Washington, D.C


“You've got nerve, Stanley. A hell of a lot of nerve.” FBI director Jack Any relation to Mitt? Romney shook his head, tapping a Camel out of a package of cigarettes, and stood behind his desk. The clock above his head – hand carved and at least fifty years old – killed seconds in time with Mark Stanley's heartbeat. Mark watched the clock anxiously. The god-awful thing just wouldn't stop ticking. Every flick of the second hand echoed in his head like a timpani. The situation didn't help much either. A diffused bomb sat on a dissection table two floors down, David Butler was in the hospital with a punctured brachial artery, and there was a dead woman in the New York subway system. A woman he had shot. The shock still hadn't worn off. He had pulled the trigger, he had swung the scythe. Mark felt as if something had been taken from him. As if some sort of virginity of his had been spoiled. The woman seemed to stare at him in his peripheral vision, grinning wildly, a suitcase in hand, alive, still alive.


It's over. The American dream will end. Everyone wakes up eventually.



 And now he was sitting in a chair opposite the FBI director who was telling him he had one hell of a lot of nerve.


The clock kept ticking.


Romney lit the cigarette and took a short drag on it, staring out the window overlooking the bottlenecked street below. “What I still can't get over is that you were in the area in the first place. The greenest desk-jockey in the entire bureau. How long ago did you get out of the academy?”


“Two months, sir.”


“Two months. You're a biochemist with two weeks of hand-to-hand training and, by mere chance, you were within a mile of a chemical attack target. And what's more, you were the one who neutralized the – what was she? Libyan? – that Libyan whore, pulled the fuse, and you did it by yourself.” The big man shook his head and tapped his ashes into a tray by the window. Mark fidgeted and squirmed in his seat. Jack Romney made him nervous. He had spent over thirty years in the field, his shoulders could barely fit into his suit coat, and he had practically revolutionized the entire bureau. The place ran like a proverbial swiss watch with an obsessive-compulsive complex. 


Run, run as fast as you can.

“Can I get you anything, Stanley? A cigarette, water, beer?”


“No thanks. Nothing.”


Romney turned around, stubbed out his cigarette and frowned – a deep, creasing frown that dug ruts in his face. “A beer, then.” He made his way over to a miniature refrigerator, took out a can of beer, and set it in front of Mark. “It's on me. But don't tell anyone where you got it. The bastards'll break down my door to get to it, trust me.”


Hesitantly, Mark lifted the can off of the table with both hands, but didn't open it. That was another reason he didn't like Romney. The director was the type of guy who could care less what anyone wanted or felt like. It was his way, or a one way ticket to the ground floor. 


Keep your mouth shut, Stanley, and just drink the beer. 


He popped the tab. Frosty steam smoked up from the alcohol as Mark took a sip.


“I wanted to congratulate you. Like I said, you've got nerve. You see something that needs doing and you jump on it. I don't see enough of that anymore. People need to ask permission, they need to fill out forms, they need to waste time going through circuit courts and talking to every bureaucratic jackass on the senate to get anything done.” Romney snorted and sat down, loosening his tie and checking his watch. “The long and short of it is, Stanley, I was wondering if you'd go through the academy again and get out in the field. We need people like you out there. We need action and decisiveness.”


Mark nearly dropped the can of beer. The field? The director wanted him to work in the same field where the agents were condescending and fostered an I-can-do-anything-because-I've-got-a-gun attitude? No, Mark was content where he was. He was content doing what he went to college for. Biochemistry was the field he wanted to go into, for God's sake, and that's what he would do. He didn't want to make a living out of more killing and crime and Libyan terrorists. He didn't want to be on either side of the gun, receiving or delivering.


The field was nothing more than human target practice.


“Sir, I got my biochemistry degree for a reason.”


“So you got a back-pocket career option. What are you being paid right now? Thirty thousand a year? Tell you what, I'll raise your paycheck by fifteen grand if you move into the field.”


“I don't think so, sir.”


“Why not?”


Mark shrugged and squirmed in his seat. He set the beer on the desk. “I'm sorry, sir. I just can't take you up on that offer right now. I like what I do. I didn't come to the bureau looking for a badge and a gun. I'm sorry.”


Romney grunted, shrugged, and spun around once in his chair, his eyes on the ceiling. “Have it your way, Stanley. Can't say you're making the right choice, but hell, it's your life.” He stood up and thrust out his hand. Mark got to his feet and took Romney's hand. “I'll see you around then.”


Mark nodded. “Goodbye, sir.”


“It's Jack. Call me Jack.”


“Jack.” Mark smiled and nodded again.


Leaving the beer on the table, Mark made his way out of the room, away from the clock and it's guillotine decapitation of second-heads. Maybe a little too deep. Otherwise, remind me of the clock earlier. 

Mark walked out of the J. Edgar Hoover building and merged into the crowd of people crossing endlessly over the sidewalk and headed out of the downtown area toward his apartment, hands deep in his pockets. The November air chipped at his face like an ice-pick, inflaming his nose so that it broke into a dull pink-red and making the corners of his eyes tear up. Mark felt empty. And the meeting with the director hadn't done anything to help that. Killing the terrorist had been enough for Romney to practically nominate him for a Nobel Peace prize. He had gotten a pat on the back for painting skull fragments across door like some Picasso-butcherer. And what's more, you were the one who neutralized the – what was she? Libyan? – that Libyan whore, pulled the fuse, and you did it by yourself.


That Libyan whore. 


Mark never wanted to touch a gun again. The feeling of kickback and the sight of a dead body had been hopelessly intertwined. A plus B equaled C. The woman's ghost was not far behind him, he knew. She was always just out of sight, reminding him. Reminiscing with him.


But she had deserved it, hadn't she? That Libyan whore had almost gassed a hundred people in the name of hate. Mark had saved their lives, he had killed for the masses. A sacrifice, was what it had been. Self-defense.


Mark turned the situation over in his mind, trying to spot another option he could have taken. She had activated the bomb, pointed a gun at his head, and had nearly passed him into the arm's of God within a three second time-frame. One moment of hesitation on Mark's part would have bought him the easy way out. A bullet instead of chemical burns on his trachea and half a quart of blood coming out of his mouth each time he vomited. What else could he have done? There had been no alternative.


But he had still killed someone.


And it would be the last and only time. Foreshadowing? He would stay in a lab where he belonged, badge at home, an antidote in hand instead. There would be no more David Butlers. There would be no more screaming for hands-behind-your-head. That was the last time he would be caught in the field, he decided. 


Mark turned left down a side street and kept his head down. He would go to a bar. He would get drunk and forget it all. And maybe it would become permanent. Maybe a couple glasses of tequila would dispel his ghostly stalker. Bottoms up, apparitions out. He smiled in spite of himself. Terri would be furious, of course. He could already picture her face, her arms crossed across her chest, legs crossed across her thighs, sitting in the easy chair in the living room. Waiting for him to come home. Always waiting. 


And what are you waiting for, Mark?


Mark had only planned for the engagement with Terri Masters Last names are rarely necessary, and formalize a relationship between the character and reader that really ought to be more personal. to last a month – maybe more – and then he would marry her. But the aisle was such a study in contrasts, he now saw. It meant commitment, it meant a lock-in, it meant tax benefits. And, eventually, it meant kids. 


And Mark wasn’t ready for kids.


Terri was becoming impatient, restless. She wanted a ring, for God’s sake! A trophy. Twisted metal that she could show to her relatives and win a little approval. I’m a respectable woman now, Mom, see? She knew what she wanted. Mark didn’t.


Sure, he loved her, he knew he loved her, but he wasn’t ready to become a husband or a father or any kind of figurehead. Mark liked his options open. Starting a family meant unstable times and arguments and trials and tribulations. A marriage would end his comfortable, impregnable bachelorship and ram his nose into the grindstone. He would become just another ladder-climber, desperate for a promotion and a bigger paycheck. 


So did that mean he was afraid of hard work?


Mark frowned and emerged onto a bigger thoroughfare. He could see the sports bar just down the street, neon signs twinkling in the half-light, and headed toward it. He wondered what Terri would say. Since Mark had been in New York verifying chemical related foul-play in a string of factory plants, he hadn’t seen Terri for the past week. She knew nothing about that Libyan whore. She didn’t know he had disabled a time bomb and she didn’t know he had single-handedly saved over a hundred people. The bureau had decided to keep a lid on this one, so there had been little press coverage and zero reference to Mark. You know what? This never happens. Perhaps the FBI downplayed it as an “exercise” it might work, but things like this are impossible to keep from the media. And he liked that just fine. He had washed his hands of the whole incident anyway. He didn’t want credit for an underground execution with terrified commuters as spectators, gathered around his guillotine, screaming for him to drop the blade. 


Tuer la femme! 

Kill her!


Mark shivered and opened the door of the bar; soaking in the smell of French fry oil and cheap cigarettes. Two televisions – grainy and pixilated, so that the football game on the screen was curtained by a shower of blue and yellow and red dots – commanded the attention of the men and women perched on the bar stools. Mark walked up to the counter and ordered a glass of tequila. In a minute or two, he’d order another. And then one more. He’d drink until he couldn’t think or walk straight and leave his unseen ghost outside. Screw the hangover.


Tonight he needed some peace.

Los Angeles, California


The man hefted the toolbox impatiently as he made his way down the management office hallway of the Los Angeles airport. He was nervous. Despite the months of planning, coordinating, dreaming up plan Bs and contingencies, his palms were sweating and his heart was pounding. There were just so many things that could go wrong, so many variables. The consequence would be a lifetime in prison and the end of another dynasty. His dynasty. 


Slowing, the man scanned the plaques mounted on the doors, displaying the names of the airport aristocracy and leadership. His heart sped up a notch and he inhaled deeply, closing his eyes, as he halted in front of the office of the Airport Facilities Director. Eyes still screwed shut, he adjusted his jumpsuit, tightened his grip on the toolbox, and casually rapped on the door. 


“Come on in.”


The man opened the door and nodded at the Facilities Director sitting behind his desk., who looked up from his computer and smiled. “You here for the sprinkler system?”


“Yessir.”


The Facilities Director nodded and rested his hands on his bulging stomach. The man saw the buttons on his shirt strain from the movement. “That's good. The city sent you, right? The bastards up at the Department of Building and Safety called about a week ago and told me I was a week overdue for a sprinkler system check-up. Practically threatened to fine me.” He shook his head and laughed, standing up. “They're all paranoid. We've never had a fire here. What's a week past the best-by date? Know what I mean?”


The man smiled thinly and nodded. This would be easier than he thought. This Facilities Director would make the job velvet. He had no suspicions, no qualms, no thoughts of contacting higher-ups, or any need for messy cross-referencing. It had only taken a few phone calls and the Director was docilely <-bad word choice jumping through their hoops.


“I know what you mean.”


“Well, let's get you started.” The Facilities Director edged passed the man and led him further down the hallway, turned right – waddling like an overstuffed bear – and stopped, jerking his thumb at a utility door marked “Heating and Pipe systems”. 


“You've got the control valves in here and,” he gestured toward a door at the end of the hallway, “you can get into the vents through there if you need to check the actual piping.” He glanced around and then smiled at the man. “Good luck. Let me know when you're done.”


The man nodded.


As the Facilities Director rounded the corner and disappeared, the man set his toolbox down and slipped into the Heating and Pipe systems room. The director reminded him of a pig - with fat haunches and sagging jowls and beady, empty eyes that mirrored how little was going on behind them. The man hoped the director would be among the first to die if NM had to be released.


Little pig, little pig let me in...


 The man located the sprinkler system control valves – a massive tangle of iron red pipes and meters and tanks – slouching in the corner. Grasping two black wheels which controlled the pressure, he turned the system off, left the room, and picked up the toolbox. His anxiousness was beginning  to wear off. He was in. With any luck, he'd install the Distributor and give the signal without interruption. The airport would be his within the hour.


Check and mate.


He opened the door at the end of the hall and climbed the short set of stairs leading to a narrow vent passageway. Grunting, the man heaved himself into the vent, toolbox first, and tugged a fat bodied flashlight from his belt. The vent air was cold and dry and he licked his lips as he shone the light around the cramped enclosure, searching for the sprinkler pipe. The only sound penetrating his aluminum cage was a low hum, droning in his ears like a chorus of monks, and it gave him a feeling of solitude and exile. Banished to a lofty confine. He found the pipe running along the corner of the vent and followed it with his eyes until it disappeared into the shadows untouched by his beam of light. Letting out a sigh, the man moved toward the first sprinkler nub in the line, opened his toolbox, and pulled out a hacksaw.


The man sawed the pipe down the middle, just before the nub, moved a foot back down the line, and sawed again. The foot long length of pipe clattered to the vent floor with an echoing crash and the man winced, half expecting the Facilities Director to come clomping up the steps, suspicions finally aroused. He waited. No one came. He exhaled loudly. Carefully, the man reached back into the toolbox, rotating his entire torso, and brought out a pressurized tank the size of his thigh with a hook-up nozzle on the end. It was the NM Distributor. As soon as the tank was activated, it would shove the gas through the pipeline, down every sprinkler nub in the airport and into the lungs of the travelers, tourists, hostages. It would mist the building. Transform it into some labyrinthine, modernized steamy jungle. The man smiled as he nestled the Distributor carefully in between the foot long gap and attached it to the sawed off pipe. Still smiling – eager now – the man flicked the Distributor on. A blinking red light came to life and began pulsing eerily in the half-darkness, casting rose-colored shadows against the wall.


After he capped the open end of the pipe, the man pulled his toolbox back toward the staircase leading down to the airport, sliding himself along slowly. It was done. The only thing they had to do now was overpower the airport security, release their terms to the public, and wait for his offshore bank statement to spike.


All war is deception.


The man made his way down the staircase, opened the toolbox again and pulled out the bottom, revealing an M60 machine gun. Reverently, he lifted it out. He decided he wouldn't wait for the gas. He decided as he held the gun, power suddenly pulsating in his hands, that the Facilities Director would be the first to die anyway. The man would butcher the pig.


And the squealing would only make it better.  


He pulled a radio out of his pocket and placed it to his ear. 


“It's done, Yuan. Execute.”


Yuan Wu stared at his radio as he sat in front of the airline ticket counter before the gates and baggage claim. The suit he wore was stiff and uncomfortable and hot, but he couldn't feel it anymore, the adrenaline pumping through his veins and buzzing in his ears had diverted his attention. The luggage at his feet called to him now. Smiling, Yuan lifted the radio to his mouth.


“Execute.”


Green light, my friends, lets blow the hell out of this place.


All throughout the airport, thirty Tong members were bending down to unzip their suitcases and heft out a gun. Yuan unzipped his carry-on, lifted his own gun out with shining eyes, his heart pounding, running his hands over the barrel and the clip with a religious touch. Wordlessly, he slipped a gas mask on and checked the ammunition. The woman sitting beside him opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again and started screaming. Down the airport halls, other screams erupted, followed by bursts of echoing gun fire. Yuan turned around, saw a pair of guards running toward him, alerted by the screaming woman, and opened fire. The two men jerked back, expressions confused, corsages of blood flowering across their starched white shirts and fell to the ground. Yuan moved passed them like a wraith. Floating, weightless. He saw five of the other Tong members gun down heroic civilians, guards, and escaping hostages fifty feet away. 


Ashes, ashes, they all fall down.


Yuan's gun blazed as he made his way toward a security checkpoint. There were so many guards among the metal detectors he had to kneel so he had a wider sweep and so many bullets were spent, he had to replace his clip twice. As he replaced it the second time, a guard managed to creep up behind him and hit him hard upside the head with a telescoping baton. With a gasp, he fell forward, ears ringing, his eyes painted with stars, but twisted out of the way of another blow and swung his legs under the guard, sweeping the man's feet from under him. The guard tumbled over and landed among  spent shells with a grunt. Yuan fumbled for his gun, swearing, and jammed in the loose clip. He kicked the man in the groin and fired once at his head. 


Ignoring a strange gurgling sound coming from the guard, Yuan sprinted through the checkpoint, leaping over bloodied corpses and ran down a gate concourse. Above him, carried by the loudspeakers, he heard the man's voice echo throughout the airport like some displeased deity. Yuan smiled. So they had taken over the surveillance area and had control of communications.


“Cease fire.”


The voice rang through the war zone like a muffler, silencing the chattering reports of the Tong's guns, punctuated every so often by an errant shot. Screams remained abundant, though. Yuan stopped and eyed the writing mass of bodies in the hallway, shouting, prostrated, running, sobbing, standing, running, his gun at the ready.


“Civilians, do not attempt to attack any of my men. The cease fire will not last for long. Also, do not attempt to escape, as all exits are either locked or being patrolled. You are being held hostage. And if your government complies, you will not be held hostage for long.”


The man chuckled. The collective screams and shouts had faded and Yuan watched as the people in the hallway fell silent and stopped moving, eyes lifted upward. He smiled.


Worship. 


“However, senators and presidents have always been reluctant to part with their money. That  beside the point, we have set up a gassing system that will distribute gallons of a pressurized, genetically engineered version of the bubonic plague on every one of your heads if your government attempts to intervene on your behalf. For this to work smoothly and efficiently, you will be ordered to find the nearest gate and have a seat. This may take hours, it may take days. You will not be given food, access to bathrooms, or water. You will stay in the gates. Hopefully, this will be incentive for the government to take care of the situation swiftly. If you do not comply, you will be shot.” The man paused and the silence was interrupted for Yuan by a burst of gunfire and a scream in the distance. “You may have found that your cell phones are not functioning. A blackout web has been placed over the airport, which interrupts cell signals. Any other attempts to contact outside organizations will result in your death as well. I wish you all good luck. May Allah grant you obedience and safety.”


Yuan grinned wider. Allah. That was the crux. The Tong would never be suspected after the attack, because they were masquerading as Muslim extremists. They were a terrorist cell which didn't exist. I remind you that I think you need to do little more then invoke “Allah” to pass as an Islamic terrorist. 

“May Allah” my ass.


He found the hostages in the hall staring at him and a few other Tong members scattered around the hallway. Yuan walked forward and motioned at the nearest gate – 2A. Horrified, a small group headed obediently for the gate chairs. They looked beaten and distressed, suits and first-class tickets accounting for nothing now. Yuan was the master, they were the subservients. The hierarchy had been chiseled in stone by the gun in his hand. One false move, they knew, and they would be on the floor, drowning in their own blood. 


Survival of the the sheep-like. 


There was an angry shout and five or six men surged out of the crowd, barreling toward Yuan, hunched down, faces twisted.


“Go to hell, you bastard!” one shrieked.


Yuan smirked and pulled the trigger. 


The thumps of their bodies toppling over played in time to the spent bullet shells tinkling against of the ground. They twisted and writhed as Yuan swept his gun back and forth, mowing them down, jerking them up, pushing them back. 


They were puppets. 


The crowd looked on in horror, children screaming and sobbing again. Yuan marched forward, jamming a new clip into the gun, and adjusted his gas mask. He stepped over the bodies of the short-lived rebels, ignoring the pained expressions on their dying faces. 


“Into the gates!” he bellowed.


They moved. They all moved. Into the gates and into the seats. They fought for seats like animals. Yuan had set the example. Nodding at the other Tong members in the gate concourse, he began patrolling the hallway, daring another attack. Slinking back and forth, probing his captives.


And no one moved. They all stared back, waiting.


Waiting. 

This one was the second part in a row that I really haven’t had an issue with. I think this is one of several fight scenes in the story that meshes well and works splendidly with the story. I didn’t really look over “Coup” incredibly hard, but I left a couple notes. The main issue is that Coup feels too much like an episode of 24. I just wish I could shake the feeling that Jack Bauer is going to leap down and shoot up the Tong, but I can’t. What will really make the difference, is how the next couple scenes play out, and whether you can shake off the Hollywood cliché. 

Good luck!

~ smorg

PS:  Hallucinogenic is fantastic. I think… I got owned….
