CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE





     Sheila Gaillard followed the sex club’s usher through a haze of hashish and tobacco smoke, down to a first-row table.  The large open room had about three dozen nightclub tables clustered at one end, arranged in a "theater of the round" surrounding a stage raised no more than eighteen inches above the floor. 

     Around the mirrored periphery of the room were elegant sofas, easy chairs, cocktail tables and end tables with expensive lamps.  Furnishings were set out from the walls, to allow patrons easy access to the doors of the small private bedrooms. Transparent mirrors covered the floor to ceiling walls and gave the club room a larger, more open feeling and yet allowed the occupants of the private rooms to view the floor show while engaged in their own private activities.

     On the stage now, a trio -- a woman, a man and a "she-male" transvestite -- were finishing their act. They all wore black leather garments with metal studs and carefully tailored, strategically located apertures.  According to the program, these were amateurs—paying members of this very expensive private sex club—whose members joined for the privilege of "exhibition without inhibition." 

     Sheila felt her own stirrings as she settled into the chair. She had heard about the club for some time and had been pleasantly surprised to find it just three blocks from Al Thomas' Amsterdam canal house. A six-month membership—the minimum—could be bought at the door for $1,250. The stiff admission kept the sleaze on the street. 

     Looking about her now, she found that members of the audience ranged from early thirties to grandparents. Like Sheila, most wore Mardi Gras-style masks. Instead of faces, repeat visitors remembered one another by other anatomical individualities and the "handles" that were used to preserve their privacy. Sheila had chosen "Janus" -- the god with two faces—as her handle for this night.  Many of the attendees were partially clothed or completely naked. Those who were still clothed were stylishly and expensively dressed. All in all, she thought, it was a perfect place to spend her four-hour rest shift.

     The trio on the stage performed acrobatically now; some in the audience applauded. Sheila clapped politely then picked up the refreshments and flipped past the pages of soft drinks, trendy bottled water, wine, beer and spirits, until she came to the offerings that had made the reputations of the Bulldog Cafe and other cafes in Amsterdam: the pot and hash menu. 

     As the trio on the stage groaned toward a conclusion, Sheila spotted what she wanted. As she re-folded the menu and placed it on the table, a partially clad man with a bodybuilder's physique appeared at her table. 

     "May I take your order?,” he asked.

      "Which of the Iranians would you recommend," she asked, "The 'Jihad' or the "Mullah's Meditation'?"

     "The Mullah's Meditation produces a fairly contemplative mood; the 'Jihad' has a sharper, more intense experience."

     Sheila thought for just an instant, then gave him her order for a double pipe of the Iranian "Jihad" hash.

     He nodded. Sheila turned to watch him as he made his way to the waiter's station. She liked the tightness of his tiny ass, the way his thigh muscles rippled when he walked.

     Another couple took the stage as Sheila's pipe arrived—already lit. She took a deep hit from the pipe and felt the hash surge through her. Colors grew more intense; suddenly, she could smell the scents of the people on stage and those sitting around her; it excited her. She took another hit, listened as every sound on stage grew intense; she thought of pistons from some great engine.

     Finally, the writhing on stage ended with the final sounds of heavy breathing. After a moment, the couple sorted out limbs, disengaged parts, and finally stood up on shaky legs to take a bow.  What they had lacked in practice and creativity, these amateurs had made up for in sheer enthusiasm. Sheila applauded.

     The couple accepted bathrobes and towels from the mistress of ceremonies, stepped off the stage, and followed an attendant to the showers. Stagehands appeared, and within seconds, slipped off a large piece of plastic that covered the entire stage like a fitted bed sheet. Sheila noted another cover had already been placed underneath.

     Sheila sucked greedily at the hash; her heart raced.

     Behind her in one of the private bedrooms, the two young muscular men who had followed her up the stairs were sitting—still fully clothed and a meter apart—on the foot of a custom-made bed large enough for at least a quartet.

     “The things we do for the general,” said one of the men, a very tall, lean blond man, as he shook his head. “ Can’t imagine….” His voice trailed off as the stage lights dimmed.

…..”He has his reasons,” said a shorter, stockier man with bushy eyebrows who carried the rank of Colonel in the Dutch Army.

     “Still,” said the blond man. “Just, look….”

     A spotlight illuminated the mistress of ceremonies identified in the program as "Lady Domina." She was a tall, Wagnerian woman with deep black hair, full lips, and large, round breasts overflowing a shiny leather bustier. She wore a black bow tie around her neck and tight, mid-thigh, high-heeled leather boots. According to the club's brochure, Lady Domina was the owner of the club. She wore no mask. She carried a whip.

     "We have a special treat tonight," Lady Domina announced in English. "A special visitor with rare and special attributes." She paused as, over the public address system, an unseen voice translated into German, French, Italian, and Spanish.

      The men watched silently as Sheila turned toward the mistress of ceremonies and took another hit on her hash pipe. Then, as Lady Domina called out, "Let's welcome Janus to our fellowship for the first time tonight," Sheila stood up and moved to the stage.

     “What the hell?” Asked the blond man.

     Sheila’s waiter took possession of her purse as she stepped up on stage and looked out at the audience. The people at the tables looked expectantly at her; even those actively engaged in one sex act or another paused to pay her attention. Sheila smiled.

     She began to unbutton her blouse, saw the eyes that followed her every move, watched them watching her, caught them moistening their lips with their tongues as she stripped off her brassiere and set her breasts free. She began a dance that mesmerized the audience.

     “This not exactly what I joined the Army for,” the blond man said.

     “Patience,” the Colonel said. “The General told us to make sure she’s not out of our sight and that’s what we’ll do. He has his reasons.”

     The source of Sheila's “handle“ became apparent when she stripped off her panties and revealed a short, four-inch penis in front of her vagina.

     “What?” The blond man gasped along with the audience gasped as Sheila turned around, spread her legs and bent over to display her two perfectly formed sex organs.

     “I’ve seen her file,” said the Colonel smiling. “She finds clubs like this around the world—Hamburg, Manila, Berlin, Bangkok— you name it—because it makes her feel loved, appreciated.”

     “Loved?” The blond man said with undisguised disgust. “She—he..it’s?—a fucking freak.”

     He fell silent for a moment as the audience applauded; Sheila smiled.

     “True hermaphrodites are rare.” The Colonel said evenly. “And unless they receive surgery when they are an infant, they face a lifetime of gender confusion.”

     The Colonel was silent for a moment. Then: ”According to her dossier, when she was a small child, Sheila overheard her father saying that he wanted her killed. The files also say that she saw her father only one time after that, a rainy winter evening just before her fifth birthday when he pounded on the door of the shabby little duplex in Pomona where she lived with her mother. In a drunken fit, her father shoved his way in and tried to cut off her penis with a pair of pruning shears.”

…..The blond man winced.

     “Quick response by the police prevented him from succeeding, but Sheila told social workers that she would never forget when one of the cops thought they were out of earshot and said something like, ‘Geez, you see that little freak? First time I ever seen a real morphadite. Mebbe we should’ve let the guy finish what he started’.”

     Beyond the transparent mirror, the audience cheered as Sheila ground her hips and made her way around the stage.

     “In the following years,” the colonel continued,” her mother dressed her and brought her up as a girl. Psychological profiles from the social workers say Sheila fantasized about doing away with the penis that continued to grow. She told the social workers that she thought, perhaps, the cop and her father had been right. As she grew older, she haunted the library for books on freaks, especially ‘morphadites.’ She begged her mother to take her to a surgeon. They didn’t have that kind of money, no medical insurance.”

     Applause filled the room as Sheila bent over, posterior to the audience.

     “As you can see, she was an attractive child, the Colonel continued, “one who excelled in the classroom and on the athletic field.  This excellence further separated her from her peers and her constant demands for surgery drove a wedge between her and her mother. This pretty well completed her isolation.  As class valedictorian, her graduation speech talked about the need for tolerance and acceptance.” He paused.

     “She thought medical school in New York City would be her salvation,” the Colonel continued as they watched the admiring glances Sheila got from members of the audience. “Indeed it could have been.”

     Sheila, he told the blond man, had accepted a scholarship with the notion she would cure herself and make other “freaks” normal. But. toward the end of her third year in medical school, the results of her pre-entrance physical somehow leaked out. Word spread; the same classmates who had continuously asked her to explain the more difficult portions of lectures now left empty chairs around her -- in the classroom, in the cafeteria, in the library. Her lab partners all found reasons to join another team.

      One evening, as she left the library after closing time, three invited her for a beer. Instead of a beer, they bundled her into the back of a van and took turns raping her "to see what it felt like." 

     They used condoms. They corroborated each others' alibis. With no fluids to connect them, the college’s review board chalked the incident up to the known psychological difficulties of a "person like her."

     “She had such high expectations…shattering them pretty well sent her off the deep end,” the Colonel said. “In fact, the psychiatrists who assembled the dossier for the General say the gang rape was the first step on her road to being a killer. Not the cause, but a big first step.” The blond man nodded.

     Sheila had been at the top of her class in New York when she transferred to a medical school in Los Angeles, but the rumors followed her. As a surgical resident, her caseload was overassigned with the care of marginal patients. Patients expected to die ended up on her watch in overwhelming numbers. While she saved a higher percentage of them than anyone else, it still lowered her performance rating.  No matter how good she was, no matter how hard she worked, her co-workers’ and the institution’s reaction to her anatomy sabotaged her.

     It was no surprise when the head of the department called her on the carpet one evening for having the highest mortality rate of any resident. It did surprise her when he said the records could be altered if she'd just bend over and let him put his cock wherever he pleased, anytime he pleased. 

     “Apparently, that was when something snapped,” explained the Colonel. “According to the reports filed on the incident, when the head of the department finally regained consciousness, he was draped over the seat of an armless chair, hands bound to the legs with his belt, and the wide end of a brass caduceus paperweight wedged in his bottom. Sheila also had apparently raped him prior to that, experiencing her first orgasm.  There were no charges filed, but Sheila's hope of ever practicing as a physician —and curing her condition—were gone. She disappeared shortly after that.”

     “Damn,” said the blond man. I’m starting to feel sorry for her.”

     The Colonel shook his head. “Don’t. She experiences orgasm only when she’s inflicting great pain…and she has a great need for lots of orgasms.”

     “What a piece of work.” The blond man shivered. 

     They watched as Sheila paraded about the small stage in Amsterdam, pausing here and there to select the men and women with whom she would later have sex.

     “Others with her physical condition don’t turn into sadistic killers,” the Colonel said. “Most like her deal with their condition, prevail, adapt, reach an accommodation with themselves.”

…..“You’re saying society made her a killer,” the blond man said.

…..The Colonel nodded. ”Therefore society has to destroy what it has made.”

     “That’s not fair.”

…..”Nope,” said the Colonel as they watched Sheila disappear into a private bedroom with two women and a man.



�CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR





     Al Thomas cried. Silently.

     The only sounds in his bedroom came from the television at the foot of the hospital-style bed and from the big respirator that hummed quietly, drawing life from the electrical mains and passing it along to him. He fiddled his right index finger indecisively on the palm-pad that was a combination television remote control and device for summoning attendants. 

     In the other room, the attendants talked quietly, tending to his computerized wheelchair as they did every evening: installing freshly charged batteries, maintaining the portable respirators (the main and a smaller backup), servicing the motors and bearings, checking all of the electrical and computer connections. No spacecraft or race car received better, more loving care. 

     Tonight, as the tears welled in his eyes, he thought perhaps the time was near to let machines go back to the way of machines and let his failing body go the way of flesh and take him with it.

     Dear God, I am so tired of this, he thought as the CNN International News logo and music danced across the screen. The few fingers that still worked caressed the remote control, itching to change the channel, but he decided to watch one more time, just in case the news from the last nine news broadcasts had been wrong.

     Kate Blackwood couldn't be dead. He had told himself this over and over like a mantra. Not dead, not dead, not dead. As cruel as life could be, it was unthinkable for him to outlive her.

     The first news report of her death, half a day ago now, had been a physical blow.  He had loved her, loved her more than any other woman alive. There had been a time when he thought she had loved him, too. There had been weightless moments for the both of them carved out of the endless days of laboratories and research. 

     Her face appeared on the screen, on the news.  He and Kate had grown close professionally, become stunning collaborators. Unwillingly, he’d assumed the role of best friend, big brother praying all the while she would grow tired of her escapades and return to him.

     Tears ran down his face.

     Dear God! Just let me lift my arm one last time to wipe the tears from my own eyes! Let me take one last deep breath and sniff at the tears in my nose! Let me hear the real sounds of my own sadness just one last time and you can have me!      

     But when she did tire of the endless string of men (and he thought there was a woman in there somewhere, once, "to see what it was like"), she turned inward and not to him.

     As he watched the CNN segment, he felt something that had become a frequent unwelcome visitor to his heart: jealousy. Who was this Connor O'Kane? Where did you meet him, Kate? How? Why? 

     He pushed the attendants’ button; they came in and ministered to his helpless flesh, changing the soiled diaper, removing fluids.

    *    *    *    *

     Sheila Gaillard stepped into the crisp coolness of the Amsterdam night. Without pausing, she closed the door of the undistinguished canal house and walked down the stairs to the gently uneven brick sidewalk and turned toward her cheap hotel.

     Her skin tingled, her belly felt warm and satisfied. Sheila smiled at the clarity that had returned to her head.

     The nigger was the key, of course, she thought. The Blackwood bitch was a salmon swimming upstream to him. O'Kane was just a pipeline. It was clear now. Before, she had been guessing. Now she was clear. They were so close she could taste them.  Sheila tugged a Camel out of her coat pocket and lit it. Trailing smoke, she passed a vendor selling hot dogs, grilled chicken satay and "dessert flavored" condoms. 

     She crossed the street to the sidewalk, passed a streetwalker on her knees giving head to a man in the shadows behind a dumpster. At the corner, she turned by an old brown cafe with Brand beer signs hanging over large lace-trimmed windows filled with the long expressionless faces of locals who had seen it all and didn’t care, just wanted to have enough money for another pils and a cigarette. 

     When she rounded the corner, she spotted Horst Von Neumann half a block down, leaning against the stair railing to their building.  He lit a cigarette as she walked up. 

     "Good news." He took a drag on the cigarette. "Bad news." He exhaled. 

     Sheila looked at him expectantly. 

     "The good news?"

     "We tracked the anonymous remailer that forwarded the encrypted message to Uncle Tom."

     She raised an eyebrow.

     "Our asset there did a Columbian on him, gave him enough money to make sure that we get a call within minutes the next time our friend sends him a message to relay; we let him know that one wrong word and his kids would end up hanging out in the sun, drying in strips like beef jerky." 

     "And?"

     "Message came from our buddy, relayed from a direct satellite link. EuroComm IV was the bird: geosynchronous, parked right over Berlin. Gotta be as close as Ireland to be in the footprint to use it."

     Sheila nodded. "The bad news?"

     "We can't break it."

     Her face darkened; he took a step backwards.

     "What do you mean we can't break it? Of course we can! Get it to our assets at the NSA. They've got the most powerful supercomputers in the world."

     The German shook his head. "They're using a 1,024-bit key and PGP."

     "Speak English," she snapped, then drew an angry hit off her cigarette.

     "This one was invented by the guys at MIT. If you took all of the computers in the world and could hook them up to work on cracking this encryption key, it would take more than a million years."

     "You're shitting me, right?" Her cigarette flared as she drew it right down to her fingers; she exhaled then flipped the smoldering butt into the street. 

     Von Neumann shook his head. "It works on a new variation of the Multiple-Polynomic Quadratic Sieve algorithm," he said, admiration in his voice.

     Sheila shook her head. "Don't give me your fucking zipperhead bullshit."

     "We can't break it," he said.

     "So we wait?"

     "We wait," he said. "For the next message."

     Sheila nodded. But what she was waiting for was not a message; she waited for the soft pliancy of warm, helpless flesh in her grasp—the Blackwood bitch. The thought brought new moistness.

� CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE



     Even at two a.m., the streets of Tokyo's Kabukicho district still thronged with revelers looking for fun, luck, music, intoxication, cinema, sex. Just northeast of the Shinjuku train station and less than a thousand meters from the Royal Gardens, the Kabukicho district pulsed every night until the rising sun cleared the streets and sent sararimen dragging into their offices bloodshot, bleary, flushed, flustered, and smelling of breath spray. 

     A discreet dark limousine pulled to a halt and double-parked at the curb next to a Mitsubishi bearing a decal proclaiming, "Honor the warriors of the Great Pacific War." Cars behind and in front bore the same decals.

     At the sight of the double-parked vehicle, a policeman wearing white cotton gloves stepped from his koban and headed toward the limo, intending to wave it on before it blocked traffic. 

     As he approached, he watched two large, tall darksuited men -- obviously bodyguards -- step from the front of the limo. One opened the rear door. A young man stepped out who looked vaguely familiar to the policeman. When Tokutaro Kurata stepped out, the policeman stopped in his tracks. He stood there, half-gawking, as the entourage approached. Kurata and the young man walked abreast, one bodyguard in front, another in back. 

     The policeman bowed deeply as Kurata, followed by his nephew Akira Sugawara, passed.

     They walked silently for several moments, through a throng of young men ogling the window of a noppan kissa ("orgasm but no intercourse" read the sign) for the no-panty coffee shop. They passed other examples of the district's thriving ejaculation industry: the peep rooms, pink salons, Turkish baths, date clubs, massage parlors, mistress banks, enema-on-stage shows, live sex acts and even the sekuhara, where women dressed up like office workers, took money from men who paid to harass and, for more yen, bed them. 

     Interwoven with the pink industry operations were legitimate restaurants and bars, theaters, cinemas, shops, music clubs, video arcades rumbling with digital thunder, and an all-night food shop. Sugawara noted that many doorsteps had a small pile of salt, a purification ritual to cleanse the inhabitants within. 

     As they passed another noppan Kissa, Kurata looked in and made a derisive snorting sound. "That is a good place for a woman. Women are nothing more than holes to be borrowed for producing children ," he said quoting the ancient Japanese proverb. 

     "Hai." Sugawara felt dirty for not disagreeing.

     Kurata nodded sagely. "But remember -- " He stopped abruptly and turned to face his nephew. 

     Sugawara took half a step, stopped, and gave his uncle a bow. Front and back, the bodyguards stopped instantly in mid-stride.

     "Remember," Kurata resumed in a conspiratorial tone, "that no matter how much pleasure they give you, never trust them; never trust a woman even though she has borne you seven sons," Kurata said, quoting another old Japanese saying. 

     "Hai." Sugawara bowed deeply to keep Kurata from seeing the disgust on his face. He was thankful for the darkness.

     They resumed their walk in silence, turned a corner into a narrow alley. It was darker than the main street, but a bright light shown halfway down, illuminating the kanji characters that identified the restaurant to which Kurata was leading them, keeping his commitments even if it took until two in the morning.

     When Sugawara was sure his uncle had finished speaking for a moment, he said, "You asked me to follow the issue of the woman, Blackwood." 

     "Tell me."

     "She and the man O'Kane are most certainly alive," Sugawara said, struggling to keep the elation from his voice.

     "That's stunning," Kurata said. "Amazing. This Irishman must be an excellent sailor."

     " Would you like them brought to you rather than disposed of?"

     Kurata raised an eyebrow and made a sucking sound with his lips. "It's tempting," Kurata said finally, "I like brave men.” He paused.  "But don't change the plans now. Watch things closely; perhaps later."

      Sugawara almost told his uncle that there would be no later if Gaillard had her way. Instead, he related his most recent conversation with Sheila Gaillard, the intercepted message, the encryption. 

     "This encryption issue should have been settled long ago,” Kurata said. “We've certainly spread enough money around the White House and Capitol Hill. They keep proposing, but never quite succeed in outlawing the encryption schemes that lack a method for the government to decipher them. Have our assets make a top priority out of making sure the Americans succeed in outlawing these encryption schemes, especially in private hands." His face darkened. "I do not like this keeping secrets from me. Spend whatever you need to change this situation permanently." 

     “Hai,” Sugawara nodded. 

     As they neared he restaurant, singing could be heard, songs with a martial cadence. Their destination was a military song bar, a place where Japanese businessmen dressed in old military uniforms, strapped swords to their belts, and posed for photographs in front of painted World War II scenes.

     Snatches of the words echoed in the alleyway.

     "Sonno" -- literally, "revere the emperor" -- "joi -- "expel the foreigners." Sugawara remembered the words to the song, words his father and uncle had taught him. He listened to the snippets of sound and filled in the missing words; he knew the part about junshi -- the samurai's honor of following his lord unto death, and the glory of junshi in service of Sanshu no shinki -- the mirror, sword and jewel of the imperial insignia. 

     Sugawara had been in hundreds of these bars from Kyushu to Hokkaido, always with Kurata, always standing aside as the audiences lionized the "defender of Yamato" as a contemporary messiah. He was always amazed at how young most of the participants were; most were too young to have played any role in the Pacific War.

     "In sacrifice is our joy," came words from the song bar, "there is no reward better than glorious death."

     These, Sugawara thought, were the Japanese equivalent of the young German neo-Nazi skinheads, but instead of suppressing the movement, the Japanese government encouraged the song bars. Their uniform was not the skin head but the business suit, their weapons not clubs and firebrands but the Yen, the zaibatsu, the bureaucracy. They did share, however, the same enemies: Jews, foreigners, and any others who did not act, look, and think just like they did.

     "All glory to Yamato zoku" -- the Japanese race. Words spilled into the alley and filled it with an increasingly emotional volume. "All strength to Yamato damashii" -- the Japanese soul. "One hundred million hearts beating as one." 

     Sugawara shook his head. 

     "Do you have something on your mind?" Kurata said as they neared the restaurant. 

     Kurata's voice startled the young man. He scrambled to cover his real thoughts.

     "Kurata-sama,” Sugawara said anxiously, then relaxed as an answer came to mind. "I have a thought that troubles me, and I hope that you will allow me to speak freely." 

     They stopped just yards from the restaurant; songs flooded clearly into the lobby, strong with emotion.

     "Please," Kurata said.

     Sugawara hesitated. "It concerns the gaijin, Rycroft," he said, pausing to search his uncle's face for some sign of recognition. Finding none, he continued, "I do not wish to be disrespectful, uncle, and it is possible I have misunderstood the situation or do not have sufficient information on which to base my opinion, but..." Then Sugawara related his tour of the Slate Wiper's production facility and Yamamoto's doubts about the purity of the process. 

     Kurata listened patiently. Finally, when Sugawara ran out of words, the older man placed his hands on his nephew's shoulders. ”You were right to bring your troubled thoughts to me. My wish is for you to continue to be my eyes and ears on this." He nodded, turned, and slipped through the open door into the restaurant. Sugawara followed him. The bodyguards followed Sugawara. 

     They stood at the entrance, in a small dimly lit reception area illuminated mainly from the bright light spilling in through the open door to the main bar where a song was ripping toward its final notes A think man, obviously the owner, bowed deeply when he saw the new arrivals. 

     "Kurata-sama!" The thin man said. Kurata, Sugawara, and the bodyguards returned the bows, each with the degree merited by their relative status. "We are honored."

     The thin conducted Kurata into the room where more than two hundred men sat, drank, smoked.

     The people nearest the door recognized Kurata immediately. Within seconds, the entire room filled with a shrine-like silence; in unison, the patrons scrambled to their feet and bowed deeply. Kurata returned the bow. 

     Sugawara looked around the room. 

His eye found many young men, and then, sitting at the head of the room in their place of honor, his glance found a table of six grizzled and shrunken old men -- the remains of the Seikonkai -- the Refined Spirit Association.

     The Seikonkai were honored by the Tokyo government, awarded the highest honors and afforded the highest respect by civic organizations. The Seikonkai was founded by Dr. Shiro Ishii and was composed exclusively of veterans of the infamous Unit 731. It was, Sugawara thought, as if Josef Mengele and his subordinates had been recognized as heroes by modern Germans, honored with declarations from Bonn, Berlin and every other municipality. 

     "...to be here tonight," Kurata had begun speaking. Sugawara focused on his uncle’s words, even though he had heard them a thousand times.

     "You are the cutting surface of Yamato's sword," Kurata was saying, "the first and most valuable line of defense against the gaijin and those of our own people who would pander to the gaijin. For we are not just a nation but the purest race on the earth, the purest the world has ever known -- or ever will know -- because the other races have polluted their bloodlines with inferior genes. We are strong because we are pure; just as a laser cuts because its light is all pure, we are strong and will prevail because of the purity of our blood. We feel as one, believe as one, act as one." His voice rose. "We are one! We are Yamato!"

     The audience roared.

     Kurata stood there, a grim satisfied smile on his face. He nodded as the assembly applauded.

     "We must fight; we must not relent; we must not compromise. We should all remember the words our beloved Showa Tenno" -- Emperor Hirohito -- "delivered on the occasion of his eighty-fifth birthday. On that day, after communing with the spirits at the Yasukuni Shrine, he told the nation that when the day came for Japan to rise again in war against the evil arrayed against us, the spirits of Yasukuni would rise with his divine army."

     A sepulchral silence filled the hall as Kurata lowered his voice. "You are the Emperor's army. Banzai!" -- ten thousand years.

     "Banzai!" Echoed the crowd, again and again like mortar rounds exploding.

     Akira Sugawara was astounded that simple sounds could be so painful.

�CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

     Landlubbers think the sea smells like something. They visit a harbor or trek down to the seashore and think, "This is what the sea smells like."

     Connor O'Kane knew the sea had no smell at all. He knew that the fishy-iodine-tinged littoral odors that assaulted the landlubbers' noses came not from the sea but from the frothy decomposition of algae and sea life, all churned and aerosolized by the constant grinding of waves on the shore. 

     You couldn't smell the sea, but you sure could smell the land, he thought, as he leaned against the rough painted walls of the public restrooms and showers of the Marina Scheveningen. 

     The sounds of people having a good time in six languages on a Friday night drifted across the docks; lighting from the docks spilled into the water and swirled with the gentle waves from a passing dinghy. 

     No one had paid them any special attention during their ride into the harbor mouth, nor as they made their way through the big Voorhaven into the Eerste Binnenhaven the first inner harbor where the big ships docked -- and through the narrow canal into the Tweede Binnenhaven, where the small craft marina lay. All manner of small craft from inflatables like theirs to larger pilot ships and work vessels plied the harbor at all hours. There was no customs or passport demand because people didn't arrive from foreign lands in small rubber boats. Theirs had been just one among many tied up at the guest docks next to the marina's bar and restaurant. 

     O'Kane let out a deep breath and closed his eyes for just a moment as he struggled against the fatigue that rumbled toward him like a distantly heard avalanche. The immediate threat was gone; the adrenaline hangover was on its way.

     He ran his hand over his freshly shaved head and felt a few tiny bristles.  With his eyes still closed, he ran his hand down the back of his shaved head to the nape of his neck, then through the week-old growth of beard on his jaw. At the very least, the beard and shaved head would distract people. It helped that the shaved head was vaguely biker-ish and went with his jeans, denim jacket, ragged sneakers and the Harley Davidson sweatshirt. Some people would try and blend into the crowd -- a feat that was impossible for someone his size. The next best thing, and the tactic that had always worked for him before, was to stand out in a way that was totally alien to the way people would think about him or look for him. It paid to draw their attention to all the wrong things. 

     He opened his eyes and looked down at the duffels and Halliburton resting at his feet, then raised his head and gazed out at the edge of the dock at the Second Chance's inflatable boat, the scorch burns on the transom. 

     A long cold shiver started between his shoulder blades and worked its way down; his testicles climbed for cover as he remembered the wall of flame and how it had raced toward them then embraced the vulnerable craft. O'Kane remembered screaming at the flames and felt the heat on his face again as the sourness of fear rose against in his throat. 

     A sadness that felt like the ends of a broken bone grinding in his heart reminded him that the Second Chance rested now on the floor of the North Sea, somewhere near the brass sextant that had guided him through a world that didn't exist anymore. All the photos of Anne, of Andy, everything that could remind him of that life was gone. There was nothing to touch, nothing to see, nothing that could be used to retouch the colors of their memories, and the fading outlines of their faces that dimmed each day. 

     As he looked at the rubber boat, he felt his own shame at loosing control. Fire. Where had the irrational fear come from? He had never been burned as a child, never seen someone burned. He could think of nothing to account for this phobia. 

     Now, he heard a metallic snicking sound and  turned to see the door to the women's toilets and shower room open. For an instant, Kate was back-lit by the fluorescents inside, then the door closed. He watched her shadow grow closer, until finally she stood close enough for him to make out black and white details. 

     "Crypto-grunge," she said and turned around to model her new look. "How do you like it?" She walked up beside him, smelling of Irish Spring and fresh water. 

     Kate Blackwood looked amazingly boyish. Her hair was tucked completely inside the Elmira Pioneers baseball cap; even in a well-lighted place, she could keep the bill pulled low to hide her incredible eyes in shadow. She wore one of his old sweatshirts -- turned inside out -- and it draped formlessly down to her sweat pants. There was no sign of her breasts; she had taken an elastic bandage from the first aid kit to bind them flat. 

     "Well, I certainly wouldn't try to pick you up in a bar, that's for sure." 

     She gave him a questioning look. "Is that a compliment?" 

     "On your disguise? Yes." 

     "I believe that's what counts right now," Kate said, bending over to put her damp towel and the shared soap back in the duffel. She tucked them in, zipped up the bag, and stood. 

     "Where to now?" Kate asked. The fatigue was as palpable in her words as it was in his aching muscles. 

     "Amsterdam's an hour, maybe less, by train. I know a safe place there to sleep." He bent over, slipped the long strap of a duffel over one shoulder, and grabbed the laptop with his left hand and the Halliburton case with the right.

     "I didn't think there were any safe places left," she said, reaching for the two remaining bags. 

     "There are," he said turning toward the exit. "You just have to know where to look." 

     They walked toward the marina gate. Beyond, streetlights cast beehive patterns through chainlink fencing.

     "I had a friend, Rodriguez, when I was with the Customs service," O'Kane said. "He worked out of the intelligence office in Athens." They got to the gate; O'Kane shifted the duffel from his left hand for a moment and lifted the wishbone latch.

     They trudged silently, moving by will and necessity.

     Two blocks down, they found a tram stop at the Westduin Weg; a sign announced that it was the 23 line. 

At the tram shelter, they set their bags down and studied the tram map. 

     "Here," O'Kane said stabbing at the map. "If we take the 23 line over to here," his finger moved over to the Scheveningen Weg, "and transfer to the 8 line, then we can get off just a couple of blocks from the central train station." 

     Kate leaned forward to follow his finger, then: "My eyes are crossing," she said wearily. "As unaccustomed as I am to saying this, you lead and I'll follow." 

     O'Kane looked around then unzipped one of the duffels and sorted through  several wads of banknotes stuffed into double-bagged Ziplocs. He had stashed the currency in the Second Chance months ago in anticipation of his long-awaited cruise around the world. What had been intended as convenience funds had now turned into the pivotal part of their survival kit. 

     He pulled out a thick stack of guilders in brown hundreds, sunflower gold fifties, red twenty-fives and blue tens.  Like a card dealer, he quickly separated the cash into two piles on the tram shelter bench. When he finished, he handed one stack to Kate. 

     "You keep this," he said. Kate stuffed the bills into the side pocket of her sweat pants and watched as he selected one of the red notes and then carefully folded the rest into the side pocket of his jeans. He zipped up the duffel and stood slowly bending backwards, hands pressed into the small of his back. 

     She was so tired she couldn't think of anything to say. So she stood next to him and followed his gaze down the street. The wind had picked up and was blowing the first chills of winter; leaves blew off trees, brown, yellow, and red. Snuggling up next to O'Kane to stay warm Kate was pleasantly surprised when he took her hand in his. They stood like that for a long time. Neither said a word for fear of breaking the spell that had surrounded them with unexpected warmth. 

     Minutes later, a single headlight bobbed toward them, leading a snaking line of tram cars. The cars, painted with Van Gogh designs, squealed to a stop. A dumpling woman with a blue string bag full of packages climbed out the rear as they boarded near the driver. 

     "Twee strippenkarten, austubliebt," O'Kane said, asking for a strip of fares for several rides.

     O'Kane led Kate to the rear of the car and stuck both of the fare strips into the machine for them. 

     "What did your friend Rodriguez do after Customs?" Kate asked.

     "Went into business with me," O'Kane responded. "I seem to have been born with the taste equivalent of perfect pitch. Rod's family is in the wine business in Mexico. I did the tasting, he acquired the wines for blending, and we made the best counterfeit versions of Lafite, Margaux, Haut-Brion -- you name it. Our versions even did better in a lot of tastings than the real items."

      Minutes later, they changed trams, canceled another segment on the strippenkartens. Half an hour later, they pushed their way through the glass doors of the Hague's modern train station, bought one-way tickets to Amsterdam and boarded a train that looked like a subway car. They settled into one end of the car with their backs to the wall and the bags on the facing seat. Kate settled in on his left side and took his hand in hers, finding the missing fingers and feeling some deep connection with him. 

     They were the only people on the car; as the train pulled out of the station, O'Kane leaned over and pulled one of the duffels from the facing seat and set it beside him. Looking about him, he unzipped the bag with one hand, fumbled with the contents for a moment. "Sorry." He disentangled his left hand from hers. "Gotta borrow the hand -- what's left of it -- for just a moment." 

     She watched as he pulled Buddy Barner's Colt .45 from beneath a pile of clothes and, without taking the pistol from the bag, ejected the clip, reloaded it from a box they had found in the Halliburton, and the slid the clip back into the handle. 

     O'Kane checked to make sure the safety was on and worked the slide to load a round into the chamber. 

     "My Irish Express Card," he said as he placed the Colt on top of the clothes and zipped the duffel up part way -- enough to hide the gun from sight, not enough to impede his access to it. "Never leave home without it." 

     Kate smiled at the weak joke and took his left hand again. 

     As the train lurched through the night, Kate and O'Kane sat quietly for several minutes, watching the bright lights outside swim through the interior reflections of their faces. O'Kane stared at his reflection, a stranger to himself once again -- unable to be either O'Kane or the other name they had called him by. He studied Kate as well, as if on a television screen. She put her head on his shoulder. He watched himself watching her. Where was the reality, he began to wonder. 

     The train picked up speed as the cars sped into deeper night. Kate picked up her head. "How do people get so evil?" She nudged Barner's Halliburton with her toe. "What makes them do things like...." her voice trailed off as she caressed the scars of his missing fingers. 

     O'Kane sighed, made a face, then shook his head. 

     "I used to think about it when I was in the hospital and had a lot of time to think. It made me start thinking about Biblical devils, mythical demons...." He looked down at her upturned face and had the strongest urge then to kiss her. Instead, he said, "I think those are allegories, some attempt to hide from the truth." 

     "The truth?" 

     O'Kane shrugged. "Who know what the truth is?" 

     "What do you think?" 

     "About evil?" 

     Kate nodded. 

     "Nothing very original," O'Kane said. "I think we're born amoral...good, evil, neither...all part of us. We learn what good is; we try to be good. People who turn evil do it to themselves -- there aren't any demons outside their own heads. They're lazy, gutless, selfish; they don't resist the evil. Just look at all those good Nazis -- love the kids, go to Mass and slide a little deeper in blood every day. They didn't resist the long, steady string of little evil things -- betrayals, theft, lies -- and when the really hideous opportunities came along, they just went along, followed their orders..." He thought about the innocent people he had killed. "Or their rages and lusts."

      "Like Barner's Japanese," Kate said quietly. "Like my Japanese." Then she started to cry. She buried her face on O'Kane's shoulder and, after a while, the swaying of the train rocked her to sleep. 

     As the train rumbled through the night, he prayed for redemption, prayed Kate would find it as well. 

�

 CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN





     Amsterdam Central Station smelled of wet concrete and ozone when Connor O'Kane and Kate Blackwood stepped onto the platform just after midnight, Saturday morning. Two tracks away, a train bound for Paris and Rome pulled slowly away in a shower of sparks as its three engines raised their pantograph arms and made contact with the electrical wires over head. 

     O'Kane coughed, looked around as a moist gust of wind carrying motes of drizzle whirled through the open ends of the huge semi-cylindrical dome and slaked the dust on the platform. 

     Kate tried to shrug off a shiver, but it still made ice tracks up her spine. 

     "Ready?"

     Kate nodded and followed him past a line of porter's carriages and down a short flight of steps to the passenger tunnel. 

     The crowds grew thicker as they approached the main terminal area. Kate walked behind O'Kane, letting him run interference for her.

      It amused her how people would take a single look at his bulk and his shaved head and instantly move out of the way. She wondered if he enjoyed that. Probably not; he didn't seem like the sort of man who enjoyed intimidating people. 

     O'Kane walked confidently, like a man revisiting a familiar place as he led them to a bank of coin lockers. He stashed the computer and one of his duffels in one locker; the Halliburton and the remaining duffel went into the other. He plugged guilder coins into both locker doors. He pocketed the keys and looked around as he arranged Barner's Colt .45 on top of his clothes, then stood up.

     He reached for her duffel, but Kate beat him to it.

     Speechless from fatigue, they made their way to the main room of the station; ahead. Next to the exit, her eye caught sight of something very familiar -- her own  face. 

     "Oh!" She said and stopped. Kate walked toward the news and tobacco stand that stood to the right of the main doors. O'Kane followed her . 

     The newspaper, Het Parool had an old publicity photograph of her next to one of O'Kane that looked like an ID photo -- covering nearly all of the upper half of the page. Something like cold footsteps marched behind her breastbone. 

     "What does it say?" 

     O'Kane frowned and shook his head not to talk now. They made calmly for the station's main doors. 

     Kate followed him outside. 

     The fine mist swirled about them in the peachy colored streetlights as they crossed a wide bridge over a canal and made for another canal lined with glass-roofed tourist boats. When they stopped for traffic, O'Kane said, "They know we're still alive; they're trying to flush us out."

     "But how?"

     O'Kane shook his head. The light changed, and they headed off for the distant curve.  "The e-mail to Thomas maybe." O'Kane's voice was vague with thought. "They couldn't decrypt it, but they could squeeze the remailer." They walked next to the canal, and Kate looked down at the sleeping tourist boats bobbing gently in the early morning darkness. 

     "Could be that they're just guessing," he muttered. To their right, a yellow tram rattled past, its power bar sparking along the overhead wires. "When I left Customs, I took a lot of documents with me, proof of some pretty bad things at the highest levels." 

     Kate listened as O'Kane explained how he had digitally hidden the documents among scanned images stored on the Internet, how they would start appearing in the next couple of days unless he logged on and re-set the counter.

     They turned left. Ahead, she saw a dark warren of narrow alleys dimly lit by the flashing lights from porno shops.

     "They could be trying to soften up the impact of the documents," he said. "You know,: 'how credible can all this be coming from a hired killer?'"

     Kate strained her eyes and saw a sign that identified the street they were on as the Oude Brugsteeg. They passed a store with multicolored flashing lights and a display window filled with huge Dayglo dildoes

     They came to the Warmoesstraat. O'Kane stopped for a moment, looked behind them, then left down toward the police station. Then he turned right. Their footsteps clopped loudly. They soon came to a tall windowless brick wall painted white and delineated from the walls to either side. A plain door painted dark blue or black -- it was impossible to tell -- was set in the middle of the white-painted wall, flanked by two gaslights in old-fashioned carriage-style glass and frames. A brass-captured lens of a peephole stared out at O'Kane's eye level; light could be seen behind it. To the right of the door, a discreet polished brass plate the size of a business card pronounced this the entrance to "Casa Blanca."

     O'Kane pressed the doorbell. "Don't say anything," he said. "I want this to be a test; if he doesn't recognize me, we're pretty safe."

     Moments later, the peephole went dark, electric lights winked on over the door for just a moment, and instants later, the rattle of a bolt was followed by the snick-click-thunk of a well-oiled deadbolt. 

     The door swung open to reveal a very tall, lean dark-skinned man with heavy eyebrows, a Zapata mustache, and the Mexican facial structure that came from the combination of Indian and European genes. The man had dark black eyes and was dressed all in black: silk shirt, baggy trousers, espadrilles. The shirt was open to his navel, revealing a hairless chest (electrolysis, Kate thought) covered with gold chains that draped down to his flat muscular belly. He was easily a hand taller than O'Kane. 

     "May I help you?" The man said formally, looking from O'Kane and down to Kate.

     "We'd like a room."

     The tall man frowned at O'Kane's words like someone trying to catch an errant thought.

     "I'm very sorry, but we're full."

     "Even for me, Rod? After all those months smuggling our Margaux to the good Ayatollahs?"

     Kate watched the man's face run the gamut from confusion to shock to recognition and joy.

     "Amigo!" The man spread his arms wide and gave O’Kane an embrace that lifted him off his feet. "I thought you were dead man; I thought you were dead." Kate felt a moment of jealousy as O'Kane returned the bear hug and clapped the tall man on his back. 

     O'Kane turned to her. "I'd like you to meet Santiago Rodriguez," he said. "My best friend." He turned to Rodriguez, "Rod, this is Kate Blackwood."

     Kate extended her hand and returned the tall man's proffered handshake.

     "Well dear, you certainly have caught the finest specimen I've ever had the misfortune to miss."

     Kate looked quickly from Rodriguez to O'Kane.

     "Oh don't worry," Rodriguez said. "Your man's as straight as they come," then he rolled his eyes in mock dismay.” He paused. “Well, come in. Welcome to Casa Blanca." He took their bags.

     They followed the tall man into a sitting room with slate blue carpeting and a collection of antiques ranging from bergere and cabriolet chairs to an unusual meridianne love seat. Oil paintings in ornately carved gilt frames covered the walls; statuary lined the room, including a marble she recognized -- Michelangelo's Rebel Slave. Rodriguez saw her jaw drop.

     "It's a very good copy," Rodriguez said. "I have a very...talented clientele."

     "Clientele?" Then Kate saw a small desk unobtrusively tucked into the far corner of the room, and behind it, a rack of keys and mail slots.

     "Santiago's an honest man now."

     Rodriguez shot him a mock glare. "Twenty-three guest rooms, all furnished with antiques or reproductions so faithful they could be sold as such to the most discriminating and knowledgeable buyers."

     "Not that you would ever do that," O'Kane said.

     "That's just like you, O'K -- disappear from the face of the earth, let your best friends think you're dead, then show up in the middle of the night with a bag full of insults." Rodriguez smiled. "Come on over here." He walked toward a leather wing-backed chair seam-lined with round brass tack heads. "I was just having a glass of a very good tawny port before turning in."

      Kate saw a small piecrust table with a cut crystal decanter beside a single sherry glass. Rodriguez set the duffels next to the wall behind a wingback chair then went to a mahogany Queen Anne, and removed two more sherry glasses.

     Rodriguez turned and saw the two of them still standing.

     "Well come on," he urged. "I'm not just going to check you in without finding out a little about the last five years and what the hell you're doing on my doorstep."

     O'Kane followed Kate over to the chairs by Rodriguez. 

     "That's better." Rodriguez filled their glasses. 

     They sat, raised their glasses.

     "Your health," Rodriguez said. The glasses tinked.

     "And yours," O'Kane said.

     They drank.

     O'Kane frowned, sipped again at the sherry, sniffed at the contents, took another sip before saying, "Up to your old tricks, I see."

     Kate watched as the tall Mexican's face displayed first a frown, then a broad smile.

     "Damnation! You old S.O.B.! How -- ?"

     Kate watched as O'Kane closed his eyes, sniffed again at the port, took another sip. "It's certainly a very good port. I imagine you've had no complaints."

     "I do it just for my guests now."

     "Right." O'Kane winked at him.

     Rodriguez opened his mouth as if to protest but then said, "So tell me how you know."

     "Color's fine, nothing wrong with the nose that I can tell, but the nutty notes don't ring true."

     "The nutty notes," Rodriguez leaned toward Kate. "I think our mutual friend is the one with the nutty notes, don't you?"

     She raised her eyebrows.

     "So, how would you fix it?" Rodriguez turned back to O'Kane, serious again. 

     O'Kane shrugged. "It's been a long time." He tried to stifle a yawn. Without success. "Maybe if I had some blending samples to taste I could help you out."

     The tall Mexican's face brightened. "Is tomorrow soon enough?"

     O'Kane smiled and gave his friend a weary, knowing chuckle. "Sure." He paused. "We might need to stay for a bit."

     Rodriguez nodded. "I read the paper. I was wondering how long it would take you to get here." His face brightened suddenly. "But I never in my wildest dreams expected you to show up as Mr. Clean and Little Orphan Annie! Fooled me, man! Fooled me good." His hearty laugh made them all smile.

     Kate placed her hand over her mouth, trying not to yawn. Kate felt embarrassed as her gaze met that of Rodriguez.

      "I'm really a poor host," he said getting up. "I must know everything about the last five years, but only after you've had enough sleep to remember it all." He went over to their pile of bags.

     O’Kane and Kate sipped the last of their port, and stood up. 

      Rodriguez grabbed a shiny brass key fob, picked up their bags and headed for a set of steep, narrow stairs. "I have one room left," he said calling behind him as he disappeared around a corner; Kate and O'Kane hurried to catch up. 

     On the fourth floor, Rodriguez stopped on the landing and held the door to the hallway open for them. 

     "Number 410," he said handing the key to O'Kane. 

     When they stepped in and turned on the lights, the room leapt at them: pale gray walls and black marble floors sucked the illumination from the Italian-design ceiling lights. The room gleamed in chrome and black leather: Bauhaus chairs and tables that looked like dentist chairs, or maybe gynecologist examining seats, chrome miniblinds, black suede draperies. 

     Scattered about the spacious room were gleaming chrome structures resembling Nautilus exercise machines. They had padded black leather straps with buckles attached to black nylon ropes that fed through pulleys and blocks. 

     In the middle of the room, the bed sat like a stage, four-poster in inspiration, also composed of shiny chrome pipes generously festooned with D-rings.

     "Wow," O'Kane said quietly as he bent back and caught sight of himself in the mirror that covered the entire ceiling. He watched as Kate and Rodriguez looked up at him; Rodriguez had a broad white smile on his face. 

      O'Kane stuck his head in the bathroom  and was relieved to see that -- other than a large Jaccuzi-style tub -- the gray, black and chrome room was functional, prosaic..

     At the same time, Kate walked over to an arrangement of a dozen delicate black leather roses with brilliant chrome stems, leaves, thorns. They rested in a large cut-crystal vase which threw off rainbows from the halogens. The  crystal vase was filled with what appeared to be mercury covered with a thin layer of mineral oil; the rose stems made dimples in the surface of the mercury; a single chrome leaf floated on the surface of the mercury. 

     "It's by a very famous artist from Germany who regularly reserves this room," Rodriguez told her. 

     "Fascinating," Kate said. She turned; her jaw dropped further as she took in a collection of pyramidally phallic things – tall slim traffic cones - at the far end of the room.  Most were about two feet high, like the permanent traffic cones embedded in the Amsterdam sidewalks.

     "Another fortune," Rodriguez said proudly. "Those are known as 'Amsterdamjes' -- little Amsterdammers. What you see is the most complete collection of both the real and the kitsch, the functional and the imitative, the historical and the contemporary." He set their two duffels down on a luggage stand. "Museums regularly make me offers to buy the collection."

     "I must say this is a striking room," Kate said. "I wonder, though, how anyone manages to sleep here."

     Laughing loudly, Rodriguez grabbed one of the leather wristlets on the bedpost and pulled black rope a couple of feet through its block. "They don't buy this room to sleep, not this one."

     Kate felt her cheeks flush.

     "No," she said slowly as her eyes followed the chrome lines of the bed. "I don't suppose they do." Kate turned. "But I suppose there's always a first time." 

     "First time?" Rodriguez asked.

     "To sleep," Kate said. "First time to sleep here."

     Rodriguez laughed; Kate couldn't tell if O'Kane looked confused or disappointed.

� CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT





     A Delft-blue KLM 747 eased toward Schiphol Airport, descending down into the tightly choreographed ballet of glass, metal and rubber that swarmed the runways, aprons, and taxiways. Gazing at this early morning dance of inches and tons were ground controllers, tourists, anxious fliers, and Sheila Gaillard. 

     From the panoramic windows of Daiwa Ichiban Corporation's vast conference room in its penthouse suite atop Schiphol's international trade center, Sheila watched the 747 and marveled at how it seemed to hang motionlessly, its forest of wheels reaching down for the earth. 

    Vaguely, one small part of her thoughts followed the self-serving bureaucratic pap that spewed from the deputy director of the U.S. Customs Service, Connor O'Kane's former supervisor.

     Outside, the pink remnants of dawn faded to blue filling the conference room with the same light that had inspired Rembrandt, Vermeer. At the end of the runway, the KLM 747 blew puffs of smoke.

     Just then, the deputy director's drone changed to one that bureaucrats used to signal the summation of their sound and fury signifying bullshit. Sensing the end, Sheila pulled her gaze back from the runways and let it drift among the people in the room and the presences of those – like the Customs drone -- brought here electronically via the secure teleconferencing link. 

     Around the long table sat twenty-seven people, all hastily called here once Sheila had received word from the container ship's rescue party. There had been a fire, the ship reported on an open radio link monitored by the assets at the National Reconnaissance Office, but before the sailboat sank, the search party had seen a name: Second Chance. 

     Her hunch had been right; Kurata, whose face stared impassively now from one of the teleconferencing monitors, had put all of the might of his empire at his disposal and issued a rare apology that he had not done so on her first request.

     Gathered around the table were high-ranking Europeans, co-opted by the generous way Daiwa Ichiban shared its wealth.  In the room were the third in command of German counter-intelligence; France's deputy minister of Defense; three former East German Stasi officers; a handful of NATO officials; two ranking members of Interpol; an Austrian diplomat; ambassadors from the two largest Italian crime syndicates; banking officials from Switzerland and Luxembourg.

     As the Customs bureaucrat finished babbling, she took in the other video visitors. In addition to Kurata and the Customs deputy director, Akira Sugawara at the Slate Wiper labs; the chief computer specialist for the U.S. Passport agency; the head of the FBI's crime lab; the deputy director of the CIA.

     "Thank you," Sheila said addressing the miniature video camera built into the top of the Customs bureaucrat's video monitor. She pushed back her chair at the head of the table and stood.

     "We've all been brought up to date on the situation," she began. "You've got some idea of the resourcefulness and determination of Mr. O'Kane. He's here. He's creative. He's smart, but he has no chance if we cooperate." 

     She raised an eyebrow. "I don't need to remind you this is of the utmost priority and that failure is both unthinkable and carries unimaginable consequences for each of us."

     In the ensuing silence, powerful men examined their manicures, remembering the bizarre, grotesque, prolonged hideous deaths of those who had failed Kurata. 

      “We're starting full-time team surveillance on every friend, acquaintance, sources snitch and business associate of O'Kane or Blackwood,” Sheila said, ”We've pulled every credit card charge he ever made in Europe and every expense account entry he made in Customs and are looking for ways to cover the hotels, restaurants, and other establishments he visited."

     Approving nods went around the table. 

     "We've left his bank accounts open and installed special digital taps in the computers of all his credit card companies. He's not stupid, but he could get desperate.

     "In addition, Interpol along with every police agency, newspaper and television station in Europe, has received photos of O'Kane and Kate Blackwood. They've all been cooperative."

     More approving nods from the table and from the video screens.

     "But," Sheila continued, "O'Kane's long experience as an undercover agent has given him experience in the art of disguise. To counter this, we're flying in the instructor who taught O'Kane his craft. We'll debrief her on the most likely disguises and issue a series of computer-generated images of O'Kane and Blackwood as they might appear. Once issued to the police and media, our two fugitives will have no place to run, no place to hide." 

     Sheila watched Kurata's electronic image nod almost imperceptibly.

�CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE



     Just blocks away from Freddy Heinekens' brewery and a stone's throw from Amsterdam's diamond polishing studios, a street market fills the Albert Cuypstraat each day.

      On this crisp morning the air smelled of baking bread, vegetables, and the coppery odors of freshly slaughtered meat hanging along stall fronts. The Cuypmarkt bustled with the organized chaos of farmers, butchers, dry goods merchants, broodje vendors, juice sellers, greengrocers, sausage makers, seamstresses, bakers, coffee roasters, tulip growers, artists, notions peddlers, tinkers, tradesmen, beer dealers, tobacconists, second-hand goods hawkers, retailers of cheap tools, hardware sellers and flea-market magnates . 

     Customers clogged the narrow strip of street that fed down through the middle of the stalls lining both curbs. 

     At one end, just yards from the Ferdinand Bolstraat where the number 25 tram had deposited them two hours earlier, Connor O'Kane and Kate Blackwood sat a table just outside a small cafe and blew at hot coffee, picked at the buttery flakes of fresh croissants. Surrounding them were three, well-used suitcases, two collapsible luggage carriers and an assortment of string bags filled with the merchandise accumulated so far -- rope, wire, a couple of men's thick leather belts, four wooden rulers, two scarves, baggy old clothes, shoe polish, two dented and corroded aluminum canes, a battered much-mended folding wheel chair, beat-up old boots and shoes, two floppy black hats, a bag full of cheap wigs, two very large worn raincoats -- one black the other olive green -- adhesive tape, Ace bandages, box cutters, a package of single-edged razor blades, and dark glasses. 

     Kate yawned then drank deeply of her coffee. 

     "Yeah, me too," O'Kane said. "Twelve or forty more cups of java, and half my brain cells might wake up." 

     Just then, a gentle breeze wrapped them in the warm yeasty effluvia from the bakery.  Kate closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "Dear God!" She said as she opened her eyes and gave O'Kane a smile. "This is wonderful." She took a deep breath, held it and then released it audibly. "Wonderful." She paused. "I want to do this every day." 

     O'Kane nodded; he smiled involuntarily as he watched how the sunlight made her jade eyes seem to glow. He wanted to tell her to put her sunglasses back on so no one would spot her, but he remained silent for a moment longer, reluctant to deprive himself of looking at them. 

     She smiled back, fixing him with that extraordinarily direct penetrating gaze. A quick thrill raced through him now as he thought of how he had waked beside her that morning in the Casa Blanca's bizarre room, her head on his shoulder, her fine black hair cascading over his chest. He remembered that short moment of half sleep when he turned his head and saw the little rainbows dancing in her hair where the sunlight hit it. 

     He had felt exhilarated, then guilty, finally better as he realized that, except for shoes, they were still wearing all of the clothes they had worn into the hotel. 

     "It's so amazing to be here with you -- alive." Under the table, she held his left hand in hers, caressing the surviving fingers through the thin leather glove. The other two glove fingers were filled out with wads of children's modeling clay wrapped in kitchen plastic wrap. 

     "Alive is good." The charge of her touch reached him even through the leather.

     Suddenly, movement in the crowd caught his eye -- not so much movement as a wrong note in the rhythms and shifts of the crowds.

     "I feel like we've known each other for years," Kate said. "We've been through so much."

     And we're in for a lot more, O'Kane, thought as he raised his head just slightly and caught sight of a man in a suit -- maybe thirty or a little less, fair - standing across the midway talking with greengrocer, showing the man and his wife a piece of paper. O'Kane saw the greengrocer shake his head.

      "It's not so much the time that make a relationship." O'Kane had been thinking about the same thing. "But shared experiences." He glanced over at her, "Especially life-threatening ones."

     Returning his gaze to the young man in the suit, O'Kane watched him move on to the next booth; the paper in his hand was curled, thin. Certainty about what was on the paper grew like a jagged rock in O'Kane's bowels.

      "What's wrong?" 

     "Over there," O'Kane said without turning his head. "The guy in the brown suit, close-cropped blond hair, with the paper."

     "A little over-dressed if you ask me."

     "I think he's a cop," O'Kane turned to face Kate. "I think my photo is on that fax."

     Kate squinted at the man and then back to O'Kane. "But you even fooled your old friend, Rodriguez."

     O'Kane nodded once. "Right, but then he wasn't looking for me, and he was convinced I was dead." He raised his eyebrows. 

 *    *    *    *    *

     "So, Pieter: you've got a fine lot this morning," said Amsterdam police constable Joost Van Dyke to the flea market proprietor, a petty thief and convicted fence named Jan DeRuiter.      

     “Goed Dag Constable," said DeRuiter as he picked up the nearest object at hand, a tarnished brass lamp with a torn shade. "Can I interest you in a fine reading lamp?"

     "Perhaps something more...illuminating," Van Dyke smiled at his own joke. 

     DeRuiter rolled his eyes. "My taxes pay for this?"

     "You haven't paid taxes in years, Pieter."

     The flea marketeer shrugged.   

     The constable shoved a fax in the man's face, using both hands to keep it from curling. DeRuiter looked at the paper, tilted his head to one side. 

     "I think, yes." 

     The constable felt his heart double beat. 

     "What? You're sure?" 

     DeRuiter took the fax and looked at it closely. 

     "And if I am?" 

     The constable snatched the paper from DeRuiter's hands. "Don't fuck with me on this one, Pieter," the constable growled. "This is a lot more serious than your petty shit." 

     DeRuiter nodded. "I'm sure. He's a big one, right?"

     The constable nodded, reached for his radio.

     "Did you sell him anything?" 

     "Them," DeRuiter replied. "He had a kid with him.

     "A kid?"

     DeRuiter shrugged again. "Looked like maybe a teenager."

     The constable nodded as he mumbled into his radio, told the dispatcher he would wait.

     "So did you sell them anything?"

     "Suitcases," DeRuiter said slowly. He looked up, thinking. "A wheelchair." 

     "A wheelchair? What? You're stealing wheelchairs from cripples now?"

     DeRuiter shrugged.

     Van Dyke stammered excitedly into the mouthpiece.

*    *    *    *    *

     "Double the surveillance on the nigger's house," Sheila Gaillard snapped as she raced for the conference room door, heading for the elevator. "It could be a diversion to get the gimp out." 

     She stopped, turned. "Tell the locals I want them alive." 

     She strode to the elevator where a young executive held the door for her. 

 *    *    *    *    *

     Tears of thanks streamed down Al Thomas' face as he re-read the email message sent via satellite link, delayed by the Norwegian re-mailer. Alive. Kate was alive. It was a miracle. Thank God for miracles. He called for the attendants to suction him.

�CHAPTER SIXTY





     Joost Van Dyke shifted from one foot to the other, leaning against a light pole just across the market from the Cuyp Cafe, trying to appear casual as he watched the wheelchair and the suitcases go nowhere. He listened in his earpiece to the urgent staccato of a police force on the move. The big bald man was dangerous. Would they have a hostage situation?

     Thoughts careened through Van Dyke's mind as he cataloged every person that came out of the cafe. Two teenagers with spiked pink hair and dressed all in black wandered in, came out.  Moments later, a man in a dark suit came out. Too short, too thin, Van Dyke thought, as he remembered his instructions. A master of disguise: that's what they had told him. "Look for size, not appearance. He can't hide size." 

     So the constable watched. He heard the thwacking of a helicopter; his earpiece told him some important American woman was landing at the nearby Sarphatipark. An American? What the hell was going on? His earpiece chattered urgently; traffic would soon be blocked off; perimeters were being set up; a noose had been tied; the knot was tightening. 

     As he watched, a short elderly woman shaped like a dumpling came out; moments later a slight young man in a green sweater started through the door, but stepped aside to let out a short elderly couple carrying string bags -- the man was short, dark, like an Indian or maybe an Indonesian. They both wore battered hats and raincoats. The young man entered; the old man and woman limped off slowly. 

     Like an angry bee jammed in his ear, the radio chatter continued with a full-automatic, rock-and-roll adrenaline beat.

*    *    *    *    *

     No one at the luggage store on the Damrak took any special note of the stooped old man with the light teak skin and the battered aluminum cane as he paid cash for two chrome luggage carriers and shuffled painfully from the store. The old man stepped into the swift stream of pedestrians that washed up and down the sidewalk; people brushed past as the old man moved slowly toward Centraal Station. Near the Prins Hendrikkade, he turned into a narrow, deserted alley where he found the squat old woman with whom he had been seen leaving the Cuyp Cafe. 

      The old woman levered herself up with used her aluminum cane. Before she could stand fully upright, a grimace of pain twisted her face as she jerked still, bowed as if someone had just dropped a heavy weight on her back. 

     "Damn! That hurts," Kate Blackwood groused quietly as she reached up with her left hand and rubbed the back of her neck under the scarf. "I've got a rope burn that just won't quit." 

     “Me too,” O’Kane said. His rope, like Kate's, was tied with a bowline knot which made a loop that slipped over his head and around his neck with the long end trailing down in front. That loose end was cinched very short and tied securely to a leather belt around his waist. The short rope assured them that they could not stand up straight, thus giving the illusion of them being shorter than they actually were. The restriction – and the pain -- lent verisimilitude to their being old and arthritic. 

     The effect was heightened by very convincing limps produced by placing wooden rulers one on each side of one knee then taping the rulers in place with the adhesive tape thus immobilizing the joint.  The final touch O'Kane had made to himself before leaving the Cuyp Cafe's restroom was to smear his face with brown shoe polish. 

     O'Kane bent over and unfolded both of the luggage carriers and used the elastic cords to strap one string bag to each of them.

     "Onward," he said taking the handle of one of the carriers and heading toward the bustle of the Damrak. At the mouth of the alley he paused as a procession of police cars screamed by, sirens and lights breaking the murmur of the crowd. He turned to her. "Remember, no English when anyone's around."

     "Oui, Monsieur."

     Of the many languages O'Kane spoke, French was the only one in which Kate had any proficiency. Two bent old French tourists, one with dark skin, was a far cry from the vigorous, tall, American fugitives the newspapers had written about.  As they walked up the broad approach to the Central Station, O'Kane felt panic flare in the pit of his stomach like a giant match. Police swarmed the entrances.

     "Merde." 

     Kate looked up; her pace faltered when she saw the uniforms.

     "Allons! Keep going." O'Kane said. "They're not looking for an old brown man and his frumpy old wife."

     "Hmmph!"

     They pressed on, drawing closer and closer, pausing to lean on their canes periodically to take a break from the very real pain caused by their hobbles.

     They passed the VVV tourist kiosk. O'Kane fought the adrenaline that surged through his belly -- fuel for flight. The police were close enough to shoot them, then close enough to grab them.

     Then a voice: "Kann ik u helpen?" 

     O'Kane stopped, strained to look up; as he did, one of the policemen opened the door for them. O'Kane urged Kate on through the door. He heard her tell the policeman, "Merci." 

     Waiting for a shout of recognition – or a bullet – they walked on until they were out of sight by the luggage lockers. Looking around, they found themselves alone and set about removing the two remaining duffels and Barner's Halliburton case. 

     Kate held a wrinkled brown paper shopping bag as O'Kane slipped the Halliburton into it. He had acquired the bag just for this purpose: The expensive Halliburton was not in keeping with shabby French tourists. That done, they strapped everything to the luggage carriers and headed for the ticket counters.

     What they found there was unnerving. Policemen stood next to every ticket sales window; video cameras were trained on windows selling tickets for foreign locations. Kate and O'Kane stood in a line for domestic tickets and, in French, asked for a return ticket for Leiden. The policeman next to their window gave them a bored look and turned his head to scan the large main room.

     Outside on the platform, more police strolled the quais; none paid attention to the squat old French couple who boarded a local train to Leiden.

     Only after the train for Leiden pulled away from the platform did Kate loose a sigh of relief. "I hope DeGroot's as reliable as Barner thinks."

     O'Kane shrugged. "You saw the papers. They looked pretty convincing to me."

     "Besides, we don't have a lot of options. With no passports, we can't leave the country; we can't even check into a hotel. We can't sleep on the street because you know they're going to roust every vagrant they can find."

     "I hope Barner was right," Kate said uncertainly. 

     "Barner better be right." The train swayed on. "Or we're dead."

�CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE





     It was hard to tell if the new onsen -- hot springs baths -- at Fuefuki were indoors or out. Sitting on a submerged rock at the rim of a lushly vegetated tropical pool carved out of black volcanic rocks, Edward Rycroft let the hot waters of the alum-enriched onsen hot-massage the knotted muscles at the small of his back. He squinted through the limbs of a camphor tree at clouds flexing across the sky and tried to determine if the ceiling panels were open, or whether the sky and clouds were simply more clever images from the high-resolution Ikeda-Grunwald projection system custom-built for Kurata. Nothing was too good for his employees.

     That he couldn't tell the difference bothered him. Annoyance scrabbled about just behind his sternum, crablike and prickly. Rycroft tried to ignore the uneasiness, glancing around, looking for distraction. What he saw made the feeling worse: perfect pools of steaming water set here and there under a canopy of tropical hardwood trees, and all around, perfect rain forest vegetation right down to moss in the rock crevices. Hundreds of millions of yen had been spent recreating an indoor imitation of a genuine rotenboro. Only Kurata's wealth could have produced an imitation of life that was so perfect it was impossible to tell whether it was a real jungle or just an architect's elaborate deception that preyed on the bather's willingness to be deluded into the appreciation of beauty. 

     Did it really matter anyway? Just like the counterfeit wine that American Paddy -- O'Kane -- had produced. If it fooled the experts, if it smelled and tasted as good, then did anything else really matter? 

     Rycroft mused about this, looking around at the naked Japanese men lounging in the big pool just beyond a brake of palm trees. Some chatted in communal groups -- hadaka no tsukiai, "companions in nudity" -- others lounged in ones and twos.

     The men wore yufondoshi -- hot water loincloths -- as they walked to and fro. Most also carried a furoshiki, a small, handkerchief-like pieces of cloth in which personal articles are kept. 

     Rycroft looked over at the two furoshiki bundles resting on the pool edge near his head. One was  plain , the other was sewn with his hanko—personal seal. He had brought both. The embroidered one contained his wallet, keys, and watch. The plain one contained a razor-sharp knife and a packet of papers.

     Exuberant noises came from the large pool as a group of young sararimen splashed in their corner. Rycroft looked over at them and made a wide, slow inspection sweep of the room, his eyes resting more often on the single bather here and there. The solitaires seemed to be meditating, or perhaps simply praying that the mineral enriched waters would cure their rheumatism or nettle rashes, as the signs claimed in the outer rooms where bathers vigorously scrubbed every square centimeter of their bodies before entering the communal baths. 

     He hated them.

     Under water, Rycroft's fingers made fists, relaxed then balled up again. They thought he had learned their customs and language because he liked them, wanted to be a sort of honorary Japanese.

     Fools! Blind arrogance.

    Rycroft remembered being four years old when the Japanese troops burst into his parents’ home in Singapore. 

     Jammed into a large wicker trunk used as an end table, Rycroft and his sister, quivered as the platoon of soldiers first beat their father semi-consciousness, then took turns gang-raping their mother. 

     Finally, when they had all had their turns, one soldier pulled a revolver and shot his mother in the face. He remembered how horrible it was to see her body jerk as the slug slammed into her. But that didn't kill her and neither did the next two shots. Finally, one of them, laughing, pulled off his belt and strangled her with it.

     Either he or his sister must have made a noise, because instants later, the soldiers were opening the lid of the large wicker trunk.

     Rycroft would always remember the way his father, naked, slippery with his own blood, wrenched away from the soldiers and tried to come to the aid of his children. Rycroft would never forget the swift, well-practiced way the Japanese officer in charge pulled a dagger from his waist and, in one clean lunge, cut open his father's belly from breastbone to scrotum.

     The young Rycroft then tried to protect his sister. He would always remember the laughter as they pulled him away from his sister and separated them.  As the soldiers carried his sister away, they kept repeating a phrase over and over. He never saw her again.

     The Japanese officer took Rycroft as a pet, a slave, a novelty. They taught him to read and speak Japanese so he could function as a servant, "as befitted his status as one of the inferior races."

     As he became fluent in Japanese, he learned the meaning of the phrase the soldiers had repeated as they carried his sister away: "fresh meat for my skewer."

     All of this played through Rycroft's head as he sat in the swirling onsen. Swallowing against the anger, he gradually flushed the memories from his mind. Just in time.

     "Rycroft-san."

     A voice came from behind. Rycroft craned his head and saw his production manager, Kenji Yamamoto, walking toward him, yufondoshi about his waist, wooden clogs on his feet, furoshiki dangling from one hand. Yamamoto bowed; Rycroft bowed, but slightly less as befitted his station as Yamamoto's boss.

     Rycroft sat back down as Yamamoto shed the loincloth and slid into the hot water.

     "Ahhh! The instant you enter is always the most intense, is it not?"

     "Undoubtedly." Rycroft waited for Yamamoto to settle himself. Then, "I do not like the way you are casting doubts on me and my  methods, Kenji."

     "Hai," Yamamoto said noncommittally.

     "I will not allow this to continue."

     "It pains me to confront the situation in this manner," Yamamoto said as he cupped pool water in both hands and poured it over his head. "But I believe there is a flaw in the method that may make the product less specific. Indeed, I have been conducting some additional laboratory analysis, which, even though still incomplete, indicates that this batch of the Slate Wiper might be less selective, be activated by more than just the Korean genetic sequences." 

     "You've disobeyed my orders on this." Rycroft struggled to keep his voice calm and low. "I have told you there is no such problem and, in your own stupidity, you have pressed ahead. These are grounds for your immediate dismissal, you know."

     "Hai, Rycroft-san. This I know. It is the risk I take because I believe the current process endangers both the targeted population and the entire Japanese race."

     "You're a stupid creature, Kenji," Rycroft snapped. "This was not your decision to make."

     "Nor yours any longer, I am afraid," Yamamoto countered. "Respectfully, I think that the decision rests in the honored hands of Kurata-sama."

     "Perhaps," Rycroft said. He gave Yamamoto a chilling smile, and then turned to grasp the plain furoshiki that sat next to his own. He handed the bundle to Yamamoto, who took it reluctantly and gave Rycroft a questioning look.

     "Go ahead you stinking Jap bastard, open it up. Take a good look at your past and future."

     Yamamoto's face showed no evidence of having heard the racial slur. He set the bundle on a dry spot at the edge of the pool and deftly untied it. He sucked in a breath through pursed lips as he saw the dagger. His hands, however, went first to the envelope, which he opened.

     Rycroft watched Yamamoto's face pale, his usually straight carriage sag, as he read first one document then the next. His hands began to shake.

     Finally, Yamamoto turned to him and said, "What does this mean?"

     "It means I have irrefutable proof that your great-grandfather was Korean, Kenji. You have the copies, I have the proof." Rycroft felt the warm intoxication of victory rush from his belly to his head like a hot, visceral wave.

     "What it really means is I can ruin you and your family and your wife's family and your children and every one of their offspring for generations to come. A few words and your son will be shamed out of Tokyo University and the best husband your daughters will ever get is some slaughterhouse burakumin or maybe the guy who gets to dislodge shit clumps in the sewers." Rycroft paused. In a lower voice said, "All that can be different if you do the right thing."

     Yamamoto bent his head; he opened his mouth as if to speak and then closed it. Rycroft pulled himself out of the pool as Yamamoto looked over at the knife.

     As Rycroft wrapped his yufondoshi around his waist, slipped his feet into his wooden clogs and picked up his own furoshiki, he saw Yamamoto look up at him, then reach over and slip the knife from its scabbard

     Rycroft walked away. As he neared the washing area, he turned and saw the pool water run red as Yamamoto's face slipped beneath the surface.

     Out of sight now, Rycroft heard a scream. He smiled. Yamamoto's dossier would be on Kurata's desk in the morning.

� CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO





     The Albert Cuyp Cafe smelled of fresh coffee, fresh bread, fresh fear.

     Jammed into a booth at the rear of the long, narrow room whose dark-wood-paneled walls seemed to suck the light from the air, Constable Joost Van Dyke squinted against the tears that washed down his face from the woman's constant cigarette smoking.

      She was a formidable one: tall, blond, a face that carried the lethal beauty of a cobra and a voice that cut through to the bone. She stood in the aisle, looming over the table at which Van Dyke sat alone.

     "All right," she said, puffing smoke out with each syllable. "Let's go over things one more time."

     The constable threw a pleading glance across the room at his superior officer to please do something about this snake-woman; Van Dyke's commander shook her head imperceptibly. On the left side of the commander sat the chief of all Amsterdam's police. On the commander's right sat the diplomatic liaison from the mayor's office; on the other side of the table from the trio from Amsterdam sat the number two man from the U.S. embassy. A personal request from the U.S. president to afford the woman every possible courtesy had been passed quickly through diplomatic channels and had dropped like a ton of cobbles on Van Dyke's head.

     Van Dyke nodded at his commander, tried to take a deep breath, and found himself coughing on the tobacco smoke. The woman rolled her eyes as he took a sip from his third glass of water. 

     "Sorry." Van Dyke cleared his throat and looked again at his notes. “As I said, there were seventeen people who came out of this place of business from the time I called headquarters until backup arrived."

     "And you came to observe the cafe immediately after talking with the flea market owner?"

     Van Dyke nodded. Behind him and down a set of spiral stairs, he could hear the rustlings of the forensic lab team as they scoured the restrooms for more evidence. Three teams had, so far, found bits of the same things: fibers from some sort of synthetic rope, the wrapping from a single-edged razor blade, tiny flakes of dark shoe polish, and a number of pubic and head hairs belonging to at least thirty people, including this Mick, O'Kane. 

     "Let's go over the people you saw, in order, one last time."

     Van Dyke nodded gratefully as he ran down his notes. There was the short, thin man -- Caucasian -- in a dark suit; too short, too thin. Then the short old dumpling woman, the two teenagers with dyed hair and cigarettes, the slight young man wearing a green sweater, the elderly couple with the string bags -- the man was too short to be O'Kane and was dark-skinned like an Indian or maybe an Indonesian. 

     "What do you remember of these people?"

     Looking at his notes, Van Dyke shrugged. "Battered hats and raincoats, both limped."

     "Can you describe the raincoats?" 

     "Dark," Van Dyke said.

     "Can you remember the color?"

     Closing his eyes, he saw the young man standing aside, then the old couple limping out.

     "One was dark green -- olive, I think -- and the other much darker, probably black."

     When he opened his eyes he saw, that the snake-woman was smiling as she underlined something on the paper.

     "Thank you, Constable Van Dyke," she said crisply. "You have been of considerable help. You may go now."

     Van Dyke made his way to the outside, where he greedily sucked in great lungsful of air. 

     As the constable stood by the door, two of the forensic technicians who had previously searched the cafe and its restrooms, exited the mobile crime scene van and made their way into the cafe. 

*    *    *    *    *   

     The two white-uniformed men approached the booth.

     "Pardon me," one of the uniforms said, "but you said to contact you the moment we had preliminary results."

     Sheila turned. "Yes?"

     The white uniform handed her a sheet of paper. She took it, turned so that light from the front windows could illuminate it better. "I assume the summary version of this means the rope fibers in the bathroom match those sold to O'Kane as does the shoe polish?"

     "They are consistent with those," the white uniform said. "Yes." 

     "And the fingerprints on the table outside and those in the bathroom?"

     "Match both suspects."

     "Good."

     She turned Van Dyke's commander. "There is no possible way the suspects could still be in the building or that they might have fled through a sewer, an attic connection to an adjacent building, a window?"

     "There are no rear doors or windows; this building's walls adjoin those behind and to either side it with no space in between. There is no sewer connection. There is no possible way they could be hiding here."

     Sheila nodded. "What about secret compartments? Like those some Amsterdammers built to hide Jews back in World War II?"

     The commander shook her head. "The polygraph was solidly negative; the couple who own the cafe live upstairs. 

     Sheila nodded. "As you can see," she told the small assembly, "there's no doubt they were here, that they were no longer here, that they were probably the limping old man with the brown skin and his companion.  Constable Van Dyke observed leaving here." 

     She leaned over and picked up a sheaf of papers. "If the times given by the merchants are accurate, the unfinished food and beverages on the table indicate they probably saw the constable asking questions and left in a hurry, pausing first to don their disguise."

      Sheila turned to the Amsterdam police chief and said, "I think it's time to broadcast a new composite sketch don't you?"

     The police chief nodded, then stood up. "Just to law enforcement, or to the media as well?"

     "To the world," Sheila said. "Then they will have no place to hide."

     The police chief rushed from the cafe. Sheila followed him outside. As she did, a policeman on a motorcycle roared up to the cafe entrance, dismounted, pulled a thick sealed envelope from her saddlebags.. 

     "For Ms. Gaillard," she said.

     The police chief nodded to Sheila.

     Sheila broke open the envelope's diplomatic seal and pulled from it the dossier on A.L. Barner she had ordered.

     First, no place to hide; now, no place to run. 

 *    *    *    *    * 

     Breezes sharp with warnings of winter blew through the comfortable bedroom community of Alphen an den Rijn, seven miles east of Leiden. Traffic rattled desultorily along the tarmacadam roads of this well-designed hamlet, their slipstreams giving momentary life to the autumn leaves resting there between wind gusts. None of the motorists and few of the pedestrians and bicyclists gave a second glance at the shabby old couple who rested on the bench just down the road from the A.W. Sijthoff publishing company, propping their chins on nearly identical metal canes. 

     "I just don't know," O'Kane said looking at his watch again. "It doesn't feel right to me, sitting right out here in the open."

     Kate shrugged. "That's what he told me to do. He was very specific: the bench by the publishing company at 3 p.m."

     O'Kane shook his head as he untied the ropes from his belt.

     They had spent the past three hours painfully walking a route that Ernst DeGroot had specified. Kate had called DeGroot from Leiden station because Barner's notes indicated he had spoken with DeGroot prior to his fatal visit to Kate's apartment.

     "He didn't seem surprised to hear from me," Kate said . 

     "Hardly a surprise given that we've gotten more advance publicity than the Pope when he visited."

     Now, after three hours, DeGroot's instructions seemed dangerous, needlessly exposing them to more scrutiny than was comfortable or prudent.

     "I don't like the fact the town cop has driven by twice since we've been sitting here," O'Kane said stripping off the rope and stuffing it into a plastic shopping bag along with Kate's bindings. He rubbed the back of his neck. "Can we trust this guy?" 

     "I don't think we've got a lot of choices," Kate said. "You've already pointed out that our options are limited. If we need to make the connection -- and I think we do -- then our only choice is to sit here and wait."

     "We could take a train to close to the border with Belgium," O'Kane suggested. "It's not exactly a fortified border."

     Kate shook her head. "Look, Barner died trying to get us all his stuff. DeGroot seems to have been part of his little group for half a century now. I don't think he's going to flake out on us."

     Just then, a white police car, this time with two officers in it, made its way along the street.   

     "That's not good, not good at all," O'Kane said as he watched the car cruise slowly out of sight. "DeGroot may be trustworthy, but his plan sucks; I feel totally naked here." 

     "I have a feeling," Kate said. "My instinct says we should wait -- at least until 3 p.m." 

     O'Kane nodded. "Whatever you say."

     Bicycles cycled past. People walked past. Cars drove past. Time dragged past. 

     O'Kane felt his heart resonate like a hammer on an oil drum. In the distance, a chime sounded: one, two, three. 

     And, as if on cue, a dark blue diesel van chugged out of the distance. O'Kane's hopes and fears rose at the same time; both fell when he saw the van's yellow markings: PTT. It was a Dutch mail truck. It began to slow. O'Kane saw that a mail drop box sat a dozen feet away. 

     "Shit," he muttered and looked again at his watch.

     He looked up just in time to see the blue van bound over the low curb and skid to a halt just a couple of feet away. The doors exploded open like a grenade blast. 

     O'Kane leaped to his feet.

     The next handful of racing heartbeats and shattered seconds was filled with men, guns, uniforms, needles, and the dark warm comfortable melting feeling that came from powerful sedatives taking effect. 

     O'Kane felt the hands that grabbed, handled, lifted, carried.

     Then there was only the dark churning maw of darkness.

�CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE





     Blackness. Voices in a void. Words without meaning. Sounds without context. 

     Consciousness returned slowly, to Connor O'Kane bringing with it fear and memories: of men and uniforms and needles bearing narcotic dreams. 

"...can remove the handcuffs now," said the first voice. The words were in Dutch.

     "Are you absolutely sure?" 

     "She was totally -- " His voice made a little clicking sound that seemed to come from deep within his throat. "-- totally forthcoming. Seems that he saved her life." 

     "And Barner?" 

     "Kurata's people." Click. 

     "No doubt?" 

     "They wouldn't be chasing him otherwise." 

     "Okay." 

     O'Kane felt pressure disappear at both wrists, heard the tink of chain links against each other. Then the same at his ankles. 

     Then a knock at the door, a third muffled Dutch voice asking if it was all right to enter. Assent was given; a knob rattled; hinges squeaked; a concerned voice spoke English. "How is he?" 

     Kate! 

     "He's," click, "fine," said Dutchman number one. 

     A chair scraped near, and a moment after that, he felt Kate's hands on his. She held his hand and gave it a little squeeze, a gentle caress. 

     "He shouldn't sleep very much longer. My people,” click, there was the speech impediment again, "gave him a very light dose to minimize the hangover." 

     "Why?" Kate asked. "Why did you have to do this to him?"

     "Prudence -- " Click, click went his throat."-- demanded it. Barner briefed us on you; we expected you. Not him. The newspaper stories said he killed Barner and had you captivated in some sort of Patty Hearst relationship." 

     "But -- " Kate started to protest.

     "We had to be sure." Dutchman number one said. "We have not only safety" click, "safety considerations, but we must also protect the positions we hold within industry and the government. 

     "But most of all, we cannot jeopardize shinrai." 

     "Shinrai?" Kate asked.

     "It's the Japanese word for truth," Dutchman number two interjected. "We are a network of people around the world, including many Japanese who would like to see this issue dealt with."

     Dutchman number one took over. "For fifty --" Click. "-- fifty years, politicians and novelists have concentrated on the horrors of Nazi Germany, telling tales of the ODESSA and plots to create a Fourth Reich -- straw dogs!" He sniffed loudly. 

     "But all -- " click "-- all the -- " click, click. He took an audibly deep breath. "All the while, this concentration on Germany has distracted people from the Japanese holocaust and medical atrocities, their virulent racism, the very Wagnerian sense of superiority and destiny that still burns in Japan today."

     "You see," Dutchman number one continued, his voice calmer now. "Except for our Japanese allies, the members of shinrai all suffered at the hands of the Japanese in World War II.

     "We've labored for half a century to bring the arrogant Japanese to the same point of contrition that Germany accepted more than half a century ago." He paused and in a lower voice said, "The old saw about those who forget history being doomed to repeat it -- it's very true and poignant here: The Japanese have never been punished, never been forced to face their hideous acts, never accepted responsibility. Unless they do, they will do this all over again, and the world will be a worse place for it." 

     "I couldn't agree more," O'Kane said as he opened his eyes to the surprised countenances of Kate and the two Dutchmen.

   *    *    *    *    *

     Down the hall from the teleconference center at Daiwa Ichiban Corporation's Tokyo headquarters, a clock struck one in the morning. Akira Sugawara leaned back into the soft crushed leather of the chair and scanned the television monitor. Closing his eyes he listened to the voices coming from the headset his ears, flipping the remote control to scan the encrypted, satellite-relayed reports coming from the Dutch police and -- most saliently -- from Sheila Gaillard and her "assets." It all crowded his head; there was too much information to take into consideration at one time. Instead of facts, he has to proceed on gut reactions.

     Without really thinking about how irrevocable his next act would become, Sugawara removed the headset and placed it on the huge conference room table.  He walked to his office, put on his coat, and took the elevator down to the street level. He went in search of a pay phone.

�CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR





     O'Kane sat quietly next to Kate at an old wooden table that filled one end of a spotless, white tile and plastic kitchen. At his other elbow was General Richard Falk, the second in command of the Dutch Armed Forces, across the table, two more people: Beatrix VanDeventer, a Dutch woman who sat on the World Court in the Hague and at her side, Dutchman number two -- Henry Noord, the Netherlands' liaison with Interpol and former chief of the Rotterdam Police Department. By the door, two young men with military haircuts and sidearms stood at informal parade rest. 

     The house they were in sat isolated in the middle of a polder. “It’s a working tulip farm -- Tulips and other bulbs  -- it makes a profit and more than pays for itself," Falk had explained. "It just happens to belong to the Dutch government…a safe house," Falk said. "For conferences, confidential meetings, that sort of thing."

     At the far end of the room, speaking on an encrypted radio link, was Dutchman number one whom O'Kane now knew was Jan DeGroot, professor emeritus at Leiden University, formerly head of research at Eurodrug, holder of more than one hundred pharmaceutical patents and head of shinrai. Like Noord, Falk and VanDeventer,  DeGroot refused to talk about his World War II experience, but myriad scars and discolorations did more than hint at the ordeal he had survived. DeGroot was in his late seventies or eighties, vigorous, energetic living proof that age and a certain amount of brutal torture did not inevitably bring disability. 

     "At university, they thought I was this boy wonder," DeGroot had said. "I developed three vaccine patents before even graduating. But remember, Japan had a functional bacteriological warfare operation they used to kill countless Chinese with plague, cholera, glanders. They also needed to develop and test vaccines to protect themselves against their own weapons. What my professors and classmates thought were brilliant insights into the biological process were simply the result of my observations and indelible memories of hideous experiments done on innocent, unwilling human beings."

      His patents had brought him millions, yet he took only a small portion for himself. The rest went to the support of shinrai, or for the care of survivors victimized by the Japanese. "Since neither the Japanese, nor the Americans, nor any other country will lift a blood-stained finger to help these poor wretches," Falk spat.

     At the other end of the kitchen, DeGroot's voice changed as the conversation neared its end.

     "This is good, very good," he told the radio handset connected to a base that looked like a transportable cellular telephone. 

During the entire conversation on the telephone, however, his speech impediment was absent as he commanded his troops in the field.

     "Yes, yes," DeGroot said. "Be sure to employ the best methods to make sure you are not being followed. This is not a usual situation; they have an almost unlimited number of people to devote to this operation." He paused, listened. "Yes. Good. Good-bye." He replaced the phone-like receiver back on its base. 

     Turning, DeGroot said, "He will be here in a little less than two hours, give or take." He returned to his seat at the head of the table. 

     Kate gave an audible sigh of relief. "How -- how did you do it?"

     "Just as planned." DeGroot inched his chair up to the table. "The encrypted email Mr. O'Kane sent alerted him as to our efforts. His attendants, as you know, are totally -- " Click. DeGroot looked down for a moment as if he had something lodged in his throat. "Totally devoted to him.

     "Also, your friend, Mr. Thomas, is a man, very popular, especially with his neighbors. Like many of the older sections in Amsterdam, his canal house was one of many that lined the perimeter of the block, leaving a large, fully enclosed garden area in the middle. He simply had his attendants take him into the gardens, across to his neighbor's house on the far side of the block and out to the street there. We sent an additional mail van to accommodate his extensive needs and equipment." 

     "Amazing," Kate said as she sipped at her wine. "The network -- this shinrai."

     DeGroot shrugged. "You see, we are like Kurata's assets, only just the opposite. Kurata's people are salted through many governments and corporations and are bent by --" Click. "-- by money. We are not so many as they. We are bent the other way, and by conviction rather than money. We are at the same levels of responsibility and power. We are in places to observe the flow of pertinent information, in positions to direct certain assets and take action under the guise of officially sanctioned activities." 

     In the ensuing silence, a songbird chirped; breezes made stirring sounds in the trees; the toasty smells of burning leaves drifted in like faint shadows on overcast days. 

     "Unbelievable," O'Kane muttered. "Whole secret worlds, battling spheres of influence -- wars actually -- all happening in the dark." He shook his head. 

     "It is a long tradition, going back centuries and centuries." VanDeventer said. "Modern Westerners have deluded themselves into thinking that just because governments and people are supposed to behave in a certain way they will behave in that manner." She shook her head. "I was a very young law clerk to Roling, a great man and the Dutch judge at the Tokyo War Crimes Trial. I learned then that civilization is a thin veneer that inadequately buffers the animals at out cores."

     "The point to this all," VanDeventer said calmly, "is that -- Japanese protestations aside -- civilization is unreliable, and nations rarely do anything for moral reasons. Peace is still maintained through superior firepower." 

     "Even though that firepower may actually be economic or some other force that can destroy without destroying," Noord added. 

     "Private wars," O'Kane said.

     "It's the future," DeGroot said. "The best battles are those the combatants don't know they are fighting, and the best victories are the ones that the defeated don't recognize."

      "The opening skirmishes are being fought today,” Falk said. We have had already a dozen Pearl Harbors, and the public is unaware of most of them -- air traffic control failures, power blackouts, new viruses and antibiotic-resistant bacteria, aircraft crashes, ship sinkings, millions of dollars hacked from banking systems, major telephone switching failures, satellite malfunctions. The public has no clue, no clue at all." 

 *    *    *    *    *

     The landing lights of the Valkenburg airport grew closer. 

     Sitting directly behind the copilot in the Daiwa Ichiban corporate helicopter, Sheila Gaillard stared through the darkness and watched as the small airport east of Leiden came into view. 

     Quietly she lit another cigarette, adding to the smog that packed the cabin. Fucking cookie pusher diplomats. She knew that O'Kane's trail led to DeGroot -- or it would. But, "No, we will positively not authorize any intrusion on a Dutch citizen's home on the basis of the information you have." They had been adamant.

      "O'Kane is a dangerous man," she had argued. "Mr. DeGroot's life could be in danger." 

     They did not budge.     

     "You will not set foot on the property," she was told brusquely. 

     Sheila attacked the cigarette, drawing down half an inch of ash in a single suck; she flicked the ash on the helicopter floor with her dead butts and smiled. She would set foot where she wished, and when.     

�CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE



     In the dim half-night of 3 a.m., Akira Sugawara made his way through the Slate Wiper production area. Absent the background noise of the day, every gurgle and bubble sounded large. Relays clicked; valves opened; liquid death rushed through pipes. The organism respired and metabolized and excreted -- it lived -- all about him, Sugawara thought, as he made his way through its bowels toward the rear of the building. 

     Most of the overhead lights were turned out, leaving only an occasional bank of fluorescents here and there for safety's sake. In the dimness, the process control computer screens stared at him with wide phosphor eyes filling the passages with cyberlight that painted him with the color of the moment, first red, then blue, green, pale gray, red again. He walked down the last flight of steps to the polished concrete floor.

     He felt like a thief. He just knew he must look like a thief. Somewhere in the security office, there must be an agent watching him on the surveillance cameras saying to himself, "There goes a thief" and reaching for the alarms. With every step, Sugawara expected to hear the klaxons go off. 

     Reaching the airlock at the end of the production facility, Sugawara punched in his security code. There was the slightest of electronic delays; Sugawara's heart hung between beats. This time his heart knew -- just knew -- they were on to him, that the latch would not open, that he would turn and find Kurata there behind him, accusing him. 

     He had his story ready. He had packed for his flight to Amsterdam and was on the way to Narita when he had a premonition that something was not right. He couldn't shake the feeling and decided to look about for himself. It was probably nothing, just nerves raw from the death of Yamamoto and a lack of sleep and the unsatisfactory course of events in Holland.

     Deep in his heart, he didn't think Kurata would buy it. He prayed it wouldn't come to that.

     The latch released. 

     Sugawara sighed, stepped into the airlock, and turned on the light. He squinted and blinked against the brightness, stared up at the surveillance camera and quickly donned   disposable white booties, a lab coat, and hat. This done, he stepped through the door and passed airlocks into the higher biosafety level. 

     No sirens; no alarms.

     His heart raced. Not yet, not yet, not yet, not yet.

     Sugawara checked his watch: 3:17 a.m. The KLM flight to Amsterdam wasn't until five.

     He had no friends now, no allies. The only people in the world who could help him now were the very people that Kurata wanted most to kill: Blackwood, O'Kane, Al Thomas, DeGroot. But they needed him as well. Needed him for the proof he could bring to them.

     He had a gigabyte of proof on a small data tape cassette in his pants pocket, an object the size of a fig newton that seemed to weigh half a ton. Somewhere, he knew, the main computer's administrative program had registered his access, had logged the files from which he had copied.

     But data was just data. Slate Wiper was real: you could see it, touch it, watch it kill. It was the ultimate proof, and he had no doubt that Al Thomas and Kate Blackwood could unravel its secrets far more readily than any other two people in the world.

     If he lived long enough to get it to them.

     Looking around the small room, Sugawara saw black-topped laboratory benches, a vapor hood, cabinets, machinery. A line of huge Dewars in one corner fumed with liquid nitrogen. They looked like giant Thermos bottles which, in reality, they were. 

     A clack sounded behind him.

     Oh, God!

     Sugawara whirled.

     He saw no one; the sound came from the door closing, the latch re-catching. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment. He let the breath shudder out and headed for a clipboard hooked on the wall next to the line of barrels. 

     Then he bent down, opened one cabinet door after another until he found one with rows of what looked like ordinary, wide-mouth Thermos containers. 

     Constructed along the same basic lines as an ordinary Thermos, these had much thicker glass walls and a higher vacuum between the walls to keep the contents hotter -- or in this case, colder -- for longer.

     Sugawara took a Thermos over to the large Dewer vacuum flask. He set the Thermos on the adjoining bench and placed the cap in a shallow metal cup. Then he opened the big Dewer; clouds formed as the liquid nitrogen inside the Dewer condensed vapor in the air. From the wall, he took a pair of safety goggles and slipped them over his eyes, then slipped his hands into a pair of insulated gloves. 

     From reading the papers Unit 731 had successfully kept from the Americans, Sugawara knew that a number of the researchers had conducted experiments with prisoners to see what effect liquid nitrogen had on them. They plunged the limbs of prisoners into the liquid and discovered that the flesh froze steel hard and glass brittle. For fun, some of the researchers would strike the frozen limbs to see how the flesh would shatter. When it thawed, the flesh looked as if it had been shredded by knives. The victims usually bled to death. Lab protocols called for not treating them in order to follow the progress of the experiment to the end. 

     Sugawara grabbed a contraption that looked like a metal can with a pour spout attached to a long handle. Holding this by the insulated  grips, Sugawara plunged the can part through the nimbus of vapor and into the Dewer; he heard the liquid nitrogen sizzle and fizz as the room-temperature warmth of the can caused the cold liquid to boil for just an instant. Then the dipper cooled down to the same frigid temperature and filled. 

     He pulled the fuming dipper from the Dewer and poured it carefully into the Thermos he had taken from the cabinet. At first, the nitrogen sputtered and boiled into vapor, then as the interior of the special Thermos cooled, the violent agitation calmed and allowed him to fill it to the top. He followed the same procedure with the Thermos' special cap. 

     As the Thermos and cap cooled to the temperature of liquid nitrogen, Sugawara glanced again at the clipboard and went to the Dewer on the end and opened its top. Grasping the top of a metal handle, Sugawara pulled upwards.

      A gleaming wire rack packed with sealed ampoules emerged from the liquid. He stood still for a moment, transfixed by the sight: row upon row of certain death, all in suspended animation, ready to be thawed, ready to kill.

     Because each batch of Slate Wiper was programmed to self destruct after approximately three days, each new batch was immediately frozen to prevent the biological clock from ticking until Kurata was ready.

     Sugawara reached with his free hand and grabbed first one and than a second ampoule. He replaced the rack, closed the top and walked over to the Thermos; both it and the special top had stopped boiling, indicating that they had both cooled down completely. 

     Working quickly now, Sugawara emptied the liquid nitrogen back into the Dewer, placed the two ampoules into the now-chilled Thermos, fished the top out with a pair of tongs and secured it tightly into the mouth of the Thermos.

     He closed the top of the Dewer, went to the Thermos cabinet and grabbed a special aerogel-packed top, and screwed it on. Only then did he replace the goggles and gloves on the wall.

     Finally, he went to a huge freezer and opened the door. Inside were form-fitting, nylon carrying bags designed for the Thermos. Sugawara slipped the special Thermos into its carrying bag.

     Then he turned and headed out, into a future so uncertain he wasn't sure he'd even reach the street alive.

�CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

     Shadows grew into night over the polders as Kate and O’Kane walked into the old farm house’s the living room and turned on the light. The last of the dinner dishes had been washed and set aside to dry. Kate could barely remember what they had eaten, so intense had the non-stop conversation been.

     As they entered the living room, O'Kane caught sight of a familiar group of men congregated by a fireplace that was throwing off light and heat from a crackling wood fire. It took him a moment before he recognized them as the men who had abducted and sedated him in Alphen an den Rijn.

     Blue light flickered off one wall, the flickers syncopated with the low voice of a television news reader. Interlaced with the news reader's voice was a droning, artificial sound with a computer lilt. The wood fire hissed and popped.

     O'Kane and Kate settled on a sofa next to each other; DeGroot, Vandeventer and Falk sat in armchairs. 

     "My dear Miss Blackwell," DeGroot began slowly, "as I said over dinner, it is ridiculous to think your president is being black--" Click. "--blackmailed." He gave his short barking laugh "What he's told you is a smokescreen to hide how well the U.S. and Japan are working hand in glove."

     "Hand in -- "

     "Don't you see?" DeGroot persisted. "Your government wants a weapon that can kill without destroying property and assets, that can target specific groups."

     "But it's so...so racist," Kate said.

     DeGroot laughed again.

     "Race has nothing to do --" Click. "-- to do with any of this. Race never really has. Racial conflicts -- all so-called ethnic -- " Click. "-- ethnic conflicts are about power. Power not race. It always --" Click. "-- always has been. Race has just been a convenient tool to gain power."

     From beyond the entrance to the kitchen, came the sound of a door opening, voices. DeGroot smiled. “My dear,” he said to Kate, “ come with me for a moment.”

     Kate raised an eyebrow, but nevertheless stood up and walked toward the kitchen with DeGroot. O’Kane watched her disappear into the kitchen. Then he heard her delighted voice: "Al!"

      When O'Kane stepped into the kitchen, he saw Kate hugging a wizened old man in a wheelchair. Beside them were two men he would later learn functioned as Al Thomas' attendants. Thomas gave them leave and they quickly went into the living room to watch the television there. 

     "Dear Al, I thought I'd never live to see you again." Kate sniffed against tears.

     O'Kane felt jealousy ripple its way from the pit of his stomach and lodge itself behind his breastbone. Absurd to be jealous, one part of his mind told him, not of a twisted hulk of a man alive today only by the grace of technology and artificial life support. 

     But from the previous days of listening to Kate's adoring conversation about Thomas, O'Kane knew Thomas would always occupy an important part of Kate's heart. No matter what happened, he would always have to share her.

     Kate stood, wiped at tears with her right hand, then motioned for O'Kane to come closer. The wheelchair whirred as O'Kane approached, turning so Thomas could face him.

     "Al," Kate began shakily, "this is the man who saved my life."

     The desperate guilt of what he had saved her from gnawed at O’Kane’s guts as he stood beside Kate's and looked down at the misshapen man, a core of intelligence wrapped in a crude exoskeleton. 

     "Glad to meet you," O'Kane said awkwardly. Surely he could have thought of something more fitting to meeting this man that most of the world compared to Einstein and Hawking. O'Kane stood there, feeling he ought to be shaking hands. Was he supposed to do something?

     Thomas managed to move his neck -- painfully, slowly -- so he could look eye-to-eye at O'Kane. The gaze was penetrating; O'Kane felt naked.

     Then the computer lilt began.

     "It is a pleasure to meet you, as well," Thomas said. There was a long, painful pause as he manipulated the computer trackball. O'Kane saw the concerned look on Kate's face as she watched him struggle. "Thank you very much for taking care of Kate."

     Kate placed her hand on Thomas' shoulder. "It's worse, isn't it?"  

     "Much worse," the computer lilted. "By the day."

     O'Kane saw the concern on Kate's face.

     The computer voice spoke again, but O'Kane's attention was suddenly drawn by words from the television in the living room. He turned, wondering what had caught his attention without registering in his consciousness.

     As he watched, the picture cut to a wide shot of a narrow, cobbled street. The video looked jerky, grainy, amateur. Despite the poor quality, O'Kane immediately recognized the facade of the Casa Blanca hotel. Dread ground through him like a grinding armature of supercooled steel as the video closed in. The voice-over explained that the video had been shot by a tourist on an early morning walk who had discovered Santiago Rodriguez impaled on a two-foot high Amsterdamje. 

     O'Kane felt the room spin, shift as he heard Rodriguez described as a successful hotelier, a respected Amsterdammer, leader of the European gay community. Nausea rushed into the void in his belly as the news reader calmly described how Rodriguez had been found alive, the phallus-shaped parking barrier rammed full-length through his rectum, its top pressing against the bottom of his heart.

     Rodriguez, the television said, died following seven hours of surgery. The victim had been a very strong man. Police said they had found blood and tissue samples from at least four assailants under the victim's fingernails. 

     "Dear God," O'Kane said aloud; he was vaguely aware of Kate and the others in the room looking toward him. 

     He had killed Rodriguez. He had led the killers to Casa Blanca, and they were sending him a message about what would happen to others who helped him.

     O'Kane rushed out the front door of the farmhouse and vomited along the well-tended margins of a bed planted with some sort of flowers. He was still there when goodbyes were said as Vandeventer left. And still when bedtime lights went out. 

     He came in when Kate came for him.



� CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN





     Dawn tagged the KLM 747 forty thousand feet over the Siberian steppes, northwest of Lake Baikal. Inside, on the first deck, almost to the very front of the first class cabin, the soft peeping of Akira Sugawara's digital watch pulled him out of a nightmare: Kurata was testing new blades on him, cutting off fingers, toes, cleanly chopping at arms and legs an inch at a time. Each excruciating blow brought great gouts of blood and screams from Sugawara for Kurata to just end his suffering and kill him cleanly. With every plea, came Kurata's mocking laughter; with every new sword to be tested, Sugawara's flesh healed whole, ready to be painfully mutilated once again.

     Taking a deep breath, Sugawara swallowed against the lump of fear in his throat, sat up, and checked his watch: 8:51 a.m., Tokyo time. He tugged at the small personal television screen attached to the center armrest, manipulated it into position and turned it on.

     The first images displayed the 747's speed, position, local time, and temperature of the air outside the aircraft. Next came a map with a little icon the shape of the 747, displaying their position over Siberia.

     Flipping through the channels, Sugawara quickly found the live satellite feed from Tokyo by using the new phased array television antenna designed for the in-flight reception of live signals. The picture was fuzzy and faded but tolerable; the screen carried an apology that informed viewers that solar activity was degrading broadcast quality. 

     On the screen, he saw long lines of limousines parked near the side entrance to the Yasukuni Shrine. In the background, a small group of protesters yelled, "No pardon for war criminals! Cabinet ministers stay away." The picture shifted to a parade of somberly dressed men gathering in an empty area just next to the Kudan Kaikan Hotel. 

     Sugawara slipped on his headphones as the television commentator was telling viewers that more than four hundred of the seven hundred fifty-one members of the Diet -- including most cabinet members -- had just attended prayer services at the Yasukuni Shrine to honor Japan's war dead. They were now making their way across to the ground-breaking ceremonies for the new War-Dead Memorial Peace Prayer Hall. According to the commentator, there would first be a Shinto consecration of the site followed by remarks by Tokutaro Kurata, Chairman of the Daiwa Ichiban Corporation, which had donated one hundred twenty-five million dollars of the new prayer hall's one hundred fifty million dollar cost. 

     The television commentator's voice had pronounced notes of admiration when he said, "Kurata is well known by all Japanese as the defender of Yamato." The screen cut to a picture of Kurata walking alongside the Prime Minister, surrounded by a platoon of cabinet members.

     The commentator went on at length about Kurata's climb from torpedo kamikaze to the wealthiest man in Japan and the number one defender of "our nation's unique culture."

     The camera lost sight of Kurata and immediately cut to a shot showing the front of the Yasukuni Shrine.

     "These are the people for whom Kurata has waged his battles," said the commentator. The picture showed masses of ordinary worshippers. In their midst, groups of World War II veterans dressed in their uniforms, marched up the steps in tight formation, tossed coins in the offertory boxes, and clapped their hands to summon the spirits of their fallen comrades. As the men walked away, they were surrounded by people in civilian dress.

     "Bystanders ask each of the veterans many adoring questions," said the commentator. "The curious -- mostly too young to remember the Great Pacific War -- ask the grizzled old veterans how they received their medals, which battles they fought in, how many Americans they killed? 

     "Their interest in a war they cannot remember," said the commentator in a more somber voice, "is a testament to the efforts of Kurata and the War-Bereaved Families Association, and the new Peace Prayer Hall will be a huge and lasting monument to all."

     A monument to atrocity, Sugawara thought angrily. It made him feel guilty for being Japanese, genetically evil for being a blood relative of Kurata's. 

     Damn you! Sugawara thought silently as the cameras once again caught sight of Kurata as he made his way through a fawning crowd and walked up to the podium.

     There was no such thing as genetic guilt, no gene to inherit the bad karma of previous generations. Just because Kurata was evil, just because those in the bloodline had acted evily, didn't mean that he, too, was evil.

     Instead, he thought, it was the group-think, consensual culture of Japanese society that made it easier for evil to flourish because it denounced the moral man who might stand up and yell, "Stop!" 

     "Japan is at war again," Kurata said; the television camera showed shocked audience reaction.  "More than fifty years after our honorable war to liberate Asia from the white man's rule, we are at war against forces that would rip our country apart, which would stain the honor of our loved ones who died fighting that just war, revisionists who would tell lies about the role of our great nation. 

     "We may have lost the physical aspects of the Greater East Asia War," Kurata continued, "but just look at what we accomplished: There is no more Dutch Indonesia, no more American Philippines, no more French Indochina, no more British Malaysia, Burma, Singapore." 

     Applause rippled through the audience. Kurata bowed slightly to acknowledge the applause.

     The flight attendant brought Sugawara's breakfast. The man's impassive eyes glanced at the television screen, at Sugawara's face, then away. Sugawara felt ashamed.

     It's not what you think, Sugawara thought. He wanted to say, I'm not one of them.

     "Can I get you anything else?" 

     Sugawara shook his head.

     "These enemies, roused by foreigners and other impure people, have raised a host of ridiculous lies to support their cause: 'what of the rape of Nanking, the Bataan Death March, the killing of millions of Chinese and other Asians, forced prostitution and so-called medical atrocities?'" The crowd fell silent, mouths gaped at the open mention of these hurtful things.

      "These are lies," Kurata said quietly. "They are the victor's history, written to justify the means and the will of the white men who have tried -- and rightfully failed -- to destroy our culture. Lies....lies...LIES!

     The crowd cheered; cries of "Banzai!" rose above the general noise level. Sugawara felt nauseous; he sipped at his orange juice, ignored the food.

     The crowd took more than a minute this time before it quieted.

     "That is why we are here today," Kurata said. "Our new War-Dead Memorial Peace Prayer Hall will tell the truth, our truth, the real history. It will rise two hundred-feet above this honored ground, next to the moat of the imperial palace and just across the narrow canal from the Budokan where our beloved Emperor conducts his solemn ceremony each August 15 commemorating the end of the Greater East Asia War. It will rise tall for all to see the truth, to expose the lies, to exult our well-deserved glory, to honor the fallen war dead to whom we owe more than we can repay in ten thousand lifetimes."

     Another cheer. Another bow from Kurata. Again, cries of Banzai.

     In the distance behind Kurata, sky writing filled the cloudless sky. "Glory to the Emperor" said the writing. "Hail to the defender of Yamato."

     The knot in Sugawara's gut tightened as he watched the skywriting drift across the sky; harmless now, lethal just days from now.

     It was then that a giant yawning ache of emptiness opened around him like a sickness, swallowing him in a throbbing maw of loneliness. He had never felt so alone in his life, so far from the supporting hands of friends and family, so divorced from the supporting fabric of society. If he fell now, there would be nothing, no one to break his fall. 

     As cheers resounded from the crowd in Tokyo, as Kurata yielded the podium to the priest who would dedicate the ground, Sugawara thought of his childhood, of his parents, of simpler times when decisions were made by others and theirs by society.

     He felt guilty for the shame he would bring on his family and of the disgrace that would shadow them. He thought of the retribution if he were caught by Kurata. He was afraid. He had been taught that a samurai was fearless and that courage was born through the banishment of fear.

     As the KLM 747 hurtled over Siberia somewhere above the Lower Tunguska River, Sugawara wondered if courage might also spring from the act of putting oneself in a position from which there was no retreat. 

     He thought of this, of Holland, of frozen death riding under his seat, of Kurata, O'Kane, Blackwood, Sheila Gaillard. He thought of all of this and knew he had taken the big ballistic leap. 

� CHAPTER SEVENTY



     Locked in the toilet stall at Schiphol Airport, the enormity of what he had done struck Akira Sugawara like a fist in his gut. He knelt in front of the toilet and bent over as the next wave of nausea squeezed his entrails.

     He retched, gagged. The wave passed.

     Pulling off a wad of toilet paper, he wiped at his lips as he glanced over at the special Thermos. The impossibility of his position pulsated in his belly. What could he have been thinking of? How could he have stolen this from Kurata? They would hunt him down and kill him. The snake woman, Gaillard, would make him suffer for hours...days.

     Had they already discovered his treachery? Had the alert gone out? Would he enter Daiwa Ichiban's Schiphol offices minutes from now and find that death had gotten there ahead of him? 

     He bent over and gave the toilet a gut-twisting dry heave, then sat back on his heels.

     How could he have been so stupid?

     Shakily, Sugawara got to his feet and flushed the toilet. He had taken a running leap at the chasm and jumped. Life was ballistic now, its arcing path leading somewhere unknown. He was in flight, and he had to ride the parabola. 

     Stumbling out of the stall, he carried his bags over to the sinks and washed his face, rinsed his mouth, careful to avoid soiling his suit. He combed his hair and checked his watch. The interpreter and driver he had ordered would be at the curb soon. The service had been told he was an agricultural scientist carrying samples of bull semen. They had located for him a breeding and sperm storage operation half an hour from the airport that would be happy to replenish the liquid nitrogen for his special Thermos.

     Then, only then, would he be ready to check in with the Daiwa Ichiban office. 

     Taking a deep breath, Sugawara took one last look at himself in the mirror, then left the restroom to find out where the trajectory of his life would carry him.

 *    *    *    *    *

     "Words deceive us, Matsue-san."

     Tokutaro Kurata broke the meditation of the long silence. He sat on a rough stone bench next to the bent figure of Toru Matsue, the ancient family retainer charged with teaching nihonjinron to Akira Sugawara following the young man's return from college in America. The two men had come to Kyoto for the brilliant fall colors of the leaves and for the clear perspectives that meditation could bring far from the bustle of Daiwa Ichiban's roiling hives of activity. 

     "Sometimes, I think we substitute words for true thought," Kurata continued as a late afternoon breeze ruffled the leaves of a single bamboo plant in the stone garden. "Furious activity cannot replace purpose." 

     He fell silent and gazed out at the dry landscape garden of Daisen-in. Created in 1529 by the poet, painter, and tea master Soami, the dark craggy rocks and coarse brown and buff sand raked to resemble river currents represented mountains and streams and, in them, an illusion of the earth that pointed to the ultimate illusion of life itself. A stone boat made its way through sand currents. 

     "Master Sugawara is a troubled young man," Matsue said finally. "I fear his contact with the Americans has made his adjustment difficult." 

     Kurata nodded silently.

     "He is a good man," Matsue continued. But he is troubled because he doubts sometimes that pleasing me and doing the right thing are the same?" Kurata listed his head and looked at the old man beside him.

     "Hai, Kurata-sama" Matsue said.

     Again, Kurata nodded as if it was his due. "The truth is always close. To find it, we have to abandon words, logic, metaphysics and seek enlightenment. Otherwise we become like the great masses who stand in water and cry for a drink."

     Matsue remained silent. The afternoon faded into evening, the chill wind seeming to blow daylight away like smoke. He shivered, but not just from the cold; something dark other than night was approaching. 

     "In the worlds of words and logic,” Kurata said, “Akira performs well despite his conflicts, but…." He turned his head again toward the garden, searched it, as if for answers. Again the breeze blew, keener, cooler. 

     They sat there silently for more than half an hour as the remains of daylight drained from the sky. When Kurata spoke again, his voice was firm, decisive.

     "I sense trouble, old friend," Kurata said finally. "Something that runs deeply beneath my ability to express in words. I fear that, perhaps, I have placed too much trust in him too soon." He paused.

     "I have failed to instruct him properly," Matsue said.

     Kurata shook his head. "The best gardener cannot grow flowers from stone. No, the events of the most recent few days have given me pause to reflect. I can only say we should look very closely at our young Sugawara. Retrace his steps; look at his actions over the past days, weeks; determine if there is any good reason for the unease I cannot begin to define in words."

     Standing, Kurata extended a hand to Matsue. The old man took it gratefully and levered himself upward.

     "Only time will tell if young Sugawara can measure up to the destiny that can be his," Kurata said. "He has the greatness of Yamato minzoku to fulfill, the responsibility of his birth to accept. We are the shido mkinzoku, and we, our family, are the guiding lights of this very unique and pure race." He turned toward the garden gate, walking slowly as Matsue shuffled alongside.

     "Yamato minzoku remains strong because we are pure," Kurata said. “We are pure because we remain strong against pollution. Sugawara will ascend as is his right, or he must die. There is no other choice in the way of purity."

     "Hai, Kurata-sama."

�CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT



     Pain.

     An impact that was an explosion, a nano-instant cascade of sounds that began with the "swooft!" of the aluminum baseball bat winging through the air, the "smack!" of the bat landing on the naked side of the decades-old torso, the wet "crack!" of ribs breaking, and the long tearful keening of an old woman living in a hell beyond pain. 

     Shorn of her judicial robes, stripped of the casual clothes she had worn to DeGroot's house the night before, bereft of dignity and completely naked, Beatrix VanDeventer twisted in agony on the cold, gritty concrete basement floor of her house and begged for mercy.

     Both her arms were swollen and twisted unnaturally like the tentacles of an octopus. The bones had been meticulously and slowly broken, one-by-one, starting with the very delicate bird-like bones in her fingers. 

     When Torquemada adopted this torture for the Catholic church's Inquisition, they called it "the wheel" because they used a wagon wheel to break each of the bones and when every bone was broken, the hideously misshapen victim was placed on the center of the wheel and the grotesquely misshapen limbs were threaded among the spokes of the wheel. Finally, the wheel and its victim were placed on public display, alive and in agony, and left there for carrion birds to feed upon. 

     As VanDeventer pleaded for mercy, Sheila Gaillard laughed and prodded the newly broken rib with the tip of the bat. VanDeventer groaned again.

     "We can keep you alive for days," Gaillard said. "Horst is medically trained in these things." She looked over at Horst VonNeumann, standing in the shadows near the staircase. From upstairs, she heard the footsteps of her other assets as they dissected the house above for clues that might lead them to O'Kane and Blackwood.

     "You'll get mercy when you tell me where to find the Blackwood bitch." 

     VanDeventer groaned again.

     Sheila shook her head as she wound up with the bat. "It's your call."

     Swooft; smack; crack; keen.

*    *    *    *    *

     Kate made her way across the tulip house's kitchen toward the electric coffeemaker. The others followed her progress. DeGroot sat at the head of the long rough-planked table, flanked by Falk and Noord. O'Kane sat at the other end next to Al Thomas.

     The table was heaped with papers, documents, photos, remains of breakfast, coffee cups. Minions of the shinrai had come and gone all morning. 

     "Let's just review shall we, the action that has been taken or has been set in progress just this morning," Falk suggested

     "First of all, we have activated the Lazarus software agent that will counter the cancellation agent that Kurata's people have posted on the Internet. It has the names of all of Mr. O'Kane's files. When those files are broadcast -- " He looked over at O'Kane. " -- I mean if they are broadcast, Lazarus will follow the messages on to the recipient's computer, capture the files, and store them. If a cancellation request arrives, it wipes out the cancellation order.

     "Second," we have emailed these encrypted files to Mr. O'Kane's former colleague, Angus MacIntosh. What he will do with them is anyone's guess.

     "Third, we have had our contacts in Zurich electronically transfer all of the funds in Mr. el-Nouty's account to a new one established here in Holland where privacy and security is not as easily breached by Kurata's organization.

     He nodded, looking around the table. Everyone nodded their approvals.

     "Finally, we have contacted Mr. Tran and fully informed him of the situation," Falk continued. "He is arranging for one of his company's private jets to transport you to Singapore, where he can better protect you all," Falk looked over and gave Al Thomas a concerned look. "He is preparing passports for you and is making arrangements for the jet to be routed along established routes through the former Soviet Union that are currently used for smuggling." 

     "That done,” DeGroot said, “we must concentrate on rehabilitating your credibility, Ms. Blackwood. Colonel Barner was correct that you are the perfect person at the perfect time to carry the messages that can destroy Kurata and his influence. You -- " 

     Kate opened her mouth to object.

     "No, please, hear me out. The public loves you; you've got the right education, accomplishments, White House connections, wealth, borderline celebrityhood, -- all the right hot buttons to carry the message and to present the evidence." 

     "It sounds too Messiah-like for me," Kate replied. "Don’t forget what we did to the last one."

  *    *    *    *    *

     Sheila Gaillard's cell phone rang, giving the unique tone that alerted her to an encrypted incoming signal. She set down the twenty-five pound barbell weight she was using on Beatrix VanDeventer's shins and reached for the telephone.

     "Leave me for a moment," she ordered Horst Von Neumann. 

     The phone rang again; VanDeventer's keening pleas for death were faint now.

     VonNeumann set off for the stairs.

     Gaillard rubbed the perspiration off her hands, went to her purse and -- after glancing at the map marking the location of O'Kane and his techno-slut -- pulled out the telephone, pressed the receive button and said, "Yes?"

     After a pause, she said, "Kurata-sama, how good to hear from you."

     She stood there, looking down at the hideously twisted, inhuman mass on the floor, enjoying the low, almost-constant groans of agony in one ear, and the welcomed news from the phone in the other.

     Sheila smiled.

  *    *    *    *    *

     Sugawara drove slowly along the well-kept, tree-lined street, slowing as he approached the massive three-story brick house. He pulled the rented Volvo to the curb and took another look at the handwritten directions he had been given by Sheila's people at Daiwa Ichiban's Schiphol offices. There had been no orders issued to detain him or ship him back to Tokyo, or worse, to turn him over to the snake woman. They weren’t on to him…yet. He had to play along with Sheila for just as long as it took to destroy her plans.

     Still, the hot cramps of fear never left him. Sugawara looked over at the seat next to him, at the small blue airline carry-on bag with the KLM logo that he had bought at the airport. The Slate Wiper Thermos sat at the bottom, tucked in among papers, a sweatshirt, toiletry items. 

     The dark-brick house was set back from the street by a broad, tree-studded lawn set with elegantly landscaped flower beds placed with a professional designer's flair. A very tall wrought iron fence with medieval lance pickets lined the sidewalk.

     The driveway gate was open, leading to a brick-paved lane lined with shrubs. Sugawara eased the Volvo up the long curving drive and parked it behind a Mercedes and a BMW.

     He got out and walked up the broad steps; the door opened before he could ring the bell. A tall, thin man he had never seen before -- one of Kurata's "assets" obviously -- opened the door and nodded. Sugawara stepped inside. 

     "Follow me, please " the man said politely with a German accent.

     "Of course."     

     They walked down a side hall. At the end, the thin man opened a door that led on to a set of stairs leading down. Nothing in his life could ever have prepared him for the scene of pure horror and suffering that greeted Sugawara when he reached the bottom of the stairs. 

     The smell hit him first -- the coppery notes of fear laced among the low, sulfur and ammonia smells of human offal. As his eyes adjusted to the harsh light, he saw -- sprawled on the stained concrete floor -- a swollen, red and purple thing that looked like some nightmare sea monster -- a cuttlefish with crudely bent tentacles and the face of an old gray-haired woman in the middle of it all.

     "Welcome, Akira," Sheila said. 

     Akira! She had never been this familiar with him before. He opened his eyes and tried to keep from looking at the charnel on the floor.

     She was dressed in a tight-fitting jumpsuit that form-fit her enormous surgically augmented breasts; she held an aluminum baseball bat in one hand. 

     "Kurata-sama called to say you were on your way," Sheila said. 

     Fear exploded in Sugawara's belly like gasoline on an open flame. He started to turn, started to flee, grabbed for his bag. But the tall, thin man was very quick and very strong. 

     Sugawara stumbled backwards as the tall man spun him into a straight-backed chair,

     "Your uncle's worried about you," Sheila said. "He wants me to keep an eye on you. Sheila said as she knelt in front of him, grabbed his face, and pointed it toward the broken judge. 

     Sugawara heaved once, then again, but kept from vomiting. 

     "Excellent," Sheila said as she stood up. A man appeared carrying the blue KLM bag. Sugawara’s stomach fell. How could I have been so stupid? He wondered.

     Unzipping the bag, Sheila rummaged around and quickly pulled out the Thermos container, as if she had known it would be there all along.

     She pulled open the Velcro closure to the gel bag and slipped out the Thermos. "Well, well," she murmured, "What could this be?"

� CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE





     Akira Sugawara saw the balance of his tipping away. 

     For a freeze-framed moment, he saw Sheila Gaillard holding the Thermos container in its special gel carrier; her smiling gaze was a mask of pure evil. 

     Sounds came to him acutely in this frozen moment : footsteps and thumps from the floors above, the distant sursurrations of traffic, the subtle hissing of the hot water heater located off in some corner of this crowded basement filled with boxes, fiberboard wardrobes, old furniture and the other accumulations of a lifetime.

     As the thin man leaned forward, as Sheila pulled at the Velcro on the Thermos carrier, Sugawara knew he had one chance  -- slim to hopeless -- and it would pass in the next half-second. Better, he thought, to die trying to escape. Then, with a purpose so deep it surpassed conscious thought, Sugawara launched himself from the chair, snatching the Thermos from Sheila's hands.

     "Hey!" She cried.

     Cradling the Thermos like a football, Sugawara lunged over a sofa and heard the swooft! of the bat parting the air behind him.

      Strike one. 

     He scrambled to his feet and made his way toward the darkest part of the basement.

     "Stay by the stairs," Sheila barked at the thin German as she closed quickly on Sugawara. He veered behind a wardrobe as Sheila swung the bat again. The splintering sounds of smashed wood filled the air just behind Sugawara's head.

     Strike two.

     He ran, scrambled, dodged, then realized she was herding him back toward the stairs. He stopped suddenly and faced Sheila. The movement froze her for an instant; he caught a glimpse of a raptor's face. She licked her lips and gave him a smile that was completely sexual.

     "Come on, sweetheart." Her voice was low, husky. "You know me well enough to know you can't avoid the inevitable. Her eyes were compelling.

     Then, hearing the tall German's shoes grit on the concrete to his right, Sugawara hurled himself to the left and slipped effortlessly into the inky blackness between two packing crates. The first two steps went fine. Then something rope-like tangled one ankle, and he went down hard, striking the side of his head against one of the crates.

     Like an unseen fist, the concrete floor slammed into his side, the gloom spun around him like half-drunken sleep. Then, he sensed, rather than saw, her looming over him. He lay perfectly still on his side in the narrow aisle and tried to control his breathing -- through his mouth, in slowly, out slowly -- ignoring the need, the mortal compulsion to take in great greedy lungs full of air.

     Even without the bat, he knew she could effortlessly disable or kill with just her bare hands. He was no match. He needed a weapon, an equalizer.

     He thought frantically. Was she right handed or left? He tried to visualize her drinking, using a fork. Then he saw her in the basement, prodding the poor woman with the bat...held in her right hand. 

     Putting his life in this one vision, he rolled against the crate that would be on Sheila's right; it would blunt her swing or force her to use her left hand. As he rolled, he fumbled with the closure on the Thermos.

     A dark swoofting, white hot lightning that flashed behind his eyes as the bat connected with his left hand. His arm went numb for an instant as he rolled over onto his back and kicked at the darkness.

     Another blow thudded into the sole of his left shoe, sending a shuddering vibration straight to his hip. He did a half roll, half backward somersault, as the metal bat smashed into the concrete where his head had been. 

     Struggling to his feet, Sugawara willed his left arm to work, pinning the Thermos to his side as he pulled the lid off with his right hand. Then he made his way round the corner of the crate, again moving to his right, her weak spot for swinging the bat.

     There was dim light here; Sugawara crouched as close to the floor as he could and prayed for luck. A split second later, the bat came whistling around the corner and slammed into the packing crate a foot above his head.

     Strike three.

     Standing up, he saw the dim outline of Sheila's face as she wound up for another swing. Sugawara then did the unexpected; he stepped toward her, inside the swing arc. He watched her smile as he drew close. She dropped the bat. But before she could bring her deadly hands into play, he swung the Thermos and sloshed the liquid nitrogen into her face. He visualized flesh frozen solid, instant frostbite; he replayed the stream of liquid splashing against her open eyes.

     A tortured scream pierced the blackness seemed.

     "Sheila?" the tall, thin man yelled; Sugawara heard his footsteps hurry toward them. With no time to spare, Sugawara set the Thermos on the ground and picked up the aluminum bat. As he bent over, he saw the faint glint of one of the Slate Wiper vials on the floor; it looked intact.

     Then Sugawara stood up and saw the beam of a flashlight. Sugawara hauled back on the bat just as the thin man came lurching around the corner of the crate.

     The bat made a wet crunching smack as it slammed into the tall German's face. The man folded up and dropped to the floor like a shot bird.

     Sugawara pocketed the German's gun, then used the flashlight to survey the scene: Sheila Gaillard was on her knees in a cloud of condensation from the liquid nitrogen. She cradled her face and moaned as she rocked back and forth. There was no change in the rhythms from upstairs.

     Pulling out the German's pistol, Sugawara found there was a round already chambered. He clicked off the safety. Then keeping Sheila in the gun's sights -- he knew she could be lethal even wounded -- Sugawara picked up the one intact Slate Wiper vial he could find and put it back in the Thermos.

     His left arm tingled, and the shoulder throbbed. But his arm worked. As Sheila continued to moan, Sugawara reclosed the Thermos, slung the carrier strap over his shoulder and ran for the stairs. 

     A moan from the tortured woman stopped him. She was whispering something. He walked over to her and knelt down. Her eyes opened and through the blizzard of pain reflected there, she fixed him with a poignant gaze and whispered, "Kill me. Please. Kill me now."

     Shocked, Sugawara stood up. He looked at the gun in his hand. He even pointed it at the gray-haired woman's face. He closed his eyes.

     But he couldn't do it.

     Embarrassed, he opened his eyes and glanced away from her. It was then that he saw the map and the legal pad covered in handwritten notes he recognized as Sheila Gaillard's.

     He grabbed the map, ripped the notes off the pad, folded them roughly and stuffed them into his flight bag along with the Thermos. He took the steps upward three by three. 

     As he opened the front door, a cry of alarm sounded. 

     "Stop,"  he heard someone cry as he bolted out the front door 

 Instants later, a man appeared. He raised a gun. Sugawara dived behind the rear quarter panel of the BMW as a shot slammed into the car's rear tire. 

     There were more voices.

     Sugawara leaned around the trunk of the BMW and loosed a wild shot that sent the gunman diving for cover. Lunging for his rented Volvo, Sugawara opened the door, threw in the flight bag and climbed in after it. More men appeared as he inserted the key in the ignition and turned it. 

     Pointing the Beretta at the men, Sugawara fired though the rolled up passenger side window. The window disappeared in a hail of glass. One man returned fire, then ducked behind a pillar. The Volvo's starter caught immediately. Sugawara ducked down, slammed the gear into drive, and floored the accelerator.

     The Volvo weaved forward, lurched around the BMW, ran off the driveway, narrowly missing a large elm tree. The erratic movement threw off the gunmen.

     As the Volvo approached the street, the gunfire grew more accurate, slamming into the body, exploding the windshield, the rear windows. Sugawara had reached the street when he felt a slug hammer into his side.

� CHAPTER SEVENTY





     The early afternoon sun cast lengthening shadows as the days slouched off toward another high-latitude winter. Kate Blackwood and Connor O'Kane walked, coats in hand, atop a small levee that bordered the tulip farm.

     Kate held his hand as they walked slowly back toward the farmhouse and the collection of barns, outbuildings, and greenhouses that surrounded it.

     "You can't keep on blaming yourself," Kate broke the silence. 

     O'Kane gave her an equivocal grimace. "It's not just him," he said. "I'm alive today at great cost to others, the cost being they're dead."

     If you only knew, he thought.

     "So are we all," Kate said without missing a beat. "Just look at police who die protecting citizens, look at soldiers, firemen; there's debt enough to go around for all of us." She stopped and when O'Kane stopped also, she faced him, took both of her hands in his. "Sweetheart, we all have these debts," she said. "It's just that you've been a lot closer to the action than most." 

     Truth, he thought. It’s time for the truth.

     O’Kane opened his mouth to speak.

     "No." She put one index finger on his lips. "Let me finish."

      He hesitated, nodded.

     "Thank you." She smiled a smile that almost cleared the black fog from his heart. "You've risked your life for others?" 

     He nodded.

     "Nearly..." Her voice caught for just the briefest moment. "...could have died keeping others alive?"

     O'Kane hesitated. He could see where she was going, and one part of him didn't want the blackness exorcised, wanted it there to fester and corrode because he deserved to feel bad, deserved to be punished. 

     He looked away, at a distant field where some odd contraption of a machine was being pulled by a tractor through a field of plants he could not identify. Dust spumed up behind the machinery, roiled briefly, and began to settle in the windless day. O'Kane wiped at the perspiration on his forehead.

     He looked down at a face he had grown to love over all things, and he knew he had to do what she demanded. If not for love, then for the debt to her he could never repay, even if he saved her life a million times. Nothing could atone for the night he had almost killed her. For this and for love, he said, simply, "Yes." 

     "There you go," Kate said brightly. "You could have been in Rod's shoes, would have done the same for him had he come to you for help."

     O'Kane nodded; she was right. Despite himself, he couldn't help smiling.

      Kate turned and began to walk again, pulling him along by his right hand. They walked for a little ways and then Kate stumbled on a rut in the path; O'Kane grabbed her before she could fall. "Okay?"

     "Thanks to you." Then she stood on her tiptoe and gave him an unexpectedly deep, long kiss. 

     Suddenly self-conscious, O'Kane looked around them.

     Kate laughed.

     "Oh lighten up." She laughed. "A little public display of affection isn't going to kill you. What are DeGroot and the gang going to do? Lock us in separate rooms?"

     O’Kane laughed deeply with her. He realized then he was not concerned by DeGroot or anyone else he could see. It was who he couldn't see that concerned him: Anne, Andy. There had always been an article of faith that they could see him, that they would be watching him. Now, that piece of faith stung and burned.

     They walked on to the unpaved levee-top lane that led from the main road to the tulip house. A rank of greenhouses obscured the old farmhouse from here. From the direction of the main road, they could see a dust plume signaling the arrival of a car. 

     They walked in silence for a long way. O'Kane thought of how they had started the walk as a way to talk privately about DeGroot, about Kurata, about what they needed to do. In the silence of their walk to the farmhouse, snippets of their conversation replayed in his head:

     "I don't like waiting here, doing nothing, not in control" O'Kane had said.

     And...     

     "I don't like this idea of going to Singapore," Kate had said.

     And...     

     "It's protection," O'Kane said. "Look how Kurata's resources to attack are so thin here. Tran can protect us better there."

     And...

     "Yes, and Kurata's stronger there."

     And...

     "Yes, and we're closer to Kurata too."

     They had reached the first of the greenhouses when Kate broke the silence. "I know you avoided answering me before, but I really want to know how it is you saved me? That you knew to be there? Why did you do it? Why did you put your life in danger for mine?"

     Dread flooded into the pit of his belly. It was the central issue between them; it had brought them together, and it divided them. The truth, he knew, could -- probably would -- destroy any relationship they could ever have.

     The sounds of the approaching car grew louder.

     He looked down at her penetrating, pale jade eyes and had the feeling they had unfettered access to his thoughts, to his very mind. The knowing intensity of her gaze made him surprised she even had to ask.

     "Well?" 

     This is a test. She already knows and she wants to know I'll tell her the truth and if I do that right, then we'll be all right.

     He owed her the truth, didn't he? Every last gritty piece of everything? Didn't a relationship demand that?

     But something held him back. There was a relationship to build or to save here. What real good would revealing the truth do? Was it right to destroy a relationship with something that would fade in time, something that could not be changed, something he might even forget occasionally if he lived long enough. 

     With his future in the balance, O'Kane said a silent little prayer, asking forgiveness, and he lied.

     "I was tracking the bad guys," he said. "The ones who had your apartment under surveillance. I was -- "

     Suddenly, a horn sounded -- urgent, long, loud. Kate and O'Kane turned to see a battered Volvo weaving toward them. As it grew near, they could see bullet holes in the windshield. They ran from its path as it suddenly veered off the road and bulldozered through the glass walls of the nearest greenhouse.

     Glass erupted in a shower of fragments that reminded O'Kane of an alpine avalanche. They ran toward the gaping hole in the wall. 

     The horn was still blaring as they climbed over the tangles of mangled rose bushes and approached the Volvo, which had come to a stop against a steel pillar that supported the roof trusses.

     The smell of gasoline permeated the air; O'Kane stopped in horror as he saw gasoline trickling from the rear of the car. It was obvious from the bullet holes that pocked the car that one slug had opened up a leak in the gas tank.

     O'Kane saw the flames and felt the heat; he froze.

     "Come on!" Kate shouted at him. She pulled at his hand. "Well, all right, damnit. The man's hurt. We need to do something before there's a fire."

     For just an instant, O'Kane stood there, watched her take a step toward the wrecked Volvo, then another. His feet wanted to run, his mind screamed to run before the flames came.

     He forced something to shift in the pit of his stomach and yelled, "Wait, Kate!" He ran toward her. "Stop."

     He caught up to her in three of his long strides. "You go get help from DeGroot." Without waiting for a reply, he rushed to the Volvo, stepping through the gasoline. 

     Slumped over the steering wheel, O'Kane found a young Japanese man. O'Kane tried the door, but it was jammed; he looked down and saw several bullet holes in the door, one right through the latch.

     "Fucking wonderful." 

     As the smell of gasoline grew stronger, O'Kane made his way through the tangle of rose bushes, thorns grabbing at his legs, to the passenger side door, which opened easily. The young man regained consciousness as O'Kane leaned in to grab him. Blood soaked O'Kane's hands as he wrapped his arms around the driver and pulled him toward safety. Suddenly, the man twisted way with surprising strength, flung himself into the Volvo. O'Kane pursued him. 

     When he pulled the driver out for the second time, the man clutched a cylindrical object covered in fabric. O'Kane started to take the object from him. The young man gripped it like life itself.

     "No! Don't! Keep your hands away!" he cried in unaccented English. O'Kane picked up the young man bodily and slung him over one shoulder, began making his way from the Volvo.

     "Do not...do not open," the young man mumbled. "Death in there. Death in there. Don't open."

     Just then, the gasoline ignited with a whump.
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     A pomegranate and peach sunset spilled through the windows of the tulip house, casting a glow on the people around Sugawara's bed. No one had yet turned on an electric light, so engrossed were they all at the story Sugawara had unraveled for them. In chairs to one side of the bed were DeGroot, Falk, Noord, and the physician they had flown in by helicopter from Rotterdam. 

     By the window, Kate sat in a straight-backed chair, her face painted with the sunset. Al Thomas rested next to her in his wheelchair.

     O'Kane stood behind Kate, his massive hand resting on her shoulder. And in a dark corner by the door where sunset had already ceded to night, sat an intense, silent Chinese man – Herman Hong -- who had arrived just minutes after Sugawara's accident. Hong was "Tran's Man,” there to arrange passage to Singapore.

     The physician had earlier tended Sugawara's wounds for nearely an hour, the doctor came out of the bedroom where they had taken Sugawara and said to those assembled, "A lucky boy, that one. The bullet went in at an angle just below his left shoulder blade and came cleanly out under his arm. It missed all the major arteries by fractions of a millimeter. He is young and healthy and in good shape. Lots of fluids, and he will be fine." 

     "When is this supposed to take place?" Noord asked now as he  turned on the bedside lamp.

      Sugawara reached for the glass of milk on the bedside table and took a long thirsty gulp. Then, he closed his eyes for a moment. "In precisely five days."

     A collective gasp filled the bedroom.

     "Five?" Noord's mouth was open, his jaw worked, but no further words came out. 

     Sugawara nodded, then finished the milk.

     "I'll get you more," the doctor said, reaching for the empty glass.

     "And just how is the Slate Wiper to be delivered?" Falk asked.

     Sugawara describe the skywriting and the religious cult's agricultural commune.

     "They are quite secretive, paranoid actually," Sugawara said. "And very capable. They are located in a remote valley west of Tokyo." 

     Falk made a low frustrated whistle.

     "Five days," Falk said. "Remote, well guarded, paranoid. He took a deep breath and loosed it audibly. 

     Then, to Sugawara, Noord said, "You're absolutely certain anyone in an official position to stop this Operation Tsushima has already been co-opted by Kurata's organization?"

     With a nod, Sugawara said, "I am quite certain. I, myself, have had a hand in this matter." His face flushed. "I believe there may be some people in less senior positions -- younger people -- who would be willing to help but I do not know how to contact them."

     The shinrai members looked silently at each other. 

     “We have assets in Japan,” Noord said. “Not many and not in top positions. We might be able to mount an assault.”

     Falk shook his head.

     "No time,” Falk said. “Too far away; besides we need to wipe out the actual bug and the facility that produced it. And both sites are heavily guarded. We could probably go after one or the other but not both."

     Grim nods all around.

     "Not to mention," Kate said, "the fact that a physical assault would risk releasing the Slate Wiper into the environment."

     "But all we need is a little time," O'Kane said. "Thanks to Mr. Sugawara, we've got the irrefutable proof of Kurata's involvement. All we need to do is delay all this to give us time to let the world know."

     "All we need," Falk echoed O'Kane. "All we need is magic," he said darkly. 

     The room was funereal for a very long time. The physician returned with the milk and handed it to Sugawara.

     Al Thomas broke the silence. "Not magic," he said. "And not an act of God."

     Heads turned expectantly toward him. 

     "We must fight science with science," he said.

  *    *    *    *    *

     For Sugawara, the room faded in and out like a bad television signal. It had helped to talk, to confess. The pain of the words, the deep bites from the new reality he had created for himself distracted him from the throbs of the bullet wound.

     But now as Sugawara undertook to tell these strangers everything he knew, the pieces assembled themselves into a frightening whole that made him even more ashamed of his role in feeding it. If only he had started looking at the whole thing sooner rather than just focusing on each of the pieces that had passed through his hands. 

     Al Thomas was talking.

     "Electrical circuits -- especially microprocessors and computers -- are extremely vulnerable to various types of electromagnetic radiation particularly at certain high frequencies such as the microwaves used in radar," Al Thomas's computer voice droned on. 

     "My computer here is specially shielded," Thomas continued. "It's built to keep its internal signal from leaking out, and also, since it is my life-support system, it is shielded from outside signals that could cause it to crash."

     Kate nodded. “All those signs warning people with pacemakers.”

     “And the big warning notices on expansion boards for PCs that even static electricity could zap the chips,” O’Kane added.

     Falk nodded slowly and then spoke: "You may recall during the Persian Gulf War there was much made of how the Americans blanked out the Iraqi air defense system before sending in its aircraft." Heads nodded. "Not much was released about just how this was done, except for some mentions of smart bombs and the like."

     The military man paused, as if deciding whether to continue and how much he should say. Sugawara reached for the glass of milk and drank deeply from it.

     "Well, the bombs were smart all right," Falk said. "But they contained secrets even more closely guarded than those used in nuclear weapons. These were electromagnetic pulse weapons -- EMP for short."

      "Every modern appliance, airplane, automobile, industrial controller -- almost every modern device -- contains microchips," Hong spoke up. "Fry the chips with EMP and cars stop, airplanes fall out of the sky, factories halt, processes stop. You can't microwave a meal, watch TV, or play a video game.

    "Which is why EMP or something like it  is our solution,” said Thomas. “It can fry the avionics in the skywriting aircraft. They will then sit on the runway or in the hangars while the Slate Wiper deteriorates. It can fry the process control computers in the Slate Wiper production facility. This buys us time to marshal our legal, political, and public offensive to stop Kurata once and for all." 

     Falk let out an audible exhale, then looked at Thomas. "You know, of course, that EMP weapons are guarded even more closely than nukes." 

     “We can fashion a lower-tech substitute,” the computer voice responded.

     Falk's expression was incredulous. "In Five days?”

     “Listen closely,” Thomas said. 

     Kate swore that she almost saw a smile on Al’s frozen face.

�CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO





     Kate's insomnia fed her yearning for Connor O'Kane. She tossed in bed knotting about her the sweatshirt and warm-up pants that had served as nightclothes since fleeing Washington. Washington? A lifetime ago. Shaking her head, she leaned over and grabbed her watch: 1:16 a.m. 

     A little less than two hours to go. Hong had said they should all get some sleep while he made arrangements for a jet. But she could not sleep as O’Kane’s face constantly appeared in her mind. She remembered the touch of his rough callused hands, how gentle he was despite his strength and size. 

     Kate rolled over on her back and saw in her mind’s eye his gray eyes and the pain and conflict mirrored there. She knew he wanted her, but she  had watched as the claws of his past ripped him away from her time after time.. 

     Propelled by the heat deep in her belly, Kate Blackwood got out of bed; her fingers tugged and combed at her hair. Then, with a deep breath of determination, she opened the door of her room and made her way down the quiet, darkened hallway of the tulip house until she came to Connor O'Kane's bedroom. 

     In the dark stillness, she heard her heart pounding, heard someone in another bedroom make a short barking cough, heard Connor O'Kane's even, steady breathing on the other side of the door.

     She hesitated for another beat then turned the knob. She pushed the door open, stepped in, and closed it behind her. The room was small, barely big enough for the bed, a chair, and table. Light from an outside security lamp angled past the edge of the drawn shade and cast an oblique triangle across his waist. O'Kane lay on his stomach. The covers were pushed completely off; he wore a tee-shirt and gym shorts. 

     She stopped, listened; his breathing remained deep and steady. Padding over to the head of the bed, she knelt until her face was even with his. Her heart shifted as she gazed at his face, so calm, so...boy-like in sleep. For a moment, she considered simply awakening him and climbing in beside him where she could hug and be hugged. 

     But she -- they -- had done that. Tonight, she wanted more than tenderness.

*    *    *    *    *

     In a dim half sleep, he felt a soft warm caress behind his left knee, light enough to almost imagine it wasn't there but firm enough not to tickle. Then the caress moved to his inner thigh and soon reached the hem of his shorts.

     "Mmmmm," he murmured as the caress reached the sensitive spot just behind his testicles and traced lightly over his buttocks. 

     Suddenly, he started awake. "What?" he cried, voice thick with sleep, as he pushed up on his elbows. It took just a moment for his mind to clear, his eyes to focus. He saw Kate’s face just inches from his own, her eyes determined and...he thought for a moment...hungry. The alarms began to ring in his head…Anne...betrayal…. 

     O'Kane opened his mouth to speak.

     "Shhhhh," she put the index finger of her free hand over his lips. "Shhhh."

     He rolled over on his side, facing her. Kate's hand grabbed the hard muscle of his buttock as he did, letting his movement pull her closer. 

     Kate covered his open mouth with her own and felt his whole body stiffen as she slipped in her tongue. She slid her hand around to the front of his shorts, slipped her fingers beneath the elastic and took hold of him 

     Kate saw his eyes widen, her cool grayness wavering with indecision. She met his gaze, silently urging him to let go of the past.

     Finally, the gaze in O’Kane’s eyes shifted with a finality that shook his whole body. He reached for Kate, pulled her close, pressing her breasts against his chest.

     Kate held him firm in her left hand as she used her free hand to pull his tee-shirt up around his neck. She nibbled for a moment at his nipples, then laid a trail of half-biting kisses that made their way down his belly. O'Kane reached for her, tried to work his hand under her sweatshirt, but she used her free hand to push him away. 

     "Not yet." Her voice was deep. She used both hands to push his shorts down. He arched his back to help her. Kate made a low subdued moan that came from a place far deeper than her throat as her lips found him.

     O'Kane cried out involuntarily. He felt her hands work their way to his buttocks, where they kneaded more heat into. Her fingers worked constantly, drawing a sensuous path that stroked and probed every sensitive spot. 

     "No more," O'Kane said hoarsely. He reached for her face and pulled her head up. Kate smiled as she let him roll her over on her back as he sat up. He kissed her deeply.

     His hands trembled as he ran them gently along the curve of her breasts and then down to the hem of the sweatshirt. He pulled it upward; she half sat to help him remove it. She shivered as the soft cloth dragged against her nipples. 

     O'Kane's hands felt warm and dry as they caressed the flatness of her belly and the soft sensitive skin at her neck. His hands moved down until they could cup the fullness of her breasts. Tremors made their way along Kate's spine as his mouth closed on first one nipple then the other, teasing her with the rough slickness of his tongue. 

     Then, he moved his head lower until his tongue found the softness of her inner thighs. Kate shook as she felt the roughness of his tongue. Her breathing grew quick.

     Finally, O'Kane sat up, stood up. In the dim light, she could see the bear-like brawn of this man, the way his erection stood out stiffly. She watched as he bent over her, placed his hands on her hips, moved her along the bed until her legs hung over the end. 

     Then they were one. 

 His every motion gave life to vibrations, harmonics, resonances that formed and re-formed like a pattern of aftershocks. She felt the explosion first in her. Tremors shook her. 

     She cried out, beyond caring who could hear.

     Then his entire body was seized with a great quavering temblor and he made a small keening. 

     They slept then, entwined, interlocked.

     O'Kane dreamed.

     In the dream, Anne came to him and gave him a kiss. "It's okay. It's okay." And there was Andy, good old Andy. "I love you, Papa. For always. I love you."

     When he awakened from the dream, tears streamed down O'Kane's face. Kate woke up and held him as he cried softly in the dark.

     He wondered where love went.

�CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE





     A shrill beeping pierced the calm darkness of sleep. 

     Connor O'Kane startled awake. Kate Blackwood lay with her head on his chest, her arm hugging his waist. The room was redolent with their scent. 

     From beyond the windows came a rattle of pops and cracks. He leaped to his feet and started fumbling for his clothes. "Gunfire. Get dressed."

     A white flash spilled from the window.

     "Down!" O'Kane yelled as grabbed Kate and pulled both of them to the floor between the bed and the wall. An instant later, the glass rattled as a dull "whump!" hit the outer wall like mud thrown against a cardboard box. 

     "Grenade," O'Kane said. amazed to find the glass had not shattered. But then, he realized, a safe house such as this one would probably be fortified against an assault.

     "They found us," Kate said, as she slipped on her warm-ups.

     "Yeah," O'Kane said, slipping into his day clothes. He slipped on his shoes, tied them quickly. From outside, the small arms fire intensified; more explosions rocked the house.

     "Sounds like they're all around us," Kate said.

     "That's the way I'd do it," O'Kane said grimly as he grabbed Barner's Colt .45 automatic and distributed the two extra clips and a handful of ammunition in his jeans pockets.

     The firefight outside sounded as if it was growing louder.

     "Come on." O'Kane urged Kate into the hallway and toward the kitchen.

     They found DeGroot, Falk and Noord huddled in what appeared at first glance to be a huge pantry. As O'Kane drew near, he could see the "pantry" was, in reality, a combination armory and electronic command center. The three men were clad in soft body armor that stretched from wide collars that reached almost to their ears all the way down their torsos to their groins.

     Falk turned from a computer screen, saw O'Kane and then Kate. The soldier got up and selected two sets of body armor from a wall rack.

     "Here," he said tossing the garments. 

     O'Kane slipped on the body armor then helped Kate with hers. O'Kane glanced at the computer screen as a dozen or so red dots advanced. The green dots numbered only five or six; most were stationary, dead O'Kane surmised. 

     "Infrared," Falk explained, nodding at the screen. "That and a combination of ground radar." The military man's face was grim and covered with sweat. "We've got a tiny IFF transmitter on each of our men displaying the green."

     "Looks like the uglies are winning," O'Kane said. 

     Falk nodded grimly. 

     "Tried calling for help?" O'Kane asked. 

     Falk nodded. "Telephone's been cut; radio and cellular are jammed."

     On the screen, another green light remained still. O'Kane prayed the man had just taken cover.

     The explosion of a grenade whumped outside, and the still green light O'Kane had prayed for disappeared from the screen. Falk saw the same light flicker out and crossed himself.

     In the ensuing silence, they heard Al Thomas' wheelchair as he whirred into the kitchen, accompanied by his two attendants. Finally, Akira Sugawara shuffled slowly through the door, the color mostly returned to his face. O'Kane thought briefly about the resilience of youth. Falk handed out body armor. The attendants asked for two extras as they cocooned both Al Thomas's body and the sensitive mechanisms that were his life support system. 

     "O'Kane."     

     Connor turned to see Falk handing out M-16s with extra clips snugged into an elastic pocket arrangement fitted to the stock. Each of the automatic weapons had a fat tubular scope attached at the top, which O'Kane recognized as a starlight scope. O'Kane passed M-16s to Thomas's attendants, took one for himself. 

     O'Kane took the rifle and then passed Barner's Colt and the extra clips to Kate. 

     Just then, a massive explosion rocked the entire house. O'Kane he grabbed Kate. Sugawara hit the floor. Thomas' bodyguards bent over their charge and, braced the wheelchair as if they had practiced this maneuver a hundred times. 

     The main lights flickered out, replaced by a dimmer glow as emergency power took over. The acrid stench of high explosive drifted into the kitchen, wafted by fresh air from outside. Without warning, a series of flashes outside were followed by a thunderous battering that tore through the house.

     "RPGs," Falk said calmly. Rocket propelled grenades. 

     An instant later, the unmistakable smell of fire came from the direction of the living room, followed by a hungry crackling and a wavering, growing light from the flames. 

     The mere reflection of the flames grabbed O'Kane at the base of his spine and chilled him with a rock-hard glaze.

     "It's no good," Falk said with despair. "They're lost...lost. Every last one of them."

     O'Kane looked at the still green dots on the computer screen.

     Explosions volleyed into the house from every direction, a constant barrage that seemed to make the floor lift beneath their feet. Smoke filled the room, the heat from the flames palpable around them.

     A near-hit detonated just beyond the kitchen window, fractured the special armored glazing, hurling shrapnel into the kitchen.  O'Kane turned just in time to see the bodyguard who had been closest to the window stand up, waver for just an instant, then collapse like a bag of wet sand.

     The living room flames flared brighter; O'Kane felt his flesh crawl as the fire growled louder -- like a living thing -- fed on the cross ventilation opened up by the new hole in the kitchen wall.

     "Into the cellar," Falk commanded as he grabbed the remaining three M-16s in the armory than rushed to open an ordinary door next to the "pantry." Flames grew brighter as they headed through the door and down the stairs. O’Kane grabbed the fallen guard by the collar of his flak jacket, and dragged him toward the steps as a ragged hammering of automatic weapons fire tore through the jagged hole in the wall.

     "Here," O'Kane shoved the inert bodyguard down the steps toward Kate. He turned and grabbed the front part of Thomas' wheelchair as the surviving guard took the back.

    He looked up at Thomas; the wizened genius looked back, calmly. It struck O'Kane then that the assault they were experiencing held no special terrors for a man who had defied death for many years.

     They reached the bottom of the stairs and gently set the wheelchair down. Falk rushed up past them and used a long pole with a metal hook on one end to dislodge the catch on a long hinged panel. The old soldier jumped to one side as the panel wavered for just a moment and then arced downward, effectively becoming a portion of the basement ceiling, sealing off the room from the house above.

     Falk slammed home a series of metal bolts that fastened the door shut.

     "Air tight, armored, fire proof, just like the rest of the floor," Falk said as he came down the stairs. “Constructed in the fifties when we thought the Russian nukes would come skipping in over the polders."

     Numbed survivors gazed about as the muffled percussions of war diffused through concrete walls. O'Kane looked around and saw that the area was a spartan but well-equipped room that resembled a windowless combination of college dormitory and military command post. Steel beams crisscrossed the ceiling and rose from the floor to support the weight. 

     After a long moment, a sad choking curse broke the silence.

     "Oh shit."

     O'Kane turned and saw Thomas' surviving bodyguard kneeling on the floor, cradling his fallen comrade. He bent his head and began to sob softly. Looking past the bodyguard at the man crumpled on the floor, O'Kane saw a small bloodless hole just above and in front of the man's temple. Death could be subtle. 

     Just then, an explosion hammered the floor above. In the dim emergency light, O'Kane watched as particles crumbled from tiny fissures in the ceiling. 

     "We have to move quickly now," Falk told them, as he made his way to a semi-hemispherical metal disk set into the concrete wall about two feet above the floor; it looked to be a meter or so in diameter and had a welded hinge on one side and a wheel in the middle that looked like a submarine hatch. Falk cranked the wheel counterclockwise, pulled the hatch open. A gallon or two of water poured into the basement then stopped.

     The open hatch revealed the mouth of a smooth concrete culvert that quickly disappeared into darkness. Falk hit a switch, and small dim lights illuminated a straight, narrow tunnel. 

     "This will lead us to a bunker approximately one hundred fifty meters away," Falk said. "We can destroy this culvert behind us and wait in the bunker until help arrives." 

     Another explosion shook the room and sent a cascade of ceiling materials pouring down at the other end of the room. A fog of dust rolled slowly toward them. 

     "Let's go! Go!" Falk commanded.

     Sugawara climbed into the escape passage, followed by Noord and DeGroot. 

     O'Kane looked at the hole, then back at the wheelchair.

     "Come on," Falk grabbed Kate's arm. She twisted away and stood to one side as O'Kane and Thomas' surviving bodyguard lifted the wheelchair. It was clearly too big to fit in the escape passage.

     "Any way we can dismantle this?" O'Kane asked the bodyguard; the man shook his head. The respirator that sustained Thomas's breathing was bolted into the chair.

     The awful truth settled blackly among them.

     Then the computer spoke for Al Thomas: "You must leave. I have prepared for this."

     "What does he mean, 'prepared for this'?" Kate asked the bodyguard.

     "Morphine, then succinylcholine," the bodyguard said with a thick, sad voice. "Sleep then death."  

     Kate shook her head against the inevitable. Another explosion shook the room as she went to Thomas, tears in her eyes, and embraced him.

     "We have little time," Falk said.

     "Oh fuck you!" Kate said viciously.

     O'Kane looked at her, at Thomas, at Falk, and finally at the bodyguard.

     "Here's what we're going to do," O'Kane told the group.

�CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR







     "No," was all Kate could say, her face flat with shock.

     Then it all happened, too fast. She kissed Thomas, then O'Kane, and finally let Falk help her into the escape tunnel. The soldier gave O'Kane a final nod and slipped into the escape route behind Kate, pulling the hatch shut. 

     The wheel turned clockwise. Then there was a dull metallic clunk as Falk set the security bolts from the inside.

     For a moment, there was a lull in the battle, and the basement was filled with the metallic breathing sounds of Thomas' respirator. walked over and knelt over his buddy.

     O’Kane and the surviving bodyguard applied black greasepaint to their faces and hands, using it to coat any shiny spots like zippers, buttons. They each worked a radio earpiece into one ear canal and turned the radios on to test them. The radios were encrypted and scanned the spectrum for frequencies clear of jamming. There were plenty, just so long as they didn't transmit long enough for a computerized jammer to get a lock. To keep the communications channel clear, they had arranged a series of simple clicks that could be produced by keying the microphone's transmit button.

     Gently, respectfully, the bodyguard removed the flak jacket from his dead friend and emptied all the pockets.

     "For his head," the bodyguard said as his eyes fell on Thomas.

     Finally, a muffled thump sounded from the direction of the escape hatch followed by three clicks on the radio. That was the signal; Falk had detonated the escape passage, making it impossible for their enemies to follow them. Or for anyone left behind to leave the basement by any other exit other than the main door. 

     For a moment, O'Kane regretted his decision; why risk their lives for a dying man who might not make it through the night?

     Because, he thought. Because Thomas was a genius the world needed if for only a few more weeks or months. And because of Kate; if Thomas survived, O'Kane thought, perhaps he would have repaid his debt for trying to kill her. He would have begun the penance for the innocent lives he had taken. Those were debts that could never be repaid in this lifetime, obligations he would struggle with for as long as he lived. But he would try. There was meaning in the effort.

     O'Kane retrieved the pole that Falk had used to close off the stairwell and used it to lift the panel. Super heated air blasted down the opening. It was like surfacing beneath a roaring bonfire. The shock weakened O'Kane's knees as he watched the flames, thought about the fire, about the evil there that wanted to consume him. He froze for just an instant, ran part of the Lord's Prayer through his mind, the passage about "thy will be done..." 

…..The words ran through him like a mantra and made him think of Sunday school in the orphanage. “Thy will be done…thy will be done.” The drone of his own voice pulled his thoughts back toward the darkness beyond which there was no memory.

…..In an instant he was through the blackness like a diver slashing into the water. There was a man (father?) with a face he could almost discern. And the flames. Oh God, the flames! And a smell of gasoline and screams from a pyre. The fire screamed and crackled and the man (father?) turned. And the blackness dropped..

….The image stunned him for an instant. What was that? He wanted to see more, know more and knew that knowing more right then would surely let this new fire kill him. O’Kane shook his head, then finished securing the door panel. 

     Back down below, he helped the bodyguard cover Thomas's head with the extra flak jacket. Then O’Kane picked up his end of the wheelchair and led the way up the stairs. They moved the chair halfway up and waited for gunfire. 

      Flames began ate at the wooden stairs.  The crackling of flames grew louder, the air hotter. They choked and coughed at the smoke. Doubt grabbed at O'Kane's guts.

.    Finally, a crackle of rifle fire erupted from the direction of the bunker, continued for several moments, then stopped. 

     "Okay, that’s it; let's move it!" the bodyguard said.

     As the flames raged above them and started to catch on the paint covering the wooden stairs, O'Kane shook his head.

     "Got to give them time,” O’Kane said. "You heard Falk."

     The man glared at O'Kane but remained in place.

     Kate, Falk, Noord, DeGroot and Sugawara had to sneak from the escape bunker and up behind their assailants and open fire, killing as many of the dozen or so attackers as possible in a single short volley, then fade into the darkness before fire could be returned. 

     O'Kane heard several long bursts of full automatic from the M-16s. He and the bodyguard waited for the second phase: for the surviving attackers to be drawn away from the side of the house where he and the bodyguard would escape with Thomas. 

     The sounds of shouts and running feet could be heard over the roar and crackle of the flames. Somewhere, out of sight, fire-weakened wall crashed; the fire grew brighter, stoked by the falling wall; up in the night sky, a vigorous stream of embers climbed into the darkness.

     Small arms fire -- distinctively different from the M-16s sounded from the direction where the ambush had just taken place. Then came the next set of three clicks from the radio earpieces. Falk's ragged irregulars were in their new position.

     "Now!”

     As they hauled Thomas up to the flames, the M-16s sounded again.

     "I'm hit!" someone cried in German. "Dear God, I'm hit!" Full automatic M-16's worked the night, joined by the cracking and burping of other weapons. 

     O'Kane prayed for Kate. Then he felt the surface numbness of combat creeping over him, bringing him a fine, calm quality that seemed to disconnect his thoughts from his body, wire his perception directly into a focus on instincts and reflex, on a will to survive that could be felt but which transcended the ability of words to describe or conscious thought to perceive. This meditation upon death and survival stilled the shaking in his legs and robbed the fire of its power over him.

     On the first floor level, gutted flaming walls towered above them. O'Kane smelled the stench of singed hair. It was like walking barefoot on a skillet. They lifted the wheelchair over, under, and around flaming debris. 

     A poignant scream ripped through the night a long wavering thread of agony strung with pain and mortal fear. Then they were in the cool night air with the heat to their backs as O'Kane handed Thomas down to the bodyguard and sat him in the lee of the kitchen dumpster. Behind them, and above, an exterior wall burned fiercely; a gentle wind blew the smoke and flames toward them. O'Kane looked back as, on the far side of the house, a wall collapsed slowly inward, urged along by the breeze. O'Kane unslung the M-16 and looked around, trying to fix in his mind the direction of the shooting, attempting to separate the sounds of friendly gunfire from that of the attackers. 

     Move clear of the house, O'Kane thought, as he looked up at the tottering wall. But before he could speak, sharp white flashes chipped at the night, followed instants later by the sounds of an automatic rifle. 

     "Down!" was all O'Kane could think of saying as he dove for the cover of the dumpster. Slugs gonged into the dumpster metal. O'Kane pressed himself up next to the bodyguard and the wheelchair as the bullets reached for him. Dirt flew up just inches from his face. 

     The bodyguard was on his feet as soon as the lull stopped, loosing a full-automatic burst over the top edge of the dumpster. O'Kane made for the side of the dumpster just in time to see a man near the corner of the house crumple.

     "Time for phase three," O'Kane said. Time for O'Kane to creep toward the firefight, catch the survivors in a crossfire, pin them down, finish them off.

     O'Kane turned to leave; a single gunshot sounded. The side of O'Kane's neck was turned sticky, wet, warm. They've shot me in the head. This is my last thought. But he turned and in the reflected light from the fire saw that the top of the bodyguard's head was missing. Instants later, another slug tore into the man's face and exploded in a gelatinous frenzy. Explosive hollow points, O'Kane thought, as he hit the ground and rolled.

     Into a pair of combat boots and the muzzle of a gun he recognized as a Heckler & Koch MP5A. 

     With what O'Kane was sure would be his last conscious act, he tried to bring the muzzle of the M-16 to bear on the man holding the H&K. Quick hands grabbed the muzzle, as the steel-tipped toe of an equally quick boot hammered him in the side of his head, spinning the night around. 

     As his scrambled thoughts pondered flames that seemed to lick downward, he heard the only thing that terrified him more than fire: Sheila Gaillard's voice.

�CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE





     Small arms fire pounded every shred of silence from the night. 

     Still trying to tame his double vision, Connor O'Kane was deaf to the sounds of gunfire, absorbed instead by the fearful cannonade of his own heart.

     "You've caused me quite a bit of trouble." Sheila Gaillard.

     O'Kane struggled to his knees. The man with the H&K kicked him solidly in the ribs, rolling O’Kane over on his back. The man moved in..

     "No." Sheila said firmly. The man stopped immediately. O'Kane raised himself on his elbows. 

     Gaillard was well-lit in the firelight, her usually spectacular breasts sheathed in body armor,. a patch covering her left eye. She held a sniper's rifle in one hand with a comfortable familiarity.

     Sheila stepped over to the man she had just killed and nudged the gray matter that oozed from the shattered skull. 

     "That's it, then," she said flatly. "The be-all, the end-all of humanity." She looked at O'Kane. "The seat of intellect, the fabric of a billion trillion electrical impulses we call consciousness...the soul."      

     Flames flickered in her face as she turned and took a step toward O'Kane; she raised the muzzle of the rifle, placed the muzzle on the bridge of his nose, and pushed hard enough to slam his head back into the dirt.

     "Do you think you have a soul, O'Kane? One that will go on after I pull the trigger?" The double vision had cleared enough for him to see her index finger curled around the rifle's trigger.

     On her face, O'Kane saw the same smile she had worn when she and el-Nouty tore apart his life. The finger on the trigger tightened. O'Kane decided to die trying. Then, just as O'Kane was about to roll to his left, a voice drifted eerily from the dark shadows near the dumpster.

     "Mr. O'Kane has a soul," came Al Thomas' computer generated voice, the volume turned up so high it distorted the speakers. 

     Without moving the muzzle of the rifle, Sheila turned toward the sound.

     "I think you do as well,” Thomas continued. “At least I hope you do, because you deserve to burn in hell for all time." 

     She laughed then. A brittle, humorless sound that reminded O'Kane of a dry bearing ready to fail. He spun suddenly away from her then. The thug with the machine gun leaped for O'Kane, slammed down on top of him and rammed his knee into O'Kane's groin.  O'Kane gagged. 

     "Those are pretty strong words for a nigger gimp," Sheila Gaillard said. With the thug astride him, pressing the H&K into his throat, O'Kane watched as she pulled off the body armor that covered Thomas’ head.

     "You're a sorry piece of shit," she said. With the back of one finger, she caressed the side of his face. O'Kane knew that touch, could feel it now on the side of his own face; it was the same touch she had used right before she started to cut off his penis.

     "I've seen some pictures of you when you were young," Sheila said. "You were a strapping buck nigger, weren't you?" She leaned forward and slid one hand beneath a flack jacket and into his lap. "I'll bet you're like all of your kind, big prick. Eh?"

     Suddenly she stood up and slapped him viciously in the face.

      "Well, I'd like nothing better than to have a big nigger cock to nail to the wall," she stood up and leveled the rifle at Thomas. "But I don't have time tonight."

     The sounds of a groaning surrender came from the towering wall of flames above them as the angle of the firelight changed. 

     Sheila whirled and looked toward the source of the frightening sound. The exterior wall just above them swayed like a drunk for a moment. The thug astride O'Kane's chest turned.

     It was all the distraction O'Kane needed.

     In one swift, smooth movement, O'Kane batted the machine gun away and performed the sit-up of his life. Using his hands against the ground, O'Kane sprang up and propelled the man toward Sheila and then rolled away.

     Hearing O'Kane's grunt of exertion, she whirled, leveled the rifle and squeezed off two rounds.

     The wall toppled reluctantly, spilling flaming debris.

     Sheila's first shot blew a large wet hole in her henchman's belly as he stumbled toward her. The second shot went wild.

     There was no third shot.

     O'Kane wrenched the rifle out of Gaillard's hands and flung it into the darkness. With the final groans of burned and tortured wood following close in his ears, O'Kane swept up the wheelchair and ran.

*    *    *    *    *    

     Dawn burst upon Tokyo with a crispness that painted the trees gold and red. 

     Deep inside the Slate Wiper production laboratory, Tokutaro Kurata followed Edward Rycroft along a catwalk. With every step, Kurata tried to visualize the leaves and recall the sense of inner peace they had given him during the drive from his office that morning.

     They stopped on a landing. Rycroft pointed at a clot of white-garbed workers at the far end of the facility.

     "That is the last of the lot we need," Rycroft. Kurata followed his gaze. "Another forty-eight hours, and we'll have more than enough of the Slate Wiper vector to do the job, a good three days ahead of schedule."

     After a long moment, Kurata nodded. "You have done very well," Kurata said, angry at himself for allowing his fatigue to show in his voice. The night had been sleepless, the hours filled with anger and bitterness since the departure -- the defection, the betrayal -- of his nephew. Kurata struggled to center himself now and succeeded in capturing an image of the leaves, but only a veiled one, as if viewed through sheer curtains.

     "But things have not gone well of late," Kurata continued in a steadier voice. "Yamamoto's death still troubles me; my nephew has brought shame on his family and me; there is no word from Sheila Gaillard. At the least she has failed me again; I fear she may be dead."

     "And while we are free of DeGroot," Kurata continued, "Blackwood, O'Kane and -- I must presume -- Thomas are still loose."

     "You don't truly feel they are threats to Operation Tsushima?" Rycroft asked.

     "Of course they are," Kurata replied. "To think otherwise is imprudent, arrogant, perhaps stupid, and certainly unwise." Kurata saw the look on the white man's face and remembered how easily the man could be offended. It disgusted Kurata how easily the man could be provoked into showing his emotions.

     "How can I help you?" Rycroft said.

     "We must move the timing of Operation Tsushima up as soon as possible."

     Rycroft nodded. "As I said, we will be done in forty eight hours, but I heard there is some problem with the aircraft. something to do with navigation."

     Kurata nodded. "We are experiencing a series of very strong geomagnetic storms caused by solar flares," he said. "I have anticipated the need to alter our plans without raising alarms and have increased the number of skywriting flights. Unfortunately, the intricate aerial choreography relies upon precise electronic navigation including satellite navigation signals. We have had to cancel flights because of this."

     "In the middle of the show, yesterday, I heard," Rycroft said. 

     Kurata nodded. "I want you to divide the Slate Wiper vector in half," Kurata said. "I want the first half to be loaded into the aircraft today."

     Nodding, Rycroft said, "You remember that the vector will begin to self-destruct in three days?"

     Kurata nodded. "If the planes do not fly in three days, I want the second part ready to replace it." He fixed Rycroft with a long, serious look. "I have been personally looking at the reports of the space weather and geomagnetic storm activity. There are windows when things are fine. Sometimes the windows are only a few hours wide, but they are there.

     "When the heavens are right, I will have death in the air."

� CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX





 The interior of the half-empty DC-8 jet freighter was cold, dark, loud and crowded. Strapped into jump seats amidst towering pallets and sealed containers, Herman Hong, Kate Blackwood, Akira Sugawara, and Connor O'Kane listened to the jet's engines back off as the aircraft reached cruising altitude. Al Thomas faced them; his wheelchair had been rigged to the floor's recessed cargo D-rings with webbed strapping. 

     Thomas was covered with blankets and pulled close to a portable electric heater jury-rigged to an extension cord that violated a dozen or more international flight safety regulations. A small green bottle of oxygen hissed faintly into the intake of Thomas' respirator. 

     The heater and oxygen were among the smaller legal infractions that had occurred or would occur before the flight concluded. Hong had paid handsomely for the last-minute arrangements aboard the jet, fully loaded and previously scheduled on a flight to Osaka, Japan. 

     Thomas worked his computer trackball furiously. Then his artificial voice cut through the sursurrating silence of wind rushing past the fuselage.   

     "It's clear that freezing the Slate Wiper in place -- either in the production facility or at the airport -- is the best way to accomplish the first phase of our task."

     Eyes focused on him. Thomas had been alert and active from the first moment O'Kane had secured him in Hong's chartered helicopter took them from the burning Dutch farm. It was as if the escape from near-death, had energized Thomas, loosed some flood of enzymes that arrested his accelerated deterioration. 

     After boarding the jet in Brussels, O’Kane helped link Thomas’ computer modem to the credit card pay phone installed by the cargo jet's passenger jump seats. As the jet’s crew went through their pre-flight checks, Thomas had linked his computer into one remote computer after another, sifting through database after database.  He said he would explain what he meant by fighting “science with science” when he finished.

     Hong nodded at Thomas' statement. 

     "The data I was able to pull down via cellular on the way to the airport," Thomas said, "indicates that semiconductors are extremely sensitive to many different forms of interference, some of which can actually damage the chip itself.”

	O'Kane and Sugawara stared at Thomas with amazement. Kate looked over at the wheelchair calmly as if she were used to this seeming resurrection of a man they had almost given up for dead. 

      “Sure,” Kate said after a moment. “We’ve all seen the signs around microwave ovens warning people with pacemakers.”

	“And the big dire warnings that come with PC expansion boards that warn against static electricity,” O’Kane added. 

	“I am reminded of the sparking and arcing that happens if you accidentally put something metallic in a microwave.”

 	Hong nodded. “Mr. Tran’s company, Singapore Electrochip spends millions trying to produce semiconductors that are hardened against these and other dangers such as those posed by solar flares and the electromagnetic pulses given off by nuclear weapons.” 

     The DC-8 hit a patch of rough air, causing the big aircraft to rock violently. Thoughts of dropping out of the sky drew quiet white masks of concern. 

     "At any rate,"  Thomas continued,  “every modern airplane, car, telephone, even kitchen appliances are packed with semiconductors; they’ll all stop dead if their chips get fried.”

     “Airplanes…” Sugawara mused.

     “Precisely,” Thomas said.

     “You’re suggesting that we somehow zap the chips in the cult’s skywriting aircraft before they take off?”

     “Correct.”

     “But won’t it take weeks to produce this microwave weapon,” Kate asked.

     “Starting from scratch, yes,” Thomas said. “But I believe I know of a head start.”

	Thomas then had his computer voice read them the text of a news article about the wireless transmission of electrical energy using microwaves. There was the NASA plan in the 1970s to construct giant geosynchronous satellite power stations that would gather solar energy and transmit it to a receiving station in the middle of New Mexico. The plan was scrapped when critics pointed out the scheme could cook migrating ducks and passenger jets in mid flight and wipe out Santa Fe or Phoenix if the beam were to get out of alignment.

     The article also described efforts by universities around the globe to develop a drone aircraft with an electric motor powered by microwaves beamed up from the ground. Such aircraft could circle  indefinitely, thus serving as television or  telephone relays for poor countries unable to afford more expensive communications satellites. 

	The Raytheon company powered a microwave helicopter 1964; researchers at more than 100 other universities had flown microwave aircraft since then. Two of the universities experimenting with microwave powered aircraft were in Japan, Tokyo and Osaka. The article ended.

     “On the average, they use about 10 kilowatts,” said Thomas.

    “I’m familiar with the efforts,” Hong said. “But they are using microwaves with frequencies in the two to three gigahertz range. The most effective frequency would be much higher, on the order of sixty gigahertz.

     “I’m sure Singapore Electrochip could provide the necessary modifications” Thomas said.

     “I am also sure,” Hong said.

     The steady drone of the DC-8's jet engines filled the lull in conversation.

     "I think we ought to have some last ditch plan for physically destroying the aircraft on the ground," O'Kane said. "Even if the Slate Wiper was released, it's better that it contaminate a small area rather than being sprayed over all of Tokyo."

     "Getting close enough to do that, given the weapons at our disposal, probably means this would be a suicide mission. There is every likelihood we would be contaminated in the process," Hong said. "Remember, the Slate Wiper now seems to be fairly non-specific."

     O'Kane looked around him. "I'm willing to go it alone," he said. “What’s a life measured against the possibility of loosing this monster on the world?”

     Kate shook her head. "I helped create this monster. I’ll help."

     "I'm in as well," Sugawara said. "I would rather die stopping this thing than to live knowing I helped set it loose."

     "In addition to helping with the microwave transmitter, Mr. Tran can obtain certain weapons that could increase the odds of such a last-ditch mission succeeding," Hong said.

     They fell silent as the airplane raced toward dawn.



� CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN





     The rising sun climbed above a landscape hung with hazy curtains of smog. The haziness draped itself from ridge line to ridge line, growing denser and turning Tokyo's skyscrapers into vague silhouettes that towered above the harbor.

     Tokutaro Kurata stood on the roof of Laboratory 731, gazing at the morning sunlight until the sounds of an automobile sounded on the ground below. He looked down as a plain Mitsubishi sedan pulled away from the loading dock and made its way to the first of the security gates. Edward Rycroft stood beside Kurata, hands jammed in the pockets of his white lab coat; he was watching a hawk hover in the distance then whirl, and dive out of sight behind a grove of camphor trees. 

     "They will tell no difference?" Kurata asked

     Rycroft shook his head.

     "The pellets look the same as the ones we've been giving them for months now." His voice was sharp, irritated. "Surfactant -- dissolves in the skywriting chemicals. They think it's something to make the chemicals vaporize more uniformly, keep the nozzles from clogging."  

     He turned to face Kurata. "Relax," Rycroft said. "By this time tomorrow, the whole thing should be done."

     Kurata looked over at him. "Forgive me for not being myself. The dishonor of my nephew has troubled me greatly."

     "Of course," Rycroft said more evenly.

     "What do you hear from the solar forecasters?"

     Rycroft smiled. "Decreasing intensity. The geomagnetic disturbances seem to be migrating farther north. It's not unreasonable to expect we will have a window for noon tomorrow.

     Kurata smiled broadly.

 *    *    *    *    *

     The DC-8's cargo hold was a checkerboard of containers and empty spaces arranged by the loadmaster to spread the weight evenly and balance the aircraft for maximum stability.

     The cargo jet's flight engineer had issued net hammocks and demonstrated how to attach them to the sides of the aircraft and the looming metal cargo containers. Connor O'Kane finished tying two hammocks next to each other between two cargo containers at the end of a cul-de-sac. From the far end of the corridor, he heard the mechanical sucking sounds as Kate used an attachment to Thomas' respirator to suction mucus from his. It was the third time she had performed the task so far, following carefully the instructions and diagram Thomas displayed on his computer.

     Food was another matter. He needed to be fed through a stomach tube, but they had none of his special food. 

     "No matter," Thomas had told him, "we can get adult baby formula once we get to Japan. Besides, it will help stretch my diaper." They had none of his incontinency diapers either.

     Despite his discomfort, Thomas remained active, alert, and energetic, sending and receiving e-mail from the scientists at Singapore Electrochip and working with Sugawara to try and enter the Slate Wiper computers to see what helpful information might be gathered.

     As O'Kane finished securing the hammocks, Kate bent over and gave Thomas a peck on his cheek, then said goodnight to Sugawara. O'Kane watched her draw near.

     "He's really unbelievable," O'Kane said.

     Kate snuggled up close to O'Kane and let him put his arms around her. She turned her head and looked back. Sugawara bent over the computer screen.

     "I haven't seen him this active, this enthusiastic about anything, since we sold GenIntron." She paused. "They got in."

     O'Kane raised an eyebrow.

     "Most of the passwords have been changed," she said. "All but one." She turned to face him. "Rycroft's."

     "No shit?"

     "As far as I can tell, he's still using the same one he had at GenIntron. He must think he's so fucking exalted a hack can't happen to him."

     They kissed. Then, almost simultaneously, they both said, "Better get some sleep." Laughter. Another kiss. O'Kane helped Kate into her hammock and climbed into his own. They fell asleep, holding hands, touching shoulders. Fatigue greased the chutes of sleep quickly silenced the drone of the DC-8’s engines.

                                             *	*	*	*	*

     It could have been minutes or perhaps hours when Sugawara's cry split the darkness. The aircraft awoke instantly. 

     "They moved it up!" Sugawara yelled. 

     O'Kane watched him run toward the niche in which Hong had hung his hammock. "They moved it up! They moved it up!" His voice grew louder as he ran toward Kate and O'Kane.

     "Come look," Sugawara cried. "They moved up the timing for Slate Wiper."

      He helped Kate down and rushed to the crowd that had gathered around Thomas' wheelchair.

     "There!" Sugawara pointed at the screen. "We couldn't get in at first, but Dr. Thomas guessed at the passwords Rycroft would use to encrypt things and -- " He looked up. "Well, look for yourselves; just the right amount of Slate Wiper vector has been taken out of cryogenic storage and made into pellets for the skywriting fluid." 

     He looked around at their barely comprehending faces. "Don't you see? The Slate Wiper vector has a limited lifespan: you don't take it out until its use is imminent." 

     "Oh God," Kate said. 

     "Dr. Thomas, can you relay this news to the scientists at Singapore Electrochip?"  Hong asked.

     Thomas did not reply. 

     It took them all a long moment to realize Al Thomas had not fallen asleep. 

     Kate bent over and placed a finger, lightly, first at Thomas's wrist then at the side of his neck.

     "He's gone." 

�CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT





     The big Sikorsky's turbines increased their pitch; the helicopter shook. Kate Blackwood pressed her face against the window and watched the airport baggage tractor draw away with the sealed cargo container holding Al Thomas' body. It would go now to Singapore for cremation. The mysterious Mr. Tran's money had, once again, purchased silence, blindness, and cooperation. 

     As she watched the container disappear inside the freight terminal, tears blurred her vision; that astonished her. She thought the tears had run dry long before the DC-8 had landed in the Osaka sunrise. Thomas had been a fixture in her life; nothing could possibly have prepared her for the cold, black hole his death ripped in her or for the cruel implacable pain that ground like broken glass in her heart.  Still the pain was staggering.

     But, she consoled herself, he had been active, alert, intellectually awesome right to the end; instead of slouching away tangled in soiled incontinency diapers and woven into an ICU’s nest of intravenous tubing, Al had gone out like a brilliant searchlight, tearing open the darkness so others could see their way. The microwave thing, the discovery of Slate Wiper's accelerated schedule. They would be successful; it would be Al's legacy. He had given them the final vital pieces to save millions of lives. 

     The helicopter's main rotor revved up; moments later, the ground retreated. 

     Kate turned and gave Connor O'Kane a wan smile.

     "He'll be with us every step of the way," O'Kane said as he squeezed her hand. His hand was warm and dry; it felt like the future. She nodded. Then she turned to look behind her.

     Across the aisle, Sugawara tapped at Thomas' powerful computer, hooked up to a cellular telephone borrowed from one of the Singapore Electrochip scientists. When they had first unbolted the computer from Al's wheelchair, Kate had felt like they had looted a dead man's belongings. But she quickly realized how badly they needed it, how Thomas would have been delighted with their use of it. It only bothered her at first when Sugawara had mistakenly hit the hot keys that read aloud the screen contents in Al's computer voice. 

     In the very back of the helicopter, Hong with Tran’s scientists who had arrived, along with mountains of microwave equipment, on a chartered flight from Singapore.

     She had overheard them on the ground as the equipment was being loaded

     "It is untested and, we fear, unpredictable," one of the scientists had said. "We have not had time to test and perfect. When you throw the switch, the system could very well work over the distance you require, or it could kill everyone." 

     "Perhaps both," added the second scientist.

 *    *    *    *    *

     A landslide triggered by some long-forgotten earthquake had fashioned a massive dam-like barrier  across the mouth of the valley west of Tokyo, trapping a small lake and isolating the valley from the world below. The valley was an almost perfect bowl; steep mountains sloped down to flat fields graded level by the silt of eons. Paddies filled with the commune's famous rice clung to the sides of the mountains, hanging from the slopes like water-filled half-bowls stepping their green syncopated way half way up to the peaks. Paddies filled in the high end of the valley as well, so the very flat land in the middle was surrounded by a "U" of rice paddies that began and ended at the berm and lake at the lower end. 

     The flat land was planted in the commune's prized vegetables. Beef cattle grazed alongside a packed gravel landing strip used by the commune's agricultural aircraft. A metal hangar sat near the edge of the lake, a huddle of smaller buildings crowded close.

     If an observer had been standing along the edge of the ridge road that made its way up the spine of one of the valley walls, the observer would have seen guards patrolling the double lines of tall chain-link fence that drew the exact shape of the commune's property. 

     Some of the commune's detractors had told editors at the Asahi Shimbun that the fences were prison walls to keep unwilling cult members from returning to the world outside. Commune elders scoffed and pointed out the repeated attempts that had been made to steal its pure and valuable food. Not to mention the commune's detractors who were a very real threat to the farm and the physical well being of its inhabitants. A cursory government inspection invited by the commune and reported in the Asahi Shimbun seemed to allay fears it might be another armed cult like the one that had planted nerve gas in Tokyo subways. 

     The observer on the hill that day would also have seen a plain Mitsubishi sedan making its slow way up the single winding dirt road to the compound's gate. The Mitsubishi was waved through, its papers checked a second time as the first gate closed. At last, the sedan made its way to the hangar, where it was met by more scrutiny. Finally, the hangar doors opened, and the Mitsubishi disappeared from sight.

� CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE





     "Oh, man, this just isn't going to work." Connor O'Kane stood in one corner of a vast dockside warehouse and looked down at a topographical map and aerial photos covering a sheet of plywood that rested on four oil drums.

     "Look at this," he said, pointing to one of the aerial photos. Kate and Hong leaned forward. "There's a huge horseshoe of rice paddies surrounding the compound. And here..." he ran his fingers in a "U" shape on the topographical map. "The contour lines almost merge all along here: this is a sheer cliff we'd need technical rock-climbing gear to scale, and once we did, we'd be up to our hips in rice paddy mud and water."

     Hong leaned over and studied the map, then the photos.

      Excited curses came from the far end of the warehouse. O'Kane, Hong and Kate turned to watch the scientists scream at the crane operator who was transferring the equipment onto flatbed trailer trucks. In a far corner, Sugawara hunched over the computer, paying no attention to the commotion. A small portable television flickered at his elbow.

     After much arm-waving and dramatic gesticulation, a massive generator settled itself on its assigned trailer. It was an impressive sight to a layman, O'Kane thought. One trailer groaned under full loads of diesel electric generators and their fuel tanks.  On the second, thick cables, rectubular wave guides and a 15-foot parabolic microwave dish looked like a cheap set from a 1930s sci-fi movie. Scientists stood on a scaffolding, working feverishly to mate the hastily constructed waveguide from the gyrotrons that produced the microwave to the parabola which would focus and transmit the beam. 

     It was quite a scene. O'Kane willingly let it distract him from the daunting task of explaining why the freight container load of old Soviet weapons that Hong had procured weren’t likely to be of much use stopping the commune's aircraft if it came down to it.

     "I don't understand it," Hong said. "There are enough weapons in there, " he pointed to the orange cargo container, "to take over a small republic."

     They had been acquired in trade, Hong had said, from countries where cash was hard to come by – Vietnam and Russia mostly. Singapore Electrochip had bartered semiconductors for almost any valuable asset that could be resold. Weapons often arrived, which Tran mostly sold to the Singaporean government. 

     "Look," O'Kane said running his finger along one of the aerial photos. "You can see the dirt strip running along the valley floor here. The fencing comes right to the edge of the valley mouth and this humongous drop-off that looks to be a couple of hundred feet. We can't shoot from that end without a massive assault. 

     "Now look here on the topo map." O'Kane outlined an arc that took in the horseshoe of rice paddies and the sheer cliff that followed the upper level of the fields. "As you can see, we'd have to slog everything right down to the middle of the rice paddies in order to get within a mile of the runway. That means hauling things by rope down those cliffs and into the mud."

     Hong leaned over, looked closely at the map, then at O'Kane.

     "Even if we survived the climb and the weapons still worked, let's look at what we've got." 

     Kate and Hong watched him as he walked over to the container, pulled the door open and went inside. Over by the flatbeds, tense concentration replaced the cursing. O'Kane exited a moment later with a large tube in one hand and a weird tripod-mounted weapon in the other.

     "Okay," he said putting the tripod down. "Here we've got a 30mm AGS-17 Plamya Grenade launcher. Nifty weapon, fires fifty to one hundred grenades a minute. Effective range, half a mile max." He stood the tube on one end, opened it up. "And here, an SA-7 Grail surface-to-air missile, old model without cooled IR sensors. Iffy on jet exhaust heat but no way in hell it could get a target fix on a prop plane. And two cases of American fragmentation grenades, but half of them are practice dummies – not that it matters at the range we’re talking about." 

     O'Kane looked at Hong for a long moment. "I'm not trying to lay blame or discredit what you arranged on such short notice. It was short notice. The best thing you've got in there..." He thumbed at the container. "...is an 82-mm mortar. Range is a couple of miles, plenty if we set up on top of this ridge." He tapped his index finger on a winding road that paralleled the valley. "Trouble is, there's only a dozen rounds of mortar ammunition, and those are all smoke -- no HE." 

     Hong loosed a deep breath and looked at the ceiling as if expecting divine inspiration or intervention.

     "For physical intervention that leaves us with: (a) secretly infiltrating the compound and sabotaging the aircraft, (b) standing at the base of that big embankment at the end of the runway and trying to plink at the planes as they take off, (c) chartering a fast helicopter -- something like a Bell Jet Ranger or a Huey -- and flying in fast and low, using the grenade launcher to strafe the aircraft."

     He raised his eyebrows and looked at Kate and Hong. Then he held up his finger. "The first is suicide, given the commune's reputation for paranoia; the second is an existential jerk-off and likely to puncture a tank that could then drip Slate Wiper vector from there to Tokyo and back."

     "And there's this town here," Kate pointed at the map. "A hit could cause an airplane to crash there and spread the vector. But any of the physical intervention is simply too dangerous. Unless we can destroy the aircraft before the Slate Wiper vector is loaded, we’ll spread it all over the countryside.     

     “Better to spread it over sparsely populated terrain than over Tokyo,” O’Kane said.

     ”Maybe,” Kate replied. “On the other hand, this stuff could be so durable that any release could spread worldwide eventually.”

     The resulting pause was filled with knowing looks.

     "Then we must make the microwave system work; it is the only hope," Hong said.

     Sugawara came over then, his expression excited.

     "What's up?" O'Kane said.

     "You want the good news first, or the bad?" Sugawara said.

     Kate raised her eyebrows, looked at O'Kane. "How about the worst first," she said.

     "NHK television is reporting Kurata is arranging a special skywriting tribute to Yamamoto, the guy who killed himself at the company baths."

     "And?" Kate asked.

     "They hope to do it at noon tomorrow," Sugawara said. "The reporter said the solar wind -- geostorms or whatever -- are easing."

     "What's the good news?" Kate asked. 

     "It comes in two parts." Sugawara ventured a small smile. "First is that Yamamoto is a cousin of Kurata's. I knew that; most of the family did. My uncle liked to hire family. He thought it would make them more trustworthy." He was silent for a moment. "Didn't work in my  case." He smiled.

    "Well, thanks to the work Dr. Thomas did decrypting Rycroft's files, I learned that Yamamoto's great grandmother was really Korean."

     Sugawara looked from one face to another as the significance slowly dawned in one pair of eyes after another. "Not only that, but from what I can figure out from the files, Rycroft used this to force Yamamoto into committing seppuku." 

     Their stunned silence allowed the vigorous activity from the opposite end of the warehouse to wash over them. Low urgent mutters, directions given and acknowledged. Beyond the metal walls of the warehouse came the horns of ship traffic and the throbbing of giant engines. 

     "Oh man," O'Kane said. "That gets out and Kurata's finished with his racial purity buddies."

     Sugawara smiled broadly and nodded. "That's why I downloaded all Rycroft's files, converted them to a fax format, and anonymously faxed them to the newsroom at Asahi Shimbun." 

     "It could be over by tonight," Kate said. 

     Hong shook his head. "They'll think it's manufactured, a political attempt to destroy Kurata. It'll take days for them to check it out." 

     Sugawara nodded. "I'll send it to a lot more newspapers and to the American, Chinese, and Korean news bureaus but it'll take time to have an effect."

     "But what an effect it will have," Kate said. 

 *    *    *    *    *

     Propwash combed through the grass at the perimeter of the aircraft staging area and stirred a faint fog of dust as the single-engined airplane taxied into position behind its sister ships, following the hand signals of a man in bright yellow overalls. Overalls crossed his arms, and the pilot cut the engine. He climbed out of his cockpit and joined the rest of the pilots who had gathered at the edge of the staging area.

     "The special surfactant has been added to your skywriting materials," began the wing leader. "It should keep the materials inside the tank usable, even though things may sit for a day or so.

     "The aircraft will remain here, at the ready," said the wing leader. “We will be ready to fly at a moment's notice, starting at dawn tomorrow. If we have a break in the geomagnetic disturbances so that our instruments will work properly, we will perform this memorial ceremony early." 

     He paused, then shouted, "For Kurata!"

     In a single voice, the pilots responded, "For Kurata!"

     "The defender of Yamato!" the wing leader cried.

     "The defender of Yamato!" the pilots responded.

� CHAPTER EIGHTY





     "You should understand that I, like the people of Japan, have many enemies." Kurata stood at the broad plate-glass window of his office that gave onto crisp fall views of the city. In the distance, he could see the roof of the Yasukuni Shrine and the new monument site just...there.

     "I have the greatest respect for the Asahi Shimbun," Kurata replied. "It would be a great disservice to your reputation and for the great trust that your readers place in you if you were to print such a blatantly political attack."

     He paused to take a deep breath as the editor on the other end of the connection spoke. Kurata fought the tarry tide of dread that rose in his chest. 

     "It is true that my great-grandmother was born in Korea," Kurata said. "But you must realize she was born of pure Japanese parents. My great-great-grandfather -- her father -- was a textiles and ceramics trader who established businesses there. I hardly think there could have been any sort of genetic re-arrangement." He laughed, making himself feel hollow. He listened a bit longer.

     "Of course," Kurata said heartily. "My family heritage is a source of great pride; I would be happy to open our genealogical archives for your inspection."

     Pause.

     “That information is maintained by Toru Matsue of my personal staff,” Kurata said. “He and his family are experts at genealogy. He will be able to provide proof your allegations are false.”

     Another pause.	

     "You're quite welcome."

     Kurata slammed down the receiver. The handset ricocheted off the top of the base and skidded across Kurata's desk, rearranging papers and upsetting an antique vase carefully arranged with tulips. The vase, recovered from an archeological dig in northeast China and smuggled to Kurata at great cost, spilled its tulips and made a half turn on its side before rolling off the desk and dashing itself to shards on the floor.

*    *    *    *    *

     Kate leaned against the fender of a rental car and wished she had gone with O'Kane on the helicopter flyover of the commune's compound.

     "One quick pass," O'Kane had said. "We'll come over the ridge, cross the valley, and be gone before they have time to pucker their assholes," he’d said. The helicopter pilot was the same one who had ferried them from the airport to the harbor. A Vietnamese native and decorated veteran of combat against the Viet Cong, the pilot was Tran's longtime and trusted personal pilot who sometimes doubled as the chip magnate's bodyguard. Sugawara had gone with them to make sure his Kyoto accent smoothed over any possible problems.

     "This isn't America, where dealing with people of different accents or colors or nationalities is a matter of course," Sugawara said. "You get a white guy or a Vietnamese out in the country where we're going, and it's a lot like a black man from New York visiting Arkansas in 1953. It might be survivable, but it surely wouldn't be pleasant." 

     Sick, Kate thought. But Sugawara's statement had made her acutely aware of her own heritage: Japanese enough to be hated by those who disliked the Japanese, American enough to be hated by the Japanese. 

     She looked away from the barges now and back at the clot of men gathered near the closed doors of the metal warehouse. A low-power test, they had said. To make sure the modules had been connected. 

     And then the test.

     Nothing.

     They had scurried about the trailers, checked the hook ups, did a lot of "Hmmmmming" and "Ah-ha-ing."

     The doors closed again. They closed the switch.   

     More nothing.

     Kate watched Hong now as they opened the doors again. She read worry on his face. 

     Deep inside, Kate felt her guts wrap themselves around the remains of a very bad lunch; this was going all wrong. 

     She swore that when O'Kane got back she wouldn't leave his side. Not until they came out the other end of this thing together. 

     Or died.

     Together.

 *    *    *    *    *

     Rycroft walked toward his car, a broad, satisfied smirk slashing across his face, the last warm rays of the day on his back.

     You're one dead Jap, Kurata, he thought. You and the rest of you fucking slants.

     Humming a flat tune, Rycroft followed his shadow away from the buff brick of Laboratory 731. He carried two briefcases so overstuffed with papers and floppy disks and computer backup tapes he had had to use strapping tape to keep the contents from spilling out. If things went right, he'd never have to spend another second in Lab 731. 

     He’d get credit for quickly identifying the horrible disease that had eaten the core out of Tokyo. The Nobel would quickly follow.

     Arriving at his Mitsubishi, Rycroft set the briefcases down by the trunk and fumbled for his keys. He rubbed at the Band-Aid on his right index finger. He had cut it opening one of the vials of Slate Wiper vector that morning as the "surfactant" pellets were prepared.

     No problem, he thought, as he located his trunk key and shoved it in the lock. Slate Wiper was for Japs.

� CHAPTER EIGHTY-ONE





     The night pressed close.

     No moon. High clouds that had scudded in just after sunset blocked even the moonlight.

     Kate steered the rented Nissan along the two-lane highway following the last truck in their convoy. The flatbeds were covered with canvas bearing the name of a familiar Japanese trucking company. 

     Up in the clean air ahead of the procession was another rented Nissan, driven by Sugawara. He had secured a temporary landing site for the helicopter at a small airfield less than five miles away, between the commune and the small town in the piedmont below.

     The procession slowed. Right-turn indicators blinked as Sugawara lead them off the main highway onto the winding road that would lead up along the ridge overlooking the commune's property.

     "Fucking crazy," O'Kane said as he slumped in the passenger seat. "No idea if the new waveguides will work, much less fry silicon at two miles or more." 

     Now Sugawara's car, then one truck after another made the turn until it was their turn. 

     "At least they worked through the low-power test failures," Kate said.

     "Right," O'Kane said darkly. "But they're not sure exactly how they got it to work again or what was wrong." The potential for failure stretched before them like  black ice.

     "I think we'll head back to the helicopter as soon as things are in position up there," O'Kane said. "I'd like to have the chopper ready to go at a second's notice in case our Tora, Tora Tora guys decide to get an early start."

     "Do you think that might happen?" Kate asked.

     "Why not? Everything else has."     

*    *    *    *    *

     The blackness of the Kyoto night filled the tea house at Kurata's ancestral homestead. Kurata sat silently on the tea house porch, gazing into the darkness. Next to him, Toru Matsue sat so silently Kurata had to glance occasionally to make sure the old family retainer had not left. 

     Kurata's heart continued to pound: deep, angry, fast. He found no center in himself. There were no crickets to listen to in the crisp cold; instead, the steady ringing of the telephone in the distant main house. He had never been able to hear it before. 

      First there had been the Asahi Shimbun. Then the television reporters and more newspaper reporters. Then the foreign press. The telephone rang again. 

     Kyoto had always centered him, helped him to conquer anger, fear, and frustration. As he tried to visualize the rock garden in the dark, as he tried to see in his mind the big rock hidden in the night -- the rock that was his ship that always carried him to calmer waters -- as he tried to do all this, he knew Kyoto had failed him for the first time in his life. 

     Kurata sighed, and from the corner of his eye saw Matsue turn his head. He tried to visualize then the horrible, disease-mutilated bodies of the Koreans; the image brought him pleasure. It was then that his center returned, smoothing out the surf of his anxiety. 

 					*    *    *    *    *

     Edward Rycroft had been forced to accept that something had gone hideously wrong with the Slate Wiper vector when the blood-filled blisters began to cover his face. When the ends of his fingers turned blue and then gray and then began to putrefy from the lack of blood, he knew for sure he was going to die.

     The Slate Wiper's predictable series of small cerebral hemorrhages left his thoughts a jumble of reality and vague childhood recollections. Through the haze, he felt himself fall, grasping for the sink, fingers too damaged to grip the slick porcelain edge. As he collapsed on the bathroom floor and vomited bright red arterial blood, he knew he must die soon. 

     He saw Singapore, then, and his parents and the Japanese. 

     Then a warm, dark peace filled him as he realized the dirty fucking Japs would all be dead soon too. A final rictus of death shaped his bloody lips into a smile. 

�CHAPTER EIGHTY-TWO





     Kate felt rather than directly saw the dawn as the rented Nissan sedan pulled to a stop where the airfield road met the main highway. O'Kane sat next to her; Sugawara sat in the middle of the back seat, leaning forward to follow their progress. 

     The ache of sleeping on the helicopter floor and a night of anxious half-sleep made her feel as if she had a mild hangover. The emergency flight into Osaka for some part that had failed in one of the microwave circuits had not helped. 

     Hours earlier, as the convoy reached the top of the ridge, they had been stunned to train their starlight scopes down on the airfield and find the aircraft all there, all ready to be hit with the pulses. 

     "Hit them now," Hong had said. 

     But when they threw the switch, something arced. Then a new part; an adjustment here; a tweak there. Nothing  an unscheduled flight to Osaka couldn’t fix..

     O'Kane yawned now; helpless to stop, Kate yawned as well. She sniffed and drove on. 

      The scenery that passed, pulled her with a compellingly visceral appeal; she was of this place and not of this place. She was Japanese and not Japanese, and it made her wonder what it meant to be Japanese or American. 

     This countryside gave her an intense, sweet-sad sense of place but no sense of belonging. They passed a farmer pulling an empty wagon and went past the turnoff that led to the ridge road taken the night before by the convoy. She prayed they finally had everything in order now.

      Sugawara broke her train of thought.

     "Just up there," Sugawara said. "See that clump of trees? Turn there."

     They reached a narrow, steep road; Kate turned right onto it.

     She looked over at Connor O'Kane, and a big part of her wanted to turn the car around and leave, disappear. They couldn't stop the hatred and its violence. 

     But what about all that could they change? This morning? This time? 

     All she wanted was to be left alone with him in peace. But she knew that any peace she and O.K. might enjoy must come after fighting for this right thing.

     She breathed in the smell of O'Kane and remembered his touch; fear rose in her then: fear of losing him.

     "Stop there," Sugawara said, "by that grove of trees."

     Kate slowed and turned off the road. Sugawara would take the grenade launcher and one of the cellular phones and walk the rest of the way up the embankment to keep an eye on the air strip. 

     They rolled down the windows. When Kate turned off the ignition, the sound they heard chilled them as only one sound could: the sound of aircraft engines coming from the top of the embankment.

�CHAPTER EIGHTY-THREE



     O'Kane snatched his cellular phone and speed-dialed Hong's number. His heart pounded like flak. 

     Hong answered on the second ring.

     "Do you see the aircraft on the runway?" O'Kane said without preamble. "Right." He listened then. "Can't you zap the fuckers now?" O'Kane was silent again for a moment. "Shit. Right. We'll do our best."

     His face was grim when he folded the phone and slipped it into his jacket pocket. Kate and Sugawara looked at him expectantly.

     "They heard it, too," O'Kane said. "They rousted the scientists, and they've just started the firing sequence." 

     "But that took -- " Kate spoke, then stopped, her mouth making a wide "O" of recognition. 

     "Last night? Fifteen minutes," O'Kane said. 

     "They'll all be in the air by that time." Sugawara said glumly. 

     O'Kane felt as if his brain had come unmoored. There was the helicopter, but no time to fetch it. 

     Then he said to Kate, "Drive as fast as you can up the hill.”

     She started the engine and floored the accelerator. The Nissan groaned up the steep slope. 

     "Give me the extra rounds and get the chopper pilot on the phone." 

      Kate drove intensely; the rear end of the Nissan broke free and slid around the tightest of the hairpins. The engine raced. Tortured rubber screeched. 

     "I've got the pilot," Sugawara yelled over the whine of the engine. 

     "Gimme," O'Kane said as he took the phone.

      "Shit's happened," O'Kane said. "The cult's planes are warming up. We're headed up, and I'm going to try and nail one on the runway, block the takeoffs. You get the chopper ready to head over here. I want you right at the end of the runway so that they can't take off without a mid-air with you. And pick -- " 

     "Oh shit!" Kate cried. O'Kane looked toward her as she hauled on the steering wheel, swerving to avoid a large goat that had wandered into the roadway. The Nissan went sideways for a moment before straightening out. Then just as it looked as if the collision had been averted, the frightened animal darted back into the Nissan's path. 

     A sickening crunch,  instants later, the goat's body flew up over the hood and slammed into the windshield in a dirty white whir of hooves and blood. 

     "Oh God!" Kate said as the body blocked her vision; she slammed on the brakes; the anti-lock mechanism pumped them to a quick halt that sent the goat careening off the hood.

     The whole thing took less than ten seconds. Kate cursed under her breath and jammed the accelerator to the floor. She steered around the body, squinting through the cracks in the windshield.

     O'Kane handed the phone back to Sugawara.

     "Once you get to the top," O'Kane yelled. "Don’t slow. Take us right through the gate. If we're in time, we'll block the runway with the car and not have to shoot, and we'll be closer if I have to."

     The Nissan left the ground completely as it broached the top of the hill. Kate wrestled with the wheel and kept the accelerator to the floor. 

     The sentry at the gate whirled toward them, his eyes wide. Then he ran.

     O'Kane felt his testicles crawl up the side of his groin as he took in the sight that lay before them. In the distance, one of the aircraft was at the end of the runway and had started its takeoff roll.

     O'Kane leaned out the window with the grenade launcher. As they grew closer to the fence at the end of the runway, the airplane grew larger.

      The airplane was only half way down the air strip when it lifted off.

     "Too far," O'Kane muttered. "But maybe..." He aimed the grenade launcher.

     Suddenly the Nissan's engine quit.

     "Oh hell," Kate cursed. "Now what?"

     With an indescribable elation, O'Kane watched the airplane waver for a moment; then descend, its tires once again trailing dust.

     Kate brought the car to a stop; O'Kane flung open the door and was struck by the wonderful absence of aircraft engine noise. In the distance, the aircraft that had started its takeoff rolled slowly into the chain link fence at the end of the runway. There was a screech as the metal fencing expanded to stop the aircraft, a creaking as it rebounded. 

     They smiled at one another then -- Kate, O'Kane, Sugawara -- as they absorbed the sweet powerful sounds of silence. The sound of success. Of life.

�CHAPTER EIGHTY-FOUR

     Osaka International Airport throbbed with activity. 

     People lugged bags, swung briefcases, carried duty-free parcels, and cradled carefully wrapped gifts and children through the stale manufactured air that hung foul with jet fuel, anxiety, cigarette smoke, frustration, flatulence, anticipation, restroom disinfectant, fear, coffee, joy, fried food and sorrow: the  stale, smelly Esperanto of world travel. 

     At the  general aviation terminal, swinging doors spun into the concourse. Kate Blackwood was the first through. 

     "I tell you, he’ll find a loophole to wriggle through if he remains alive," Akira Sugawara said as he followed Kate through. "I must kill him; he’s my obligation. I must do this alone."

     "Oh wait...wait! Hold on a fucking minute!" Connor O'Kane stopped half a dozen steps beyond the doors. Heads turned to stare at the big white man. Sugawara stopped first, then Kate. Sugawara looked around; he made a face, embarrassed at the scrutiny O'Kane's outburst had brought. 

     They stood like that for a moment -- O'Kane, Sugawara, Kate -- strung out in a twenty-foot line; then they gathered next to Sugawara..

     "Look, we went over and over this already today: There’s no way you stand a chance alone.”

     Sugawara took a deep breath. "Kurata's my obligation," he said softly. "He's family; I'm the one who must close the circle on this thing."

     "But why do it alone?" Kate asked. "We can be there to back you up."

     Shaking his head, Sugawara said, "It's my fight….” He paused as the public address system fuzzed out the announcement of an arriving flight. A gaggle of starched nuns bustled past, all black, white, and holy.

     Sugawara shook his head again. "I have to do it myself, or it won't be right. It's my family that did this, my genes, my culture. It won't be right if you go."

      Sugawara made another movement to resume walking; this time O'Kane and Kate followed him down the escalator to the transportation and baggage area.

     "We don't really have any choice in all this," O’Kane said. "You know as well as I do that if we don’t eliminate Kurata, he will find a way to keep Slate Wiper alive…his empire will do that. You need our help.”

     Sugawara frowned as he jammed his hands into his pants pockets and stared at the floor. He remained silent.

     “You can do a lot to fight the system,” O’Kane said, “but not if you’re dead.”

     “You fight the fight,” Kate said. “We’ll be in your corner to make the fight as fair as we can.”

     Finally, Sugawara looked up at his two new friends. 

     “Why do this?” He asked. “Risk your life? You don’t have to.”

     “Because it’s right.” Kate said.

     Sugawara shook his head. “People don’t do that anymore.”

     “Enough do,” O’Kane responded. “Besides, we want to make sure Slate Wiper doesn’t get loose again.”

     Sugawara turned away and stared at the luggage carousels. He took a deep breath and sighed as he turned back to face Kate and O’Kane.  “Right.”  He shook his head and finally smiled. “Well, I can’t very well fight you and Kurata.” 

     Kate kissed him; O'Kane shook his hand. 

     Then they made their way toward the rental car counters.

�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 paint cans, sides streaked with paint were 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.”

“Our 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 the 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, it 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.” Kate 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 hefted 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 the chopper?”

Hong nodded.

“Your 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 the front courtyard. Gilchrist, two generals from the U.S. Defense Department, the top scientists 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 the 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, on 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. Then as suddenly as it began, the noise fell silent.

      Sugawara took the ancient dagger.

�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 city light 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 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 come.”

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’Kane’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 truck driver 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 cris-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, lifting himself off the ground. O’Kane gripped the underside of the truck with all his strength, willing his mind away from the pain that burned like red-hot nails up each finger and flared in the muscles of his arms, shoulders, back. He knew the pain of hanging on was infinitely better than the pain of letting go.

The truck gathered speed and then almost immediately began to slow. O’Kane tried to crane his head to see how far down his pack extended. Would it drag and make noise? Would they see it? But the fused vertabrae in his neck prevented a clear view. The truck stopped, then turned left. He would know soon enough.

The truck’s tires set up a loud crunching as the road’s pavement gave way to gravel. Details of the truck’s undercarriage became clearer as a very bright light suddenly enveloped the truck. This was obviously the gate and inspection area by the service entrance. The truck stopped again. This time there were loud voices, familiar greetings, the easy friendly banter of servants connected by their liege. The driver got out and distributed what O’Kane quickly deduced was the provisioner’s usual evening assortment of delicacies for the guards to enjoy. 

Instants later, the lights went out and the truck lurched forward, O’Kane’s heart raced as the movement tore the three fingers on his left hand away from their handhold. Desperately, his hand flailed for the lost support. He clutched for the support beam as the truck gathered speed. There! The fingers found purchase. 

He struggled to consolidate his grip as the truck plunged on into the darkness. Then, a minute – perhaps two – later, the truck hit a pothole; water from the rains covered him, lubricated his hand and feet; the three fingers on his left hand lost their grip again. In an instant, O’Kane knew he could drop from the truck in a controlled fashion and risk being seen by the guards or try to hang on and eventually slip and fall, running the risk of being crushed by the truck’s massive wheels.

This was not a choice.

He let first one foot and then the other drag in the gravel. Then, when he was as sure as he would ever be that his feet were pointed between the rear wheels, he let go.

The skid went well for half a second, which was almost enough.

O’Kane dropped and began to slow immediately; the rucksack absorbed the brunt of the initial impact and then bore into the gravel with more concentrated force than the rest of his body.  The inevitable mechanics of the rucksack’s concentrated friction then flipped him into a rear somersault as the rear of the truck passed over him.

As the back of his head struck the ground, a galaxy of stars slam-zoomed before his eyes; instants later, pain like he hadn’t felt since Sheila’s homicidal visit to his home hammered into his middle back and stole his breath.

Then the dark, dark night grew even darker.

�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.” He looked about the room until his gaze stopped on a long dagger laying on the tatami near one corner. He walked toward it

	“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 as he bent over to pick up the dagger. A scabbard lay just feet away; Sugawara picked that up too and slid the dagger into it.

“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 telephone line being picked up.  “Kate?” a pause. “Connor. Yep. Rock and roll. Tell Hong we’ll try to get to the animal pens as we planned.” He listened for a moment. “Yeah, we’ll do more than just try to get there…Uh, huh…I love you too. See you there.” He closed the flip phone and turned to Sugawara.

He turned to Sugawara. “Look, all his visitors don’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.  He slipped the dagger into the waistband of his pants.

“That won’t stop the Slate Wiper project,” O’Kane said. “Kurata will just keep pressing on.

Sugawara took a deep breath. “Not if he doesn’t live long enough to change his will.”

O’Kane raised his eyebrows.

“He told me tonight that I am the sole heir to all his empire,” Sugawara said. “Until tomorrow, after I am dead and he can change it without raising eyebrows.”

O’Kane loosed a low whistle.

“You see, I can make it stop.”

“You could kill your uncle?”

“After what he’s done? Of course.”

“He’s your own flesh and blood.”

“Genetics is not destiny,” Sugawara said. “Sometimes you have to do things you don’t want to.”

The door from the stairway flew open and spilled men dressed in track suits.

�CHAPTER EIGHTY-EIGHT



The point man through the door caught a silenced .45 slug in his left eye; the man dropped the machine gun he was carrying and fell to his knees. The three men behind him tripped over their fallen comrade. O’Kane shot the two men who fell on top of the point man; Sugawara shot at the third man, missed the first time, then connected with two shots in the man’s left breast.

More steps sounded on the stairs. O’Kane slipped the .45 into his pants pocket and bent over to retrieve the guards’ machine guns.

“H&K,” O’Kane said as he handed one of the three to Sugawara. “Only the best.”

Steps on the stairs grew louder; no voices: these were disciplined men, O’Kane thought.

“Here,” Sugawara said. “This way.” He headed toward the corner of the room, a blank corner with no cover to defend, solid walls, no windows, no escape route. O’Kane gave him a questioning look.

“Chodai-gamae’,” Sugawara said as he bent over and felt around the edge of the wall panels. With a muffled click, one panel opened. “Chodai-gamae’ means ‘secret chamber,” Sugawara explained. “Every nobleman’s house of this era has them, many of them. For hiding guards to ambush their enemies, to hide from enemy ambush. And sometimes to escape.”

“Fuck a duck,” O’Kane said, his voice full of amazement and approval.

“Come on!”

O’Kane took one step toward the chodai-gamae’ then stopped. Holding two of the H&K machine pistols in one hand by the trigger guards, he reached into a pocket by his right calf and pulled from it the tear-gas cannister designed to work as a spray can for personal protection. Then, as steps grew louder on the stairs, he stepped out on the stairwell landing and set the cannister at the edge of the top stair.

Suddenly, in the distance, an explosion followed by a flare of light. O’Kane checked his watch: one hour, three minutes. Not bad for a rubber band timer. The steps froze on the landing, obviously reacting to the blast. 

“You snooze, you lose,” O’Kane said under his breath as he stepped back into Sugawara’s room, took one of the machine pistols in his right hand and then carefully aimed at the cannister. The first slug took the top off the cannister and sent it tumbling down the stairwell spewing clouds of chemical irritant behind it. Excited shouts erupted from the stairwell followed by the sounds of retreating feet.

Only now did O’Kane join Sugawara in the chodai-gamae’.

It was a cramped little tunnel space not designed to accommodate a man of O’Kane’s bulk. Sugawara replaced the chodai-gamae panel then beckoned him forward. They cradled their machine pistols in one hand, and made a three-point crawl until the passageway opened up at a vertical shaft with a ladder.

From beyond the walls, the muffled rumble of the second grenade. O’Kane couldn’t help smiling.

“Frying pan into fire,” Sugawara whispered tersely as he looked down into the shaft.  “This leads to an exit at the bottom of the house, drops right into the water.” 

O’Kane nodded.

“But first, we deal with Kurata, agreed?” Sugawara said.

Again, O’Kane nodded. 

“Okay then. On the way down, there’s one more exit before we get to the exit at the bottom. It leads to a panel inside the room where Kurata is having his meeting. He likes to set up his podium just in front of the panel.”

“You say he’s having a meeting with some military types who want to buy Slate Wiper?” O’Kane asked.

Sugawara nodded.

O’Kane felt his heart grow heavy – with anger and sadness. Angry at these men who had gathered to learn how to kill millions, to commit sanitary genocide. These were the Pol Pots and Hitlers and Serbs of tomorrow. Sad that it now fell to him to be an assassin one more time. If any of them left the room, they would kill and kill and kill again – innocent victims whose only crime was a different skin color, religion, political affiliation.

Without further conversation, O’Kane followed Sugawara down the shaft.

At the landing that lead to Kurata’s second-floor gathering hall, the buzz of excited conversation filtered through the chodai-gamae’ panel.

Then Kurata’s voice, murmuring like a man talking on a telephone. Then there was a rattle of a phone receiver being replaced. “I have just been informed that we have some sort of disturbance on the grounds. The authorities have been notified and should be here momentarily to supplement my security people and yours.”

Another explosion. The conversation buzz grew louder.

“I understand that we all have those who wish us harm,” Kurata continued. “I assure you that we are quite safe here. As you know, this room is an inner keep with foot-thick timber walls. And as you know the doors are bolted from inside.” Pause. “The irony should not be lost on us that the medieval precautions that were taken centuries ago are so very appropriate for the savage world we live in today.”

The conversation grew quieter.

“I suggest that we finish our business while the appropriate security people deal with this disturbance.

“Now?” Sugawara asked.

“Now.”

O’Kane launched himself through the chodai-gamae’ panel, hammering into Kurata’s back, sending the two of them sprawling in a hail of splintered wood and fabric. 

“Don’t move,” Sugawara shouted.

Angry, frightened voices filled the room. O’Kane rolled quickly to his feet and disentangled himself from Kurata who remained still on the floor beneath the ruins of the chodai-gamae’ panel. As he got to his feet, O’Kane saw more than a dozen men, sitting Western-style in chairs set behind tables. Carafes of water and drinking glasses sat before each man. Papers covered almost every horizontal surface.

Anger sharpened itself as O’Kane recognized the men in the room. There was Gilchrist sitting amid the traitors from the American military. And about them, men who would be classified as war criminals in the worst way if only the U.S. government hadn’t sanctioned their inhuman slaughter with foreign aid and the rationale that they were essential for stability in whatever regions they lorded over.

A man in khaki military dress  leapt to his feet, toppling his chair to the floor as he lunged for the door. O’Kane recognized him as the corrupt head of Mexico’s intelligence agency, a man known for protecting drug lords and slaughtering the native population who wanted running water and electricity.

The burst from O’Kane’s H&K caught the Mexican intelligence head in the small of the back and moved up; the rear of the man’s head seemed to explode, scattering pink and gray and red all over the men surrounding him.

Laurence Gilchrist gave an almost girlish squeal as the man fell across the table right in front of the pharmaceutical company head.

Pandemonium!

Like the dead Mexican, every man in the room flew from his seat and headed for the only door out of the room. O’Kane and Sugawara cut them down one by one. Until there was no sound left in the room save the pounding on the door as guards outside struggled to enter the room.

In the distance, another explosion sounded; the pounding on the door decreased for a moment and then continued. 

Uncertain of what he should do in such an alien situation as this one, Sugawara followed O’Kane as he walked quickly about the room, administering a two-shot coup-de-grace to the head of every man regardless of whether he seemed to show vital signs or not.

Finally, O’Kane  stood up straight in the middle of the carnage and looked around.

“There,” Sugawara said, pointing beneath a table. O’Kane followed Akira’s pointing finger and what he found was at once revolting  and exhilarating.

“Don’t shoot,” Laurence Gilchrist II’s voice came through the pounding with a high whining. O’Kane stood over him. “I have more money than you can spend in a lifetime. Spare me and – “

O’Kane kicked, connecting with the pudgy pharmaceutical heir’s nose. The man began to whimper.

“You made a lot of that money at my expense,” O’Kane said. “My expense and my family’s. I don’t want it all, just what’s mine.”

Gilchrist looked up at O’Kane with tear-filled eyes. “Oh thank you, than you” he sobbed. Then the pudgy man’s look of gratitude turned to horror as O’Kane pressed the muzzle of one of the H&K machine pistols to his head.

“And this is what’s mine,” O’Kane said as he pulled the trigger and let the gun’s full-automatic setting empty the rest of the magazine. Then he dropped the machine pistol on the floor.

Sugawara’s face was a mask of dismay, horror, sympathy as he looked from O’Kane’s face down to the now-headless corpse and back. He opened his mouth as if to say, “I understand,”

But a new sound silenced him-- a low grunt of exertion such as a weightlifter makes hauling steel against gravity. He and O’Kane turned toward the source of the sound. Their eyes found Kurata painfully limping toward the door, his hand extended toward the bolts that kept the men outside at bay.

Sugawara and O’Kane both leaped for the door, hurdling tables, bodies and overturned chairs. Kurata was no match. He scowled defiantly as O’Kane spun him half around and pinned his shoulders to the wall.

“You may kill me,” Kurata said, “but you will not live to see another rising sun.”

O’Kane shrugged. “Maybe.” Then he turned to Sugawara: “Yours.” O’Kane released his grip on Kurata and stepped aside, pulling the silenced .45 from his thigh pocket. O’Kane concentrated on unscrewing the makeshift silencer. There was no reason to sacrifice velocity and accuracy now for the sake of stealth that no longer existed.

Kurata stood ramrod stiff as he glared at his nephew. Sugawara raised the muzzle of the H&K.

“So, you had no courage to take your own life and you want mine instead?” Kurata’s eyes locked with his nephew’s. Sugawara hesitated for just an instant, snagged on the power of his uncle’s gaze. Kurata laughed.

“So, nephew, not even the courage to kill your enemy in battle?” Kurata goaded him.

The insult galvanized Sugawara who aimed the machine pistol and began to squeeze the trigger. For just an instant, Kurata’s hard stare flickered, showing the fear belind.

Sugawara took a deep breath.

And then lowered the muzzle.

From beyond the house another explosion rumbled. The room shook with the frenzy of men breaching the room’s security.

O’Kane stepped forward with the .45. “Let’s get this over and get out.” But Sugawara held out his arm. O’Kane stopped as Sugawara took the dagger from his belt and handed it to Kurata.

“What’re you fucking crazy?” O’Kane said as he backpeddled away from the now-armed Kurata.

Kurata gave the dagger a look of recognition and then gazed back at his nephew who stood within slashing distance, gun muzzle pointing at the floor. 

“I could kill you now,” Kurata said. “Finish the job myself.”

“And be cut down by my friend,” Sugawara said. “The great defender of Yamato slain by the gaijin.” He paused. “Better that the wakizashi  and your hand deliver you from that humiliation.” He looked at the dagger a small sword really.

“Hai,” Kurata nodded. “You have won this game.” His voice seemed to betray respect. Then, in almost a blur, Kurata stripped to the waist and sat down on the floor, crosslegged.

Then he hesitated. He looked up at Sugawara and said: “Be kaishaku, Kurata commanded. 

O’Kane looked at Sugawara. 

“It’s part of the ritual of seppuku, “Sugawara explained. “A kaishaku is a second, a man who finishes off the samurai after the ritual cuts are made if the cuts do not do so immediately. In the old days, it was done by beheading with the long sword; after defeat in World War II, it was done with a bullet.”

Sugawara went to his uncle and bowed deeply.

“Hai.”

It happened so quickly then. Kurata plunged in the blade on the left side of his abdomen and slashed open a gaping wound that ran sideways, all the sway across his belly. Blood oozed from the huge wound; entrails crowded through the opening. Sugawara and O’Kane stood transfixed.

As Kurata pulled out the dagger – his wakizashi -- his eyes were fixed in a far distance unseen by O’Kane and Sugawara. The wakizashi’s blade dripped blood. Then Kurata calmly looked down and seemed to nod to himself. With steady deliberate hands, Kurata shifted the wakizashi’s handle now so the cutting edge ran up and down. Gripping the hilt with both hands, Kurata raised the wakizashi’s point and aimed it at the sideways slash he had already made.

Kurata’s hands trembled for just an instant before he plunged the wakizashi’s blade in to the hilt, straining as he slashed upward. At that instant, Kurata sounded a surprised, “Ah!” and then went silent as great gouts of blood geysered from the wound. The blade had obviously severed the aorta. Death would be swift now. Kurata slumped forward, his face striking the floor.

Leaning over his uncle now, Sugawara spoke privately to himself and then raised the H&K to Kurata’s temple and pulled the trigger.

Outside yet another explosion sounded. And just audibly, the thwacking of helicopter blades.

And from just outside the room, came the sounds of a chain saw as it bit into the stout door to the meeting room.

O’Kane went to Sugawara and touched his back.

“Time to go,” O’Kane said.

Sugawara nodded.

O’Kane followed Sugawara down the shaft, through the trap door at the bottom and into the lake. The water was shallow and muddy. They waded along the edge to a huddle of artfully arranged boulders that shielded them from the glare of floodlights that brought daylight to the area around the house. The grounds crawled with armed men. 

With a flare of exploding gasoline, another of O’Kane’s grenade bombs went off across the grounds. As it did, armed men hit the ground, lunged for cover.
 O
’Kane smiled.


“C
’mon,
” he urged as he hurtled from the cover of the rocks toward the 
pebble 
road that led to the Komodo feed animal holding pens. Sugawara followed him. 



Rocks exploded all around them. 
They cut from side to side, zigging as the bullets zagged. 
Looking over his shoulder, 
O’Kane
 spotted a gunman firing at them from the roof of the 
mansion. 


“This way,
” 
O’Kane
 said 
nodding toward the stone
 wall that paralleled the road.


“Komodos that way,
” Sugawara said.


“They don
’t have guns,
” 
O’Kane
 said as he 
dived over the wall into the shadows. Instants later, he h
eard Sugawara thump down next to him.
 Stone fragments flew out of the top of the wall and zinged 
like shrapnel 
into the ground around them
. 
 Then the shots stopped.



“Reload time,
” O
’Kane said springing into a crouch, sprinting along the cover of the wall. 
Then it began to rain again in e
arnest.
 Great slanting sheets of rain drew themselves like curtains between them and the mansion.


“Thank you, God,
” O
’Kane said softly.



 
Ahead of him, he heard the frightened bleats and cries of penned animals. 
Behind him, he heard Sugawara
’s steps and, from further away, the excited shouts of a hu
nter urging his comrades in for the kill. Then the shots resumed, from one
 machine gun,
 then two
, then too many to count. 
The shots were wild, fired blindly into the rain. 


M
oments 
later, 
O’Kane
 and Sugawara
 reached the graying 
far 
reaches of the mansion
’s floodlights
 
and then into shadow
s
.
 
Here they hurdled the wall to avoid Komodo trouble and to make better time. 


O’Kane
’s lungs burned with the sprint as he pulled 
out 
his cellphone
. He slowed for just a minute to make sure he 
hit the 
correct 
speed
 dial. 



“Nearly,
” thud went 
O’Kane
’s feet, 
deep breath, 
thud. 
“There.
” 
H
e 
said into the phone. 
“Roof,
” thud, 
deep breath, 
thud
.
 
“Of animal,
”
 
thud, 
deep breath, 
thud
.
 
“Pen,
” 
thud, 
deep breath, 
thud
.
 
“Now.
”


Almost magically, the dark dragonfly silhouette o
f a helicopter with its
 
lights 
extinguished
 
parted the relentless rain and pitch. Almost by feel now, O
’Kane and Sugawara slogged their way among the animals, through the barnyard muck and mud until they came to the low tin-roofed building.
 The chopper
’s backwash was 
driving the rain down even harder as Sugawara and O
’Kane scaled the roof. Obviously directed by a pilot wearing night vision goggles, the helicopter edged downward until O
’Kane could touch the landing 
skid. Then the door o
pened as the aircraft descended. O
’Kane 
first 
saw 
Hong
’s face. His heart lifted as he spotted Kate behind him.

O
’Kane helped Sugawara into the helicopter first and then clambered in behind him.
 Then the door slammed closed and the helicopter
’s turbine 
screamed
 into the red zone as the pilot tilted his craft nose forward and accelerated up and away.
 



�EPILOGUE





     Spring had begun to erase the winter drabness from Tokyo's parks. A bright green haze hung among the branches of the trees and stained the dead brown grass. 

     The brisk wind still carried a sharpness that jabbed at the crowds mobbing the sidewalk in front of the old Daiwa Ichiban Corporation's headquarters. The crush spilled people off the curb and blocked the street like a log jam. Television remote vans lined the opposite side of the broad avenue, satellite dishes craned expectantly upward. Camera crews sidled and wedged their ways among the crowd, conducting impromptu interviews as they fought toward the chest-high temporary dais constructed in front of the building's main entrance. 

     "We seem to have a cross-section of Tokyo present this morning," said one television reporter doing a stand-up in preparation for an interview. "As might be expected, we have many here from the Korean community and no one from the Diet, the national government, the city, or the prefecture. This event is seen as political death for public officials." The camera pulled back to show a college-age Japanese woman beside the reporter.

     "What is surprising is the very large number of ordinary Japanese citizens who have rejected their political leaders' calls for a boycott and have come out in numbers that have overwhelmed the police's ability to cope. Even more surprising is what is on the minds of those -- especial the young -- who have gathered here this morning for the dedication of the DeGroot and Thomas Foundation for International Reconciliation and one of its first projects, the Barner Allied POW Fund."

     Atop the dais, Akira Sugawara, Connor O'Kane, Kate Blackwood, and Nguyen Tran milled about with reporters from around the world. In a far corner, Henry Noord and Richard Falk chatted with a collection of corporate and non-profit foundation executives who had come to lend their support to the dedication. White uniformed attendants served coffee and tea.

     Private security guards ringed the dais. In the distance, a protest of right wing neo-nationalists staged an aggressively loud, but so far nonviolent, protest against the upcoming dedication. Television pictures had shown large numbers of Diet and cabinet members mingling with the protesters.

     Kate Blackwood half-listened to the B'nai Brith executive as she watched one of the many television monitors installed on the dais.

     "This is very interesting," she said, then she as she watched the Japanese newsman interviewing a young Japanese woman.

     "...must repudiate the racist policies that got us into the Pacific War and have brought upon us the scorn of the rest of the world," the woman said.

     "Do your parents feel the same way?" the interviewer asked.

     The young woman shook her head. "They are somewhere out there," she looked toward the neo-nationalist protesters. "But they also don't know how to use a computer and they still smoke cigarettes to kill themselves. They're the past; their eyes are shut to the future, their minds closed to new ideas." 

     The newsman bowed and turned to the camera as the picture zoomed into a medium shot of his head and shoulders.

     "There's hope," Kate said to the man from B'nai Brith.

     "One can hope so." He was silent as the newsman began his stand-up.

     "Today's events are scheduled to begin in just over ten minutes," the newsman said. He shifted position so the camera could show a wide shot with the dais in the background.

     "Less than six months after the terrorist attacks on the Kyoto mansion of Tokutaro Kurata , the zaibatsu he built -- the Daiwa Ichiban Corporation -- is no longer." 

     Kate watched as the television picture cut to a close shot of the dais taken by a shoulder cam. The newsman's voice continued over the new shot. 

     "Legal challenges to the absolute control of the corporation by Kurata's nephew, Akira Sugawara, have been settled, the will validated. Just after the New Year's holiday, Sugawara announced that Daiwa Ichiban Corporation's business units would be sold to Singapore Electrochip. Nguyen Tran, Electrochip's chairman, said former Daiwa Ichiban Corporation assets would be placed in a special trust and the stock owned by the new foundation, which will be dedicated today. The new foundation will receive one hundred percent of the profits from the former Daiwa Ichiban assets.

      "The new foundation was created amid bizarre circumstances," the newsman continued. "Two of the top officers, Americans Katherine Blackwood and Connor O'Kane, were once the subjects of an intense international manhunt, wanted for a number of murders, until the U.S. government agencies involved revealed there had been a case of mistaken identity. Even stranger were rumors of a grotesque plot by a religious sect linked to Daiwa Ichiban Corporation to exterminate Koreans." 

     The roar of aircraft filled the morning sky. Kate looked up as the new aircraft they had purchased for the commune appeared in tight formation. The crowd hushed as heads craned toward the skywriting.

     No human race is superior read the first line of the skywriting.

     The newsman continued in a hushed tone. "Rumors of ultra-secret dossiers detailing war crimes and more recent indiscretions on the part of prominent Japanese and Americans citizens have also surfaced along with hearsay that those in the new foundation have used these dossiers to prompt mass resignations in the national governments of both countries and to effect changes in the management of a number of global corporations."

     No religious faith is inferior read the skywriting's second line.

     "While grist for the tabloid mills," the television newsman continued, "none of the rumors or allegations have been proven."

     The B'nai Brith man looked at Kate and gave her a questioning glance. She smiled and shook her head. "Fanciful," she said.

     "I think," said the B'nai Brith man, "that if I had in my possession the sorts of documentation the rumors have alleged, I  would publish them, make it all public. Expose the evil for what is it."

     All collective judgments are wrong read the third line of skywriting.

     Kate shrugged. "I've read about the rumors as well," she said. "Now, if they were true -- which they aren't -- I'm not sure I'd do that."

     "Why?"

     "Well, it would seem to me that even if you get rid of one level of such reprehensible people, there would be no shortage of equally awful folks ready to step up and take their places. Playing all the cards at once would just re-arrange the chairs." She thought back to the intense discussions she had had with O'Kane, Sugawara, Tran, Hong and others during the months they were in hiding, waiting for the dossiers Barner and O'Kane had compiled to have their effect. 

     "Threat is more potent than apocalypse," Kate continued. "Once you've pushed the button, you've got nothing left to fight with. Better to use the threat to control than the reality to destroy."

     The B'nai Brith man murmured his understanding without agreeing with her.

     Only racists make them read the fourth line of the skywriting, and then the name of their author, Elie Wiesel.

     "People are fatigued by visions of war atrocities," Kate continued as the master of ceremonies made his rounds, urging the participants into their seats so the dedication could start. "One more set isn't going to help. People are disillusioned with government and business; publication and exposure would only confirm what they already feel without changing things. Isn't it better to quietly use the information to work for change and make things better rather than just destroying things?"

     "You sound like you've done a lot of thinking about this." His voice implied he believed the rumors.

     "Of course," Kate said. "The rumors involve -- partly -- me. It's a huge ethical problem, one that deserves great thought." She paused as the B'nai Brith man pulled out her seat for her. "I'm glad I wasn't actually faced with a real decision on this," she said unconvincingly.

     Before she sat down, the B'nai Brith man asked her: "If -- just if -- this were true," his eyes searched her face, "and a group like the Foundation used this information to, in reality, extort admirable behavior from disgusting people -- if this were true -- then by what ethical rights would this self-appointed group exercise their immense power, their mammoth influence on human society?" 

     "If that were true," Kate began as she returned his gaze, "it would be a real dilemma, philosophically, given that in a democracy power is supposed to be derived from the people."

     The B'nai Brith man nodded. "But then, the exercise of power has gone on in secret for as long as there have been people, yes?"

      “I think that -- “

      “Are you ready?” O’Kane’s voice came from behind. Kate turned.

      “We need to start the ceremonies,” O’Kane said.

      Kate nodded as she took his hand and squeezed it. 

      Television cameras zoomed in as she stood up on tiptoes to give him a kiss on the cheek. The crowd, watching on the large screen monitors set up behind the dais, cheered.   

THE END









