CHAPTER EIGHTY-SIX





Gloom filled the lane. Mist filled the gloom. Night sucked the details from the world and turned it into a silhouette box of featureless gray and black.


A dark panel truck with its lights out coasted to a stop at the edge of the road, engine off, tires crunching subtly on the shoulder gravel. A moist chill breeze blew through the truck’s open cargo doors.


Kate peered through the truck’s windshield. Maples that had glowed a luminous autumn scarlet during their daylight reconnaissance drive were now just so many more black on blacker shadows. Low clouds crawled across the sky, barely distinct from the trees. Little of Kyoto’s citylight reflected here. It was, she thought, like being locked in a closet. Even O’Kane was nearly invisible next to her, dressed as he was in all black with dark camouflage paint coating all his exposed skin.


“Okay, this is the last one,” O’Kane said quietly as he set the truck’s manual gears, pulled the emergency brake and climbed into the back of the delivery van, almost empty now save for a cardboard box containing 24 fragmentation grenades and, beside the box, a gallon paint can with drips down the side. Paint splotches scrawled Jackson Pollock scenes on the dismantled cardboard boxes covering the floor.


As he had with the other 23 cans, O’Kane leapt from the rear of the truck and ran to the base of the stone wall that surrounded Kurata’s estate. With practiced fingers, O’Kane took a screwdriver and pried up the can’s lid and – like the other 23 – replaced it loosely on top. Then he ran back to the truck, climbed in and closed the doors. In the windowless rear space, he pulled out a pencil flashlight and turned it on; the beam shone red from the plastic he had taped over it to protect his night vision. Finally, O’Kane settled himself down crosslegged next to the box of grenades.


Kate made her way next to him and kissed him lightly on his cheek. “Let me help.”


O’Kane knew by now it was a waste of time to argue with her, so he handed her a grenade. “Put the rubber bands on like so,” he slipped the bands over the grenade, “right here at the lower part where the lever curves out…make sure the bands are hooked through the lower pineapple section on the grenade body.”


A light breeze swept droplets from the tree leaves and made a small rain shower that drummed on the truck’s roof. No other sounds came from the isolated mountain road. From within Kurata’s stone palisade, came the sounds of livestock. Komodo cuisine for tomorrow, O’Kane thought. From Sugawara’s descriptions, he knew the Komodos were fed in the afternoon in this most remote quarter of the estate where the screams of the animals wouldn’t disturb guests with delicate sensitivities. Sugawara said Kurata liked to visit the pens during feeding time and watch his dragons feed.


“He said it was a reminder of how the world really was,” Sugawara had told them on the trip from Tokyo. 


“Now,” O’Kane said placing the rubber bands around the last grenade. “Let’s get these all in the cans.” He looked at his watch. “Kurata’s provisioner should be arriving at the service gate in half an hour.” He clicked off the light and opened the truck’s rear doors, dragging the box of grenades with him as he got out.


He placed the grenades on the passenger seat and fished the binocular night vision scope – the spare that Tran’s chopper pilot carried --  from his rucksack, turned it on and fitted it over his head.  He took a moment to adjust the straps and lenses. Gloom vanished in the green glow of electronic image intensification. Then he took a grenade and ran to the paint can they had just planted by the stone wall. There he lifted the lid and pulled the pin from the grenade. He made sure the rubber bands would hold the firing lever and then dropped the grenade in the can and replaced the lid. He pressed the stopwatch button on his watch as he ran back to the truck.


He stood on the truck’s running board, wedged into the vee of the half- closed door, right arm gripping the window frame, left hanging onto the roof rack.


“Okay, time’s slipping away.”


Kate started the truck’s engine and pulled slowly away, still driving without light in the gloom. About half a kilometer down the road, O’Kane tapped on the roof; she braked the truck to a stop. He grabbed a grenade and ran into the night. He wore camouflage pants held up by suspenders; pockets covered each leg and the objects inside slapped and banged against his legs as he ran. Seconds later, he was back, up on the running board, arm draped over the door, two taps on the roof , the truck lurched forward against the clock.


In less than 12 minutes, they had worked their way past the main gate, all the way back to the first can which had been planted next to the wall near the gate used by servants, employees and for deliveries.


“Good time,” O’Kane said breathlessly, sliding into the passenger seat as Kate pressed the accelerator and steered the truck down the hill. “Okay, let’s check things: you’ve got the recorder and Sugawara’s tape?”


“Got it,” Kate said, her voice a mixture of annoyance and bemusement.


“And – “


“And fresh batteries,” she jumped ahead of him. “And the cell phone with a fresh battery and a spare.”


“Look, I’m not doing this to be funny,” O’Kane said, annoyed. “Our lives depend on this.”


Kate glanced over at him. “Sorry.” She slowed for a curve. “I guess it – maybe I’m a little nervous.”


“Me too,” O’Kane. “A lot nervous.”


They drove in silence for several moments; then Kate slowed, looking for the spot where the truck would “stall.”


“Look,” she said, “down the mountain.” Below them on the serpentine switchback road that gnarled its way up the mountain, a single pair of headlights stabbed at the darkness.


O’Kane looked at his watch. “Gotta be him,” he said. “Akira said the man was as punctual as a clock.”


“Our spot’s close,” Kate said as she she slowed the van toward the location they had chosen on the drive up. After a long moment: “I think it’s ironic that so much of our success now depends on fire. And you – “


“Something happened back in Holland,” O’Kane said. “When we carried – “ he hesitated, then continued. “…carried Al out of the burning house. It was a fear like none I had ever felt, and then it was just – poof!” O’Kane snapped his fingers. “Gone. Like it had been cauterized or vaporized.” He felt the image of his father again now, a vision just beyond the periphery of conscious focus. Something. It nagged at him just long enough to open up his heart to a grander dilemma. He fell silent as he watched Kate pull the truck to a stop.


“This good?” She asked. O’Kane nodded. Kate missed the movement in the dark. “Connor?”


“Yeah, fine,” he said, his voice low with distraction.


Kate put the truck in park and set the emergency brake.


“Connor? Are you all right?”


After a very long moment, he let out a deep breath. “Not all right,” he managed as he watched the headlights working their way up toward them. 


“I know,” Kate said as she leaned over and took his hand.  “I don’t want this time to some.”


Again, O’Kane paused. “It’s more than that,” he said reluctantly. “It’s – “ he turned to face her, took both of her hands in his. “Something might happen tonight,” he said. “We might never see each other again.” Pause. “If I don’t make it, there’s something you have to know.”


No! Don’t say it! She doesn’t need to know. You can still back off; tell her you love her and always will. If you die, she’ll think good thoughts. If you tell her the truth and you live, she’ll never love you like she does now. She’ll leave you.


“I love you more than life itself,” O’Kane said. “I would die for you.”


“I think you almost have,” Kate said. “More than once.” She leaned over to give him a kiss, but he pulled back.


“But I have to tell you something that hurts me very, very much and it will hurt you too.”


“Go on,” she said uncertainly.


They could hear the engine of the approaching car as it downshifted for yet another switchback.


“I didn’t just save your life,” O’Kane said quickly and then continued, racing through the words before his courage failed. “I first tried to kill you. I don’t want to risk dying now without telling you. I don’t want you to think you have some obligation to me because I saved your life because I really didn’t because I tried to kill you and I’ll understand if this changes everything between us and you want to leave,” tears filled his eyes. “But if you hang in with me I will make it up to you because I love you so much, so much, I’ll do anything for you.” 


He leaned over and, to his surprise, she took him in her arms.


Engine sounds grew louder. 


“I know,” Kate said finally.


O’Kane looked up, his face a mask of shock and wonder.


“You know?”


Kate nodded. “Remember? You talk in your sleep.”


He sat up suddenly, straight and stock still, looking at her with wide eyes and slack jaw that failed to form the words he was yet to find. Finally his voice returned.


“Oh my God,” O’Kanes’s voice cracked with emotion. He felt as if he had grabbed a live wire. “But if you already knew—“


“Even before you said it in your sleep, it was the only logical reason why you were there – and why you refused to tell me why it was that you had come to save my life.”


“But if you knew, then why didn’t you say something?” 


Engine sounds – deep diesel thuddings -- were now accompanied by tire hums. O’Kane knew the plan would fall apart if he didn’t get into position quickly. But he was rooted to the seat.


“Because I knew you would tell me,” Kate said, “in time.”


“But I tried to kill you,” O’Kane said incredulously. How could you possibly forgive that?”


“For a very smart man, you are sometimes remarkably dense,” Kate said. “Connor, if they hadn’t sent you to kill me, they would have sent someone else – someone with no conscience, someone who would not have risked his own life to undo his mistake.” She paused. “If they hadn’t sent you to kill me, I wouldn’t be alive tonight.”


O’Kane snuffed against his tears. “Thank you God,” he said finally. “Thank you Kate.”


They embraced as headlights began to paint the tops of the trees around them.


“I love you,” O’Kane told her as he pulled himself away and grabbed his rucksack. The provisioner’s truck was nearly there.


“I love you too,” Kate said softly as O’Kane sprinted across the road and concealed himself in the undergrowth there. Kate got quickly out and opened the truck’s hood. Using the penlight flashlight – now stripped of its red plastic – she leaned in and loosened two spark plugs. Finally, she unfolded the emergency reflectors and fastened them into blunt-corner triangles which she erected in the roadway in front and back of the panel van.


Then she stood by the front of the truck, waiting to flag down the approaching truck.


*	             *	*	  *


Akira Sugawara paced the room, ignoring the display cases filled with mementos of his family’s glorious history. He held the dagger that Kurata had given him in his right hand and the scabbarded tip in his left. With every step, he turned the dagger – step, turn, step turn – his thoughts kept pace.


Walking now toward the shoji screen entrance, Sugawara saw the guard’s shadow cast on the screen’s rice-paper covering. 


There, Sugawara thought as he slid the dagger out and held it out toward the screen, right through the rice paper. Wedge the point right through the back of the guard’s neck just right and he’d be instantly paralyzed, fall to the floor without alerting the others.


Just then, he heard a familiar voice –Matsue – and heard the guard respond, “hai” as  bowed deeply.


Sugawara re-sheathed the dagger and stepped back in the middle of the room as the shoji slid open. 


“Matsue-san,” Sugawara said as he bowed to the old man. The old man made a shallow bow in return. Sugawara looked at him and searched the old man’s face for a sign, but there was none hidden in all those decades of wrinkles and a lifetime of mastering the craft of inscrutability. Sugawara saw Matsue’s eyes linger on the dagger and then make their way to his face.


“Kurata-sama wishes me to inform you that you will be taken to the Komodos before he and his guests sit down to dinner,” Matsue said. “He wishes to dine comfortably knowing that this unfortunate situation has been resolved.” Matsue paused. Then: “It will be seen as an unfortunate accident by the police that you do not visit your generous uncle frequently enough to be thoroughly aware of the precautions needed.” He paused, his liquid brown eyes betraying nothing.


“Kurata-sama has already issued orders; they will come for you shortly. You may wish to maker sure you are unconscious by that time.” Matsue said and then turned on his heel and left the room. The shoji closed with the finality of a guillotine.


*	             *	*	  *





It was a big truck, not a semi but a large double-rear-wheeled refrigerated van that was about as large a vehicle as the remote mountain road could comfortably accommodate. 


Across the road from his truck, the driver obligingly spoke with Kate. O’Kane couldn’t hear their words over the hum of the refrigeration compressor and the rattle of the truck’s idling diesel. The truck’s headlights illuminated the van and its emergency reflectors. Deep in the bushes, O’Kane tightened the straps of his rucksack one more time to make sure it would not flail and flop when he ran. For what seemed like the hundredth time, he touched the objects in his pants pockets and hanging from his belt: reassuringly, he patted the Colt .45 automatic and attached silencer that ran almost the length of his thigh, the wickedly curved linoleum knife honed to a razor likeness for close-in work, the length of high-C piano wire and broom handle lengths for garotting, and a second length of wire which was woven into the pants’ waistband. There was the magnesium dust and the CS cannister and the roofer’s hatchet on a belt scabbard. He touched each one in its turn, each one in its place.


This was where every method of killing he had ever learned would be brought to bear. He wasn’t a Boy Scout and he sure as hell wasn’t going in after Kurata armed like one.


Then, when the truckdriver took Kate’s flashlight and leaned into the engine compartment, O’Kane lunged from his hiding place in the tangled roadside undergrowth and raced for the rear of the truck.


His heart froze at what he saw there: The broad metal undersurface of a hydraulic lift platform was folded up against the rear of the truck, blocking access to the door latches! There was no way in! Not without the noisy and time-consuming task if lowering the lift to give access to the door latches.


Frantically, O’Kane surveyed the truck. He raced to the front and peered into the cab. No place there to hide. From behind him came the sounds of the panel van’s engine starting and the clunk of the hood closing. The driver had found the problem quickly.


Too quickly!


Footsteps approached. O’Kane ducked into the shadow of the truck’s massive rear tires so the driver wouldn’t see him. 


As the driver climbed up to the cab and slammed the door, O’Kane pulled his flashlight from his pants pocket and played it about the truck’s undercarriage. Sweat rolled into his eyes. He wiped at the perspiration as he surveyed the maze of brake lines, electrical wiring, wire cables, drive shaft, hydraulic lines and pumps for the lift and the criss-crossing of the truck’s support frames.


The driver gunned the engine and put the truck in gear.


Desperately, O’Kane stashed the flashlight and, as the truck began to move forward, he crawled under the truck and grabbed the edge of a frame member that ran side to side. It was almost like an I-beam but without the generous lower horizontal that O’Kane would have preferred. His fingers began to ache almost immediately.


The truck moved forward, dragging O’Kane by the heels. Frantically, he lifted one foot and searched for a toehold. After an eternity, he found another side-to-side frame member. Cautiously, he jammed first one foot and then the other, lifti
