
Mark leaned his head against his apartment doorway, blinking his eyes wearily, and jammed his key into the lock. Half digested tequila ate at the lining of his stomach, clouding his mind, obscuring his vision. But he felt light. He felt footloose, disengaged. That Libyan whore now stared at him from a distance, pacing back and forth, waiting to prey on his lucidity again. The alcohol was working wonders. Mark wanted to stay drunk, lost in his fermented, distilled paradise. Perpetually cloudy, perpetually gone.


He wasn't sorry. No matter how angry Terri got, he wasn't sorry he had stopped by the sports bar. She would just have to live with it, wouldn't she?


Mark pushed the door open and stepped in, wiping his shoes on the door mat and shrugging off his coat. He heard the television on in the next room and headed toward it cautiously. Terri was the type of woman who had to be aware of everything. She wanted to know the how and the when and the what. If Mark was a few minutes late from work, by God, he had better give her a call. She was his manager, his governess, his warden rolled into one high-powered woman.


And he loved her like hell for it.


But arguments and shouting matches were were set off like tripwires. One step in the wrong direction for Mark, and Terri would have something to say about it. And generally, it would end up as a night on the couch for him. Terri got what she wanted. Marriage included.


He walked into the kitchen silently where Terri was sitting at the table watching a small TV on a counter nook and leaned into the doorway, drinking her in. Terri had a quality of grace and elegance emanating from her like a supernova. She wasn't necessarily beautiful, but there was something about her laugh, her smile, her presence that was overwhelmingly intoxicating. Just being with her made Mark drunk all over again, organically inebriated, naturally high. It was like his endorphins went into overdrive, pistons pumping, whirling, spinning, whenever her eyes lit up. 


She made him happy. Plain and simple.


The TV flicked off and, unmoving, Terri lifted a cup of coffee to her lips at the table. “Just come into town?”


Mark lifted his eyes. “No. I stopped by that bar downtown for a drink or two.”


“Uh-huh. Or three or four or five.” Terri turned around in her chair and shook her head, frowning. “Mark, I could smell you coming in.”


“I just needed a break.”


“Why didn't you let me know?”


“Like I said – ”


“– I don't care what you said. You've been away for a week. I don't understand why you didn't even check in.”


Mark sighed and rubbed his forehead. He made his way forward unsteadily and took a seat  across from her. He glanced at the mug of coffee in her hands and then at her. “Got any more of that?”


“This is serious, Mark. We need to talk.”


“I'm tired of talking.”


“What kind of a relationship is this, then? This is a two way road. Give and take.”


“It was a bad week.”


“The we can talk about it. Among other things – ”


Mark slammed his open palm against the table, rattling the mug of coffee, gritted his teeth, and looked down. He suddenly felt like erupting. Getting angry at something, at someone. Why didn't she understand? He just wanted some quiet. A simple hello-how-are-you-baby? Not an interrogation. He could do what he wanted, when he wanted.


And he could feel that Libyan whore coming back. The alcohol was wearing off.


Everyone wakes up eventually...


Mark felt Terri's hand slip into his, but he kept his head down. Everything was flooding back: the subway, Director Romney, Butler, the gunshots. He couldn't keep the memories and images back anymore and he squeezed Terri's hand tightly; he had to hold onto something. He wished he had never been called up to New York in the first place. Things would have been a lot more simple that way.


So many things could change over the barrel of a gun.


Mark stood up, letting go of Terri's hand, and made his way over to the coffee pot sitting demurely on the counter, placing his palm on the cupboards for support. His ears were buzzing. Everything was buzzing. His hard-won casual apathy was gone, replaced by the whispers of a hangover and anger and frustration. Mark vaguely sensed Terri coming up behind him as he poured the black coffee into a mug and she slipped her arms around his waist and rested her head against his back. Breathing out, he took a sip of the coffee staring out of the window overlooking the street below, bright and florescent in the hazy downtown dusk. Cars and buses hissed by.


He didn't know if he was ready to tell Terri about the woman he'd killed. He didn't know how she would react, what she would say, what she would do. He wasn't ready. This would be his secret, his classified, his under-wraps. Mark took another sip of coffee and set the mug on the counter.


“Why was it a bad week, hon?”


“Things happened.”


“What kind of things?”


Mark paused, thinking. “The director put a lot of pressure on me, I've got tons of paperwork, my section is falling apart – ”


“I'm sorry I got angry.” Terri interrupted softly.


“It's not your fault.” Mark turned around in Terri's arms, rested his own on the small of her back and brushed her hair with his chin. “I should've called. I should've come home.”


Terri was silent and Mark leaned forward. “Should we call it a night?”


“What sort of night?” Terri looked up at him with a half smile. Mark raised his eyebrows and glanced at the clock, shrugging. That Libyan whore tugged faintly at him, but he brushed her off, concentrating on Terri, on her eyes, on her smile. The woman wouldn't bother him now. What was done was done. She was dead, he was alive. There was no going back, no remorseful time travel, no take-backs. It had been survival of the governmental and the organized and the man with the badge.


Mark smiled. “Let's make it a hell of a night.”


As Mark leaned forward to graze her lips, the phone rang. Rude and obtrusive. It rang once, twice, three times.


“Let it ring, Mark.” Terri melted into Mark as he kissed her in time with the ringing phone. The world seemed immediately isolated, centralized on that one spot, on that one moment. In their kitchen, ten at night, alcohol buzzing at his brain.


The phone continued to ring.


As Mark slipped his hand up the back of her shirt, kissing passionately, and touched her bra strap, the answering machine activated and Jack Romney's voice filled the kitchen.


“Mark? Mark, if you're there pick up, will you? This is Jack. Yeah, we've got a problem on our hands and we need your help. Something about a bio-terrorist threat call we've had.”


Mark pulled away from Terri and looked up at the phone on the wall, frowning. Bio-terrorism?  Jack sounded anxious and rattled. The threat must have been serious, not some vague anonymous half-baked attempt to get a little press coverage. Terri groaned and stepped away from him, running her fingers through her hair, leaning against the wall. Mark picked up the phone and put it to his ear.


“Director?”


“It's Jack. I knew you were there, Mark. Did I interrupt something?”


Mark smirked and rubbed his eyes. “No, it's fine. What were you saying about – ”


“Yeah, listen. You need to get down the bureau now. We had a threat from a group Muslim extremists who have apparently just locked down the LA airport with a bio-bomb of some sort. Be down here in ten minutes.”


He hung up.


Mark stared at the phone wordlessly. More terrorism. Extremists and anarchists and misguided religious white-knights were getting to be a dime-a-dozen. They were everywhere. The airports, the subways, the streets, the schools, the shopping malls. Mark cradled the phone and stared at his feet. Death and justice didn't have to go hand-in-hand. Bastards who thought that killing for something was better than living for something should have been locked away somewhere where they couldn't hurt anyone a long time ago. It made Mark sick. It made him feel angry and hopeless. Beaten. Tired.


“What's up?”


“I've got to go.”


“Again? Mark, since when has Romney or anyone ever needed you.”


“Since something about a bio-terrorist in LA.”


Terri looked down and then back up at Mark. “Call if you're going to be late, will you.”


Mark grinned and kissed her again. “Don't worry. I won't be late.”


Taking a sip from the lukewarm cup of coffee on the counter, Mark made his way back down the hallway, shrugging on his jacket, and out the door.


In ten minutes, he'd be saving the world. In ten minutes, it would be the subway all over again.


Feel the gun, Mark. Will the bullet towards the target. That's it. That's better.


Much better.


His father was laughing at him. 


As Booker sat on the prison cot, his head in his hands, he could hear Jin Lee mocking him, pointing at him, his voice ringing like a gong. Reverberating, bouncing against the walls of his mind, the cell, his body. The voice, dripping with satisfaction and triumph, to hold of Booker's previous justifications and goodwill and ground them into the dirt. 


I told you so, my jian. I told you so.


The bars stared at him. They loomed. They were thick and ugly and symbolized the end of his life. Iron executioners. Booker sighed and lifted his head, glancing at his reflection in the metallic toilet on the opposite side of the room. The commissioner hadn't even listened. They hadn't even paused. Booker Lee was suddenly on their hands and, apparently, the only thing on their minds. Four dead men overshadowed forty thousand. A petty gang rap overshadowed the fact that home-grown terrorists were sitting in an airport  a mile away surrounded by walls of dead and dying bodies, waiting for a ransom. Home-grown terrorists who were fresh off the production lines, bombs and guns in hand, and off into the world, into the world of the innocent and oblivious.


Booker shook his head. September 11th had done nothing to these people. It had done nothing to warn or teach. America was untouchable - they reasoned - fortified by a corrupt bureaucracy, a sluggish attitude, and a whole lot of money. Nothing can touch us. Don't you remember? We have the American manifest destiny watching our backs. We were meant to be the greatest, the best, the only.


The target.


And Tsao was doing it all for money. He had no ideals to fight for. Only cash. He wanted to line his pockets with the tears and the blood and the chaos of a nation. And if a few people died in the pursuit of a thicker wallet, so be it. He was killing for number one. He was clearing the trees for his proverbial condominium: big and rich and his. He was obsessed.


But truthfully, he wasn't concerned with Tsao or the airport or terrorists anymore. All that Booker felt was humiliation and anger. Hell, he was angry. The police commissioner was hopelessly blind. The mere act of turning himself in to give them all information about a  crippling national crisis should have confirmation enough. Why would any felon in their right mind walk into a police station, ask for the manager, and practically offer up his wrists to be shackled?


So much for his self-crucifixion. 


He wondered where Eva was at the moment. What she was doing, what she was thinking. He thought about Claire. She would be crying – all babies cried – and sobbing, submersed in a world of darkness and hard faces and oily guns. God only knew where Eva would be while she cried. How was she being treated? What was happening to both of them? A million eventualities popped into his mind and then dissolved out like loose spiderwebs. Rape, torture, drugging, starvation. He wanted to hold her so badly, to protect her, to hide her. And he wanted to see Claire. He didn't know what she looked like let alone when she was born, the size of her hands, her feet, when she slept, when she woke. For all intents and purposes, he was dead to her. His child had been born into the hands of Tsao's gunmen – out of the hospital and into a den of lions. Of dragons. 


So angry.


The corrections officer – a squat woman who waddled thickly, had a cap pulled over her head so that it shadowed her entire face, and chain smoked camels – walked around the corner and in front of his cell, stopped to look at him, and then walked up to his door. Nodding at the guard leaning against the cell bars, she drew out a key card and flicked it through the scanner on the wall beside the cell. He heard the lock disengage. 


“Apparently, you're in high demand,” she rasped, walking into the cell with the guard at her tail. “Commissioner wants you back out. Why, I don't know. So don't ask. Give me your hands.” She grabbed his wrists roughly and wrapped a pair of hand cuffs around them. They bit deeply into his skin, chaffing, rubbing. He was a few strips of metal and chain link away from breaking out, neutralizing the guard and the corrections officer, and escaping. So close, so far. Nothing in between.


“Get up.”


Booker got to his feet and the guard took him by his elbow, leading him firmly out the door, the corrections officer wheezing behind him, lighting a cigarette. At the moment, Booker would kill for nicotine. He wanted to turn around, snatch the pack of camels from the warden, and light up. Light up and lighten up. He wanted a quiet place where nobody could touch him. Away from the prison and the airport and chain smoking jailers. He wanted a smoke and a glass of scotch and he wanted to forget. Forget everything. This was a nightmare and he was sleeping in narcosis. 


There was no waking up.


Je veux oublier.


As he walked down the hallway, arm in arm with a corrections officer and a prison guard, his father laughed at him softly.


Mark opened the door of the J. Edgar Hoover building and stepped in, rubbing his upper arms and stamping his feet. It was as if hell – or in this case, downtown D.C – had finally frozen over. Crystallized frost patterns, lacy and criss-crossed, crawled up the corners of the full-length windows and revolving doors of the building and his breath rose in cotton ball bursts when he breathed out. Mark regretted not taking the spent town car in the parking garage next to his apartment complex instead of walking the half mile in below freezing temperatures. A screwed up transmission was infinitely more tolerable than gray and frost-bitten fingertips. Mark flashed his ID card at a security guard by the door who nodded at him and headed for the elevators, massaging his hands. 


Mark was half hoping the bio-terrorist in LA was just a false alarm. He didn't need – no one needed – more chaos and anxiety and panic in his life. No one needed another pair of World Trade Centers. No one needed prime time to be taken up by images of dead kids and smoke hemorrhaging from bombed out buildings. Whatever happened to the concept of peace-on-earth-good-will-towards-men, he wanted to know? It seemed like, suddenly, peace meant war, just like chastity meant sex.


Mark pressed the up button on the elevator panel and glanced up at the clock on the wall. Another day, another terrorist.


“Mark.” Behind him, someone rested their hand on his shoulder. It was Romney - voice strangely subdued and calm - the same voice that had spoken over the answering machine fifteen minutes ago. The voice of mourner, a resigned funeral attendee.


I commend this airport, O lord redeemer of my soul, into thy hands.


And out of mine.


Mark turned around. The man's face was granite.


“Glad you're here,” he said.


Romney steered Mark away from the elevator as it dinged dispassionately and slid open. “Jeez, you look cold. I think they've got coffee in the briefing room if you'd like some.”


“Briefing room?”


“Yeah, this is big. We've got a grade A, red level bastard-with-a-bomb situation.”


Mark frowned. “Really?”


“Really. Tell you more about it when we brief, but it's been confirmed down in LA.” He glanced at his watch. “I think it's late afternoon over there. Apparently, they held the airport hostage at most an hour ago.”


Mark shook his head. It was reality now. And within a half day, the world would know. Keeping the media in the dark and out of the loop was like holding back the Amazon river with a faulty dam. A flood was inevitable; a flood of terror preaching, government ataxia, and good, old fashioned hype.


Sensationalize, my friend, sensationalize. People don't care otherwise.


The newspaper bloodhounds were efficient and brutal. They didn't deliver the whole truth and nothing but the truth to your doorstep. They delivered shredded little bits and pieces of the truth. The rest was lying dead in some back alley, a knife through it's back.


“Does the press know yet?”


Romney shook his head and turned a corner with Mark by his side. “No, but God knows they will soon. The airport is closed. Frankly, I'm surprised we haven't had our lines flooded with inquiry calls yet. An hour is a long time.” Romney opened a door near the end of the hallway and let Mark in.


The voices in briefing room was buzzed with the subdued hum of shock. Mark recognized several Department of Defense General representatives sitting in the rows of chairs facing a small podium, their rank insignia perched proudly on their breast pockets. Like prize trophies in the living room. Mark also recognized the FBI's Deputy Director – Dan Fresno –  who was moving towards Romney, looking worried and distracted. Fresno was a short, balding man with faded gray eyes and drooping eyebrows which gave him an all-American bureaucrat sort of look. They shook hands and Fresno glanced at Mark. “Who's this?”


“He's the head of our Biochemistry division,” Romney said. “He's the guy who stopped that Libyan terrorist the other day in New York.” 


“Ah. You're a field officer then.”


Mark shook his head. These guys were all anal-retentive. Field this, field that. “No sir. I work in the lab, actually. I oversee some investigations, but other than that, I stay behind a desk.”


Fresno nodded and shrugged. “To each his own.”


“Is everyone here?” Romney asked.


“I think so. We've got practically every agency and division here, Jack. This is the biggest thing since nine-eleven. And this time we can prevent it.”


Romney rubbed his forehead. “They sound like they have there bases pretty well covered, though.”


“There's always a hole.”


“I hope you're right, Dan. I really do.”


Dan shrugged, smiled tightly at Mark,and headed for his seat near the podium with Romney. Jack took a seat in a briefing chair, feeling out of place and outranked. These people were all military. They had carried guns and knew the country's secrets and planned wars. They were the kings, he was the pawn. Briefings like this were on a need-to-know-basis, they were at the top of the confidentiality spectrum, they were private, for God's sake. He was fresh out of college. A year ago, at this time of night, he would have had a beer in one hand and Terri in the other. 


So what was he doing here, among the security giants of the nation?


As Romney stepped up to the podium – the agitated buzz ebbing – Mark wanted to shrink into his chair and disappear. Screw terrorists, screw the FBI. He wanted to be back home with Terri, in bed and apathetic about everything but her.


Romney glanced down at his hands and then up at the crowd. He paused, choosing his words carefully. “Roughly an hour ago, at six in the evening, pacific time, a group of Islamic extremists held the Los Angeles airport hostage. They called in to headquarters and placed demands for seven billion dollars and the release of ten Iranian political prisoners. Non-compliance would lead to the release of an allegedly unknown and lethal biological gas into the airport and eventually into the city of Los Angeles. The caller also stated that for each government hostile caught fifty hostages would be shot. I have here a recording of the call.” Romney pressed a button on the podium and the scratching, gritty voice of the terrorist overwhelmed the room. 


Mark listened to his voice carefully. He didn't sound foreign, he didn't sound passionate. He sounded cold. He sounded like a killer. Mark could feel the sadist behind the caller, the greed, the hate, the contempt. There was nothing human about him. Things between him and the bureau were merely predator-prey. And he was casually letting his targets know when and how they would die. Go ahead and have a running head start. I'll give you twenty-four hours.


Sporting, old boy, very gentile. 


The recording faded into silence. Shocked. Horrified. 


May Allah grant your leaders wisdom and prudence.


The hell he would. Each and every leader in the room was petrified, frozen, floored. There was no room for logical thinking or thinking at all next to thoughts of terrorism and death and disease. People would die. Lots of them. If the government upheld it's anti-terrorist platform, the entire country would immediately fall. Into an economic slump, a psychological slump, a productivity slump. The president would have a choice, it all boiled down to that. A choice to either save his reputation, the reputation of the country, for that matter, or save thousands – millions – of people by shelling out seven billion dollars to a bunch of Saudi Arabian butcherers. Wrapped, packed, and processed.


Mark was getting a headache.


“We have contacted the president,” Romney continued. “and he intends to refuse the terrorists any ground. He's left it up to us to figure out how to get into the airport, neutralize the terrorists, and dismantle any kind of bomb or detonation device which would spread the toxin.”


From the crowd, a row down from Mark, a Department of Defense official spoke up. “But how did they even get in. They'd need an army, for God's sake!” 


Romney looked up. “We're think they have anywhere from eighty to one hundred and twenty gunmen inside the building right now.”


“What about the security guards? The airport police?”


“Dead.”


“That's hard to believe. This is too large scale. And we had no intel on this beforehand?”


Romney shrugged and looked resigned. “The ADIC in Los Angeles mentioned that the commissioner had a felon on his hands that mentioned something about a biochemical attack on an airport an half hour before the attack was reported, but he didn't think they had enough solid information in the guy's tip to act on it though.”


Someone else spoke. “So where is he now?”


“The felon? He's in a holding cell apparently. Wanted for a couple murders, I think.”


“Well, we need him,” the Department of Defense official said. “He probably knows a lot more about the situation then all of us combined. What's he doing in a cell?”


Mumbles of agreement swept over the crowd like a wave, crashing into Romney full force. He shrugged again. “I agree. We also need to get a team down there. We can probably take advantage of the SWAT in the area and, if needs be, call in some of our own people, but I think we need a few more bureau representatives in LA besides the ADIC and his boys.”


Mark squirmed in his chair. So who would be shipped off  this time? He prayed inwardly that the proverbial angel of death would pass by his door and that they'd send field agents. Only field agents. He had no intention of dropping Terri and heading off to California to fight Middles Eastern zealots who waved guns and bombs above their heads like flags of nationality. Our fair nation of dystopia, to thee we sing.


Romney glanced down at the podium and then grasped it's edges, leaning forward. “The team members have already been compiled. Three men. Deputy Director Fresno will head the team: a representative from the Counter Terrorism Division, Ivan Panasenko,” Romney gestured to a man behind the podium next to Fresno, who nodded ever slightly – inclining his head – his porcelain chiseled face contradicting the pepper gray hair plastering his skull in wisps. Like smoke. Gasps of breath. 


Mark was crossing his fingers.


“And a biochemical specialist, Mark Stanley.”


Mark heard his heart plunge and he inhaled sharply. The bastards! He had just gotten home, for God's sake! In and out. He hadn't even unpacked. He swore at Romney, he swore at Fresno, and he swore at that Libyan whore who'd gotten him noticed in the first place. A smoking gun was like a strobe light. Mark tried to control his expression as several of the men and women he worked with turned to look at him with a mix of pity and reverence. 


And then, sitting there in the briefing room, with Romney and Panasenko and Fresno and everyone else staring at him, he thought of the hostages. Screaming, bleeding, dying, vomiting. Consumed by the height of hysteria. They were all in the World Trade Centers suddenly; the LA airport  gone, replaced. This was the real deal. Blood was running in the grout, the blood of the men who were supposed to have protected them. 


 He realized that he was being incredibly selfish. These were moving breathing individuals living in a moving breathing country. They needed his help. There was an inch by inch time frame here, open for the smallest, most infinitesimal moment in time. And he had to help fit a rescue operation into it. Mark felt guilty. Ashamed. Who was he to give and take? 


But hell, it was hard.


Ask not what your country can do for you, my friend, but what you can do for your country.


He had been drafted. 



Pressed out of shape, pressed into service.


The commissioner walked beside Booker as he was escorted outside, his tie looser than before, his face sweaty. He was talking, but Booker couldn't hear him. Something about the airport and the hostages and the demands. For the love of God, the demands. Seven billion dollars. Seven billion dollars tossed at a fire to extinguish it. 


But Booker didn't care. The handcuffs bit into his skin like steel teeth. They weren't letting go. It was too late, he had heard the commissioner say, it was too late to prevent the attack  from happening. Now the only thing they could do was fight back. Booker was now firmly in prison, Eva was now ultimately dead. Claire was dead. A bullet for two. Booker could already hear Eva struggling, he could hear Tsao panting, and he could hear Claire crying. It was as good as done. He glanced over at the commissioner, the police officer grasping his elbow, and a new man who had just joined them. They wouldn't let him go to the drop point. No matter how many times he told them that a hundred and two lives were at stake, they wouldn't believe him.


They just weren't letting go.


“Lee, this is our ADIC man, Agent Thatcher. Assistant Director in Charge for the FBI. He needs to talk to you. Just a few questions.”


Booker kept his eyes down and said quietly. “I need to go.”


“– Says he's standing by his decision. No ground for terrorists,” the Commissioner was saying, “Geez, Thatch, you think he's really going to gamble like that.”


The ADIC man shrugged. “These things are not as bad as they seem, usually. We always plan for the worst contingency. It could only be ten or fifteen men with bombs wired to their chests holding machine guns.”


“That's not bad?”


“I need to go.”


“Headquarters is saying they've got a hundred men with bombs wired to their chests holding guns.”


The Commissioner swore. Booker felt anger rise like bile in his throat. Blind and deaf and dumb. The government had a couple of Helen Kellers running downtown LA. The Commissioner pushed the back door open and stepped into the sheets of rain whipping down from angry, pregnant thunderheads. Booker ducked his head down – immediately soaked and shivering compulsively as they headed towards a black town car – and Thatch lifted his briefcase over his head. Booker could see a driver in the car, illuminated each time the windshield wipers took a pass on his face: a chauffeur for the damned. 


The Commissioner was blinking rain out of his eyes as he reached the car and opened the door. He said something to the driver. And then to Thatch. “That weather man is a sonofa – ”


Booker felt something hum passed his ear, fracturing droplets of rain as it went, and shattered the open car door window. 


“What the hell?” Thatch swore as the Commissioner grunted. Booker felt iron hands squeeze his heart and he whipped his head around.


A sniper.


Swearing, he ducked down, ignoring the police officer gripping his arm as several other bullets carved the air and thumped into the side of the car like strikes on a drum. The Commissioner's mouth was open in a silent scream, his eyes vacant, and blood blossomed like a rose across his upper chest, blooming. He slumped against the car door. Booker squirmed out of the police officers grip, kicking him hard in the groin and – crawling beside the curb - he slid under the open door and twisted his body behind the Commissioner's whose entire frame jerked as the sniper continued to shoot at Booker. 


Booker gritted his teeth. Tsao wasn't wasting any time. He suddenly felt weak and closed his eyes, leaning against the Commissioner's legs. Thump, thump, thump. Go to hell, Tsao. Burn.


The police officer was suddenly bleeding on the sidewalk, clutching his gut and Thatch was running back towards the building, screaming at the invisible hunter. Booker jumped as a bullet came perilously close to his thigh, rebounding off the pavement. The sniper was moving, trying finding a better vantage point. And for a split second Booker didn't care. He didn't want to move. He wanted to die there in the pouring rain, cool and collected, bleeding generously. 


My jian, my jian, not now. Not here. 


Eva?


My jian.


Thump, thump, thump.


Booker moved. Up and into the car, silently obeying his father. The driver had ducked down and was clutching his ears, sobbing, rocking back and forth. The cab smelled like urine. Booker leaned forward. “Drive us out of here!”


The driver shook his head and continued to rock back and forth. From the sidewalk, Booker heard the police officer scream for help and the windshield imploded as it took a bullet. Booker ducked behind the driver's seat and swore, ignoring the dying police officer lying on the concrete and the sobbing chauffeur and the God-awful thumps. Wind had picked up, snatching droplets of rain in mid-bombardment and carrying them into the car, through the windshield. 


“Drive!” Booker screamed, punching the back of the seat with both hands as hard as he could. The driver only moaned louder. Shivering uncontrollably, Booker reached over the seat and grabbed fistfuls of the driver's hair and yanked up hard – his handcuffs cutting thick lines of blood around his wrists like a razor blade. 


Remember kids, you cut down the river, not across the street.


He brought the driver's head back hard against the headrest and shook it hysterically, screaming in the man's ear. The man's hair and skin and blood was coming out in his hands, he was pulling so hard. “Get us out of here, you bastard!”


The sky overhead roared. Scything through the rain, Booker glimpsed a police helicopter fly over the car, a black bird of prey, and head in the direction of the sniper. The rotors turned the rain storm around it into a maelstrom – a miniature hurricane –  sailing for the top of an office complex nearby, taillights blinking. The doors of the police station burst open issuing a flood of officers who sprinted out into the rain towards the car and a SWAT van passed them speeding in the same direction of the helicopter. Booker let go of the driver's hair.


The thumps had stopped. 


Sobbing along with the driver, Booker suddenly collapsed, lying down across the backseat, glass crunching beneath his head. He heard Thatch's voice and saw glimpses of the ADIC man's face as anonymous hands helped him out of the car, bringing him slowly back towards the police station.


My jian, my jian, not now. Not here. 


Booker wanted it all to stop.


But he knew it wouldn't. This would go on and on. It's all down hill from here, my friend. Down hill like the streets of San Fransisco.

