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“…We should thoroughly
learn the written and spoken languages of all countries so as to
translate Western books and newspapers, in order to know what other
countries are doing all around us, and also to train men of ability
as diplomats. We should send people to travel to all countries in
order to enlarge their points of view and enrich their store of
information, to observe the strengths and weaknesses, the rise and
fall of other countries; to adopt all the good points of other
nations and to avoid the bad points from the start. As a result
there will be none of the ships and weapons of any nation, which we
shall not

be able to make, and none of the machines or
implements which we shall not be able to improve.”

---T’an Ssu-T’uang, 1897

 


 



Chapter One

 


It was winter in Van Nuys. Winter in
Southern California could never evoke the frosty bleakness of the
northern states, but on the right night it was still capable of
creating an ambience of urban drear and desolation. The streets
were empty; traffic was sparse. Gusts of wind blew leaves and
trash. I was sitting in the shadows inside Noah Brown’s ancient
Chevy El Camino, sipping bad coffee from a Styrofoam cup, my eyes
cast toward a dumpster-ridden alleyway that divided the tacky shops
on Van Nuys Boulevard from the tacky apartments two and three
stories above the street.

“That’s it.” Noah pointed
to one ugly apartment building that was nearly indistinguishable
from the next. “He lives in the back.”

I nodded and studied the dark windows in the
second floor rear. A creepy feeling swept over me as I focused on
the older, cheaper vehicles parked in the carport on the street
level just underneath the building.

“You sure he’s not there?”
It was less a question and more a plea for reassurance.

Noah gestured. “See the empty space, the
last space on the last row? That’s where he parks his car.”

I nodded, catching the sounds of blue-collar
din—a dish clattering in some unknown kitchen, violence from an
overloud TV. The smell of a hundred microwave dinners mingled with
the garbage odor spiraling from a couple dozen dumpsters. It was
bleak and banal, and it stood in sharp contrast to the

pre-conceived glamour of cloak-and-dagger
romance. But, in fact, it was the banality itself that heightened
the danger that lay just a few yards away.

“He may be a contract
player, working for Louie’s friends. He may be here on his own.
It’s too early to tell.”

I nodded, turning to look at my companion,
Noah Brown. Noah was a one of a kind, a government spook with a
social and scientific pedigree. Having traveled with Noah for more
than a year, I knew all too well about the many times and many
places Noah had sat waiting in the darkness, waiting for his prey.
Noah’s gray hair and angular face were appropriately noirish in the
shadows of his faded beige El Camino. Despite his sixty-odd years
of age, Noah remained the ever-faithful adventure junkie, seeking
his own peculiar gratifications, which he sometimes cloaked in the
guise of patriotic ideology. The El Camino, like the older and
seemingly fragile Noah, was deceptively virile, filled with spy
gear, weapons and a powerhouse engine.

“Either way, I don’t want
him around causing a ruckus,” Noah went on. “The last thing I need
is to go chasing him all over the country. Not with all this other
business on my plate.”

“How did he get into the
country?” I asked.

“Slipped in,” Noah
shrugged matter-of-factly. “Happens all the time. They’re in and
out of here. Sometimes we catch them, sometimes we don’t. But
Yomiya, he’s one of their big chief muckety mucks. He gets loose
and…” Noah let his voice trail off.

I nodded in understanding. I looked to the
apartment where Dennis Yomiya was living. Yomiya, native Japanese,
was a high-ranking member of the old Red Brigade, and was rumored
to be selling his skills to the highest bidder. Surely he was worth
his price. Yomiya was a solid professional who reportedly
specialized in terrorist bombings and political assassinations. For
years he had eluded law enforcement and intelligence agencies, in
Europe especially. He was a former college professor who had
embraced the radical vision a little too tightly, and now he was
stuck with the habit of killing and mayhem. Yomiya was a rogue
without legitimacy and without a country to call his own.

“So what do you want me to
do?” I asked.

“Find his mailbox,” Noah
said, handing me a key. “And take whatever mail’s inside. It’ll
help us establish his current network. Remember, he’s going under
the name Katayama.”

“This key will work?” I
asked, holding up the key he had given me. “You’re
sure?”

Noah barely smiled. I knew that miserly
smile was all the assurance I was getting.

“And be careful. This guy
is a pro. I mean he’s marquee material. He spooks easily, and he
can put a knife through your eye at twenty yards.”

“You have any other words
of encouragement?”

“Look around. But don’t
dawdle up there.”

I got out of the car hoping I was ready for
the unthinkable and the unexpected. I was frightened. I knew I was
no match for a renowned terrorist, and my youthful sense of
immortality had, a few precious years before, left for parts
unknown. I made my way through the rear walkway and into the spare
and modest courtyard where the tenants entered their apartments.
There were several doors facing the concrete courtyard, with a
stairwell leading to the second floor of apartments. Yellow
lamplight from inside the apartments slipped out through the cheap
drapes and aluminum frame windows, casting shadows of the withering
banana tree on the weathered stucco wall. I found the mailbox
marked Katayama, Yomiya’s cover name, and slipped the key into the
lock. I opened the mailbox just as I heard a car pull up in the
driveway.

It was one of those moments frozen in time,
when you realize you just committed to a single foolish action that
could actually end your life. I stifled the shakes, pulled the
single letter out of the mailbox and stuffed it inside my jacket.
Reaching into my pocket, I felt for the .25 automatic I had stashed
there. It was a cheapo Saturday night special, the kind the
anti-gun lobbyists vilify for its predominance in gang marauding
and drunken shootouts. If anything, at that particular moment, the
.25 was puny and inadequate, more of an ornament than decent
protection. I remembered how old gun nuts I knew used to joke that
shooting someone with a .25 caliber would only piss him off. I
hoped I wouldn’t have to disprove that theory.

Yomiya appeared in the mouth of the
courtyard, blocking my exit. He was momentarily startled by my
presence, but since I made no move toward him, he feigned
indifference, barely looking up as I started past him on my way out
of the courtyard. He was wearing wire rim glasses, a short leather
jacket and his trademark woolen newsboy’s cap. At first glance he
wasn’t threatening at all, more like the college professor of old,
lost in his thoughts. But looking closer, there was no denying his
wary movement and the deadly aura he projected from deep
within.

Either my sixth sense was in tune that
night, or I actually did hear his rubber sole sliding ever so
slightly on the courtyard’s surface grit. I turned suddenly,
drawing my gun, and found him facing me, his hand reaching inside
his jacket pocket. Before I dared think about it, I fired twice.
The first bullet caught him flush in the cheekbone, just under the
eye, and the other skimmed the side of his face.

Instinctively, he grabbed at his face,
grumbling what I was sure was “Shit,” in English, before muttering
and cursing in what sounded like Japanese. He staggered like a
drunk. Sheer fear compelled me to step in to point blank range and
fire three times in rapid succession, putting small, bloody holes
in his temple. It was like a dream. Echoes and flashes in the tiny
courtyard. He was gasping for breath, still weaving and muttering.
The blood pooled in his ear and ran down his neck. He dropped hard
to his knees, like his feet had been chopped out from under him. I
nearly shit when his nine-millimeter pistol spilled out of his
jacket and clattered on the concrete. Yomiya muttered something
again, in a softer, barely audible tone and then pitched forward on
his face. I shot him one more time through the back of his
head.

As I walked quickly toward the car, I
thought my heart would leap out of my chest. My knees were locked
and buckling; my legs were rubber. Somehow I found the presence of
mind to stash the hot and smoking pistol into my jacket. It felt
warm against my ribs. When I reached the end of the driveway, I
found Noah hobbling toward me on his semi-crippled legs. From the
look on his face, he had been afraid for me, and now the creased
and worried brow was showing visible signs of relief that I was the
one still walking.

“Better get the fuck out
of here,” I uttered through clenched teeth.

He nodded and started back to the car,
moving remarkably fast for a guy with legs the width of cue sticks.
As I climbed inside, Noah pulled away slowly. He turned up Van Nuys
Boulevard at traffic speed, and a few blocks later he entered the
freeway. Moving north on the 101, Noah picked up speed, maneuvering
discretely in and out of lanes, checking to see if we were being
followed.

“No one on our tail,” he
said with a fair degree of relief and satisfaction.

I didn’t respond.

“You were only supposed to
get the mail,” he admonished. The fear and concern were still in
his voice. It was his way of covering up for sticking me in a
dangerous situation.

“Well, what the fuck,” I
gritted. “There was a sudden change in plans.”

“I know,” he relented. “Is
he dead?”

I stared. “I sure fucking hope so.”

“You did good then,” Noah
acknowledged, lighting up a cigarette. Just what I needed at that
moment, second hand smoke.

I sat in silence while Noah covered miles on
the freeways, making sure we weren’t being followed. When he was
satisfied we were safe, he drove to his house, where Noah, the
scientist, prepared a glass vat of highly concentrated sulfuric
acid and tossed in the gun. We watched in meditative silence while
the .25 caliber pistol dissolved like an Alka Seltzer, providing us
both with a bit of relief. Dissolve the evidence. Clearly, Noah was
used to the drill.

I had a lot on my mind. I had just killed
somebody, and I realized it wasn’t enough to rationalize he
intended to kill me. I was so scared, I acted first, and by acting
first I got lucky. In the flash of understanding I realized two
significant precepts. The first was fear could be the overwhelming
guiding force in a time of crisis, and it could produce better
results than professional skills. The second was that, to my good
fortune, when people hear gunshots, they do not run outside to see
what’s going on.

In my head I replayed my shooting of Yomiya,
my watching him die awkwardly and ugly, like a puppet cut suddenly
from its strings. Killing him was not an act to be taken lightly,
and any show of nonchalance would be pure bravado, denying the
feelings I grappled with inside. Killing was wrong for the usual
reasons. I knew that. A momentary wave of nausea overcame me as I
wrestled my conscience. I recognized Yomiya was the terrorist
sonofabitch responsible for the murders of a number of innocent
people and that the planet wouldn’t be missing him. I glanced at
Noah; he was already whispering to someone on the telephone, making
sure Yomiya’s body vanished without a trace, like some dead alley
cat swept up by the animal regulations people and dumped in an
unmarked grave.

I soon dispelled the nausea, and I found the
struggle with my conscience was inexplicably transplanted by a life
confirming rush. I had faced death and I had survived. I wondered
if I would ever be forced to kill again. And could I ever get so
used to killing that my conscience no longer affected me? Like
Noah. I sensed in the darker, more manipulative recesses of Noah’s
brain, he certainly hoped I’d become more like him. I looked over
to where he was sitting, puffing on his cigarette, working out our
next set of moves. I watched the last bits of gunmetal dissolve in
the acid. And in the silence of the canyons, punctuated briefly by
howling coyotes and the occasional rustle of sage, I wondered how
in the hell I had ended up here.


Chapter Two

For me, this story began in the dentist’s
chair in the autumn of 1982. That’s when I first met Dr. Louis
Dubin. He had been recommended to me as an excellent dentist. Dubin
was a garrulous man with an affable personality punctuated by the
distinctive adenoidal register of the Mid-Atlantic States. He was
in his late fifties and looked like your basic aging hip booster
who had outgrown his excesses and settled down. He had wavy gray
hair and the ash white beard of an upscale bohemian. He wore
wire-rimmed glasses and corduroy Levi’s with button down oxford
shirts. Behind the glasses, his steel-blue eyes were filled with
scrutiny and just a hint of menace. When we shook hands, he
exhibited the powerful grip acquired by most dentists after years
of pulling teeth and digging out cavities.

Unlike most physicians, who try to maintain
a cool and objective professional distance, Louis preferred being
chummy and chatty. He was a good listener, and he liked to talk
about himself, qualities that made him skillful in jumping from the
introductory phase of our relationship to easy familiarity in less
than an hour.

“Nina tells me you’re a
writer,” he offered, referring to the woman who had recommended
him. “A lot of writers are patients of mine. I get a lot of
Hollywood people.”

He told me how he relished being the dentist
to show business personalities who worked both in front of and
behind the camera. In a city of contacts, where hair stylists and
restaurateurs are sometimes as responsible for initial deal making
as attorneys and agents, his patients offered a modest amount of
networking currency. His practice provided him with a decent
income, which he used to maintain his comfortable bachelor’s
lifestyle and an upper six-figure house in the Santa Monica
Mountain range overlooking Beverly Hills.

Dr. Dubin was probably the first dentist
since the infamous Doc Holliday to keep a gun holstered within
short reach of his dental tools. It was a strange vision, this Colt
.45 semi-automatic pistol resting a few feet from where Louis
prepared his steel amalgam fillings and mixed his dental
cement.

“Why the gun?” I asked.
“The ultimate anesthetic?”

“I have a permit to
carry,” he boasted. “Which is almost impossible to get these days,
with all these liberals wanting to grab our weapons.”

“If you don’t want them
taking your guns, then don’t leave them out where they can see
them.”

“Doesn’t do any good in a
drawer. If trouble comes, you have only seconds to defend yourself.
You have to keep the gun close by.”

“Doesn’t it frighten
patients?”

“It didn’t frighten
you.

“I’m not your average
patient.”

Louis smiled, knowingly. “I sensed that,” he
said. “I’ve always been good at sensing these things.”

Instead of the usual cotton-stuffed,
saliva-filled innocuous mutterings between dentist and patient,
Dubin sang the anthem of the Second Amendment.

“I told myself a long time
ago, I don’t intend to be the victim,” Louis insisted. “No place is
safe, really.”

“Yeah, Louie, maybe you do
have a point,” I conceded.

“Louis!” he corrected
immediately, his body stiffening. I had tripped over his one
concession to formality.

“Louis,” I repeated.
“Sorry about that.”

He nodded to signify it was a forgivable
transgression.

“I keep a gun in every
room in the house,” Louis confided as he picked at my teeth with
the tools of his trade. “But I carry a Colt .45,” he said, pointing
to the semi-automatic as his weapon of choice.

I nodded, smiling.

“What’s the smile?” Louis
demanded.

I shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Look, I believe you take
care of your own. Because if you don’t, then who’s going to do it
for you? The government?

“My friends and I, we take
care of each other. Some guys I know are in their forties and
fifties, and they can still rappel cliffs as good as any SAS
commando.”

“It’s always good to have
friends.”

“Especially my friends.
Maybe you would like to come up and meet them? I have these
get-togethers every month or so. I order in food, and we sit and
talk. Gun people, mostly. Some are professionals, like me, and some
are technology guys. Others are the real thing--ex-law enforcement,
government types. Spooks. A few ex-military. A couple of active
mercenaries. Once in awhile some Hollywood people show up. It’s an
interesting group.”

“I’ll bet it
is.”

“Good,” he smiled,
affectionately slapping my arm. “I’ll give you
directions.”

***

Most people, especially my friends who were
politically correct and possessed of at least a rudimentary social
consciousness, would have bowed out politely and then scrambled in
search of another dentist. But not me. I was the street-smart
schmuck who was determined to follow this new discovery wherever it
led him. Why is that? On one hand, I don’t know, really. On the
other hand, there are probably a dozen reasons, some of them deeply
rooted psychologically and the rest a mixture of story seeking and
just being crazy.

I always had a flirtation with danger and
the shadowy creatures that thrived in dangerous worlds. For some
reason I was never fearful of that world. I was no angel myself,
but nothing I ever had done compared with some of the fearsome
creatures I had met on that toll road of life. I was basically a
nice guy who over the years had formed acquaintances with the wise
guys and tough guys I had met either as a journalist or through
fate and circumstance.

I was also a published novelist who enjoyed
modest success writing for television and film. I was looking for a
story, but more than a story, perhaps. I was restless and looking
for a new lease on life. A recent flurry of abrupt but significant
downturns, including the violent death of a friend, was forcing me
to reassess my current direction. If I had any direction to even
reassess.

I went to Louis Dubin’s party out of
curiosity. I went because fate had pointed me that way. Intuition
dictated that in this unlikely direction lay my destiny. I was
stepping through the looking glass, and my life, my world and
everything about it, would soon be turned around.
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