He heaved again into the toilet, both of his hands gripping the bowl, sticky with his own vomit. Nothing came out. Shakily, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and coughed. His throat was sore and his head was still pounding – as if someone with a hammer and chisel was trying to split their way out. A hatching egg. Hold on there, baby, he thought. Not so fast. Another retch. His knuckles were white on the porcelain, little ivory blossoms blooming.

So the jury was out. They could either take his information at face value or doubt it and suffer a harder blow than they would by forcing their way into the situation now, assuming that it was the great American bogeyman behind those gas masks instead of Tong members in a totally different environment. From an open street-paved battle ground to a linoleum tiled Armageddon. The SWAT team had to realize the mentality of the Tong members was completely the opposite of a suicide bomber or some idealistically drunk radical. They didn't want to die. They didn't want seventy-two virgins once they were in the presence of Allah. They were going to fight like hell to stay alive and take as many enemies down as they could with them. This strikes me as contrary to the whole “they don’t want to die” bit. Perhaps they would be more susceptible to surrender? This argument could be put better.  This was no quixotic binge here that the Tong members were on. They wanted money and they wanted it as soon as possible with as few casualties as possible. The ten Iranian prisoners they wanted released were just dead-ends, meaningless hot waffle meant to throw tacticians off kilter.

He retched again into the toilet, spit dripping in gobs from his lips.

Either way, the SWAT team was going to be hard-pressed to make any headway in the airport. The Tong members weren't some hodge-podge potpourri of terrorists in it for the money; wait a second, we’ve just been talking about terrorists not in it for the money. In fact, terrorists are rarely ever in it for the money. they were trained assassins. Rigidly trained. Like a Russian ballerina, what?! Never heard that one before. except with M16s and grenade belts. Booker feared that the SWAT men painfully under prepared, their plans thrown together at the last minute and meant to antagonize a much less intelligent terrorist cell. Tsao and the Tong knew what they were doing. They had been privately trained, for God's sake. You just didn't become Black Dragon elite overnight.

Booker relaxed and – kneeling on the ground – leaned against the stall partition. He massaged his wrists and thought about the SWAT man who had carried him from the conference room, waiting outside the bathroom door with his handcuffs. Once he was done throwing up his stomach he was to be returned to the handcuffs and returned to Agent Thatcher, no progress made. He thought suddenly of Eva at the drop point. Was she still alive? Had the sniper contacted Tsao yet? Hell, he wanted to see the glass more than half-empty. But some nagging intuition told him he was too late.

No. Not too late. She's alive, Claire's alive. Don't think like that!
He heard the bathroom door open and footsteps heading over to the urinals. He didn't bother to look around. It wasn't a SWAT man: the footsteps were too light, dress-shoes instead of combat boots. He wondered when they would want him back. He suddenly didn't want to leave the bathroom. Because there was something oddly comforting about the sterilized whiteness, the clean porcelain, the writing on the stall walls. He smirked. The expression felt strange on his face, stretching it, tightening it. 

Behind him, the person in the room was turning all the sink heads on at once. The result was a semi-deafening roar that echoed around the tiled walls. What the hell? He thought, turning around.

Someone, something, hit him in the face. Hard.

His head whipped around and rammed against the stall partition, shards of light erupting behind his eyes and he collapsed on the ground. He felt a foot kick him once, twice, three times in the stomach which was writhing again – by those same soft-soled dress shoes – and he vomited, a pathetically helpless sound. He tried to yell for help, but nothing came out. Something was around his neck now, biting, strong, wiry.

A garotte.

Someone was trying to kill him, for God's sake!

The killer dragged him to his knees, to his feet, until his back arched as he struggled to pry his fingers under the wire, scraping at his neck. His skin and fingernails began to peel off. His eyes bulged frantically and he felt the killer's breath on the back of his head, hard and rough. Determined. The edges of his eyes went white, the burning aura back. Booker gasped. He struggled for air.

Do something!

Fingers bleeding, he rammed the killer's gut with both his elbows. As expected, the man only flinched and dilated the garotte wire tighter around his neck. Gasping, sucking air frantically, searching for it, Booker reached behind his head and punched the killer's face repeatedly. Knuckle on bone. He hit him in the ear, the nose, the eyes. The killer pulled tighter.

I'm gonna die.
Grasping large tufts of the man's hair, he yanked down and smashed the man's head into his own. An intake of breath. The wire loosened. Cold air poured into his lungs as if someone had shoved liquid nitrogen down his throat, burning caustically, smoldering like dry ice in water. Booker slipped his fingers under the wire and pulled down hard, spinning around to club the killer in the head. The man grunted and fell against a sink. His hands slipped into the running water. He was young, Booker saw – no more than thirty – and his black eyes blazed with heartless intent. One of Tsao's.
He flipped open a switchblade and moved towards Booker, blood trickling down his mouth, set and granite. No more than a knife wound below his nose. Jump, lunge, stab. Booker dodged as the man dove at him with the blade. He was on the streets again, wordless gang members standing in a stadium half-circle, watching Meth-stoned gladiators swinging at each other in alleyway Colosseums. It was a fight to the death. And broken bottles, chains, and knives always ended up making the most profound arguments. 

Booker found himself weaponless. 

Grimacing, he brought his arm down on the killer's knife hand as he stabbed again, knocking it away by centimeters. The man spun around in return, kicked him in the back, and sent him into the mirror. It cracked as his head rammed into it. His reflection splintered. Ducking, whipping back to face the assassin, Booker caught him around the midriff and drove him into the urinals. 

Care to dance?

He thrust his shoulder upwards into the man's chin, snatched his knife hand, and hit it repeatedly against the automatic flusher. The knife clattered to the floor and Booker momentarily loosened his grip on the other's wrist.

A Mistake.

Soundlessly, the killer delivered a heavy left-hook to the side of Booker's head, sending him back to the floor. His lungs rattled as he sucked in a breath and the room went white-hot, searing. The contrast intensified like a bad photograph and he glimpsed the killer diving for his knife.

The bastard, Booker thought, and, ears ringing, blood pouring over his left eye like a sheet of rain, he tackled the other man again. They both collided into the door of one of the stalls, Booker's chin and nose banging into the hinge. The tingling aura around his eyes, white like frost on a window pane, flashed and turned red. His body screamed and he had to bite his lip to keep from sobbing. The left side of his head was pulsing, pain bayoneting through his jaw like a hot poker.

The killer was squirming beneath him.

Blindly, yelling out loud, Booker straddled the man with all the strength left in him and began punching his face with one hand, holding his head down by the hair with the other. He felt his knuckles splitting open and the man's visage pulping beneath his grip – his nose and cheekbones a bloody mass. Booker felt hot tears sliding down the bridge of his nose and into his mouth.

Let 'em fall. 

The killer took the beating without a word. His mouth hung open slackly, his eyes stared up at Booker, probing him, staring. He suddenly had the irrepressible urge to drive a nail into each of those eyes, close them, shut them. Silence them. They screamed at him. 

Water began cascading out of the sinks behind him and onto the floor. Booker hit the man once more and then sagged against the wall, crying. He felt weak and out of place. What the hell had just happened? He had practically beaten a man's intestines out of stomach, up his throat, and through his mouth, that's what. 

The water fell, the tears fell...

The killer was suddenly on his feet, pushing Booker away violently. The knife was in his hands – his face a grotesque Halloween mask – and he lurched forward. Grunting, Booker tried to scramble out of the way, but the knife plunged to the hilt into his shoulder. He screamed. It was the same god-awful shoulder Mao had stabbed! Swearing, bellowing, his eyes bulging out of their sockets, Booker snatched the man's wrist with both his hands and twisted – wringing it like a towel. It snapped and fell limp. Booker wrenched the knife from his shoulder, kneed the man, and stabbed him in the stomach. Shocked, the killer looked down at the knife and then up at Booker. Booker snarled, removed the knife, and stabbed him again in the chest. And again. And again. 

The killer gurgled and fell to the floor. Blood flecked his lips.

Head reeling, Booker knelt, shoved the man's limp arms out of the way and began burrowing through his jacket, through his pockets. He had to get out. He had to get away from the police station. He didn't care what he had to do, who he had to kill, Booker was going run and run and run. Forever. He had to get the hell away. 

Screw the terrorists.

Screw Thatcher.

The frantic feeling that Booker felt coursed through his veins like his own blood, pounding at the inside of his head. It seized him in the chest – a corybantic coronary – and traveled up his arm to his shoulder, inflaming it. He squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them again.

Hell, his shoulder hurt.

Booker found the man's keys in his pants pocket, trying to ignore the killer's fingers as they twitched and scrabbled weakly at his arms. He closed his hand around the ring of keys tightly, bolted for the door, flung it open, and bowled into the hallway outside the bathroom. He looked around wildly for the SWAT man who had been guarding the door and saw him propped against the wall, his neck exposed and bloody. Eyes upturned towards heaven. 

Into thy hands, I commend this soul...
Booker ignored him and broke into a flat run down the hall and into the reception area. He shoved people aside, screaming, his face twisted and bloody – everything about him was bloody – and shouldered his way through the revolving doors and into the parking lot. Cold, fresh air, baptized by rain, hit him full in the face. He heard officers shouting in the station behind him.

Lee! Lee! He's gone! He's escaped!
Booker flipped the keys in his hands and located the car remote. He mashed his finger down on the “panic” button – the blinkers on a black Corvette lit up nearby and the car alarm screeched – and he sprinted for the assassin's car. Four police officer erupted from the station, dropped to their knees, and opened fire on him without warning. He dove between the Corvette and a squad car, bullets screaming by his head, and landed on the wet and gritty pavement. Layers of skin on his palms were skimmed off and the knees of his pant tore. But he didn't care. Beware the stormtrooper effect…
Eva!
Shoot them! Shoot them all!
Run, my jian. Run.
Crawling, Booker opened the door to the Corvette and lurched in, hunched over. The bullets shattered the right window, but were soundless under the wailing car alarm. Booker's head thudded dully as he jammed all the keys successively into the transmission until the all-American, fine-tuned responsive engine purred to life and, stepping on the clutch, he shoved the stick into the reverse and spun the car out of the parking space. He kept his face parallel to the steering wheel as the officers began running at him, shooting recklessly at the moving car.

Not gonna get me, coppers.
Laughing uncontrollably – and, strangely, crying at the same time – ground his foot onto the gas pedal, soared out of the El Segundo station and onto the road.

--

Mark was at a loss for words. 

He was going into the airport? Deep into a den of armed terrorists with months and years of comprehensive training under their grenade belts? He'd only been in the FBI academy for two weeks, for God's sake! He had only killed one Libyan whore! <- Getting old. That didn't automatically give him the ability – the right, even – to grab an M16 and join a SWAT team on a kill-the-radical sortie. He had to draw the line somewhere. Mark was not going with Fresno, no matter what he did, no matter what he threatened. If anything, Mark was going to be a liability. The only weapon he had ever trained with was a handgun, the only experience he had had been an accident in a subway. People like Romney, Fresno, and Panasenko suddenly made him sick. They had issued a draft and opened a recruiting office under his feet with no doors, no windows, no exit. Things were happening so fast. For someone reason, deity had decided to nudge him onto a freeway where everyone was going a hundred miles an hour and all exits led to the airport.

Are you in, or are you out?
Out, you bastards! What did you think?
Mark saw Dan Fresno walking up to him, his hands in his pockets, eyes on the ground. The SWAT team was exiting the conference room like prisoners to a chopping block. They knew what was coming. They weren't stupid. Despite leadership's attempt to make the situation seem half-full, the men were fully aware that the airport was a death trap. 

And yet, for some reason, they continued to walk for the conference room doors, through the station, and into the vans.

Duty. Honor. Obligation.

Mark shook his head. Whatever had happened to good old survival of those who ran-away-to-tell-the-tale-another day? The survival of the smartest. Since when did Captain Miller and governmental brass get to decide where and when a man died?

The question answered itself. Since the beginning of time.

Fresno looked up at Mark, the surface of his glasses gleaming like oil-spill puddles; twisted, kaleidoscopic blotches. “Your gear is waiting in the van.”

“With all due respect, sir, I'm not going with you.”

Fresno looked back at the ground. “I was afraid of that.”

“For the love of God, Fresno! Can't you see I'm not meant for this kind of work? I went to college. I got a masters degree. I got a girlfriend. A fiancée. I don't have any training, I don't know anything about bomb disposal, and I can only give you theoretical answers and help you with vaccines. You don't need me.”                                                                                            

“I refuse to go.” Needs to be clearer that Mark is saying this. 
“What about a raise. Ten, twenty percent?”

“As the good captain said, profit is not always what motivates people.”

“So you get a raise and a permanent directorial position of the biochemistry division in the bureau.”

Mark shook his head. “Sir. You really don't need me.”

“You can't say that Stanley. I'm organizing this mission. We need a biochemical authority on the team. You will get supplies. The finest collection of antibiotics, vaccines, and field equipment we have available. We need someone with your knowledge of bacterial agents and toxins. If those bastards in that airport really have a bio-bomb the country is screwed, because, hell, let's face it, we've never been presented with something like this. This could very rapidly become nationwide. This is a forest fire, for God's sake. And you can bet your sorry, gutless ass, I'm not going to stand by – you shouldn't stand by – and let this happen. In that airport, we need to be prepared for every eventuality. We need to be able to catch what they throw at us and toss it right back. Whether you like it or not, we need a biochemist. And we need one now.”

Mark sighed, closed his eyes, and ran his hand through his hair. Images of screaming mothers, dead fathers, and torn children suddenly flushed into his mind. Pictures of dark men with gas masks and machine guns. Shadows of a second September eleventh. I’d rather you avoided boxing yourself in to a certain time. He didn't want to do this. He didn't want to be anywhere near the airport. 

So how had he been put into this position? Saying no to Fresno would be like slapping every person held hostage in the face successively, right down the line, and spitting in their faces. It would be like crossing the line, donning a gas mask of his own, and joining the ranks of the very people Fresno was asking him to fight. The terrorists. He wasn't a traitor. He wasn't a Benedict Arnold, but he sure as hell wasn't a Daniel either. In the lion's den he would be devoured immediately, no questions asked.

Served on rye with a little salt, thanks.
The ethics of the whole situation made his head spin. What kind of a man was he? Die another day, or die today saving thousands of people, whether he had any real purpose or not. Indulging in patriotic ideals, he decided, was like smoking cocaine. It feels good for the time being, but quickly goes down hill.

Dulce et Decorum est Pro patria mori. I love it. Wilred Owen called it a lie though. Perhaps this should pop up later except the last stanza of the poem: “My friend you would not tell with such high zest…”
It is sweet and right to die for your country.
And what would he tell Terri? 

Sorry, babe, but I've been drafted. Yeah, so don't be too upset if I come home in a body bag tomorrow. She would be furious. And she would have every right to be. Her husband-to-be was playing the hero, for God's sake! Mix a bunch of hedonistic men and big guns together and you got a cocktail of high level testosterone and low level foresight. Mark had a pretty good feeling he would be shot. Maybe once. Maybe twice. There was always a chance he would live. Always a chance that the SWAT team would pull of the counterattack and send him home unscathed. 

But, unfortunately the chances were equally distributed. 

Mark swore inwardly. Let the dying be done by men who were trained for it! Let the heroes be those who wanted that title. Mark wanted to shove this god-awful greatness back into the hands the thrust it upon him. Was it too much to ask to be left alone?

Dulce et decorum...
Fresno glanced at the conference room doors. The SWAT team was gone. “You've got thirty seconds, Stanley. I can't force you to do this, but let's put it this way; if you really like your job, you'll stay on the team.”

Mark looked at his hands. In an hour, the same pair of hands would be holding an M16. He wondered vaguely if it hurt to be shot. He wondered if adrenaline and shock would stem off the pain like a tourniquet. Breaks skin, burrows deep, shatters bone, exits. He glanced at Fresno. Not too bad. A bullet probably only hurt as much as you let it, as much as you couldn't concentrate on something else.

“Fifteen seconds.”

Mark sighed. “I'm in.”

Grinning, nodding, Fresno clapped Mark on the back and slid an arm over his shoulder. “Good to hear it. Geez, you had me worried there a second. And you know, I'm just as scared as you are ,so don't give those bastard terrorists a second thought.” He and Mark began walking for the doors. To the vans. Mark decided he wouldn't be calling Terri. He'd let her live another day knowing her fiancée was still alive and kicking, let her assume he was playing the hero from a safe distance, at least two blocks away, behind a couple layers of steel and Sheetrock, surrounded by banks of computers instead of a team of thirty seven SWAT men. In her mind, Mark was in his car seat of good reason and sense with the safety belt securely fastened.

Beside him, Fresno plucked a cigarette from his pocket and placed it between his lips. He smiled. “Let's suit up.” Has nobody noticed that one SWAT guy is dead and the criminal is gone? Or will thins come later?
--

Booker gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles; coagulating blood smearing them like inflamed dimples. He was shaking. He had to grit his teeth and press his thighs tightly together to keep from trembling uncontrollably. The effect of the fight was pulsing under every inch of his skin, throbbing, blocking out any pain, boosting his senses. He wanted to scream. He wanted some way to vent. Booker felt like a bottle of seltzer water someone had decided to play catch with and, for the love of God, he was going to erupt soon if he didn't get a chance to be alone! To be quiet. To sit and think. The realization that he was on the run and that the police were his predators again kept hitting him in the stomach; as if the killer was sitting under the wheel well with a pair of brass knuckles instead of sitting dead in the bathroom, lukewarm blood mixing with water from the sinks. 

He was back in the Serengeti of downtown LA. 

His throat felt like someone had stuffed it with cotton balls. He couldn't go on like this. He couldn't keep running. As he fought through traffic, checking the rearview every five seconds for any sign of a suspicious squad car, he thought about the phone conversation with Ben the night before he drove Eva to the hospital. They had laughed. They had joked. Where the hell had his sense of humor gone? He desperately wanted to be sitting on the apartment veranda with Ben, beer in hand, watching Los Angles simmer in it's evanescent layer of carcinogens and factory pollution. He wanted to smile...

The traffic going north was uncharacteristically heavy, but Booker guessed it was because the airport was nearby. A flood of news vans and fire trucks, ambulances and police cars broke against him in waves, their headlights illuminating the road ahead like miniature suns. The airport had suddenly become some sort of perverse Mecca. Family members, friends, spouses, he knew, where gathering behind police lines and clamoring to get in, to know what was going on, to make a demonstration. In the darkness, Booker saw a man on a bicycle weaving through parked cars with a sign over his back, his long hair fluttering behind him from under a baseball cap.

Repent you bastards. Now look what you've done.
Now look what you've done.

Booker turned onto a side road and glanced at the seat beside him. A long sniper gun case was propped against it, looking deceptively innocent and quiet. Booker wondered what kind of people the assassin had killed with the gun inside the case. Rich people, poor people, influential people, insignificant people. All enemies of the Tong, no doubt. He shook his head as an image of his own face nestled between a pair of cross hairs popped into his mind. He imagined the killer posted at the top of a department store, leaning against a gritty, feces stained ledge, head positioned at an angle – the angle a lover would assume when kissing – lips brushing against the stock. Eye pressed against the scope, watching a police commissioner load the target into a squad car. One shot. The gun recoils against his shoulder. Hit. Two shots. Recoil. Hit. The commissioner and police officer fall back, clutching their chests. The target is in the car, behind the seat. Reposition. Three shots. Recoil. 

Miss.

Booker closed his eyes and sighed deeply. Tsao wanted him dead badly. The killer had been a professional; not a small-time affiliate with inferior equipment and entry-level skills. He had known what he was doing. Emotionless, aggressive, silent. It was do or die, in and out. Retreat was not an option. Negotiation was not an option. It was human-versus-human, suburban-style survival of the fittest. 

So why wasn't he dead?

Booker rotated his shoulder, checked the mirror, and scratched some caking blood from the side of his face. It would only be a matter of minutes for every squad car in the area to be on the lookout for a black corvette; it wasn't as if his choice of transportation was discreet. Common sense dictated he ditch the car and grab something a little less noticeable. He needed to blend, to meld. At the moment he had 'catch me' painted all over the sides of the car in bright red. 

He needed to get to the drop point.

He checked his watch. It had been twenty-three hours since since Tsao had kidnapped Eva. The deadline was twenty-four. That meant he didn't have time to pirate a new car. Within a half-hour a bunch of aggregated uniformed bastards would be hunting for him, bloodhounds out, sniffing pavement, sentries posted. He was the individual against the whole. And what's more, he had just killed another man and left him dead in a public bathroom.

Another tally mark for the gentleman in the Corvette.
His stomach squirmed.

Breathing heavily, thickly, Booker turned onto a highway and headed for the East Side drop point. New roles had to be assumed now. Booker sure as hell wasn't going to stand by and become Tsao's victim again. When he got to the drop point, he would go in guns blazing or not go in at all. He would become the hunter. He would become the Orion. He was tired, he was angry, he had just escaped a second assassination attempt, and people were going to start playing by his rules. Booker was through with being the fugitive, the refugee.

Booker glanced at the gun in the passenger seat.

Me and you, baby. We're gonna turn this town upside down.
Tsao would watch his kingdom burn, playing a violin, Booker's gun to his head.

Good chapters, the fight scene in this chapter felt much better than the other ones, partially because it really took a toll on Booker. And once again we see his rash and impulsive side take over. But this time, you really have the idea that things are going to work for him. I’m worried about what will happen to Eva, on one hand you could have her survive, but I’m not sure that would be really plausible enough. Careful how you handle that.
