CHAPTER EIGHTY-SEVEN





A cold light rain pattered on O’Kane’s forehead; the stench of rotting flesh filled his nose.


Then he felt a nudge. And a stronger smell of dead, decaying meat. A grunt.


O’Kane opened his eyes and stared straight into hell. Large, reddish eyes barely luminous in the light from the departing truck. One of Kurata’s Komodos slouched over him now, huge jaws closed with a reptilian grin, deciding if he  were a meal or not.


Thoughts racing, O’Kane tried to remember what Sugawara had said about the animals. They liked live prey; did this mean the big lizard would go away or not? Would a sudden movement startle it away or galvanize it into action?


Before he could decide, the big reptile opened its jaws; its putrid breath turned O’Kane’s stomach. As the Komodo lunged, O’Kane rolled; the pain in his head and back made him lightheaded. Suddenly, he was jerked back abruptly as the Komodo seized the rucksack and shook it with his powerful jaws.


Just as swiftly, O’Kane released the strap across his chest that connected the two armstraps; he slid out of the straps and rolled away as the Komodo flung out the dry lifeless mouthful and sprang toward him. As he backpedaled through the night, O’Kane fumbled with the snap that secured the long pocket containing the .45; at the very least he could shoot the eyes out of the beast. The giant lizard, visible now only as a lampblack form slithering through carbon darkness, gathered speed as it closed in on O’Kane. Still moving backwards, he withdrew the .45 and the thick clumsy makeshift silencer he had fashioned.


Then something caught the backs of his thighs, cold, hard immovable. As the rotting smells of the Komodo grew stronger again, O’Kane twisted, stretched out his left hand to break the fall. His fingers touched the cold, rain-slick stones of a low wall as he fell over the edge landing hard on his shoulder; his head and back throbbed in sympathy with the new bruise. As O’Kane fell, his gun hand slammed against the rocks, knocking the .45 into the darkness.


O’Kane sat up as the Komodo’s blunt dragon head appeared tentatively over the edge of the wall. Frantically, O’Kane looked for the .45, could not see it in the gloom. The feculent smell of the Komodo’s breath filled the darkness; A frozen armature of terror turned in O’Kane’s guts as he watched the creature’s head tilt down, the malignant eyes acquiring their prey. 


In one swift movement, O’Kane got to his feet and pulled the roofer’s hatchet from its holster and  -- just as the Komodo began to open its jaws – brought the blade down hard and swift. With a wet, shunching  butcher shop sound the hatchet blade buried itself deeply in the Komodo’s head, just behind the eyes.


There was no bellow, no geyser of blood, just a shudder from the giant creature as it slid back to the other site of the wall, the hatchet ripped from O’Kane’s hand, so firmly was it embedded in the Komodo’s skull.


Was it stunned? O’Kane wondered. Dead? Regrouping? Would others be attracted? Repelled? He took a deep breath and decided not to wait for those answers. 


Ignoring the pain in his head and the throbbing in his back, O’Kane stood in the darkness and let his eyes follow the stonewall up to the complex of buildings. From his earlier study of the book on Kurata’s palace, O’Kane knew this service road made its way to a cluster of utility buildings adjacent to the main building. As he looked into the distance, O’Kane’s peripheral vision caught the dim outlines of his Colt .45 on the ground. He picked it up and ran along the fence in a half crouch, praying for no more encounters with Kurata’s Komodos.


*	*    *    *    *


Akira Sugawara crouched, wedged into the corner of the room facing the three men Kurata had sent for him. The man in charge was a tall, broad former sumo wrestler. The three men were dressed in track suits and carried long wooden poles.


“Don’t condemn yourself,” Sugawara said as he waved the dagger at the men. “This is not your fight.”


“If Kurata-sama tells me this is my fight, then it is my fight,” said the former sumo as he brought his staff down. Sugawara leapt to one side as the staff crashed against the spot where he had been standing. At the same instant, the second man brought his staff around; Sugawara ducked under the pole.


Right into the well-practiced path of the third man’s staff which caught Sugawara on the side of his head.


Darkness fell.


*	*    *    *    *


The rain had faded to a foggy light drizzle as O’Kane stood in the lee of a six-foot timber stockade wall and peered through the cracks at the back of the single-story, pitched-roof kitchen building. Dumpsters lined the back wall facing him. To the left, a tile-covered open walkway connected the kitchen to Kurata’s main palace. Servants in white dinner jackets wheeled chrome-domed carts from the kitchen.


Kitchen staff chattered busily as the provisioner prepared to leave. A man in a tall tocque – obviously the  chef --  and his staff drifted out with the man who had “repaired” Kate’s van. O’Kane struggled to keep her away from his thoughts.


There were more thank-yous now from Kurata’s people for whatever the treat of the evening had been. Then, two of the kitchen help went to open the gate; they were accompanied by an armed guard, obviously there to make sure none of the Komodos slipped from where O’Kane now stood into the protected human compound.


Sugawara had explained that manned security was actually light inside the compound, that the gates, electronically secured perimeter fence and the Komodos were expected to neutralize most threats. As a result, Kurata relied on very few traditional guards and sentries, relying instead on early notification and very swift quick reaction squads.


As O’Kane had watched, there was a single guard walking the 360-degree porches that ran around the perimeters of each floor. He timed them with his watch. They were amazingly regular, predictable – sloppy sentry work he thought – but good for him because there was a 45-second interval when they were both out of sight of the kitchen and connecting walkway.


The truck engine started, filling the night with the rattle of diesel rods. Then there was a clashing of gears followed by tires crunching on gravel. Through the crack in the wall, O’Kane saw all eyes on the provisoner’s truck. Even the guard who normally patrolled this area turned his back to the kitchen, rifle at the ready in case some lizard from a bad nightmare decided to explore the open gate.


Now! O’Kane grabbed the top of the fence and leapt upward, easily clearing the top. He landed, crouched in a shadow that painted the base of the fence.


All eyes still rested on the provisioner’s truck. O’Kane waited in the shadow until the truck came between him and the group of men by the gate. Then he sprinted for the dumpsters. This was a one-take movie, he thought as he ran. There was no time to hide and wait. The guard would return to his post, the kitchen personnel would be a constant threat of disclosure. And he wasn’t going to hurt the kitchen staff. Unlike the guards – Sugawara said they all had sworn a cult-like allegiance to die protecting Kurata -- They were servants, cooks – they didn’t deserve the evil he could dispense.  


So it has to be now: dumpster to the roof of the kitchen, top of the covered walk to the main building. Then up to the top. One take, no rest.


O’Kane reached the dumpsters when he smelled the cigarette smoke; he froze in the shadows and let his nose point him in the direction of the smoker. In the distance, he saw a clot of men in dark suits who looked like professional chauffeurs, standing about, smoking. But the stink of the smoke was too strong to have come from that distance. He waited, fighting the urgency that squirmed in his belly.


But not too long. The moment will pass. The guard will return; the kitchen will spring to life.


Then, from just beyond the corner of the kitchen building, the glow of a cigarette and in the brief splash of illumination, the face of a guard, one of Kurata’s kamikaze soldiers. The soldier moved toward him!


Quickly, O’Kane slipped into the darkness between two dumpsters and pulled from a pants-leg pocket the two lengths of broom handle. Each round piece of wood was about four inches long and had a shallow groove around the circumference at the midpoint. A stiff thin piece of piano wire was wrapped around the groove and twisted tight.


As the guard shuffled closer, kicking gravel with his boots, O’Kane held one of the broomsticks and let the rest dangle to unkink the wire. Next, he grabbed the free handle and arranged the handles so that the wire made a complete loop, crossing at the handles.


The guard walked past the dumpsters. O’Kane hurtled from his hiding niche, slipped the loop of wire over the guard’s head and yanked on the handles with all his strength, closing the wire loop like a drawstring. The wire made a single high-C twang. The guard’s head separated soundlessly from his head, thonking into the loose gravel. O’Kane ducked out of the way of the geyser of blood as the body collapsed.


It was all over in seconds. O’Kane wiped the garrotte off on the man’s shirt then stuffed it back in its pants pocket. Next he dumped the guard’s head and body into one of the dumpsters. With the sounds of the provisioner’s truck growing fainter, O’Kane waited by the eaves of the kitchen and studied Kurata’s main palace  as first one guard and then the other vanished around their respective corners. He hit the stop watch button on his watch – 45 seconds.


With time rapidly running out, he scaled the wall to the kitchen roof, clambered his way across the covered walkway to the second story of the main building and scaled the railing.


The next move terrified him. Even though he had studied the photographs and practiced the moves a thousand times in his mind, preparation paled in the face of execution: as with many Japanese buildings of the era, the tiled roofs of Kurata’s palace gently curved downward then cantilevered their lower surfaces far out from the main body of the building. They formed, essentially, a six or eight-foot eave that covered the balcony below. But unlike Western construction where there would have been a supporting post running from the floor of the balcony to the edge of the roof, here there was none.


As he had planned in his mind, O’Kane went quickly to the corner of the balcony and climbed up the railing until he crouched on top, facing out, with one foot on each of the intersecting railing tops. Below him, he watched the kitchen staff walking back to their jobs. The lone guard closed the gate and fiddle with the lock.


Don’t look up.


O’Kane prayed for this, for balance, for success and then cautiously let go of the railing with his fingers and stood up. The rail was slippery with moisture; he felt his shoes slide just a fraction then stop. He looked down at the kitchen, using it as a reference point for balance. Finally he was standing. Below him, a white-coated waiter stepped into the rear eaves of the kitchen and lit a cigarette.  Without taking his eyes off the kitchen, O’Kane raised his hands above his head, reaching for the complicated lattice of beams and joists that formed the underside of the eave.


The fingers of one hand, then the next found the centuries-old wood; the mere touch cemented his equilibrium. He looked up now, searching for a hand hold. And as he looked and reached a cold deadly realization settled in his chest like black ice: he had misjudged things; he was not quite tall enough. The middle joints of his fingers reached only to the bottoms of the beams.


O’Kane shifted so that only his toes stood on the slippery railing, then stood on tiptoe: almost. Not quite.


Sweat rolled into his eyes. Where were the guards? How far had he cut into his 45 seconds? Cautiously, he use one hand to clear the tears. He was just inches shy of a firm grip on the beams; O’Kane knew he had only one option. So he slowly bent at his knees into a half squat, eyes riveted on the beam his hands must find


thistimeonlychanceonlytimepleaseGodplease


or he would die, from the fall or from the guards.


Then he leapt. One foot slipped at the takeoff; steel butterflies etched fear in his belly. He pushed even harder with the other leg. He rose. O’Kane watched his hands, willing them higher, willing the beams to connect.


And they did. First the intact right hand and then his left.


That was when the shout came from below. O’Kane looked down and saw the white coated waiter screaming, pointing, at him.


O’Kane ignored him and began to swing, back and forth like a man on a trapeze. Back his feet went toward the building, forth into the night. Again. Again. More shouts from below. Then, propelled more by events than his own conscious decision, O’Kane guided his legs up and then back in a tuck roll. The toes of his boots thudded against the roof tiles above and tried to gain purchase on the wet tiles.


On the ground below, the guard who had closed the gate appeared by the side of the waited and looked up at him. O’Kane pushed with all the strength in his arms, shoved his body as far over the lip as possible. He worked his hands out, beam by beam pushing himself backwards and upwards until, finally, most of his body lay on the roof.


That was when the guard took his first shot.


The slug buried itself in the wooden eaves beams just inches from his right hand. O’Kane fought gravity and the rain-lubricated tiles as he scrambled desperately backward on his stomach. An instant later, the tiles he had just instants before covered with his body, exploded in a torrent of automatic weapons fire. He lay there for just a second, gasping for air and breathless from more than the exertion. He pulled the silenced Colt from his pants pocket, checked the magazine and chambered a round.


A siren slit the darkness as he crawled on all fours up toward the room that Sugawara was sure Kurata would confine him in. As O’Kane’s head drew level with the floor of the balcony that encircled the room at the top, a door opened; a man in a track suit stepped out; he carried a handgun. O’Kane froze in place as he brought the Colt to bear. The man in the track suit looked down.


O’Kane aimed, pulled the trigger. The first silenced slug from the Colt caught the man just below his nose and jerked his head back. The second round ripped out the front of his throat. He was dead before his body settled on the balcony floor.


O’Kane leaped over the balcony railing and as he landed, saw three men in the room beyond the open door: Sugawara on his back, laying in a corner, hands bound with tape, kicking at a massive fat man in a track suit. 


“No wounds,” cried a  smaller man, also in a track suit. “Remember the autopsy. O’Kane stepped through the door. The big man turned as if he sensed rather than heard O’Kane enter.


It took four bullets before the big man who looked like a sumo stopped moving. But the small man was quick; he drew his sidearm and brought it to bear on O’Kane. Sugawara scrambled to his feet and with his hands still bound in front of him, grabbed a dagger from the floor and shoved it into the small man’s back. The round from his sidearm went wildly through the roof as the tip of the dagger tugged its way through the fabric of the track suit and emerged red and wet just below the small man’s breastbone. Bleeding extravagantly, the man dropped his weapon, staggered backwards then collapsed.


“Connor!” Sugawara cried with a smile. An angry red swelling decorated the side of his head.


“Yep,” O’Kane replied. “Last time I checked, anyway.” He pulled out the almost empty .45 caliber clip from the Colt and inserted a fresh one before tucking it back in his thigh pocket. Then he went to Sugawara and stripped the tape off his hands and wrists. Underneath was an elastic bandage.


“Things didn’t go as well as they might,” Sugawara said as he rubbed his wrists. Kurata laughed off the Korean heritage thing. No leverage there. Gave me the choice of seppuku or dragon fodder.”


	“Been there,” O’Kane said he bent to pick up the small man’s pistol. “Almost done that.” He handed the gun to Sugawara , checked his watch then pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll get the chopper on the way.”


“Not yet,” Sugawara said.


“What do you mean, ‘not yet’?” O’Kane asked incredulously. “You’re so fond of the service here, you want to stick around for more?” He pushed the keypad and the send button.


Outside, excited voices rumbled a basso continuo to the siren’s ragged operatics.


“You don’t understand, Kurata’s going to ride this one out, blame it on enemies trying to destroy him. He’s got a room full of military brass from around the world right now and if I remember things correctly, he’s pitching them on buying Slate Wiper for their own arsenals – just the thing to wipe out regional and ethnic insurgencies without having to used guns and look like the bad guys.”


O’Kane listened to the line being picked up.  “Hong?” a pause. “O’Kane. Yep. Rock and roll. We’ll try to get to the animal pens as we planned.” He closed the flip phone and turned to Sugawara.


“Look, that doesn’t change things,” O’Kane said. “We knew selling to various militaries was the plan.”


“Yes, but I’ll wager that they’ve got all the paperwork – proof that could blow this whole thing wide open. Take down a lot more people who lack Kurata’s resources for covering it up,” Sugawara insisted. Footsteps sounded on the stairs.


“That won’t stop the Slate Wiper project,” 
