New York City, New York


Mark Stanley sprinted down the subway stairs, the loosely strapped chest holster thumping against his chest in steady cadence with his heartbeat. It felt foreign and awkward there. The reaper's scythe – holding the power to give and to take – could be hidden underneath his jacket, near his heart, a little down and to the left. But he couldn't shoot at anybody, much less kill them. His training at the academy had included cardboard target practice and basic know-how. That's all. Pulling the trigger on a living being was another story. But he was in the FBI, after all, no matter how cerebrally. And a gun was as much a badge as a bit of metal and a certification slip.


The fact that he might have to use it today stared him in the face.


Aim. No, no, not like that. Aim with your fingers. With instinct. Eyes have nothing to do with it. Feel the gun, Mark. Will the bullet to the target. Don't think about it, just shoot. Try again. That's better.


Much better.


“The tip came in fifteen minutes ago,” Mark said to the field agent running beside him, David Butler. “The caller said the target would plant a package in the five-thirty Bronx.”


“Five-thirty?!” Butler swore, whipped out his badge as the reached the turnstiles and swung himself over.


“We got five minutes.”


“Why the hell couldn't he have called sooner? He might already be on the train already, for God's sake!”


“Serin gas, too.”


David swore again. “Keep your eyes open and stay out of the way, rookie. This is my territory. Your place is behind a desk in a swivel chair.”


Mark frowned and slowed as they reached the Bronx transit station. Up yours, you narcissistic ass. This was why Mark hated the field. The badge jockeys were condescending and arrogant. Anyone who had a masters degree and used a laptop instead of a Beretta 9mm was subhuman in their eyes, lowly, superficial. They did the paperwork. They drew up the reports and psychoanalyzed the criminals. Side stuff. The real work was putting an escaped parolee in a headlock or playing cat and mouse with home-grown terrorists. Stake 'em out, shoot 'em up.


The air inside the subway was hot and greasy, with coffee shops and delis adding smells into the mix. People watched Butler and Mark carefully as they skirted around the group waiting for the five-thirty Bronx, eying the bulges under their jackets suspiciously. The two looked like cops, moved like cops, felt like cops. Mark knew they were being everything but discreet by being there. They needed to find the target fast, before he got nervous and decided to bolt. 


Mark scanned the crowd quickly, looking for suspicious packages or faces. The gas bomb would be the size of a briefcase – similar to what the Japanese terrorist group Aum Shinrikyo used in 1995. The caller hadn't said anything more. They had been vague and frantic. Five-thirty Bronx, Serin gas bomb, briefcase. Mark swore inwardly. There were at least ten briefcases scattered around the benches and at the feet of the commuting businessmen and women on their way to Bronx.


Three minutes.


Mark spotted a shabbily dressed man, suit worn and patched at the elbows, his face unshaven, sitting on a bench clutching a silver attaché case. Mark glanced over the crowd again. It had to be him. The man's eyes were sunken, his face gaunt, fingers trembling. He looked like a terrorist. At least compared to the rest of the commuters. Mark glanced at Butler who was still surveying the scene. They had to act.


Two minutes. I’d like to see the motivation behind this action a little clearer. Because, frankly, it’s stupid. 

Mark drew his gun and strode over to the man. “Hands up, behind your head!” He roared.  “Away from the briefcase!”


Several of the commuters gasped and stepped back. Behind him, Butler swore. “Stanley! What the hell are you doing!”


The shabby looking man's eyes lit up with fear, his face paled – contrasting the dark five-o'-clock shadow lacing his chin - dropped the attaché, and began trembling violently. “What'd I do?! What's going on?”


“Stanley!” 


“On the ground! FBI! Keep your hands behind your head!” Mark shouted.


“I didn't do anything!”


Mark felt Butler grab his elbow and spin him around. “Stanley, you ass! I told you to leave this to me!”


“What'd I do? What'd I do?” The man was frantic now, kneeling on the ground his hands wrapped around the back of his head, cowering like a guilty child. The commuters were backing away slowly, collecting their briefcases. Mark looked around wildly. He had been wrong. This wasn't their guy. But he kept his gun trained on he shabbily dressed man, his palms sweating, swaying on the spot.


One minute.


“Handcuffs. Butler give me some handcuffs!”


“No, Stanley. Your not getting handcuffs. Your not getting anything. Get over here.”


Butler wrenched at Mark's arm attempting to drag him away from the crowd, but Mark pulled back, lost his balance and stumbled backwards. He fell into a well dressed businesswoman and they collapsed to the ground, his face in her stomach, and her briefcase skittered away on the granite flooring. She’s the terrorist right? He swore again. His job was history. It had been nonexistent the minute he pulled out his gun.


What have I done?


Seven years of college shot by a an unfired gun.


The subway thundered into the station filling the air with a monolithic roar, and braked to a stop at the feet of the commuting group. It filled the empty tracks like an overstuffed serpent. Wordlessly, the woman beneath Mark heaved him off of her and dove for her briefcase, feet away. Mark rolled over and began groping for his gun, gritting his teeth and willing tears of frustration away. 


The commuters began boarding the train.


Where was the terrorist, for God's sake!?


Somewhere behind him, Butler yelled. “Stanley! She's got a - !” Called it. 

A gunshot shattered the air and Mark turned around – still on the ground – to see Butler jerk around like some grotesque pirouetting rag doll and collapse to the ground. He looked over his shoulder to see the woman sprinting for the subway train, shedding her heels as she ran, a gun and her briefcase clutched in her hands. She barreled her way through the shocked and oblivious commuters and into the train. Stunned, Mark stared for a moment, swore, and then scrambled to his feet, fumbling for his gun which had slid underneath a bench


A woman?


Those feminists and their I-can-do-anything-a-man-can mentality. They were everywhere. In the corporate world, in the hard labor world, in the sports world.


And in the underworld.


Leaving Butler and the cowering man on the sidewalk, whose hands were still behind his head, Mark shouldered his way through the wall of human bodies, with his gun visible, stifling any shouts of anger and protest. He saw the terrorist shove a man out of her way at the end of the car, fling open the door leading into the next train compartment, and dart in. 


His entire body hunched over his gun, sweating freely from every pore like some atoning government-employed Christ, Mark ran down the car, wedged his body in the closing door and squeezed through. This compartment was less occupied and the aisles were free. Passengers stared at Mark as he rushed after the well dressed businesswoman clutching a gun. 


Kids these days.  


The terrorist had almost made it to the opposite end of the car.


The subway began moving, gaining speed rapidly.


This ends now, Mark thought.


“Freeze! This is the FBI! On the ground now!” Mark jerked up his gun and aimed it at the woman's head. Passengers gasped and screamed and ducked down. Without even looking over her shoulder the woman spun around in response, dropped to the ground and fired once, twice, four times at Mark. Grunting, he threw himself onto a polyester clad compartment bench – avoiding the bullets by seconds, which carved through the air by his ears – and crashed into the wall. He pushed himself back up, palms sticky on the bench seats, and dove back into the aisle, gun up. She was gone again.


He swore and scrambled to his feet.


Where was Butler when you needed him?


He ran through the next door legs pumping up and down uncontrollably and instantly saw a fist appear out of thin air, from behind the door. He gasped, shards of glass erupting behind his eyes, blinding him, and collapsed like a stringless puppet into a bench. The woman was suddenly straddling his chest, punching his face repeatedly with the butt of her gun. He felt blood gush from his mouth and nose – hot and coppery – and threw his arms up to defend himself. Each blow was like a brick in the face. 


“Get off of me!” Mustering every ounce of strength and adrenaline, Mark heaved himself up and pushed the terrorist violently off of him. Staggering into a standing position, blood pouring down his face in sheets, everything red, Mark glanced around for his gun.


Butler, you bastard, why did you have to be shot? This isn't my territory. I'm a biochemist, for God's sake. 


He wanted his desk. Badly.


Mark caught sight of his gun underneath one of the benches and dove for it, ignoring everything else around him. 


Wihout your gun, you are nothing, Mark. You had two months of training. Two. You wouldn't stand five seconds up against a hardened criminal. Always keep ahold of your gun. Go to your grave with your gun. 


Fumbling with the weapon, Mark turned around, blinked coagulating blood out of his eyes and centered on the terrorist. The woman was holding the briefcase triumphantly, raising it up like some twisted trophy. Her gun danced from passenger, who were all eerily silent, and then fell on Mark.


“It's no use,” she hissed. “It's over. The American dream will end. Everyone wakes up eventually.” She laughed, which echoed hollowly and coldly in the silence. “May we all live in peace.”


Shoot her!


She dropped the briefcase to the ground.


Aim. No, no, not like that. Aim with your fingers. With instinct. Eyes have nothing to do with it. Feel the gun, Mark.


But I've never killed anyone before!


There's a first time for everything.


The woman lifted her gun and aimed at Mark, who was sitting in the middle of the aisle like a crippled animal. Everyone was staring at him.


It's a bomb, Mark. You can diffuse a bomb. 


Like hell, I can.


Feel the gun, Mark. Will the bullet to the target. Don't think about it, just shoot. 


Mark felt as if something heavy had punched him in the stomach as he pulled the trigger. The physical gravity of the bullet leaving the chamber made him gasp and he fell forward, gun clattering under the benches once again. He his eyes as fragments of bone and blood painted the wall behind the woman, as the her head snapped back and she fell like a stone into the lap of a commuter. The man screamed and pushed the still-warm corpse off of him. His scream was like a catalyst. Everyone in the car burst into complete hysteria, yelling for help, clawing at Mark, beating on the windows, running for the door. 


That's better. Mark heard someone say.


Much better.


Unfeeling, numb everywhere, Mark crawled forward on hands and knees, drew the briefcase toward him and flipped the catches. A jungle of wires and LCD screens and fat black ominous looking boxes nearly sprang out. It was a crude time-bomb. The LCD count down screen read 3.00.


Three minutes.


Another deadline.


Mark stared at the bomb for ten seconds, totally dumbfounded, unsure of where to start. The screams from the passengers were clouding his thoughts. He just couldn't concentrate. Swearing, he closed his eyes and willed the sound of the uproar into the back of his mind, amplifying the pin-drop ticking coming from the timer inside the bomb. He groped in his mind for information on bomb disposal. This was a conventional time bomb. Made up of a fuse, a battery, a charge, a detonator, a timer, and the Serin gas. The fuse. Mark smiled in spite of the situation. He had to pull the fuse. Mark scanned the jungle of wires and noticed a thick yellow wire attached to the main bomb body with electrical tape. 


If that wasn't it, he didn't know what was.


Mark wrapped his hand around the fuse, hoping desperately there was a God and praying just in case, closed his eyes and took a breath. 


Here goes everthing.



He yanked the wire out of the bomb as hard as he could and flung it away from himself quickly. He stared down at the timer. 2.39...2.38...2.37...


It was still running.


Mark gritted his teeth and slammed his fist against the floor of the subway. A security guard had finally arrived on the scene and was shaking Mark roughly, yelling for him to stand up and step away from the bomb. Fumbling in his jacket, Mark produced his badge and shoved it into the man's face, who took it shakily and then began yelling louder.


“What the hell is going on here!”


Mark whipped around, his face contorted angrily. “Leave me alone, for God's sake! I want everyone out of this car, now! Lock the door behind you. Get out now!”


The guard dropped the badge and turned to the passengers. Run, run as fast as you can. Can't catch me I'm – 


2.00


Mark suddenly wanted to punch himself. A failsafe. The terrorist had put in a failsafe. A decoy wire that would act as a faux fuse, buying the bomb more time. Mark ran his fingers over the wires. But which one could he pull now without gassing himself out of his skull? On impulse, he gently lifted the bomb up out of the briefcase and looked at it's underside. There was a single thin black wire taped firmly against the bottom of the main bomb body, hidden away from sight. Mark bit his lip. Could that be the fuse? He wondered vaguely if Butler knew anything about bomb disposal and swore at him for not being there by his side whether he did or not. 


1.20


He turned the bomb over again and studied the rest of the wires, which were all different colors and sizes. Some of them could be for the LCD screen, some of them for the detonator, some of them for the gas release mechanism. And almost every wire would cause the bomb to go off prematurely if pulled. Mark clenched his jaw and closed his eyes. Choosing the fuse wire was like choosing a wife.


Till death do you part.


0.58


 It didn't really matter now which wire he pulled. The chances of him pulling the wrong wire and being killed versus letting the clock run down and being killed were only slightly better. He had to choose and choose fast. His fingers trembled over the bomb. Which one?


0.27


Ignoring any doubts he might have had, Mark flipped over the bomb, closed his eyes again, slipped his fingers under the thin wire taped to the bottom of the bomb and pulled up. He braced himself for the explosion, his knuckles white as he clenched the black wire. 0.20...0.19...0.18. I’m so glad you didn’t have it stop at 0.01. But I wonder; do time bombs really have a big digital number on them? 

The timer stopped. 


Mark Stanley stared in shock at the LCD screen for several seconds more, unsure that the bomb had really stopped and then sagged against a bench, his eyes staring forward, staring nowhere in particular, and didn't move until the bomb squad arrived on the scene. Good for him. No more field duty though. What an idiot.

Booker stepped from the taxi cab and onto the motel parking lot, paid the driver, walked a little ways, leaned against the only tree on the entire property – just outside the entrance – and slid down it. The exhaustion he felt was like a plastic bag over his head, tied at the neck, suffocating him. He drew breaths in rattling bursts as if he was hooked up to a nasal cannula and every inch of his skin either was bleeding or felt numb and dead. Leftover rain droplets that had percolated on the tree branches dripped down and spattered on him as he sat, electrifying him for a moment, reminding him that he was still there. Reminding him that he was still alive, for better or worse. And that he he had to do something. The information he had just overheard could influence the lives of thousands, maybe millions of people. Life and death hung in the balance. It hung on his shoulders, around his neck, and in his power. Congregations of future victims were held in his hands – fistfuls of them – and screamed for mercy. 


He was a Themis, the goddess of justice, holding a pair of scales. He lives, he doesn't, he lives, he doesn't. 


What can I do?


This was a catch-22. Booker was hemmed in by the law on one side and his Tong on the other. Both wanted him either dead or behind bars. And now he held a secret. A secret he could go to no one with. He couldn't report it to the government or life consisting of more than a ten by ten foot concrete cell's worth of walking space was over. Awkward sounding sentence. Rephrase please! It would be a bald scalps and orange jumpsuits for him. Sure, maybe they would knock a few years off of his double life sentence for aiding in the capture of prominent Black Dragon Tong leaders, but he would need one hell of a Fountain of Youth to ever see daylight again. They would be killing two birds with one stone. They would have him and Tsao. 


Was it worth it?


Booker was tired of being the philanthropist. He was tired of putting others before himself. Screw goodwill, screw altruism, screw selfless acts of charity. He had been ready to give up Eva and Claire. He had been that close to throwing away the two good things about his life, for their sake. Not again. He couldn't do it again. He was only human, after all.


Fool me once shame on you, fool me twice shame on me...


But that made him just as bad as Tsao. Was he really willing to just stand by while Tsao gassed an airport? It wasn't the Tong leader's prerogative anymore, it was Booker's. Tsao wouldn't be the murderer if Booker turned the other way, he would be. 


Booker leaned his head against the tree and fought back a sob. He didn't want this. This was a better man's job. His ass of a conscience was going to get in his way again and force him to give up his freedom. He knew he wouldn't be able to live with himself if he didn't report the terrorist threat. He knew he would regret not stepping in, not mounting himself on a cross. This was his crown of thorns. Bleeding was a given.


And when Booker reported the terrorist threat, he would be tipping off each and every Black Dragon member in the process. They would all go to prison, from the lowest foot soldier to the richest drug dealer. And when paroled, every one of them would want revenge. Booker would be the anti-christ, the devil, public enemy number one. They would kill Eva and Claire. It was not a matter of  “if”. Booker knew these people. They would kill his family while he rotted on a prison cot, unable to do anything to stop them. 


But he still couldn't believe what he had heard. Vague words which spoke of Saudi Arabian terrorists and genetically engineered bacterium, and ransoms, and innocent dead men and women. These were things that only existed in the newspaper, or in far away countries which were removed and isolated and couldn't touch him in his air-conditioned faux paradise. Why would Tsao do something like this? It wasn't his style. Tsao wasn't a large scale man, he was the type of guy who stayed within well secured borders and established avenues of crime. This was one hell of a conversion. The Tong leader had gone from small-time extortion to mass kidnapping. And it just didn't make sense. 


Booker also recalled the Tsao talking about Jin Lee. Did he have anything to do with this? Could his father have been involved as well? All war is deception, my jian. You win the battle by striking fast and striking with stealth. They never see it coming. They just stand there like those soldiers. You know the ones. Like the Terra Cotta army. Deception, my jian, makes statues out of the enemy. Maybe Jin Lee had planted the idea. Maybe his dream was merely being carried out by Tsao and the obscured voice over the speaker phone. It sounded like the old man. Extreme. Always extreme. He didn't care about the thousands. He cared about the one. And that was himself.


Booker felt his thigh vibrate warmly as his cell phone came to life. He hoped desperately it was Eva as he shakily flipped it open and pressed it to his ear. He just wanted to hear her voice. Just once...


“Yes?”


“I'm sorry to hear about the accident. Mercedes just don't go for pocket change these days. If you need our help buying a new one, just let me know. I'm always here to help.”


Booker was silent. It was Tsao. He’s afraid. Only reason for him to call. 

Hang up! Something screamed inside of him.


“Before you hang up, Booker, I have something to tell you. I'm not sure how much of my conversation you overheard, but it was obviously enough for you to kill two men and total your car. And frankly, I don't care. You weren't supposed to hear any of it. It was for privileged ears only.” Tsao sighed, a crackling, staticky sound. “You can't be trusted, Booker. I know you. I knew you before you held your first gun and smoked your first cigarette. Actually, I met you the day you did both of those. Remember that? I can still picture the look on your face - ”


“You'll never get away with it, Tsao.”


There was an uncomfortable silence. Booker's knuckles were white as he gripped the cell phone.


Finally, Tsao spoke,“And who the hell will stop me? Huh? You? Booker, you're not a hero. You have no right to be a hero. One good turn does not make up for a lifetime of crime and sin, as much as I hate to break to you. Deathbeds aren't for converting, they're for living some more. If you went to the FBI or whoever with this, you'd be locked away forever. Informants are as bad as the criminals, you know. Especially when they wear their rap sheet.”


“'The lives of the many, outweigh the lives of the few'”


“Do you have some sort of Savior's Complex or something? Do you want to get yourself killed? I don't think you understand any of this. There will be life after the airport. If you just keep your mouth shut, we can all get on with our lives when this is over with.”


Booker shook his head. “I'm hanging up.”


“We've got Eva.”


“What?”


“You heard me. And the kid. Just shut up and listen, hero.”


Eva's screaming voice drifted across the phone line, in complete hysterics. Booker pressed the phone harder against his ear and leaned forward, his heart pulping his ribcage and his face marble pale. “Eva!” he screamed. “Eva! You bastards, let her go!”


“Booker! They're going to kill her! They're going to kill her, for God's sake!” Eva's voice was drowned out by her own frantic sobs and gasps. Booker was on his knees, struggling forward through the grass, his lungs constricted as if someone had wrapped a fist around each one and was squeezing as hard as they could. They had Eva! Tsao had Eva. Booker collapsed in the parking lot, sobbing, trying to get up, trying to stand - trying to do something - but his muscles had failed him. All he could do was listen to Eva, her voice ricocheting in his ears, and all he could see was Tsao. Holding Eva. Holding her with a gun pressed against her head, breathing on her neck, whispering to her. Booker felt a surge of anger and helplessness and revenge and confusion.


They had Eva and Claire! They had his life. All it would take was one shot. Maybe two, and Booker would die. He would die across the phone line, prostrated in a motel parking lot. Bullets would fly passed the cell towers, with deadly accuracy, shatter his skull, and puncture his heart. 


“Booker.”


Booker wanted to die. He wanted to get it over with. When he was gone, everyone would be better off. Eva and Claire would go free, Tsao would get his money, and the police would get a body. No more Booker lee.


Now-I-am-and-now-I-ain't.


“Booker.”


“Go to hell, you bastard.”


“Booker, she doesn't need to die. Neither of them do.”


“Just kill me then!”


“No one needs to die.”


“What about the people in the airport?”


“Killing them is last resort. Eva and your child will be returned to you safely only if the attack is not interfered with. If we even see a hint of a SWAT team or any sort of search-and-destroy, we will kill both of them. The baby first. Eva will watch your child die. And then we will kill a hundred of the hostages as well, just in case you get any 'lives of the many' delusions. In twenty-four hours, Booker, I want you at the East Side drop point and we can all wait there together until it's done. If I get we get our money, everyone goes free. Got that?”


“Yes.”


“Good. I'll see you tomorrow then. I hope for your sake that everything goes well.”


Tsao hung up. Booker took the cell phone away from his ear and stared at it numbly. He had a choice now. The stakes had been raised. He had twenty-four hours to either barricade himself in his hotel room and save Eva or try to convince the authorities that they had a national security crunch on their hands and save people he didn't know, and probably never would.


It had started raining again. Booker stood up mechanically and headed for room 271.


The lives of the many, outweigh the lives of the few.


Booker wasn't so sure anymore.

Congratulations! I have no major problems with this segment (that I haven’t already stated) To be honest, I felt the subway scene was more realistic then past action sequences, although (I dunno where you live) you’d do better to refer to the train as a letter. Only Metro North (commuter train) would use a time and destination. Also, I’d love to hear more of your brilliant mental commentary in the mind of Mark. But this is really nitpicking. Great work! 
