CHAPTER EIGHTY-FIVE



A gritty industrial dimness sifted through the twilight in a southwest Kyoto precinct seldom visited by tourists: rail lines, switching yards, warehouses, far from the renowned temples and scenery of the ancient town and its hills to the north and east.

Just inside the half-rolled up loading dock door of a freight consolidation warehouse rented by Singapore Microchip, a muffled “thunk!” sounded dully in the gathering night. 

“Awright!” An excited voice. “That’s it!”

Inside the freight bay , Connor O’Kane squatted next to 
a gallon 
can
 
of oil-based paint
, 
washed clean 
of its 
original 
contents and 
half filled
 with gasoline
. Two 
dozen
 identical 
cans 
ones,
 
streaked with 
drips running down the side
 and lined up along the partially open freight door
. 
 
All had lids tightly tamped except for the one 
O
’Kane
 
now examined
; he 
checked his watch against the time 
written in black marker
 on the side of the 
can
. Gasoline 
and linseed 
fumes clotted the air and made his eyes water.

“Exactly one hour,” O’Kane said as he stood up and looked into the 
can.
 At the bottom lay the practice hand grenade, the arming lever and the remains of two partially dissolved rubber bands. The “thunk” had been made by the spring-loaded arming lever as it clicked loose from the grenade body.

	At the far side of the freight bay, Kate and Hong looked up from the maps they had spread out over a makeshift table of packing crates. Stacked around them were the boxes of munitions and arms that Tran’s people had trucked in from Osaka, less than an hour’s drive southwest of Kyoto.

O’Kane 
placed a lid over the paint can, then stood up. He 
bent over backwards to stretch his back muscles and walked toward them. “One of the medium-sized rubber bands and two of the thin ones,” he said as he walked toward them. “As accurate a timer as we’re likely to get on this short notice.” He snuffed against the tears from his watering eyes as he stopped next to Kate and put his arm around her shoulders; she smiled up at him.

Spread out before them on the makeshift table were maps of the Rakuhoku, the steep mountainous region north of Kyoto. Since ancient times, the mountains here were thought to be inhabited by devils and evil spirits. In more modern times, it was known as the home of Tokutaro Kurata.

Scattered about the maps were photos of Kurata’s estate, a three-story wooden palace that resembled the Kinkaju-ji, Golden Temple with its gently curving rooflines and railed porches that encircled every level. Like the Golden Temple, most of Kurata’s mansion was surrounded on three sides by a mountain lake set amid dense  trees and rugged hills. The 750-year-old structure had been built by Kurata’s ancestors only to fall into disrepair until Kurata’s business empire enabled him to restore it to its original beauty. 

“Kurata’s estate is laid out in Shinden style, along three sides of a big “U” with his huge main hall at the bottom of the “U”, down by the lake. The other two sides are long narrow buildings and walls that stretch from the lake almost to the entrance up at the public road.  The interior space is filled with streams. ponds, statues and gardens. And while it outwardly resembles the Golden Temple, it is easily six or eight times larger.

“It’s also a national monument open to the public on holidays,” Hong said pointing to a very expensive picture book they had purchased. “It’s part of the ‘I belong to you, you belong to me’ myth that Kurata cultivates. Fortunately, it means that all of the floor plans are here along with photos of the rooms – but only as much as Kurata wanted photos taken of.”

“It’s so beautiful,” Kate said. “All that wood and not a single nail.”

“Point of pride with the builders,” Hong said.

“Akira thinks his uncle will probably try to confine him here,“ O’Kane pointed to the third floor of the photograph which resembled a large cupola.

O’Kane nodded. “Now, if only the book described the security system in the same detail.”

“I assume you have your notes from Akira,” Hong said. 

“But only as much as he can remember,” O’Kane said. “Broad outlines: motion detectors, pressure sensors on the top of the exterior wall and key steps and walkways, infrared light beams, some thermal imaging and a colony of Komodo dragons that are allowed to roam most of the outer grounds.”

“I remember reading about them,” Hong said. “Big lizard-like creatures the size of an alligator. They are nearly extinct and live only on some island near…Okinawa, I think.”

     O’Kane nodded. “The microclimate of Kurata’s estate is ideal for them so Kurata’s won the hearts of the green movement by setting up a colony on his grounds, complete with scientists to monitor the colony, zookeepers to keep the dragons happy and a steady stream of live animals – sheep, goats, calves – to keep the dragons fed.”

     Kate winced. “That’s not a pretty picture.”

“It’s nature – food chain and all that,” O’Kane said then quickly re-focused the conversation.  “At any rate, Kurata’s Kyoto palace is well guarded, more by technology and the Komodos than people. Sugawara said that to have security as visible as Kurata does in his foreign residences would imply that he is afraid or that he doesn’t trust his countrymen. Most of the human guards are inside the palace itself, relying on the technology to alert them to an incoming threat.”

O’Kane leaned over for a closer look at an aerial photo. He pointed with his forefinger: “This is the only road, right?” 

“Uh-huh,” Hong replied. “Roughly circles the lake with half a mile or so of trees between the shore and road.”

“Kurata owns the whole thing?”

“Whole thing,” Hong nodded.

“And the deliveries come up this way?” O’Kane traced the route up from Kyoto. 

“The human food, yes,” Hong replied. “The animals to feed the Komodos come from the opposite direction,” Hong tapped at the map with his index finger. “From a farm that Kurata owns just to feed his dragons.”

O’Kane nodded.

Hong’s cellphone rang just then.  He flipped it open.

“Hai,” Hong paused to listen and then, in a flawless Osaka accent, replied, ”yes, those are the arrangements
; thank you
. Good-bye.”

“O
ur lookout,
”
 Hong smiled as he closed his cell phone.
 
“Kurata
’s provisioner has started his usual evening rounds.
”


Food at Kurata
’s mansion was always fresh, Sugawara had explained. Delivered fresh just prior to each meal
’s preparation. A fishmonger whose family had served Kurata
’s for more than 120 years, procured t
he freshest of seafood and then, after making
 the rounds of other food shops in Kyoto
, delivered the ingredients for the entire meal to Kurata
’
s lakeside palace. 
Including the trips to the fishing villages, i
t was a task that took more than three hours for every meal
. The owner 
–
 like 
his father, grandfather and great-grandfather -- 
handled Kurata
’s needs personally
 
when the great man was in residence.


“Okay
 now
, 
if 
Akira
’s right, -- 
“


“He better be.
” 
K
ate 
smiled.


“Yeah,
” O
’Kane agreed. 
“For his sake as well as ours.
” He paused. 
“Anyway, assuming Akira
’s right, we
’ve got
 about an hour and a half before the guy gets to Kurata
’s
 gate
,
” O
’Kane said walking over 
to the roll-up door
. There, he h
efted a dark green knapsack from the floor and slung it over one shoulder.
 He 
reached for the door switch and pressed a black button; the door clanked upward. Immediately the freshness of a light rain pressed into the freight bay. From beyond came the sizzling sursurrations of tires and wet pavement.



“Raincoats inside the truck,
” O
’Kane said turning to Kate
. 
“You
’ve got
 the recording
?
” 


Kate
 
pulled
 the microcassette recorder up 
a ZipLoc bag
 and pressed the “play” button.
 
Sugawara’s voice came from the speakers, panicked. In Japanese he identified himself, screamed of intruders, assassins, fire, Kurata the target, help, hurry!

“Timing will be critical,” O’Kane said. “Don’t phone the police with that until I let you know we’re ready to come out – “

	“Or if I don’t hear from you by the time the grenades blow.” Kate interrupted. 

O’Kane nodded. “There has to be maximum chaos for this to work.”

“I’ll be standing by with the helicopter,” Hong said. “I’ll monitor the police scanner and wait for your cell call.”

O’Kane nodded. “Smoke grenades already in chopper?”

Hong nodded.

“Pilot knows this could be combat just like ‘Nam?”

“He knows,” Hong said
 as he approached O
’Kane
. “He’s ready.”



 
“Okay, then, it’s showtime!”

*	*	*	*

     Northeast of Kyoto, Akira Sugawara stood at the barred window and stared down at the limousines parked on the gravel in t
he front courtyard. Gilchrist, t
wo generals from the U.S. Defense Department, the top scientist
s
 from Ft. Detrick and from Daiwa Ichiban. What were they doing here? Now? Sugawara wondered. They could not be reacting to the disabled Slate Wiper aircraft; there was not enough time for them all to be notified and arrive. The meeting must have been planned before.

     As Sugawara watched, a black limousine crept through the twilight, its tires crunching lowly on the gravel. Moments later, the limo parked alongside the others. Three men in dark suits climbed out of the limo’s rear doors; Sugawara’s stomach soured – he recognized the men as government string-pullers, men with influence over the intelligence and military operations of their countries, men whose opinions commanded overwhelming weight and whose access to money assured that their plans became reality. As Sugawara watched the man from Serbia, the man from Mexico and the man from Iran walk three abreast toward the front door of Kurata’s mansion, he knew they had come to buy relief from problematic ethnic uprisings.

     A subtle scraping came from behind; Sugawara turned. As he did he took in the room, a large, unoccupied, twenty-one tatami room as wide as three mats were long and seven widths deep. The side walls were lined with alcoves -- tokonoma -- containing Kurata's ancestral collection, including the priceless sword and dagger sets passed down from generation to generation.

     As Sugawara turned, Kurata's guard slowly slid open a shoji screen, revealing Toru Matsue who stood in the open doorway. Moments later, Tokutaro Kurata joined the old man.

    Silence amplified the wind in the trees beyond; birdsongs sounded too loud, gaudy. Sugawara felt perspiration form on his upper lip, trickle down his ribs.

     After a lifetime, Kurata broke the silence. "So, nephew," he said without honorifics or a bow.

     "Kurata-san," Sugawara said and bowed politely. His use of -san rather than the more respectful -sama hung palpably between them. His uncle was no longer his lord.

     Kurata took one step forward, another and another, until he had crossed the room and stood face-to-face with Sugawara; Matsue followed a respectful distance behind. 

     Kurata looked his nephew up and down very carefully, like a man trying to decide if he was going to buy a suit being modeled for him. Suddenly Kurata slammed a great, cracking, open-handed blow against the left side of Sugawara's face, staggering him. Sugawara took half a step to the side to regain his balanced.

     "What sticks to the ground when a dog drags his anus on the grass is more honored in my house than you." Kurata spoke so quietly Sugawara had to strain to hear the insult. 

      Struggling for control -- Sugawara knew that anger only defocused a man and made him a fool -- he acknowledged Kurata's insult with a polite bow. 

     "As you wish, uncle."

     He saw Kurata's face soften ever so slightly. 

     “I had not realized how disgracefully stupid you are,” Kurata said. “You have thrown away your entire future in order to delay the inevitable for only a few hours.”

     “Hours?” Sugawara asked without thinking.

     Kurata smiled victoriously. “The other half of the Slate Wiper vector has been loaded into substitute aircraft. They will fly when I give the word in the morning.”

     “But uncle,” Sugawara blurted, “the vector is flawed! It will kill everyone! You must not – “

     Kurata slapped Sugawara in the face again.

     “Lies,” Kurata said. He waved his hands in the air, dismissing the notion like a man scattering flies. “A diversion, another of your devious delaying tactics.”

     Again, Kurata slapped his nephew, this time with the back of his hand. Then he walked over to the window and looked down. “There are men who understand the future,” Sugawara said. “Men who know that ruthless shall inherit this earth.” He shook his head and turned to face Sugawara. “You have delayed the demonstration they came to see. I will not allow that to happen again.”

     “But uncle, you will kill everyone, not just Koreans!”

     "You had the future in your hands," Kurata said, ignoring his nephew. "You are my only male heir; all the documents were prepared, sealed; my empire was yours. This will all be changed in the morning."

     Sugawara acknowledged this with a polite bow.

     Kurata shook his head. "You have shirked your duty, ignored your obligations, turned your back on the future."

     "Respectfully, uncle," Sugawara said, "I have turned my back on the past so that I might better face the future."

     "Future!" Kurata snapped. "There is no future without the past, and you -- you miserable lump of offal -- have no future." 

     "Begging your indulgence for my temerity, uncle, but I believe I have acted with responsibility and faith to my duties."      

     “Responsibility?" Kurata raised his hand as if to strike his nephew again, then slowly lowered it to his side. "Who gave you the right to define your own responsibility?" Kurata said finally. "You have no right to make such decisions. I define your responsibilities; the emperor defines your responsibilities; ten thousand years of honorable ancestors define your responsibilities. You have a duty to be true to your heritage, to your ancestors."

     "Begging your forgiveness, uncle, but might my honorable ancestors have been men of their times who would recognize I must be a man of my own?"

     "Man of your time," Kurata muttered, then without warning slapped the left side of Sugawara's face yet again. "You are a man of your blood! Every cell in your body, your very genes are your heritage. You and I and every man before us is born as a vessel for the genes; we are impermanent on this earth but our genes continue for generation after generation. Your sacred duty and responsibility is to honor and be true to the physical presence in your blood of ten thousand years of racial purity."

     "Uncle, I am not a machine rented by my genes; I am not a passive urn made to carry the ashes of the past into the future. I control my destiny; I refuse to have my life dictated by dead men."

     "Then you are a dead man standing before me." 

     "And you are a Korean," Sugawara replied. 

     Kurata stiffened as if he had been slapped.

     "What! These lies have reached the newspapers? I'll sue them for defamation! I will destroy these lie mongers."

     Sugawara shook his head. "They haven't printed the articles yet."

     "Then how could you say -- "

     "It was I who provided the information to the newspapers."

     Rage seized Kurata, and with the open palms of both hands he threw a series of punishing blows at Sugawara's face and head. 

     Sugawara took the blows without resistance, and when Kurata had tired, said, "You may ask Matsue-san if this is true."

     Kurata's eyes grew large as he turned to his faithful family retainer. "Tell this unworthy dog the truth."

     Matsue looked between Kurata and Sugawara for a long moment and then said to Kurata, "As you know, my family has served your honorable clan for more than six generations." 

     A nod from Kurata.

     "And so it came to be that my great-great-grandfather accompanied your great-great-grandfather on his travels in Korea." 

     Another nod, this one impatient. 

     "And so it also came to pass that your great-great-grandmother was a barren woman and with her concurrence, your father lay with a Korean woman who gave birth to a son, your great-grandfather."

     In that instant, something seemed to crumple inside Kurata. Sugawara thought of a glass of milk suddenly turning to powder. The container was still there, but the contents had shrunk.

     "This cannot be true." Kurata's powerful voice was now an old man's. "After all these years, after the work I have done for the purity of the Japanese race. Please tell me it's -- "

     "It is true," Matsue said. "That is why I insisted so strongly that you come here during Operation Tsushima. I was afraid you might be affected."

     "But how could you let me..."

     "You are still the Defender of Yamato," Matsue said. "It is the protection of things Japanese that is important; they lie in the heart and mind, not in the genes."

     Kurata shook for a moment, his legs obviously unsteady. Matsue moved quickly to his side, but Kurata waved off his support. Then he walked to small shrine in the corner of the room and knelt before it. In the deathly silence that ensued, Sugawara could hear the door open three floors below, followed by voices of greeting in three languages for the three men who came to buy death. Sugawara thought of the substitute aircraft, waiting. Waiting for word from Kurata. Then the doors below closed.

     Finally, Kurata stood and faced the room.

     “The great Buddha taught us that flesh and stone are but illusions and that true reality is created by the spirit,” Sugawara said. “Matsue-san is, of course, correct that reality lies in the heart and mind, not in the physical presence in the genes. The physical is merely a means to protecting the spirit.” He nodded. “This is the truth. Our culture is of the spirit and not of the body and it is that culture which must be protected.” His voice had grown strong again.

Sugawara spoke: “But the reality is – “ 

“Your reality is what I say it is,” Kurata interrupted as he strode to a display case and pulled from it a dagger. He returned to Sugawara and held it out: “Your reality is whether you will die quickly by your own hand or slowly 
–
 
“ he looked out the window at the darkness of the park-like grounds beyond, 
“Slowly being torn apart by the Komodos.
”


     Sugawara looked at the dagger but did not move to take it.


     
“
Reality 
 means you will not leave this room alive,” Kurata said. �“And the last choice you have left is to take the dagger or not.”


     At that moment, a terrified painful bleating filled the night. 
Sugawara knew that, o
n occasion, animals escaped from 
the feeding
 
pens and were hunted down by the Komodos. The bleating crescendoed 
again and again. Death and pain filled the darkness with unheeded animal please. Then as suddenly as it began, the noise fell silent.


 
     Sugawara 
took the ancient dagger.



