The East Side drop point was a deteriorating warehouse in LA's industrial district where Jin Lee and Tsao and every other Black Dragon Tong boss before them had done heroine trades and crack deals. Thousands of pounds of illegal drugs – all in neat, white sacs that looked like spider eggs - had passed in and out of the building, into the hands of dealers and, subsequently, into the hands of customers. It was a criminal breeding ground. The police had done numerous raids on the building, but had come away each time empty handed and disappointed. The Tong leaders prided themselves in the drop point's mobility. In less than an hour, crates and snow labs could be moved, destroyed, or hidden. To an untrained eye, the warehouse was just a building.

Booker knew better.

On the outside, the warehouse looked just like another business venture gone sour. The walls were veritable canvasses for graffiti – colorful, gaudy, dissonant letters and symbols were spattered like civic blood across the cement – and chunks of plaster was missing from the siding and corners. Windows were broken, black, looming and toothy. Anything metal was rusting. An old supply truck, hemorrhaging oxidized rust stains from the roof and down the sides, it's axle resting on an oil drum, stood in the parking lot like a specter, a perfect juxtaposition of the building beside it. Two old friends, rotting amid progress.

But in the broken windows and resting in the shadows were legions of security cameras and trip beams. The minute you stepped onto the lot, the Tong members inside knew exactly who and where you were. A pen of big, ugly mastiffs – drooling desire - were inside the building as well, perpetually hungry, perpetually feral. A machine gun turret was bolted to the roof, only the serpentine eyes of it's barrel noticeable from the streets.

As Booker drove passed the building, he noticed three guards – two patrolling the perimeter discreetly, the other on the roof. Without a doubt, there would be more. Big men with big guns and the order to shoot on sight. Booker drove a block further, tense, pulled over, and killed the engine. He had to do this quickly. Killing was like a dance, a waltz. Moves had to be executed on precise beats. Cadence had to be maintained. Stopping for rest was not an option. To get into the drop point with any sort of upper hand, Booker knew he had to let the music move him. He had to lead with his gun, one foot in front of the other. Stepping forward gracefully with his left, then forward and to the right, slide, together, back. 

Dance with me.
Smiling tightly in spite of himself, Booker leaned over the passenger seat and flipped open the glove compartment. A handgun spilled out, chased by two clips. He reached down, jammed them into his pocket – the handgun in his belt – gripped the handle of the sniper case and opened the door. He stepped out quickly. Booker felt jumpy, nervous, but clearheaded all the same. His stomach was calm, his eyes were alert, his head felt ready. This was his chance to recapture Eva. This was his chance to trap Tsao in a checkmate, and for God's sake, he was going to do it right! The adrenaline flooding his blood stream was like a steroid, a stimulant. No matter what happened afterwards – arrested again or not – Booker was going get Eva and Claire out of the building alive. 

He smiled. And then he would kill Tsao. Watching him die would make things better.

It was getting easier...

Staying low, crouched, Booker ran along the opposite side of the street, relying on the darkness to hide him. The drop point came into view. He counted the guards again. Four this time. Another on the roof. Booker vaulted over a low concrete wall running along the perimeter of a paper factory across the street and knelt on the gritty, sodden ground. Moisture soaked through the knees of his slacks like blood, crawling slowly up his thigh. Flipping open the clasps on the gun case, he drew out the stock and the barrel – cold in his hands, malevolent and hostile looking – and screwed them together quickly. The scope came next. An alien feeling was creeping down his spine: a predatory feeling. He was on the other side of the gun now, the other side of the sight. It felt good, he decided...

Suddenly, he closed his eyes and shook his head. No. This wasn't how it should be. Booker didn't want to kill. He didn't want to use a sniper rifle. This was a last resort, he reminded himself. The blood lust he felt scared him. 

I'm not a monster. I'm not my father.
'Course not, hon. Who said you were?
Propping the gun by it's supports on the wall, Booker leaned into the scope, adjusting it carefully. The face of the first man came into view, hidden partially by a baseball cap. Hidden was better. He didn't want to see any expressions. 

Booker's finger played gingerly on the trigger, touching it lightly, gently. The man in the sights moved, making his way around the building. Booker exhaled heavily – heart thudding against his rib cage – centered the crosshairs on the man's head, and fired. 

The stock recoiled against his shoulder and the bullet hissed out of the barrel, a sound like an arrow leaving a bow. He heard a low grunt even from across the street as the man whipped around, falling like a sack of concrete to the ground.

Next up...

The other ground guard was rounding the far corner of the building. Booker moved the rifle slightly to the right and centered on the face again. He saw the man stop and stare at the body of his comrade slumped against the warehouse and missing half his head and then in Booker's direction. The guard's hand was reaching for the radio. 

Nothing doing, pal.
Pull the trigger. Grunt. Drop.

The radio jerked out of the man's hand and clattered to the parking lot as he fell. Above, on the warehouse roof, another face peered over the edge and caught sight of the two bodies. Swearing, Booker readjusted his gun and blindly pulled the trigger, missing the man's head and hitting his shoulder instead. The guard let out an exquisite scream and doubled over behind the roof ledge. Booker saw the second roof guard running in the other's direction. Swearing at himself, biting his lip, Booker aimed at the running guard and pulled the trigger.

The man lurched back as if a carpet had been pulled from under his feet. He swayed, stumbling, reeling, before he collided with the ledge and toppled over, limbs flailing like a rag doll's. The crunch of his body against the pavement was muffled by the screaming guard on the roof. Two more men burst out of a side door - hunched over combat rifles – and whipped around, searching for their invisible assailant. Booker smiled. He was the hunter. He was the exterminator. He was the silent, the deadly, the terrible, the monster-under-the-bed. One by one, he would pick them off. Hit and hide. But his smiled faded as his rifle hissed twice and the two guards dropped, one wounded. 

He pounded his fist on the wall.

What the hell was he doing? He was happy, for God's sake! He liked putting holes through living flesh. What would Eva think watching him now; watching him – the white knight on a crusade to rescue her – smiling like a kid on a thrill ride while he listened to grown men screaming in agony? What had he become? He wasn't a butcher. Killing and dying and hurting had never been his area of expertise; his forte. The people across the street – the neighbors – were men just like him, smiling, joking, swearing, shooting...

Booker glanced at the rifle in his hands with a different kind of respect. A fear. The gun was a drug. It altered his mind and slipped a mask over his face, hiding rationality, logic, reason. He had to remember this was not a gone-postal killing spree. The only reason he was looking through a mil-dot scope at that moment was because Eva was behind the walls in front of him with Tsao more or less holding a gun to her temple. He had to reclaim what was rightfully his, marriage certificate producible on site. 

Booker exhaled, his breath rising heavenward in wispy cotton threads, and scanned the drop point. His shoulder was smoldering. The rifle stock rested against it gently, lightly yet it still sent sharp needles of pain down his arm and into his hand. Closing his eyes and willing the pain away, Booker let his body uncoil. Relax. No one appeared outside of the building. The parking lot was silent, motionless and the bodies scattered across it cooled slowly. Booker took a breath.

Now.

Leaping over the wall, leaving the sniper rifle where it stood, Booker ran for the drop point. Across the road, through the doors. His legs pumped like pistons – up and down in rapid, controlled explosions – he drew the pistol out of his belt, and checked the clip. It was full. He avoided the puddles of yellow, jaundiced light that filtered from the street lamps, keeping to the perimeter of the property. Horns and sirens roared in the distance as his feet pounded across the parking lot for a pair of double doors.

Thirty more feet. 

There was a gunshot above him – crystalline and guttural – and he stumbled as he heard a bullet carve through the air beside his ear. The shooter fired again. And again. Booker swerved to one side and put on an extra burst of speed. Gasping, grunting, he caught sight of the wounded guard on the rooftop aiming a handgun in his direction. 

Oh no, you don't, you bastard.
Fifteen feet.

Booker grasped his own gun with both hands and fired wildly up at the man. He ducked behind the wall. Booker was sprinting the fastest he had ever, his arms whipping up beside his head like scythes, his lungs burning, his shoulder burning. He wished suddenly he could strip down, drop the gun, and run uninhibited. Gone with the wind. 

Another shot. Too near this time. As Booker felt a bullet clip his neck, he inhaled shakily and lurched forward, falling to the ground like a corpse. The doors of the warehouse were five feet away. Clutching his neck, blinking back pain, Booker crawled to his feet, threw himself against the doors and jerked them open. He dropped his bloody hand to his gun as he stepped in and shrank against the narrow walls of a corridor. The hallway was laced with the smell of bitter cigarette smoke and a single lightbulb was hanging from the ceiling, casting pale amber light and dim shadows. Everything – the walls, the desk against them, the light bulb – bled decay and dampness. Booker walked forward, squinting into the hallway's dusk, and his foot brushed against bullet shells, which tinkled harshly. 

Little alarm bells.

Gun in hand, Booker headed for the room at the end of the corridor, stepped in, and swept the it quickly with his eyes. Empty. The farthest wall of the room was dominated by a glass window which overlooked the production area of the drop point. Booker glanced through as he headed for a stairway leading to the left. A few crates and meth labs – made up of dirty, bastardized chemicals lying on open tables and distillation beakers entwining themselves into labyrinthine embraces – were scattered throughout the production area but otherwise the room was barren. Booker shook his head.

Come out, come out, wherever you are...
He climbed the staircase cautiously, his mind humming with anticipation. He heard footsteps creaking above the ceiling – pacing. Tsao knew he was coming. He had cornered his prey, the scent had been caught, and the only way out was a forty foot drop from the roof of the warehouse or through Booker. He checked the clip again compulsively. And the latter was not an option. Booker had the upper hand and planned to use it to it's full extent, negotiated over the barrel of a gun. A choice would have to be made by Tsao. To let Eva and Claire go, or kill them and keep his promise. But for God's sake, if the Tong boss even so much as gestured at Eva with a gun, Booker would have no problem grinding a 9mm against the base of his skull, pulling the trigger, and smiling as the bullet made entry and exit. Tsao knew that. And Booker knew the Tong boss. He was greedy. The Italian suits he had hand tailored by the finest outfitter in New York, Booker knew, could be compared to the man himself.

He didn't want any bloodstains. 

He wanted to live.

Booker stepped onto the first floor landing and glanced down the hall. A single door was open, sick looking yellow light pooling like urine at it's base. He edged forward, fingering the trigger guard, and imagined Tsao's expression when he pointed the pistol at his head. Shocked, angry, helpless, smug? Would he beg at Booker's feet or shake his hand? Tsao was unreadable, undecipherable, and above all, unpredictable. He was a sociopath. The boundaries and perimeters were always changing with him, fluctuating like ripples. The last thing Booker expected Tsao to do was something he had predicted. 

The uncertainty principle applied.

Booker heard the stairs creak behind him. Whipping around, pressing himself to the wall, Booker held the gun in the sound's direction. Nothing. Darkness swirled and shuddered peacefully in the stairwell, silently, motionless. Sweat was beginning to bead at Booker's hairline like a string of transparent pearls. He squinted into the stairwell a moment longer – probing, searching – and then turned his head to stare at the room.

Footsteps in the stairwell. As Booker twisted around, he saw a man sprint onto the landing and fire once, twice down the hallway in his direction. Plaster and and concrete shattered under the two bullets, sending needled shrapnel in all directions. Booker dove to the ground and shot at the shadow. The man flinched but stepped forward – another shot rang out – forcing Booker to roll to one side, scramble to his feet, and shoulder his way into one of the closed doors lining the hallway. Grunting, he threw himself against the wall and held his gun up waiting. A different set of footsteps rose from the opposite end of the corridor and Booker saw a man run in the shooter's direction, suit coat whipping behind him.

Tsao.

Booker swore, moved into the hallway and fired three times at Tsao. The Tong boss wheezed and fell forward, his leg sprawling out of position, into the arms of the shooter. The man twisted Tsao out of the way, held up his gun, and aimed at Booker. Gritting his teeth, Booker dropped to the ground, firing, and then rolled again. He scrambled to his feet, keeping low, hunched over and arciform. He screamed at the man over his sight, centered on the chest, knelt, and squeezed the trigger.

The man didn't even make a sound. He dropped his gun and spun to the right, sliding down the landing wall. Tsao lay sprawled face down on the ground, his slacks glistening in the dimness with his own blood as Booker coughed on his hands and knees, spitting. 

I'm getting to old for this...
Thirty-three and too old.
Booker stood up – shoulder burning – and walked over to Tsao. He held the gun in front of him with both hands, aimed at the back of Tsao's head. The man was completely motionless, his wheezing breath filled with phlegm; rasping like the tail of a rattlesnake. A wounded rattlesnake. Booker stepped around the Tong leader carefully. 

“Get up.”

Tsao inhaled deeply again, scratchy, the sound of music out of an old phonograph. But he stayed silent.

“Can you get up?”

“Go to hell, you bastard.”

“Your fault, Tsao. You should've seen this coming.” Booker shifted his weight to one foot and then crouched by Tsao's face. His gun was now aimed neatly between the man's eyes. Tsao stared at it impassively, the left side of his face concealed in the dimness.

“I'll ask this once. Where's Eva?”

Tsao grinned crookedly. “Where's Giacometti?”

“Who?”

“I'm guessing he's dead. Giacometti's a machine.” Tsao laughed softly, a dragging prolonged sibilating hiss. “The only way you could be here is if you pulled his plug, to put it euphemistically.”

Booker pressed the barrel of the gun – still warm - between Tsao's eyes, grinding it there. His finger danced around the trigger. “Where is Eva?”

“Where's my man?”

Swearing, Booker stood rapidly and kicked the Tong leader in the stomach. The man groaned and doubled over – curling into a fetal position, suddenly an overgrown infant beneath Booker's feet. “You bastard, Tsao! What've you done to her?”

The man writhed, clutching his stomach and wheezing a concerto. He coughed once, blood flecking his lips like crimson freckles, and swallowed hard. “Not here...”

“What?”

“They're not here.”

“Then where the hell are they?”

Tsao began laughing again; a sociopathic rattlesnake. “The airport.”

Booker dropped his gun and leaned back against the wall, eyes closed. The airport. Eva and Claire were communing with the deadly and the dissolute and men who would have no problem violating her before she died. Or as a caveat for the hostages. She was a tool. A relaxing diversion. Booker gritted his teeth as he heard frenzied grasps and grunts and groans and clenched his fists. He would disembowel any man who even looked at her with any sort of lust. 

With his bare hands.

And if NM was released into the airport, Booker knew Eva and Claire would die along with everyone else. They'd die martyrs. Innocents. They would cough blood, vomit, grow bulging red-white boils that would look like blossoming roses. And then Claire would die. And then Eva. 

Booker shook his head. The only way he was going to be able to do anything for his wife and kid was to start looking at the airport as a glass half-full. He had to have faith in the contingent of SWAT men sent in as Kevlar liberators. The David against the Goliath. But Booker suspected that David was the biggest military anomaly since square one. Things like that didn't happen anymore. He had a feeling whoever had been watching out for him – the same kid who decapitated Goliath to have the head mounted – was not going to notice Captain Miller and Dan Fresno.

Tsao coughed on the ground and Booker picked up his gun. No. The glass is half-full, remember?
Standing, Booker gripped the back of Tsao's collar and wrenched him off the ground, his gun jammed in the Tong leader's side like a thorn. The man's legs wobbled, Tsao inhaled sharply, but remained silent. Booker leaned into his ear, his own breath hot against the other's skin. Threatening.

“We're going to the airport.”

The wet tarmac runway Mark overlooked glittered in shards like a kaleidoscopic prism, blue landing lights pulsing faintly in the darkness and massive jets standing like sentries next to the sprawling building, some with umbilical cord-like connecting platforms stretching from them to airport. The apoplectic state of the runway was strange to Mark. There were no flaggers. No passengers. No fueling trucks. No luggage trains. It was completely motionless. Silent. In the distance, somewhere around the airport, he could hear the screams and roars and sirens, but here it was like some perverted God's acre.

And I've got the graveyard shift.
Mark clenched his teeth together and shifted in his Nomex coveralls and Omega armor vest, thick heavy bricks of ammunition tucked in the front. His uniform was like chain mail. Sure, it was a mobile fortress – spiked and diked – but if someone decided to toss him off the side of a bridge he would sink directly to the bottom and stay there until he had swallowed enough water to extinguish a forest fire. The gun he carried though, was surprisingly light; an MP5 with a clip that curled out like a jutting chin. Hard and unmovable. The body was sleek and sensual and when Mark fingered it, memories of the subway station and the expression on the face of that Libyan whore flooded into his mind unrestrainedly. Dams broke. A pistol was in his hand again. Blood was on his shirt. And a woman in business clothes with a head wound – bulging, clotting – was sliding down the back of a subway car, eyes upturned.

Aim. No, no, not like that. Aim with your fingers. With instinct. Eyes have nothing to do with it.
Mark shivered and propped his elbow in the grass, dew shattering across his sleeve. Thirty-seven men were sprawled across the hill he was on, overlooking the runway. They all were laying prostrate, eyes alert, searching for any signs of a guard or a terrorist, tense and poised for anything. Captain Miller notwithstanding, they were all mapping out the mission in their heads; what they would do, who they would do it with, where they would go. Each man was a detached, thinking limb of the greater whole with the Captain as their nucleus, their brain, their CPU. They were a flexible tag-team and for the thousandth time in the past hour, Mark wondered what the hell he was doing with them? He felt inadequate. Like he should be doing something, anything. Mark felt like baggage, a liability. Biochemist or not, Mark felt Fresno's guilt trip motivation slipping away as he stared out at the SWAT team. 

He sighed and fingered the shoulder strap of the pack slung around his shoulders. Fresno had been right. The equipment was pristine. They had everything available for him: from vaccines to antibiotics to antiviral medication. He practically had a cigar case of syringe needles, each like a stiletto dagger, sheathed and sharpened and an arsenal of pills were available at the bottom of the pack as well, right under a handbook list of engineered and unused antibacterial agents. Mark felt like a walking talking pharmacy, or at least like a sophisticated drug dealer, with needles for rent and Angeldust for fifty bucks an ounce.

Shoot 'em up! Shoot 'em up!
A constant stream of radio chatter was leaking through his ear; hissing static. Code names, acronyms, and numbers he didn't know swarmed through his brain like wasps and he felt a headache tapping at the back of his head. Sighing, Mark glanced over at Captain Miller who was talking quietly on his stomach to a lieutenant. The air was strung with tension, electrifying thoughts and reflexes and magnifying the smallest movement. And yet no orders had been made. It was camp out on your stomach until further notice. Mark's skin was crawling. He had to move. He had to stretch. Ten minutes sprawled on a grassy hill staring at a motionless airport was making him nervous, anxious. What if the terrorists already knew they were there? What if they were just waiting for the first helmeted head to pop up over the hill before they shattered it like a clay pigeon and then threw hand grenades at the rest? Things were so uncertain in this God-awful place. There were no textbook defined answers. There were no neat test tubes or hazmat uniforms. People weren't concerned here on the hill about chemically engineering a virus. They were concerned with how much ammunition their belt would hold and how many shots it would take to neutralize a terrorist.

A terrorist.
Mark was still trying to decide whether or not he believed Lee. The whole situation was shady. The man could have been a purposeful plant by the terrorists themselves to throw the bureau of their trail in the aftermath. And the story could have been so easily fabricated. A Tong? The Black Plague? Mark shook his head. Tongs were criminal organizations who stayed inside the neat perimeters of petty crime. A convenience store robbery was still only a convenience store robbery. Evolution to a national, federal felony was just not feasible. Things like that didn't happen in a vacuum. 

Darwin still applied to street crime.

Then again Lee had been passionate about his story and he had turned himself in after murdering several police officers. It took a certain level of good old fashioned guts to do something like that. And a dash of patriotism. 

But money could buy anyone and the best actors lived outside Hollywood. Mark bit his lip and glanced at the Captain again who was talking over the radio now. Until he got proof that stated otherwise, Lee's story was just a story. 

Captain Miller was saying in his ear, “ - maintain radio silence. I repeat, radio silence is to be maintained until further notice. In pairs, head towards the maintenance outpost, approximately fifty yards. Neutralize any opposition. Two squads, one led by myself, the other by Sandenski, once inside the terminal. Execute.”

His mind and body humming silently, muscles tensed and coiled like springs, Mark gripped his gun and glanced down the runway at the small shed. A single light burned in the window. Possibly inhabited. Mark couldn't help smiling dryly. He didn't envy anyone inside the outpost. 

Miller held up his hand, palm up and let it down. Two SWAT men sprinted for the outpost, hunched over their guns, body armor shaking gratingly. Palm up, hand down. Another pair headed for the shed. Mark felt someone crawl beside him and pop the clip out of their gun. Panasenko examined the clip, looked up at Mark, and then glanced down the runway, his jaw iron-set under his helmet. He jammed the clip back inside the gun. “You and me, Stanley. After these four go.”

Palm up. Down. Like stalking lions, the fifth pair moved down the hill.

Mark didn't answer. 

Panasenko seemed to be reading his mind. “We'll be fine, you know.”

“Like hell we will.”

“Do you really think these guys are going to put us on the front line? We're consultants. We're the behind-the-scenes.” He tapped his gun as the next pair left. “This is decoration only. Just in case.”

Miller glanced at Mark and Panasenko. Mark's coiling muscles tightened even further, spring-loaded, firing pin ready. He ran his hand lightly over the barrel of the gun as Panasenko tensed beside him. He was in the subway again, the cars were jostling and rattling, passengers were screaming, and he was holding a gun. The barrel of this one was hot. And it was trembling. A woman – her body was lithe and strong underneath her pantsuit, her eyes were dark and bottomless like exotic slabs of obsidian – was bleeding freely from a wound on her forehead, blood trickling down into those obsidian eyes like pomegranate juice. She was dead. And he had killed her. With a gun.

Miller's palm was in the air and then he brought it down.

Move.
Mark was suddenly running down the hill, Panasenko at his side, and cold air that passed by his head like water plunged at his face. He was running as fast as he could and his feet beat a rhythmic tattoo out of the pavement. Mark found himself breathing in time with those footsteps. 

He felt like he was flying. And the only things that were weighing him down was his MP5 and Nomex coveralls. 

The shed was approaching quickly. Pressed against it's walls, he saw the fourteen SWAT men waiting, guns pointed at the door. They were waiting. Completely still. The puffs of breath that rose in the cold air from their mouths even seemed subdued. Behind him, Panasenko was breathing hard and slowing down. Mark eased off of his sprint to a jog and then to a walk, crouching, oiling his way across the runway with the counterterrorism director wheezing beside him.

“Getting too old for this crap,” he whispered.

Well, I was never meant for this crap.
Mark and Panasenko came up behind the SWAT men, stopped, and effectively turned into shadowed statues. Mark glanced back over towards the hill where he saw Miller concealed in the darkness and the gun barrels of the other twenty-four men peaking over the rise like hollow eyes. He had stopped sending pairs over. Mark licked his lips, shifted nervously, and looked back at the door. A pin dropping, or a cascade of bullet shells for that matter, would have sounded like sonic boom at the moment. Mark was vaguely surprised the terrorists over in the airport hadn't heard Panasenko gasping yet. He was old and he belonged behind a desk. Just like Mark. Mark wondered what it felt like to be signing papers instead of reclaiming a hostage airport.

Different, he decided.

A bird whistle from the hill pierced the stagnant air and the SWAT man nearest to the door held up his hand, curled into a fist. And then opened it into a palm.

Drop.

A SWAT man lashed out at the door with his foot, sending it crashing open, and two other men slipped in, gun stocks pressed against their faces. Mark heard from inside,

“What the he – ”

Two shots, like canon fire, and an audible grunt. The rest of the SWAT team moved in followed by Mark and Panasenko. Over his gun sight, Mark saw a lamp swinging from the ceiling – casting shifting shadows – and a dead man slumped in the corner, one leg slung over a displaced table. Cigarette smoke coalesced in the air, blanketing the room in an acrid half-fog. One of the SWAT members forced open a bathroom door and then ducked, swearing. A single gunshot rang out from the room, punching a hole in the concrete wall behind Mark. Grunting, the SWAT man rose – twisting to the side - aimed his gun, and fired three times into the bathroom. Silence. A body fell off of the toilet bowl and onto the floor. 

The crew scanned the room.

Clear.
A SWAT man exited the shed and whistled back across the runway. Mark was staring at the corpse in the corner, his heart still punching it's way out of his chest. A rose, red – deep red – was blooming, as if the sun had risen, across the man's stomach as he sat on the ground. Mark crouched by him. He was a man, just like all of them, not Arabic but not Caucasian either. Oriental maybe. It was even possible he even had a wife or a girlfriend at home, wherever that was. Maybe he was supposed to go home that night. Maybe there was a kid waiting for him. 

Maybe not.

Mark shivered as he felt the man's pulse. He was getting too sentimental. This was war. People died in war. There was no equal rights when it boiled down to who lived and who didn't. The more muscle, the more life insurance. Mark glanced down at the man's hand where he loosely held a smoldering cigarette. Lacking of lamb's blood, the man had had one last smoke before the destroying angel passed by him.

He smirked humorlessly as he stood and glanced at the rest of the SWAT team.

Angels. Angels in body armor who couldn't fly even if they were given jet engines and wings. Too much ballast in their hands. No one could fly with a machine gun.

A soldier stepped out of the bathroom, nudging the body of the terrorist out of the way. The corpse shifted limply, jaw hanging open. “No door.”

“Nothing in the walls.”

“Under the carpet maybe?” another asked.

A pair of SWAT men from the hill stepped into the crowded shed, breathing lightly. Loose. Mark felt his own heart still beating like it was pumping a stimulant. These guys were titans, for God's sake. Well muscled, well trained models. Mark glanced down at his stomach and felt it self-consciously. Terri wanted him? The soon-to-be picture of middle-class paunch?

Obviously, attraction and love were two different things.

“Check it, then.” 

Two SWAT men stepped to the corner of the room, pried their gloved fingers under the carpet edges, counted to three and pulled up hard. There was a sound like ripping tissue as the nails holding the carpet down popped out. Dusty plywood was revealed, a second skin, feathers plucked neatly away. 

“Roll it.”

The two men began rolling the length of carpet. Their necks bulged as nails along the wall were ripped out of the floor. Mark was reminded of Roman galley slaves rowing oars for some reason; push, shove, grunt, sweat.

Ramming speed!
Five more pairs of men had appeared at the door and most of them were waiting outside. Mark saw Miller and Fresno sprint up to the silent, muted crowd; the last pair. Miller pushed past his men, frowning, and walked to Panasenko. “What the hell are they doing?”

“Looking for the service tunnel.”

“They're not carpet movers, for God's sake! Are you sure they checked everywhere else?”

Panasenko shrugged. 

Another heave. One of the soldiers slipped as his feet tried to grip the edge of an iron platform, his knees banging against the service tunnel door loudly, gong-like. The men held their breath. Bingo. Miller moved forward and bent to help his men. 

Mark stared at the door as it was slowly uncovered; quiet, reserved – just a hatch. But he was sure the box Pandora had found looked pretty harmless too. Just a box. You open it, you close it. Things go inside of it. And yet appearance was deceiving, curiosity killed the Grecian woman, and hell managed to slip out of six by four wood construction. Mark wondered what kind of demons lived under the hatch for him. Ones with balaclavas and guns and bombs, probably. Ones with violent ideals, or, if Lee's story was correct, ones who really wanted some extra cash. And who were willing to kill him for it. Miller and the two other men were grasping the handle of the hatch – now totally uncovered, iron and heavy looking. He touched his gun nervously.

Here's to you, Pandora.
The SWAT men pulled up, hand over hand, gasping like Olympic weighlifters. The door groaned open. Mark felt a light breeze exhaling up from the shaft and the SWAT team seemed to contract around the gaping hole. Miller looked up, wiping sweat from his face with the back of his hand. He whispered, “Alright. One by one. Once you're in, line the walls. When I get down there I want two lines. If you encounter any opposition, shoot on sight. No messes. No sounds, if you can help it either.” He nodded and clapped his hand on the back of the nearest soldier.

“Go.”

