
Mark just wanted to sleep.


As he strapped himself into the hot-off-the-production-line Lockheed Martin, Mark rubbed his eyes and felt the drain of eighteen sleepless hours. Eighteen hours of sleep-debt. He was running on interest now with the REM loan sharks on  his tail. NO. Mark hoped the flight to LA would be long and smooth and quiet, so that rest would come easily and be undisturbed by the slim-waisted stewardesses who would gently place gourmet packets of peanuts and a can diet coke on his fold-out tray. All of this is too flowery, stick to the focus of the sentence. But by the looks of the testosterone-packed turbines hooked to the wings of the jet, Mark had a feeling slow and quiet were not going to be options.


Mark reached down and unsheathed a dog eared shopping magazine from a pouch under his legs as Ivan Panasenko sat across from him – unbuttoning his suit coat and loosening his tie - and Dan Fresno took the seat beside him. The men were silent. Their faces were stone. The casket was being lowered into the ground, the priest was giving the dead it's last rites. Mark could feel their despair and hopelessness permeating the cabin. The deck had been stacked against them, after all. The situation wasn't looking up. The weatherman had predicted black skies and ten below temperatures. 


And things were already freezing. Again, too much…

Quietly, Mark flipped through the magazine and eyed Panasenko over the pages. A counter-terrorism man. A defender of America's safety and peace of mind. An executioner of the bete noir, the new nightmare of the American public – a religious fanatic with a gun in a crowded place. Mark took a deep breath and flipped a page. Fresno and Panasenko were the right men for this job. The guys with the qualifications and experience. Maybe they didn't need him after all. Maybe they wouldn't notice if Mark slipped off of the jet, walked back into Dulles International, flagged a taxi, and went home. 


What the hell was he supposed to do, anyway? He was a lab man. He tested chemicals and helped people via computer calculated results. Where was his real world – in the field and breaking the back of a terrorist operation – application? Sure, it would be great to help the hostages in the airport, but how? How would he help them? 


The toxin, a voice whispered.


The toxin. Unknown allegedly. Which would make finding an antidote of any kind difficult. If Mark didn't know what kind of chemicals they were dealing with, he couldn't do much to help. He couldn't do anything. Mark sat back in the chair and placed the magazine in his lap. 


I have the Los Angeles airport locked down, a cell blanket installed, and a bio-weapon at my disposal.


A bio-weapon meant he wasn't dealing with a neurotoxin or anything man made. Whatever the terrorist had was some sort of virus or bacteria, most likely a virus. And it probably wasn't unknown, obscure maybe, but scientists with Harvard degrees were still trying to genetically construct bacterium and viruses from scratch. It was difficult to imagine that a bunch of terrorists had developed a technology that the rest of the civilized world was still struggling to learn the basics of.


No, the toxin probably wasn't unknown. And it was probably a virus.


Mr. Green, with a candlestick, in the library. 


Pinpoints of light, dotting the runway like distant stars, guided the Lockheed's path as it began taxiing into the darkness. Mark stared out the window and watched Dulles International ease away; the last of Washington he'd be seeing for another week or so. In and out. Terri had been tight-lipped about the whole affair when he had stopped by the apartment for a change of clothes. He could tell she was getting tired of his save-the-country daily grind, his absence from bed, the dinner table, the home in general. They were fresh out of college, for God's sake, and Mark was already putting in twelve hours a day! But she took it quietly. Like the proverbial ever suffering wife of a traveling man.


Counter-terrorism before sex, honey. Bombs before bed.


Fresno set his briefcase on the small coffee table before them and extracted a case file. Leaning back and crossing his legs, he glanced over at Panasenko and then at Mark. “Two short hours,” he said with a half smile. “This baby can jet across three thousand miles in two hours. Fresh off of the design tables.”


Ivan nodded. “We'll wake up half the country though. Boom, boom, boom.” He made skipping motions with his hands and smiled. “Pittsburgh, Houston, Salt Lake City.”


“Loud and fast.”


“Helluva sound to wake up to, a sonic boom.”


Fresno laughed and toyed with the file in his hands. “They'll all wonder where the fire is.”


Panasenko smile faded and he glanced out the window. “Los Angeles, consequently apparently.”


Fresno kept playing with the file. “Yes, well...”


There was silence as the Lockheed Martin gained speed and tore across the runway tarmac, waves of heat rippling from the engine exhaust like transparent sheets in the wind. The landing gear lifted and Mark felt the cabin compress, landing lights on the ground twinkling as they were pushed away by the invisible hands of some titan deity. Mark absently tugged his seat belt and closed his eyes.


Be home soon, honey. Keep the home fire s burning.


Fresno opened the file and slipped a pair of reading glasses on. “Okay. When we get into LA the airport will have been in the hands of the terrorists for a rough total of four hours,” he said softly, shattering the silence “They're giving us twenty-four to pay up. And let me just tell you, we can't pay up.”


Mark kept quiet. Ivan was still looking out the window.


“LA SWAT will be waiting for us. We'll give them a short briefing, I would think that SWAT would give them the briefing, seeing as they’re on the ground… coordinate some plans and head straight into the lions den. We'll get into the city, get into the airport, and shut these guys down.”


“It'll be a little harder than that, Dan” Ivan murmured.


“A little. We had a couple tacticians draw up a feasible operations strategy. Supposing that the terrorists are monitoring the entrances at all times and have control of the airtrams, we'll have to get into the main building, the Tom Bradley International terminal, and operate from there. We cannot enter by force. SWAT needs to be slick and stealthy. So getting into the terminal through standard entrances is out of the question.” Fresno drew a photocopied blueprint of the airports basement level and handed it to Mark who glanced at it wearily. He felt sleep pulling on his eyelids like a pair of bricks. He wanted to shove the blueprints back into Fresno's face, take a sleeping pill, curl up in his sweat-sticky leather seat, and forget all about SWAT and terrorists and the god-awful bureaucratic politics that had won him a place on the team in the first place.


But instead he passed the blueprints to Panasenko.


“Below the basement level is the ideal entry point. In the plumbing service area that we can enter through an bunker that's not connected to the airport. We crawl up through the service tunnel and into the terminal where we quietly neutralize our small army of Islamic extremists.”


Ivan shrugged and handed the blueprint back to Fresno. “Sounds good.”


“Yeah, but then we need to take care of the bio-bomb which could be armed already. Stanley, you'll work alongside LA's bomb disposal and get that thing under control. What are your thoughts on the toxin itself?”


Mark shrugged and sat forward. “Well, I think it's unlikely that the toxin is really unknown. Nothing is these days. So I'll need a sample of the toxin or at least know what we're dealing with to get a good abstraction of what kind of antiviral vaccine, if any, should be used if we have an outbreak. Premature or not.”


“Antiviral? How do you know we're dealing with a virus?” Panasenko asked.


“It's the most likely. The caller stated they had a “bio-bomb” at their disposal which would allow for some sort of bacteria or virus. Bacterium would be too difficult to store and deploy, I think. A virus of some sort, probably some seldom contracted disease found in the highlands of Mongolia or something, is our most viable guess.” Mark leaned back. So far so good. He had fulfilled his duty and regurgitated all the information they'd ever need: that the toxin was big, bad, and probably treatable. 
Always be optimistic, Marky. People don't want to hear about the day of reckoning quite yet.


In this crowd, Delphian <- That took me some time to figure out. I imagine, you’re trying to pull a word out of “Delphi”? I’d rather you just cut it… doomsday predictions were very much out, Mark was guessing.


Fresno sighed. “So let's consider the worst case scenario. These bastards mean business, the SWAT team fails, the president remains bent and determine to stay away from a compromise, and the toxin – virus, whatever – is released into the airport. What happens?”


Panasenko spoke first and drew a pack of Marlbolos out of his suit jacket. “Well, the terrorists, unless they're of the suicidal breed, will have long since cleared out. Jet, helicopter, airplane, whatever. The hostages will be frantic to escape. They will attempt to force their way out of the airport and into downtown LA. If they get that far, the toxin - I'm just shooting in the dark here, Stanley – will spread into the city and eventually all over the western seaboard.”


Mark nodded. “The only way to keep it from doing that is to be on sight immediately and keep those infected quarantined.”


“Isolation, then.”


Mark nodded.


“So what if the toxin is untreatable?”


The roar of the supersonic jet engines filled the cabin like cement. A deafening static snowstorm. Mark hesitated and watched Panasenko light up. “We can't let it spread, sir.”


Panasenko let out a cloud of smoke, opaque and sickly sweet. “We would have to kill anyone infected.” Wow, this would be the flight from hell. Wish he could smoke outside…

The engine snowstorm continued to drum on the walls of the Lockheed, an erratic tribal tattoo, filling the silence, amplifying the headache Mark suddenly had. 


The lives of the many – 


Tsao flipped open his cell phone as his chauffeured car sped over the highway overpass, howling and humming as the tires tore into it's back, and dialed a number. Ignoring the spasmodic bumps in the highway that felt as if they were driving over rows of bodies that jostled him in his seat, Tsao closed his eyes. Excitement and anticipation and anxiety pulsed through his veins, bulging, pounding behind his eyes like a cagefighter with a fold-up chair. This was it. They were actually doing it. The strange cocktail of anticipation and anxiety he felt conflicted inside of him, fighting for supremacy. They would succeed, he kept telling himself, the government would grovel before them, the “Middle Eastern” terrorists would disappear, and seven billion dollars would suddenly be his. He savored the thought. He imagined holding the bank statement, cool and cold and bloody, a window of infinite opportunity, in his hands. Money that could do anything. Anything. He would be rolling in sky-high green while the government descended to a new level of red. I’m perplexed, because the government has never (perhaps you could make an argument for Iran-contra) dealt with terrorists. Ever. Why is he so mistaken?

It was a price to pay. Steep, maybe. But it all boiled down to a definition. A number. 


How much is one life worth?


Tsao smirked and heard his correspondent pick up. By his reasoning, about one and a quarter million.


“What do you need Tsao? I have everything under control.”


“He did it.”


“Who?”


“Booker Lee.”


There was a pause. “He did what?”


“The altruistic bastard went to the police, for God' sake! Giacometti was sniping him surrounded by policemen as he was coming out of the station. He doesn't care.”


Silence.


“You know what this means right?” Tsao said, his eyes still closed. “They will know. We won't have our mask anymore. We will be the Tong, not the terrorists.”


The correspondent said nothing and the dead air was overwhelmed by the roaring of the highway, like some leviathan monster.  



 Be he alive, or be he dead, I'll grind his bones to make my bread...


Tsao opened his eyes and leaned forward. “Do you realize what I'm saying? What are we going to do? This is a one way street and Booker Lee's driving a semi-truck down it the wrong way. That sonofa – ”


“I know, Tsao. Just calm down and let me think.”


“No, there's no thinking! It would take a miracle to get us all out of this.”


“Then we keep going. Maybe they won't believe him.”


Tsao looked out the window and watched as downtown store fronts, incandescent and gaudy, like architectural prostitutes, flashed by. He absently counted the people that he flew passed walking on the sidewalk. They could all be dead within a day or so. If the plague was released into the airport it was essentially released into the city. And NM was fast, furious, and didn't pass by any doorways smeared with lambs blood. The airport was a Pandora's box. Did he have the guts to open it?


“Kill them,” he said.


“Kill who?”


“Lee's wife and kid. And videotape it too. I want him to see every minute of it if Giacometti can't finish him off. Do something bloody to them. Something he'll have nightmares about. Use your imagination.”


There was a long pause. And then, “Whatever you want.”


“Good.” Tsao closed the phone and pocketed it.


As he watched the people on the sidewalk – laughing, talking, living – he felt the bank statement shrinking back, becoming out of reach.

 
Agent Thatcher sat across from Booker, tapping a pen furiously on the surface of the table, massaging his temple with the tips of his fingers. He was staring at Booker. Scanning his face, probing his eyes. And tapping. Still tapping. The pen moved up and down in a sort of alabaster blur as he proceeded with his wordless interrogation of his freshly caught felon. Booker wanted to reach out, grab the pen, throw it as hard as he could at the agent's face, shove him to the ground and run. Run away from the police station, Tsao's sniper, the god-awful situation. It was as if some sadistic deity had decided to play some sick, twisted Ken-and-Barbie with Booker's life for a day.


But he was in handcuffs and Thatcher had a gun. So he stayed where he was.


And the tapping continued to gnaw on his chafing headache like a pair of rat's teeth.


Suddenly, Thatcher threw the pen against the wall – where it skittered across the floor – and stood up, knocking his chair down. He leaned forward into Booker's face and hissed, “What the hell just happened?” 


Booker didn't answer.


“Lee, I know you know. There are people dead out there, for God's sake! The police commissioner. An officer. They were sniped. How often do you think that happens, huh?” He turned around and leaned his forearm against the wall of the room. “It doesn't, okay? Your average LA criminal isn't a guy with a gun in a high place. They're on the streets robbing seven-elevens like they should be. What just happened?”


Tsao just happened, Booker screamed silently. Tsao just decided he couldn't wait a couple hours more. Tsao just decided Booker Lee was too much of a liability with all that time on his hands and the police station just down the streets. A well-placed bullet could solve the problem quick. Booker took a deep breath and closed his eyes. His head pounded. He knew that Eva and Claire were probably dead now. The would-be assassin would immediately let Tsao know he had been seen in the care of a bona fide officer and the commissioner and that the trust had been broken. Tsao was a man of his word. Claire would die first and Eva would watch. She would scream for help and no one would come. And, guaranteed, the Tong leader would make sure Booker saw the executions one way way or another – on video, on tape, through polaroid pictures in a neat manilla envelope. Blood. Screams. Grunts.


Satisfaction.


Tsao would kill a hundred hostages as well. He would announce it as Booker Lee's fault, jail cell 42, phone number on request. He would make sure it was all on Booker's chest.


One hundred men on a dead man's chest.


And Booker felt sick. He felt like someone had punched a hole through his stomach and the rest of his vital organs were sinking through. He felt like crying. He wanted so badly to hold Eva for one last time and see whose eyes and whose nose Claire had inherited before they were cold and dead and lifeless on a screen. But, apparently, it was too late. 


“You're holding out on me, Lee. You know a helluva lot more than you're telling us. You walk in here, you wave a white flag, give some sort of gloom-and-doom spiel to the commissioner, God rest his soul, and it happens. The LA airport is in the hands of a buncha terrorists, just like you said. Now you're getting shot at in the back of a police car. You know – ”


“You're a genius, Thatch.”


“What's that supposed to mean?”



“I know a helluva lot more.” Booker said opening his eyes.


“Why haven't – ”


“Because no one's been listening! I'm sick and tired of wasting time here! My wife and kid are could be dead and it's because a bunch of fat bureaucratic bastards have to decide whether or not they've got a national emergency going on!”


“Things like that take time.”


“Don't give me that crap. The commissioner let a second September 11th fly under his radar.”


Thatcher sat down and clasped his hands together. He took a deep breath and stared down at the table. He was the picture of a harassed, broken, beaten governmental slave who probably had a lot of people counting on him to get things done and get them done fast. He was up against the great American bogeyman: the same kind of monster who piloted airplanes and liked flying them low over a metropolitan skyline. He was up against an army of Tsao's best, his prize stock: sophisticated thugs who didn't mind putting a bullet through someone's head if it meant a bigger paycheck. What disgusted Booker most about the Black Dragon Tong being the people behind the airport coup was that they were only in it for the money. They didn't have ideals, they didn't want to change the world.


They wanted money.


“Listen, Lee. Help me out. Help us out. The more intel you've got about this situation, the easier it will be for us to get those people out of the airport.”


Booker stared at him for a moment. “What do you want to know?”



“Everything.”


“I'll tell you what you want on one condition.”


“You're not getting out of that cell any sooner.”


“That's fine. I don't need that. What I need is to be somewhere in four hours, no handcuffs, no police escort, and take care of some business.”


Thatcher studied Booker. “What business?”


“If I'm not at a drop point for the Tong, one hundred people die at the airport. Including my wife and kid. I may already be too late.”


“Wait.” Thatcher shook his head and closed his eyes, palms up. “Hold on. What the hell does your Tong have to with anything?”



Booker couldn't help smirking; a cynical smile that took control of his lips - a putsch of the mouth. “Thatch, they've got everything to do with this.”


And he told him all about Tsao, the NM strain, the running, the kidnapping. He even told him about the hospital. It was easy. It was so easy to tell him about it all. It was as if titanic hands had lifted a weight off of his ribcage – bearing down on his heart – and had transferred it onto Thatcher's shoulders.


Good riddance.


Thatcher listened carefully, took notes, but remained silent. His face was impassive and emotionless – as if it had been chiseled out of a block of marble - and he didn't move. The only sound besides Booker's voice in the room was the sound Thatcher's pen made scratching across a legal pad balanced on his lap. Confessing in chorus. Booker couldn't tell if the FBI agent believed him or not, but for God's sake, he had been right about the airport. Why shouldn't they believe him now?


Booker finished talking and Thatcher looked up, replacing the pen carefully on the table. “That's quite a story.”


“The whole truth, nothing but the truth, so help me God.”


“What you're saying could kick these guys in the nuts. Hard. So are you sure?”


Booker swore a leaned forward. It was happening again. The authorities were taking the low road. They were turning down the volume on their hearing aids and looking away. It was just so much easier, apparently, to take Tsao's word over his that the mask he was wearing was actually his real face. Booker wanted to laugh suddenly. Why wouldn't he get some skepticism? The FBI though they were dealing with Muslim fanatics, for God's sake! The classic terrorist. The collective face automatically put to words like hostage and bomb and mass killing. They wanted to believe that a bunch of extremists from the other side of the world were killing people in the airport. It was a comfortable mind-set. It was familiar. 


To hell with tradition. Anyone could be a terrorist.


“Agent, I swear – ” 


“I know you swear. But what if you're wrong?”


“Why else would I be here?! I just gave up everything. My wife might be dead already and I'm still willing to help you guys. I'm right.”


A pause. And then, half to himself, Thatcher said, “Do you realize what this means? They aren't suicidal, we can root them out afterwards and convict them, and we've got their MO. We can stick these people.”


“And I just handed them to you in a fruit basket.”


Thatcher looked at him. “Okay, Lee. I'll take your word for it. But you can't go to the drop point yet. We've got an elite SWAT team waiting off site and another team of specialists from Washington flying in within a half hour. You need to give them the same intel you gave me. They're going into the airport.”


Booker nodded and felt a flicker of hope. Like a spark from a zippo lighter. It was small, but it was enough.


Thatcher rose. “Alright, Lee. Let's blow this popsicle stand.” <- Love that expression.
->        Mark walked out of the Lockheed behind Fresno, whose suit coat billowed out behind him and whipped in the nighttime air which felt cold and wet and strangely oppressive - as if a goosefeather down pillow was being shoved in his face. Panasenko walked beside him, his hands in his pockets, staring at the ground. He hadn't spoken the entire flight. His words had silenced all conversation:


Kill anyone infected.


It was last resort, yes, but it was a possibility. Four thousand people versus the entire West Coast. If they had to die, the hostages in the airport would be written up as heroes. Sacrificial lambs for the good of the public. Civilian soldiers. Speeches and movies would be made about them. Books and songs and poems would be written in their memory. Their death would be honored, yet justified. People wouldn't mind so much if the execution order was signed, because, hell, better them than me. As terrible as it sounded to Mark, he knew it was a viable option. He knew it would happen – the guillotine would drop – if worst came to worst.


The jet had landed on a strip in Long Beach, just outside LA. The terminal in the distance was small, the runway was small, everything was small. Mark stuck his hands in his pockets and leaned forward against the biting wind. Wasn't California supposed to be warm and golden? A land of milk and honey and beaches and palm trees.


He swore. Everything was so black, for God's sake!


Fresno was walking towards a trio of vans where a SWAT captain was waiting, his Kevlar helmet casting a deep, rutted shadow over his eyes and nose. He held an M16 in his hands like a scythe and his torso bulged with body armor. His entire presence screamed: I'm not afraid to put a bullet through your skull, so you'd better stay the hell away from me. Mark shook his head; he would be briefing these kind of guys. The kind of guys who worked on a split-second time docket and made choices from the seat of their pants, but based on whatever Mark told them. 


He suddenly felt overwhelmed.


He wasn't an authority. He wasn't a go-to man. He shouldn't have had a couple thousand people shoved into his hands like so many marbles. The only reason he was on the Long Beach runway that minute walking to shake a SWAT captain's hand was because of that Libyan whore. Because she decided she needed to kill some people in order to prove a point and because he had stopped her, killed her, watched her eyes roll into the back of her skull so only pink retinal veins showed. And, finally, because Romney had noticed. 


That Libyan whore.


Fresno offered his hand to the SWAT captain who took it and shook it briefly. “Good flight?”


“Short one, anyway.”


“The best kind.”


Fresno turned to Panasenko and Mark, his glasses reflecting the moonlight. “Captain Miller, I'd like you to meet Ivan Panasenko, our counterterrorism representative, and Mark Stanley, our biochemical representative. Boys, Captain Miller.”


Miller inclined his head at them both, but kept his hands on his gun, holding it protectively. Mark looked passed the captain and saw several pairs of feet dangling from the open van doors, cigarette smoke drifting out into the biting air. The calvary.


Fresno glanced at the vans. “How many men do you have here tonight?”


“Thirty-seven.”


“Against an army of eighty or ninety?”


Miller smiled. “Sir, my men are LA's elite. The best of the best of the best. I wouldn't care if there were two hundred radical bastards. We could take them all.”


“You gotta lot of chutzpah, Captain. Yeah he does. Is this the best they can do? But that's a good thing. We're going to head over to El Segundo police station and do our briefing. It's the nearest to the airport. We'll be met there by our ADIC man, Agent Thatcher, with a recently apprehended felon who apparently knows a lot about the situation.” 


Mark shivered again. It's a criminal eat criminal world out there, son. Choose your sides carefully. At least they had some more information available. Mark felt that the whole response to the airport coup was poorly dressed and had an exposed feeling to it. It was far too impromptu and ad-libbed for his taste. Maybe the felon could make their three-to-one blitzkrieg a little smoother.


A lot smoother, hopefully.


Miller shifted his M16. “Okay. Also, just so you're aware, I contacted the national guard. If we breach the terrorist's security placements, they're coming in as a rear force. Kinda to help clear out the dregs. Things'll be a lot smoother that way. We just have to open the front door.” Good. 

“Sure, sure. We can discuss this more, though, at the El Segundo station.”


The SWAT captain nodded and opened the cab door to the nearest van. Fresno stepped in – adjusting his suit coat – and closed the door. Panasenko and Mark took the cab seats of the other two vans. Sighing, Mark glanced over at the driver: a bulky, thick-necked, athletic officer who looked like he could snap Mark's neck in half like a celery stalk with a single hand. 


Snap, crunch. Eat your spinach, kids. 


The man had his gun jammed between the seats, the clip jutting out adamantly, the barrel sharp and hard looking. The swords of the twenty-first century. Is that news to anyone? Useless sentence. Big and heavy and one shot could probably take off half of his head. Like peeling an orange. He looked over at Mark, nodded, and then stuck his head out the window, watching for Miller.


Snap, crunch.


The man started the engine and the vans began moving out the parking lot, one after the other.


Little maids all in a row.


Thatcher pushed through the door and into the station conference room, leading Booker in by the elbow. He was still in handcuffs. They were still biting at his wrists, chafing, burning. Booker felt so exposed and vulnerable in them, as if someone could kill him with a flick of their wrists or a tug on a trigger, and he wouldn't be able to do anything about it. Booker frowned darkly as he surveyed the collection of thirty something SWAT team members and three men in suits sitting in fold-up chairs. 


In fact, someone already had. A sniper on the top of a department store. Bold and gritty and there. There with a gun and a disregard for any of the people around him at the time. Booker suddenly saw an image of the commissioner's face as he slumped into the door. He was shocked more than anything. Incredulous.


Where the hell did that one come from?


 The conference room was cramped. Everything seemed cramped here. The El Segundo station was the size of a small apartment complex and gave Booker an uncomfortable feeling of claustrophobia. As if the walls and the people were closing in on him, looming, circling the sky like police commissioned vultures. The feeling didn't help his head which was practically splitting in half. Indistinguishable voices –  the voices of Eva, Jin Lee, Ben – teased him from the back of his mind, drawing his subconscious up by the hair, pushing it into his face. His stomach was cramping as well. He felt irritated and angry and dull and kept shaking his head. He wanted some relief, for God's sake! He wanted to lie down somewhere cool and wet, somewhere where no one could touch him and he could hear himself think without a police officer questioning relentlessly on the other side of a desk. 


Screw the Tong.


Thatcher brought him along the wall, stopped parallel to the first row of SWAT members, and waited quietly. The SWAT team stared at him impassively with hard expressions and furrowed eyebrows. They didn't trust him, he could tell. They had convicted him before he even took the witness stand. 


Booker sighed. So much for an impartial jury.


A balding man with gray eyes and glasses, shuffled a sheaf of papers and walked in front of the crowd, clearing his throat. He glanced up at the SWAT team members, crossed his hands behind his back, and looked at his feet. 


“I'm sure I don't need to remind you of the national crisis that's evolved in your backyard in the past eight hours. Roughly three thousand civilians, not including staff, are being held hostage inside the Los Angeles airport by a terrorist cell, armed with big guns and a big bomb. A bio-toxin release mechanism which our biochemistry specialist, Agent Stanley has inferred is more than likely an obscure, foreign virus and not a genetically engineered agent that we aren't prepared to contain.”


Booker couldn't help smirking despite his headache. Wrong on two counts, old boy. Tsao's facade was a good one.


The man brought his stack of papers from behind his back and glanced at them with an iron jaw. He took off his glasses. “Look. I'm not going to mince words with you guys. You know what you're doing. You know this thing needs to be stopped. And you know that hundreds of thousands of people are counting on you. This isn't some petty, half-baked psycho with a homemade pipe bomb. This is the real deal. Several psychos with a manufactured toxin bomb and an airport full of US and international citizens with their heads on the chopping block. If you get caught, someone dies. If all of you are caught thirty-seven people are gonna die. Immediately. And then the rest of them will follow eventually if the president doesn't cave.”


The man rubbed his eyes and shook his head. The words he was speaking – words like bomb, airport, death – only made Booker's head hurt worse and his stomach churn like some miniature savage, squalling ocean. The back of his throat began to tingle and he swallowed. Hard. This wasn't a time to throw up. This was a time to look convincing, to be calm, to be calculating, to drive his point home and drive it deep. 


Why was he feeling so sick, for God's sake?


“In your hands is a photocopy of the ground floor blueprints of the airport. Marked on it is the ideal path you'll take in order to breach antagonistic security. You'll use hit-and-run tactics on the terrorists. But, for the love of Pete, be quiet. Because we don't want the entire radical militia on your tails. Snipe. Use silencers. Hide bodies. I don't care – the president doesn't care – if you use lethal force. If you see an opportunity to take a prisoner, by all means. But kill on sight if they pose a threat. With luck, the humanitarian, liberal bastards at the UN and ACLU won't catch wind of the details and  won't need to harangue us about icing a few terrorists.” I doubt they’ll mind. 

Some mechanical laughs. The man adjusted his tie.


“You'll also notice that the strike route runs under the airport, through a service tunnel, and originates at a bunker unattached to the airport. We'll enter there, neutralize opposition, clear the tunnel and emerge into Tom Bradley International. Your mission is to open a door for the national guard, locate and destroy the bio-bomb, and cap as many terrorists as you can. The specifics of the mission will be explained by Captain Miller. Also, Agent Panasenko, Stanley, and myself will be accompanying you into the airport, but remain in the service tunnel until our expertise is needed.”


Booker glanced at one of the men sitting in a fold-up chair – a kid practically, couldn't have graduated college more than a month earlier – sit up in his chair like an iron rod had been shoved up the back of shirt. He saw him swear wordlessly. Obviously, this was news. Booker didn't envy him in any case. The Tong members were ruthless. Feral. Fast. Deadly. 


We're all Dragons, my jian. We're reptiles. Exothermic. And, whether you like it or not, blood is always warmest at the throat. 


The airport was the last place Booker wanted to be.


His stomach suddenly seethed and boiled violently, his head spinning again. Booker felt the sudden urge to find a toilet bowl. Not now...



“Any questions?”


There was silence from the crowd of SWAT men. The FBI representative glanced over at Thatcher and Booker, clearing his throat. He nodded. “Our Assistant Director in Charge here for the bureau has been given some crucial intel about the airport situation by a civilian, Booker Lee.”


The handcuffs around his wrists were like strobe lights, screaming for attention; enunciating his foibles and hissing his Achilles heel. Exposing him. He could feel hundreds of eyes on him, hard and appraising. What did this street-side, west-side  parasite have to offer? What information could he possibly add? They knew what to do and for God's sake, they were going to do it fast. This guy was only stealing precious seconds, precious moments that could have been spent rescuing hostages and kicking ass. 


Get off the stage!


He suppressed a retch. A shimmering aura was dancing in and out of his vision: flashing strobe lights of his own.


Thatcher led Booker in front of the crowd by the elbow. “As you may have heard,” he began, standing carefully and massaging his jaw. “Our Police Commissioner was assassinated earlier this evening while escorting Mr. Lee off site. The target, however, being Mr. Lee here who managed to hide himself in a car and wait the shooting out until a search team to sweep the area for the sniper. <- Fix that sentence… Mr. Lee is in possession of some crippling and crucial information that could make or break the situation at the airport. Many of your assumptions are incorrect, according to Mr. Lee who's here now to relay the truth. And obviously, the truth is important enough for two men to die because of it.” Thatcher lowered his head and nodded at Booker, who glanced up at the front line of SWAT men. They stared back.


Crippling and crucial. 


Hell yes, his information was crippling. Tsao wouldn't be able to stand after this. He was essentially now a quadriplegic with a lot of criminal baggage in his closet and even more evidence under his bed. Booker took a deep breath, shoving aside the overwhelmingly sick feeling which was punching him repeatedly in the stomach. And opened his mouth.


He told them everything. Starting from the death of Jin Lee to the car chase to his arrest at the department. But he made it quick; rapid fire and submachine. His words were bullets, shattering everything the men before him had said. And he was only interrupted for clarification questions.


But the expressions of the SWAT team never changed. The only one who reacted was the biochemist behind him when he mentioned the nature of the NM toxin. 


“But we've got antibiotics for the plague. Very treatable.”


“Apparently not this kind.”


“It's impossible, then. You can't re-engineer the black plague.”


Booker shook his head. “I'm just telling you what I heard. I don't care – I don't expect – you to believe me. You're a bunch of scientists and military men, for God's sake! And you're really going to listen to me?”


“I – ”


“I only heard this. It may or may not be true.”


And then someone from the crowd. “How do you store bacteria like that? You can't compress it, can you?”


Booker felt weak and swore. “I'm only repeating what I heard.”


Thatcher gripped his arm a little tighter. Warning number one. The SWAT captain raised his hand and cleared his throat. “What would a Chinese-American mafia want to jeopardize themselves like this? The Black Dragon Tong, any Tong for that matter, is not a terrorist organization. They all fall under certain stereotypes. Nice boundaries like extortion, drug dealing, prostitution. You should know this, Lee. What is the motive?”


Booker shrugged. “Money.”


“'Profit is not always what motivates people.'”


“What?”


“It's a quote.”


His aura spiked, painted the scene in front of him on the insides of his eyelids, and he swayed forward. Booker had to blink a few times to be able to see the captain's face again, which was oddly distorted. Like a carnival street-side caricature painting... “Listen. I know these guys – ”


“Exactly. You know these guys. Why the hell are you here anyway? Geez, even I know the consequences for ratting on a fellow triad member. 'Five thunderbolts until dead' or something like that.”


“If you don't listen to me – ” Booker stopped and shook his head. He wanted to scream. He wanted to grab a sledgehammer and pound his point into every aporetic head in the room, one after another, no subtlety, no delicacy. He didn't care if he shattered a few skulls in the process. They just didn't trust him, believe him. And just because of the handcuffs? I'm handing these guys to you on a silver platter with an apple jammed between their mouths, for God's sake! Why won't you take it? The room was being obscured by the jagged, splintered light imprinted on his eyes, red now, angry.


Administrative philistines.


He felt himself falling suddenly – collapsing – his legs unable to hold him up anymore. His stomach wrenched, like two hands were wringing it out like a sponge, and he vomited stomach acids onto the floor in front of the SWAT team. His mouth burned. His cheeks burned. Shaking uncontrollably, he felt his stomach lurch again and he heaved dryly, spit coming out of his mouth in strings that clung to his lips like syrup. Thatcher had long since let go of him. He heaved again. And again, his eyes flashing strobe lights. All of his muscles seemed to have failed him and he laid there on the ground limp and spent, trembling while voices shouted and murmured from every sides. Like the sea crashing against the shore. That's where he wanted to be then. On the beach – a California beach – with Eva beside him, watching the sun set and the waves roaring. 


Instead he felt rough hands drag him to his feet and rush him out of the conference room, practically carrying him. Thatcher was screaming something, but he couldn't hear him. And, truthfully, he didn't care. 


So much for crippling and crucial.

We’re doomed. 
