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.
Booker was leaning against the post office building, ignoring the drizzle which tickled at his face and painted his jacket with spattering droplets, and stared at the police department brooding in the gray and overcast atmosphere. He felt defeated. He felt useless. Here he was, feet away from possibly filling the shoes of a reluctant good Samaritan, a role which would could result in both the death of his freedom and the death of his wife. And it would all be for a couple hundred people he'd never know. It was as if two hooks had been impaled into his heart and now each was pulling in a different direction.

Screw his conscience. Screw every emotion and thought that had pulled him step by step in the direction of the police department. Human dogma screamed for him to take the high road. Principles and morality – all creations of some altruistic bastard – stated that a jail cell and a headstone for his wife was better than letting Tsao kill an airport full of people. 

Kneading his eyes, Booker sighed and leaned forward. He tried to imagine what Eva would have him do in a situation like this. He imagined her face, her high cheekbones, full lips, wide, and dark eyes, and willed her to be out of Tsao's clutches and beside him instead. He imagined her making the decision with him.

Them definitely, Booker. They're all so much more important than me.
But you're so much more important to me.
It doesn't matter. What about the mothers and fathers in that airport? What about the children? I've lived a life. Thirty years is good enough.
Tsao won't settle for merely killing you...
So I suffer on the way out. Big deal.
It is a big deal.
What about you, Booker? Would you want someone to do the same for you? 
Yeah, yeah. “Do unto others –” 
Seriously.
I wouldn't expect someone else to save me. I don't deserve to be saved. I just don't want you to die, Eva. I couldn't live with myself if you were gone.
Silence.

Eva?
A police car passed by him – it's tires hissing and murmuring over the wet pavement - and Booker looked back up at the imposing building. Them definitely. 

But the victims wouldn't even thank him, if he succeeded in getting the word out in time. He would be unsung. There would be no recognition, there would be no thank-yous, no smiles, nothing. Booker would get a cold cot and a surly jail mate. He'd be a lifer. Behind bars until you die, buddy, one way or another. Parole was an empty hope.

And then there was Eva and Claire. Both dead. Unless by some miracle they could save her and save those held hostage in the airport with no repercussions, Eva would be six feet underground and Claire would be in a foot-by-foot coffin by tomorrow morning. It wasn't fair. Three for a thousand. 

Booker glanced at his watch and bit his lip until he tasted copper. This wasn't how he was raised, for God's sake! This wasn't how he had lived. Booker had been brought up to take what he wanted and do what he wanted and suffer nothing as a result. He just wasn't strong enough. He wasn't strong enough to sacrifice everything. He swore at Tsao and he swore at Jin Lee and, most of all, he swore at himself. He swore at himself for getting involved with Eva and having a child. A child! What had he been thinking? He was internally and socially built to be a drifter. No connections, no grounding ties. Marriage had never been a feasible option. 

To have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness or in health, to love and to cherish 'till death do us part.
'Till death do us part.

They're all so much more important than me...
Booker inhaled sharply, gritted his teeth, and crossed the street. The hooks in his heart went taut and wrenched at it violently. Only a few steps and Eva was gone. He was gone. He tried not to think about it. This was supposed to be quick and dirty. Get in, let them know, work something out. No second thoughts, no regrets. Booker came up the sidewalk – practically moving at a sprint – and pulled open both station doors. He stepped in. 

“I need the commissioner, now!” He roared, standing as tall as could, feet apart, ignoring the hooks. The hooks. Tearing his heart. Several receptionists, loitering police officers, and iced punks with bleeding eyeliner, spikes, and black expressions, glanced up, startled. The lighting was bright – harsh, even – and he took a step forward unsteadily. Two officers moved toward him, hands resting on their guns.

“Is something wrong, sir?” asked one. 

Booker blinked rapidly, his chest heaving. “I need the commissioner, now.”

“What's your name, sir? And could you tell us why - ”

“Leave me alone! I said I needed the - ”

“Sir? We're going to need you to calm down. Sir?”

“Get me the commissioner, you bastards!” Booker screamed. He felt vulnerable and sick, angry at everything and everyone for his decision. He could feel his veins throbbing and his face burning. One of the officers gripped his arm but he shook himself free, blinking in the harsh light, stepping backwards. 

“We're going to need you to stop moving and take a deep breath.”

“What the hell is going on?” a man spoke to Booker's right, standing at the entrance to a hallway, his aging face furrowed and perpetually concerned. 

An officer shrugged and gestured at Booker. “This guy says he needs to speak with you. He seems unzipped to me though.”

“What do you want?” The commissioner stepped forward warily, his broad shoulders straining at his button-up shirt.

“I need to talk to you.”

“Yeah, gathered as much.” The man's voice was grinding and abrasive, no-nonsense, all business. His words could burnish steel.

Booker moved toward the commissioner, ignoring everything else, head spinning and leaned forward. He was shaking. He could feel his hands shaking as he clenched and unclenched them. Balling them into fists. 

They're so much more important than me.
This is for you, Eva.
“There's going to be an attack on the airport.”

“What?”

“An attack! An attack, I said. They're going to hold everyone in the airport hostage!”

“Who.”

“The Black Dragon - ”

Booker suddenly felt two hands rip his arms up and bring them roughly behind his back, wrapping a pair of handcuffs around his wrists with a deafening snap. The hands spun him around and slammed him up against the wall, their forearm pressing against the back of his neck.

“It's Lee! Booker Lee!”

Booker felt tears squeeze out the corners of his eyes as they shoved him harder against the wall, expecting him to melt into the plaster and press board. No regrets, no turning back.

The point of no return.

Footsteps and voices converged upon him. He heard the commissioner screaming something – anything, everything - and the lights cauterized his eyes, overwhelming and exquisite. His name seemed to ripple throughout the entire station, dragging his rap sheet along with it. Everyone was up, everyone was on their feet, craning for a better look at the clay-pigeon criminal. This was the law in action, after all. Another hood behind bars, where they should be.

He heard Eva somewhere in the background.

Booker felt himself jerked back and spun around again, face hot and red, being practically lifted down a hallway. The hands fingering him and crushing his arms were like vices, like tourniquets, biting off his blood flow. The commissioner moved beside him, barking, screaming, waving his arms. Booker wanted a cigarette. He wanted some scotch. He wanted to get out. This wasn't about the innocent people in the airport anymore, this was about him.

So much for no regrets. 

The hallway stretched on for aeons. Cigarette smoke and the smell of urine seeped from the walls, licking at Booker as he passed by. Unmarked doors and closets marred the walls and loomed like gaping soundless mouths, waiting for a victim, and slowly the noise – the excited voices, the footsteps, the grunts, the laughter – evaporated. Booker's head was pounding, his ears were pounding, his face was pounding, his heart was pounding.

I knew this would happen, my jian. You just weren't careful. You were soft. That's right. Soft like those silk hanfu your mother used to give you. Fluid and malleable. 
A door swung open to his left and Booker was pushed in and forcefully shoved into a hard back chair overlooking a table: bare and heavy. He saw the commissioner walk passed him, one hand behind his back, the other massaging his temples, and two officers slinking in the shadows of the room. Stalking him.

The commissioner closed his eyes wearily and rested his knuckles on the table in front of Booker. His tie slipped down – limp – and stroked the surface of the table.

“Are you Booker Lee, the same Booker Lee who's been charged for the murder of five officers and a family downtown.”

Booker was silent.

The commissioner nodded. “Thought so.” The man fell silent and tapped a Camel from a package in his shirt pocket and sat down. He lit the cigarette, staring off into the distance thoughtfully. “That's a long time in prison.”

Booker kept his head bowed. A long time. The man was oversimplifying. He would be in prison until his bones had disintegrated while his death penalty case was still being beaten mercilessly in courts. 

“What I don't understand,” The commissioner said, “Is why you came here. You knew we were looking for you. You knew we were watching everything and yet you came here, into the lion's den, so to speak.”

“I needed to talk to you.”

“Yeah, we've established that.”

Booker leaned forward, suddenly angry again. “You need to forget me for a second! Don't you understand? You have a mass kidnapping on you hands. You could have the biggest political China syndrome on your hands in a few hours, for God's sake, if you don't do something!”

The commissioner leaned back in his chair and puffed on the cigarette. “How do you know?”

Booker opened his mouth exasperatedly. “My Tong. My Tong will be responsible. I've almost been killed, you bastards, getting this information to you.”

“Slow down.”

Booker wanted to scream. This wasn't the time to slow down. This was a time to be driving in the red zone. They needed to hurry. Tsao could have already executed his plan, right under their collective noses and they wouldn't have any time to react.

“Thousands of lives are on the line here! They're planning on gassing the airport if they don't get what hey want. They want money. And they will kill one hundred people if I'm not downtown in ten hours.”

The commissioner shook his head and one of the officers in the corner smiled. “It's impossible. The airport is too well protected.”

“That's what they said about the Titanic.”

“Yeah, well.”

“Just take some extra precautions. Send in more guards. Guards with guns.”

“We haven't had any other leads on this...”

“I'm your lead.”

The commissioner tapped ashes from his cigarette onto the ground and sighed. “Maybe you misheard. Are you feeling – ”

Booker rose from his chair, eyes conflagrant, burning, angry. Why the hell wouldn't they listen? Why else would he be here, turning himself in? This was post 9/11, for God's sakes! And they were just sitting there. 

The two officers practically flew at Booker, grabbed each elbow, and muscled him back into his seat. He strained in their grip, trying to get up, trying to do something.

“If people die in the next twenty four hours, it's on your shoulders now, not mine, you indecisive sonofa – ”

“Hell, do you even know the L.A airport is the target?” The commissioner looked up at Booker, rubbing his forehead. He rolled up his sleeves, shaking his head, and stubbed out his cigarette.

Booker paused, stopping himself. He rooted through his memory, trying to recall Tsao's phone conversation completely.

A Saudi Arabian terrorist cell...the NoirMorte strain...sprinkler systems...the airport...
What airport?
Booker shook his head slowly and slumped into the chair. He had automatically assumed that the NM strain would be released in the Los Angeles airport, but in reality, Tsao could have targeted any airport in California. He could have targeted any airport in the country, for that matter. And Booker didn't know which.

What airport?
“I don't know.”

One of the men snorted beside him. “Doesn't help us much.”

“Let's assume the targeted airport will be somewhere in southern California,” The commissioner said, staring at his hands. “There's about twenty-eight. The amount of time and energy it would take to contact and investigate each airport would be outrageous.”

“So are you saying you're going to ignore this?”

“I'm saying that this is out of my hands.”

“Then talk to the FBI. Like I said, if I'm not downtown in ten hours, one hundred people will be slaughtered. You need to call the FBI work, something out, and then escort me to a drop point.”

The commissioner paused, scratched his forehead, and nodded at the two officers beside Booker, who each grasped his upper arm again, pinching his blood flow off. He winced.

“I'll look into it.”

Booker went limp, allowing himself to be dragged out of the room, his heart numb now. He felt empty and defeated. Pearls before swine. They were treating his tip like a prank call.

“You've got hours!” Booker screamed at the commissioner as they forced Booker into the hallway, his mouth dry and his palms sweating. “Hours!”

The commissioner was silent.

__

Tsao stared out of the window, which sprawled across his back wall like a hyaline canvas, his hands behind his back, watching the movements of the ibises strutting around the banks of his pond. His men were in, the Distributer had been put in place, and – fifteen minuted later - the news still hadn't gotten out. Things had gone seamlessly at the airport. It had been an easy coup. Tsao picked up a glass of wine, swirling it thoughtfully.

It was a race now. It was a media race. The winner would be the side who reported to the political leaders and newspapers and television stations first. Ideally, Tsao's men had to make their demands before word got out to the public that the airport and been seized. If they didn't people would panic. SWAT teams would be let loose. The government wouldn't know what they were dealing with and make the wrong decisions, they would make uncalculated moves. This was a game of chess. Every action that Tsao made would have an effect on what the government did. He had to make the first move. 

Le mouvement premier. 

He frowned and sipped his wine, surveying the pagoda on the hill overlooking the pond, where two guards were smoking. It was almost seamless, anyway. They weren't out of the woods yet, even if they managed to release their demands before the public was savvy to the attack. Booker Lee was out there, waiting, tormenting himself, and hopefully keeping quiet. He could bring down the entire operation by stepping in and playing the hero. Tsao knew Booker. He knew his personality, he knew for the most part how he would react to something like this. Booker could be predicted, divined, calculated. 

And Tsao didn't like what he was looking at.

He had the sneaking, nagging suspicion that Booker would heave caution to the wind and do something stupid. His fabricated, newly marriage-inspired morales and standards would force him to go to the police or to the FBI or a private investigator. He couldn't count on Booker staying silent. Booker hated the Tong: it was an ill disguised fact. And he had hated his father, who symbolized drugs and prostitutes and murder and extortion. Who symbolized the Black Dragon Tong. 

It wouldn't matter that Eva was at stake. It wouldn't matter that his own flesh and blood was on the table, Booker would do something to establish that he was not his father. He would set out to prove – after sacrificing everything – to some higher power, that Jin Lee had had no affect on him. 

He would fight against his bloodline.

The eugenics of a criminal.

Tsao shook his head, gulped the last of the wine down, and set the glass on the window sill. He loosened his tie and sat at his desk, sighing as he shook his wrist out of the cuff of his suit to glance at the time. 

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.
There wasn't enough time for Booker to meet him at the drop point. Booker could go to the police at any moment and spill their collective guts. He could reveal the Tong as the culprits of the attack and rip aside their Saudi Arabian terrorist cell facade. It would be game over after that. Secrecy and anonymity were crucial. 

Booker Lee needed to be killed.

Tsao reached for his phone, lifted the receiver to his ear, and decided to call for a favor. A bullet could put a muzzle over anything.

His contact answered on the first ring.

“Yes?”

“Giacometti. I have a job for you.”

__

Ring and around the roses,
pockets full of posies, 
ashes, ashes, they all fall down.
The man stared at the video feed consoles in the surveillance room, watching each of the gates, packed with sweating bodies and crying children and hysterical travelers. He smiled. The word “terrorist” could produce such an effect on people. Allah – giant, arcane, terrible – was a concept that brought up images of broken towers, gushing smoke like blood from a jugular artery, downtown plazas littered with charred bodies and concrete blocks the size of train cars. The corpses of the airport security and whispers of the twin towers seemed to scream at the hostages, keeping them in their place, rooted to their chairs. Terrified. Completely and utterly terrified.

The man had them all right where he wanted them.

He shifted the M60 carbine which he had slung over his shoulder and sat at the surveillance table. Around him, five men worked as far-off sentries, alerting foot soldiers patrolling the concourses of any uprisings or outbreaks. The foot soldiers made very public display of any insurgents. They were shot repeatedly and then shot some more. Spent shells played music against the tiled floor; the man could hear it even from his video-screened temple. Music that was both exhilarating and terrifying. But examples had to be set, after all. The hostages needed to know they weren't fooling around. Insurgents had to be killed. As publicly as possible.

Business was business.

The man's mind wandered for a moment to the Distributor, sitting quietly in the vents, pregnant with death and pain and the capability to wipe out the entire western seaboard. Part of him hoped that he'd never have to authorize the gassing. Another part of him wanted to see what it would do. He wanted to see how NM would affect the human body. It would be the black death, in all it's mass grave, red buboes, and bleeding organ glory. He would be recreating history, all over again. Except in the fourteenth century, rats and fleas had begun the plague's vicious cycle.

In his century, terrorists would carry the authors of the black death. 

Ring around the roses.
But he wasn't a terrorist and the more part of him knew that releasing NM would have tremendous effects on the world, not only L.A or California. People would die. He would die. In his hands, he had held the power of apocalypse. As soon as the bacteria spread throughout the airport, people in France were dead. People in Uganda, civil war or not, were dead. People in Czechoslovakia, Russia, Canada, China were dead. All of them. The man didn't think he could do something like that. International murder. He frowned. He hoped to God that the government wouldn't call his bluff. There were just to many lives at stake.

Pockets full of posies. 

Another man, Yangming, stepped up beside him and stared at the television screens. He had his hands held behind his back, which was ramrod straight. A regular soldier.

“When're you planning on letting them know?”

The man shrugged and leaned back. “Soon.”

“Well, you better make it quick. Two planes have landed and are taxiing around the airport and a couple hundred people outside the building are wondering why the doors are locked.”

“You should relish this moment with me.”

“I'd rather relish some money. The others are getting anxious too.”

The man paused. “Get me a phone, then,” he said finally. A phone was unplugged from the other side of the room and brought over to the surveillance table. The man stared at receiver nestled inside the cradle. His skin prickled as he picked it up and placed it to his ear. He was writing history. With a single phone call, he would toss the government, economy, and every United States citizen into confusion and chaos. Like a crumpled piece of paper into a trashcan. Leaders would be tested and nerves would be strained. His fingers hovered over the dial.

The FBI first.
The man dialed the Washington D.C headquarters number and held his breath. Quietly, calmly, the phone rang twice before it was answered.

“Hello, you've reached the Federal Bureau of Investigation headquarters in Washington D.C. How may I – ”

“You have twenty-four hours before several thousand American and foreign citizens are killed.”

“Excuse me? Is this a tip? Sir, if you have a tip could you please fill out our electronic FBI Tips and Public Leads form?”

“Your government has twenty-four hours before I kill over a thousand people and release a toxin into Los Angeles.”

Silence.

“These are our terms: the release of ten Iranian political prisoners and seven billion dollars. I repeat, you have twenty-four hours to acquiesce. I have the Los Angeles airport locked down, a cell blanket installed, and a bio-weapon at my disposal. I can be contacted at this number to discuss names and bank account numbers. Do not attempt to send any rescue groups or special operation individuals. For every government employed hostile that attempts to breach our security, a hostage will be shot. If our terms are not met within the deadline, the toxin will be released.” he paused. “May Allah grant your leaders wisdom and prudence.”

The man hung up.

Ashes, ashes, they all fall down.
