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LOW-RENT SUICIDE
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Tak can’t answer the phone because the noose is too tight.


Given that he’s currently standing on a rickety wooden chair with a length of rope knotted firmly around his neck, the phone should be the least of his concerns. And in truth, he’s more worried about the Miles Davis song warbling from a battered tape deck on the floor. Tak had been pondering his suicide for a couple of weeks now, and he eventually concluded that dangling from a rope while Kind of Blue played in the background was about the best ending a man could hope for. But the moment he slipped the noose around his neck and tightened the knot, the phone had sprung to life with an incessant clang. And now, after four excruciating minutes, it’s all he can hear.


You should have stuck with the original plan, dude, he thinks. Fancy hotels don’t have phones like this.


Said original plan had been to save up money until he could afford a snazzy room somewhere in midtown Manhattan. Then he was going to order a bottle of Scotch, drink it from a fine crystal snifter, and fade to black while Miles played on a million-dollar stereo system with surround sound and a subwoofer. This plan had the added bonus of a Wall Street one-percenter walking into the room and finding a scrawny Japanese guy dangling from the chandelier—a vision that struck Tak as hilarious even though he wouldn’t be around to enjoy it. But eleven months of unemployment and serious drinking had all but eliminated that possibility. He’d only been able to afford his current room after selling his shoes for seventeen dollars, which left a pair of jeans, a fifth of cheap whiskey, and a T-shirt with a picture of Donkey Kong smoking a joint as his only worldly possessions.


Ring.


Ring.


“No,” mutters Tak. “No, no, no. You’re not answering that. You’re up here now, and you’re going to step off the chair and finish this before your buzz wears off. Ready? Okay! Do it! Do it, do it, do it!”


But Tak doesn’t do it. Instead, he stands on his tiptoes, listens to the chair squeak against the top of the old wooden dresser on which it’s perched, and thinks about the person on the other end of the phone. And the more he thinks, the more he wonders if it might be a certain young woman with curly black hair. It’s a totally impossible idea, but now that it’s crawled into his brain, he finds it hard to shake.


What if it’s true? I mean, what if she had a dream or a vision or something, and she knows you’re here?


Ring.


Ring.


Okay, now you’re being a pussy. Just jump off the chair and be done with it already.


Ring ring ring ring ring ring ring ring ring ring ring...


Fine. Goddammit, just... fine. I’ll answer the thing.


But this is going to be difficult. The noose is tied with a complicated knot, and his precarious chair-and-dresser combination won’t take kindly to sudden movements. Tak ponders his situation for what seems an eternity as the furniture groans, and the phone continues to scream. Finally, he grabs the rope with both hands and lifts himself up and off the chair. After a few moments of dangling in space like a mobile, he manages to wrap one leg around a rusty overhead pipe and take the strain off his quaking arms. Once the leg is secure, Tak releases one hand from the rope and feels for the knife on his belt. At the same time, he quickly formulates a new plan: pick up the phone, see who it is, then unplug the damn thing and use a bedsheet to finish what he started. Quick, easy, done. Assuming, of course, that he can sever the rope without slipping free and snapping his own neck in the process.


He stops fumbling for the knife long enough to grab the rope again, then throws his other leg around the pipe for added support. After a brief rest and a few deep breaths, he drops his hand, snags the tool on the first try, then brings it to his mouth and opens it with his teeth. Soon Tak is sawing away at the rope, muttering profanities under his breath as he works.


The knife is sharp, and within seconds the rope falls limply to his side and dangles like a macabre necklace. He tosses the knife over to the bed and moves to grab the pipe, but his quaking legs and slippery hands have other plans. At the exact moment when he attempts to transfer his weight from one set of limbs to the other, both finally lose what little strength they have left and send him crashing to the chair below.


The chair shatters into splinters upon impact, causing Tak to slam into the dresser on which it was perched. But where the chair was old and poorly made, the dresser is constructed of good, strong oak; he actually ricochets about a foot into the air when he strikes it. Before he can even come to grips with what the hell is happening, he smashes back down into the corner of the dresser, flies through space for another terrifying second, and finally comes to a halt against the brown shag carpet below.


Brilliant spots of light flash across his vision. His brain senses a chance to slip into unconsciousness and perhaps repair some of the damage, but the carpet, befouled beyond imagining from years of negligent cleaning, is acting as the world’s strongest smelling salt. Tak recognizes several unpleasant elements—blood, semen, more blood, bleach, mold, taco meat, even more blood—before he finally has enough and pulls himself to a sitting position.


The phone is still ringing. Tak runs his hands across his scrawny frame and through his spiky black hair, realizes that nothing is terribly out of order, and slowly pulls himself to his feet. After sneezing out whatever filth he inhaled from the carpet, he limps over to the ancient phone and picks up the handset.


“Sam?” he says.


“Mr. O’Leary?” replies the voice. It’s female, with a slight accent. British, maybe.


Tak stares at the phone. “Is this the front desk?”


“Is this Mr. Takahiro O’Leary?”


“Christ on a crutch. Are you selling something?”


“I need two minutes, Mr. O’Leary. If you are unmoved by what I have to say, you can then go back to killing yourself or whatever you like.”


Tak pulls the phone away from his head and stares at it for a good long time. Curling his mouth into a confused grimace, he somehow tears his eyes away from the handset and spares a glance around the room. The windows are shut and covered. The door is locked. “Wait a second,” he says. “Wait, how the hell—”


“It’s a very long story, Mr. O’Leary, and I am now down to about a minute and a half. May I continue?”


“Uh... Yeah, sure. Okay.”


“We have a proposition for you.”


“Who’s we? Who are you?”


“I speak on behalf of a small consortium of international businessmen and scientists. It’s not a group you’ve ever heard of, I assure you.”


Tak drops the phone on the bed, wipes the sweat from his eyes, and picks it back up. “Sounds boring.”


“Yes, much of it is,” says the voice. “For you, however, it represents an extraordinary opportunity to rediscover your greatest passion.”


Tak starts to form an image of the woman on the other end of the line. Red hair. You’ve got long red hair that cascades down your back in curly waves. Dark librarian glasses, the kind that slip down the bridge of your nose when you’re engrossed in something. You like jazz and reading and learning about new things. And you’re really into geeky Japanese-American guys who’ve hit rock bottom.


A tap tap tap sound begins to staccato out from the other end of the line; Tak is pretty sure the voice’s owner is clicking a ballpoint pen. He finds this incredibly sexy for reasons he can’t begin to explain.


“Mr. O’Leary?” asks the voice.


“I’m here,” he says, even though that’s only about half-true.


“Mr. O’Leary, our contacts claim that by the age of fourteen you were proficient in cave exploration, deep-sea diving, and wilderness survival. You celebrated your high-school graduation by spending a month alone in the rain forests of New Guinea. You then hosted a Japanese television show where you would travel to the harshest environments on Earth with only a knife and a television camera. Is this correct?”


“Yeah, that’s right.”


“You are, then, in a word, unique. And our foundation needs someone with your unique skills and training. Someone who has spent their life exploring the unknown. Someone who has no fear, who can deal with the unexpected, and who can be trusted to keep all that they see in the strictest of confidence. In short, we need you.”


Tak’s eyes begin to roll. “Okay, I see. Got it. Your rich friends want to see Everest, right? Maybe spend the night in the Amazon? Take some pictures, show ’em at the board meeting, make the other suits jealous? Listen, I don’t do guide work anymore. Go find someone else.”


“Mr. O’Leary,” she says as the pen clicks faster, “there are no guides for where we want to go.”


“There’s a guide for everywhere.”


“We don’t need a guide, Mr. O’Leary. We need an explorer. Our group has discovered something amazing, an entirely new world never before seen. It is unmapped, uncharted, and very, very dangerous. We need someone to lead a team so we understand what we have on our hands. And we want you to be that man.”


Tak laughs, sending the still-attached noose swinging back and forth. “Bullshit. There are no unexplored worlds anymore. I can go on the Internet and see pictures, satellite images, whatever I want. Hell, we mapped the fucking seafloor years ago.”


“You haven’t seen this.”


“I’ve seen everything. Why do you think I’m checking out? There’s nothing left.”


“You haven’t seen this,” insists the voice. “I promise you.”


“What are you talking? Ocean?”


“No.”


“Space?”


“No.”


“Because I’m not getting into some tin can just so you can fire me into orbit for a few days.”


“It’s not space, Mr. O’Leary.”


“...So what is it?”


“Can I take it from your response that you are interested?”


Tak shifts on his feet and looks around his suicide studio. The sun has gone behind a cloud, leaving everything clothed in a dusty grey film. The shattered chair lies in splinters on the floor, while the dresser leans slightly more to the side than it did when he rented the room less than thirty minutes ago. At that moment, he understands how the furniture feels. Once, he too had been vibrant and new and alive, but he’d slowly spent the previous years stripping the joy from his life; now he was just rolling around like the last drops of beer in the bottle.


“Yeah, okay,” he says at last. “I’m interested.”


“There is a car outside that will take you to the airport. We have a first-class ticket waiting for you.”


“Um, yeah. About that? The cops have my passport. I kinda got arrested a couple of days ago, and I didn’t bother—”


“Your paperwork is in the car, along with fifty thousand US dollars. This money is yours to do with as you see fit. Good-bye.”


“Wait! Wait!” Tak waves his free hand in front of his face and practically screams into the phone. “Hold on!”


“Yes?” she responds dully.


“What’s your name?”


“...Judith.”


“Are you going to be there? I mean, are you going to be wherever I’m going?”


“I will meet you when you land, yes.”


“You wanna have dinner?”


“With you?”


“Well... yeah. With me.”


“We’ll see.”


The phone goes dead. Tak slowly places it back in the cradle, then reaches up and slips the noose over his head like a necktie at the end of a long day. Tossing the rope into the corner of the room, he pops Miles out of the player, slips him into his pocket, and walks out the door.


* * *


It will be four years before he sees the real New York again.
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“You seem distracted today,” says the psychiatrist.


Samira doesn’t respond, partially because she hasn’t spoken to anyone in almost three weeks and feels out of practice, but mostly because she is distracted. A bit of black goo is stuck under her middle fingernail, and all of her attention is currently focused on removing it by whatever means necessary. It’s probably harmless—a dab of engine oil, or some loose subway grime—but she wants it gone. Ever since she came back from the big desert, Samira had been obsessed with keeping herself clean. Over there, you were never completely clean. Sand. Grease. Small chunks of your friends. Something was always landing on you.


“Samira? Are you all right?” She glances up nervously.


“Yeah! Yeah, I’m fine. I’m just... I’m not into this right now. Sorry.”


There is another long silence. The doctor—a squishy, serious man named Carrington—jots down a note on his ragged wooden clipboard. Whenever he shifts his not-inconsiderable bulk, the worn office chair on which he rests makes an off-tone squeaking sound. Samira flinches each time this happens. If Carrington notices the flinching, he doesn’t say anything. Instead, he continues to make small little notes and stare at his patient, occasionally smiling beneath a bushy grey mustache.


The squeaky chair fits with the rest of the office: a drab, windowless room with off-white tile and walls covered in eggshell sound baffling. Light is provided by a flickering fluorescent tube that gives everything a vaguely washed-out quality. When people heard that Samira was visiting a psychiatrist, they formed images of her lying on a velvet couch in a room filled with important hardback books and a fireplace. Clearly, none of them had spent any time in a VA hospital.


Dr. Carrington clears his throat. Samira jumps, then begins frantically cracking her knuckles, moving from finger to finger with a practiced, unconscious grace. A clock ticks softly from Carrington’s desk, muffled under a pile of paperwork like the beating heart of a boarder in a Poe story. Samira briefly considers getting up and walking out of the room but then rejects the thought. Leaving the session will cause more questions to be asked, more tests to be run, more suspicious glances to be thrown her way. And really, Carrington is all right as shrinks go. At least he doesn’t make her talk about the war all the time.


She adjusts her bony ass against the hard blue plastic of her chair and tries to think of something to say. “It’s... It’s been a bad week. I’m not sleeping again. One, two hours a night, maybe. The only way I can sleep now is if it’s really noisy. I tried turning on the TV, but it’s not the right kind of noise. It’s too random.”


Dr. Carrington leans forward, curious. “What do you mean?”


“Well, you get ten minutes of jangle, like a sitcom, then three minutes of loud ads, then ten more minutes of the jangle. That doesn’t work. It reminds me.”


“It reminds you of what?”


“Of listening to people die.”


That seems to interest Carrington. “I thought you were sleeping well,” he says. “The last time we talked—which, granted, was almost three weeks ago—you told me that you’d found a way to sleep.”


Samira smiles weakly and runs one hand through her curly black hair. It’s been washed twice already today; rays of light practically engage in fistfights to see who gets to shine off it. “I was sleeping on the subway.”


“Oh?”


“Yeah. Yeah, the subway is a good noise. It’s predicable. Especially at night. You get the clacking, and you get that screech when a train pulls into a station. You ever listen to the way a door opens on a subway? Whoosh. Whoosh. It’s so calming. I love that noise. I wish I could tape it and run it in a loop.”


Samira realizes she’s been talking for nearly a minute and stops. She moves back to the knuckles and attempts to crack them again, but she just finished a pass, and nothing will come. That only serves to increase her anxiety. Curling her feet underneath her, she slips off her sneakers and begins popping the knuckles on her toes. Carrington makes a face as she does—something she can’t quite read—and scribbles another note on his rapidly filling paper.


“So, yeah,” she continues as the knuckles pop pop pop. “I’d get on the D line at Kingsbridge and just conk out. Sometimes I’d sleep all the way to Coney Island, then wake up long enough to hop a car back so I could sleep some more.” She pauses for a moment, letting her mind drift back to the days where she’d begun to feel something approaching normal. “It was nice.”


“But clearly you stopped going,” says Carrington. “Can you tell me why?”


He shifts his weight again—SQUEEEEEK—and pushes his brown plastic glasses up on his nose. He isn’t a bad guy, all things considered, but he has a strange air about him that she can’t quite place. Sometimes it feels like he has genuine sympathy for her situation, but other times it seems like he’s running out the clock. Right now, Samira is getting the first vibe in waves, which makes her more chatty than usual.


“I had an incident,” she says.


“Go on.”


“Um, there was... There was a guy. He woke me up. Homeless guy, drunk. I was asleep on the A train, and all of a sudden this guy was shaking me and screaming about bugs or aliens or something. I dunno. It’s kind of fuzzy. Anyway, I... I broke his wrist.”


Carrington looks up, a dozen expressions washing over his face at once. He rejects a few—anger, bewilderment, professional calm— and finally settles on concern. “Samira, when did this happen?”


She squirms. “A week ago? Maybe two?”


“Did you tell anyone?”


“No!” she says, loudly enough to make her jump. “God, no. No, I just... I got off at the next stop and ran. I ran until I couldn’t run anymore, and then curled up in the doorway of a brownstone and cried until I passed out. Some guy with a broom chased me off a few hours later.”


The doctor makes a much longer note this time, underlining something a couple of times with a thick, heavy stroke. Samira instantly regrets telling him about the homeless guy. He won’t understand, she thinks. He can’t. He’s never been in the thick. He’s just a nice guy who tries to help broken girls like me. People like that can’t possibly understand.


“Samira?” begins Carrington after nearly three minutes of heavy silence. “Samira, I can see you don’t want to talk about this, but it may be very important. Can I ask you a few questions?”


“Yeah, okay,” she whispers.


“Did you mean to hurt him?”


“No.”


“Do you remember hurting him? I mean, do you remember the actual act?”


“No.”


“Is that why you stopped riding the subway?”


“Yeah.”


“Because you’re afraid of hurting someone else?”


Instead of responding, she turns her attention back to the black under her nail. The spot reminds her of a time she pulled on a combat boot with a scorpion in the toe. The ensuing sting had left the digit looking like a rotting piece of fruit straining to burst from the confines of its skin. A week of antibiotics had reduced the swelling and restored her toe to its usual healthy self, but now Samira wonders if the infection has returned in the form of a small black dot. Is that happening? Am I rotting from the inside? Am I going to split open and pour black ooze all over the floor of this office?


The thought makes her shudder, so she quickly pulls her hand away and sits on it. To distract her eyes, she stares at her small, thin body, which is clad in a pair of black cargo pants and a grey sweatshirt with the word army stamped across the front. It’s almost the only thing she wears anymore, this outfit. She’d been slowly throwing away clothes since she returned to the States six months ago, discarding them as too old, or too big, or—in most cases—too happy. The purging makes her sad in an almost indescribable kind of way, but the more she throws out, the cleaner her apartment becomes, so she keeps at it. Clean is better. Clean is much better. Her clothes are from an old life. From an old Samira. She doesn’t really understand that person anymore.


“Samira?” asks the doctor.


The one thing she hasn’t been able to throw away is a yellow sundress that’s hung in one closet or another since high school. The garment had seen quite a bit of use back then, but in ensuing years it simply became a subtle reminder of better days. Samira never worried about her weight, or her complexion, or the other body issues that plagued modern women, but she also never felt truly beautiful unless she was wearing that dress. She’d put it on a few times in the months since her return, staring at herself in the full-length mirror and wondering what it was about war that made the participants look so sad. Sometimes, she’d stand in the middle of her room, a thin, scared smile on her face, and turn her hips from side to side just to see the dress swish around her legs. The night after the incident on the subway, she’d donned the dress and sobbed herself to sleep. When she woke up thirty minutes later, she was screaming and clawing at the cheerful yellow fabric as if she couldn’t wait to get it off. It hadn’t left the closet since.


Carrington clears his throat. Samira jumps again. “Um, sorry,” she says. “I’m sorry. I was... I forgot what you asked.”


He nods as if this is the most understandable thing in the world. “I asked if you stopped riding the subway because you were afraid of hurting someone else.”


Samira glances at the clock, which is bolted to the wall, sees she has nearly ten minutes left, and licks her lips. The black spot is calling out to her. It takes all of her strength not to put the nail between her front teeth and pull until it comes tearing off.


“I don’t remember hurting him,” she says. “I just remember staring at him as he rolled around on the floor. He smelled like old egg rolls. I don’t know why I remember that, but I do. He smelled like egg rolls, and he had a bushy grey beard, and there was a chunk of white bone sticking out from his wrist... I can still hear the screaming. It was a really familiar noise. Lots of range. I know that sound.”


Samira suddenly realizes that she sounds like a psychopath, so she brings the black fingernail to her mouth and begins biting furiously. Her mind races for something else to talk about and finally lands on a memory of her father drinking tea with a cigarette in his hand.


“When my family fled to this country,” she says, her voice muffled by the sound of her chewing, “my father opened an icecream parlor. He’d been a highly respected professor in Iran, but then we came here, and he ended up dishing out cones and sundaes to bratty little kids. He hated that job. He hated it so much, but he did it, and he never complained. He was always strong like that, and I don’t know why I can’t be the same way. I’m weak. I’m afraid of everything, I cry all the time for no reason. I just... I don’t know how much longer I can keep doing this.”


Carrington holds his pencil over the paper for a long time, then slowly leans over and sets them both on his desk. He moves forward in his chair and presses his fingertips together, thinking. Samira curls her feet even tighter underneath herself and continues to chew. The room, with its cheap plastic chairs and bookcases full of file folders, seems to shrink in on them. In another room nearby, a man beings to wail. Samira stares at the doctor and gives him a weak smile, which he returns. The action causes his mustache to curl up at the edges.


“Samira, do you have suicidal thoughts?” Carrington asks the question in a normal tone of voice, but she can hear the urgency beneath the surface. “Do you think about harming yourself?”


“No,” she says, pulling the finger from her mouth and staring at it. It’s bitten down past the quick, but the dot is still out of reach. “Not really. I mean, I think about dying a lot. All the time, actually. I think about it all the time, and there are moments where it might be nice. You know?”


She decides against working on the finger anymore and returns the hand to its hiding place under her thigh. “I don’t like my life very much. I feel okay telling you that because it can’t be much of a secret. I’m twenty-five years old, and I’ve spent three tours of duty in strange cities where everyone is trying to kill me. I’ve made friends and watched them die, made new friends and watched them die, then I come back here, and it’s like I just don’t know how to function anymore.”


“You’re going to Afghanistan in three weeks,” says Carrington. “Is that right?”


Samira nods, a motion so subtle it probably wouldn’t dislodge a fly. “Yeah.”


“Will that be easier or harder for you than being here?”


“I don’t know.”


“A fourth tour of duty is unusual. Especially for a reservist.”


“Yeah, well, we’re low on translators. They keep getting blown up.”


She squeezes her eyes tight, trying to hold back the tears that always seem to be there, but it’s a losing effort. She’s so tired of crying. Every day, something or other causes her to sob uncontrollably for what seems to be forever. Sometimes it’s a memory, sometimes a conversation—but more often than not, the tears come from a dark place in her mind that she’d rather not consider. Samira knows how this will play out. Dr. Carrington will reach over to his desk and produce a box of tissues from the stacks of paperwork, her body will take that as a sign to really turn on the waterworks, and then all hell will break loose. Determined to avoid such a predictable fate, Samira bites down on her lower lip until she hears a crunch and feels blood pour into her mouth. This stops the tears, at least for a moment.


“Are you all right?” asks Carrington. “Hold on, I think I have—”


“No!” she screams, causing the doctor’s eyes to pop open. “No. Don’t. I’m fine. I’m not going to hurt myself. I’m not going to shoot myself in the head or anything. I’m just miserable. That’s all. I just... I used to be happy. I wish I could be happy again.”


Samira is relieved to see Carrington leave the pencil alone, allowing her words to settle and vanish like new-fallen snow. Her hour is up—more than up, actually—but for the first time since the military forced her to start attending counseling, she doesn’t feel the need to scurry out of there. She notes absentmindedly that her lip is bleeding badly and hopes it won’t require stitches.


“We’re almost out of time,” says Carrington, “but I want to ask you one more thing. Is that all right?” She nods, and he continues, “Samira, when was the last time you were happy?”


“Graduation,” she says without hesitation.


“College?”


“No, high school.”


“Tell me about it.”


“I went to high school in Seattle. I never really liked it. I spent most of my time trying to be as small as possible so people would just leave me alone. But I had a friend, a really good friend, and after our last day of class, we took off and just... hung out. You know, stared at the stars, talked about the future. It was nice.”


“Are you still in contact with this friend?”


“He killed himself four years ago.” She runs a suddenly shaky hand through her hair and takes a deep breath before continuing. “He used to host this TV show where he’d go into the desert and eat bugs, turn his piss into drinking water... You know? One of those survival shows? He did that for two or three years, then things kinda went bad, and he just couldn’t handle it, I guess.”


Carrington’s eyebrows raise. This is clearly an unexpected bit of news. “Was the show popular? Would I know him?”


Samira shakes her head. “Probably not. It was in Japanese.” She sees the doctor’s confused look and continues before he can ask the obvious question. “He was Japanese. Well, he was half-Japanese. His mom was from Japan and his dad was Irish. And yeah, I know, it’s kinda weird. Anyway, he went to Japan, did that show, took tourists up Mt. Fuji, explored jungles, stuff like that. He was crazy, but... God, I miss him. I miss him all the time.”


“What was his name?”


“Tak,” she whispers. “His name was Tak.”
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Tak is almost twelve hours into the flight before he notices that something has gone seriously wrong. With only three hours to go on the Sydney to Los Angeles nonstop, the plane is dark, travelers are sleeping, and the attendants should be strapped into their seats with a book or chatting quietly in the galley area. This time, however, things are different. Instead of engaging in mindless chatter, the attendants are buzzing through the aisles with nervous looks on their faces. Occasionally, two or three will duck off behind the bulkhead for a brief, whispered meeting, then emerge from either side and whisk their way up and down the aisles some more.


At first, Tak thinks that there’s some kind of low-key mechanical problem—the flaps are a bit sticky, or the hydraulic pressure is off. But after watching the attendants scuttle back and forth for the better part of an hour, he dismisses this option. He’s been on planes with problems before, seen that flavor of panic on attendants’ faces. This is different. It’s almost like they’re moving up and down the aisles to avoid attracting attention to something.


Or someone, he thinks suddenly. Could be a problem with a passenger. Medical emergency up in first class, maybe? Some drunk asshat making jokes about lighting his shoes on fire?


He’s on the end of a four-seat aisle in the very last row. This is where Tak prefers to sit. He likes being able to see the entire plane in motion, likes being able to predict and adapt to anything that might come his way. The only things he has to worry about behind him are a pair of lavatories and a small galley, where they store the beverage cart. Some would consider this level of caution to be excessive, but Tak doesn’t care. After the last four years of his life, he readily allows himself a healthy dose of paranoia.


As he watches the attendants try not to look as worried as they clearly are, he absentmindedly runs one hand back and forth over the slim silver briefcase in his lap. He thinks about mechanical problems and terrorists and unexplained airline disasters that spontaneously occur at forty thousand feet and gives a small chuckle. Oh man, if you guys only knew what this was. That would really give you something to worry about.


The chuckle fades. That thought—if you only knew what this was—rolls around and around in his brain, gathering momentum like a snowball down a mountain. As it grows, Tak starts to feel something approaching nervousness for the first time since take-off. He runs his thumbs over the latches of the case and lets the thought fester as he turns one eye toward a group of four attendants standing next to the first-class curtain. They’re well trained, but not perfect. Eyes occasionally dart to the rear of the cabin, then down again. Bodies are shifted ever so slightly toward the back, as if ready to spring on a problem. After a few minutes, Tak leans his head into the aisle and tilts it to the side like a dog hearing a quizzical noise. One of the attendants catches his eye and snaps her head around so fast her neck threatens to break. As he stares at the back of her head, he can almost physically feel her trying not to look at him.


The snowball thought is massive now, rolling over trees and skiers and Swiss mountain chalets with impunity. He licks his lips, grabs the briefcase with one hand, and slowly stands up. Not all the way; just enough to keep his knees slightly bent, as if he’s going to reach into the overhead compartment and remove a book. As he stands, he keeps his eyes focused on the seat back in front of him. Wait for it, he tells himself. Wait. Wait. Waaaaait... Now.


Tak looks up. Nine wide-eyed flight attendants stare back. As soon as their eyes meet, the attendants see that he sees and quickly busy themselves with random tasks that are suddenly very important.


Oh, fuck me running. They know.


Tak doesn’t know how they know, or even how much they know, but it’s clearly enough to assure that a platoon of federal agents will be waiting for him when they land. He drops back down in his seat and allows himself a minute of silent cursing and panicking. Shit! Aw, shit on a shingle! How the hell did they know? Why’d they let me leave Australia if they knew?


Tak gets his thoughts under control and quickly considers the question. Either his employers knew his plan and let him go because they want the briefcase to end up in the United States, or they only realized what he had done once the plane was off the ground. Tak thinks that the second option is much more likely. American border security was a mess of gung ho cowboys and angry civil servants; even his employer’s impressive political connections wouldn’t be able to account for every possible twist. Hell, what if some minimum-wage TSA agent opened the briefcase and started fiddling around? No, they’d clearly discovered that the briefcase was missing, realized who had stolen it, then twisted arms to make sure that it never left the plane.


Tak swears once more and begins drumming his fingers on the lid of the briefcase. It makes a pleasant, hollow sound that he doesn’t have time to appreciate. In less than three hours, they will be on the ground, a gaggle of large men in suits will be waiting for him, and everything will be royally screwed. He runs through various scenarios in his head and quickly dismisses them all. Bailing out over the ocean? Trying to force the back door as soon as they land? Taking a hostage? None of those are even remotely decent options.


You could use it, Tak thinks suddenly. It’s just a bunch of flight attendants and maybe an air marshal up here—they wouldn’t be able to stop you.


It’s a wild thought, crazy, but now that it’s in his head, it pulls up a recliner, cracks a beer, and refuses to leave. He mulls it over for a good fifteen minutes while the attendants continue to ignore him as hard as possible. Using the device on a moving plane would very likely kill him. Or not. It would all depend on where he ended up. Would he reappear at the very spot where he’d activated the device—thousands of feet in the air over the Pacific Ocean? Or would he travel as the plane traveled and pop back into existence once the jet was safely on the ground? And then there’s the question of power: did he have enough to make an unplanned jump? Wish I’d had time to test this thing, he thinks to himself.


In the end, Tak makes the decision the way he makes all of his important choices: by wrestling with it for a while before kicking down the door and barging through. He suddenly bolts to his feet, secures the briefcase, and slides into the aisle. Before the attendants can do more than begin to point, he slips into the lavatory and locks the door.


There isn’t room for the briefcase on the counter, so he sets it on the lid of the toilet and stares at himself in the mirror. He’s more haggard than he remembers, with dark circles under his eyes and a kind of maniacal smile permanently plastered to his face. He’s wearing a blue T-shirt that reads MARIO IS FULL OF WIN under a black suit coat, and his hair is sticking up even higher than normal. The entire ensemble is a bit unsettling—no wonder the attendants are so damn nervous.


The FASTEN SEAT BELT light dings on. Outside, someone knocks on the door. “Sir,” she says. “Sir, we need you to return to your seat.” Tak knows this is a lie. The plane is fine; it’s him they’re worried about.


He ignores the attendant’s knocking, sits on the toilet, and pulls the briefcase to his lap. Unlatching either side, he grabs the top with both hands and pulls it open. Instantly, the bathroom is filled with a dim green glow that swirls across the walls like a miniature aurora borealis, shifting and changing by the second. No matter how many times he witnesses it, Tak continues to think it’s the most beautiful thing in the world.


The briefcase contains a round glass panel from which the green glow emanates, six metal knobs, and five small lights. Three of these lights are illuminated red, albeit faintly, which is a good sign. If those are the battery indicators—and he’s fairly sure that they are—he should have enough juice left for three jumps. Of course, he’s not entirely sure that’s what the lights mean. He didn’t design the device, after all: he just stole it and fled the country.


The attendant knocks again, louder. Tak continues to ignore her and removes a small, leather-bound book from his pants pocket. He puts his tongue between his teeth and starts flipping through it, scanning page after page of seemingly random numbers with scrawled notations next to each one:




	1 2 1 0 3 0 — Wasteland


	2 7 2 1 8 8 — Wasteland


	7 1 3 2 1 0 — False London


	9 4 3 4 7 1 — Decent. Not much to eat.


	5 4 2 1 1 0 — Wasteland


	1 1 1 1 1 1 — Never go here again!


	2 1 2 6 7 6 — Wasteland


	1 2 1 3 0 0 — Possible winner! Update: Conduit dead.





...And so on, through the entire notebook, hundreds upon hundreds of entries crammed onto the front and back of each page. He runs his finger up and down each entry and flips pages at a frantic pace. The gentle knock at the door is suddenly replaced with a loud banging and an angry male voice.


“Hey! Get out of there now!” cries the voice. “Get out before we break it down!”


The voice is from a passenger—loud and slurred with a flight’s worth of alcohol—and Tak realizes he doesn’t have time for a perfect jump. After a moment, he settles on an entry near the middle of the book:




	1 3 1 2 0 0 — Mostly safe. Watch for acid rain.





He wipes sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his jacket and stuffs the notebook back into his pocket. He can hear lots of voices from behind the door—more than a few passengers have clearly joined the mob. The words “briefcase” and “bomb” are being tossed around, and Tak suddenly realizes how his employers must have played this to the flight crew. If they think the device is a bomb, they won’t touch it. They’ll arrest him and wait for a disposal unit. At which point, it’s a simple matter to get your own people onto the plane, secure the briefcase, and whisk it back to Australia.


“Clever bastards,” mutters Tak. He reaches into the case and twists the first knob one click to the right. This causes the green light to brighten and a small humming sound to emanate from somewhere deep inside the device. He twists the second knob three times, the third knob once, and the fourth knob twice. With each click, the humming grows louder and more furious. Each turn produces a slightly different tone, and when Tak finishes, the end result is a chord of almost terrible beauty.


The door shudders in its frame: someone, probably the angry drunk, has decided that it’s time to stop asking nicely and just kick the damn thing down. The foot strikes the door again, then pauses as the humming grows in intensity. Tak grins slightly as he imagines passengers huddled around a bathroom door with brilliant green light pouring out of it while some wannabe hero starts kicking in the door. You’re probably not their favorite person in the world right now, Drunky.


The musical chord rings out with new fury as the device powers up. Just before it reaches fever pitch, Tak wipes his fingers on his pants, places them on either side of the round glass panel, and waits. He’s more nervous than he’s been in a long time, but also excited. If it works, it’s gonna be one hell of a surprise to everyone involved. And if it doesn’t... Well, at least he’ll finally know what it’s like to fall to his death.


The light turns blinding. His fingers begin to stretch across the surface of the panel, becoming impossibly long and thin before finally vanishing altogether. Tak’s head begins to fog over with a familiar sensation, random thoughts and memories jumbling together into an incoherent blur. He has just enough time to regret not eating his usual prejump meal before the light becomes his entire world. There is a brief flash, a mighty roar from the depths of the briefcase, then nothing.


Seconds later, the door crashes open, and a large man stumbles through and does a face-plant against the cold steel urinal. One hand, reaching out for support, crashes through the thin metal on the bottom of the toilet and emerges covered in a viscous blue film. The people behind him all take an involuntary step back, then a step forward, as if they can’t quite convince themselves of what just happened. Because what they are seeing is, quite frankly, impossible.


* * *


Takahiro O’Leary is gone.
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When Tak’s plane touches down, a dozen black SUVs barrel down the runway to meet it. All air traffic into LAX has been diverted for the last fifteen minutes, which means that thousands of people are currently spinning around the airport in a permanent holding pattern so this single plane can take all the time it needs. As the 747 deploys its air brakes, the cars roll in on either side with sirens blaring. Men and women in serious clothing and sunglasses sit behind the wheels and communicate with one another through small earpieces. At one point, a large van with the word swat painted on the side takes up a position behind the plane. A square-jawed man with a helmet leans out the window of the van and points a large machine gun at the plane, as if expecting someone to hop out the back door with guns blazing. It’s an eye-rolling show of force even for L.A., and if Tak were still on the plane, he’d be laughing his ass off. But Tak is not on the plane; indeed, Tak O’Leary is nowhere to be found. And thus all the hullabaloo.


Instead of moving to a gate, the plane rolls over to a small, unused hangar on the edge of the airport. This is where the real party starts, as employees of every government agency imaginable begin lining up like customers at a drab-suit convention: air marshals, TSA agents, LAPD, the FBI, the Port Authority, U.S. Customs and Immigration, even a couple of unidentified large guys from Homeland Security, who just stand to the side and mutter to each other. If you work for an agency with a lot of letters in its name, this is clearly the place to be.


The plane coasts inside the hangar and powers down, engines spinning slower and slower until they finally give up the effort and come to a stop. For nearly forty minutes, nothing much happens, save the agency heads engaging in a spirited discussion as to how to let passengers off and who should be the first to board the plane. At one point, a mobile staircase is rolled up to the front door, only to be removed a few minutes later. The spirited discussion turns heated, cell phones are produced, and various high-ranking people are called. Inside the plane, weary passengers peer out of oval windows with a mixture of frustration and fear. The ones in the back know that something very odd has happened, while the ones closer to the front are running on rumors spread by those in the rear. In the cockpit, the pilot and copilot chat on the radio and endlessly fiddle with buttons.


Finally, the stairway is rolled back into place. The SWAT team moves into position, stationing four men with large guns at the bottom of the plane and four more men on the steps of the staircase. Once they are ready—a state they signify with a needlessly complex series of hand signals—a man from the FBI walks between them and takes up residence next to the door. At this point, the passengers are hopeful that they will finally be let out and arrested or waterboarded or whatever the hell is going to happen, because any of that would be preferable to spending one more minute on the goddamn airplane. But it is not to be. The FBI man is literally reaching for the handle when he suddenly gets interested in his earpiece again and turns his back on the door. The SWAT team hears one guy inside the plane yell “Oh, come on!” in a joyless display of frustration. Thankfully, his anger doesn’t have to burn long—after a minute, the FBI man is joined by the large men from Homeland Security, and the door is finally opened.


It takes almost two hours to get the passengers off the plane. As they step out the door, their IDs are perused by the men from Homeland. Once this is done, the travelers walk down the steps, through a gauntlet of heavily armed police, and over to a corner of the hangar. At this point, their IDs are compared against some kind of official list held by a bored-looking man with huge eyeglasses. After this man has confirmed that they are who they claim to be, they are taken to a different corner of the hangar, where a very apologetic and harried member of the airline PR staff offers them coffee or soda, gives them a sandwich, and maintains a tight-lipped smile while the passenger unloads all of his or her frustrations. The passengers are then left to mill around in the small corner, which smells of metal shavings and stale gasoline. A few of the more experienced travelers curl up on the ground and go to sleep, but most of the others either stand around looking dour or sit on the ground looking dour.


As this is occurring, various government officials are pulling luggage from the underside of the plane. In plain view of the passengers, each suitcase, duffel bag, and poorly taped cardboard box is opened and searched—just in case the missing man from Australia happened to crawl into the luggage compartment and fold himself into the size of an egg-salad sandwich. At one point an agent reaches into a hidden side pocket of a black duffel and pulls out a Ziploc bag with four joints inside; much to the relief of a wide-eyed teenager from Brisbane, the man just stuffs them back inside and keeps searching.


While the passengers are being questioned—or yelling at the poor PR woman—and the agents are searching through their luggage, a small tanker truck arrives. It rolls into position underneath the wing and disgorges a pair of overalls-clad men who unroll a hose from the side of the tank and attach it to the plane’s waste-containment system. Ten minutes and a lot of noisy sucking later, the truck is full, the plane is empty, and an unfortunate man from TSA is peering inside the holding tanks with a flashlight in one hand and his tie held over his mouth with the other. After he pronounces the holding tank clean, one of the overall guys sticks a long metal pipe inside and starts moving it around. Everyone watching expects to hear the missing passenger cry out in pain, but the pipe just clangs back and forth against the sides with a dull, hollow sound.


All of the stranded travelers are then loaded into a large bus with a yellow roof. The PR woman, who received two aspirin and a bottle of Jack Daniels from one of the attendants, is saying something to the busload of passengers. When she finishes, there is another round of loud and angry grumbling, but then one of the SWAT guys with a big gun steps up into the front of the bus, and that pretty much ends the conversation.


The bus pulls away in a cloud of exhaust and drops the passengers in the back area of one of the terminals, where they spend the next seven hours answering questions about a man few of them even remember seeing on the flight. A particularly upset fellow—who by now has progressed from roaring drunk to just hungover—tells a harrowing tale about how he tried to save the plane by kicking down the lavatory door, but otherwise offers no useful information. Eventually, someone manages to make a phone call to the local news media, who show up in droves and demand to know why American citizens are being held against their will. Microphones are thrust at spokespeople, tearful children are filmed asking for their parents, and the whole thing dissolves into a large ball of chaos.


At this point, the agencies involved throw up their hands and let the passengers go. None of them are happy about the decision, but there really isn’t anything else to be done. The passengers are clean. The plane is clean. The law-enforcement folks have done everything but strip it down to the bolts and sell it off for scrap, and there is simply no Tak to be found. Somehow, a grown man has found a way to vanish from an international flight forty thousand feet over the Pacific Ocean.


The government agents eventually drive away to fill out paperwork and try to explain the mess to their bosses. The plane is rolled out of the hangar and cleaned by a janitorial crew that has no idea what all the excitement is about. Dusk turns to night turns to dawn, and at ten o’clock the next morning, a new and sunny group of passengers files onto the flight and begins cramming their absurdly sized belongings in the overhead bins— none of them suspecting that all the LAX madness they heard about on the news yesterday occurred on this very plane. The first-class passengers settle in with their orange juice and vodka; the rest of the plane flips through in-flight magazines and wonder what movies will be shown.


But just as the pilot is getting ready to retract the jetway, a terrible noise roars out from the back of the plane. There is a round of gasps and screams as the noise continues, then another round when a brilliant green flash bursts out from the cracks around the lavatory door. Before anyone has time to start panicking, a man with a silver briefcase suddenly comes crashing out of the bathroom. His shirt is torn across the front, and there are bright red scratches on his face and chest. One of his shoes is melted, filling the air with the scent of burning rubber and plastic. But most disturbingly, the man’s spiky black hair appears to be smoking.


The passengers stare at the man. The man stares back. Then he smiles. His smile gets wider and wider, almost contagiously so, before he finally raises his eyebrows and addresses the stunned travelers.


“Holy shit!” he says cheerfully. “I don’t believe that worked!”


Then, before anyone can respond, he forces open the rear door of the plane, leaps onto the runway tarmac, and goes running off into the sunshine of another beautiful Los Angeles morning.
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The floor won’t come clean. Samira’s been trying for something like seven hours, but no matter how much she scrubs, there’s always one more spot to find. Currently, she’s crouched over a piece of darkened tile near the foot of the stove, running a sponge across it with mad abandon. Each time she pushes the sponge forward, the tile is clean. But whenever she pulls it back, a small red streak appears. The rest of her apartment floor—all four hundred square feet of it—shines with almost insane brilliance. An immune-deficient person could perform surgery on this floor while eating a sandwich and come out with fewer germs than when he started. And yet there’s the one stupid streak.


It’s starting to drive her mad.


She’s on a set of bruised hands and knees, wearing nothing but a weathered army-issue T-shirt and a pair of black boxer shorts. The room smells so strongly of bleach that her eyes burn. She’s gone through three sponges already, scrubbing and scrubbing until they dissolved into a ragged pile of yellow fibers. But still she keeps at it. It’s that damn red streak: it taunts her like something from a Lady Macbeth fever dream.


Forward, clean. Back, red. Forward, clean. Back, red.


She’s crying again, either from fumes or frustration or a combination of both. Her hands have been gripping sponges for so long that her fingers are stuck in a permanent claw. Her knees are screaming in pain from being pressed against the tile of her cheap Brooklyn walk-up. But she keeps going.


Gotta get that red streak. Gotta get it. Then you can rest.


Samira pulls back on the sponge, and the streak returns, larger and more vibrant than ever. She makes a tiny noise of frustration and dips the sponge into her bleach bucket, an action that causes pain to fire up her arm and straight to her head. She cries out and drops the sponge, pulling her left hand back to her chest and holding it with the right as if it might try to break off and run away. Her knuckles on fire, she curls into a small ball on the floor, shuts her eyes as tightly as she can, and waits for the worst of the pain to go away. For a second, she’s afraid that she’s going to pass out, but eventually the agony begins to diminish. It’s not gone by any means, but it’s no longer the same stabbing intensity it was a few moments ago.


Samira rolls on her back and opens her eyes, staring up into the dim yellow glow of her kitchen light. As she does, she sees small feathers of dust clinging to the edges of the fixture and makes a mental note to remove them once she can stand. A quick glance at her fridge and stove reveal them to be showroom clean, and for this she’s thankful—if she had to clean the appliances, she might just lose it altogether.


Her apartment contains a single window, which she’s opened to allow some of the fumes to escape. As she lies on the floor and debates whether or not to look at her hand, she can hear a group of people moving on the street below. They’re laughing and screaming and drunk, and for a brief second she feels terribly envious. But then a memory shoves its way into her mind: a severed head, eyes open, rotting in the desert sun. The tongue has been removed and the word traitor carved into the forehead. At this thought, Samira’s envy dissolves into grief. She knew the owner of the head once—had even been to his house for tea—but now he was just one more anonymous horror to add to the list.
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