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Dedication

 


To my own Amida; for enlightenment,
compassion and wisdom.






 


 


 



Prologue

 


All those years ago. Almost half my
life-time ago, but I swear the story I tell you is true. People
don't believe much in miracles these days and I didn't believe in
them either. Except I should be dead, swept away with my parents in
the great tsunami that killed so many people, destroyed homes and
whole villages. Many of those who survived were sent away because
of the danger of radiation.

It seems almost a dream to remember. I
wished I had photos of my mother and father and two little sisters,
but nothing except my almost naked body survived that horrific
time.

An old monk saved my life. When he had been
walking slowly on the beach, his long gray robes dragging along,
I'd been clinging to wreckage. I'd stripped off my clothes so I
would not be weighed down. How I did not drown in the brown water
is a mystery. I'd come to on top of this broken, half-submerged
wooden door amongst hundreds of other pieces of debris, surrounded
by the sea, but somehow the tide had brought me in close to
shore.

I'd waved frantically with one arm, too
scared to let go with my other arm. I'd prayed for help. The monk
turned and saw me and frail though he was, waded out to me, and
dragged the door with me clinging on top into the shore.

It was a miracle I made it, but that is not
the miracle I wish to relay to you. The miracle is of the coins
given to me by my mentor in the monastery.


Chapter One

 


The young boy waited silently in the corner
of the tiny room. His black eyes gazed at the old man lying in the
bed, his frail, weak body shuddering with every breath. The candle
beside the bed, the only light in the hermitage, flickered despite
the lack of breeze. The old man groaned again.

The boy knew the old monk's time was almost
up; it made him sad. He had so much respect for the wise old soul
that was not long for this world. He remembered how this ancient
man had rescued him from the sea when he'd been clinging to life on
a makeshift raft after the great tsunami which had killed his
family and destroyed his village.

Bowing his head, the boy walked towards the
bed and knelt down beside the man's head, his oversized robes
swishing around him. He liked wearing these clothes almost as if he
were going to become a monk, but they'd been provided temporarily
when he'd first arrived and he'd been allowed to stay. The monks
had later bought him jeans and t-shirts, but somehow it seemed
fitting for him to put on these holy garments to show his gratitude
to the monk.

He began to chant softly, imitating the songs
of the monks, his voice just a whisper. Peace and
contentment, he sang over and over. Peace and
contentment. He wished it for his old friend, to send him on
his journey into the next life, but in his heart the boy knew it
was he who was yearning for peace and love.

The old man opened dark, watery eyes. He
seemed to peer into the soul of the young boy. He tried to speak,
but phlegm arose in his throat and all he could do was gurgle
incomprehensible words. The boy quieted him with a gentle hand on
his arm, and bowed his head in respect. With his forefinger and
thumb, the monk tugged on the sleeve of the boy's robe. He had no
strength, yet when his arm fell onto the sheets, he clenched his
fingers into a fist. He tried to pound the bed, but all he could do
was move his hand slightly, just like a feeble rattle.

The boy heard a gentle clinking, reminding
him of the shaking of a purse full of coins. His eyes met the eyes
of the monk who managed to smile sadly through his pain and nodded
at him, once again trying to shake his fist. It was minutes before
the monk gradually turned over his hand and opened his palm.

The boy stared, unable to comprehend that in
the gnarly arthritic hands of the monk were coins—four of
them—clearly not of much value. They were ten yen coins that would
not buy much rice or much of anything for anyone. So what did this
master monk want? Was he offering the boy money to suggest he must
leave this place of peace and sanctuary and get a job?

Suddenly, the boy felt faint. A voice spoke
into his mind, "You wear the robes, and so, and so you must perform
a task." The monk held his hand out, offering the coins.

Stark realization hit the boy and he reached
out a hand to accept the coins from his master. He had to prove
himself and he had no idea how. He didn't want to leave and feared
he might be expected to go out and beg for alms and food.

The old monk's eyes momentarily sparkled. His
lips turned up into a grin, before he drifted back off to
sleep.

The boy shuddered, feeling every bit chilled
and cold as this old body in front of him. He wanted to run away,
but such was not his lot! He had nowhere to go and no one to help
him. The coins felt warm in his hand. He got up, gathering his
robes, ready to step outside the room; he was desperate to take in
some air, humid and sultry though it was outside.

He knew where he needed to go.

When he had first been brought here after the
tsunami, the monk had taught him about Amida Buddha; the embodiment
of enlightenment, compassion and wisdom.

This was who he and the monks prayed to every
day.

He knelt before the statue of Amida now, his
face skywards. What was his quest? "What do you want from me?" he
shouted and quickly looked over his shoulder, hoping none of the
others had heard him. Fortunately, no one else was in the Temple.
He was all alone. It did not feel so good. He could smell the heat.
Perspiration formed on his forehead and ran down his cheeks. "What
do you want from me?" He asked this more quietly, holding out the
coins. "Tell me!"

No reply came. No clap of thunder. No flash
of lightning. Not even a sheet of rain that would be most welcome
on this most humid of nights.

I am not the master. I am just a boy. What
is my task? How? How do I do it? I am just a boy! Please help me
understand!

No understanding came to him. All he felt was
clammy and desperate and it felt like the coins seemed to tingle
and burn into his open palm. Was this his fate? Did he really want
to do it? He had never been given a choice.

He got up quickly and fled outside into the
night. He fell to his knees by the lotus pond and began to weep.
Something fragrant seemed to penetrate his nose and he stopped
crying, looking up towards heaven. The clouds parted and the moon
peaked through—a sliver of light soon extinguished by dark rolling
clouds.

His knees trembled and his hands shook.
Hadn't the master told him to love storms, storms that lashed rain
down, created floods, and washed away houses? He howled to Amida,
why must he do this? Why must he trust them? He sobbed at
the thought of his lost family and it seemed along with them, his
childhood. He was angry now, wanting to defy, but the dread that
settled in his chest stilled him enough to remember the master
saying out of the storm came cleansing rain, and after the storm
ended, came calm. He'd no idea what to do or even where to start,
but one thing was clear. He could not refuse to walk this path, no
matter that he knew not where it would take him, even if it took
him outside the safety of the monastery. No matter the danger, no
matter what cost.


Chapter Two

 


"Tommy, hand me that wrench, would you?" Paul
Somerville lay on his back on the driveway of his Kentucky home;
his white shirt, pristine when he had put it on this morning was
now smeared with the same oil that stained his face. Damn, I'm
no mechanic, what the hell am I doing? He cursed himself.

"Paul, it's ok, I have roadside assistance, I
can call them out." Holly stood beside her car that had refused to
start when she'd gone to leave earlier.

"Dad can do it, Mum." Tommy began to search
through the toolbox, looking for the wrench, but Holly hadn't
missed his look of adulation for his father.

Paul slid himself out from the under the car
and looked nervously at Holly, who shrugged and shook her head.

"I think your mom's right, son, it's probably
better we call the experts out." He walked over to his eight year
old son and patted his head gently, not missing Holly's grin at her
little victory. How unlike Paul to admit his shortcomings,
she mused.

"Come on in," Paul gestured over his shoulder
for Holly to follow him and Tommy into the house. "I'll make some
tea while you call the emergency guys."

Holly smiled, grateful that despite his being
a coffee drinker, he knew she preferred tea. She followed him into
the vast hallway, looking around her. He's hardly changed a
thing since I left, she thought. She opened her bag to get the
number for the AAA call out company. Thank God she'd signed up for
that when she'd first leased the little Nissan. She hadn't intended
to. Mind you, she hadn't intended coming over here again in the
first place. However, when she'd told Tommy that Paul, his father,
was getting out of jail after almost three years of incarceration
for his bomb plot hoax, the boy was desperate to come and see him.
He had pleaded with Holly to let him visit Paul and who was she to
deny her lovely little boy?

After all, just a short time ago, she'd
almost lost him to cancer.

Three weeks later, they were still here, but
only another couple of weeks and they'd be going back home to
England. Back to Richard, Holly thought with a smile that
lit her pretty face as she stroked her swollen belly lovingly.

It had so far been a good visit and they
hadn't experienced anything like the circus that had surrounded
them when they had last been here, when the whole world had
suddenly shone its spotlight on Tommy, claiming him to be
their miracle child when he survived his terminal illness
after four ten yen coins mysteriously appeared. Holly shuddered,
despite the heat of the afternoon. Thank goodness things had calmed
down. They'd given a one-off interview to a globally known talk
show host and then asked, respectfully, for privacy.

Something that Holly was grateful that they
had more or less received.

It was good for Tommy to spend time with his
dad now he had been released. They had corresponded regularly when
Paul was in prison and clearly a bond had been created. It was
great, too, for her to be staying with and catching up with
Caitlin.

She'd also had the chance to catch up with
her lovely friend, JJ, whose wedding she was due to attend this
coming weekend. Tommy had been almost as excited to see him as he
was his father. After all, when JJ had been Tommy's nurse at Kosair
Children's Hospital, he'd been the closest thing to a real dad.

She gasped suddenly. JJ! She was
supposed to be meeting him in an hour! She had only intended to
drop Tommy off at his father's and then head over to the hospital
where JJ worked.

Quickly, she dialed the number on the card,
making a mental note to call JJ straight after this call and let
him know she was running late.

Paul popped teabags into two cups and waited
for the kettle to boil while Tommy chattered away to him.

"Hey, Dad, guess what my favorite subject in
school is?"

"Erm, I don't know, son; drama?" Paul smiled
at Tommy while he filled the cups with boiling water.

"Nope!" Tommy beamed, pleased that his daddy
hadn't guessed. "Religion. It's really interesting."

Paul stirred the teabags round the cups.
"Why's that, son?"

Tommy thought for a moment. "When I was
dying…" he began and Paul's heart almost stopped, suddenly
recalling those dark days three years ago when he had nearly lost
this wonderful little boy whom he was only just getting to know,
but loved so dearly.

"JJ's mum told me about Jesus, that he loves
us all, and I believed it and I think that's why I didn't die."

Paul steadied himself against the counter,
unsure of what to say.

"Well, there's no doubt that some kind of
miracle took place back then, Tommy, but as for Jesus, hmmm, I'm
not so sure. And maybe you shouldn't listen to everything JJ's mom
said, I mean, Jesus never saved her, did he?" He chuckled, then
stopped abruptly seeing Holly standing in the doorway.

"Paul! That's an awful thing to say!" She
glared at him, her eyes dark.

Paul couldn't keep the smile off his handsome
face, holding up his hands in defeat. "Ok, ok, I'm sorry."

Tommy smiled up at his dad, his face beaming
and his eyes bright. Seeing once again such adulation on her son's
face, Holly's heart sank. Tommy really was besotted with Paul; it
wouldn't be easy when they had to go home.

"They'll be here within the hour." Holly held
up the vehicle recovery card and sat down at the kitchen table.

"Tommy, go get your model airplane that we
made, to show your mom."

"Yes!" Tommy cried dashing out of the room,
his arms out wide, making loud airplane noises.

"That wasn't on, Paul." Holly took her tea
from her ex-husband.

"I'm sorry, but it freaks me out when he
talks of Jesus and such nonsense." Paul placed some cookies in
front of Holly.

"Well, who are we to question anything, after
what went on back then?" Holly sipped her tea and winced, feeling
it scald her lip.

"How's JJ doing anyway?" Paul asked politely,
not actually caring for her reply—he and JJ had never really seen
eye to eye.

"He's really well; very happy now." Holly
grinned. Softly she went on, "His mother's death hit him hard, but
he seems to have made a better bond with his father. And he's so
looking forward to the wedding!" Holly smiled at the thought of JJ
and Bridget, his wife to be.

"Lucky girl," Paul muttered under his breath
and rolled his eyes when Holly tut-tutted.

"And Caitlin? How's she?" Paul was suddenly
serious and Holly looked at the floor awkwardly.

"She's ok."

Paul stared at her, waiting for more, wanting
to hear more.

Tommy flew into the kitchen with his model
plane. "Look, Mum, look what we made!"

"Wow, that's fantastic…"

Holly examined the aircraft, making the
appropriate impressed noises and Paul threw his tea down the sink,
suddenly desperate for a proper drink.

Damn you, Caitlin, why didn't you wait for
me?


Chapter Three

 


At Creek farm in Wayne County, Kentucky,
within the main outbuilding, the chants resonated around a
candlelit makeshift chapel.

Upon a dais at the head of the chapel, the
Guru stood. He was dressed all in black, his arms raised
heavenwards, welcoming the worship of his followers; his
family.

A dead bird was placed at the feet of the
Guru, a black, bloodied hole where its beak should have been.

The gathered crowd, their hooded cloaks
draping on the floor, knelt in front of him, their chants growing
louder and faster. The Guru smiled down at them, his icy blue eyes
twinkling, and then he too began to chant.

The climax began to build and the chanting
continued, whilst the shadows on the walls cast eerie shapes made
from the beak masks that the people wore on their faces, underneath
their hoods.

As the chanting grew louder, the crowd stood
and began to stomp, clapping their hands in time to the beat of
their feet.

"Yes!" shouted the Guru. "I love you
all!"

They cheered with their eyes glazing over in
adoration.

"Eternal life!" The Guru cried.

"Eternal life!" The crowd repeated.

The Guru then held his hands up to silence
the throng and an ethereal calm settled upon them.

This sacrificial ceremony of the bird was a
cleansing ritual. The ringing of the bell, nine times, represented
the cleansing of the air from external sound and at the final ring,
the worshippers fell silent.

"Praise is to this that died for us." The
Guru gestured at the dead animal in front of him. "For this is a
symbol of Jesus Christ, who died and was raised again."

"Yeah!" The crowd murmured, eagerly nodding
their heads.

"And like Jesus Christ, I am risen and I will
lead you all to eternal life!"

The crowd cheered their agreement. The Guru,
pleased that he had once again satisfied his audience, lowered his
hands and his head. This, his follower's knew, meant that he had
tired himself and that the ceremony was over.

The worshippers stood, watching the Guru walk
through the center of the chapel and then they followed behind him
in an orderly fashion, each dispersing to their own private
quarters.

When the Guru approached his office to the
side of the chapel, he beckoned a younger man to follow him.

Entering the room, the Guru walked over to
his vast desk, the centerpiece of this oak-shelved room and picked
something up. His hand shook as he held the photograph up to his
piercing eyes, stroking first his greying beard and then the cheek
of the boy in the picture. Without a glance backward, he asked,
"You've been watching him?"

The younger man in the room nodded silently,
although he understood this was not a question. "He arrived with
his mother a few weeks back, but he's been staying mostly with the
father. He and the mother are going to a wedding in three days, on
Saturday."

The Guru nodded his approval and placed this
new photograph on the desk along with the others. There were at
least thirty different pictures, all of the boy. Some were with his
mother, some with his English grandparents and all were clear and
concise, for they had used only the best equipment.

The younger man cleared his throat nervously.
"When are we going to take the kid?"

The Guru turned and glared at him, his anger
at this uninvited question evident.

"Soon, and we will need to move quickly!" he
barked, but he continued to look thoughtfully at the photographs.
"We'll meet later to discuss the plan. Gather the others, Jason,
and bring them here in one hour," he ordered. He motioned his head
towards the door, indicating for Jason to leave.

Jason nodded respectfully and scurried from
the room.

The Guru sat down at his desk, the pain in
his knees making him wince. He looked down at the array of pictures
and newspaper articles in front of him and sighed, peering at each
one of them in turn. His gaze took in the article, the interview of
a few years ago by the father, Paul Somerville, who'd talked about
the boy's miraculous healing. He picked it up, his hand shaking
with excitement.

"TOMMY SOMERVILLE—MIRACLE
BOY!" screamed the headline.

"So," he whispered, "the chosen one. It is
time."

 


~ * ~

 


Exactly an hour later, a soft rap on the door
of his office marked the arrival of five of the Guru's 'sons.'
These were the young men he had chosen to perform this great
mission.

"Sit," he commanded. Each man pulled up a
folding chair from a stack against the wall and sat around the
desk.

They all waited expectantly for the Guru's
words. The large pendulum clock on the wall ticked in time to their
heart beats.

"Are you certain the boy will be at the
wedding with his mother on Saturday?" he directed this question to
Jason, his earlier visitor, who nodded solemnly, a trickle of sweat
running down his face. Jason cleared his throat nervously, placing
a bugging device on the desk.

Silence fell and they listened to the voices
of the boy's mother and the friend that she was staying with.

This seemed to satisfy the Guru. "Then that
is when we must strike. He is the chosen one, the holy one, and
with him and me, there will be eternal life. A power so strong that
our family will be able to grow and expand until we have a global
presence and a following like that of Jesus Christ."

The men anxiously glanced sideways at each
other, but nodded their understanding and let him continue, for,
despite their love for the Guru, they were too fearful to question
him. This man had been their only authoritative figure since they
had been born at—or had indeed been brought to—the farm as young
boys. Their mothers and siblings also lived under the guidance of
this great man whom they had been taught to respect like a god.

"We must act fast and this must go without
error, you understand?"

Animatedly, 'the sons' agreed as their great
master began to outline his plan.
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