay. Chris frowned as the 
images passed through his brain. Wait a minute. Was this all a 
hoax, a set-up—a dream? Was he being mocked and would he 
wake up safe and sound with laughing faces all around him? 
Perhaps someone was out to teach him a lesson. Perhaps they 
had hired this little man for the day for a few extra bucks, away 
from his regular occupation as a fruit seller or street-side hawker? 
Someone was out to get him and that someone had made a bad 
choice, because the man he picked certainly didn't look like a 
judge. Finally he spoke. Chris couldn't understand a word. It was 
all in Hindi.

"What's he saying?" Chris's lawyer, a tall middle aged Punjabi 
retained a serious face. He no longer seemed as confident as he'd 
been during the previous weeks of their relationship. Chris 
repeated his question. "What's he saying?"

"I'm afraid he isn't buying your MI5 story," came the whispered 
reply.

The speech lasted only a minute or two. After that, his fate was 
sealed.

"You have been given the full sentence—twenty five years. I'm 
sorry." Chris was too stunned to reply. Was this for real? Unable 
to say a word, he just stood there, staring ahead.

"Of course, we'll appeal," the Punjabi man replied, as Chris was 
about to be led back to his cell. "There's a good chance we'll get 
this verdict overturned at a higher court authority," he yelled 
after him. His lack of confidence had disappeared from his face 
and he became the persuasive lawyer once again. He even smiled 
a little. Chris gave him a last look before the door closed behind 
him and he'd left the courtroom for good. The last thing he'd seen 
of him was clearing his desk, stuffing away some documents as if 
they were money.

Chris knew that his case was a lost cause. British Intelligence had 
been his only hope, but if MI5 had made no move to get him off 
by now, which quite obviously they hadn't, they would not make 
any move in the future. He had been used in some kind of scam, 
and he had no idea what for. Who did he insult this time? By the 



time the steel door of his cell closed behind him, he felt so angry 
he could have punched somebody, but instead he let out his 
frustration on the thin straw mattress that covered his sleeping 
bench until his fists were bleeding.

~*~

Three weeks later, Chris was transferred, in the back seat of a 
private car, to another prison to commence his sentence. With his 
shackled hands tied to the metal bar that connected the front 
seats, he sat flanked by two armed policemen. They were skinny 
men, a little more than half his size. Ironically, it was a 
comfortable ride. The chain was long enough so he could lean 
back, relax, and rest his hands in his lap. The idea of trying to go 
for their guns crossed his mind, but he was smart enough to 
dismiss it as the wishful thinking of a condemned man. He 
wouldn't be able to make it. Not with these chains. Better to sit 
tight, be cooperative and await things to come.

The Officer in the front seat had his head slightly turned 
sideways, talking to the driver. Chris couldn't hear what they 
were saying—the engine noise suffocated all other sounds—but 
he saw his profile, and beyond the profile, he could see others 
like him. Dark skinned Indian men, men with low IQs and an 
even lower expectation of life. Men who had little understanding 
of the modern world, had never been to the places he'd been to, 
and most likely had no comprehension of different cultures at all. 
These men were now his jailers.

Leaving the city behind, they drove into the country. Green fields, 
bicycles and oxen replaced motor rickshaws and vehicular traffic 
jams. This was rural India. He saw naked children playing in little 
mud pools, young girls dressed in faded uniforms on their way to 
school and villagers heading to the market, their merchandise 
heaped on wooden carts pulled by oxen.

He felt as if he had gone back to the Stone Age, left one life to 
enter another, as if his previous existence, although still barely 
visible through the rear window of the car, had been abandoned 
in a cloud of rural Indian road dust.



Shortly after sundown, the heavily dusted vehicle passed through 
the massive prison gate. Stone walls and heavy cast iron gates 
awaited them, bowed before them, and then closed their giant 
claws around them. The drive had lasted several hours, but Chris 
would have happily ridden on forever. The monstrous walls 
welcomed him with the smell from a gothic torture chamber, a 
dungeon of despair leaving no doubt of the intention to break his 
spirit.

He was put in a cell with several other prisoners. There were a 
total of twelve beds, some empty. Chris didn't care how many. He 
didn't care about anything. Had he been given a pistol to take his 
own life, he might have done so; it seemed an easy thing to do. 
He didn't care whether he was alone in the cell or not, whether he 
would see the next day or not. He didn't even feel hungry. There 
was no one human in there anyway, only creatures from another 
world. They didn't talk like humans, didn't look like humans, even 
walked with inhuman movements, dragging their bodies as if in 
constant pain. They were half-dead corpses of men, lifeless, 
hopeless and atrocious. Their eyes were those of animals, staring, 
full of constant fear.

He didn't want to look at them. He wanted to ignore them as long 
as possible, let his mind linger a little longer in those comfortable 
car seats, watching the world go by like a movie on a silver 
screen. He suddenly knew why people loved movies so much. In 
movies, unlike in the real world, there is no pain, no contact. One 
can experience anything, even horror, and not feel a thing. None 
of those screen creatures could ever step down to harm us. That 
knowledge held power. So much power.

He lay down on an empty bench, turned his head towards the 
wall and fell asleep almost immediately.

He woke up twice during the night, covered in sweat and with a 
strong urge to scream, but nightmarish creatures prevented him 
from uttering a single sound. Somehow, they had disengaged his 
vocal cords and all he could do was to open his mouth in a silent 
howl. They tore at his limbs; those monsters sucked out his eyes 
and entered his intestines through his anus. Long, slimy worm 



fish-creatures, with the bodies of fat caterpillars and the faces of 
diseased rats.

He was glad when the early morning sun brought light to the sky 
and an end to his nightmares. At least temporarily. But then 
reality introduced itself with equally horrifying images. The cell 
was an ugly mess—fit for hell. He watched a fat roach climb over 
the hairy face of a sleeper, up his cheek and into the dense forest 
of his hair. Perhaps to lay eggs.

A fly landed on Chris's bed. It had bluish-green wings and it made 
the sound of a bee. It was the kind of fly that lives on human 
feces, in toilets and sewage pipes. A deliverer of diseases, a 
carrier of bacteria, disgusting in its strangely appalling beauty. 
Chris chased it away.

His fellow prisoners were an equally depressing sight. This sad 
bunch of creatures was halfway between human and animal, with 
robotic movements and diseased brains. They looked like a herd 
of sick apes that had been locked up and forgotten. The thought 
of becoming one of them terrified him. Chris stayed well clear of 
them and kept to himself. He would sit on the edge of his bunk 
bed, his knees pulled up high against his chin, his arms wrapped 
around his legs, as if it was possible to protect himself from the 
vicious mosquitoes that terrorized this place.

The creatures walked around like mummies, or occasionally they 
sat together in a group, playing some sort of game with stones 
on the ground. None cared about the newcomer, not even the 
prison guards. His existence was acknowledged only twice daily, 
in the morning and in the late afternoon, when a guard delivered 
a bucket of food and a stack of chapattis. It seemed as if the 
whole cell and its occupants had been disconnected from the rest 
of the world, and, like a time capsule, was drifting away from the 
rational world towards a different universe.

Once a day, usually when the evening cooled the air, they let the 
herd let out of their cages and into a large courtyard that was 
surrounded by high massive walls. The walls had large openings, 
slots a foot wide and as high as five grown men that were 
secured by heavy iron bars, designed to let in the wind that blew 



across the plane at certain times of the year. It was a cool, 
inviting breeze that rejuvenated and refreshed. But, along with 
the cooling breeze, came sand, lots of sand. Fine particles 
penetrated everything—clothes, nostrils and even eyelids. It 
made breathing difficult and remained in a person's pores for a 
long time. Therefore, the time in the yard often became 
unpleasant and the prisoners could never be sure whether it was 
meant as a reward or a punishment.

The sand collected in great heaps, especially in the corners and 
along the foundations. It covered several layers of rock, buried 
the structure deep as if it had no foundations at all. Some blurred 
mind might indeed take it for an evil fortress raised from the 
depths of the underworld—a fortress inhabited not by man, but 
by the hordes from hell.

The prisoners were made to walk in a circle, like mindless sheep 
carrying invisible burdens. Monotonously they moved, their feet 
shuffling across the sand-covered ground, their movements dull 
and listless, almost retarded, and their faces pointed at the 
ground, as if they had been ordered to find a lost item no one 
truly cared about.

To avoid the sand, Chris kept his head down low, but at the same 
time he tried to observe his surroundings. He tried to gather as 
much detail as possible, logging the information into his memory. 
Then, back in his cell, he analyzed it to make a plan of the 
fortress. He marked the distance from wall to wall, the 
approximate height of the towers and the location of the guards. 
He drew true scale plans onto the dusty floor of his cell, and, 
using small stones as prison guards, he tried to solve the puzzle 
of how to launch an escape. The conclusion was devastatingly 
simple—this puzzle couldn't be solved.

The thought made him angry, furious. He began counting his 
steps as he walked the circle, steps that led nowhere but right 
back where he started. His eyes began to hurt from glimpsing 
and avoiding the sand at the same time, and he urgently needed 
a piss. Determined, he stepped out of the line and walked up to 
one of the guards by the wall to ask for the toilet.



"You back in line," the man shouted in broken English. Chris had 
interrupted the man's discussion with a fellow guard. He was a 
strange man, quite unlike most Indians. His shoulders were broad 
and his physique strong. He was obviously from a different tribe. 
His eyes reflected his superiority; they were fierce and full of 
authority. Chris didn't care. He began to argue with him.

"Bloody hell, I need a piss."

"No piss. You back in line."

Driven by frustration and discomfort, Chris became so annoyed 
over so much arrogance, he decided to make a point. Turning 
slightly with the wind, he drew his pants and urinated right where 
he stood before the guard could do anything about it. The beam 
of urine seemed to last an eternity; his bladder had been full to 
bursting. Somewhat eased by the comfort, he tried to walk away, 
but before he could, strong arms grabbed him from behind and 
threw him on the floor. His pants were still drawn and his 
buttocks half exposed. They tied his feet together, stuck the 
barrel of a rifle between them and lifted him up into the air. He 
felt the cold steel pressing painfully against his ankles, bound like 
a sheep before the slaughter, helpless, twisting, screaming.

And then the pain exploded in his head. The guards were beating 
the soles of his naked feet with what felt like red-hot iron rods. 
Jolts of high voltage electricity charged through his whole body 
affecting every single muscle between his feet and his scalp, and 
he couldn't help letting out scream after scream each time the 
lightning struck.

When they finally stopped, he was unable to walk. He had to 
crawl back to his cell on his hands and knees and was kicked and 
humiliated by his tormentors who spoke words he couldn't 
understand. Perhaps for the better, because the pain, humiliation 
and anger were just about all he could handle.

In his cell, he fell onto his bunk bed, almost in tears. The 
darkness in the room was his only comfort. Never before had he 
felt such a strong desire to be alone as he felt now. But was he? 
With his eyes shut, his mind sensed someone standing next to 
him. He felt a lump of clothing underneath his lower legs, thus 



lifting his feet up from the roughness of the straw mattress. 
Water was sprinkled on his feet, cool drops of rain, leaving 
watery track marks on his swelling soles. It felt good.

"You were very brave to confront the guard like that," a voice 
said, "and very stupid too. If you want to live, don't do it again."

It took Chris a while before he dared to open his eyes, and when 
he finally did, he found himself staring into a dark face with sharp 
lines that stood out against the dimness of the cell like coffee 
with cream spilled on a black leather sofa. Those eyes! They were 
the most powerful eyes he'd seen in a long time. He remembered 
the eyes on the Russian he'd met in Berlin. Those had been 
lightning bolts—mean and vicious. These were equally powerful, 
but different. They were more like a pair of warm-colored 
chrysoberyl stones; compared to the eyes of the Russian they 
were like rosewood to polished steel. They were sharp and 
focused yet, at the same time, kind, warm, and giving. Chris 
immediately sensed that those eyes belonged to someone who 
knew right from wrong and wouldn't tolerate ignorance; someone 
who cared about others perhaps more than he cared about 
himself; someone who was prepared to give his life to change 
wrong into right.

"Does it hurt?" the man asked kindly.

"Damn right it does." Chris still felt angry. The torture was in fact 
a twofold process. First, the initial pain burst through the brain 
like an out of control vehicle smashing through an array of 
hawker stands in the middle of a busy market. Then, when he 
attempted to walk, every step sent flashes of pain to the head as 
if the ground was a red-hot iron plate. It felt like walking barefoot 
on volcanic lava.

"It bloody well should," said the man. "You voluntarily crossed 
the path of a stampeding herd of wild elephants. That demanded 
punishment. Why would a man in his right mind do such a thing?"

"Well, never mind that," said Chris, still a little annoyed. "How do 
I ease the pain? Any miracle solutions?"



The man gazed at him for a moment without saying a word, as if 
he had to decide within himself whether or not to pass on the 
secret remedy. Finally he spoke. "The next few days will not be 
easy. Move as little as possible, watch out for infections. It will 
hurt for a few days... but there is another way."

"What?"

"Do you know what a fire walker is?"

"For fuck sake," said Chris, "don't shit me. I'm not in the mood 
for jokes."

"Listen to me," the man said sharply. "This is not a joke. There 
are men in India who walk on burning coals and it does nothing 
to their feet. Not a single blister and no pain." Chris looked 
surprised. The man didn't sound like he was joking.

"How is that possible?"

"You can stop pain with your mind."

"Bullshit." Chris almost laughed out loud. Who was this joker and 
what did he want from him?

The man became visibly infuriated over so much ignorance. "You 
don't believe me? What do I have to do to convince you? You can 
trust me. I want to help you. If you do not listen to me, you're 
going to die here. Indian jails are no holiday camps, they've 
cracked harder skulls than yours."

Chris froze at those words. Perhaps the man was right. After all, 
he had little choice and nothing to lose. All he needed was a little 
confidence and patience.

"I'm sorry. It's just that... this is all so strange for me. Please 
give me some time. Please."

"Okay," said the man. He looked trustworthy. "By the way, my 
name is Kumar."

"Christian. Call me Chris."

The man nodded. He seemed happy about the concession. 
"Fortunately," he said with a faint smile, "time is the one thing we 
have plenty of."



Kumar seemed rather young for a man of his wisdom. He was a 
little older than Chris perhaps, but not much. Yet, it was hard to 
tell. His face, burned by sun and sand, concealed his true age like 
a dust-covered violin case keeps hidden the true age and 
magnificence of the instrument inside. But even on the outside, 
Kumar's appearance hinted at the extraordinary. He kept his 
moustache long, brushed sideways, like a freaky jazz musician 
from the thirties. His smile was warm and pleasing. He seemed 
an educated man, speaking wisely and never in anger. And he 
seemed extremely proud. His pride showed unmistakably. It 
showed in his gestures, his features and in his eyes. It was 
everywhere. It was in the way he dealt with the guards—never 
surrendering, never begging. Chris began to observe him with 
growing curiosity. At times, it almost seemed as if the roles were 
reversed and he was the one in charge, not the guards.

Compared to him, they looked totally stupid, uneducated, 
brainless, simple and moronic. He showed incredible strength in 
his way of dealing with them, triumphing over them time and 
time again, yet giving them the feeling of superiority. Countless 
times Chris watched him strike out at them, beating them in his 
mind games without letting them know what hit them.

The guards were basically peasants with a different job. They 
might feel like they'd moved up a caste or two, and by being in 
charge of people's lives, they'd successfully elevated themselves 
from the mud of peasantry into the ranks of kings and princes. 
But if so, they were mad kings, their kingdom a rotting castle of 
despair. Surely they had to be crazy individuals, driven insane 
through years of living and guarding half-human creatures, 
beings unworthy of contact with the outside world. No wonder 
they hated their existence. They hated being away from city life, 
from opportunities to socialize and meet women, of eating proper 
food. Who else but a madman would choose to dwell here in a 
stone tower at the rim of the desert? In one aspect, they were all 
prisoners here, inmates and guards alike, because all were forced 
to share the same hellish environment.

But Kumar was amazing to watch. He could make the guards do 
almost anything. Chris observed him with growing respect and 



amazement when performed his genie tricks. He seemed to have 
magical powers, casting spell after spell over them that rendered 
them defenseless against his powerful magic. Chris couldn't 
understand what he said to them, of course, but it seemed as if 
this tall, skinny man could elevate them in some special way, 
bring to them some sort of imaginary feeling of success. He 
treated them like businessmen, not guards, as if their corrupt 
actions were guided by a clever business sense instead of sheer 
greed. He even began to treat them with a certain degree of 
respect and courtesy, which gave their transactions a kind of 
legitimacy. It made it appear that rather than being at their 
mercy, he, the convict, was in control and the guards were at the 
mercy of this skinny man, dependent on him, controlled by him, 
manipulated and supervised. When they locked the cell door 
behind him, Chris often felt as if he'd detected a feeling of regret 
or remorse in their movements, especially in the fat one named 
Karan. They acted as if what they did to the prisoners was not of 
their own free will but ordered by a higher authority.

They were indeed truly fortunate, because Kumar was a gentle 
and forgiving man.

Within a fortnight of Chris's arrival, Kumar was transferred to 
another cell—an empty one. Surprisingly, Chris was transferred 
there with him. The two prisoners were given books and 
stationery, as well as tools and material to fix their cell in any 
way they desired. Chris began cleaning the place up, making it 
homey, while Kumar began to fill sheet after sheet of blank paper 
with Hindi hieroglyphs. Chris watched him as he sat, his back 
bent over the tiny table, writing as if his life depended on it, as if 
the transcription of his thoughts alone were capable of reversing 
his sentence and returning him back to the world of the living. 
But no matter how much he wrote, that cell door remained shut.

It soon became unmistakably clear that Kumar Mahesh was a 
particularly powerful person, at least as far as being an inmate in 
a prison goes, and that he'd taken a particular shine to his fair-
haired German cellmate. As their friendship solidified, they 
discussed many things, but seldom anything from the past. They 
talked as if there'd been no life before this, as if they were born 



into this prison and only time would set them free. Their 
discussions were open and honest, speaking the truth, yet 
accepting one issue as taboo—they talked freely about everything 
except the circumstances that had landed them in jail.

"The worst thing is the bloody monotony," Chris told him. "I've 
always been an active man, always on the move, you know. It 
drives me nuts to sit in one place all day long."

Kumar looked at his cell companion with the honest concern of a 
true friend. He himself didn't seem to have such a problem. For 
days on end he just sat there, his eyes closed as if he were 
sleeping, although Chris knew that he wasn't, because sometimes 
he would open them, stare ahead, only to close them again and 
not get up for hours afterward. Then he could write until he was 
physically exhausted, never concerned whether it was day or 
night. He seemed to regard his time in jail as a pre-arranged 
holiday or a chance to be working at a different office location, 
and nothing more.

"How do you do it, man? What's your secret?" Chris asked. "Do 
you have one?"

"We're all jailed," Kumar philosophized. "Constantly. Our life is 
one long prison sentence, the world a huge jail. Considering that, 
very little is different in here."

Chris didn't follow. It sounded too weird, too foolish, the 
stammering of someone interned for too long. If he hadn't gained 
a certain amount of respect for this person, he would have 
thought he'd gone mad already.

"I think you're going insane, Kumar," Chris said. But Kumar 
smiled mysteriously. He seemed to know very well how it must 
sound to someone like Chris.

"Think about it this way," he said. "Have you ever locked yourself 
into a room?"

"Not that I can remember, no."



"Not even when you were young, when the whole world was 
crashing in on you and you wanted to be alone, away from it all? 
We all have moments like that."

"Perhaps, but I don't remember."

"Okay. Let's just say that you sit in your room—alone. Time goes 
by. You don't feel jailed, because the door is unlocked. You know 
that at any time you can stop whatever it is you're doing, get up 
and leave the room. True?"

"Sure."

"That, my friend, is the only difference in your life now. That 
locked door is the most consequential fact in your life, but 
metaphysically speaking only a very minor issue. It is your own 
desires that make this fact so important. If you were sitting in 
your room working away, doing things which occupy your mind, 
you wouldn't care whether the door was locked or not, would 
you?"

"Because I wouldn't want to leave in the first place? Is that what 
you're saying?"

"Something like that. You have to get over the fact that the door 
is locked, teach your mind not to care whether the door is locked 
or not. Tell yourself—everything I need is here in this room. Don't 
look for things outside. Ask yourself, where would I want to go 
anyway? Perhaps it's raining outside, or shrouded in darkness, 
perhaps my friends are all gone on vacation and no one is 
available to consort with. In other words, stop your desire of 
wanting to leave the room. It's only psychological. You can do it, 
I'm sure."

"But there's fuck all to do in a room like this." Chris sounded very 
frustrated at Kumar's suggestions. They sounded so irrational.

"Oh. Now you're wrong. What have they done to you that you 
feel that way? Have the guards taken away your toys? Are you 
bored? Have they manipulated your brain so you can't think any 
more? Think about this, a child's most favorable toys are simple 
things, figures, dolls, etc. Even things that only vaguely represent 
what the child is making them out to be. A child can—and I 



observed this many times with my little boy—use a simple stone 
and pretend it's a car, or a train. You see. It's easy. Even a child 
can do it. We adults seem to have lost this ability. We have 
forgotten how to be creative and imaginative."

Chris was stunned. But he still didn't quite follow.

"You want me to create toys to play with? Is that it?"

"No. I want you to think. When a child plays with his toys, for 
hours on end, what exactly is he doing?

"What is he doing? I don't understand. He's playing, what else?"

"Come on. Think. What exactly is he doing?"

Chris didn't reply. He had no idea where Kumar was going with 
this. He must have looked as if lost for words, because Kumar 
delivered the answer himself.

"He uses them as tools to create stories in his mind. That's what 
he's doing, that's what we're all doing. We're all creating 
situations, thoughts, with the power of our minds. We're doing it 
every day, only most people are not even aware of it. It's easy, 
and all it requires is a functioning brain. Have they taken that 
away from you too, my friend?

"Everything's right here," Kumar pointed to Chris's head as he 
elaborated. "Green fields, friends and neighbors, former lovers. 
They're all here because you have the memory of them locked in 
your brain. Download that memory and relive your experiences 
with them, and then, as the next step, you can create even new 
experiences, just what you would do if you were together. After a 
while, it will just feel like the real thing, I assure you."

"Is that what you're doing when sitting around all day?"

"Absolutely. Some call it meditation. It may sound religious to 
you, but it doesn't have to be. Go ahead. Try it. Think of a place 
you've enjoyed. A place where you've been happy in the past, 
something you know and associate with. Or think of something 
you would like to do, someone you would like to be with. Scan 
your memory for such an experience and relive it. That's the first 
step. Later you can create new experiences."



Sitting on the floor by the edge of the bed, Chris rested his head 
against the wall and closed his eyes. He even crossed his legs as 
he'd seen Kumar do, and kept his hands in his lap. It felt 
reasonably comfortable. He thought hard, looking for a particular 
experience, but an outcropping on the stone wall pushed against 
his back, and the moment he thought about it, this discomfort 
totally occupied his mind. He adjusted his position, moved closer 
to the wall. His back straight and his mind willing, he awaited 
images from his memory to float into his mind.

His first voluntary thought was of Claire, but the thought wasn't a 
pleasant one. Visions of that fateful morning in the bedroom 
came back with powerful intensity. He immediately suppressed 
the thought, which wasn't that easy to do, and he struggled with 
it for a while. He began to force pictures of casual acquaintances 
before his eyes, frame-by-frame, sometimes slow and sometimes 
fast, like a model airplane spinning out of control. Suddenly he 
saw Els, the girl he'd met in Berlin, and how she'd looked out for 
him that evening entering the pub on their first date. He waved 
her over.

"You look different," he said, pointing at her dress.

"You like it?"

She looked gorgeous as she stood there in front of him, he'd 
almost forgotten how gorgeous.

"It's noisy in here," he said. "Let's go somewhere else."

His mind leaped a few frames forward. Outside the pub, he 
pushed his hand up her skirt and let it glide around her thigh. She 
felt silky but impenetrable. He pulled his hand back and tried to 
unzip her dress instead. It peeled off like the skin on a ripe 
banana. He looked at her perfect breasts. Her nipples had grown 
hard and erect. He touched one with his tongue, licked it and 
closed his teeth around it, no pressure, just measured its 
circumference with his jaw. She had her eyes closed; sighed and 
let her head drop back on her neck. He slowly pulled up her skirt 
and made love to her. Powerless, she let it happen.

"Why did you cheat on me like this?" he said after he'd finished.



"I need the money. Besides, it wasn't all cheat, you know. I really 
like you. I didn't have to go to bed with you. That wasn't part of 
the deal, you know. All I had to provide was the information."

She looked at him with big innocent eyes as if what she'd done 
was the most natural thing in the world.

"I know I've been a naughty girl. You can spank me if you like. 
Would that make you feel better?"

"No."

"Make love to me then," she said and once again lay back 
willingly.

When Chris opened his eyes, his erection seemed to confirm the 
validity of his experience. To his amazement, he discovered that 
it was night. The little window at the top end of the wall was 
covered with stars. Kumar was lying on his bunk bed, fast asleep, 
using his hand as a pillow. Chris realized that he had been sitting 
for most of the day. His limbs hurt and he had problems standing 
up. He stretched his legs, neck and shoulders. Amazingly, he felt 
tired, crawled over to his bed and went to sleep.

Every morning at around nine o'clock, one of the guards would 
come to bring their breakfast of a few chapattis and a small bowl 
of daal, a thick lentil soup. Although every inmate awaited him 
eagerly, he was hated like a pest. He was a fat and slimy person 
who sweated intensely, even during cooler periods. His name was 
Karan and his appearance was not the most upsetting thing about 
him. This man had perfected the art of non-caring to such a 
degree that it made a prisoner's last amount of hope fade to 
despair. He couldn't care less whether they lived or died, and he 
made no attempt to hide his feelings. His attitude showed in 
everything he did, in burning the chapattis and spilling the daal, 
in being late, or sometimes not showing up at all. Chris found 
cigarette ash in his soup from the fag he constantly held between 
his teeth. God only knew what he did with those hands that 
touched the chapattis.

Sometimes, when Karan was asleep, or too drunk to know the 
time of day, he forgot to bring the food, and only after the 



inmates made a lot of noise would he feed them. But the guards 
weren't all like that. Some guards were better, some worse. The 
food too, varied, depending who was in charge of the cooking. 
When the daal turned as thin as water, Chris knew Rohan was in 
charge of the kitchen. At one time, it got so thin that one was 
almost delighted to find a fly or a roach in it. Especially if it was 
cooked.

Kumar always managed to get a special treat. He and Chris ate 
the same food the guards ate—leftovers perhaps, but still better 
than what the rest of the inmates were served.

In time, Chris learned to explore his mind in various directions, 
and his dreams stopped being exclusively sexual. He meditated 
about freedom, beauty, and the ways of the world. He might find 
himself sitting in the midst of a mountain meadow picking 
flowers, or on a dune in a desert, or experiencing something he'd 
read in a book as a child, or seen on a TV commercial later in his 
life.

Slowly his excursions became more daring, and more and more 
often, they began to involve people. Sometimes, when a situation 
started to turn violent, when this or that person from the past 
appeared to do him harm, all he had to do was to open his eyes 
and the menace would be sent away by the powers of a friendly 
sorcerer. In time, he learned how to avoid negative images 
altogether, and would only allow positive ones to enter his mind. 
He learned to introduce a certain check on his visions, a border 
crossing where all negative thoughts got left behind.

But it wasn't all cherries and pie. The summer months were the 
most uncomfortable, when even the nights remained sticky and 
hot. His relationship with Kumar grew more and more intense as 
the two men complemented each other's skills, although it 
remained heavily one-sided. They sat through days of endless 
discussions, language tutoring, and cultural exchanges—days that 
were seventy-two hours long. And some days did not seem to 
end at all.

Chris learned to speak Hindi and even to recognize some letters 
of the Hindu alphabet. Small things took over their lives—to be 



allowed into the yard, or being served a particularly hefty meal on 
a religious holiday. The idea of escape faded and rarely occurred 
to him any longer.

At some point, he became aware that time was indeed a powerful 
force in his life. Time could heal and destroy as well as offer 
change and oblivion. Years had passed since he had been in 
contact with anyone from his old world, or from a more familiar 
environment. His former home seemed to exist in a totally 
different universe, light-years away. Was he in fact still the same 
person who had been to Russia? The agent? The weapons expert?

He observed Kumar. Did this man deep down have similar 
thoughts? Although Chris thought he knew this man by now, 
knew him inside out, suddenly he felt an unsurpassable urge to 
find out more. He wanted to know who he had been before he'd 
arrived here. The notion struck Chris as quite peculiar. They'd 
known each other for several years now, had discussed almost 
every topic in the universe, and yet there remained this one 
question neither of them had ever asked. It seemed ridiculous 
that in all those years they'd spent together, eaten together, 
shared a cell together, this one question had never been brought 
up. Perhaps it was indeed so intimate that it could only be asked 
now, after so many years, at a time when the answer no longer 
mattered anyhow.

"What are you in for?"

It was Chris who'd taken the leap. He knew that a man should be 
judged by his actions, not his past, but his considerable curiosity 
drove him to ask. What if Kumar had been a thief, a murderer? 
What if he'd killed his parents, his wife, or her lover? Perhaps 
he'd murdered an opponent for personal gain? Before he'd asked 
the question, Chris had thought about it long and hard, whether 
anything that he might reveal would make any difference in how 
he felt about this man right now. And what about the other way 
around? How would Kumar view Chris's crimes? Would he 
condemn him after all those years? All those fears were combined 
in the one question—what are you in for?



Kumar looked at his cellmate as if he clearly understood his 
predicament. Perhaps he too had thoughts of a similar kind, had 
struggled with the awkward desire to discover Chris's past. But if 
he did, he kept his curiosity well hidden. "I have certain political 
views that are considered a crime by certain people in authority," 
he said calmly. "We who fight for our beliefs, at one time or 
another, all have to look into our hearts to find out how strong 
these beliefs really are. That's what brought me here. You might 
say it is an experiment to test my strength."

Chris felt relieved at the answer, but the fear over his own case 
still persisted. But now there was no way back. "I've been an 
agent with the British Government," Chris said, "but more 
recently I made a living in arms dealing. I was on a mission to 
the Middle East when the Indian Air Force intercepted the plane. I 
think I was set up."

"I know," said Kumar. "But thank you for telling me anyway."

Chris was shocked. Kumar knew? Had he known all these years? 
Damn. There was no end to the surprises this man provided. This 
man had so many sides to him; it was absolutely astonishing. 
Who was he? Someone who remained his best friend even with 
the knowledge that he might have sold weapons to his enemy, 
weapons which, one day, might be used against his own family 
and friends.

The man talked like a philosopher, behaved like a saint, and yet 
he was not particularly religious at all, no Sadhu or Guru-type 
reformer that India has so many of. Within all his talk of peace 
and non-violence, of rational thinking and political ambition, he 
clearly maintained the stature of a warrior, and Chris was certain, 
the temperament to fight and kill if the ends would serve the 
means.

The German agent and the Indian freedom fighter—what was it 
that connected them? The time in jail together had given them 
the opportunity to exchange ideas, skills, and philosophies. It had 
been obviously beneficial to Chris, who learned language and 
customs of a people he previously had no idea existed. But what 
was did Kumar get from all this? What did he get out of all his 



efforts? When Chris had begun to talk in Hindi, Kumar had no 
problem in openly showing his pride in his student. From then 
onwards began to address him in Hindi most of the time.

That night, Chris had a strange dream. He was sitting on a rocket 
speeding into the starry universe, riding it like a horse without a 
saddle. Looking back, he could see Earth behind him, exploding in 
a mighty fireball. There were images of people he knew, his 
aunts, his comrades and social acquaintances. Among them was 
the one face he'd tried to forget all his life—his mother. It was a 
horrible face, covered in blisters and burned flesh, pursuing him, 
haunting him. When he jolted up in bed, he was covered in 
sweat.

The following morning Chris stood up from his bed with a heavy 
heart. It was the day he had hoped would never come. The 
feeling was totally egoistic and he felt kind of ashamed, but he 
was unable to make his feelings go away. Kumar would be 
released. Although he felt glad for his friend, and certainly 
jealous, he was also scared. They'd both tried to avoid talking 
about it, because they both knew that this day would bring 
tremendous changes to their lives.

"I'll always remember you," Chris said with a tear in his eye. "I 
learned so much from you. You truly changed my life."

"You taught me a lot of things too, my friend, and I am equally 
grateful," Kumar said. When their eyes met, both men held them, 
reliving the past years in matters of seconds. They had become 
like brothers, these two so rather different men. They had shared 
a few important years of their lives together in a way that few 
other men ever would. Chris remembered the talks, the tutoring, 
the tears and the occasional laughter. How could he ever forget 
those endless days with his back to the wall, Kumar's long 
speeches and his ever-dominant spirit? How could he ever forget 
this man?

Kumar waved a last goodbye as he walked down the corridor. His 
eyes had a haunting glow. They appeared to be watering but 
remained mysterious at the same time as if he carried a secret, a 



terrible truth that still had remained undiscovered during their 
long and intense friendship.

The next day Kumar's secret revealed itself. He had been paying 
for conveniences they had enjoyed all these years, for the single 
cell, the security, for not being beaten or raped, and for God-
knows-what-else. The warden himself brought the news to Chris, 
asking whether or not he would keep up the payments—
contributions he called them. Chris had to decline. He couldn't 
afford it. Kumar obviously had supporters, people who looked 
after him, while Chris was on his own, with no one on the outside 
that would supply him the means, and he had little money left.

So, the day after Kumar's release they transferred Chris back to 
the community cell. His new premises were anything but 
comfortable. The difference was as obvious as night is from day, 
and he could truly appreciate the luxury in which they'd lived 
during the past five years. Here, the walls were dirty and smelled 
of urine. It had excrement smeared into holes where the plaster 
had fallen off. The whole cell carried the smell of rotting corpses. 
He turned away in disgust. And this was to be his new home for 
the next twenty years? He felt like he'd been moved from an 
executive suite into the sewage tank.

The inmates were of a different caliber too. He had eight fellow 
prisoners, none of them as educated and polite as Kumar. It was 
a zoo, and Chris felt like a caged animal, with no purpose other 
than to live out his life in darkness and pain.

Some of the others had been here longer than he had. Although 
he spoke Hindi well enough to hold long conversations, his 
language ability didn't bring him any benefit. He might as well 
have tried to talk to the occasional rat that hopped along the wall 
in search of food and shelter. In fact, that conversation might 
have been more rewarding.

One man, a chubby shop owner from Bombay, had violent 
dreams at night. He woke and began to run around the cell 
screaming. He'd just been transferred back from a single cell too 
and found it difficult to cope. His money hadn't come through.



Most of the men in this cell were sick and moaned loudly, even in 
their sleep.

On his third day in the new environment, three of the wardens 
stormed into the cell, grabbed Chris and dragged him into the 
adjacent empty cell. Chris thought he was being taken to some 
kind of interrogation, and he let it happen more or less willingly, 
until he found out their true intentions. One of the wardens, the 
fat man with the scar, stripped down his pants while the other 
two held him down over the edge of a table. Chris yelled, bit and 
struggled, but it was no use. As the first man entered him, he 
screamed in pain. The pain was sharp and lasting, but he felt 
even more hurt from the thought of being violated in this way. He 
hated this fat slimy bastard like he had never hated anyone 
before. The picture of his mother appeared in front of his eyes, 
the evil bitch, mean and vicious. Together with this fat Indian 
rapist, she planned a conspiracy against him. His own mother! 
Chris only wished that he were dead.

The second time didn't hurt quite as much. The fat man's body 
fluids had a lubricating effect that eased the pain a little. Chris 
didn't really feel the switch from the second man to the third, and 
by the time it was over, he was so sick to his stomach that he 
threw up his last meal all over the table.

"This is what you're gonna get every week from now on, pretty 
boy," the fat one said with a smirk. "I'm looking forward to it, and 
so should you."

Back in his cell, Chris let the brutal reality of his new predicament 
sink into his brain. With Kumar gone, prison life had become a 
nightmare. There was no way he could tolerate this. A terrible 
fear crept over him as he realized that there was no way out. This 
was his future, his life. He became scared like never before, more 
so when he noticed that the nail on his left-hand index finger 
started to come off. Malnutrition. Could this truly be his fate—to 
rot in an Indian jail, raped, beaten and treated like an animal? 
There had to be a way out.

"The only way is to pay them," said the Bombay shop owner. He 
was a sincere man, when not driven mad by frustrations and fear. 



He was middle-aged and still in possession of money and hope. 
He awaited his transferral back to a single cell.

"That's easy to say," said Chris. "I would prefer to pay, but I 
don't have any money."

"Sell something, then."

"I have nothing to sell either."

"Oh yes," came the prompt reply. "You do." Chris didn't 
understand what the man was getting at.

"There's a place in Bombay," the man explained, "a hospital, 
where they accept organ donations. They call it a donation, but 
they pay good money for it too, because they're short of 
everything. All you have to do is tell the guard and he'll arrange it 
for you."

"Organ donations? What kind or organ donations?"

"Liver, corneas, even hair transplants. Anything you can spare." 
He had the laugh of a schizophrenic. "There's a lot of dead weight 
in a man's body, things he doesn't really need—understand?"

Chris was shocked and horrified. Only now did he notice the scars 
on some of the inmate's bodies. Did people really sell their organs 
for cash, before they were dead? Could a human sink that low—or 
perhaps be that desperate—to sell his own body parts? He 
thought of prostitution, of women doing a similar thing. But then 
again it wasn't similar at all. Those women compromised their 
moral values and a bit of their integrity perhaps, but nothing 
more. They came away physically intact after the experience, 
whereas here...

Chris dismissed the idea completely. There was no way he would 
allow these assholes to cut pieces out of him. No way. But neither 
could he accept what they had in store for him. His situation was 
desperate, and it called for desperate measures.

Eventually Chris came up with a plan: He would pretend to go 
along with the donation, have himself taken to the hospital in 
Bombay and, on the way, he would escape. He recalled Kumar 
talking about a bridge that crossed a river somewhere on the 



route to Bombay. He could jump off the moving train—they would 
never catch him. There was only one snag—he had to make the 
journey to the hospital had to be by train. He remembered the 
car ride several years ago, when they brought him to this prison. 
Chained to the seat, with one officer on each side there was no 
way he could escape. In a train however, he might have a 
chance. There, at least, he could move, and would have the 
benefit of space to use to his advantage. It had to work. It just 
had to. It was his only chance of survival.

He began to check with one of his inmates. The man confirmed 
his information. "Shortly after the train leaves the city of Bundi," 
the man explained, "it crosses the river Chambal." He seemed to 
know the place well. Others confirmed too. But the men differed 
greatly in their estimates of the height of the bridge. Some said it 
was several hundred feet high, others said much less than a 
hundred. The agreed on only one thing—at that point the river 
was wide and deep.

Would a man survive such a fall? It didn't really matter, as Chris 
felt he had little choice. There was no way he would survive this 
jail. If he wanted to live, he had to make the jump, no matter 
what the height. It was a great risk, but it was a risk worth 
taking. He couldn't just jump off the train and run, as they would 
catch him in no time. The only way to put distance between 
himself and his tormentors was to use the river. It had to be the 
river.

Chris began preparing himself mentally. He would just close his 
eyes and jump. Once his feet had left the ground, it didn't matter 
anymore, and his life would be in God's hands. An additional 
difficulty, of course, was that he had to jump from a moving 
train. Could it be done? Stuntmen in the movies do this kind of 
thing for a living, he thought. But then again, he had neither the 
skill nor the training. He was no stuntman. Desperation had to 
compensate.

Fortunately, Indian trains don't run fast, and particularly when 
crossing narrow bridges, the engineer might reduce speed even 
further. Thus, the moving train might not be a problem. He only 



hoped that there was enough clearance, no girders or steel 
structure that would prevent him from jumping. Without having 
seen the bridge, he considered the danger to be most definitely in 
the height of the jump itself. That was a risk he was prepared to 
take. He would either make it or die trying.

With their lives are at risk, humans have been known to achieve 
the impossible: soldiers stand firm against all odds and fight off a 
whole battalion; men struggle against wild beasts and survive; 
mountaineers defeat cold, hunger, and isolation. Chris forced 
himself to believe in the successful accomplishment of the task. 
That was the key. To convince his mind that he would succeed. 
Then everything else would fall into place.

There was still one more consideration—the most important of all. 
He had to make sure that he would be transported by train and 
not by road. How could that be achieved? If he just paid the 
guards to guarantee the train, they would know that he planned 
something, and would be prepared. Nobody was that stupid. 
Chris needed the element of surprise as an ally.

A few days later, he began the first phase of his plan by talking to 
one of the guards. "I want to make a donation," he said. "Can 
you arrange it?"

"It'll cost you," the man replied coldly.

Jesus Christ, thought Chris, I have to pay to get my organs 
removed? But he didn't say anything. He knew that in India 
everything had its price. He also knew he had no choice. This was 
the end of the road for him, either way. Besides, he would never 
have to pay the guard anyway. Once he had made his attempt, 
he would either be free or dead.

"Okay," he said, "arrange it."

It took another week before he received news. It had been a 
particularly tough week. He had been raped twice and beaten too. 
Perhaps this was a measure to remove any second thoughts he 
might have about making the organ donations. Some people got 
cold feet and refused to go through with it at the last possible 
moment, and that wasn't in the interest of his jailers. They 



wanted him to make the donation, because they wanted the 
money. Money was in higher demand than sexual favors. As long 
as the inmate had something left to sell, they would want him to 
go through with it. But it was a tough decision, and only the truly 
desperate would make it all the way.

Chris paid the last of his money to the man who cleaned the yard, 
a stocky old man who'd killed his wife in a jealous brawl many 
years ago. Now he didn't look anything like a killer. Decades of 
prison life had turned him into a human wreck. Chris hired him to 
put sugar in the tank of the prison vehicle, just in case his other 
plan didn't work. 

"If you fail, old man, pray that I die on the operating table, 
because if I come back, I'll surely kill you," Chris had warned 
him, and he'd meant it too.

But Chris's first plan was to hope for good timing. On Tuesdays 
and Fridays, the car was used to get supplies from the city. On 
other days, it would just sit there in the yard, driven only rarely 
by the warden for what seemed like his own personal use. His trip 
was arranged for Thursday and obviously, they would prefer to go 
by car, as it was so much more convenient. Chris planned to go 
along at first, and then find a reason to postpone the trip to the 
following day when the car would be in use.

On Thursday morning, he complained about stomach cramps. He 
screamed and twisted, pressed his hands against his stomach and 
wouldn't stop when they tried to pull him up from his bunk bed.

"I'm not trying to chicken out," he said with a whimpering voice, 
"I'll be okay tomorrow, I promise."

As Chris was brought out into the yard the following morning, he 
turned pale. The vehicle was there, cleaned and ready to go.

"We're not going by train?" he asked as casually as possible, 
trying to hide his fear.

"No."

Chris's mind went into overdrive as he was pushed into the car. 
What was there to do? He almost cried when the guard shackled 



him to the steel bar and took the seat next to him. Another guard 
took the front seat. The driver was a small guy who could hardly 
see above the steering wheel.

They stopped at a little store in the next village. The journey to 
Bombay would be about a day and a half and it might be several 
hours before they would get a meal. The guards stocked up on 
little snacks for on the way. They bought several bags with deep-
fried items, crunchy things that they shared between them. Chris 
wasn't offered any.

"They're heavy on the liver," his jailer laughed as he munched 
away. "We don't want to spoil the merchandise."

A while later they passed the railway station, and Chris almost 
broke into tears. So close, and yet so far away. He thought of it 
as additional punishment to be in a stone's throw from where 
he'd planned to be. At that precise moment, the car engine began 
to misfire. Chris held his breath. The vehicle began to jerk, then 
finally stopped. Steam evaporated from beneath the hood. Chris 
tried not to scream out in delight.

The guards spent some time trying to fix the problem, but 
eventually gave up. They unlocked his shackle and walked him 
back the short distance to the station where they boarded the 
next train to Bombay.

Chris felt better on the train. It was fairly crowded and they had 
to sit in the community carriage. People stared at this Westerner 
in shackles who couldn't wipe a smile off his face. As the train got 
underway, Chris began feeling tense. So far so good, but now he 
had to be sure not to miss the bridge. He kept looking out the 
window, waiting for the station at Bundi to show.

Right after the train left Bundi, Chris turned to one of the guards: 
"I have to go to the loo," he said. Not knowing how far away the 
bridge was he decided he'd better get ready. But the guard 
denied his request.

"Stay in your seat. You can go later."

"I have to go now," Chris urged, "unless you want me to shit 
right here on the seat!"



He'd spoken so loud that everyone was able to hear, and it made 
people look rather displeased. They had no idea who he was, a 
hardened criminal perhaps, but even a condemned man should 
be allowed the basic human functions. Besides, no one liked the 
idea of the compartment smelling like a shit-house.

"Let the man go to fulfill his needs," a voice said and several 
others followed. The guard was made to feel that he had no 
choice. Without saying a word, he nodded his head towards the 
compartment door where the toilet was located. Chris stood up 
and stretched out his arms. But the guard again shook his head. 
He wasn't going to undo him.

"Come on now. I can't shit with those damn shackles on," Chris 
yelled.

"Of course you can. You've done it many times." Chris went pale. 
He couldn't possibly execute his plan with chains around his legs. 
He needed his feet free at least.

"Come on," he yelled. "I just wanna take a crap—don't be such 
an asshole."

"Take his damn shackles off," said the other guard. "I'm sick of 
his constant complaints." But his companion was not as 
generous.

"It's either those on your legs, or those on your arms," the man 
said mercilessly. "Take your pick." Chris had no choice. To push 
the issue any further would be dangerous and could easily 
jeopardize the whole plan. If they became suspicious, it would be 
all over. Time was of the essence. He only had to imagine what 
awaited him at the end of the journey to be agreeable to almost 
anything.

"Okay, asshole," he said with a dirty look at the officer, "get them 
off my feet." As the officer bent down to remove his shackles, the 
thought of bribing him entered his mind, but he quickly decided 
against it. It might look too suspicious.

Chris put on a bit of show for the train's passengers. He stretched 
his legs, waved his hands like a politician on an election 
campaign. When he saw the smiling faces, he knew that he had 



their sympathy. He waved with a smile as he entered the small 
washroom and, having locked the door behind him, went straight 
for the window. Holding on to the edge of the door, he lifted his 
body and knocked the frame out with his feet. It took three kicks 
to loosen the bolted wooden frame from the metal wall. 
Fortunately the train was quite noisy, rattling in irregular intervals 
as if the rail sections over which the wheels passed were all of 
different lengths. He took the frame carefully and threw it out, 
clear of the rails. He watched it dance down the slope, frantic but 
soundless. He had been right about the train's speed—it wasn't 
going as fast as European trains. One had the feeling that it 
moved in slow motion. Now he had to wait for the right moment.

"Get on with it," a voice called out from beyond the door. 
Someone else wanted to use the toilet.

"Fuck off," Chris shouted out loud. "Can't I just take a decent 
crap for fuck's sake?" He yelled, because he knew that as long as 
they knew he was in there, they wouldn't become suspicious.

He shoved his face out the window and felt the wind in his hair. 
He stared ahead in desperation. Come on. Where was that bloody 
bridge? The train had left Bundi some time ago, but still no 
bridge. Had the information been wrong after all?

Then he saw it. His heart jumped for joy when he saw the river 
approaching, although he didn't see the bridge right away. 
Quickly he squeezed his body through the window, and pulled 
himself up onto the roof. His legs were shaking. He found himself 
somewhere in the middle of the train, halfway between the 
locomotive and the rear. But he was not alone. Further ahead, 
there was a group of people sitting on the roof, passengers who 
took a free ride. Damn! Would they try to stop him? They were 
looking ahead, and so far, they hadn't seen him. Perhaps he was 
lucky.

The train began to slow down. He tried not to look at the river, 
tried to keep his eyes away from the waters below. All he wanted 
to see was the edge of the bridge, the point he had to clear. It 
was only a few feet away and provided no problem at all. But the 
waters, they seemed miles down. Would he survive such a fall? 



He pushed the thought from his mind. This was his only chance 
and he had to grab it—jump or die. He thought of the jail, the 
rapes, the stinking chapattis and the human corpses that were his 
cellmates. He jumped onto the next car, took the loose length of 
his chain tight into his hands and waited for the right moment.

As the train rolled onto the bridge, his feet began to move 
mechanically, preparing for a long jump. As his body lifted off the 
roof, he saw from the corner of one eye that a few of the men in 
front of the train turned their heads. The last thing he saw was 
their eyes. They were wide open and full of fear.

Chris felt as if the world had been pulled away from under him. 
Gasping for air, he struggled to keep a straight position as his 
body fell through the air and towards the river. Arms waving, 
restricted by the chain, he struggled to enter the water feet-first. 
His mind was a computer in overdrive and he felt as if some of 
his inner organs were blocking his breathing. When his body hit 
the surface, the impact was as hard as if he'd jumped out a third 
floor window perhaps, but fortunately, he'd managed to hit feet-
first.

The cold water gave him another shock and seemed to stop his 
ability to breathe. But it was all for the better, because otherwise 
he might have taken a lungful of water. He'd forced himself to 
breathe regularly during his fall—not an easy task with one's 
heart in one's throat. But because of it, he managed to enter the 
water with enough air in his lungs.

Several sensations hit him simultaneously—the freezing 
temperature, the feeling of being surrounded by water, the 
pressure in his ears, and a sudden silence that made him feel as 
if his ears had been cut off. The overwhelming sensation was of 
being dragged down a deep well by heavy weights attached to his 
body. When the pulling stopped, he opened his eyes. It was dark, 
dark green, like a forest at night. Foamy waters engulfed him. 
Bubbles tickled him as they exploded on his skin. But the silence 
also calmed his nerves. He felt the pressure in his ears and the 
weight of the chain pulling him down further. Above him, he saw 
a bright light. Thrashing his arms and feet wildly, he struggled 



upward towards the light. It seemed like white fire burning 
brightly through a hole in a cloud-covered sky. It was the fire of 
life, giving warmth, oxygen, and energy. He struggled to reach 
for it, to touch it, and stick his hands into it. But it seemed to 
move further and further away. His lungs began to hurt. At the 
point of bursting, he broke through the surface. Eagerly, like a 
starving man, he sucked the air through mouth and nose 
simultaneously, filling his lungs with life.

He was alive. He'd survived the fall, and as far as he could tell, he 
had no broken bones or other major injuries.

The first sound that reached his ears was the sound of the steam 
whistle, ringing like an alarm no one heeds. The train had passed 
the bridge by now, moving ahead on its journey, whistling in 
support of his effort. He was on his own. As he drifted down the 
river, the sound grew weaker. With every passing minute the 
flowing waters transported him deeper and deeper into the 
realms of freedom.

After a little while, his heartbeat began to go back to normal. He 
felt peaceful and happy. Floating on his back, he let himself drift 
down the river for a while, getting as much distance between 
himself and the train as possible. The chains were a bit 
inconvenient, but he managed, floating on his back like an otter, 
his head above the water, and his toes in front of his eyes.

Fortunately, he'd been a good swimmer all his life. As a 
youngster, they'd occasionally gone to the lake on weekends and 
he'd astonished and frightened his aunts by swimming out farther 
than anyone else. Often he was told off for doing it. But he'd 
never understood their concern, never knew any fear—to him it 
was the simplest thing in the world, because he knew exactly 
what he was capable of.

Freedom. At no other time in his life had he appreciated his 
freedom more than now, although ironically he wasn't free at all. 
He was a wanted man, and he had to be careful. Although he 
spoke the language and was familiar with many of the customs, it 
was still a strange country to him, because he'd only experienced 
it from within a jail. The police apparatus in this country might 



not be as good as in the West, but underestimating them would 
certainly be a big mistake. They might not have computer 
systems, the means, the manpower, or the dedication to run 
after escaped prisoners, but he had no idea how ordinary people 
would react when spotting him. They might turn him in.

When he left the river, he twisted the chain around his arms, 
holding it to his stomach and walking with a bent back, like an old 
man experiencing severe stomach cramps. Nobody paid him any 
attention. He even managed to catch a ride on an oxcart into the 
next village. His peculiar accent may have made him sound 
retarded to a local, but there were so many sick people around 
that it didn't arouse attention.

He rested by day and walked by night, always on the lookout for 
danger. He avoided the larger settlements. He begged food from 
market women who looked at him as some kind of freak, with his 
yellow hair and white skin. Still, they gave him food willingly, and 
when they saw him eat like a starving person, or when he poured 
down the whole contents of a water container down his throat in 
one gulp, their eyes became soft, and they even seemed to 
overlook the chain that dangled from his wrists like an iron 
damnation.

He marched in and out of villages like a ghost, never 
materializing for too long, never remaining in one place longer 
than absolutely necessary. It took five days before he reached 
the town of Bunjapur, where he received directions to Kumar's 
village.

What would Kumar's reaction be when he saw him? Would he be 
willing to shelter an escaped prisoner? They had been friends, but 
in prison the circumstances of their relationship were different. 
Now Chris needed his help more than ever. In fact, without 
Kumar, he would be as good as dead.

Those thoughts dominated his mind as he entered Kumar's 
village. He asked for the home of the village chief and was 
pointed the way. People looked at him with open curiosity. A 
Westerner who spoke fluent Hindi was perhaps not an everyday 



occurrence. But they said nothing, answered his questions 
willingly and let him be on his way.

His heart beat wildly as he knocked on the wooden door. A 
woman opened. She looked surprised, but smiled and asked him 
in. The house was empty. It was a small house, with plain rooms, 
and wooden benches covered with cushions. He had no idea how 
many other rooms there were, but the house seemed big by local 
standards. In the middle of the room was a table. He was offered 
a seat and he sat down. The woman disappeared. It took a while 
before she returned with a pot of tea.

"My husband has gone to town," she said respectfully. "He will be 
back later. I hope you don't mind waiting?"

Chris forced a smile. He kept on asking whether this was the 
house of Kumar, and the woman kept confirming that it was. As 
time went by, Chris became nervous. What if she's sending for 
the police? Is she perhaps just trying to hold me until the 
authorities arrive?

Then suddenly he heard noise outside. A motor vehicle stopped in 
front of the house. Chris's heart missed a few beats. Were they 
coming to take him back?

He heard voices. The door opened and a man stood there, silent, 
motionless, looking at Chris as if what he saw wasn't real. His 
face showed disbelief, as if he had trouble understanding whether 
or not his mind played a cruel trick on him. The man in the door 
was Kumar. 

Finally, he walked up to his former cellmate and slung his arms 
around him, and when he pulled away, Chris saw tears rolling 
down his cheeks. "Brahma has heard my prayers and accepted 
my offerings," he whispered. "I'm forever grateful because he's 
delivered you safely back from the dead."

Chapter Six

The clock at Big Ben showed two minutes past seven-thirty p.m. 
It was a wet cloudy day, nothing unusual for the British capital at 



this time of year, and people went about their daily activities 
seemingly unaffected by the weather. The rain had stopped a 
little while ago and pedestrians had folded away their umbrellas. 
Like rivers running out to the sea, the drains carried most of the 
rainwater into the underground drainage systems. Some got left 
behind, forming ponds on pavements, roads and particularly 
along curbs. Large areas of public squares were covered with 
water of unknown depth, reflecting light as if the ground was 
fitted with subterranean floodlights.

Downing Street was quiet at this time of day. Only at Number 10 
was there a fair amount of activity. Several cars had pulled up 
over the last half-hour. People, mostly in uniform, rushed inside. 
The vehicles that had brought them were seen speeding away as 
if the driver was already late for yet another appointment.

The black car that now approached Number 10 was of Japanese 
make. It had a private license plate. The car stopped sharply and 
a man got out. He was dressed in civilian clothes, suit and tie. He 
walked quickly with long steps towards the door, while the car, 
like all the others, pulled away quickly. At the door, the man 
stopped briefly, straightened his tie and buttoned his jacket. 
Then, with a quick move of his right hand, he realigned those few 
remaining strands of hair on each side of his head, which, for 
reasons only known to himself, he kept far too long to be of 
comfort. The door was opened halfway as he approached the 
house. He had been awaited.

"Good evening sir."

"Good evening, James. Has everyone arrived?"

"Except for the Prime Minister, sir. He's still at Parliament House."

The man nodded.

"They're all in the conference room, waiting for you, sir."

"Thank you, James." The butler wanted to lead him, but the man 
waved him off.

"That's all right, James. I'll find my own way, thanks."



The man stood for a brief moment as if to organize his thoughts. 
He'd come for a purpose and it wasn't good news. Ironically, the 
red interior of the lobby had never seemed more suitable to the 
task he'd come to perform. He walked down the corridor and 
turned right, toward one of the large conference rooms. A young 
agent posted by the door greeted him in military style and 
opened the door. He stepped in. Around the large oak table that 
covered most of the room, a group of ten men sat engaged in 
casual discussion. Most of them wore uniforms of the army and 
navy; only a few civilians were present. The man walked up to 
the head of the table and sat down.

"Would you mind telling us why you dragged us up here under 
such short notice, Brian?" a soldier, whose chest sparkled with 
decorations, asked.

The man named Brian kept an icy expression. He nodded briefly, 
collected his thoughts and began to address the group.

"Gentlemen," he began. "I have called you here for what might 
be the most dangerous challenge our country has ever faced." He 
took a glance around the room. The talking had now ceased 
completely and everyone gave the speaker his full attention. They 
were all hard-nosed professionals, military generals, admirals and 
key advisors of Her Majesty's Government. Sincere men, fully 
aware of the severity of the situation at hand, eager to learn the 
details, of which they knew very little. Less than an hour before, 
these men had been contacted. Some had flown in by helicopter 
from other parts of the country. Almost every one of them had 
cancelled important meetings to get here on time. They knew 
only one thing—no one gets invited to the Prime Minister's 
residence under such conditions without a valid reason.

"Before I address the issue at hand," said the man named Brian, 
"I think it's necessary that I brief you on a few things first. You all 
know that we've looked with great concern towards the 
developments in the former Soviet Union, especially the 
managing of their nuclear arsenal. Some of you might even recall 
that several years ago, we started Operation Forest Fire, which 
was aimed at diverting nuclear potential away from certain 



possibly dangerous destinations. Within this operation, we 
deployed an agent with the objective to infiltrate a suspected 
terrorist organization in the Far East. This agent, it seems, has 
now made contact. Unfortunately, however, the circumstances we 
were trying to prevent have taken place faster than any of us had 
feared.

"At around four o'clock this afternoon," Brian continued, "a 
message was delivered by courier to this address from a terrorist 
group called The New Asian Frontier. We have reason to believe 
that this group, based somewhere in the Far East, is extremely 
dangerous and well connected. Unfortunately, it is not the 
organization our agent has infiltrated, so we are even more in the 
dark than we had hoped to be. The message was typed on 
ordinary paper and our experts are checking it now for clues. It 
contains a demand of a precise but somewhat strange nature—
one of our nuclear submarines is to be sent to the Indian Ocean 
and wait there for further instructions."

He let the sentence hang in the air like a foul smell, perhaps 
expecting a number of responses, but instead he was met with 
grave silence. Only the man closest to him responded.

"Go on Brian," he said into the silence, "I believe there is more 
you want to tell us."

"Indeed." Brian took a deep breath before he carried on.

"They demand that the submarine carry its full arsenal of 
warheads, forty-eight in fact, and she is to be stationed one 
hundred miles off Bombay in international waters."

"That's it?"

"That's it. That's the complete message, apart from the nautical 
coordinates of the submarine's exact position. No other 
information is given in regard of demands."

"Is this a joke?" someone said. "New Asian Frontier? Do we have 
any idea who these people are?"

"We have one lead," said Brian, "and my men are checking it 
now."



"Do we have any hint as to what their objectives are? I mean, do 
they want independence, or to start a war in the Far East? And 
who's the enemy? Pakistan? Burma? India?"

"We cannot possibly agree to their demands," said a highly 
decorated general. "It is out of the question. Just think about the 
political consequences an aggressive act against any of those 
countries would cause. Terrorists or no terrorists. Besides, what 
makes them think we'll comply? Have they kidnapped someone? 
Is that it? They've kidnapped someone important, yes? Someone 
from the Royal Family? You're not telling us everything."

"Nobody has been kidnapped," Brian replied quickly. "The 
intimidation was delivered with the message itself. It is of a very 
powerful nature, I can assure you."

"What is it? What do they have on us?"

Brian looked across the room. Every face was directed at him. He 
spoke with grave seriousness.

"Gentlemen, if we do not comply with the instructions, a nuclear 
device will be detonated in the city of London."

Now everyone breathed heavily. Brian could see their breaths 
pushing into clouds of smoke that had evaporated from certain 
areas of the table and had begun to fill the room like a physical 
materialization of a dark terrible fear. The thought of a nuclear 
attack on the city of London was indeed so outrageous to most of 
these men, so ridiculous in fact, that some almost burst out 
laughing but swallowed their notion quickly. Within seconds, total 
silence fell once again.

"What makes you think the threat is real, Brian?" someone asked.

The speaker ran his hands through the strands of his hair once 
again, using both hands this time. He looked carefully from man 
to man as he spoke. "We're treating this with such concern 
because of what was included with the message. Gentlemen, 
together with the letter a small item was delivered, properly 
packed and sealed—one gram of highly enriched, weapons-grade 
plutonium."



Now several voices shouted out in surprise. Discussions erupted. 
At that moment, a messenger entered the room, walked up to 
Brian and handed him a small note. Brian glanced at it, and then 
slipped it into his pocket.

"Calm, Gentlemen, calm please. Let's stay calm please. I will 
answer all your questions one by one. First things first. We think
—and this is the lead we're following at this moment—the 
plutonium is of Russian origin. I just received confirmation of that 
a moment ago. We have some theories about the origin, but are 
unable to be specific at this moment."

"Okay, Brian, do you think it's possible that this group, whoever 
they are, have the capability to detonate a nuclear device in 
London?"

"It looks that way, Paul, and I would suggest that we all take this 
threat very seriously indeed."

"My God. If this is true, there is hardly any way to deal with this
—"

"Now wait a minute." Another heavily decorated man took his 
turn. "Everything, anything, can be dealt with. Let's get down to 
facts. What do we know, Brian?"

"Not much at this moment. Fortunately, there is a bit of time. The 
terrorists haven't demanded a quick reply. Perhaps they 
understand the difficulties and conditions necessary for the 
Government to release a nuclear submarine under such 
circumstances. But I'd bet that they come back soon, because 
they don't want to give us too much time to establish counter 
measures. The answer is due at noon on Friday. That's three days 
from now."

At that moment, the door opened and the Prime Minister entered 
the room. He took his place next to the man called Brian at the 
table.

"Please carry on," he said. "I was briefed about the issue on the 
way."

Brian continued.



"What we know is this, Russian involvement can be ruled out with 
reasonable certainty, at least for this particular incident. The 
general possibility still exists, of course, but I consider it more 
likely that the Russian plutonium has somehow gotten into the 
hands of this terrorist organization indirectly. How, we do not 
know."

"You said something about a mission. Why don't we ask our 
agent involved?" someone at the table asked.

"I'm afraid that's not possible," said Brian.

"And why not?"

Brian looked at the Prime Minister who nodded his head slightly. 
Having received the approval, Brian carried on. "The mission 
wasn't managed by us. One of the participants was our man, 
that's all."

"So where is he now? Why can't he be contacted? Is he dead?"

"No, he's not dead. For the last few years, he's been interned in 
India. I've just received the message however, that he escaped 
from jail just recently and is, as far as we know, still at large in 
the country. However, we have a fair idea of where he is. But 
that's not the problem." Brian hesitated for a moment as if he 
had to struggle with whether or not to reveal what he was about 
to say. Again, he looked at the Prime Minister who again nodded 
his head.

"He cannot be contacted on the subject," Brian said finally, "…
because he's not aware of his mission."

There was a profound silence in the room. Some of the men 
whispered to each other. Finally the Prime Minister spoke. He 
spoke only one sentence, but it was the exact thought everyone 
else shared at the table.

"I strongly suggest that we do everything possible to get in touch 
with our agent and make him aware of his mission."

Chapter Seven



After only a few days in Kumar's house, it became very obvious 
to Chris that his former cellmate had changed considerably. The 
change was everywhere, in his behavior, in his speech and most 
certainly in his appearance, for instance, he wore glasses now. It 
was as much physical as it was mental, and Chris came to the 
conclusion that the differences were but another quality in the 
long line of qualities he had observed in this extraordinary man. 
The former prison inmate had transformed into someone else yet 
again—a leader of his people.

It seemed that prison hadn't affected him much, at least not in a 
negative sense. If anything, it had made him stronger, more 
determined and more capable. If those who'd put him there had 
done it in an attempt to break him, to divert his thinking, and 
turn him away from his political activities, then they'd failed 
miserably. All they had done was strengthen his spirit and shape 
his determination.

As the days went by, Chris learned even more about this man he 
thought he knew so well. The villagers and the men that 
surrounded Kumar told him stories, and the respect they had for 
him shone through with every word. And Chris even acquired a 
little bit of that respect, as everyone knew that he had been 
Kumar's closest friend and ally for those years in prison. Stories 
began circulating about their time in jail, and about certain 
experiences that Chris would neither confirm nor deny.

Kumar's story was one that most Indians dreamt of. Born and 
raised as the youngest of his father's three sons, Kumar had left 
his village as a young man to be educated in Delhi. His family, his 
brothers and primarily his father, had financed this education. 
And his father, who had taken a shine to his youngest, lived to 
see him graduate. After his graduation, Kumar faced with a hard 
decision—to either stay in the city and pursue a career in a law 
firm, or, to return to join the lives and hardships of his family in 
the village. He must have known that many of the villagers would 
continue to see in him the young student who'd left and not the 
man who'd returned. It was difficult to say whether this decision 
had been an easy one for Kumar, but two years after he received 



his diploma, he returned to devote his new skills to the village of 
his ancestors.

He'd come a long way since then. He married a local village girl 
who gave him two sons. She was a lovely woman who understood 
him and loved him more than anyone, and, as it turned out, could 
also cope with the fact that so many people admired him. Hers 
was not an easy task either, because in her life there existed not 
one but several versions of a husband—Kumar the man, the 
father and husband, and Kumar the village chief, the politician, 
the revolutionary and leader, and also Kumar the warrior, the 
freedom fighter and outlaw.

Kumar was a new breed of warrior, one who fought with law 
books and knowledge instead of guns. He used politics, clever 
arguments, and excellent language skills as his weapons. Soon 
after his return, he began to defend the local people. Often these 
cases were for petty crimes committed out of desperation or 
poverty. So, he began a fight against poverty, as well as 
ignorance and religious fanaticism. Before long, his fame drifted 
across the boundaries of Rajasthan and into the realms of the 
Delhi authorities.

"I know very well that our struggle can't be won with a military 
confrontation," Kumar explained to Chris one day, "and therefore 
it must be fought in the political arena. This might take longer, 
but it is the only way to succeed. One of my most difficult tasks 
however," he confessed, "is to convince a caste of warriors that 
fighting with weapons is useless."

Chris watched him as he went about his daily routine. He had 
several men who followed him around, employees of sorts, but 
they all had other jobs as well, and Chris thought that Kumar 
must pay them a regular salary out of his own pocket. It was 
difficult to tell how many of them there were. Chris had met four 
or five. They were typical villagers in their twenties or thirties, 
tough men, more body-guard than secretary, carrying rifles and 
short daggers, looking as if they knew how to use them. They 
performed all kinds of tasks, from delivering messages and 
documents, to accompanying Kumar to meetings, and sometimes 



even to court. Perhaps this posse increased the spread of his 
reputation because it gave him a touch of a revolutionary, a kind 
of folkloric image that helped make him seem like a bandit-king 
and lawful outlaw.

"You are in luck," Kumar said when returned home from a short 
trip. "We've found your corpse." He smiled at his friend's 
perplexed face.

"A camel herder," he explained, "died of a heart attack only a few 
days ago. He's approximately your size and weight. A few years 
older than you perhaps, but the decomposition should take care 
of that. We'll dress him in your clothes and make certain he is 
found in the river. It is perfect. Even the timing is about right. 
The authorities never check thoroughly anyway. They usually 
show little interest. As long as they have something for the 
record, they're happy to close the case. It is better than having to 
admit that they can't find you. Soon, my friend, you will be totally 
free again."

Chris looked puzzled. He was beginning to have second thoughts 
over the way these people, and especially Kumar, treated him. In 
jail, it had been a different story. In jail, people helped each other 
because they depended on each other. But here? What could 
Kumar or his people possibly want from him? He wouldn't have 
blamed either Kumar or his family if they had gotten rid of him 
after a few days of hospitality. In coming here, all he had hoped 
to achieve was to perhaps receive enough funds to get to 
Bombay or perhaps out of the country. But instead, these people 
acted as if he had become a part of their community. This feeling 
had grown until it made him insecure. Finally, he managed to ask 
the question that had been troubling him for days: "Why are you 
doing all this for me?"

Kumar straightened his glasses. He looked wise and sincere as he 
replied. "My friend. We Indians believe that certain circumstances 
in life are decided long beforehand. We can neither change nor 
escape them. You and I," he said sincerely, "are such a 
circumstance."



Chris looked stunned. He felt like bursting out with laughter. 
Could this intelligent modern man, a man he highly respected, 
believe such nonsense?

"We call it Karma," he said calmly as if he could read Chris's 
thoughts, "and I understand that the concept may be hard for a 
Westerner to understand. All I'm asking is that you don't 
condemn the idea. Give it a chance, and you might come to a 
similar understanding.

"Basically," he explained, "Karma is not very different from your 
beliefs in the West, only you have different names for it. You call 
it fate, luck, chance, destiny, whatever. You see—we're not that 
different after all. Our beliefs share common ground, only that 
here in India we have attributed a reason for it."

Regular village life soon began to take a toll on the young 
German, especially because he had nothing to do. Despite all the 
beauty and freedom, that had felt so exhilarating at first, 
boredom set in fast. But Kumar didn't forget about his visitor's 
needs. As often as possible, the two of them went on walks or 
drives, along the desert or up towards the mountains, and Kumar 
would consult Chris on particular problems he was facing.

"How can I defend a person who's guilty of a crime," Kumar 
explained, "who's stolen a sheep or a few loafs of bread, when it 
is often the very authority that prosecutes him who stole it from 
him in the first place? What am I to do? If I defend that man, 
people will say—look, Kumar is encouraging crime. On the other 
hand, if I condemn him for having committed a crime, the people 
will say that I support a corrupt law. It is anything but easy, but 
the true problem lies somewhere else.

"Look at those palaces," Kumar said, as they passed the fortress-
palaces of Amber on the way to Jaipur. "Do you have any idea 
when they were built?"

Chris shook his head. The stunning beauty of this place, situated 
perfectly on a hillside overlooking a lake, fascinated him. The 
people who designed and built this had been artists and master 
craftsmen.



"We were a proud people once," Kumar said, and his voice carried 
sadness. "We walked tall and proud and possessed treasures that 
filled many palaces. Look at us now. Those over there…" he 
pointed to mud huts that formed a little village by the foot of the 
hill, "…those are the palaces of our time, under India's rule. Look 
at our people, just look at them. Where is their pride and former 
glory?

"This is my task," he said as he steered the car back towards his 
village. "I want to restore the former spirit back into our people, 
make them see and feel the pride, the glory, that so many of us 
have forgotten. Poverty and depression have covered our eyes 
and minds, preventing us from seeing our true identity.

"I am not a violent man. I don't preach violence, although 
violence is preached against me. I believe that there are two 
ways of fighting—with the law and with a weapon. One is guided 
by intellect, the other by the strength of one's arm. I prefer the 
first, but I have to admit that sometimes it can be insufficient." 
Kumar remained quiet for a while.

"What are you fighting for?" the German asked.

"I want to force something from the rulers which they will have to 
give us anyway, because it doesn't belong to them in the first 
place. I speak of our freedom, our independence, and our political 
autonomy."

"What makes you think they'll give it to you?"

Now Kumar smiled mysteriously. His answer surprised Chris.

"Because we're different," he said proudly. "There are many 
groups in India fighting for a variety of reasons—independence, 
religious freedom, political ambitions. Whatever. Some are violent 
and stop at nothing. We are not one of these groups, although it 
might sometimes look that way. I am doing everything I can to 
change that image, believe me."

"But why are you different?"

"Because of our choice of weaponry. We will use the right weapon 
this time, a weapon even more powerful than a nuclear device. A 



weapon that's not a weapon at all, and yet conquers people of all 
nations. That weapon is the power that we feel deep in our hearts
—our ambitions and dreams. I know that this might be hard for 
you to understand, but I know that basically all people want the 
same thing. We have to find unity."

Chris listened silently. He agreed with most of what Kumar said, 
but failed to understand what it had to do with him.

"What are you trying to do Kumar, recruit me to your cause? I 
know that I owe you, my friend; I owe you more than I can pay. 
But this is not my fight. I hope you understand." Kumar shook his 
head.

"I wish you wouldn't say that, my German friend. Because you 
are so wrong. Has the time in jail taught you nothing? Has it 
blinded your eyes so you can't see and numbed your brain that 
you can no longer think clearly? This is as much your fight as it is 
ours. Here, there and everywhere. It was our fight in the jail, and 
it is our fight now. Do you think it's not your fight because this is 
India instead of Europe? That it is not your fight because we are 
from a different race? This didn't matter when we were in jail and 
neither does it matter now. The fight is everywhere my dear 
friend, and we have to understand that—whatever it takes, 
wherever we're needed. We are who we are.

"You're like me, you don't give up easily. Perhaps you don't know 
it yet, but sooner or later, you'll find your real purpose in life. You 
have all the right thoughts and directions; all you need is a 
reason. Find one soon. Don't let it be too late."

Chris met his destiny on the very next day. A woman came by 
Kumar's house to help out as she had done regularly, and Chris 
found himself wondering why Kumar had never introduced her to 
him, never even talked about her. He acted as if she was 
something he was ashamed of. Yet, Chris learned that this 
woman had looked after Kumar's family, tended to his wife's 
needs, and had even helped with the cause during his years in 
jail, becoming a leader in his absence. 

Chris was unable to come up with a satisfactory answer for this 
rather strange situation, but he didn't ask. And there wasn't one 



question, but several: How could an Indian woman be in charge 
of a gang of warriors? How could she have risen to the rank of 
leader in such a rough pack of freedom fighters?

The answer became apparent in time. Kumar, somewhat 
reluctantly, told Chris her story. She certainly was no ordinary 
woman. The only daughter of his elder brother, she had been 
raped by a group of Muslim men at a very young age, and thus 
lost her chance for a husband and a halfway normal female 
existence. Because of this, she fled into seclusion and study. She 
was an intelligent person—strong spirited and bright. Had she 
been given the opportunity, she would have gone far. But that 
was not to be. This society made no provision for single females 
and certainly not for their professional careers. She was self-
taught, and her knowledge had imperfections and voids perhaps, 
but she carried her wisdom with unmistakable pride and dignity, 
as if she refused to accept that her education even further 
diminished her chances of ever finding a husband from among 
her people, and living a normal life.

Perhaps it was because of this that she became much devoted to 
the cause of liberating her people and, after Kumar's return from 
prison, began to help within the organization. To her it became a 
personal thing, as if by gaining freedom from political bondage, 
she herself would gain power over men, defeat injustice in 
general, and emancipate all females in her society. For such a 
noble cause, a high price seemed adequate. Perhaps because of 
that she'd accepted her fate. Though her reasons might be 
clouded in mystery; the effect however was crystal clear. To the 
villagers she'd become sexless, and thus was beyond Indian 
culture and tradition. She'd become neutral and genderless and 
no one in the village disputed her position.

Chris found that attitude extremely difficult to comprehend. To 
him she looked absolutely divine. She had a magnificent face; she 
was a sun-tanned Aphrodite, a jewel among gods. Her smile was 
a bundle of sunshine, her hair the silky black fibers from the 
crown of a goddess. She was tall and slim, wore her hair short, 
and although she dressed very unfeminine in T-shirt and military 
khaki pants, her stunning femininity shone through clearly. The 



loose fit of the trousers may have further reduced the power of 
the female aura, but Chris was able to penetrate this charade. To 
him, she indicated perfection in mental and physical form.

When Chris saw her for the first time—the day she showed up at 
the house—he was stunned, as any mortal would be who came 
face to face with a goddess. She seemed young, years his junior 
and, even before he knew her background, he immediately 
sensed that she was no ordinary woman.

"Her name is Arandhati," said Kumar, closing his story, "—she's 
my niece."

Over the few days that followed, Chris tried to make contact with 
her, tried to talk to her, tried to find reasons to see her. She 
didn't make it very easy for him. In fact, it seemed that she 
downright rejected a confrontation. She greeted him without a 
smile, handed him casually whatever he asked for or, when 
meeting him on the streets, quickly walked away. It became 
obvious that she did not know how to cope with his advances. 
Such behavior was new to her and that she had no experience in 
dealing with it.

Chris began to understand that Kumar was perhaps the only 
man, beside himself, who saw Arandhati as a woman. Perhaps it 
was his duty as an uncle that demanded such consideration. Was 
he not the only person besides her own family who had 
concerned himself with her future?

"What do you want from this woman?" Kumar asked sincerely. 
"Rajasthani girls are not like Western women. In this country, we 
don't accept flings or one night stands. You would totally destroy 
her reputation and whatever little chance remains for her of ever 
getting a husband if you involved her in an unlawful relationship. 
As her uncle, I cannot let that happen. An introduction to a 
female has to be done in just the right way, you know. You have 
to show your intentions openly, then you may be properly invited 
to meet her. You're expected to bring presents to the family. 
Engagement is quite an important step in a young person's life. 
Quite honestly, I am not sure whether you're ready for such a 
commitment."



Kumar couldn't hide a smile when he saw Chris's face. But he 
also must have seen something else, because he loosened his 
tight stance a little.

"Perhaps we can arrange to meet her coincidentally somewhere," 
he said almost casually. "The courtship between a man and a 
woman is still a very delicate issue in this country, unlike in the 
West. But even in India we've managed to gain a certain 
flexibility over the years."

Arandhati proved to be extremely difficult to approach. She 
reacted to Chris's advances in a variety of ways, like a shy 
schoolgirl, a devoted lesbian or frustrated man-hater. She 
seemed to deny herself the very basic needs of even being a 
woman, never mind acting as one. She rejected everything 
female and simply refused to look feminine and desirable. So, 
Chris dropped his advances and approached her on a professional 
level. Here she was more cooperative, talking freely about the 
cause and the difficulties of their struggle. She displayed 
diversified knowledge about the history of her people, and acted 
with as much concern for them as a young princess would have. 
Chris found himself very much taken by her personality.

Slowly he brought up different subjects: family, the raising of 
children, and the duty of people to conform to their given roles in 
life. They talked like two psychologists discussing patients, and 
Arandhati asked as many questions about Chris's youth as he 
asked about hers. Often they sat in the desert like two beautiful 
wild flowers, blown there by the winds of coincidence. They 
looked as if they were in love, secretly staring at each other for 
long periods of time, scanning every inch of each other's face and 
sometimes daringly looking deep into each other's eyes. But 
every time he tried to kiss her, she turned her head away.

"I've never been very successful with women," Chris told her, 
knowing it sounded as if it was meant as an excuse for her 
rejections rather than an explanation for his awkward advances.

"I don't believe that for one minute," she replied. "I bet you have 
lots of sweethearts in your country."

Chris smiled in denial.



"I can see you being a good husband and father," Arandhati said.

"Really? What makes you say that?"

"I am a woman. Women have a feeling for this kind of thing."

"Would you like to get married some day?"

"I don't know. If I can find the right man who will have me," she 
replied respectfully.

I'll have you, Chris thought, and almost said. Fortunately, he kept 
his mouth shut. This was not the time. Too many things had to be 
worked out between them. He wanted to be wise enough not to 
ignore them. He wanted to tell her that he knew what separated 
them, but that it didn't matter. But he didn't know how. He took a 
small stick and drew arches into the sand and they sat quietly, 
engaged with their own thoughts. 

After a while, he spoke: "When I was young, I went to this boy's 
school, you know. Half of it was Catholic and the other half 
Protestant. We had different classrooms, but we shared a 
common yard. There were always fights—beatings, harassing. It 
became so bad that they had to have class-breaks at different 
times so that we never shared the same yard. So we waited for 
them after class and they in turn waited for us."

"Why did you fight?"

"Well that's my point. Nobody knew why. The hatred didn't come 
from within us; the school, the adult world, and all those who 
didn't put a stop to it injected it. It was a typical religious 
controversy. We were supposed to be different, that's all. But if 
we were, I couldn't see how. Some of my friends—some boys 
from my neighborhood—were Protestants and I couldn't see 
anything wrong with them. As I grew older, I gathered that there 
was more to it than that. After all, unlike Hinduism and Islam, 
Catholic and Protestant beliefs aren't that fundamentally 
different. But still, people find enough differences to allow them 
to hate each other.

"I think that certain people just need for others to be different. 
They look everywhere for differences and if they don't find them 



in religion, they'll find them in race, gender, language, or 
customs. I think that's wrong. I think we should be looking for 
similarities in people, not differences. That would make things a 
lot easier, don't you think?"

Arandhati didn't reply. When Chris looked at her, he saw a tear 
developing in her eye and he took the edge of his shirt to 
carefully dry it. She let it happen. Her face had moved very close 
to his and at that particular moment, a beam of sunlight struck 
her cheek, covering her in a golden light like a divine goddess. 
Chris just couldn't help himself. He let his fingers run through her 
hair, and, drawing her head slowly but firmly towards his lips, he 
kissed her full on the mouth.

To his amazement and delight, she let it happen, even 
encouraged him by opening her mouth slightly to let him feel her 
moisture and went on to touch his lips with her tongue. She'd 
closed her eyes as the tips of their tongues met and in turn, he 
held her tight for what seemed like an eternity after their lips had 
parted. Chris was near tears too. There couldn't have been a 
more giving gesture between two people.

"As I've been willing to face my fears," Arandhati said a few days 
later, as they sat by the big tree at the edge of the village, "are 
you ready to face yours?"

Chris was perplexed at the question of such a trade-off and he 
wasn't quite sure what she meant exactly. "And how would I do 
that?" he inquired.

"The day after tomorrow, a ritual will be held over there." She 
pointed towards the hills where the village graveyard was 
located. "It's a secret worship of the goddess Kali-Ma, a very 
powerful spiritual thing. I would like you to go with me."

Chris was shocked. He hadn't taken her for the type who joins 
such gatherings.

"I didn't know you believed in such things," he said. Arandhati 
remained silent. It was obvious that she had no intention of 
discussing this issue. All she wanted was a reply.



"I'll go," Chris said. But I'm not sure I'll believe in any of that 
mumbo jumbo, he thought.

~*~

A moonless night has an extraordinary effect on the desert and 
has to be experienced firsthand. It transforms familiar features 
into something mystical, even spiritual. Small bushes become 
gnomes with waving arms; single trees are manifestations of a 
mighty god. If there truly is another world, so they say, it is in a 
desert at night, where the boundaries to the beyond are tissue-
paper-thin.

The preparations for the ritual had gone on all day. The altar, a 
large stack of boxes covered with ornamented cloth, had just 
been completed. Items were placed before it—offerings of food, 
joss sticks, and blood. Several human skulls gazed down from the 
height of the structure. Covered in red and black candles, the 
altar looked like a massive incarnated spirit, half warrior half 
mother, caring and terrible at the same time.

Arandhati tried to satisfy Chris's curiosity. "She's Creation and 
Destruction combined," she said. "In the Tantric tradition, Death 
and Love are two sides of the same coin, you know. As are Good 
and Evil, and Man and Beast. Kali-Ma is terrible to look at, and 
very frightening."

"What does she look like?" Chris asked with growing curiosity.

"She has fangs. Blood trickles from the side of her mouth. In one 
hand she holds a sword that is dripping blood and in the other a 
newly severed head. Around her neck, she wears a necklace 
made from human skulls. Apart from that, she's naked. Her 
earrings are the corpses of two young boys. She has large 
swelling breasts and sometimes she's performing intercourse with 
a corpse."

Chris didn't say anything. He didn't know whether to laugh or to 
be frightened. One look into Arandhati's eyes however, told him 
she took this very seriously. He decided to play along and keep 
his opinion to himself.



The ritual involved both the visible and the invisible. A group of 
women, dressed in colorful saris, gathered and prepared for the 
dance. There were musicians carrying instruments of all kinds—
bongos and other drums, and a variety of stringed instruments. 
There were sitars and flutes, and even short trumpets that looked 
as if they had no other purpose than to create noise.

The women's saris didn't show much color in the dull light of the 
starry sky, and everything remained ash-gray until the fires were 
lit. Even then, the scenery remained dominated by the golden 
light from hundreds of small oil lamps. The whole area, the 
women's saris included, reminded Chris of a large funeral pyre—
red, yellow, pink and purple light—a fire that burned at various 
intensities.

There were musicians and there were dancers. Sitar players and 
players of flutes, rattles, bells and gongs. The smell of incense 
began to dominate the night. Bongos, tablas, and other 
percussion instruments produced a powerful beat. As darkness 
fell, several of the women began to dance. They stamped their 
feet on the ground, waved their arms in the air, and shook their 
hands like flickering flames. They became a living fire, alive with 
color and motion. But the actual ritual didn't begin until midnight. 
By then, the chant that had been building was unanimous and 
powerful.

Kali Durga, Na Mo, Na Mo, Na Mo, Na Mo... 

Kali Durga, Na Mo, Na Mo, Na Mo, Na Mo... 

One woman, the lead dancer presumably, carried a human skull 
in her hands. She held it up toward the sky, then toward the fire, 
then in the direction of the altar. Chris felt a chill creeping up his 
spine and Arandhati seemed to feel it too, because she grabbed 
his hand and held it tight.

A void formed in the center of the gatherers as they encircled the 
woman dancer. Chris watched her fall to her knees on the 
ground, her arms stretched out toward the heavens, her head 
and upper body shaking violently. She spoke words Chris couldn't 
understand from where he was sitting, although it was only a few 



yards away. The music and the chanting overwhelmed everything 
else.

Then she screamed. It was a terrible scream, like someone in 
panic or fright. The music stopped. Everything stopped. The 
silence became so powerful that he could hear the wind 
whispering, brushing against people's dresses, causing metal 
objects to gently touch one another. A white shirt that someone 
had hung casually over a low-growing tree branch swung gently 
in the wind as if touched by a visiting spirit.

The woman, who had been sitting in the same pose for a while, 
suddenly came back to life. She began to move around, dancing 
up to others at the rim of the circle, skull in hand. Chris watched 
her pass the skull to several people—both men and women—who 
then took her place and screamed their pain into the night. Each 
performance could last several minutes, and was not limited to 
screaming alone. Whole sentences or even stories were screamed 
into the night's sky, powerful anecdotes of someone's life, along 
with a demand for justification for what had happened, both from 
the living and the dead. Chris heard stories of heroism, of 
warriorhood, and of beatings by parents or brutal husbands. He 
heard of sufferings that could no longer be endured. The 
performances went on for over an hour. One by one, the people 
surrendered their pain, screamed it out into the night, to the 
rhythmic beat of drums and the chanting that invoked Kali-Ma.

Chris contemplated as he watched the female dancer, keeper of 
the talking head, move around restlessly, searching, dancing, and 
then passing on the spirit of the Goddess Mother. Skull in hand, 
she reached him, paused before him. Her eyes glowed. Her face 
was smeared with menstrual blood. Her face looked terrible, 
scary, like that of Kali-Ma herself, an image so frightening that 
many women refused motherhood in order to prevent the 
Goddess from emerging. Confronting one's own fears, the terrible 
mother that dwells inside all of us, men and women alike, can be 
a most frightful experience.

The keeper of the talking head stretched out her hands offering 
the skull to Chris. The drums entered into a violent beat. Was he 



supposed to take it? He, a foreigner? She offered it again, and 
wouldn't leave until he'd accepted the blood-smeared skull, the 
medium through which the terrible Mother spoke.

"Tell us, oh sufferer, tell us and the world of your pain. Tell the 
dancers, the crowd, and your own yearning soul. Tell the stars 
and tell the wind so that they may carry the pain away—tell the 
Goddess Mother."

Chris felt shocked and extremely agitated. He didn't want this. 
He'd come here only to observe, to see and to learn perhaps. 
Now he was made to participate. This had not been what he had 
in mind when he promised Arandhati to accompany her. He had 
come for her benefit, not his. With his nerves on edge, his 
thoughts were forced into the darker regions of his mind, where 
the hidden fear dwelled. An area he'd not been to since early 
childhood. He stood up. His head felt heavy and he's kind of 
drowsy as he stumbled into the circle.

"Tell us of your pain oh sufferer, tell the Goddess Mother, tell, 
tell, tell..."

The visions exploded in his brain. Chris recognized the place 
immediately, although he hadn't been there in so many years. 
The occasional flashbacks to his youth only covered the time 
when he'd been living with his aunts; he had never dared go 
further back. It seemed that before this time in his childhood he'd 
had no life at all—that he had crawled out of his mother's womb 
at the age of six or seven ready to enter the real world, ready to 
go to school.

But once there had been memories. He knew them and feared 
these dark memories that produced horror too painful to endure. 
He had learned to subconsciously suppress them from an early 
age. More or less successful, he'd eliminated them from his mind 
like someone who uses painkillers to deal with a severe migraine. 
He'd launched an attack on his memory—precise, determined and 
deliberate. Now he felt those memories being re-awakened.

He recognized his mother, young and pretty. A woman with his 
own face, a goddess in her own right. She carried the seed; her 
belly showed what her heart denied. His vision blurred further. 



Could this be possible? He watched in terror as this flame-lit 
graveyard in the Rajasthan desert shrunk before his eyes and 
turned into the narrow grotto, the kitchen in his mother's home. 
The altar became their large wooden cupboard, the light from the 
flickering oil lamps—steady and firm at this point—began to emit 
the warm glow of electric bulbs. His mother was standing by the 
door, suitcase in hand. The little boy in the center of the room 
was crying his heart out as the terrible truth dawned on him.

"People are so very cruel," he heard his mother say. "Perhaps one 
day you'll understand. I want you to see the truth. I want to 
make people see and understand, make them forget this awful 
hatred."

"I don't want to, mummy," yelled the boy. "Mummy, don't go."

He didn't see the teardrop in the corner of her left eye, forming 
into a perfect crystal pearl as it rolled down her cheek. She didn't 
speak, but instead she cut a strand of his golden hair with the 
scissors from the table and placed it between two sheets of 
paper, respectful and treasuring. It was to become her most 
prized possession. The boy kept sobbing heavily. What had he 
done! Why had he let her take the hair? It felt as if he'd traded 
himself off, exchanged his mother's love for a strand of his hair—
how foolish, what a diabolical trade. If only she didn't have it, 
perhaps she would stay.

His crying intensified. He tried to take the hair from her, but it 
was already in her pocket and he just ended up pulling at her 
dress. With tears rolling down both of her cheeks, the woman 
turned and left.

When Chris came back to his senses, he found himself screaming 
in the midst of blood-covered women, carrying a skull in his 
hand, crying for his mother to return. The sound of the drums 
amplified the beating of his heart and brought him back to reality. 
But it was a different reality. Finally, he knew who he was. He 
dropped the skull to the ground and it was passed on to the next 
sufferer. Life carried on with brutal precision, an unstoppable 
continuity. 



From that moment onward, his whole life changed. That last 
confrontation with his mother had seemed so different then. He'd 
been young, and unable to see the whole truth. Subconsciously, 
he'd blocked this picture from his memory and instead overlaid it 
with the picture he hated so much—his mother abandoning him. 

Know he understood. Sleeping with the enemy was inexcusable in 
those days, when hatreds had escalated among the population 
and emotions focused in a single direction only—against the 
foreign oppressors. On a political level, such feelings may have 
been understandable, but on a human level, they were 
incomprehensible, inhuman, and intolerable. For the local citizens 
of Prague, having a Russian lover was sleeping with the devil; to 
the Russian military, a local woman was the enemy just the 
same. People on both sides were brutally vicious about those who 
broke the rules. An enemy woman was nothing but a slave to 
them. But her child, especially a male child, would have been the 
enemy himself.

He must have loved her very much, this Russian man. A young 
soldier no doubt, perhaps as young and brave as she. Ignorant as 
to what life had in store for them. He must have loved her, had 
chosen her, a woman with a child, a fallen angel, over others. 
Still, he'd offered her a future, a family, a home. A new shot at 
life in Russia. But he didn't love her enough to accept her 
offspring too. He, Chris, had been in the way, had spoiled their 
love, threatened to destroy it. He was nothing but an accident of 
nature, unwanted and condemned to remain unloved. That's what 
had caused these terrible pains; those sleepless nights filled with 
crying and tears—the knowledge of being unwanted. But it was 
not his mother who didn't want him. It was this man, this Russian 
soldier, someone who was not his own flesh and blood. His 
mother had been exploited too, carried off as a trophy of war. 
Perhaps she even saw herself as a kind of war reparation.

Life had forced her to make a terrible choice. It had extracted a 
diabolical choice from her, one she must have lived to regret. 
Chris hoped that it had worked out for her, that she spent the 
rest of her life in happiness. Perhaps she had other children, 
children she didn't have to be ashamed of. But somehow, he 



knew that she hadn't. Like a shepherd tending a flock, a good 
mother cares more for the one lost sheep than for all others. And 
she'd been a good mother, of that he was now certain, because 
she'd left him a valuable gift—the ability to stand on his own.

Chris rolled up on the ground like a fetus, and in some peculiar 
way, he felt indeed reborn, reborn into a new life. Sleep took him 
away mercifully and guided him safely into this new existence. 
And when he temporarily regained consciousness, Arandhati, her 
face smeared with menstrual blood, was holding his head in her 
lap, comforting him like a child. He felt as safe as in his own 
mother's loving arms.

~*~

"Congratulations," said Kumar, "you're officially dead now."

He handed him a newspaper and pointed to a small article on the 
third page. Chris read it. It told of a corpse found by the river, a 
few hundred miles from Kumar's village, presumed to be an 
escaped prisoner. The case was closed, the search abandoned. He 
had his life back.

"I'd like to celebrate," Chris said happily. "Cheer the new me." 
Kumar smiled. 

"I have to make a trip to town tomorrow," Kumar said. "Why 
don't you come along?"

"I don't have any money," Chris said, "but I would really like to 
buy you a nice dinner and a few drinks."

"Don't worry about that. I have to see a business associate. He'll 
be offering us a dinner, for sure. That'll be our celebration. After 
all, it's the idea that counts, not who pays for it."

"I don't like to intrude, I..."

"Don't be silly. You're absolutely welcome. It's about time that we 
lay to rest the spirit of our time in jail together. It will be the 
perfect opportunity."

"We'll have to get you some new papers," Kumar said as they sat 
on the bus to town the next day. His car was undergoing repair. 



The bus was fairly empty, quite unusual in this country, and the 
two men had the choice of several seats in the rear.

"Can you do it?" Chris was quite delighted by the prospects of a 
new identity. A passport would get him out of this country and 
back to Europe, although he had no idea where to go. He was 
broke. Perhaps back to Berlin, on the dole, get himself 
straightened out. Perhaps he could search for Manfred or some 
other of his former colleagues who might still be roaming the 
woods. Perhaps they would help him find a new job. It didn't look 
too promising, but at least he would be home again.

"I will have to go to Bombay for this," said Kumar, "maybe Delhi. 
It may take a while."

"You really don't mind me staying around?" Chris still worried 
that Kumar's hospitality might run dry.

"Nonsense. You're my brother. My home is your home. It's only a 
simple house, but we're happy to share it with you for as long as 
you like."

Chris smiled. Kumar's friendship drove tears to his eyes.

"I'm very much in your debt. More than I care to be."

~*~

The man Kumar went to see was a political associate, a supporter 
and sponsor. He had given generously to their cause several 
times in the past but Kumar kept coming for more. His help was 
desperately needed. This man's actions made it undisputedly 
clear where he stood politically. Kumar was a little uneasy at 
having to see him again. It wasn't easy for him to ask people for 
money, and Kumar didn't like that part of his job. But the 
organization needed financial support, especially now because 
they were trying to stop the construction of more highways 
through their country. The need was urgent as the project was 
about to be approved by the Central Government.

The man's house was huge when compared to those in Kumar's 
village. A town house, four stories high, with servant's quarters 



and rooms for the extended family. He may not have been rich by 
Western standards, but here he was certainly well off.

The two men were received by a maid, guided into a large room 
and served a cup of English tea and biscuits.

"My master will be with you in a moment," she said and quickly 
moved out of the room. Chris took the opportunity to gaze at the 
pictures that covered the surrounding walls. It seemed that this 
family had a long-standing relationship with important people 
from the Government, and even had friends among the British 
Colonial Rulers. There were several British Officers shown in 
those pictures, immaculately dressed, posing proudly, in full 
uniform. A memory of a time long passed—passed but obviously 
not forgotten.

The man who entered the room soon after, was tall and had a 
balding head. He seemed to be a typical Indian businessman, 
dressed in loose-fitting cotton trousers and a long shirt that he 
wore outside the belt. In his arms, he carried a little boy.

"My son," he declared. "He demands a lot of my time, I'm afraid."

Chris was introduced.

"I'll take him off your hands, if you don't mind," said Chris.

"By all means. But be careful, he's quite a handful. Don't say I 
haven't warned you." Chris took the boy by his hand.

"What's your name?" The boy remained silent and looked at Chris 
with his big black eyes.

"Tell the man your name," his father encouraged him. "Don't be 
rude." The young boy complied reluctantly and with a soft voice, 
he mumbled his name—Sanjeev.

"Okay, Sanjeev," said Chris. "What do you want to play?"

"Show the man your toys," Sanjeev's father said and the little 
boy ran into the next room. Chris followed him. It gave Kumar 
and his friend the opportunity to talk in private.

Once in the room, the boy claimed it as his territory and Chris as 
his playmate. He brought forth all kinds of toys, wooden 



elephants and crocodiles, toy trains and colorful birds made from 
silk. In one corner of the room, a TV set provided unwanted 
entertainment. It had been left switched on, although no one was 
watching at the moment. Chris thought to go and shut it off, but 
he didn't. This wasn't his house and he already felt as if he'd 
intruded on this family. Only the little boy didn't seem to care. 
He'd made a new friend.

"You're the elephant," shouted the young boy, quite excited.

"Ah, come here then and climb on my back." He heaved the boy 
onto his back and crawled around the room with him, swinging 
and swaying, somewhat at odds with the feeling of being pulled 
into fatherhood so suddenly and unexpectedly. But he enjoyed it. 
The boy was a bit demanding for his age, but he was just a little 
kid, happy to have someone to play with. Perhaps he was the 
only boy of a proud father, a little spoilt prince, never having to 
ask for anything, being kept prisoner in a perfect world and 
denied any comprehension of the real world outside.

The boy soon lost all his reservations towards this stranger, and 
became very excited by the new game.

"Hoooo, hoooo," he screamed, riding on Chris's back like a 
Maharaja on safari, chasing imaginary wild tigers across the 
room. The TV set in the corner provided the background noise, 
but it sounded nothing like a jungle. It was the main news.

Suddenly, Chris froze in his movements. Was he dreaming? He 
gently lifted the protesting boy from his back, ignoring his 
complaints and crawled towards the TV to get a closer look.

"You're not supposed to let me down," the boy cried, angry about 
the interruption. He wanted his elephant back. But Chris was no 
longer in the mood for play. What he'd seen on TV had taken his 
breath away. It was news coverage from a debate at Government 
House with some video footage of the members approaching the 
building. Just like the press in the West, reporters were lining the 
way, trying to get a comment on the issue at hand. But the Prime 
Minister and his entourage had nothing to say to the press. They 
marched straight up the stairs towards the entrance, smiling for 
the cameras.



Chris was on his knees in the midst of all the toys, breathlessly 
ignoring the world around him; hoping, begging, praying that the 
camera may move back a little, so that his eyes might confirm 
what his mind thought he'd seen just a moment ago. As the party 
was about to enter the building, from the top of the steps, they 
turned and smiled for the cameras once again, waving graciously 
in compensation for the expected verbal comments.

Chris became paralyzed and was unable to move. There, close to 
the Prime Minister—clearly a member of his entourage and 
perhaps a minister in his own right—was the man he'd cursed 
many times during his stay in prison. The man whom he'd almost 
managed to throw out of an airplane. A highjacker, a mercenary 
and a thief. There he was, standing right next to the Prime 
Minister of India—the man who'd called himself Lathi.

Chapter Eight

Lawrence Michael Wilchford was fifty-three years old and didn't 
scare easily. In his thirty odd years in the British Navy, he'd seen 
many conflicts, both military and civilian. He had fought against 
weapons of destruction and political naiveté, which, so he 
strongly believed, could harm a people more seriously than any 
weapon made by man. He considered himself a practical man, 
rational, understanding, and in touch with the troops under his 
command. Over the years, he had tried to do away with silly 
military attitudes, his eagerness perhaps not always resulting in 
the degree of success it deserved. But he'd managed to inject a 
good dose of 'humanity' into the system and as a result became 
deeply respected by the men who served under him.

He didn't object to beards, wore his own hair slightly longer than 
permissible, and was as casual in his salutes as an officer of his 
rank could be without breaking serious regulations. But his 
attitude didn't stop there. He nurtured a personal relationship 
with his men, invited them over for barbecues on the weekends, 
and treated officers and sailors in accordance with their 
performance and not their rank.



He'd seen military combat both as a young officer in South Africa 
and Northern Ireland, then as a commandant during the Falkland 
War. His superiors had noted his achievements; he'd been 
decorated repeatedly and as a result, he was eventually 
transferred to a desk job in London, something he regarded as 
"punishment for success." But even that didn't scare him much.

His wife regarded those years as the best of their lives. Their 
children had been high school age back then—Robert eighteen 
and Lorain seventeen. They were a handful, especially Lorain who 
brought home one admirer after another and proved herself a 
truly free-spirited young lady. But then his wife had always coped 
because Lawrence had been there with her. She only felt stressed 
when he wasn't there. After all, to her that's what a marriage was 
all about—being together. What she hated most were those navy 
field assignments, him being away from home for months at the 
time, with the accompanying secrecy and the ever-so-cruel 
uncertainty over his safe return.

"It's the stuff that rips families apart," she used to call it bluntly 
at family gatherings or parties, when other women congratulated 
her on her husband's latest assignment. It was her only way of 
expressing her fear, because deep inside she had silently 
accepted her fate. She knew well what was expected from her as 
the wife of a Navy Commander. And she wanted nothing more 
than to be a good wife.

Especially after the incident. Several years had passed since then, 
but the wound still bled and would never heal, no matter how 
hard they'd try. All they could do was to come to terms with the 
reality that, although they had been victimized, thank God they 
were still alive and focused on their future together.

It had all started very innocently. They'd been debating over 
where to choose a home—in the country or city. Lawrence 
preferred a quieter area, surrounded by wood or spacious fields. 
He wanted a place where birds would wake him in the mornings, 
where the air smelled like freshly washed linen and the closest 
neighbor was at least a mile away. She however, had different 
needs and demanded to live in or near the city center where she 



could give in to urges for cinemas and theaters, for quick 
shopping dashes, or afternoon teas with equally bored female 
friends. But eventually she'd surrendered, because she knew he 
preferred to come home to a large house rather than an 
apartment, that he needed the rest, and enjoyed seeing trees 
and vegetation as compensation to the dark metal world he was 
exposed to during his time in the service. After all, she could go 
to the city any time she wanted; it wasn't too far, less than an 
hour on the train. So she'd agreed. Ironically, it was that decision 
which backfired, because one quiet evening, three men broke into 
their home, raped Elenore in front of her husband's eyes, and left 
him devastated and powerless.

Elenore thought it peculiar and strange how, when faced with a 
problem, we try to find blame and reason in the most banal 
things in life, how we pushed ourselves toward accepting guilt 
rather than accepting fate as the reason to justify a catastrophe.

Lawrence had felt guilty. He had never accepted that the war 
could've followed him home. On that dreadful day, his entire 
world caved in, leaving him in anger and pain. He convinced 
himself that it was the choice of location which had provoked the 
incident, that it would never have happened within city 
boundaries and thus blamed the whole episode on himself.

Although they'd managed to come to terms with the experience—
some of the very few close friends who knew what had happened, 
regarded it as a miracle how wonderfully they coped—life was 
never the same afterwards. Although they told each other that 
life had gotten back to normal, the incident left Lawrence with a 
powerful repercussion, something he took with him into his 
military life. He felt he'd done wrong by abiding the attackers, 
and under no circumstances should anyone accept the terms of 
someone outside the law.

When Lawrence was offered his ship, Elenore had tried to 
convince him to stay home, accept the desk job, and become a 
pencil pusher like so many other officers his age, but she knew in 
her heart that it was useless. She might as well have hoped for 
the sun to turn purple, expect her rose bushes to grow lilies, or 



for her husband to have a mistress of flesh and blood like 
everyone else in his department. At least that would have been 
halfway honest and bearable.

Instead, Lawrence had chosen a ship as his mistress. A two-
thousand ton lump of steel, fitted with pipes, cables, video 
screens and brightly lit rooms connected by corridors like 
underground passageways for moles. A massive black steel tube 
she was, shaped like a cigar, with men inside her iron body who 
were so used to pretending that she was something other than 
just an adulteress, that they honestly believed that she was made 
for purposes other than to simply destroy lives. She was a big girl 
all right, extremely powerful and fast, but also anything but 
innocent. Elenore Wilchford knew better. She'd grown extremely 
jealous of her over the years, and hated her as if she were flesh 
and blood. What hurt her most was the knowledge that there 
wasn't a single thing she could do about it.

Elizabeth. How she hated that name. It was only a coincidence 
that it was the name of Her Majesty the Queen, because it was 
her name too, that ugly bitch who received more of her 
husband's attention in a single week than she would get in a 
whole year. The unfaithful adulteress and slut who accompanied 
him everywhere, deep into the ocean's unfathomed depths, and 
even occupied his dreams, asleep or awake, while she, Elenore, 
sat at home waiting patiently and faithfully for his return. It 
sometimes made her terribly angry, but mostly she was just plain 
scared.

Lawrence Wilchford knew nothing of true fear. Even the horrible 
episode hadn't changed that. He had been truly scared only three 
times in his entire life, and those too long ago to fully recall the 
sensation. The first time had been as a youngster, when Rosalind 
Boothroyd, the ugliest girl in the neighborhood, had kissed him 
full on the mouth and he'd thought he was bound to die of a 
horrible sexual disease. Then as a teenager, when his father had 
been killed in an automobile accident, leaving him and his mother 
with the responsibility of raising his two younger brothers. And 
finally, a few years later, when he eventually found the nerve to 
ask Elenore if she would become his wife.



He wasn't prepared for a fourth. He never expected it, never even 
fathomed the possibility of such a thing. He was brought up on 
the idea that bad things came in threes, and he was fully 
convinced that he'd paid his dues and would be spared from 
future fear-attacks by whoever handed out those experiences 
from among the Good Lord's celestial personnel. How could he 
have gone to war otherwise?

Right now, he was taking Elizabeth II on a peaceful mission, an 
oceanographic survey several hundred feet below the rough 
surface of the North Sea. The Government needed those survey 
updates and his crew could use the exercise, especially his first 
officer, who'd only just been assigned to his team. Lawrence was 
rather fond of the young man and silently predicted a brilliant 
future for him. He was a rather determined young officer by the 
name of Patrick Ebury. He was full of spirit and driven by the 
energy of youth. Born in Hull, on England's northern shores, he 
carried marine blood in his veins, but extended on it with intellect 
and such an incredible hunger for the sea that Lawrence decided 
to take him under his wing. In the absence of any more pressing 
issues, Patrick Ebury had become his new mission.

The message came through at precisely 03:26 on the ship's 
classified radio frequency. Like all messages on this line, it was 
printed out in code first and then decoded by the ship's radio 
operator, the text handwritten below the coded version on a piece 
of Standard A4 paper with the Royal Navy logo at the top. 
Lawrence was asleep in his quarters.

The ship was never truly silent, because the crew worked around 
the clock. After all, she was a whale, and it took twenty-three 
dedicated crewmen to keep her afloat. Generally, there wasn't 
much engine noise—the newer nuclear drives were astonishingly 
silent compared with the older versions—but there were 
movements, footsteps and operational noises that echoed 
through hollow passageways. Sometimes laughter too. Lawrence 
encouraged a more casual behavior amongst his crew as long as 
proper military conduct was observed when necessary. The crew 
generally changed shifts twice a day—twelve hours work, eight 
hours sleep, four hours recreation, as far as that was possible. 



Off-duty crewmembers generally remained in their quarters, read 
books, listened to music, or watched TV. Some had developed 
odd hobbies. One mechanic from the engine room spent most of 
his time writing poetry and film scripts. Another two were into 
computers. They even had a musician, and occasionally the faint 
sound of a saxophone could be heard penetrating the thick metal 
walls.

Down here, in the depth of the oceans, there was no natural 
light, no distinction between day or night, light or dark, and time 
seemed to be non-existent. Everything was more or less 
constant. Outside the ship was an alien world, a world of eternal 
darkness, where creatures dwelled that had never seen the light 
of day—eyeless creatures, creatures communicating with 
ultrasound. The ship had no windows, no chance of looking out 
into the gray darkness, but there was a feeling that compensated 
for the lack of vision—the feeling of floating through a strange 
universe inside a tiny bubble. Drifting through the endless realm 
of eternal darkness, imprisoned like Jonah inside the whale, and, 
just like Jonah, these men too were at the mercy of nature.

Because of the limited space available, privacy was a definite 
luxury, especially for ordinary crewmembers. As a result, these 
men could get on each other's nerves easily.

Lawrence knew not all of his crew had the same kind of devotion 
to the ship and her mission that he did. He understood perfectly 
well that the crew didn't live in the same kind of luxury, with a 
private cabin, flexible working hours, being able to take a nap or 
just be on his own when mental conditions demanded it. Of 
course, those things couldn't be changed, but in compensation, 
he rigorously enforced the rule of limiting the time spent on board 
for everyone, officers and crew alike, and only made an exception 
for himself. No double terms were permitted. After each run a 
crewmember had to take his leave, like it or not. The money was 
good, and some people, especially the young sailors, often 
volunteered for double service, but he always rejected it. He 
knew the power of greed, but he never underestimated the 
dangers to mind and body as a result of isolating the human 
spirit.



The officer who brought the message to his cabin didn't have to 
knock hard. Lawrence was a light sleeper, especially when on a 
mission. He was up within seconds, took the note, released the 
messenger—a mechanical process more or less. He read it under 
the dim light of his bedside lamp. It made no sense to him at all. 
It wasn't so much the words that left him puzzled, but the 
outrageousness and absurdity of the message itself. His mind 
began producing possible scenarios in vivid pictures, horrible 
images he didn't seem to be able to stop. And somehow, he knew 
it was only the beginning of something.

The message came directly from Downing Street, was even 
signed by the Prime Minister himself, a fact that greatly added to 
its obscurity. Had they all gone mad? Allow the ship—his ship—to 
fall into the hands of terrorists? Even deliver her to them? How 
could they even consider such a thing? Lawrence Wilchford was 
without words. He got out of bed, dressed himself with a speed 
rather unusual for him, and headed for the bridge. He had to 
reconfirm this message to avoid any doubt whatsoever just in 
case some clown had gotten hold of the radio transmitter at the 
Prime Minister's Office and played a foolish and macabre joke 
with him.

Each one of the three messages that came though during the 
next half-hour, were clearly marked FOR THE CAPTAIN'S EYES 
ONLY. Lawrence took them, and read them over and over again, 
as if there was a chance that he might detect a mistake, a 
different possible interpretation or perhaps something whereby all 
this craziness would make some sort of sense.

He didn't.

At long last, he picked up the microphone. Speaking into the 
ship's communication system, he ordered the surveying to stop, 
all data to be logged into the computer and the crew to await 
further instructions. Then, after a moment of thought, he added 
one more sentence:

"First officer to the bridge, please."



Patrick arrived within two minutes. He was on duty and had been 
in the log room to supervise the incoming survey data. He saluted 
his captain, and then took his position on the bridge.

"We're stopping, sir?" he asked. "Any particular reason, sir?"

The survey job in this particular area was only half done and he 
felt strange about the sudden interruption.

"We're been given a new assignment."

"A new assignment, sir? Why the urgency?"

Lawrence thought that his first officer must have detected 
something in his eyes to ask such a question. No wonder, the 
way he felt right now, he wasn't surprised that it showed. Of 
course, he would tell him. He was the next in command, and 
although he might not have all that much practical experience in 
commanding a nuclear vessel, he had a right to know. Lawrence 
took him aside, making sure that none of the other crewmembers 
could overhear them.

"Something terrible is going on up there," he said calmly. "I don't 
know much at this time, but it involves nuclear terrorism. 
Somebody's holding the country hostage. We've been caught in 
the middle and have been instructed to make ourselves available. 
There might very well be—in fact, there has to be—personal 
contact with those terrorists in the near future, and when that 
happens, there is to be no personal heroism. Everything will go 
by the book, is that clear?"

"Yes sir. I understand, sir."

"Very well. One thing I want to make absolutely clear. There 
won't be much help from above, I'm afraid. So don't expect any. 
It seems that we'll have to work this one out on our own. The 
situation is extremely dangerous and morally challenging. A lot of 
lives may depend on us. At this moment, what these terrorists 
want exactly is very uncertain. We don't know if they are after 
the ship or her nuclear weaponry. We'll have to figure out a way 
to deal with the situation as it develops. I don't have to remind 
you that this is not an aircraft or a surface vessel. It cannot be 
stormed by paratroopers, or controlled by snipers. We're clearly 



on our own. In fact, we might be the only true chance there is to 
prevent a terrible tragedy. Her Majesty is counting on us."

He looked Patrick straight in the eye, like a father who'd just told 
his only son that he was adopted, checking whether his emotions 
were true and his love genuine. Lawrence held his look for a 
while, but Patrick didn't budge. This young man had guts. 
Lawrence, smiling a faint smile in appreciation, moved back to his 
position on the bridge. He grabbed the microphone that dangled 
like a pendulum from the ceiling, pressed the button and 
addressed the crew.

He gave little explanation, just clear precise instructions. He 
spoke of a change in the ship's assignment, spoke of their new 
destination and said that he would explain the circumstances at a 
later date. And then, with a heavy heart, he ordered the ship to 
set course for the Indian Ocean.

Chapter Nine

The woman had taken an absolute offense to Chris's offer. She 
made it positively clear that he wasn't to do any physical labor in 
her house while he stayed there. Chris complied, but he wouldn't 
have minded helping out. In fact, it would have made him feel 
more comfortable about accepting the generous hospitality he 
received, and besides, some small responsibility might somewhat 
ease the boredom. It wasn't a big deal. He could have easily 
made himself useful around the house a little, fetching things 
from the market or carrying the heavy water buckets, but the 
woman downright refused. In fact, she got angry. 

Kumar explained the situation to his friend. "You're a guest in our 
home. How would we look towards our neighbors if we put our 
guests to work? Look, they will say, Kumar is abusing the holy 
rule of friendship and is making money from his guests. How long 
before he will cheat us too?"

"But—"



"No 'buts.' Go explore the village and the surrounding 
countryside. Read or draw. Go up to the hills, it's beautiful up 
there. Unfortunately, there isn't anything for you to do right now. 
Besides, I personally think that you need some time on your own, 
to come to terms with the experiences of the last two months. 
There's too much going around in your head right now. Besides, I 
still think it's risky to show your face in public," said Kumar, 
"despite your beard and Rajasthan outfit."

Chris complied reluctantly. He wasn't ready to become a freedom 
fighter, especially for a cause he didn't identify with, but for his 
friend, he might. 

His thoughts often drifted into one particular direction, and 
generally came to focus on Lathi and how he could avenge what 
he'd done to him. Lathi was the Hindi name for the club carried 
by the police, he'd discovered. It was an object of punishment, 
and the name was very fitting for this Indian man who had 
brought him so much pain. But what exactly had he done? There 
had to have been others involved as well. And what had been his 
role in all this? He was dying to find out the whole story, to 
discover who had dealt him this horrible card. Of course, he 
wanted his old life back, and he would have traded anything for 
that privilege. But if that wasn't to be, he had to work on a new 
existence, a career, a living. Being stuck in this village didn't do 
him any good at all. He had to get out.

But there was Arandhati. Their love was growing but as yet still 
unborn. But was it legitimate? It was fairly evident that there was 
something very powerful between them, but was their 
relationship going to be allowed to develop? He was confused. 
What was he to do? In the West, he could have entered into a 
relationship head over heels, take a wait and see attitude. But 
not here. Not with her. If he was really serious, so he told himself
—and he bloody well better be if he decided to take this one 
single step further—he had to be able to make a commitment. 
And he couldn't do that unless he was capable of looking after 
her. But how could he do that? He was a man on the run, with no 
money or future—she would be a complete fool to fall for him. 
Nor would the family allow it. Even with Kumar's approval, which 



was by no means certain at this point, there was a definite limit 
in what he would be able to do. Chris felt rather disappointed as 
he stared reality in the face. He had to find a way, and he had to 
find it fast.

Chris began to walk the village all day, thinking. He went as far 
as the desert and into the surrounding areas including a day-trip 
to the nearby hills. There he met an elderly man who supplied the 
village with firewood that he brought down from the hills in his ox 
cart. After exchanging a few words with the old man, Chris 
hitched a ride. The man had no family and lived with the 
daughter of a friend, a person kind enough to have taken him in. 
He was a strange geezer, talkative and funny, but unfortunately, 
he spiced his exuberant Hindi with a lot of Rajasthani words—as if 
one language alone wasn't sufficient to express his thoughts. 
These words meant very little to Chris and he could only guess 
their meaning, but he nevertheless enjoyed talking to the old 
man. He felt very impressed by him. In his own country, there 
couldn't have been a poorer soul than a man without children and 
family, but this man was so full of life, so proud and so happy to 
be alive that it brought tears to his eyes. What a people!

Up in the hills, they worked silently, the old man and Chris, 
gathering wood, piling it on the wooden cart. A symbol of young 
and old, old and new, of universal communication, cultural 
exchange and peaceful cooperation.

On their journey, they met a variety of people, ordinary folks as 
well as half-legend half-magic men—yogis, desert dwellers, and 
sadus who worshipped snakes. One such man, a healer, had 
gained fame by sucking the blood from a snakebite, the only 
possible cure—so the old man assured him—when bitten by a 
poisonous desert snake.

Chris knew immediately that something was wrong when he saw 
two European men entering the doorway of his quarters. They 
appeared as black shadows against the bright sunlight, their faces 
underexposed and only partly visible. Yet, Chris had immediately 
recognized them as foreigners.



Both men were dressed in cotton pants and plain shirts. They had 
removed their ties to compensate for the heat; they had rolled up 
their shirtsleeves and carried their jackets in their hands. Their 
heads were without turbans and, despite their almost casual 
appearance by Western standards, in this part of the woods they 
stood out like pink fleshy dog balls.

Chris reached for his gun, but relaxed when he saw another, 
more familiar shadow emerging behind them. It was Manoj, one 
of Kumar's men. He had his rifle directed at their backs.

"Visitors for you," he said in Hindi. "I thought you might want to 
check their credentials first," he explained with a grin.

"Shugra, Manoj," Chris replied. Then he turned to the two men.

"Who are you and what are you doing here?"

The shorter one of the two took a step into the room. He seemed 
to be in authority.

"We have a message for Illja Kyriakin," he said. His sweaty face 
glowed as he stepped into the beam of light that fell though the 
open window. The other man, younger and taller than the first, 
watched Chris carefully and the surprise in his face couldn't have 
possibly escaped him.

"Who sent you?"

"The office. They want to talk. We're here to arrange for your 
return to London."

Chris burst out laughing. "Illja Kyriakin is dead. You've wasted 
your time, gentlemen. Goodbye." But the two men didn't move.

"We're here to take you to London, sir."

Chris looked angry and changed his approach.

"Are you out of your fucking mind? No way. You can tell your 
boss that I'm not falling for that shit twice. How stupid does he 
think I am?"

The men remained silent. Chris thought for a moment. The fact 
that they knew he was alive and had come looking for him 
alarmed him. It meant that his identity had been exposed. But 



apparently they had not informed the local authorities. If he were 
to be arrested and returned to the Indian authorities, there would 
have been better ways to accomplish that, certainly without the 
involvement of British Intelligence. What were they up to? There 
was only one way to find out.

"Let's say that perhaps I'm not all that averse to talk," he said 
almost casually, "but it has to be here, on my turf. Under no 
circumstances will I go back to London. You can tell them that."

"We'll pass it on," said the short man.

The thought of getting in touch with MI5 once again excited 
Chris, there was no doubt about it. But he was also angry. There 
must have been a damn good reason for them to come looking 
for him after all these years, something, he felt, that had nothing 
to do with his escape, something which might very well be the 
only trump card he was holding. He had to find out more.

"What's going on all of a sudden?" he asked the men in a much 
friendlier tone of voice. The shorter one replied.

"We don't know much, only that it's rather important. Orders 
come from the highest level."

"Is that right? Well. I guess we'll find out soon then, won't we? 
But one thing I can promise you right now—I won't be pissed 
around this time. One of you will go to deliver the message, and 
the other will remain here until he returns. Make sure it doesn't 
take too long, our hospitality won't last forever."

Sixteen hours later, the man was back. He brought a note of 
authenticity, a piece of paper that had been printed from a radio 
message. On it, there was his code name, identification number 
and the contact number and code of the office in England. Chris 
looked at it, took it and set fire to it straight away.

"Someone will be waiting for you in a hotel in Jaipur," the man 
said. "It's what you wanted, isn't it?"

Chris remained silent. A hotel was indeed the best place. Here in 
the village their meeting would cause too much attention and the 
authorities might get wind of it. It was an unnecessary risk and 



not worth taking. Jaipur was full of foreigners and nobody would 
suspect anything.

"I've got a car waiting," the man said. Chris nodded.

"Your mate remains here, in case I don't come back. Agreed?"

"If you insist. Let's go."

The ride took a little over three and a half hours. They sat in 
silence. Chris's mind spun around the question of why the office 
had sought him out after all these years. What did they want of 
him? Was he considered friend or foe?

They reached the city at sundown. The car stopped in front of a 
large tourist hotel in the center of Jaipur. The Rambagh Palace 
was among the finest hotels in the city, and Chris realized that he 
hadn't been exposed to such luxury for a long time. This was 
indeed a different world, and it felt very strange. A hall of cool 
white marble greeted them, romantic settings with fountains and 
flower gardens. The lobby was filled with foreigners, Americans 
mostly. A very different side of India indeed.

The two men took the elevator to the third floor and headed to 
one of the suites.

"Good afternoon, Illja."

The man looked just the same as he had over five years ago 
when Chris last saw him in that hotel at Sloane Square. It was 
the same agent who'd talked with him in all his meetings with 
MI5. Chris greeted him with mixed feelings as he stood there by 
the window, cigarette in hand. He smoked like someone who 
needed the nicotine but hated the smoke, holding the cigarette 
between the tips of his fingers as if he appreciated its effect but 
despised the aroma.

"How did you find me?" said Chris.

"We didn't have to. We know the whereabouts of all our agents."

Chris was stunned. What was that supposed to mean? Perhaps it 
was the man's reference to his status as an agent that shocked 
him most. Was he trying to act as if nothing had happened? 
Before he had time to dwell on that point, the man continued.



"Your faked death. Very clever. The connection with your former 
cellmate, however, was far too obvious. But don't worry, your 
new identity is safe with us."

The man walked over to the door.

"Tea or coffee?" he asked.

"Tea's fine." Chris took the opportunity to check out the room 
while the agent went to order the tea. There were at least two 
rooms, separated by a door. Chris had noticed two agents in the 
other room—security obviously. The suite was gorgeous. A little 
veranda overlooked a beautiful flower garden. On the opposite 
wall was a door to the washroom. He went to have a look inside. 
Closing the door behind him, he turned on the water tap and 
opened all the closets. They were empty apart from a few plastic 
coat hangers. Everything looked normal.

Back in the room, the man had returned to the little sitting area 
by the window.

"Sit down," he said, pointing at the chair next to him.

Chris obliged. He kept his eyes on the man, observing, 
distrusting. He noticed his thin long hair at the side of his head, 
the freckles on his skull, and the rather large bags beneath his 
eyelids that seemed to have grown heavier since he'd last saw 
him. Perhaps he's human after all, thought Chris.

"Why have you called me here?" Chris got right to the point, 
although he didn't really expect an honest answer. He reminded 
himself to be extremely careful. They obviously wanted 
something and he had to find out what it was before this man 
could lure him into another trap.

"To tell you the truth," the man said bluntly. "That is, if you're 
ready for it."

Chris forced a smile. He didn't feel like joking.

"Go ahead."

"You understand that it was us who sent you on this mission?"

"Yeah, I figured."



"Do you also understand that the mission's not completed yet?"

Now Chris looked surprised. "What do you mean? You left me 
rotting in jail—that looks pretty much the end to me."

Before the man could reply, they were interrupted. The door 
opened and one of the agents brought a large pot of tea and two 
cups. He placed the whole tray on the table and started to place 
the cups in front of them, but the man waved him off.

"It's okay, I'll do it."

The agent disappeared without saying a word. The bald man at 
the table started to serve the tea, calmly, quietly. He seemed to 
be thinking too. Not a word was spoken. The room became as 
silent as a morgue. The only noise was the sound of the tea 
pouring into the cup, interrupted only by the clinking of the 
teaspoons. Suddenly, the bald man spoke.

"We've always thought of you as mature enough to understand 
that Governments play by different rules, Illja. Tell me that we 
were right about you."

"Are you saying the British Government is behind what happened 
to me?"

"Not exactly."

"Not exactly? What is that supposed to mean? Either they are or 
they aren't."

"Putting it that way, I guess they are."

"But why? By dealing in nuclear weaponry they're shooting 
themselves in the foot."

"Sometimes they have no choice. Political decisions are not 
always black and white. There are a lot of gray areas. Sometimes 
it's wiser to sacrifice one thing in order to gain elsewhere. A bit 
like chess, I suppose."

"So you say there was no other choice but to write me off? I don't 
fucking believe it. There's always a choice. What was it? Are you 
at least going to tell me that?"



"I'm afraid you still don't understand. We sent you on that 
mission, and it isn't finished yet. You've been monitored every 
step of the way."

"Bullshit. It was me who contacted you in the first place 
remember? Besides, I got the initial tip from a French colleague 
of mine, he..."

"It was us. Trust me. The girl in Berlin—one of our agents. She 
wasn't very good, I must admit. Almost gave it away when she 
called me."

"She called you? You're lying. She called to France, I checked it 
myself, I..."

"That's what you've been told. The man at the hotel reception—
he works for us too." The man kept quiet for a moment to allow 
the importance of this information to settle in. Then, he spoke 
again.

"I know what you're asking yourself right now. Why is he telling 
me all this? The answer is simple—we need your help. I know 
you're angry right now, but if you can see through your anger 
and come to terms with it, you will understand. You are a clever 
man and a damn good agent. That's why you were selected in the 
first place. Neither are you new to this business. We do expect a 
bit more professionalism though. You know the rules and you 
know the dangers. I don't have to tell you that there is very much 
at stake here."

"You sold me down the river," said Chris, still angry. He wasn't 
quite ready to make friends yet. "Rules or no rules, what makes 
you think I'll ever trust you again? You could just want to do the 
job properly this time. Why should I believe anything you say? 
You can't guarantee shit."

"True. There are no guarantees, but I used to be known for 
looking after my ducklings."

Chris went pale. The truth hit him with the strength of an 
approaching heart attack. And like a heart attack it threw him off 
his feet when he realized that he was—and had been every time
—face to face with Mother Goose.



This information changed everything. It left Chris wondering 
which part of his life hadn't been manipulated. He realized that he 
was dealing with the top rank of the British Secret Service. Until 
now, he'd been under the impression that the mission was a 
private deal, a large arms deal involving nuclear weaponry. It had 
never occurred to him that the people who pulled the strings 
were any other than private dealers with influential connections. 
Now that he was given the full picture, he couldn't believe he'd 
been so foolish. This mission was obviously—and had been since 
the very beginning—important enough to involve the Government 
and the Secret Service. Not only that, it involved those at the 
very top—the boss personally.

He recalled the stories they told in MI5 about this man, about his 
position of power and his extraordinary intelligence. "He's the 
puppeteer and everyone else is a puppet," people said. "When it 
comes to National Security, even the Prime Minister needs 
approval from Mother Goose." And now he'd come to see him. 
This man was dealing directly with the Heads of State, the most 
important people in the Government, strategically more 
important than the Queen herself.

"Well young man," said Mother Goose, "will you work with us on 
this one?"

"After what you've done to me?" Chris replied, still not sure about 
his role.

"I'm afraid you still don't understand. We've looked after you, 
we..."

"Looked after me? You dumped me. Twice."

"I'm afraid it's not that simple. MI5 is a lifetime job. We don't 
dump our agents."

"Are you saying that I'm still under your employment?"

"Absolutely." Chris found that statement hard to swallow. He had 
been taken off the payroll years ago.

"Why haven't you paid me then?"



"Your salary has been transferred to a special account during 
your time in the field. Access to that account will be given to you 
upon the completion of your mission." Struggling with his 
thoughts, the idea left him speechless. Ironically, he couldn't 
think of a single counter argument, and this mental impotence 
seemed to increase his anger and frustration.

"I understand how you must feel, son. Believe me I do. But you 
have to understand something. This is not a game we're playing 
here. This is bloody reality. In reality, people get hurt sometimes, 
and the rules are not always fair. In fact—there are no rules.

"I work for Her Majesty the Queen, and through her for the well-
being of all Nations on Earth. I know that she's not your Queen, 
but Her Majesty surely needs your help now." The hint was fully 
intended. A tease? The man even smiled.

"Look," said Mother Goose, "we had to find out about the 
revolutionary forces within this country, and unfortunately, there 
are no easy ways to go about that. We couldn't tell you, because 
your position had to carry the utmost authenticity. But you were 
assisted as best as possible under the circumstances. Everything 
went pretty much as planned, the only miscalculation we've made 
was not to assume that you might be going on your own. That 
prison break wasn't calculated, because it was so unnecessary. 
We were about to come and get you."

Chris went pale by those words.

"Are you saying you knew where I was all this time and you did 
nothing to get me out?"

"Oh sure. We knew where you were. Who do you think put your 
friend Kumar in touch with you? He looked after you, didn't he?"

"You're saying that Kumar is in on it too?"

"No. He doesn't know. In fact, we had hoped that you might be 
able to find out something about his group. We had hopes that 
you would make connections to a particular revolutionary force in 
this country, but now we see that there are no connections 
between the two. That too is viable information. You've done your 
job."



The declaration took Chris's breath away. He stood up and walked 
to the other end of the room, where a window allowed a view 
down onto a busy street. He remained there for a while and 
observed. The scenery somewhat calmed the turbulence in his 
mind. He watched a man on a tricycle loaded with goods 
struggling along the street, each step on the pedal a major effort. 
He moved as if he might collapse at the end of his journey, only 
to find that there are countless more journeys to do. Life in this 
country is tough, but at least this man knows his reality, Chris 
thought. The world he lived in, on the other hand, could collapse 
any moment, revealing the most unreal perspectives. He turned 
away from the window.

"Let me understand one thing here," he confronted Mother 
Goose. "If you care so much about the well-being of the world 
why are you selling weapons to countries like India or anybody 
else for that matter? That sounds like picture-book hypocrisy to 
me."

"What choice do we have? Think about it. The world inherited 
those weapons from the Cold War. Of course, we'd like to see 
them disarmed. Make no mistake about that. And we're working 
very hard at that on the political level. But it takes time. Until a 
political solution is found, the danger increases with each day that 
passes. The danger that this weaponry of destruction might fall 
into enemy hands.

"We're the good guys here, remember? We're not starting a war. 
All we want is to destroy the weapons. But since that is not 
possible immediately, the next best thing is to prevent them from 
reaching terrorists. We are really in a very difficult position here, 
and very desperate too.

"The Russian situation can't be changed. Military personnel are 
selling plutonium. That's a fact. They are selling it to the highest 
bidder, and we have to live with that. The West, as well as the 
Kremlin, is making efforts to stop this, but I have my doubts on 
the effectiveness of such an operation within the immediate 
future. With that in mind, what other choice does the West have 



but to buy those weapons themselves, or, as we've decided, to 
guide them into low risk channels?"

"But sir, India isn't a low risk channel. They might start a war 
with Pakistan."

"Yes. We know that. But that fact itself is only a calculated risk 
for the West." Chris looked puzzled. Mother Goose carried on 
before he could say anything. "By the way, what makes you think 
Pakistan isn't getting a similar kind of deal?"

"You mean you're selling them nukes too?" The man didn't 
directly answer the question with a straight answer. 

"Do you remember the arms race? A continuous escalation. It 
took decades. In a way, it still goes on today. What we've tried to 
do is to create a similar situation. We've relocated the arms race, 
so to speak. Shifted it to a location and condition where we can 
best control it. Of course, it is of ultimate importance that the 
balance remains stable. Each side must have the same power, 
not too far ahead and not too far behind in their development. 
They must maintain the same strength, like a seesaw, a scale. If 
one side gets heavier than the other—bang."

"Hell, that's a freakin' dangerous game."

"Sure it is; I don't deny that. We live in dangerous times, in case 
you haven't noticed. Think about it this way—both countries need 
nuclear technology desperately. Not the weaponry, but the 
energy. We help them get it. All there is then left to do is to take 
them off the warpath."

"Brilliant. And if it comes to a confrontation, the war will be at 
least far away enough from Europe, so you don't get your ass 
burned, isn't that right?"

"You don't have to make it sound like that. It's your ass too, you 
know. Every nation has the responsibility to look out for its own 
people first. It's only natural.

"Now the absolute worst possible thing has happened—those 
weapons have fallen into the hands of terrorists. Who will be 
next? There are enough lunatics out there. These people have no 



concern for life. They'll destroy a whole city just to make a point. 
Ultimately, their blackmail will be global. In fact, that's how 
future wars will be fought, I'm afraid—a small group of terrorists 
in control of nuclear weapons holding the world hostage. Our own 
moral attitude will bring us to our knees. No.

"You've been caught in the middle, unfortunately, and for that 
I'm truly sorry. Honestly, it was never personal. We're all just 
pawns in the game of life. If we had been able to prevent it, we 
would have, I assure you. But reality is such that a single life 
doesn't equal millions. It's just that simple. Such are the rules of 
the game."

He stood up to fetch a new pack of cigarettes from his suitcase by 
the door. Hammering a fresh cigarette from the pack, he stuck it 
between his lips without lighting it. Instead, he drew the curtains 
aside slightly and gazed at the street below. The kerosene lights 
that burned all along the busy street illuminated the night sky. 
Many hawkers had set up their businesses, selling everything 
from food items to clothing and any other ware under the sun.

"By the way," he said, still holding on to his unlit cigarette, "how 
did you manage to get out of prison?" Chris looked perplexed. 
The memory of his time in jail and the dangerous escape flashed 
back before his eyes. He recalled his experiences, the horrors of 
jail and his fears. In view of those memories, the question 
sounded like a mockery, and it made him furious, wrathful. 
Especially when he realized that if they had acted just a few days 
earlier it could have saved him so much aggravation. He frowned, 
clenching his fists.

Walking up to Mother Goose, he looked him straight in the eye 
and without saying a word, he smacked him hard on the chin, a 
blow which made the stunned man stumbled and fall on his back. 
His cigarette fell to the ground and a thin line of blood started 
running from the side of his mouth. He wiped it off with the 
knuckle of his index finger.

"What was that all about?" He looked pitiful and nothing like the 
great man he was as he sat on the floor massaging his jaw. It 



must have hurt him worst than Chris's hand did, a pain that was 
eaten up by his anger.

"That's for being late," said Chris, "and a few other things. For 
fuck's sake, couldn't you have come just a few days earlier?"

The man looked perplexed, then smiled. He held up his hand, as 
a silent offer of reconciliation. Chris was still fuming and didn't 
react immediately.

"You feel better now?" the man said from the floor. "I guess I 
deserved that. Forgive and forget?"

Chris took his hand and pulled him up. He wasn't such a bad guy 
after all. Chris understood fairly well that he had a job to do, and 
as he'd said earlier, such were the rules of the game. There was 
no real reason to be upset about them, even when they'd become 
so very personal, as in his case. But then they always were. Let 
bygones be bygones. Besides, probably no one else on his staff 
would ever get the opportunity to do what he just did.

"Forgive and forget," said Chris. He grabbed the man's 
outstretched hand. Now he had to smile too.

Over the next few hours, Chris, Mother Goose and the two agents 
who'd accompanied him, talked. It was just like a regular meeting 
in the old days. Chris explained in detail how he'd dismantled the 
guidance system and nuclear warhead, separated the plutonium 
and prepared the pieces for shipment. He told them about the 
two Israelis, the Russian middlemen and the Indian who seemed 
to be playing such an important role.

"Wait a minute," one of the men intervened. "How many times 
exactly did you separate the plutonium?" Chris had to think.

"Several times. One larger measure, approximately half of the 
whole and the other half were split into three—one larger and two 
smaller packages. Approximately ten pounds each. The Indian 
guy was very specific about that. It made perfect sense at the 
time. The whole amount being a bit heavy in one lump, given the 
size of the container and all. I just wondered why the different 
sizes. For shipment purposes it is understandable, but..."



"Sir." One of the agents addressed Mother Goose. "I think that 
this might be the answer to the source of the material. Perhaps it 
never reached its destination—at least not all of it. The Indian 
double-crossed everyone. Given the separate containers, he could 
have sold one to his Government and the other two..."

"Damn." The outburst came from Mother Goose himself, and it 
sounded as if he'd blamed himself for not having seen the 
obvious. It all made perfect sense. Sometimes, the most obvious 
solution escapes us. This solution not only explained many 
unexplained points, such as the origin of the material, but it also 
left one terrible conclusion—there was still more plutonium in the 
hands of these terrorists.

Calm on the outside, Mother Goose became a bundle of 
dynamite, yet it only showed in his eyes. Chris had never seen 
the man like this, his eyes burning like the ends of burning igniter 
rods, speeding towards a barrel of explosives, ready to detonate 
at any second. But when he spoke, he had himself well under 
control.

"What exactly do we know about this man?" he asked calmly.

"Not much," one of his agents replied. "His name is Shatrughan 
Mishra. He's a clerk in the foreign office in Calcutta, dealing in 
foreign affairs. I'm surprised they'd entrusted him with a mission 
like this, he—"

"Excuse me sir," Chris interrupted, "This doesn't seem right. 
Perhaps your information is somewhat outdated. I know this 
man, and he's no clerk. He may have been at some stage, but 
now I think he holds a much more powerful position. He is a 
Member of Parliament, or at least in close association with 
members of the Indian Parliament. I saw him just recently on TV, 
at an official meeting with the Prime Minister of India."

"This must be our long missing link to the terrorists," Mother 
Goose said. "There can be little doubt about that now. It all 
makes perfect sense. Who would have thought—"



"Gentlemen," said Mother Goose, interrupting his own thoughts, 
"would you please excuse me for a moment? I have to make an 
important phone call."

Chapter Ten

Somewhere in the depths of the Atlantic, a nuclear submarine 
glided silently through the dark waters. Lawrence Wilchford 
walked swiftly through the narrow passageways that lead back to 
his cabin. He'd just finished a meeting with his officers, a meeting 
that didn't go quite the way he had intended. After having 
explained the situation at hand, he had—in his usual manner—
invited opinions. Their reaction had been divided. Some had seen 
no choice in the matter, had referred to military rules and the 
obligation to obey orders, while others had brought forward a 
strong humanitarian argument which ultimately meant 
disobedience. Even the word "mutiny" was used, although only to 
describe the feelings of one part of the group. It appeared that 
the humanitarians were very passionate about their views and 
Lawrence was quite shocked to discover that such views even 
existed in the military. These people fought much harder to have 
their opinion heard than those defending military principles. To 
his surprise, his first officer was among them.

The discussion turned into such a heated argument that he had to 
call for order several times, and then Lawrence had left things 
undecided. Now he regretted ever opening the issue for 
discussion. He could see that it had been a misjudgment on his 
part, a clear mistake in a situation where he couldn't afford any. 
His liberal attitude towards his staff was backfiring on him. During 
peacetime operations it might be permissible to remove the 
harshness of military life with a more social attitude, easing those 
long boring hours in an already strict environment. In a wartime 
situation however, such attitudes were rather dangerous. He 
realized the shocking truth that this situation demanded a 
different approach.

He agreed with the military approach. After all, they were military 
men, who had vowed to take orders without questioning them. 



That was what the military was all about. How could it be 
otherwise? Even to invite an opinion was wrong. He saw that 
now. There was no room for independent judgment in their lives. 
Others would do that. Soldiers were nothing but parts of a 
machine designed for a specific purpose—to function. Nothing 
else. And quite rightly so. Those people who made the judgment 
had a much better view of the situation than the individual soldier 
did in the field. And that's what ultimately counted. He had no 
idea why he had allowed it to happen. Perhaps it had been a 
habitual move, or perhaps he himself had to come to terms with 
a situation that was so new and unusual it had shocked him as 
much as it had shocked everyone else. But he was the captain 
and had to be an example. He couldn't afford any mistake. From 
now on—so he promised himself—it would be strictly by the book.

He had just closed the door of his cabin behind him and had sat 
down on his bunk bed when he heard the knock at his door.

"Who is it?"

"The first officer, sir. Request permission to speak, sir." 

Lawrence opened the door and let the man in. "What is it, 
Patrick?"

"I'm sorry sir, but this thing keeps going around in my head. I'd 
like to discuss a particular point, if you don't mind." Lawrence 
pulled up another chair.

"Sit down."

"Thank you sir. I'll make it short. I've been asking myself one 
question—what do these terrorists want? Their demand can only 
mean one thing—they are after our weapons. But what about the 
weapons exactly? They can't transport them off the ship. They're 
much more useful to them right where they are, given launching 
capability and all. Neither can they take the ship from us. Not just 
anyone can operate a nuclear submarine and I doubt very much 
that they have the capability. I've come to the conclusion that 
they need us, sir. They need us to do whatever their diabolical 
plans are. They need us to carry them out."



Lawrence observed his young officer who sat there nervously, 
massaging his hands as if he were washing them under an 
imaginary stream of water.

"Are you frightened?" Lawrence asked all of a sudden.

"Yes sir. I guess I am. But not for my own life if that's what you 
mean. This thing is much bigger than all our lives together. 
Nuclear weapons are capable of wiping out our species, sir, even 
destroying the entire planet. And now we're facing a situation 
where such weapons might be unleashed. And yes, that scares 
me, sir."

"That is a good observation, Patrick. Your reaction is 
understandable, but what are you trying to say?"

"I plead with you, sir, I beg you—don't consider launching those 
weapons."

"It's not our call, I'm afraid."

"I have to respectfully disagree on that point, sir. We are the only 
ones who have the capability. It is very much our call."

Lawrence remained calm and seemed quite relaxed. He turned 
away to get himself a shot of brandy and was about to offer one 
to his officer, but then changed his mind.

"You forget one important thing," he said calmly, "certainly we do 
not have to follow orders given by a terrorist, but what if they 
come from our own military command?"

"But... isn't that the same thing, sir? The same order, the same 
predicament, the same result."

"Most certainly not." Now Lawrence was getting visibly upset over 
this officer's ignorant attitude. Was he in all earnestness 
suggesting mutiny? "How can you make such a vital mistake; 
how can you not see the difference?" he almost yelled. "Are you 
out of your skull? You come in here, informing me of your 
intention to refuse an order? Is that it?"

"I didn't say that sir."



"Then what are you saying?" Lawrence put down his glass and 
stared the young officer in the eye. "Stand at attention when I'm 
talking to you."

"Yes sir." The officer jumped to his feet. He was clearly shocked 
by the captain's sudden change of behavior. This was not the 
man he knew and respected, and if he hadn't been certain that 
things were quite different on this mission, now he was most 
certainly convinced.

"We have a duty towards our country," said Lawrence.

"We also have a duty towards humanity, sir. This goes far beyond 
our country, sir. Let us all remain aware of that. With all due 
respect, sir, we cannot allow our weapons to fall into the hands of 
those terrorists. I have nothing more to say. May God be with us, 
sir."

"Listen to me young man. I don't know what will happen when we 
get to our destination, but I know one thing—you and the rest of 
the crew will follow my orders whether you like them or not. I will 
not hear any more on this subject. Let's all forget this discussion 
ever took place. That is all. Dismissed."

With the last syllable, he turned his body away from the young 
officer and stared at the bookcase. He stood straight and erect, 
his hands folded at his back. He did not turn as the officer left the 
room, offered no salute. And he didn't turn back when he heard 
the door closing behind him.

A terrible silence fell over the ship, as if the argument had 
triggered some kind of chemical reaction and the environment 
responded to it. Lawrence thought he could hear the beating of 
his own heart. He felt fear creeping up his spine because at that 
very moment he knew that he was all alone.

Lawrence's mind began to work overtime. Indications pointed 
towards a specific phenomenon developing and he didn't even 
want to think: "mutiny." Never had he received such a clear 
response from his officers, and he had no idea how the crew 
might react when they were given the news. They had all been 
trained for such an event, but then again, not quite this kind of 



event. The event they'd been trained for was a war, when they 
would be defending their country, their families and their queen. 
This was different. It was the first time such a situation had 
occurred, and perhaps, just perhaps, there was a yet unknown 
principle involved which could set a precedent. Was there indeed 
a message here? Perhaps there had been a similar reaction in the 
German army at the time of the Holocaust? We all know how it 
ended, the sad fact that military principles prevailed and orders 
were heeded, but that doesn't mean that there hadn't been any 
initial resistance.

Lawrence' mind went spinning. The fact that military laws are to 
be obeyed doesn't make them right. Isn't it criminal to kill 
millions of people? What, by the way, is the true definition of a 
war criminal? Was there, in fact, such a thing? What about the 
Nuremberg Trials? And what about those Nazi judges? The law 
they represented was wrong, but who could blame them for 
following the law of their time? Were they guilty of breaking the 
law or of representing a law that was considered wrong years 
later? Could anyone be blamed for following orders even though 
they sounded ridiculous and clearly contradicted laws of humanity 
and human decency? On the other hand, could there possibly be 
a valid reason, a law under which it would be permitted to kill 
millions of human beings? Were such actions perhaps excusable 
because of the times, when peacetime laws were replaced by 
military law?

Something extraordinary was happening here. Perhaps they were 
about to step over the limits of military law—of laws in general—
of rules made by men for men. Perhaps they were leaving the 
defined boundaries of rules and regulations passing into the 
realms of universal consciousness? Was that possible? Was there 
such a thing? Were they being dragged towards a higher purpose, 
something not described in military manuals and law books, 
something that had less to do with the rules of man and closer to 
those of God? How were people expected to behave in such a 
situation?

He could, of course, refuse to deal with terrorists, the way some 
Governments do. But that decision wasn't his to make, and it was 



a little late in any case. As a basic principle, during an election 
speech perhaps or in a Government debate, that position made 
sense, but what about during an actual hostage situation? 
Saying: "We won't budge" sends a message that makes sense 
only before the event. Such a philosophy is aimed at removing 
the ground from under hostage taking itself, rendering it without 
reward, and thus ultimately stopping it all together. But once 
hostages have been taken, such a proclamation comes too late—
at least for the hostages. In a hostage situation, it is a rather 
cruel and inhumane posture, as it carries a high chance of seeing 
the hostages dead.

Lawrence's thoughts turned toward a more cosmic viewpoint, 
seeing the tiny earth in an endless universe. The further one 
drifts into the universe, the smaller and more insignificant Man 
becomes. Is it perhaps permissible to sacrifice a small number of 
people in order to stop the world from being blown apart? And if 
so, on what grounds? Is there perhaps some limit on the number 
who can be sacrificed, a certain quantity of human lives which 
compensate for the destruction of the planet? If so, how many?

In this particular case, with the entire city of London under siege, 
presumably the whole of southern England, millions and millions 
of innocent people could die. Not only that, the country itself 
would be turned into a radioactive desert, uninhabitable for 
hundreds of years. What sacrifice was justified to prevent that?

Lawrence realized that he didn't even know what exactly he was 
up against, what the precise demands would be. Whatever they 
may be, however, demands don't kill people. Only the actions of 
people that kill people, nothing else. He calmed himself down by 
telling himself that so far his speculations were based solely on 
assumptions, and nothing more. There was nothing to do but wait 
and see what happened—a terrible enough prospect in itself.

Lawrence calmed himself down. This issue had gotten him far too 
emotional, and it was time he started thinking clearly. They were 
all letting their emotions run away with them and the military 
wasn't a college where anyone could do or say what he felt. It 
was a strict organization run by responsible people following 



established rules. But what did the regulations have to say about 
such an event?

The Royal Navy was not short of rules and regulations, and he 
was familiar with most of them. Yet, this situation called for 
special measures. He took the Navy Laws and Regulations Manual 
from the shelf and browsed through it. There were procedures for 
any event on or under the sea—defective mechanisms, 
malfunction, medical emergencies, the death of a key 
crewmember, virus infection, food poisoning, and so on were all 
dealt with in detail. But all of these instances dealt with 
preserving the chain of command, maintaining security and 
preventing a single individual from being able to trigger the 
missiles. The manual said nothing, nothing at all about what to do 
in the event the ship was taken hostage, the crew blackmailed or 
subjected to other similar pressures to perform a criminal act. 
There wasn't a single clause that dealt with a situation where the 
order from higher authority was genuine, but known to be given 
under duress.

Could it be true that no one had foreseen such an incident? They 
had anticipated so much. For safety and security reasons it 
required the cooperation of several people on board to lunch a 
missile: the first mate or his assistant plus the first officer or the 
captain. There were code numbers to check and confirm the order 
to fire, and witnesses to accept and report every incident, 
however minor, between the receipt of the message and the 
actual launch. If such an order came, this was the procedure he 
would have to follow. Even under these circumstances he was still 
answerable to the Prime Minister's Office. It was they who would 
have to give the ultimate orders, would confirm or delete an 
order to launch. His responsibility was to carry it out, and to a 
point, that was fine—one can't blame a gun for killing people. But 
what if that order were to launch the missile, not against an 
enemy, but a friendly state? What were the ethics? Would the 
potential crime not overrule the orders of any person, even the 
Prime Minister? What would he do if given such an order? Doesn't 
responsibility always rest with the person who pulls the trigger, 



whether ordered or not? It had to, he thought, because there an 
element of choice remained with the individual.

Lawrence was forcefully reminded of the assault in his home 
years ago. It had never really left his mind, but had been placed 
on a back shelf and now it resurfaced in full force and detail. He 
recalled exactly how he'd felt that day and those terrible days 
afterwards. Had he not sworn to himself that he would never, 
never give in to the demands of terrorists again? Now life had 
dealt him another terrible hand.

During the assault in his home, the terrorists had had the 
element of surprise. He hadn't been prepared. Now things were a 
little different. He knew they were coming and had the 
opportunity to prepare himself for the confrontation. But how? 
What could he do to even the score, to take precautions, or 
organize countermeasures?

Frantically he tried to guess what might happen. The terrorists 
might make their demands over the phone or they might come 
on board personally. This was the first thing he didn't know. But 
he felt safe in assuming they would be on board. Besides the 
better he prepared himself for such a confrontation, the higher 
the chance they might live through it. They would have to come 
by ship and he might be able to get some clues as to their 
identity. He knew that a key to survival was to find out as much 
as possible about these people.

The fact that he was on a submarine was a handicap, of course, 
for he couldn't consult with others whose advice might be useful
—fellow navy officers, Government officials, or even the Prime 
Minister, on an unofficial basis. Even his wife would be helpful, 
although he realized that it might look rather inappropriate for a 
Commander of Her Majesty the Queen's Royal Navy to consult his 
wife on what to do in a difficult situation. Perhaps she couldn't 
give him any real help in solving his problems, but she would 
have been able to give him moral support better than anyone 
else.

Also, there was no chance of ground forces aiding the operation, 
taking out the terrorists, or providing assistance of any kind. The 



way things stood, he had to operate by the book. But what pages 
of the book? There must be some military procedure, even for 
such an unusual event as a hostage situation.

Then another thought entered his mind—responsibility. He began 
to think this through carefully. If he were ordered to fire a missile 
against a friendly state, although responsible for carrying out his 
orders, would he not be as guilty as those Nazi officers? How 
would it be viewed in later years? He had to be very precise 
about where and who the order came from. He realized that, in a 
manner of speaking, none of the messages he received so far 
actually constituted a direct order. They were all orders from the 
terrorists that had been passed on to him. There was a fine but 
significant difference. It meant that the final decision would be up 
to him, and him alone.

No longer able to sit still Lawrence got up from his desk and 
began pacing his cabin to prevent his muscles from going numb. 
He was the ultimate authority on this ship and he had to remain 
in the driver's seat, even with terrorists on board. That was the 
challenge. If his people, or the terrorists themselves, got the 
impression that he wasn't up to it, he'd lose the game and 
perhaps millions of people would lose their lives because of his 
weakness.

Lawrence Wilchford looked at himself in the mirror. Was this the 
face of authority? He had grown a little fat over the last few 
years, and he showed some signs of his age. His hair, once dark 
and full, had turned ash-white around the temples, and his 
hairline had moved several roots backwards. He was still a 
handsome man, looked good in his uniform, especially at parties, 
but that wasn't what was needed now. This was profoundly 
different. He frowned. What was that? He detected a slight quiver 
around his left eye, a nervous muscle twitch. He concentrated but 
he was unable to stop it. He went pale. A numb feeling crept up 
his spine and oozed into his brain like spilled honey dripping from 
a kitchen table. The ash-white color of his hair moved onto his 
face and even the warm golden light of the bulb at the ceiling 
could not cover the fact that he was scared.



Confused, irritated and nervous, he left his cabin and walked back 
to the bridge. The ship had nearly reached its destination. They 
had surfaced a short time before, and now he decided to take the 
opportunity to get some air. Outside he was met by a bright blue 
sky. It was very peaceful. He climbed through the tower and onto 
the deck of the ship. Outside the tower was a small platform, 
which provided room for a few men. A ladder led down to the 
ship's cigar-shaped hull, which was partly submerged like a giant 
whale, even when they were on the surface. He stood gazing at 
the sky. It was a warm lovely day; the ocean was as calm as a 
blanket on a freshly made bed. The black tower of the submarine 
stood out like an evil structure in the midst of a blue desert, dark, 
spooky and mystifying, a sorcerer's castle from a world beyond 
the stars.

Lawrence stretched his arms toward the sky and talked to God, "I 
want so much to be the 'good guy,'" he said with a loud voice. 
"All my life I wanted to be the 'good guy,' be loved and respected 
and be looked up to. Someone who fights for all the right things 
in life. I made an oath to protect my country and my people and 
those of the free world against the enemies of the free world. 
Please God, prevent me from doing something wrong, from 
making the wrong decision, because if I do, if I make a decision 
that will later be found wrong and criminal in nature, I don't think 
I would be able to handle failure of that kind. Not before you, not 
before the world and most certainly not before myself."

Having acknowledged his responsibility, Lawrence tried to decide 
who came first—his wife and family, his country or the human 
species? There was no doubt of who came first in his heart, but 
his heart was hardly the issue here, not when it was the heart of 
someone with enough power to kill millions of people. But then 
again, he was still a man with all his emotions, perspectives, and 
values of a man. Perhaps when he took on the job of being in 
command of such powerful weapons he hadn't fully grasped the 
level of responsibility at work here. Now, he suddenly 
remembered the words from the bible: "He who lives by the 
sword, dies by the sword."



He saw the face of his wife and how it had looked as the masked 
robber was raping her. He remembered how helpless he'd been. 
He watched the face explode, break up into a million pieces, 
which further multiplied, spreading over the land like the 
shockwave from a nuclear blast until the pieces covered the 
entire globe and every living thing on the planet.

Lawrence stood motionless. He listened. The water splashing 
against the ship's hull was the only sound that reached his ears. 
He felt alone, totally alone, and even the knowledge of the twenty 
three men below his feet, individuals like himself who looked to 
him for guidance and strength, wouldn't make that feeling go 
away. He felt like an innocent victim being accused of murder—
tried, convicted and about to be led to his crucifixion. His 
powerful ship had become a useless toy, he himself a sitting 
duck, a lamb brought to the slaughter, awaiting—with a wild 
beating heart—the arrival of the wolves.

Chapter Eleven

Although Chris thought he was pretty familiar with the working 
methods of MI5, the speed in which they'd turned the hotel room 
into a commando headquarters still amazed him. The room next 
to the suite where he'd met Mother Goose looked nothing like it 
had only hours ago when he had been allowed a brief glimpse 
through the open door. Now it was filled with computer 
equipment, telephones, fax machines, and monitors. The walls 
were covered with maps, notepads and diagrams. Several men 
sat in front of flickering screens, while others still busied 
themselves setting up more equipment. Two mechanics had just 
finished installing a satellite antenna on the roof and were 
bringing the wiring in through the balcony door. It didn't take 
long before the monitors were on-line. They probably had better 
reception than the locals connected to the Indian TV network, and 
better even than in the more privileged Indian households that 
received the World Wide Web. And all that from an ordinary hotel 
room in the middle of Rajasthan.



The man known as Mother Goose was in absolute command. All 
the paraphernalia and technology seemed to be nothing but 
physical extensions of his brain. Chris felt as if his extraordinary 
personality actually provided the energy for all these technical 
gadgets as well as motivating the people who worked for him. As 
a result, the room looked like a beehive. Everyone smoked 
heavily.

Chris stepped out for a moment, walking down the corridor and 
up to the elevator. He thought of going down to the lobby, but 
then decided against it. He didn't want to stray too far, just 
wanted to escape the smoke-filled room for a few moments, take 
a few breaths of fresh air and come to terms with his new 
predicament. What had he gotten himself into this time? Only a 
few hours ago, he'd wished to have his old life back. Now it 
seemed that not only had his wish come true, it had crashed onto 
him with such a force that made him wonder whether or not he 
might be getting more than he'd bargained for. This assignment 
was quite different from his regular work with the agency. This 
was serious business. Instead of running the risk of being injured 
or killed in action, he had to accept that, if he failed, half the 
world could go down with him.

On his return to the suite, he passed an elderly American couple 
in the hallway. Tourists who'd just returned from a day trip to the 
markets or from one of the many tourist sites. They lived across 
the corridor in 314, and obviously had no idea about the efforts 
that went on to save England only a few short yards from their 
room. Chris smiled at them and they smiled back in total 
innocence.

Back in the room, Chris noticed yet another change. A large world 
map now covered the wall where previously two pictures of India 
had been—one showing the Himalayan Mountains and the other 
one a bird's eye view of New Delhi—with all its traffic congestion 
and colorful life.

Imagine, thought Chris, we're dealing with a force which could 
make those places disappear from the face of the earth as easily 
as that map made the pictures disappear from the wall.



Truly unthinkable.

The world map was covered with little markers, flags and pins 
indicating strategic positions. They showed the locations of all the 
nuclear submarines in the Indian Ocean, as well as other British 
Naval Vessels in the vicinity. So far, the Royal Navy was the only 
military force involved in the crisis, but a discussion had erupted 
on whether or not to bring the Allied Forces into it as well. 
Especially the Americans. But what could they do? No matter how 
many warships were standing by, the submarine was pretty much 
left on her own to deal with the terrorists.

~*~

Back in England, emergency meetings were held throughout the 
days and late into the nights. Downing Street 10 was rarely ever 
that busy. Many people argued in favor of keeping the situation 
under British control. They feared things might quickly escalate if 
other nations were involved. Others had argued that it was 
essential to have other nations involved because it concerned the 
whole world. So far no conclusive decision had been reached.

"What have we pulled up on this Indian man so far?" Mother 
Goose asked almost casually, but couldn't hide the pressure he 
was under. It showed in his voice and also in his tired eyes. He 
held a rather large fountain pen, as thick as a Cuban cigar, and 
played with it constantly. One of his assistants handed him a file.

"This just came through the network, sir," the man said. The 
small folder contained several printouts that had arrived within 
the last few minutes. Depositing the fountain pen in his chest 
pocket, he took a pair of reading glasses from the table and 
looked through the file for a few moments. Then he turned his 
attention to Chris.

"You know him best, Illja. What kind of a person is he in real life? 
Tell me what he's like; what are his goals, what makes him tick? 
Is he after money, power or what?"

"Oh he wants money and power all right. That and much, much 
more. Very ambitious I would say. He stops at nothing to get 
what he wants. I remember one particular speech he made, 



talking about escalation winning in a confrontation or something 
of that sort...using some things to get others, you know, like 
some robbers who rob a gun shop to get guns to rob a bank to 
get a bigger haul, that sort of thing."

Mother Goose nodded his head. "I know the type. This operation 
most certainly carries his fingerprint.

"Let's think for a moment. If he's the one who sold the plutonium 
to the terrorists...let's assume that this son-of-a-bitch is really 
trying to blow up London. Then the nuclear device must be in 
England at this moment in time. I think we have to take that as a 
fact. Certainly he couldn't launch it from outside the UK. He 
doesn't have the hardware for that yet anyway. So it must be in 
Britain."

"But where, sir? It could be anywhere. Besides, if he is serious, 
why destroy London to teach people a lesson? There would hardly 
be any one left to negotiate with. The members of Government, 
the Royal Family, everyone in London would be killed."

Mother Goose didn't reply and Chris realized that undoubtedly 
some arrangements had been made to protect the important 
people, but it was information that Mother Goose wasn't prepared 
to disclose.

"I think we can assume that the bomb is in London, not only 
because the terrorists have said so, but mainly because it is 
always the biggest threat they could imagine. They need 
something truly devastating to get Government to consider the 
demands of a terrorist group. No, no. I'm very certain that the 
device is indeed in London or the near vicinity. But perhaps we 
shouldn't ask 'where,' but rather 'how.'"

"Excuse me, sir?" Chris didn't follow.

"How. How did the plutonium get into the country?"

"That's quite easy," Chris explained. That was more in line with 
his expertise. "They'd have just taken it across the border in a 
bag, I suppose. I've carried weapons many times across the 
border into Europe and it was no different on the way back."



"No, it's different on international flights. Crossing borders 
between countries within the European continent is one matter, 
but we have to assume that the plutonium came in on an 
international flight."

"And who would have carried it for him?"

"I don't think he would have trusted anyone with such important 
merchandise. Let's see if I'm right." Mother Goose turned to one 
of the agents working at one of the computer terminals and 
asked to check the computer records at immigration.

Minutes later, the answer came back.

"Bingo. He's been to the UK five times during the last three 
months, and every time on diplomatic business. He had 
diplomatic immunity. He didn't even have to clear Customs. 
That's got to be it. That's the way he got the plutonium into the 
country, under diplomatic immunity. It has taken him only a few 
years to gain that status, not bad. He's gone from an ordinary 
agent to Minister of Communications, whatever that means. Not 
bad indeed. This is one smart fellow we're dealing with."

"Okay. Now we know who brought it in and how he did it. The 
next question is where did he bring it to?"

"Where would you bring it?" asked Mother Goose.

Chris's respect for this man grew by the minute. He began to see 
his strategy. Very clever. Put yourself in his shoes, become him, 
and then make an educated estimate.

"He must have had help in England," said Chris. "His trips didn't 
last long enough that he could have established the necessary 
contacts from scratch. My guess is that he was met by someone."

"Let's check whether he has any family there," said Mother 
Goose.

"No family, sir," someone called out from the desk behind him. 
"I've checked that already."

"What about friends then, school mates, army buddies? I want a 
profile on anyone who has ever talked with that man," said 
Mother Goose, lighting another cigarette.



At that moment, the agent sitting next to him asked to borrow a 
pen. He had been making notes on a small notepad when his pen 
gave up on him. But although Mother Goose was holding one in 
his hand, he didn't seem to have any intention of giving it to him. 
Instead, he stood up, went over to the table and fetched him a 
pencil.

He had nearly returned to his seat when the agent at the 
switchboard waved him over.

"Sir, a phone call for you. The Prime Minister's Office is on, sir." 
Mother Goose picked up the phone.

"Yes, Prime Minister. We have a few leads, but we need more 
time, sir."

"We don't have much time," said the voice at the other end. 
"We've just received another demand from the terrorists. They've 
given us a set of co-ordinates and a demand to fire a missile 
there. The target is somewhere in the center of Pakistan, 
somewhere along the shores of the Indus River. It appears to me 
that they mean this one as a warning shot, staying clear of the 
populated areas of Karachi, Rawalpindi and Islamabad, although 
these places will no doubt feel the effects of the blast.

"We've got two hours to comply otherwise the device will be 
detonated. Time's running out, Brian. They surely mean business. 
Think of it—a nuclear device detonating in London. We have no 
choice."

"I understand sir." And with that, the line went dead.

"My God, is it really happening?" Chris asked after Mother Goose 
explained the situation. Everyone in the room was in shock. Each 
person clung to his own thoughts, working quietly. Only Chris 
spoke their fears out aloud.

"Let's just hope that the captain's morals and integrity allows him 
to make the right decision," he said. His thoughts were obviously 
with the man he considered the key person in this conflict. 
Mother Goose gave him a serious look.

"Integrity or not—he doesn't have a choice."



Chris disagreed. "Of course he does. He's the captain. He holds 
all the strings. Nobody can launch those weapons but him."

"The decision is not with him. It is with the Prime Minister. If he 
orders him to, he will fire. You know very well what the military is 
all about. Orders have to be obeyed. How can it possibly be 
otherwise?"

Chris disagreed again.

"Perhaps it will surprise you sir, but I'm convinced that the 
population of the world is divided on this issue. There are those 
who do not agree with the idea of nuclear warfare and you can 
find these people everywhere, in all walks of life. What makes 
you so sure the military doesn't have them?"

Mother Goose looked stunned but didn't reply, which spurred 
Chris to carry on. He recalled his recent experience at the skull 
dance and he began to see mind-boggling parallels. Wasn't this 
the same thing? Another skull dance, where the evil that had 
broken free from our very own nature became visible? Perhaps it 
is necessary for mankind to gaze into the face of death in order to 
come to terms with our terrible nature, Chris thought. He began 
to understand that the answer was deeply hidden.

"To come face to face with our own destructive nature can be a 
terrifying experience," he said. "No one understands that better 
than me, considering my personal experiences over the last 
couple of years. But if I learned anything, it is that humans have 
the right to make their own decisions. It's a basic right, as basic 
as our right to breathe or eat. It's what makes us human. The 
boundaries for these decisions should not be guided by the law 
but only by the individual's own conscience. Military or private life 
makes no difference. Any human being must be allowed to make 
his own decisions and be responsible for them.

"Perhaps future wars will be fought differently," Chris continued, 
becoming more and more excited, "if only in that individuals feel 
more responsible for their actions. All this brainless obedience 
gets the world in nothing but trouble. Germans have had a 
particularly nasty experience in that respect, I guess. Perhaps 



we've learned lessons from history that other nations haven't 
learned yet."

Mother Goose was obviously too busy to enter into philosophical 
arguments about warfare, but this one was too much of a 
challenge.

"You have no idea what you're talking about, young man. We 
have a war situation here. Do you want to leave every decision 
with the man in the field, hoping that he might do what we, the 
leaders have worked out? That's ridiculous. No military 
organization in the world could exist on that principle. An order is 
an order. It has to be—everywhere."

Chris disagreed again.

"That's not quite true, sir. In the German army—and I know this 
for a fact—a soldier can refuse to carry out an order if such an 
order contradicts the law, is morally contemptible, or if it puts the 
individual in a conflict of morals or integrity. I don't see why 
every other army couldn't operate on that same principle."

"And what will that achieve?"

"It gives the soldier back his dignity, turns mindless robots into 
thinking human beings, sir. We have begun the twenty-first 
century; we are at the brink of a new time. People express their 
concerns more freely now than ever before and I would like to 
think that humanitarian concerns are not just a passing fancy."

The two men looked at each other like opposing senators 
debating the freedom of speech or the worthiness of a country's 
independence. There were no easy conclusions in sight.

"Perhaps we shall conclude this discussion at a more convenient 
time," said Mother Goose. "Right now the world is facing more 
pressing problems."

An agent approached Mother Goose with a long printed list in his 
hand, holding it up high, the end still dragging on the floor.

"I've pulled this off the printer right now, sir. These are the 
names of all his closer contacts—as far as we can tell. But sir, 



how are we suppose to know with whom he stored the 
plutonium?"

Mother Goose looked at the list and thought for a moment. Chris 
saw the blood vessels at his temples bulge out. His eyes 
developed a kind of magnetic glow as if he possessed special 
powers and the way he glanced over the endless string of names 
made it seem as if he was indeed intending to seek out that 
particular one-in-a-thousand name they were looking for. Then 
he seemed to get an idea.

"Run this list through the computer at Immigration," he said with 
sincere confidence, "and check which of these people has left the 
country within the last twenty-four hours. I'm particularly 
interested in those who left with a significant amount of luggage. 
Let's hope that our man kept the device with someone he truly 
cares about."

Chapter Twelve

The first sound of the approaching death that Lawrence heard 
was the noise of two huge metal blades cutting the air at high 
speed. The sound quickly grew in intensity as the helicopter drew 
closer. It grew into a deafening roar as it hovered above him like 
a fierce creature from the skies, a mystical cloud dragon, frightful 
and offensive, ready to destroy every living thing within its reach.

The very presence of the machine had an intimidating effect on 
the officers, but for the captain the effect was worse, because he 
hadn't seen it coming. Only a moment ago the sky had been clear 
and peaceful. Death had come by surprise and truly out of 
nowhere. Lawrence felt shock and anger for not having spotted it 
earlier. It made little difference to the overall situation, but it 
meant a lot to him personally. He'd been outsmarted even before 
the real confrontation began. He felt as if he'd wasted the first 
round in a game of death—he'd better be on guard from now on.

Like an enormous steel vulture, the large bird hovered above the 
ship, whipping up the water. Its flapping wings sent gushes of 



rain at those on deck, soaking them completely. A first 
preliminary humiliation? Perhaps it was unavoidable and 
inevitable, but to Lawrence it implied humiliation, a precognition 
of things to come.

From the belly of the bird, a rope was let out and, one by one, 
like firemen on a performance drill, five figures in ski masks 
glided down the rope. They were heavily armed and looked ready 
to take on the world.

Lawrence stared at them in anticipation and fear as their feet 
touched the steel hull of his ship. He studied their every move 
with the goal of penetrating their disguises and seeing into the 
individuals hidden beneath. He thought he'd identified one of 
them as a woman. It wasn't apparent at first and he had to look 
hard before his eyes confirmed his suspicion. She was quite 
obviously well trained, and her athletic physique and loose-fitting 
khaki clothing made it difficult to tell. It was in her moves that he 
recognized her. The way she dropped from the end of the rope, 
found her balance, and moved on. Her movements were cat-like 
and considerably smoother than a man could ever be—rubber 
tendons instead of muscle. In some weird way, she reminded him 
of his wife dancing the tango. Why would they send a woman on 
a mission like this? What would be her specific expertise?

Lawrence's uniform clearly gave him away as the highest-ranking 
officer and, within seconds of their arrival, one of the terrorists 
walked straight up to him. As the two men made eye contact, 
Lawrence saw eyes of steel through the mask. They looked like 
the eyes of a dead person, inhuman almost, suggesting that this 
individual was totally incapable of feeling any remorse. He was a 
fit-looking man, perhaps in his early to mid thirties, maybe even 
younger, and he spoke with a heavy Indian accent.

"Are you the captain?"

Lawrence nodded. He was indeed easily identifiable as the leader 
among his officers, even for someone not particularly familiar 
with the shoulder patches that identified military rank. His 
seniority in age, as well as a certain pride, clearly distinguished 



him. The man in the ski mask walked up to him and slapped him 
across the face.

"You will bloody well greet me as is customary," he said and 
raised his hand to his forehead in salute. Thrown off guard by the 
strike, Lawrence staggered back a little—again he was caught by 
surprise and at a loss for words. He just stood there, his arms 
remaining by his side. The slap burned on his cheek, but what 
hurt considerably more was the disrespect shown him in front of 
his men. Lawrence bit his tongue. These guys were first class, 
trained not only in military warfare—he had no doubt that they 
handled their weapons well—but also in psychological 
manipulation. They knew how to weaken a man's spirit. He had to 
fight back hard. But not right now. This was not the time to prove 
a point, although he had to admit that the first round had clearly 
gone to the attackers. Thus, he slowly raised his hand to his 
forehead and kept it there for a moment while looking his 
opponent straight in the eye.

"That's better," the man replied. "I think we can do business. 
Let's go down, shall we?"

With the barrel of his gun, he indicated to three of his 
companions to move ahead. He and the woman remained behind. 
The held their machine guns in firing position as the group of 
hijackers quickly descended through the ship's hatch. Then, with 
Lawrence in front, they descended.

Since the attackers were all dressed alike—an intended strategy 
no doubt—it was extremely difficult to distinguish between them. 
Lawrence began to search for distinguishing characteristics. First 
of all, there was the guy with eyes of a corpse, who seemed to be 
the leader. Then there was the female. Another one was a bit 
taller than the rest, always standing with his legs apart. Lawrence 
noticed that he kept his head slightly tilted.

Once on board, the terrorists made their way to the bridge and 
began to orient themselves. The leader occupied the captain's 
place on the bridge—it might have been unintentional, Lawrence 
thought, chosen only because it was the most comfortable spot, 



for otherwise, they seemed disoriented, confirming his suspicions 
that they didn't know their way around a nuclear submarine. 

The leader man picked up the microphone that dangled from the 
ceiling, slightly above his head.

"Is this thing on?" He blew air at it to check whether it was 
working. "Does this transmit to the whole ship?" he asked, 
addressing the crew that surrounding him. There were about five 
or six crewmembers standing at attention. Nobody replied. 
Lawrence nodded to the sailor standing next to the man. There 
was no point in refusing total cooperation, not at this point.

"The switch at the top can be turned to 'all stations,'" the sailor 
said. "To transmit"—he pointed to a small device at the side of 
the microphone—"you have to press this button here. Hold it 
down while talking."

The masked man followed the instruction. He lifted the 
microphone to his lips, and with a calm but ice-cold voice, he 
delivered his message.

"This ship is now under the control of the New Asian Frontier. As 
their leader, I am the new captain. I expect you all to cooperate. 
All communications between crewmembers are to cease 
immediately. All crewmembers must stay where they are. No one 
is permitted to leave his station. Carry on with your duties. 
Anyone found in a place where he doesn't belong will be 
punished. Any disobedience will be punished with instant death. 
My orders are clear. For your own sake, I hope we understand 
each other."

The person Lawrence suspected to be a female, shouldered her 
automatic weapon and walked over to the communication desk 
next to the bridge, where three officers were on duty, 
headphones around their necks. She pushed one of them aside, 
took a small laptop computer from her shoulder bag and began to 
set it up. Soon the little screen brightened and writing appeared 
as she established communication with her home base.

"So what do we do now?" said Lawrence, thinking hard how to 
gain the upper hand.



"Nothing," said the masked man. "We wait. But in the meantime, 
I want to see the ship. I want to see every last corner of it and I 
want you to give me the tour."

Lawrence felt his blood shoot to his brain when he realized that 
he had no choice but to comply. Escorted by two of the masked 
men—one in front of him and one at his back—Lawrence began to 
walk the ship. The humiliation made him vividly recall that other 
most helpless situation in his life, when masked intruders violated 
his wife. In more ways than one, this situation showed a 
remarkable resemblance—intruders in his home, his position of 
authority challenged, he himself left powerless. In fact, he had to 
force the idea out of his mind the absurd thought that these were 
the same men who had entered his home so many years ago. 
Although he knew very well that such a thing wasn't possible, the 
idea scared him. But he was even more frightened by the fact 
that life had dealt him the exact same hand once again, as if 
Lucifer himself—laughing in his face—couldn't wait to discover 
what he might do next.

How many times had he relived those moments, those angers 
and hatred and how many times had he sworn to handle it 
differently if only he had the opportunity? Now fate had given him 
the chance to do what he'd promised to do a million times in his 
mind—to deal harshly with those who brought terror to the world
—and the simple thought of complying with his promises was 
what scared him the most.

Lawrence felt the urge to grab his attackers by the throat, wrestle 
the weapons from them and bring them to justice. But he knew 
that it was a foolish notion. Instead, he directed them through his 
ship as if they were visiting generals, and somehow he even 
managed to feel a little pride over what he had to show them, as 
well as feeling the obvious frustration and anger he felt over their 
presence.

They went from stern to stem and back on the lower level, 
looking into every cabin and behind every door. The masked man 
up front constantly asked questions, mainly as to the function or 



purpose of what they were looking at. Lawrence kept his answers 
short and precise, and offered no comments of any kind.

Back on the bridge, the leader exchanged a few words with his 
masked colleague at the laptop computer. The answer seemed to 
please him, because he nodded his head and moved on. The 
other members of the team had placed themselves in strategic 
locations, their guns in firing position. Two of them began to 
make rounds around the ship. The leader checked with them one 
by one, whispered commands and sometimes listened to their 
remarks. Then he turned to the captain.

"I want you to send a message to your headquarters in London. 
Inform them that the ship is under our control."

Lawrence gave the necessary order. Only moments later, the 
radio operator announced incoming message. It read:

MESSAGE ACKNOWLEDGED—STOP—WE WILL KEEP CHANNEL 
OPEN—STOP—TIME INDICATION IS WRONG—STOP—TREAT 
YOURSELF TO A NEW WATCH—STOP.

"What's this shit supposed to mean?" the masked leader asked 
angrily when he read this strange message. "Of course the time's 
different from London—we're in the fucking Indian Ocean," he 
yelled. "Is this British humor?" But then his attention was 
diverted to the laptop computer again which seemed to be the 
link to his own headquarters and soon he seemed to have 
forgotten all about the message.

"I can't make sense of it either," whispered Patrick. He looked at 
his captain for help. Lawrence thought hard.

"They're trying to tell us something, but what? Watch? Buy a new 
watch?" And then it hit him. "I guess they mean 'time.' Buy 
yourself some time. That must be it. They're probably working on 
some solution and need more time."

"Easier said than done," Patrick said. "Those guys seem pretty 
nervous as it is. I wouldn't like to see anybody killed."

Before long, the masked leader turned back to the captain.



"I want this ship off the surface. Take her down to a depth from 
where we can maintain radio contact."

"Very well."

Lawrence gave the appropriate instruction.

"And what do we do then?"

"We'll shut up and wait," sneered the masked man. "You'll get 
your instructions, don't worry." With that, he turned back to the 
person at the laptop computer.

Over the next hour and a half, the air in the ship became very 
stuffy. The crewmembers on and around the bridge became more 
daring and several tried to talk with each other, pass messages or 
receive instructions. But the masked guards were doing their job. 
They poked their guns painfully into people's ribs and yelled short 
demands such as "shut up" or "back, back." After a while, no one 
dared to move. Strangely enough, the terrorists themselves were 
getting a little restless too—they were obviously awaiting orders.

Then suddenly, after having gazed at the screen of his computer 
for some time, the leader stepped up to the officer sitting at the 
control desk and handed him a piece of paper.

"We're ready," he said. "Here are the co-ordinates. Prepare to 
launch the first missile."

The man looked at him with fear in his eyes. He seemed baffled 
over the fact that he had chosen him to carry out this task.

"I can't do that," he stammered. "I need the order from my 
captain."

"Fuck you. I'm the new captain here. I'm Fletcher Christian, 
understand? Now fire the fucking missile or die." The masked 
man pressed the barrel of his revolver tightly against the man's 
temple. 

"I can't. I need the order from my captain, sir."

The weapon made a hollow plop. His body jerked as if jolts of 
electricity charged through it, then the man slumped back in his 
chair. Death had come instantaneously. He didn't even have time 



to explain his refusal. A few men screamed out in shock. An icy 
silence fell over the room. It had happened so suddenly that 
Lawrence had had no chance to interfere. He knew that for this 
unfortunate man any help would come too late. His mission was 
to prevent others from sharing that fate.

The masked man waved his gun at two sailors standing near him.

"Take him away," he said calmly. "I hope he didn't die for nothing 
and you people learn your lesson not to fuck with me. Now who 
will launch that bloody missile?"

Lawrence stepped forward.

"Do you realize that you just killed the only man who knows the 
procedure of firing those weapons?" he said calmly.

The masked man jolted forwards. He grabbed Lawrence by the 
throat and pressed the gun under his chin. He spoke through his 
teeth with his jaw tight.

"Don't bullshit me, old man, or you'll be next. Don't you think I 
know that there is a backup for each crewmember? What would 
you do if one got sick, eh? Everyone around here has a 
replacement, isn't that the way it works? Everyone, including 
you."

Lawrence felt as if the carpet had been pulled from under his 
feet. He had attempted to confuse them, a bluff, the only chance 
he'd seen to make some sort of contribution, but they didn't fall 
for it. Now he knew for certain that they weren't idiots. They were 
naïve, and ignorant about certain situations, fanatics for sure, but 
they weren't idiots. They were far more dangerous than he'd ever 
imagined.

"Look," he said, facing the man with the pistol. "We can't just fire 
a missile when we feel like it. There are a string of safety 
measures involved and a number of procedures to follow. That is 
what that man wanted to tell you before you shot him. You didn't 
give him a chance. He died for no other reason than your own 
ignorance."



The masked man dropped his weapon slightly. Perhaps he'd 
thought that all he had to do was to give orders. He seemed a 
little confused.

"What kind of procedures?"

"Well, first of all there is a security device that locks the missiles. 
The only way to unlock this mechanism is through the use of the 
proper code, which we can only get directly from the highest 
office in London, from the Prime Minister himself. Then, once we 
have received the code, it requires several people to unlock the 
missile, not just one. This is a nuclear submarine, for heaven's 
sake, the ultimate in weaponry. Firing a missile is not as easy as 
pushing a button."

"Shit." The masked man became furious. He obviously hadn't 
expected this. "Do it then, old man," he yelled. "Contact your 
fucking office and ask for the code. Do it. You have your orders. 
Do it—now!"

Lawrence gave the instructions and a half hour later, a reply 
message came through.

PRIME MINISTER UNAVAILABLE RIGHT NOW—STOP—NEED MORE 
TIME—STOP—WILL REPLY AS SOON AS POSSIBLE—STOP

 "Fuck." The masked man was beside himself with fury. "Who the 
fuck do you think I am? Do I look stupid? Send a message back 
immediately." He went over to the communication desk and 
spelled out the message himself.

YOU HAVE TWO HOURS TO COMPLY—STOP—EVERY FIFTEEN 
MINUTES AFTER THAT, A MAN DIES—STOP—NO MORE GAMES—
STOP

As the message was sent to London, the masked man took a seat 
at the bridge. Sitting in the captain's chair, he seemed calmer 
now. Lawrence observed him. He looked like a Roman Emperor, a 
mad Caligula who lusted after absolute power over the rest of the 
world but was also aware that that power is very fragile and 
challenged constantly. He was nothing but a bawdy youngster, a 
boy-king who had reached power of unimaginable magnitudes, 



playing with people's lives as if they were nothing but toy 
soldiers.

"I sincerely hope for your sake that these assholes don't piss me 
off," he said calmly. "You wouldn't like me when I'm pissed off. I 
am calm now, but my patience is running out."

Time passed, but no message came through. Lawrence thought of 
how such a situation would be handled by professionals. What 
was there to do? He tried to imagine what the police would do if 
such a thing occurred in a bank for instance, or a school. They 
would try to establish whatever the demands were, and then try 
to delay the compliance while offering other solutions, he told 
himself. Easier said than done. He needed a negotiator and a 
damn good one too. Only problem was—he didn't have one. Hard 
pressed for a way out, Lawrence decided to make an effort.

"Where are you intending to fire that missile to?" he asked the 
masked man.

"Shut up. That's none of your business."

"Oh, really? You come onto my ship, take my crew hostage and 
you say it's none of my business? I'm just trying to help. Perhaps 
we can find another way?"

The man laughed out loud. It was a laugh that shocked Lawrence, 
because it sounded insane.

"There is no other way, you stupid fool. You know nothing of our 
fight. So shut the fuck up," the man yelled. "There's nothing to 
negotiate here. I want you to fire that missile—end of story. If 
you want to live, you do what I ask. Your lives mean nothing to 
me. I will kill you all, if that's what it takes. Do you understand? I 
hope that was clear enough for you."

The man began to sound upset. His speech escalated into yelling, 
and Lawrence tried to calm him down.

"I'm a military man and used to following orders," he said calmly. 
"But this is beyond even my authority. To launch a missile we 
need the Prime Minister's approval. Only he has the necessary 
launch code."



"Then we wait," said the masked man, "but I hope for your sake 
that they're not trying to bluff us. That would have dreadful 
consequences, I can assure you."

It took another ten minutes before the telex machine finally 
began to make that long awaited noise and the radio controller 
announced an incoming message. The masked man went to 
check it personally.

NEED MORE TIME—STOP—PRIME MINISTER STILL UNAVAILABLE
—STOP—MEANWHILE OFFER HELP IN NEGOTIATION WITH 
TARGET COUNTRY—STOP

London was obviously playing by some kind of rules developed for 
hostage situations. What else could they do? In another situation, 
they might bargain for the release of some of the hostages, but in 
this case, that made no sense. Consequently, perhaps delay 
wasn't the wisest choice of action. This situation required the 
whole strategy to be redesigned.

The masked man got furious when he read the message. He took 
his gun, went to the nearest crewmember and asked him to step 
forward. The man went pale, but he complied. He was a young 
computer technician from the communication desk. He looked 
scared. Lawrence tried to step up but was held back by two of the 
terrorists.

"What is your function on this ship?" asked the leader.

"I work on communications," the young man replied truthfully.

"You have colleagues, I suppose?"

"Yes."

"What is your name and number?"

"Wallace McNaught. ID 752-64-2897."

The masked man lifted his gun and shot him in the chest at close 
range. The young man stumbled back and collapsed without a 
sound. But he wasn't dead yet. His body jerked in his own blood 
as he lay dying on the floor, his eyes wide open. The first officer 
rushed up to him and held his head, looked him in the eyes as he 
breathed his last breath. The masked man ignored the scene. He 



turned away and walked over to the communication desk as 
casually as if he'd just returned from a cigarette break. With his 
revolver in hand, he instructed the communication operator to 
send a message to London headquarters.

THE FIRST MAN BY THE NAME OF WALLACE MCNAUGHT HAS 
BEEN SACRIFICED BY YOUR UNWILLINGNESS TO COOPERATE—
STOP—THE NEXT ONE WILL FOLLOW IN FIFTEEN MINUTES—
STOP—I WANT THAT LAUNCH CODE—STOP

"Send it," he shouted. The communication operator wired the 
message. His hands were shaking as he typed those words and 
he made several spelling mistakes. The masked man seemed 
satisfied. His performance had had the desired effect.

A few minutes later, the reply arrived. It was a string of letters 
and numbers with an added sentence:

MAY GOD BE WITH YOU

Lawrence Wilchford stood tall as he gave the order to feed the 
code into the computer. The officer in command acknowledged, 
but before he could finish his sentence, a sharp voice cut through 
the room.

"Hold it right there." It was the voice of one of his officers. It was 
loud and sharp and it sounded like an order.

"Excuse me sir, but you can't do this. I beg you, don't give in to 
these people; there are too many lives at stake here. These 
people are clearly not our superiors. They have no authority over 
us. We have to be willing to die before we heed their orders and 
kill millions of innocent victims. We have to be willing to die first, 
sir."

"What are you doing, Officer?" Lawrence shouted. His nerves 
were itching; the stress was beginning to take its toll. Here he 
was, trying to control the proceedings, and the last thing he 
needed was any interference from his own men. He felt betrayed, 
stuck between two fronts.

"We are under siege here, Officer, in case you haven't noticed. I 
am still the captain of this ship and when I give an order, I expect 



it to be carried out without discussion. Besides, your comments 
are totally uncalled for and completely miss the point."

"No they don't, sir. This is exactly the point. Without us, they're 
helpless. It's our responsibility. They can't fire that missile—only 
we can. Sir."

The masked man had been listening to their argument. 
Obviously, he didn't like these latest developments either and it 
seemed that underneath his dark mask he was turning red with 
fury.

"Who the fuck are you?" he yelled, waving his gun in front of the 
man's face. At that moment, Patrick moved himself between the 
two men and stood his ground.

"I'm the first officer on this ship, and I'm telling you we'll never 
fire that missile."

"Is that right?" The leader of the terrorists got even angrier and 
the armed men around the room began to show a nervous 
reaction as well.

"We don't take orders from people in ski masks," said Patrick. 
"We only follow orders given by a superior authority. You know 
very little about the Navy if you don't understand that. No one on 
this ship will follow your orders unless they come from the 
captain, and for the captain to receive orders, you have to go to 
the Prime Minister's Office. Nothing else will do."

"And where the fuck do you think that launch code came from, 
eh?" The man began to fume under his mask. For a moment, it 
looked as if he would take his anger out on somebody.

"That code was given to you under duress and you know it," said 
Patrick. "To me that makes it invalid. Objectively it is nothing but 
a string of letters and numbers and in the absence of any 
instruction, I have to assume that it's nothing but a meaningless 
miscommunication."

The masked man turned to his colleagues and exchanged a few 
words in Hindi, short verbal demands that received short verbal 
responses.



Lawrence stood by helpless. He felt the urge to take both of his 
men by their shirts and shake them, ask them what had gotten 
into them to act so stupidly and provoke the attackers. But then 
he could see that it was not stupidity but fear that guided these 
men's action. They were as angry and scared as he'd been when 
those attackers came into his house so many years ago. He could 
remember it as if it was yesterday. Suddenly it became clear to 
him that he had lived in denial all these years.

But even in the face of fear, these men were being heroic, 
speaking out what they felt, demanding an end to this lunacy. It 
was perhaps the only action that sounded plausible to them, 
because obviously they were unable to just stand by and watch. 
Ashamed, he realized that they were braver than he'd been. 
Lawrence admired them for it, but his intellect told him that it 
was also very stupid. Personal heroism wasn't the way to deal 
with this situation. There had to be another way; there just had 
to be another way.

"I will ignore what you just said," the masked man said, "and we 
will carry on as planned. But before we do that, I shall make a 
small adjustment." He walked over to the First Officer and looked 
him in the eye, his gun pointing at his chest. Patrick stared back 
at the man's eyes, and they looked vicious.

"All this chain-of-command shit is so unnecessary and so fucking 
stupid," the terrorist whispered through the woolen fabric of his 
ski mask. "If what you told me is true, we only need one man to 
make the decision and that's obviously not you. He moved back a 
step, pointed his gun and fired. He fired four times, twice at 
Patrick and twice at the other officer. His move had only lasted a 
second or two and both men were too stunned to have seen it 
coming. They might not even have heard the dull plop the 
hammer made as it hit the cartridge. The bullets hit Patrick in the 
chest from short range. They penetrated his heart, tore his spine 
apart and left a big open wound as they reemerged at his back.

The second man got hit in the face. His head flew back as if a 
baseball bat in full swing had hit him. With his arms up in the air, 
he dropped heavily on the floor with parts of his skull blown off.



Patrick remained standing for a brief moment. His eyes were wide 
open, as if he couldn't believe what just happened. His body was 
been thrown backwards a foot or two against the railing behind 
him, and then slowly collapsed as if the muscles in his legs were 
slowly turning to jelly. He was dead before his forehead slammed 
onto the metal walkway.

~*~

Several hundred miles away, night had fallen and the Jaipur hotel 
had switched on its outdoor lighting. Strings of small bulbs 
glimmered like stars from a distant galaxy, illuminating the night. 
Out in the garden a large buffet had been arranged and the noise 
of guests talking could be heard all the way up to the third floor, 
where the man known as Mother Goose stood at the window. He 
looked worried. He still managed to keep his cool though, 
especially when giving orders or awaiting a reply. Chris had no 
idea how he did it under the circumstances. But the pressure 
began to show. It showed in his eyes, or more specifically in the 
bags beneath them, which had grown heavier and darker. He'd 
been on the phone to the Prime Minister's Office at least ten 
times during the last two hours but the message had always been 
the same—there was no immediate solution in sight. All they did 
was move around in circles.

Mother Goose had taken the chair at the little veranda in the 
main room of the suite. Chris sat next to him, another agent by 
his side. They hadn't said a single word for what seemed like 
ages. Mother Goose had become tense. He still held that large 
fountain pen between his fingers, playing with it, turning it like a 
propeller or balanced it like a seesaw. He now kept a cigarette 
constantly lit, occasionally scratching his chin as if this is where 
his nervousness resided. He gazed out the window for long 
periods of time, seeming more concerned with the garden party 
than what was going on in the next room.

All of a sudden, one of the operation people approached.

"Here's the list you asked for, sir. I've checked it already. There 
are eighteen people on that list who left England within the last 
twenty-four hours, sir. Seven of them were on the last flight that 



left Heathrow two hours ago. They have gone to four different 
destinations, South Africa, Germany, Spain and one to Buenos 
Aires."

"Buenos Aires?"

"Yes sir. A woman. I have her name right here sir—"

"Never mind. No one to India?"

"No sir."

"Mmm. Check how many of these people hold an Indian passport 
or are of Indian ethnic origin...and wait...check if any of them 
have booked on a flight to India or the Far East but haven't 
checked in yet."

"Yes sir. Right away." As the man disappeared into the next 
room, Mother Goose redirected his attention to the garden party.

"They have no idea, do they?" he asked abruptly, pointing at 
those enjoying the buffet.

"Excuse me, sir?"

"Those people. They have really no idea what is going on in the 
world. They might be eating their very last meal and have no 
knowledge of their predicament. Isn't that the worst of any 
existence?"

"I wonder sometimes myself as to what is preferable—to know or 
not to know, sir."

"But isn't that obvious? Only if we know, can we do something 
about a situation. Only knowledge can change things. Strangely 
enough, it is our job to keep the world normal for them, and that 
means keeping the truth hidden away because the truth is often 
dirty and shocking."

"Yes sir. I see what you mean, sir."

At that moment, the agent returned with some important 
information.

"There are three members of a religious organization, sir. The 
Tantric Circle, sir. All booked on flights to New Delhi."



"Flights? Did you say flights? Why flights?"

"Yes sir. They are booked on virtually every flight leaving for 
India within the next five days. But they haven't checked in yet."

Mother Goose's eyes sparkled.

"When is the next flight leaving London?"

The man looked on his watch to calculate the time difference.

"That would be roughly in two hours, sir."

"Get an address of this group, their London headquarters, quick." 
The man hurried to comply. Moments later, the reply came.

"There's a small church in Knightsbridge, sir. Small sect, rather 
exclusive."

"What's the link with our friend in New Delhi?"

"He's made several substantial contributions to this church over 
the last few years."

Mother Goose smiled like someone who'd just found the last 
missing piece in a particularly difficult jigsaw puzzle. He jumped 
out of his seat with a vitality Chris had never thought he 
possessed and quickly walked over to the phone in the other 
room.

"Give me the Prime Minister's Office, quick!" Chris heard him say 
to the man at the switchboard.

It seemed that it was the Prime Minister himself who picked up 
the phone. Mother Goose came right to the point.

"I truly believe now that the threats are real, sir. Whoever is 
behind this has no scruples about carrying them out, sir. The 
indications are there. The rats are leaving the sinking ship. I think 
we have discovered their headquarters. We better send our men 
over there to pay this church a visit. I have the peculiar feeling 
that the devil has found refuge in this country hiding under the 
cloak of religion."

~*~



Lawrence had been standing on the side of the bridge when 
Patrick and the officer had been killed. His heart had felt as if he'd 
been hit too, and he wanted nothing more than to jump his killer 
and make him pay. But he held himself back. What was there to 
do? So far, these terrorists had brought nothing but fear to his 
ship, fear over what might happen here and frustration over the 
fact that there seemed to be no appropriate counter action. So 
far, these terrorists hadn't shown a single sign of weakness. He 
needed a plan and he needed it fast.

The idea hit him like a ton of bricks. It was risky and it wasn't 
perhaps a perfect solution, but it might buy some more time. 
Hopefully these people could be fooled. Secretly he made his way 
over to the officer nearest to him and whispered him the plan. 
The man nodded and moved to make the necessary 
arrangements.

Lawrence had just completed his instructions when the masked 
man walked up to him, pressed the barrel of his revolver into his 
chin and hissed into his face.

"No more tricks. You've got your code—now fire that damn 
missile."

Lawrence had noticed with growing discontent that no clear 
instruction had been given, only the code itself. Worse, he 
couldn't say with any degree of certainty whether or not the 
simple issuance of the code would qualify as an order to fire. 
Under different circumstances, he would have requested 
confirmation, but as things stood at the moment, he decided to 
keep quiet. There was nothing to be gained from such action.

"Authenticate code," he told his officer with a firm voice.

The officer broke the seal on the chamber marked TOP SECRET 
behind the communication desk on the bridge and took out a 
small notebook. His fingers shaking, he looked up the 
combination of numbers and letters and read them out aloud.

"Code confirmed, sir," he said and his voice carried a slight 
vibration too as if it reflected the pounding of his heart. Lawrence 
walked to the microphone and guided it to his lips.



"Attention crew. Set condition to SQQ for missile launch."

"Code set to missile launch," the officer in command repeated the 
order.

"Take her to launch depth."

"Launch depth set, sir. Fifteen minutes till launch capability."

The captain's voice sounded metallic over the speaker system, 
unreal in a strange kind of way as if coming from a person who 
no longer possessed any emotional considerations on the issue at 
hand. His voice—now as cold as ice—echoed every crewman's 
own feelings on the subject. Each had to re-confirm that they 
were players in a very real game of life and death, that this was 
very real indeed and not just a drill, or some military business 
that did not concern them personally. They had all been trained 
in situations like this, but practice was never exactly like the real 
thing. And this wasn't war. The target was not a hostile nation, its 
citizens in no way a threat to them. 

"Open missile hatches."

"Missile hatches open, sir. Missile ready to launch in ten minutes, 
sir."

There, as silent evidence of the struggle with his conscience, a 
few sweat pearls appeared on the captain's forehead. Quickly he 
wiped them away with the back of his hand, disregarded them 
like an executioner disregards the last words of a convicted killer. 
The atmosphere became very tense as his men looked on. They 
each had their own thoughts, and their consciences showed in 
their faces. This countdown was not supposed to happen. 
Helplessness filled the air, making it stuffy, unbreathable. The 
time passed as slowly as if a higher force were giving someone or 
something the prolonged chance to interfere. But nothing did.

"Remove firing trigger."

"Firing trigger removed, sir. Missiles ready to launch in three 
minutes."

The captain's voice hadn't changed at all as the countdown 
approached the final order. The men held their breaths. Would he 



do it? Would he indeed follow the order of a masked terrorist 
whose aim was destruction and terror? Was this really it? Had 
humanity reached the point where they argued with God?

Those people standing within the bridge area gazed hypnotically 
at a single bulb on the console of the mission control station, the 
one that would signal that launch capability had been achieved. It 
was a circular red light with a shiny chrome ring. There. The light 
was on. All eyes changed direction and stared at the captain.

Lawrence grabbed the microphone, took a deep breath and gave 
the order.

"Launch missile." The officer hesitated for a crucial second but 
then complied. He pressed a button and a few lights blinked. It 
seemed as if those lights represented the lives of thousands of 
unsuspecting people who would be dead within a few minutes 
without ever knowing what hit them.

"Missile successfully launched, sir," the officer confirmed. A slight 
tremor went through the ship, no more than someone 
accidentally kicking the leg of a table at dinner. But it was there 
and it had been noticed.

The terrorists cheered. They screamed something in Hindi that 
sounded like a war cry. The whole group was in a state of 
exuberance.

At that precise moment, the telex machine began to spit out 
another message, but it remained unnoticed by the terrorists and 
most of the crew. But one man did notice it—a sailor who stood in 
the vicinity and quickly picked up the paper. He glanced at it and, 
unbeknown to the others, stuffed it in his pocket. He was a 
stocky man, short but muscular, his former life on a farm in the 
Scottish highlands still reflected in his face and character. He 
looked a little reserved, shy perhaps, and was known to talk little. 
His fellow sailors had often teased him about his background, 
although it was clear to anybody that he had fulfilled his 
childhood dream in joining the Navy.

He looked around the room. No one had noticed anything. The 
terrorists were too busy celebrating and the crew was still 



shocked over the events. For these people the war had already 
been won and lost respectively.

Only Lawrence remained surprisingly calm. He had gambled on 
the fact that the launch would divert attention—as it did—and 
that in the confusion he might be able to regain control. But it 
appeared to be extremely difficult to pass the necessary orders. 
He tried to make eye contact with several of his men, tried to 
pass silent orders, but there was no unity and he couldn't do it 
alone.

Then suddenly he became aware that a crewmember had left his 
post, and was slowly moving around the ship, walking from one 
man to another, whispering something in their ears. The men 
nodded slightly. First one, then another. The man kept looking in 
his direction too, as if he tried to tell him something, but 
Lawrence couldn't figure out what he was trying to say. 
Suspecting that something was going down, he decided not to 
attract attention, but followed him with his eyes as the man went 
on to contact several more people. What was going on?

Suddenly, things happened very fast. Abruptly and out of the 
blue, five men jumped the terrorists concurrently and struggled 
to take their weapons. Within seconds, the terrorists were thrown 
to the floor and held down by several members of the crew. They 
hadn't seen it coming. An attack like that, after the launch, was 
the last thing they'd expected. Within a few seconds, the struggle 
was over. Soon all five terrorists were securely tied up on the 
floor. Not one shot had been fired.

The first mate went to address the captain. He was now covered 
in sweat and breathing heavily. In the short but heavy struggle, 
he'd lost several buttons from his uniform, but he seemed to be 
unharmed. His hand didn't shake as he saluted his captain.

"Sorry sir," he said. "This message came through on the wire. It 
was classified, but I hope you concur with us for having acted on 
it. We couldn't let them see it first, sir." He pointed towards the 
terrorists.

The captain took the piece of paper and read it. It said:



DEVICE LOCATED AND MADE INOPERATIVE—STOP—FEEL FREE 
TO DEFUSE SITUATION AT YOUR END—STOP

Lawrence smiled and saluted the sailor. He felt a heavy burden 
lifted from his shoulders. But his mind was still in overdrive. This 
episode wasn't finished jet. There were still a few things left to 
do. These people had had help. As long as there was a back-up 
team of terrorists, there would remain the danger of another 
attack. This mission was successfully terminated, but now they 
had a chance to strike back. If they were able to identify the 
terrorists' base. Suddenly his eyes fell on the laptop screen. It 
indicated incoming mail. He quickly stepped up to the desk and 
opened the file. Unfortunately, the message was in Hindi.

"Get the address," he instructed his communication officer, "and 
inform London that the situation on the ship has been defused." 
Then he turned towards his men.

"Let's take care of our casualties."

A sobering reality returned to the ship as order was restored. The 
crew was still very much under the influence of recent events. 
Then the officer who'd carried out Lawrence's plan addressed the 
captain.

"To launch the counter-measure devices was a smart move, sir. 
Congratulations."

Several of the men looked stunned. Discussions erupted.

"We didn't launch? It was all a bluff? I knew it felt strange," he 
heard one of the men say.

"How would you know how it feels?" another replied.

"Is it true, Captain? Was it a bluff?"

Lawrence smiled. "We launched nothing but compressed air. 
That's all."

Despite the fact that three people had died, the atmosphere on 
board the ship relaxed. The hours of fear slowly loosened their 
grip from the crew's minds. Lawrence let it happen and didn't 
force protocol. The terrorists were unmasked and locked up 



safely. They all looked so incredibly ordinary without their masks. 
One was indeed a woman.

"Captain sir." One of his crew addressed Lawrence.

"Yes, sailor?"

"Me and my buddy, sir, we was arguing—would you have been 
willing to fire that missile if the situation had demanded it? I 
mean, this not being a war and all."

Lawrence had expected such a question sooner or later. In fact, 
he'd asked it silently to himself several times in the last hour or 
two. What could he tell this man? He had no truthful answer. 
These men had been looking to him for guidance, and they still 
were. Nothing had changed, and yet everything had. None of 
these men, himself included, were the same people who'd started 
on this journey. Over the last few hours they'd grown immensely, 
had developed a moral standing he'd never thought possible in 
the Navy or anywhere else. This went way beyond Navy matters. 
But Lawrence also realized that the issue wasn't closed at all. 
Something very powerful remained. Something that not only 
concerned these men, but the entire free world.

"I would have done the right thing," said the captain. "Just like 
you would have, because you too feel what is right and what 
isn't. When regulations fail—or perhaps we should say, in all 
fairness, are incomplete—it's what we feel inside that must tell us 
what to do. It is that feeling, something we've spent a lifetime in 
acquiring perhaps, which leads the way. We are who we are. 
There is no fooling one's own mind. Sometimes we have to do 
things by the book and sometimes we have to do things that 
aren't in the book. Those are the real challenges. But don't quote 
me on that.

"For example, we're all lucky you didn't go by the book on that 
message," he said. "You've done exactly the right thing, sailor, 
but never quote me on that either, please."

The man looked proud. He stood at attention and saluted his 
captain. And an emotional glow filled his eyes. "No sir!"

~*~



After the garden party came to a close and all the buffet tables 
had been removed, the celebration in Suite 302 commenced. But 
this was a silent celebration, with no music, food, or drinks. Most 
of the agents simply slumped into their chairs and let exhaustion 
take its toll.

Mother Goose, Chris, and two other agents were the only ones 
still discussing the case. The poisonous snake had been captured 
and its fangs pulled, but there was still venom left. Now the 
serpent's head had to be cut off.

The men stood together and listened as the story from London 
broke. British agents had entered the premises in question 
disguised as burglars, in case the information had been wrong 
and the church was genuine. Inside the building, most of the 
rooms were empty. Much of the interior had been removed. There 
were few personal items left. "It felt like a dummy house," one 
agent had said, "something that's built to be destroyed."

In the main hall, they'd found the device. It had a clever link 
attached to it that allowed it to be triggered by telephone. An 
incoming call on a specific number would set off a timer that 
would then set off the detonation. Apparently, there was only a 
two-minute delay set on the device. Fortunately for the world, no 
one had dialed a wrong number.

"I think I have an idea how we can get the bastard out of hiding," 
said Mother Goose.

"That won't be easy," one of the agents said. "We still have 
problems linking him to these terrorists. If he stays put, there's 
little we can do."

"I know. But I bet he's anxious now. We have to use that to make 
him lose control."

"But how can we do that, sir? If we approach the Indian 
Government with this, we will need solid proof against this man. 
At the moment we have little evidence other than a vague 
connection."



Mother Goose nodded his head. "I wasn't exactly thinking of the 
Indian Government as an ally," he explained. "I was thinking 
more of the terrorists."

"I beg your pardon, sir."

"Wouldn't it be better if he heard the bad news from his own 
people?"

"But how would we do that, sir? We don't even know who they 
are, never mind where they're located."

"Ah. But we do. We have an address, don't we?" Mother Goose 
already seemed to have a plan. "Let's send them an E-mail and 
announce our arrival. Perhaps they'll fall for it."

The agent nodded his head and walked over to the desk where 
the communication officer had fallen asleep. He leaned over the 
man, and, without waking him, opened the E-mail channel and 
typed the address they'd received from the ship.

"Ready, sir. What's the text?"

Mother Goose thought for a moment, then he dictated:

SHATRUGHAN MISHRA—YOUR DEATH SQUAD HAS FAILED—THE 
TANTRIC CIRCLE CLOSES.

Chapter Thirteen

In his residence in Green Park, a suburb on the southern side of 
New Delhi, Shatrughan Mishra, the personal assistant to the 
Minister of Foreign Affairs, ran from room to room like a Bengal 
tiger in his cage. He had excused himself from his duties at the 
office to devote his full attention to the events that were going on 
that very moment in the Indian Ocean.

For his personal safety, he had wisely avoided having a direct line 
of communication with the group of extremists. Instead, he 
stayed in touch with their headquarters in the Western part of the 
country by telephone. They called in frequently to report the 



status of affairs and Shatrughan had barricaded himself in the 
upstairs guestrooms for privacy.

Through this link, he'd emailed his orders to those on the ship. 
Not being able to talk person to person turned out to be a 
frustrating experience, and Shatrughan became increasingly 
nervous over the possibility that these people might be 
overanxious and screw up. He had worked too long and too hard 
to see it spoiled, especially when success was so close. The last 
call that came through informed him of some kind of problem 
with the missile launch code. That had been over an hour ago. 
He'd heard nothing since. He had no idea whether or not the 
problem had been resolved. This uncertainty threatened to drive 
him insane.

Shatrughan was standing by the window when the telephone 
rang. He hurried to pick it up.

"What do you mean they don't answer?" he yelled. "They will. 
They must. Just keep on trying. And call me immediately when 
they do," he shouted before he smashed the receiver back down. 
He wondered if he'd made a mistake by not choosing more 
competent people.

Shatrughan cursed heavily as he walked back to the large window 
that gave him a view out to the horizon. He let his vision glide 
over the city. The last rays of the setting sun slowly extinguished 
and the sky over New Delhi began to turn dark. Tomorrow would 
be another hot day. In the house, everything was quiet. He 
noticed the caretaker leaving, watched him as he pushed his 
bicycle up the driveway that led to the security gate. Soon the 
guards would change their shift and the maids in the house would 
be having their supper. The whole world looked so incredibly 
normal, as if time didn't matter at all, as if things people had 
missed out on could easily be done tomorrow. How foolish they 
were for not realizing that time moved along with irreversible and 
unstoppable predictability.

During the last few hours—ever since the raid on the ship began
—he had prepared himself to speak to the Pakistani leadership 
and make his demands. But he would do so only after the first 



missile had been fired. Only then would he be taken seriously and 
emerge as the most powerful figure in this contest. Then the next 
missile would go off to underline his demands. And another, if 
necessary, and as many after that as it would take to force this 
archenemy into total surrender.

Shatrughan smiled. Tomorrow would be a very different day. 
Tomorrow he would be a destroyer and a creator—the most 
powerful figure the world had ever seen. Tomorrow he would be a 
God.

With Pakistan on her knees, he would demand...no…he would be 
begged...to take on the leadership of this country. Of that he was 
absolutely certain. With millions of people supporting him, there 
was no telling what he could do. What a power. He started to 
glow at the thought. Consequently, he eagerly awaited the 
confirmation that the first missile had been fired. Everything 
started from there. So why was there no message? The 
headquarters claimed the line was operational, but no reply was 
forthcoming. Why didn't they call back?

His rational thinking started to decline. He needed that launch 
and he needed it badly. Everything depended on it; in fact, it 
rendered everything else secondary—even his own security. All 
these years, he'd tried hard to avoid any link between him and 
this group of extremists. Although it seemed somewhat foolish to 
compromise this security now, the latest events had made him so 
anxious that he tossed all concerns into the wind. Nervously 
shaking, he picked up the phone.

The man who answered was one of the hardcore members, an 
experienced freedom fighter and presently in charge of the base.

"Have you morons been able to re-establish communication yet?" 
Shatrughan yelled. "How are we to fight a war if you can't stay in 
touch with your troops in the field?"

There was a long pause at the other end. It almost sounded as if 
the line had gone dead.

"The operation has failed," the voice said suddenly. "Our 
comrades are presumed dead."



"What are you talking about?" Shatrughan was shocked but not 
convinced. It couldn't be. He'd planned everything himself. "It's 
just a simple break in communication," he sneered.

"No. We have a reply. Only it's not from our team—it's from 
them."

"Who's them?"

"British Intelligence. They know everything." He read Shatrughan 
the email message that had come a few moments ago. 
Shatrughan turned ash-white. The phone slipped out of his hand 
and landed on the floor with a loud noise. Something had gone 
terribly wrong. Somebody had betrayed him. Those fools. But 
everything wasn't lost yet. Just a delay, that's all. He would get 
the rest of the plutonium and, if he had to throw it off an airplane 
with his very own hands, he swore he would make it explode on 
target.

He stood still for a moment or two to evaluate the situation. He 
had to think fast now. There was only one thing to do—he had to 
get to the base as soon as possible. Reluctant to use a 
Government helicopter, he briefly considered going by car. But 
there was not enough time for that. Perhaps troops were already 
on their way. He had to get his hands on that plutonium before 
they did. Everything depended on it. Without the plutonium, he 
was in no position to strike and the work of all those years would 
have been for nothing. There was no telling whether or not he 
would be able to get his hands on plutonium ever again. He had 
no choice. He picked up the phone and called the Government 
helicopter base.

"I know it's late," he shouted into the phone. "Just get here 
ASAP. And make sure you have a full tank."

Shatrughan got busy. The chopper would arrive within twenty 
minutes. He packed only the barest of necessities—a few towels, 
a small radio and a few clothing items. Perhaps he would have to 
go into hiding for a short while, establish another base, 
another...I can sort that all out later, he thought. First, I have to 
get the plutonium.



His packing completed, he heard the swiping sound of the 
arriving chopper. He took his bag and ran out into the garden, 
where his two children were playing. He expected his wife to be in 
the kitchen supervising the maids. For a second he thought of 
going to talk to her, telling her that he would be away for a few 
days, then hugging his kids. But then he dismissed the notion. It 
would look too much like a final farewell, and it wasn't necessary. 
Every minute counted. Besides, his wife had long given up on 
pressuring him on these things; she was quite used to having him 
come and go as he pleased.

The helicopter waited on the garden lawn. It stood out against 
the dark sky looking like a monstrous insect, a deadly locust 
ready to take off on the wings of evil.

~*~

Mother Goose received the message that a helicopter had 
approached Shatrughan's residence. The call came from one of 
the field agents he had posted there in a private car. For the last 
thirty-six hours, ever since they had become aware of his 
identity, the residence had been under constant surveillance; 
every move was reported immediately to the commando 
headquarters in Rajasthan.

From his car, the agent, a not quite so young Welshman, couldn't 
observe anything but the gate and driveway, so he'd spent most 
of the day sitting in a nearby tree with his binoculars. 
Unfortunately, he had dropped his mobile phone on the first 
climbing attempt and had found it completely destroyed. Thus, in 
order to make a call, he had to go back to use the phone in his 
car, which stood parked a few yards around the corner. 
Fortunately, this part of town was rather quiet and only a few 
pedestrians and vehicles had come by all day, mostly scooter-
taxis. He'd deliberately chosen a spot where he couldn't be seen 
from the road and only exposed himself when he made the trip to 
the car, every few hours. As long as there was nothing happening 
he would be perfectly safe where he was.

The Welshman was fully aware of the room on the first floor 
where the windows had remained open all day and where—



behind a silky curtain—his target was moving back and forth. At 
first, he'd thought that there was a meeting going on, guessing 
from his wild arm movements and gestures, but then he'd 
realized that the man was alone. He was talking to himself.

~*~

Towards the hours of the evening, New Delhi—and especially this 
residential area—became extremely quiet and only occasionally 
was the agent disturbed by the noise of a passing scooter-taxi. 
Unfortunately, he had been sitting against the wind and thus had 
become aware of the approaching helicopter only when it was 
directly above him. It shocked him so much he almost fell from 
the tree.

To get to his car-phone quickly, he'd slid down that tree in such a 
hurry that he'd bruised his upper thigh and torn a large patch of 
skin off the palm of his hand. He cursed loudly. It was twilight by 
now and people had started to return home. Several vehicles had 
passed him on the road as he'd opened his car door, but 
fortunately, no one took any notice. His hand began to bleed and 
hurt like hell, but he ignored the pain. Still short of breath, he 
held the phone carefully between his fingertips to avoid it 
touching his wound and pressed the preset button to make the 
call.

"It seems the man is going for a longer trip," he reported. "He's 
carrying luggage. And he's definitely in a hurry."

The man at the switchboard in the Rajasthan headquarters, who 
received the call, notified Mother Goose immediately. Chris 
happened to be standing next to him as he received the message.

"Now what?" Chris asked. "We're losing him."

"No we won't. Not with the eye-in-the-sky," Mother Goose replied 
as he walked over to the communication desk.

"What's that?" Chris asked the agent next to him.

"Britain has some expensive toys," the agent explained. 
"Surveillance satellites. The latest in technology."



"They're not really ours," he heard Mother Goose say, "but we 
have access when needed. Today's wars are all about information
—who has it and who can get it. There are very few blind areas 
and virtually no spots that can't be penetrated with modern 
equipment, once we know where they are. The problem is 
locating them in the first place. It's like finding the needle in the 
haystack, I'm afraid. It's the only disadvantage of having too 
much information."

Together they looked at the monitor where a man was zooming in 
on a map of India.

"We're lucky," the man said. "The satellite is just approaching our 
hemisphere. I'll get a log-in and then trace it on the next sweep."

Chris watched in amazement. He didn't say anything, but couldn't 
help wondering about the progress that had been made while 
he'd been locked away struggling for his life.

"I don't know exactly how it works either," the agent said, "I only 
know that it identifies the target's heat source. Every heat source 
is different, like a fingerprint, with a unique shape, intensity, and 
so on. The satellite locks into that fingerprint and feeds the data 
into the computer. The computer then differentiates it from all 
the other heat sources on the ground. I think, in our case, it 
might be particularly difficult, since Delhi is such a busy place. 
The less heat sources there are, the easier it might be to lock in 
on, as far as I understand. Pretty amazing, eh?"

"He's going south, towards where we are," said the man at the 
monitor. The three men stared at the screen. There were a lot of 
lights and one blinking dot. Over the next hour, they just followed 
the blinking dot, changed to different maps and charts and stood 
by as the computer traced the exact route.

"Tell me immediately when you have a definite location," said 
Mother Goose and went to make some arrangements. About half 
an hour later, the man at the desk called him.

"Sir, I think he has landed."

"Did you get a log on his location?"



"Yes sir, I have the exact co-ordinates right here. The subject 
went to a location here in Rajasthan, somewhere along the 
Western border to the Great Desert."

Mother Goose gathered his men. A helicopter had been organized 
through a private company and was ready to lift off from the 
company's base as they spoke. Unfortunately, there were no 
suitable landing pads anywhere near the hotel. The base was only 
a fifteen-minute drive away if they could get through the heavy 
evening traffic. Mother Goose made one more phone call to 
London before he gave the order to embark. Five men stood 
waiting, all armed and ready to go.

"Let's go," said Mother Goose, pushing them on. "We'll talk on the 
way."

"The Indian Government refuses to let British troops into the 
country," Mother Goose explained as the car sped along the dusty 
road towards the helicopter base. "Can't say that I blame them. I 
have no idea what they have been told and how much they know, 
but as a result of the political dialogue—I believe the Prime 
Minister himself has been involved—they've allowed us to bring in 
a small team of mercenaries. It makes the job so much tougher, 
but that's all we've got. Officially we're on our own, but that's 
nothing new, is it?"

"No sir," one of the agents said. "Unfortunately, we have no idea 
what we're up against, how many terrorists there are and what 
kind of weapons they possess."

"True," Mother Goose said. "We also have to assume that they 
still have some of the plutonium, and that's what worries me the 
most. But whether or not they have the device to trigger it..."

"The troops will be here within the next twelve hours," he said 
after a while. "Let's hope the few of us can hold them that long."

~*~

The flight took less than twenty minutes. When the helicopter 
reached the destination, it began to circle in wide sweeps. The 
area was very scarcely populated. Rocky hills met with desert 
dunes. From high up in the sky, one had a terrific view as the 



land lay spread like a beautiful carpet. But even from the 
helicopter, the terrorist stronghold was hard to find. Soon they 
identified a few mud structures against the irregular pattern of 
the rock. When the pilot drew closer, they heard shots being 
fired. They sounded like thick drops of hail hammering against a 
windscreen. A few bullets hit the chopper and tore holes into the 
thin metal body, but fortunately didn't cause any serious harm to 
either engine or men.

The pilot, a middle-aged Sikh, remained astonishingly calm. He 
pulled off immediately, skillfully brought the chopper around in a 
wide circle, and started to set the aircraft down a few hundred 
meters away towards the desert. That's when the men became 
aware of the other helicopter on the ground.

"There," yelled Chris. "Look." They saw a large canvas being 
removed under which a helicopter appeared.

"They're getting away," yelled Chris. "Quick, we've got to destroy 
that chopper."

The pilot, acting swiftly, brought the helicopter back up again. He 
flew another circle.

"Can you get us directly above it?" Mother Goose asked. The pilot 
nodded.

"But not for long," he replied firmly. "We're in the direct line of 
fire."

Chris, who had the outer seat, was best positioned. But what was 
the plan? What could they possibly do? The doors of the chopper 
had been removed and he instinctively re-checked his seatbelt 
before he bent forward, looking straight down. Mother Goose 
handed him his fountain pen. Chris was puzzled until he saw him 
twisting the back end. A small red light started to blink.

"It detonates after thirty seconds," he shouted against the wind. 
"Don't miss—it's the only one I've got."

Chris moved himself into position at the open door. It wasn't easy 
as the chopper was shaking violently, swinging and swaying like a 
balloon in the wind. The air pulled at his body, pressed his hair 



tightly against his skull and shook him as if it was trying to pull 
him off his seat. Chris grabbed the pen. It lay heavy in his hands, 
much heavier than it appeared. Raising his arm slightly, he 
waited for the right moment, took aim and then threw the 
grenade at the helicopter below.

The pilot drew the aircraft away before they even heard the 
explosion. A few bullets whistled past but didn't hit anyone. From 
a safe distance, they saw the result. The grenade hadn't hit the 
aircraft itself, but detonated a few crucial yards away. 
Fortunately, the explosion had been sufficient to destroy the rear 
section of the plane. The blast lifted its back up into the air and 
brought its nose to the ground, looking like a strange wildebeest 
drinking from a watering hole.

"Now that we've prevented them from escaping by air," said 
Mother Goose, "the next round will surely be fought on the 
ground." He looked determined. The wind was blowing the long 
strands of his hair all over his bald skull. For a brief moment, 
Chris could see how he had looked in his younger days, with a full 
growth of hair, daring and energetic. This energy however, was 
still very much evident and obvious to anyone who ever had the 
chance to work closely with this remarkable man.

"It's between them and us now," he said, "one on one, and I have 
the peculiar feeling that it's a bloody uneven match. We better 
prepare for a tough battle."

Chapter Fourteen

At first sight, the village looked no different than any other village 
in the region, except perhaps that there were fewer houses, 
fewer people, and no animals. On second sight, it looked lifeless, 
abandoned forever by some nomadic tribe, left to desert rats, 
decay, and the merciless winds. The reason the place had been 
abandoned was plainly obvious—its construction had been a 
crucial mistake, bad judgment on the part of a tribal elder, which 



had become evident over the years. It remained as the only man-
made structure in a vast wilderness of rock, sun and sand.

Scarce vegetation, a bony type of tree in particular, grew around 
its perimeter. One larger specimen had managed to hold on to 
the dry soil with its bony roots for what seemed like generations, 
its bark turning as hard and dry as the faces of those old desert 
dwellers who provided the most convincing evidence of the 
ruggedness of the land. This was a rough environment, equally 
rough for every living creature, and the tree—as the last symbol 
of survival—surely had endured many sandstorms and droughts.

The village was built a good mile and a half away from the main 
road and thus remained isolated from passing traffic. It seemed 
absolutely ludicrous that such a picturesque and simple place 
could be responsible for events designed to bring a Western 
Government to its knees.

As a hideout, the place was well chosen and seemed especially 
built for such a purpose. Like a hand-knotted tribal rug, it had 
become better with age and over the years had successfully 
melted into the background. Even the color of the buildings had 
merged with those of the surrounding rock and sand and only the 
geometrical shapes confirmed that they were of man-made 
origin. Set against a rather steep rock-face on one side and facing 
the desert on the other, the village looked more like a fortress, 
missing only those higher castle walls.

A dozen or more one-story buildings, seemingly lost within the 
wide-open country, were singled out from among nature's 
creations—the only sign of human life for as far as the eye could 
see. Dwarfed by the hill at its back and isolated by the desert, 
which ran all the way up to the horizon, the village seemed 
insignificant enough to escape attention, which was perhaps 
exactly why it was chosen by the terrorists.

On a small-leveled earth platform near the village, the helicopter 
stood, one of the tires flat, its nose in the sand. With its shiny 
surfaces and metal body, it looked like a strange vehicle left by 
alien visitors, rather than something born of this environment. 
When it had been hidden from sight, covered by a large canvas, it 



gave the appearance of a large pile of wood or rubble mound, but 
now it stood naked and exposed. The few human figures that had 
been seen moving around the helicopter earlier had all left. They 
had disappeared without a trace, swallowed up by the hot sand 
as easily as if they had been drops of water, leaving the village to 
once again look lifeless. As if a terrible disease had wiped out its 
population, the hideout was covered in deadly silence.

The seven men who'd arrived in the second helicopter moved into 
strategic positions around the village from which they could keep 
anyone from escaping. The rather flat and open country made 
that an easy task, but at the same time made it difficult to 
approach the village. Hidden behind rocks or bushes, the men 
remained in shouting distance of one another as they steadily 
moved closer. When they were three hundred yards from the 
outer buildings, the shooting began. The crack of automatic 
weapons echoed across the naked land, little splashes of sand 
jumped into in the air where bullets hit the ground. Equipped with 
only small arms, the British agents were outgunned. Quickly they 
retreated to cover behind larger rocks, trees or in small trenches. 
There was no way they could reach the village walls alive. This 
was as far as they would get and all they could do now was to 
hold their position.

But what a position it was. The dying sun had brought cooler air 
to the land—comfortable at first—but soon it would be cold. The 
ground, which gave off heat, would be as hard and uncomfortable 
as a cast-iron prison bed. The bullets had struck in front as well 
as behind them, suggesting that even total retreat was no longer 
possible. To make matters worse, the night was bright, with the 
moon almost full and the visibility perhaps even better than 
during the day, when the bright sun blinded the marksmen.

Chris had taken position behind a small rock outcropping, his 
pistol in hand. If only they had rifles, he thought. Mother Goose 
was perhaps thirty yards away to his left, and another agent was 
about the same distance to his right. As Chris observed his boss 
sitting in the sand, he silently confessed to his change in attitude 
towards this man. His early anger had turned into admiration. He 
had to remind himself that this was the chief of the Secret 



Service, one of the most powerful men in the country, who, in 
order to do his job as well as possible, didn't shy away from being 
right there in the front line with his men. A true Alexander. Very 
impressive indeed.

"We must hold this position at all costs," Chris heard him 
shouting, and immediately passed the message on. "Until the 
troops arrive. Then we can take them. But be on alert, they might 
make a run for it."

But the night remained quiet. It seemed that the terrorists were 
waiting for something too. Chris felt as if he were camping out in 
the desert. How much he would have liked a fire. He had almost 
forgotten how cold it could get at night. Moving his body away 
from the sand and onto solid rock, he tried to find a more 
comfortable position. The rocks were giving off heat much longer 
than sand, and his body sought every last degree of it. He saw 
the man next to him squat behind a small tree, his breath made 
visible by clouds of white smoke from his cigarette. He was 
staring at the sky.

The moon almost turned the night into day, covering everything 
in a strange kind of light not unlike the black light in a 
discotheque. The sky could have been an enormous ceiling, 
painted with billions of stars. How disrespectful of Man to build 
such weapons of destruction, Chris thought, to do harm to the 
universe, even in the tiniest of ways. It was indeed a powerful 
sight, but it also suggested something bizarre. Could there really 
be any significant destruction to something so big? Even if the 
world was completely destroyed and all life wiped off the face of 
the earth—our planet nothing but a smoldering rock—it would still 
be a rather insignificant loss to the whole universe.

Or was there no such thing as true destruction, but only change? 
Would the molecules of a destroyed earth form yet another planet 
in the same way the planets had formed this one at the beginning 
of time? In Indian mythology, nothing is ever the way it seems. 
Chris remembered the skull dance where common materials had 
been assigned a sacred purpose: ordinary wood had formed an 
altar, a statue made from paper and wood had been given divine 



powers and mortal women had transformed themselves into 
messengers of a Goddess. Everything was change and change 
was everything.

Chris became confused and didn't know what to believe. Gazing 
at the night sky, his mind returned to basics—there are two 
forces in the world, Good and Evil. One had to know which side to 
be on. It was as easy and simple as that. Lying on his rock like a 
broken tree branch in the desert sand, his right hand supporting 
his head, and his left resting on his gun as if it was the shoulder 
of an old trusted friend, Chris thought of Arandhati. He closed his 
eyes and slowly drifted into long-deserved slumber.

He was pulled back into reality by the sounds of gunfire. It was 
still dark. Popping up his head, his gun in firing position, he saw 
nothing. No movement, no assault, no terrorists—he just heard 
gunfire. On either side of him, the other men were equally alert. 
They fired a few shots without identifying a target. Was this just a 
maneuver to deprive them of sleep, weaken them so that they 
would be easier targets tomorrow? Whatever the reason, it 
proved that the terrorists were prisoners just the same, locked in 
a fortress by a standoff. Sooner or later, a battle seemed 
inevitable.

Early morning light had just broken when they heard the sounds 
of a helicopter. The night had been freezing and none of the men 
had gotten enough sleep. To their sleepy minds, the helicopter 
sounded quite mysterious, and it took a while before Chris 
recognized the sound for what it was. The chopper set down at a 
not too far distance—he could see the sand being blown off the 
ground like a huge whirlwind—and shortly after, several men 
came rushing up military style. All were armed with automatic 
rifles—it was the mercenary troops. The man in charge of the 
operation reported to Mother Goose.

"Corporal Rolison, sir."

"How many men have you got?"

"Twelve, sir." Mother Goose didn't reply but his face must have 
shown discomfort because the Corporal added, "And all very 
experienced men, sir."



Mother Goose briefed him on the situation.

"We have no idea how many men there are inside. So far we've 
been able to hold them off, but we haven't been able to assault 
them because of their superior fire-power." He pointed at his 
revolver.

"They clearly have the better position, sir. As it is, that place is a 
fortress and difficult to take. I don't think it is accessible from the 
hillside either. We wouldn't be able to get anywhere near it from 
either side. If we had gas or smoke bombs, perhaps we could 
manage to get close enough to use them, but I'm not sure they 
could penetrate the roofs to drive them out. Perhaps we should 
just sit tight, sir."

"Sit tight? This isn't bloody Jericho soldier and we're certainly not 
waiting for God's help. The more time they've got, the higher the 
chance they'll come up with something disastrous. We've got to 
act now."

"Are you giving the order to attack, sir?"

"We've got no choice." The man nodded. He turned back to his 
men. Short commands were given then, on the Corporal's signal, 
the men swarmed out and ran towards the village. But as soon as 
they left their cover, they were met by salvo after salvo of gunfire 
emerging from various positions from within the village. The men 
were forced to take cover. Several lay wounded, perhaps dead.

Chris dropped into a small trench, and as he moved his head 
above the edge, he saw movement close by. A painted stork had 
lost its way and landed right in the firing line. Its small head 
moved around in confusion, looking for its mate perhaps. Chris 
gazed at the bird as it hopped along the desert sand and paraded 
in front of these men as if it were particularly brave. Even when 
the bullets hit the sand around it, it didn't fly away.

Suddenly there was movement from between the buildings, then 
gunfire. More and more men, armed with automatic weapons, 
emerged like bees from a hive. There was no telling how many 
more were still inside. They fired while running, forming a wall of 
soldiers, moving forward with the strength and speed of a tidal 



wave. To avoid heavy casualties, they'd planned their attack 
wisely. They had waited for the freezing temperature during the 
night to weaken the soldiers, dry them out and make their brains 
slow and their reaction sluggish. Now they emerged in full force.

Mother Goose's team was caught in a dreadful situation. With 
nothing but open space behind them, any attempt to withdraw 
would result in a slaughter. All they could do was to hold their 
position, or be killed. Each soldier began to fire as accurately as 
possible, and many terrorists fell. But there were too many of 
them. Sooner or later, they would be overrun.

The terrorists were about halfway between the buildings and the 
attacker's position, when the assault suddenly stopped. A few 
orders were shouted and, to the great surprise of the British 
agents, the terrorists retreated quickly and returned back to their 
base, leaving the dead and wounded lying in the sand. The 
attackers had been saved at the last possible moment—but what 
exactly had saved them?

As the soldiers turned their heads, they saw what had made the 
terrorist run for cover. On the sand dune behind them, they saw 
an army. It was the most colorful army anyone could possibly 
imagine. It looked as if it came straight out of the Bhagavad-Gita 
itself. Pink, yellow, blue and red turbans burned brightly in the 
mid-day sun. Long loose garments flapped furiously in the wind, 
like the wings of frantic butterflies.

For a moment, there was absolute silence. Then the army started 
to move. They ran down the sand dune, yelling and screaming, 
rifles in hand. Looking like the wrath of a fearful God, they moved 
and, like the bloodthirsty hordes of Lord Brahma himself, they 
stormed down the hill to join the battle. There were at least a 
hundred men, perhaps more, carrying rifles and swords, even 
clubs and bows. Chris smiled about the irony—they were ready to 
fight nuclear power with stone-age weapons.

The man in the lead was Kumar. Disregarding his personal safety, 
Chris ran to greet him.

"You are truly heaven-sent, my friend," he said. "How did you 
find us?"



"This is my country," Kumar said, forceful and proud. "We have 
our sources of information, you know."

"Are you sure it's wise to get involved with this?"

"This is as much our fight as it is yours," Kumar smiled. "I've 
always meant what I've said."

~*~

The British agents joined the screaming hordes and together they 
stormed the village. Soon there was shouting and yelling from 
inside the houses. They reached the buildings and pushed in 
further. Like a true general, Mother Goose gave orders to the 
troops. Soon there was smoke and fire, followed by a few 
explosions. Dead and wounded soldiers were lying around 
everywhere. But for the Indians, this fight carried a much higher 
meaning, higher even than death itself. This had all the 
characteristics of the battle of Kuruksetra—scenes from the 
destruction of the last fortress of evil. In accordance with that 
legend, they had become the soldiers of God, soldiers who fought 
and died so that the world might live. It was not a choice, but a 
necessity. Each one was blessed with the chance of being a part 
of it.

Before long, the attackers had conquered the village. Some of the 
terrorists offered a determined resistance, but even those were 
captured eventually. But where was Lathi? Chris ran through the 
village looking for him frantically. He was the key to this whole 
affair, and he had to be found. Besides, it was also a personal 
matter between himself and the Indian and he wanted nothing 
more than to let him know who was responsible for bringing him 
down.

He looked into every house and every room. Nothing. This man 
seemed to have a peculiar talent for vanishing at the most 
convenient moments. The items the terrorists had stored were 
unbelievable. There were computers and radio transmitters, a 
large food storage facility, and weapons, lots of weapons. It 
seemed that the remainder of the stolen plutonium must also be 
here somewhere. They met several women in the kitchen, and 
even they carried rifles. Now they squatted in the corner of a 



room with their hands above their heads, a few soldiers watching 
them. There was even a prison cell. It looked as if they'd 
arranged to be here for some time. Perhaps they'd planned to 
kidnap important people and hold them for ransom.

Chris didn't dwell on those thoughts—he was after his enemy. He 
kept moving systematically from building to building, from room 
to room, when suddenly, through one of the windows facing the 
back, he saw a lone figure running toward the hill—Lathi.

Some of the Rajasthan soldiers had seen him too. Chris turned 
and ran after him. One Rajasthan warrior lifted his rifle and aimed 
at the fleeing man, but Chris stopped him.

"Leave him to me," he yelled in Hindi. "I've been waiting for this 
moment for a long time."

Chris followed the Indian towards the rubble slope. He saw him 
fall a few times, but each time he was back on his feet within 
seconds. Then he saw him reach the solid rock face. Chris had no 
idea what his plan was, or if indeed he had one. Was he up to 
something or was he just running?

When he reached the face, Chris started to climb after him. The 
Indian was about twenty meters above him and acted as if he 
hadn't noticed he was being followed.

Down below, the shooting lessened and eventually it stopped all 
together. Chris felt that he was once again alone with his fate. He 
looked around. Below him, the village; above him, his enemy. In 
the distance, the desert looked like an ocean of sand, frozen in 
time. A peculiar feeling came over him. In his vision and mind, 
the world around him began to move in slow motion, and he 
himself was the only other moving part in a world of solids, of 
timeless endurance. There were only good and evil left in this 
world and it was up to him to make things right.

He climbed up step by step, slowly at first, then faster, his fingers 
seeking a good hold before he moved his body weight up further. 
The mountain face was steep but not vertical. There were rock 
outcroppings and even grass and small bushes. Chris stopped and 
looked up. Lathi had stopped climbing as well and had become 



aware of his pursuer, but it seemed unlikely that he'd recognized 
him.

Lathi began to throw rocks down at him, and Chris narrowly 
escaped one, which hit a boulder a few inches from his head. 
Fragments of the rock hit him. Fortunately, the rock face was 
fairly solid and gave the Indian few chances to find ammunition. 
Driven by his anger, Chris was gaining ground fast. Somewhere 
above the Indian, Chris saw what looked like a small ledge, but 
when he reached it, Lathi was still a few meters above him. Using 
the ledge as a base, Chris launched himself after Lathi, managing 
to grab his ankle. Lathi kicked at him, trying to knock him off the 
wall, but Chris managed to hold onto the ankle. Lathi lost his 
balance and both men tumbled together, falling down onto the 
ledge.

It was a hard, painful fall and it took both men a few moments to 
recover before they managed to get up. That's when the Indian 
recognized his pursuer.

"You," he shouted, his voice full of hatred, "I should have killed 
you when I had the chance."

Chris stared at him, breathing heavily. This hardly seemed like 
the same man. The man he remembered was vicious and cruel, 
but he'd been smart and calculating. This person looked mad, his 
eyes bulging out, his skin glowing with moisture.

"You want to kill me?" Chris yelled, "well come on then. Here's 
your second chance now. Something I never had."

Both men jumped at each other and they fell to the ground 
struggling. Chris had always thought that he would be able to 
take him easily—he didn't seem all that athletic—but now his 
strength surprised him. Never underestimate an opponent, he 
reminded himself. They struggled towards the rim of the 
platform. Chris landed a few punches but Lathi kept coming back. 
He seemed to be made of solid rock—indestructible and unable to 
feel pain.

With madness in his eyes, Lathi beat at him, driving him closer to 
the ledge. Chris became desperate. With Lathi on top of him, he 



found it extremely difficult to move. The man was as heavy as a 
ton of bricks. With his head already hanging over the cliff and 
blow after blow hitting his head, Chris tried to push the Indian 
off, but couldn't. A deep-rooted fear started to take hold of him, 
overpowering him like an approaching heart attack. Chris 
screamed out from the top of his lungs.

"Noooooo."

He didn't want to die like this, not at the hand of this man. Their 
fight was much more than just personal revenge—he had more 
than that to live for. His mind drifted to Arandhati and he thought 
of Kumar and his fight, and how heroic it really was. And he 
wanted so much to become a part of both. In a desperate 
attempt, he clenched his fists and bit his lips. Gathering all his 
strength, he staked everything on one maneuver, ready to thrust 
off the suffocating weight.

That's when he heard the shot, sounding like the crack of a whip, 
echoing as if there were more than just one, as if a beating of a 
different kind had come down on the punisher. Immediately Lathi 
stopped his punishing blows. The Indian's body jerked as if he 
were trying to shake off some hideous animal that clung to his 
back. In his eyes, Chris could see that he had trouble accepting 
his fate. Chris used the moment to lift his body and, with a sharp 
cry from his bleeding mouth, he managed to struggle free.

The Indian was caught off balance and, with nothing to hold on 
to, he plunged straight over the cliff, his body stiff and 
motionless, as if he'd died right there on the spot, the very 
moment the bullet had penetrated his chest. But when Chris 
heard his body bounce against the rock face, presumably 
breaking his bones and shattering his skull, then he knew that it 
was over.

~*~

When Chris returned to the village, the situation there had 
changed considerably. The terrorists had been locked up, and the 
wounded were being taken care of. He had been injured too. He 
bled from several wounds, but he felt strong and proud. More 
help was on the way and Mother Goose was nowhere to be seen. 



He'd reportedly left the scene to organize the withdrawal of the 
mercenaries and the proper treatment of the wounded from 
behind the scenes.

Chris asked around, trying to locate the person who'd fired the 
shot that had killed the Indian. It took some time to find him. It 
was a young British mercenary, a few years his junior. He started 
to thank the man, but he waved him off.

"I don't think I hit him," the man said. "Never even tried as he 
was too close to you. All I meant to do was to distract him to give 
you a chance. Apparently I did. Congratulations."

Chris was taken by so much heroism and he felt like embracing 
the man. But instead, he let his eyes transmit his deep-felt 
compassion and gratitude.

He smiled and went on to find Kumar. He found him in the midst 
of his men.

"Chris, my German friend," said Kumar, giving him a friendly slap 
on the shoulder, "you're a hard man to kill. I like that in a 
soldier."

Chris smiled. He too put his arm on Kumar's shoulder.

"My name's Chris no longer," he said. Kumar looked surprised.

"Oh? Why is that?"

"Because I feel reborn. I am starting a new life; a new me. You 
understand?"

"Of course, of course. I understand perfectly. But what is it 
then?" asked Kumar. "Your new name I mean?"

"I haven't decided yet. Perhaps you can help me with that too?" 
Kumar smiled, deep and satisfied.

"Of course I will, my friend. Of course. I'm very happy that you 
decided to move along the same road with me. We're brothers. 
We've been through so much together and I'm sure that there'll 
be a lot more ahead for us. Perhaps even true love for you, who 
knows? But one thing is certain, the road to contentment is filled 
with obstacles, and before one gets there, he must endure a lot 



of pain. Very few of us go to heaven directly, my dear brother—
that's a rare privilege. For most of us living beings, there is no 
peace without war.

###

Gerd Balke's Biography

by Michael LaRocca

http://www.michaeledits.com

"Being born in the aftermath of WWII Germany was perhaps the 
true catalyst in Gerd Balke's life responsible for turning him into a 
devoted pacifist. A conscientious objector and one-time student 
activist, he participated in anti-war demonstrations during the 
seventies in Europe and clearly prefers Rock & Roll over any 
military hardware.

"He has traveled extensively in Asia, learned to speak several 
languages, including Chinese and Thai, and always had his heart 
and soul glued to the pulse of life. He loves the ideology, 
mysticism and powerful spirituality of the East, which, when fused 
with Western consciousness, makes up the kind of philosophy 
he's interested in. He is devoted to travel and meeting people and 
would go to Mars if he could get a visa. His spiritual encounters 
include a stay in a Buddhist Monastery in the Himalayan 
Mountains and a brush with death on the island of Bali.

"In 1979 he moved to Hong Kong, married a Chinese woman, 
pursued a professional career in Engineering and studied Kung Fu 
and Quantum Mechanics for kicks. He loves to discuss life and the 
secrets of the Universe with people who are equally taken by the 
subject, and most enthusiastically shares a bottle of 
Glenmorangie with anyone who dares the challenge.

http://www.michaeledits.com/


"He has a license to handle explosives but stubbornly refuses to 
offer his skills for revolutionary purposes. Instead, he chose the 
written word to transmit his thoughts. Gerd Balke writes about 
culture, philosophy and ways of the world. He is an active 
member of the Hong Kong Writer's Circle."

The above words appeared on back cover of Gerd's first published 
novel, PARADISE FERMENTING. He may have written more about 
himself, as in many ways his life is at least as fascinating as that 
of his characters, but his computer files aren't exactly well 
organized.

Gerd came to Hong Kong on business in 1979, "for a few 
months," fell in love with a lovely lady, and married her instead of 
leaving. I came to Hong Kong in 1999 on vacation, "for a month," 
fell in love with a lovely lady, and married her instead of leaving.

I met Gerd sometime in 2000. Aside from my wife, Gerd was the 
first real friend I made in Hong Kong. I'd only been here a few 
months, after living the first 36 years of my life in America. We 
talked about writing constantly, and I proofread his first five 
novels. (SKULL DANCE is one of them.)

In October 2000, Gerd died of a sudden heart attack. The funeral 
was only open to his family and his wife's family, but I did attend 
the viewing. It was a Taoist ceremony. Beside the coffin were a 
can of Tsingtao beer and a can of Heineken. That sums up the 
way I met Gerd quite nicely, discussing Eastern and Western 
philosophy over a few bottles of red wine at a dinner for members 
of the Hong Kong Writers Circle.

Gerd wasn't just an active member; he was a founding member. 
Sometimes the group frustrated him, because he was always the 
teacher and never the student. He reached out to me as an 
equal. His words. I never felt worthy of the honor.

After his death, I ensured that SKULL DANCE and PARADISE 
FERMENTING made it to publication, filling in as "author," based 
on what I knew of his vision.



Gerd told me that for the first half of his life, he was an engineer. 
Now, in the second half, he was an author. This isn't entirely true, 
as he'd already published dozens of articles in some rather 
reputable magazines, and a non-fiction book about the handover 
of Hong Kong to China with Longman. But I knew what he meant.

"I have so much to do, so much to say, so many more things to 
write." That's what Gerd told his wife, someone who I never met 
until after his sudden death. He was 52, I think. But even if he'd 
been 152, it would still have been too young.

Why am I working to publish Gerd's novels? Because I just love 
his writing, and I love the man. I also know that, if I'd died first, 
Gerd would have done the same for me.

"Every written word is a victory against death."

-- Michel Butor

"Gerd, the last chapter ended too soon."

-- Lawrence Gray, co-founder of the Hong Kong Writers Circle


