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			HD waveform launcher instructions


			Appendix F


			Warning: Internal gravity subject to change. If device is to be moved we recommend engaging an optional anti-slip app available as freeware.


			


			Switching from scan to launch mode:


			1) Engage HD mode bio template


			2) Ensure docking port has been cleared to prevent leakage from host system (see section 3.8)


			3) Reset clock and localization parameters


			4) Remove launcher from host


			5) Reconfigure according to expected local conditions


			Notes on configuration:


			


			If rendering backward-compatible choose a configuration with a temporal range of 1–2% centred on the desired locale to avoid achronality errors. Commonplace personal items with practical application are usually the most effective. Eyeglasses, hand luggage, writing implements, and simple garments are easiest to make backward-compatible.


			Forward compatibility is not advised.


		


	

		

			The briefcase


			Out of the blue. That’s how the briefcase turned up in your life. The Audi’s security camera shows images of a man very much like you approaching the car. GPS records put the time at 4:37 this very morning in the parking lot of Short Hills Mall. The man opened the door using your own biometric signature. A hand very much like your hand placed the briefcase on the passenger seat gently enough to suggest that its contents were fragile.


			Or explosive.


			But you weren’t there.


			The Audi is now in the VIP parking area at IIF headquarters near Amagansett. Its records claim that you drove it to the mall at 3:53 – you have no memory of that, either – and then you drove here. Now you sit in the driver’s seat, yawning, trying to piece it together. You remember bringing a bottle of Kathryn Hall Cabernet home to Ayeisha in tacit apology for the long hours you’ve been putting in by Austen Stevens’ bedside; that’s all gone on far too long. But Ayeisha was on her way out to kendo class. She paused only long enough to remind you to check the kids’ spelling homework before you put them to bed.


			You accepted the snub the same way you accept the condescension of Stevens himself – with equanimity. Long ago you renounced the way of violence. You do not allow your will to collide head-on with others. Not anymore. There are better ways to live.


			Equanimity does not come easily at this moment. Why did you leave the house in the middle of the night? Whom did you meet at the mall? There are no records in your phone. You haven’t a clear memory of coming back to your senses after the fadeout – for that’s how the episodes feel. They aren’t blackouts, as such, because their edges are always indistinct. Usually you can feel yourself going for some time before the event; coming back is gradual.


			Evidently this person appearing to be you was driving east on the Long Island Expressway in a semi-conscious state when a pickup cut him off and activated the car’s emergency evasive routine. The jerk of the chassis roused you from microsleep. You took control of the vehicle, blinked a few times, and flailed for memories that would not give themselves up.


			This isn’t the first time you have gone away from yourself, but it is the first time you have returned in possession of an object that you aren’t supposed to have.


			You noticed the briefcase when you pulled into your usual space at the IIF compound and opened the door. The interior light illuminated the thing on the passenger seat, big and awkward and too cheap-looking to be anything you would have purchased for yourself. The corners are brass, battered and scratched, and the faux-leather outer covering has begun to crack. It’s heavy enough not to have slid forward onto the floor when you braked suddenly on the expressway.


			You can’t bring yourself to open it.


			


			You message Mort. He has a snot-laden bass voice that makes him sound old and fat; he is twenty-nine and willowy. There’s white noise in the background and he is panting through his morning workout.


			‘Hey, Kisi! You in?’


			Still fuddled, you murmur, ‘I’m sorry? In?’


			‘Climbing weekend? Vermont? It’s all I’m living for right now. Tell me you’re in.’


			‘Oh … Well, OK, maybe. Depending on my patient.’


			‘Your patient is tough as shit, I’ll give him that.’


			‘Mort, I have a question for you. It’s quite sensitive. Are you alone?’


			‘Yep.’


			‘I suspect I’ve got a neurological condition. I’ve been having memory lapses.’


			The white noise stops.


			‘Just turning off the treadmill. Tell me more.’


			You tell him about the episodes. How they started several months ago, seemed to stop, and now have returned with a vengeance. Sometimes you lose five minutes. Sometimes hours. Mort asks questions and you omit nothing – except for the briefcase. Mort is a neurosurgeon, not a detective, so?


			‘I can give you a referral,’ Mort rumbles. ‘You’ll need scans. But if you want to know what I think as your friend, I gotta tell you there’s every chance it’s stress.’


			‘Stress?’ Your laugh sounds alien. You glance around the interior of the Audi in a haze of disassociation. You stare at the top-end phone in your hand. You think: stress is growing up with people around you dying of mysterious illnesses. Stress is being shot at. Stress is being twelve years old and bleeding out in the forest, alone. You laugh.


			‘What stress?’


			‘I mean, come on – when is the guy going to die, already?’


			‘Soon,’ you say softly. ‘It will be soon.’


			‘And you don’t see any conflict of interest between you taking care of Austen Stevens in his last days and your history with the company? No problem, huh?’


			A whiteness passes before your eyes. You hate talking about these matters. Everyone knows that. Mort is using the conversation as an excuse to wedge open a door, to air all his opinions about the choices you have made, professionally and morally. Choices that Mort, privileged scion of a New York City medical dynasty, could never begin to understand.


			‘I am not stressed. I am not neurotic. Something else is going on. Could I … You don’t think this is part of a disease pathology?’


			‘I can’t diagnose you over the phone, Kisi. Remember, my job is to cut people and fix their brains. I’m sending you the name of a friend at Mount Sinai.’


			‘Not a psychiatrist.’


			‘You say that like it’s a dirty word. No, not a psychiatrist. A clinical neurophysiologist. OK? And take a vacation. Not with the kids! Take Ayeisha to Barbados or something.’


			Ayeisha. You put your hand over your eyes.


			‘I have to go,’ you say.


			‘Cheer up, dude,’ Mort says, turning on the treadmill again. ‘Maybe your guy will kick it today.’


			That is what you hope every day. Every single day.


			You almost don’t bring the briefcase in with you. It is insanely heavy. Just as you are about to give up on dragging it out of the car it makes like a punch line and lightens. Its contents shift and it actually jerks in your clenched hand. As you stagger across the damp lawn of Austen Stevens’ estate you ask yourself what you will do if its contents turn out to be alive.


		


	

		

			Invest in futures


			When you get into the patient’s suite you set the briefcase beside the bed.


			‘His hands and feet are cold,’ Maja says. ‘Mucus is building up in his throat. But he’s responsive. I can call the family if you think it’s appropriate.’


			‘Go home. Ask Eloise to call them when she gets here.’


			Instead of reading the patient’s notes you find yourself studying the scar that stretches across your left palm from the finger webbing to the wrist. It looks like the outline of a flame.


			You have cheated death more than once. So has Austen Stevens. But today, surely, it will be over.


			Today. Today. Today.


			Your heart beats a demand for the death. If you had known what this job would be like, maybe you would have thought again. When he first asked you, the bonus on the table was a godsend. The chance to get funding to set up a teaching hospital back home. So what if this is the man who crippled your country in its infancy? Time has moved on. You have grown strong. You derive strength from overcoming the desires of your ego. Every day for weeks, as you have cared tenderly for the one who would have seen you dead, as you calibrated medications and discussed the finer points of treatment with the hospice team, every day you said to yourself: today. Today he will die.


			Austen Stevens should have been finished weeks ago. The family credit your assiduous work for this extended period of survival – a twisted, rusted-nail irony.


			The death must come soon now, and then you will be free.


			The thought tastes like wine.


			


			In his sea-blue bed by a window within sight of the shimmer of the Atlantic, the husk of your employer’s body reclines with burning eyes. For weeks those eyes have watched the news feeds, tracking the markets while Stevens’ fingers continue to administer more of Invest In Futures than the Board cares to admit. Official word is that Stevens has handed over the reins to the new CEO, but this is not entirely so. He is still making plans, dealing. He’ll never stop.


			When Eloise, the day nurse, gently rearranges pillows, the old man displaces his breathing mask and says, ‘Do it now, Doc. Wait any longer and you’ll lose me.’


			‘Do what, Mr Stevens?’


			The patient’s fingernail is dark blue as he points to the briefcase like he knows all about it.


			‘Put me on the ship.’


			You jolt, physically. Eloise touches your arm.


			‘Sometimes the dying see things differently,’ she murmurs. Eloise has been kind to you, even though they all must wonder why Austen Stevens has summoned an orthopaedic surgeon to watch over his final days. You nod and move away; her proximity has made you aware of the sweat breaking out on your forehead. A singing in the bones behind your ears makes you shake your head. You have never had a panic attack, not in all the bad years since the forest. Now of all times? No.


			You point.


			‘It’s a briefcase. Not a ship. See?’


			Eloise says, ‘I’m going to check if the family are here yet.’


			The squeak of her rubber soles on the parquet makes your teeth scream. What is wrong with you?


			‘Remember, I saved you.’ The old man’s voice sounds like distant gulls. ‘I didn’t have to. It was on my own conscience.’


			‘Your conscience,’ you say, forcing a smile. ‘Where would your conscience have been if not for the eyes of the world?’


			Austen Stevens’ eyelids droop. You don’t often argue. The old man likes it too much.


			‘I upheld my obligations. We paid compensation.’


			‘A fraction of what you owed. My country is still waiting for most of the money, so many years later.’


			He tries to bark a laugh at your audacity but ends up making a series of damp, wheezing sounds instead. His marbled blue eyes fall closed and he sucks a deep breath on the oxygen mask, his slippers jostling one another with the effort.


			‘That’s business, kid.’ The Brooklyn accent comes on strong. ‘Blame your government. I did more for you than compensation ever could. There was nothing for you in that village.’


			Because you took our way of life away.


			You do not say this. It’s a tired exchange.


			‘You could have been a big man, rich and influential in your country. But you are a healer, a man of honour. You will build great things. I thought we respected each other. If I were such a terrible person I wouldn’t let you near me. I wouldn’t let you speak to me the way you do. But I know you are going to save me now. This deal is good for us both.’


			He’s living in a fantasy world now; it won’t be long. Speaking so many words has taken it out of Stevens. He lays there for a time, drawing on the oxygen mask, his breath rattling.


			‘The ship,’ he gasps. ‘I want to see the thing you promised me.’


			It’s strange. Even when Stevens is making up lies from whole cloth, glossing over the horrors he was party to in the oil fields, still there is something compelling about this yellow-grey collection of sinew and hair and neck-wattle persistence. There is power. Invisible in a failing body, it is a power such that lands and peoples should fall before him and gods should be thrown from their homes and time should tear open on his command and Austen Stevens should lie there, like milk.


			‘I can’t open it. There’s no key.’


			Stevens sighs. ‘Stop fighting me. It’s over.’


			Beneath his eyes there are lizard wrinkles like obscene smiles, purpling with pooled blood. You can’t help recalling the reflections in the pools of crude oil that lay open in the forest. You remember what you saw there: ancestors risen from the smoke of the burning oil, and sometimes other creatures, too. Spirits. The warnings they spoke to you.


			In summers during medical school, you worked security on the ships. As a trusted employee, you were assigned by Pace Industries to block weapons from reaching militia supporters, and you did your job – on paper. The reality was something else. The official security forces were such a joke that you used to amuse yourself by tricking them. Ships that were supposed to be empty came in full of guns. Ships that were supposed to carry skimmed barrels of crude oil away for the private use of Austen Stevens, these went light. You obtained some gratification from skimming a skimmer; much of the old man’s personal fortune came through gains that were illegal even by the shady standards of the industry.


			It was a biting sort of gratification. For more than a generation Pace Industries cornered your people and attacked your land, and a succession of militias fought back, and the government men stole everything they could. Every year brought violence. As a boy you were ‘rescued’ from the local militia at the age of twelve when company engineers found you dying in the forest after you stepped on a land mine. Because you were a child and the company were keen to improve their public image, they rehabilitated you, educated you, made you a poster boy for their beneficence. But the word for how you feel about this is not ‘grateful’. There is no word for your feeling. You remember your friends who died. You remember the fires.


			You say: ‘Do you believe in ghosts?’


			Stevens produces a weak smile. ‘Do you believe in the future?’


			You feel your heart moving inside your ribcage like a disturbed animal.


			There is a moment, a beat of nothingness when it feels like anything at all might happen. Time hangs there, densely packed with possibilities.


			And then it begins.


			There is a sudden heat in your nose; blood is trickling on to your upper lip. Annoyed at the sign of weakness, you throw your head back, grabbing a linen napkin left over from the patient’s untouched breakfast to blot away the blood. This is no panic attack. Next comes a seismic cracking sensation at the base of your skull, as if you’ve been struck from the inside. Your teeth loosen, or maybe it’s your knees, and you go slack as a plastic bag.


			Someone steps into you from deep within. It is as if you are nothing more than an extra set of clothes. For a moment you and the other person are superpositioned, neural patterns rearranging themselves and ligaments jockeying for control. You reel sideways and have to catch yourself on the frame of the window. Outside, the sea tilts.


			The intercom announces the arrival of the family.


			You try to say, ‘Give us a moment, Eloise,’ but you no longer have control. Your marrow reconfigures its molecules. That illicit cheeseburger fat melts to oblivion, and your gimpy left leg straightens. The pale scar tissue on your left hand dissolves as if you’ve never been hurt. And oh, you feel brightly alive, a wild being from a place of saturated colour and loud music.


			The braying voice of Rachel Stevens ripples through the wall.


			You want to put the cloth to your face again. It’s an automatic gesture, born of embarrassment at the family walking in when you are in this condition. You compute medical possibilities. Not a stroke. Not a seizure. Not a panic attack – surely, dear god, Mort could not be right about this one—


			The thing in your hand is not a linen napkin. It’s a pistol, icy cold.


			You can hear yourself breathing fast, shallow.


			There is a soft knock and Eloise is holding the door open for Mr Stevens’ middle-aged daughter Rachel and her bald husband. His third wife comes in, too; she’s younger than Rachel. They bring a chilly breeze from the air-conditioned hallway. The wife is holding an eco-friendly thermal coffee cup in her manicured hand. Rachel is talking in Mandarin through a discreet headset; she doesn’t even look at her father, just stands by the piano, conversing nasally. She would be the one who insisted on barging through without waiting to be invited.


			Your hand slides the gun into your jacket pocket. You have nothing to do with this. The jacket feels tight across your chest and back; you have more muscle tissue now.


			‘Thank you, Eloise,’ your voice says. It sounds soft and furry like a late-night radio DJ. Breathing under control now. Someone else’s control.


			Eloise shuts the door and stations herself near Rachel, hands behind her back.


			‘You may go, Eloise,’ your voice says. She gives you a strange look.


			‘That’s OK, Dr Sorle,’ she says.


			‘You should go now.’


			‘Can he hear us?’ It is the young wife. She looks down on her husband, who has subsided into silence, eyes shut, the breathing mask lying unused on his chest.


			‘Dad, can you hear me?’ Rachel shouts. ‘The gold mine is a lock. We sign tomorrow.’


			Rachel’s bald husband shifts his weight and looks at the ceiling as though wishing himself somewhere else. Not getting a response from her dying father, Rachel turns to you.


			‘It’s a good deal for your country,’ she informs you brightly. ‘Wei Xha will do wonders for your revenue.’


			Your voice says, ‘In fact, it will be the children of my country down the mines and your children putting our wealth up their nose at parties.’


			Then the gun shoots her.


			The gun has a silencer. The greater noise comes from Rachel herself, collapsing on the exposed keyboard of the Bösendorfer. Eloise drops to a crouch; Rachel’s husband makes a dive for the hall door and is caught with three bullets. But it’s the wife who attacks you, charges at you like a weedy Vivienne-Westwood-clad linebacker.


			You feel the muscles in your legs loading, your back stiffening as your left hand shoots out and seizes her by the throat before she can get close. Your right hand, holding the gun, hits her across the face and then flings her off. She hits the floor under the piano, which is still resounding; then she goes still. Eloise is sobbing and calling you crazy as she begins performing first aid. The bullet has lodged in Rachel’s right femur. It’s serious, but not fatal.


			‘Keep quiet,’ your voice commands. ‘I have no quarrel with you.’


			I have no quarrel … It’s an antiquated turn of phrase. You are trying to divine who or what has taken control. It feels like being on the brink of drowning. You can just about snatch enough consciousness to build an inner narrative, but you are beginning to doubt sequences. Matters are getting scrambled.


			You find yourself standing over Stevens. He is in a wild rage, struggling to get out of bed, flailing at you with his wretched little arms and legs.


			‘My daughter,’ he gurgles. ‘I’ll kill you.’


			‘I think not,’ says your voice in the same old-fashioned way. ‘If you had been satisfied with my earlier proofs, none of this would have been necessary. I told you I didn’t want to come here again myself. It’s a difficult, costly journey.’


			The old man subsides on the bed, but only from exhaustion. He sucks on the mask.


			‘I saw the angel.’


			‘So you did. The money was to have been transferred after that sighting. It was not.’ An undercurrent of menace. ‘Stop dicking the good doctor around.’


			‘I had to make sure. I put in safeguards. For all I know someone drugged me and I was hallucinating. You want to do business? I’m running out of time. Dear god, my daughter.’


			‘She may yet be saved. I expect the money to be shifted now.’


			Stevens gestures for his stylus and pad. His hands tremble. ‘It’s done. I sent the details to your phone. Get them to my guy in the UK before the deadline and the funds will move.’


			You check your phone. An address in Edinburgh. A couple of apps and a series of what must be passwords.


			‘Not good enough,’ your voice tells him. ‘This is another delaying tactic.’


			‘Rachel needs an ambulance, Dr Sorle,’ Eloise says in a ghost voice. ‘Are you going to shoot me, too?’


			So many seasons of spiritual effort that you stockpiled, they are ruined in a moment.


			The blue nails are clawing at your arm. The voice comes after a series of gargling coughs.


			‘It’s how we set it up. Liam holds the purse strings. Doc, I’m afraid. Put me on the ship.’


			The being inside you puts your hand on the briefcase. ‘The ship is right here. As we discussed.’ You are fighting the thing that has possessed you, and it grinds your teeth. Surprising that they make no sparks in your mouth. ‘It is a receptacle for your waveform. It will carry you where you need to go.’


			When your hands settle on the briefcase this time, the latch responds. The case falls open and where its insides should be there is an absence.


			It is in such an absence that time snaps apart, clean and sweet. Time itself.


			Austen Stevens leans forward a little, pausing for oxygen. He waves a ropey, palsied hand at the briefcase. It’s as though he has forgotten how to speak.


			‘What now?’ he says at last, and turns supplicant eyes up to the man who shot his daughter.


			‘Get in.’


			Stevens licks his lips. ‘Help me.’


			You wonder what would your mother say, to see you now? She drives a water taxi and gives away the money you send because she says she doesn’t need it. Would she berate you or would she say, ‘Yes, my son, do this thing to clean up the world of this evil’?


			It is unwise to think of the judgements of mothers at times like these.


			A curious sound begins. It seems to originate in your bones. You feel your heart going dubstep. Your awareness divides like an embryo increasing its own provenance from within. The sound skirls over your skin and raises your hairs. Artwork rattles on the walls.


			Your voice says, ‘Eloise, help Mr Stevens out of bed.’


			Eloise gets up and walks unsteadily towards you. She steps across the body of the dead husband and comes to the bedside. She smells of urine. You throw the blankets back from your patient’s emaciated legs, scattering pillows. Austen Stevens with his pot belly and stick limbs weighs no more than a large dog. Your gun points toward the briefcase.


			‘Put him in there. Carefully.’


			The briefcase emits the noise of a thousand traffic jams, the wailing of birds, a bass drone worthy of a cruise ship’s horn as if somewhere deep in the tacky naugahide the Love Boat is about to sail. There’s a smell of oil burning. But the inside cannot be seen. It’s a void. Not black, not even white. Eyes just can’t process whatever is there.


			Eloise lifts the old man and sets him upright on the rug beside the briefcase, holding the oxygen tank for Stevens while he takes one last hit. He wavers like a reflection on ruffled water.


			‘You must step in, Mr Stevens,’ your voice says. Pent anxiety ripples through you. Stevens stands upright, gasping, and pushes Eloise away.


			‘Don’t let him fall.’


			‘I got this.’ Panting with effort, the old man lifts one Abercrombie & Fitch clad leg by six inches and, with shaky control, lets it down it into the open space of the briefcase. The foot and then the leg disappear, and then he seems to fold like a paper airplane until he is holding the top edge of the briefcase and lowering himself in entire. It’s like a magic act where the girl disappears. The oxygen tank comes last; there is a burst of noise, a gout of smoke – and the case falls closed.


			Your fingers snap the locks shut and seize the handle of the briefcase. You try to lift it, but it weighs as though filled with rocks inside rocks, exponentially increasing functions of rocks all pressed inside like gravity trying to hide up its own back end. You can feel the radiation of its efforts as a kind of pulse in your clenched fist.


			Eloise is panting. Furious.


			‘I’m going to help Rachel,’ she says. ‘If you want to shoot me, do it now.’


			The pistol comes up, cocked. You step around her. You are fighting a strong, strong impulse to pull the trigger on Rachel again. Your hand has aimed the gun at her head but you won’t let your finger pull back on the trigger. You won’t.


			You go out the door and the gun discharges into the azaleas, harmlessly. Silently you give thanks for this.


			You hear Eloise calling 911 as your legs take you through the sliding glass door and out across the lawn. Then the sound of the lawn sprinklers overpowers her faint voice.


			


			The Audi comes to meet you in the private parking lot. The door slides open and you lower yourself, depositing the briefcase in the passenger seat as smoothly as if you rehearsed. The car accelerates through the automated barrier. You are away.


			While the car drives, you book a flight on the false passport you never knew you had. You call Ayeisha, but you don’t sound anything like yourself.


			‘I have to take him to London.’


			There is an unhappy pause. Then she says, ‘This is wrong. It should have been over by now. How can he go to London? What are you doing for him to make him hang on like this?’


			Her voice calls you back to yourself. The scar on your hand bubbles into existence and the six-pack melts to lard under your seat belt. You swallow against the lump in your throat.


			In your own voice you say, ‘I’ll call you when I get there. Kiss the girls for me.’


			‘You can kiss my ass,’ she says, and hangs up.


		


	

		

			Help wanted


			resistance.web/deployment
VACANCY – TEMPORARY
Transatlantic flight attendant


			In addition to usual duties we require handling of sensitive information and classified passengers. There will be very occasional opportunity for physical and mental intervention, and the successful candidate will be required to respond instantly to transmitted cues. We require a high level of empathy coupled with mature judgement and absolute discretion.


			Applications welcome from experienced angels with minimum Level 3 clearance. You will hold flight attendant qualifications as well as advanced life-saving training. Patience and physical endurance essential. Reply code RKL39J.


		


	

		

			Good old hindsight


			In the very moment when I was throwing the hijacker off the plane I found myself remembering what the other angels had said when Marquita lined me up for this job.


			They said, ‘It will be perfect for you.’


			They said, ‘It has a great dental plan.’


			They said, ‘You’d be surprised how many angels work as cabin crew for commercial airlines.’


			And then they quoted me a lot of statistics.


			I’m sure they were partly right. It’s no coincidence that most airlines have an angel somewhere on staff. People need us up here. Folks on planes are scared, for all kinds of reasons. Scared of flying, scared of crashing, scared of terrorists. Some of them are leaving home and moving to new countries. Some are running away from oppressive governments, from bad love affairs, from angry creditors. Or just escaping the daily grind, moving towards hope of a reprieve. An airline flight is a conditional space, a great equaliser. Everybody’s up here together, strangers. In between destinations. All vulnerable. Sure, you have your jaded business travellers who never look up from their tablets long enough to notice the sun rise, or the unfolding of clouds, or the white-speckled waves below where the whole mystery of the ocean is spread out like a magic carpet. But those people are usually in business class. I never work there if I can help it.


			Most of the cabin-class passengers are aware that they’re doing something extraordinary by flying. Even if they only let out a fleeting smile when looking out the window, or utter a silent prayer on landing, most of them sense that they are close to heaven. And heaven isn’t what you think it is. Heaven, even glimpsed side-on, is awesome. While folks are hurtling along at angel-altitude, their souls are open. Their hearts are accessible. Their minds can be touched. I’d like to think that a little nudge from me at the right moment on a flight can bring about long-term changes on Earth.


			So I was on a flight from New York to London. It’s not my usual run, but I was asked to fill in at the last minute. Sometimes this means the Resistance is involved, sometimes not. I’m the kind of person who is ready for anything, even when I’m going down the aisle on the starboard side of cabin class with my coffee pot.


			‘Coffee? More coffee for you, madam? Coffee?’


			On the port side, Rory was moving the opposite way with his teapot. The two of us sounded like a little musical number, my deep contralto and his reedy tenor calling and answering. Coffee, tea. Tea, coffee, coffee?


			As I moved, I spread higher dimensional wings over them all. I touched them with invisible feathers. I soothed an insomniac grandmother with liver trouble and her Xanax-popping granddaughter. The baby on the Xanax-popper’s lap stopped crying when my unseen feather brushed the top of her head. I gave the respite of sleep to the university student returning to school after a funeral, who stared at the blurry photograph in his hands with bloodshot eyes. I shone compassion on the shuttered windows of a London cabbie’s angry mind, softening the edges of his vision. Nudging open a little space in the wall of his anger so he could maybe see things differently. Feel something. Realise how close he was to home, just that moment.


			And then I clocked 72B. And there he was. After all this time. My hijacker. He was hot. Hot like eye candy, hot like stolen goods, hot like radioactive. Hot. Like fucking fire, fly too close to the sun, melt your wax, hot goddamn it.


			Hot because I hated him. Because I needed him. Because I didn’t know who he really was. Because after jerking me around two times, he now had the nerve to sit on my flight like nothing ever happened? Really? Because I’m twice his size and I bend iron bars for breakfast.


			Over a year had passed since he had hijacked my waveform launcher from within. He’d used my own hardware to launch me into this odd corner of spacetime before stealing the launcher and leaving me stranded here. I’d only seen him once before in the flesh, but I never forget a waveform – especially one that’s been messing with my business.


			He used me. He lied to me. He stole my insides, then offered to sell them back to me in exchange for my help – and then he abandoned me. Here I was, working as a soldier of the Resistance, serving coffee and soothing babies. Me.


			Pissed off doesn’t begin to cover my feelings about this.


			He was a small man, and what there was of him was immaculate and contained. He was the kind of person artists would fight over – not exactly beautiful, but surprising: interesting to look at. He was wearing a leather jacket and had his iPod in his ears as he gripped a news magazine in lovely, long-fingered hands. His hair was immaculately braided. He had sculpted cheekbones and a wide, flat nose with the kind of nostrils that would flare and flicker during sexual exertion. Don’t even get me started on his lips.


			But all that physicality was just a cover. He had stolen me from my nest, taken me for a joyride somewhere, and dumped me. What kind of person does that? What might he do next?


			I experienced a falling sensation. I don’t like to admit it, but maybe it was fear. It was the kind of feeling that puts a sharp edge on everything in the world. My wings began to swell instinctively. My thighs bulged and my back started to broaden – all the strength training I do becomes obvious when I’m under pressure. I had to stop pouring coffee and focus all my efforts on maintaining my Earthly appearance, or the wings would burst into visibility.


			The passenger I was serving cleared her throat. I held up an index finger without looking at her. Wait. She let out a peeved sigh. With great control, I faded the wings and shrunk my body, literally pulling myself together. I would not let my hijacker freak me. I would not. I would have control.


			Then I turned to her, apologised, and took her cup.


			‘Enjoy the rest of your flight,’ I said in my smoothest voice, and gave her an extra surge of loving kindness just to prove to myself that I could. She smiled like a kid cuddling her security blanket and took a sip.


			I walked back up the aisle and set the coffee pot on the cart. Then I headed for 72B, ignoring the passengers trying to get my attention for coffee. I moved with careful deliberation, but even so I could hear the thunder of my own footsteps. I am much larger than I appear.


			I stood over him. He glanced up from his magazine and as his gaze passed over my chest he did a double-take. I glanced down and saw that the top button of my blouse had popped off in the sudden Bill Bixby-to-Hulk surge just now. I’d been so worried about my wings breaking into visibility that I’d forgotten about the other effects of my body beginning to assume its true size.


			I have muscle, you know.


			I bent down beside him so that 72A wouldn’t hear me. 72B wriggled a little in his seat, making it obvious how uncomfortable he was. Of course, he didn’t fool me. I could sense his instability like a fault line in the fabric of reality.


			‘Did you forget you made me a promise?’ I murmured. ‘Get up. Come with me.’


			I don’t lay on the Jedi mind tricks often, but I know how. He was walking ahead of me up the aisle before he even realised what was happening. We stood by the seats reserved for cabin crew, alongside the emergency exit.


			This wasn’t an American flight, so I didn’t have the problem of an air marshal getting in my way. But I also had no backup. I mean, Rory? Your grandmother could snap him like a toothpick.


			‘Give back what you took from me,’ I told 72B quietly.


			He blinked charmingly. ‘Pardon?’


			‘Where is it? You said it was safe.’


			‘I’m sorry, uh …’ He checked out my badge. ‘Pearl, there’s been some mistake.’ His glance tripped to the locker over his seat, then returned to me. He was worried about something up there. Oh, great. Had somebody sneaked a detonator past airport security again?


			‘You’ve wasted my time for a year. I’ve had enough of this. You said if I did the helicopter thing I’d get it back. Then you blew me off. So give it back now, or I’ll crush you back into HD where you come from.’


			‘HD, where’s that? I live on Long Island.’


			There was an uneasy coupling of annoyance and nervous laughter in his voice. His accent was indeterminate: a little New York City, a little London, a little … Cameroon? Congo? I couldn’t place him, and I took this as another sign of his metaphysical transience.


			‘Higher dimensional space,’ I seethed. ‘It’s not in Nassau County.’


			‘I really don’t know what you’re talking about, Pearl. I’m going back to my seat now and I want to be left alone.’


			I stepped to block his way.


			‘What’s in the overhead compartment?’ I whispered.


			He swallowed. If ever I saw a guilty face, his was it.


			‘It’s my launcher, isn’t it? You’re carrying it around? Get it down and give it to me. If you’ve endangered these passengers in any way …’


			I was swelling again. Shit. In my disguised form I’m required to maintain the dimensions of female cabin crew; i.e, undernourished. But my real body is considerably larger and stronger. My wings were screaming to get out. I’m not supposed to show my wings. Small but targeted acts of human kindness, that’s what the Resistance permits. Problem is I don’t do ‘small’ very well.


			‘You stole from me,’ I said softly. ‘And then you used my better nature against me. Do you even know what I am?’


			‘A lunatic?’ he guessed, and tried to move around me the other way. He was agitated; frightened, even. Out of his depth, like a two-bit gangster in a monster movie. ‘I want to speak to your supervisor.’


			I used my wings to make nearby passengers feel sleepy. Multi-tasking is a big part of cabin work anyway.


			‘I’ve had enough of your games. Get whatever’s in that compartment down. Now. I’ll give you ten seconds before I crush you back to the dimension you came from.’ I flexed my fist. ‘You’ll be like a piece of spaghetti stretching from here to Charybdis.’


			‘OK, that’s enough,’ he yelped, wild-eyed, as if he really were scared of me.


			‘Three … four …’


			‘Look, you’ve made a mistake. I’m a doctor! I can prove it!’


			He was climbing on the seat to try to get around me, but I threw out an arm and grabbed him.


			I said, ‘Six!’ There was an electric shock as we made contact. And I’m not talking about the frisson of meeting a sexy stranger. I’m not talking about two people walking across a carpet in their socks and then a spark flies. I’m talking a jolt that physically throws you back.


			Well, it threw him back. He got his feet under him halfway down the aisle, and he fumbled at the overhead locker, never taking his eyes off me.


			By now I was up to nine.


			The look on his face was so convincingly freaked that I might have been tempted to hesitate, to question whether I’d made a mistake and whether he was just a regular guy – if it hadn’t been for the feeling of him on contact. I knew him all right. If he’d launched me from HD then there was nothing he wasn’t capable of. He had to be stopped.


			I said, ‘Ten.’


			He said, ‘Help!’


			‘Fasten your seatbelts, everybody!’ I shouted. I thought about my spiritual commitment to this job. I thought about the dental plan. There was no choice. I had to take care of this.


			He had his luggage down and was holding it in front of him as a shield. It was a black 1970s style briefcase. Like something out of the Rockford Files. Oh, please.


			I strode down the aisle and grabbed 72B with both hands. We wrestled; I was a lot stronger. He screamed and kicked, scrambling against me and swinging the briefcase around. In a second he’d give one of my passengers a concussion.


			I unleashed.


			In hindsight, it was stupid of me. Good old hindsight.


			I began to grow. My muscles popped out. I braced my legs against the seats and with a surge, black-feathered wings burst into this world, jamming between the overhead lockers and the seats. Passengers were shouting. Even Rory was lady gaga, his mouth hanging open.


			The hijacker shoved the briefcase at me.


			‘Take it!’ he screamed. ‘I don’t fucking care anymore! Just take it!’


			‘What are you talking about?’ I said. ‘That’s not my launcher, it’s a briefcase.’


			‘Be careful, the gravity—’


			The briefcase hit me in the chest and I grasped it with both hands. It was my launcher. It was my stolen launcher and it weighed about 1/117th of a neutron star but whatever gravity it was operating under, the force vector didn’t point down. It pointed up. I managed to grab the handle as it swung into the air. My arm windmilled like the tail wagging the dog. The briefcase pulled me into the ceiling of the plane.


			What happened next was completely outside my experience. The briefcase hit the ceiling and tore through it like a hot knife through butter. It ripped the ceiling panel off and tore a hole in the fuselage. Just like that. Only my wings braced against the cabin ceiling stopped me from shooting out into the sky.


			And then, just as suddenly as it began, the force on the briefcase stopped. I was still holding it, but it was outside the plane in the freezing wind. I found myself trying to establish a position with my feet on the tops of seat rests, looking for leverage to pull the briefcase back in. I think I stepped on someone’s head. Rory screamed and ran for the intercom. Air rushed out of the cabin. Oxygen masks deployed. Empty plastic dinner trays flew off the food cart and into the blue.


			And then came 72B. There was something almost poetic about the way he shot past me. He looked like a doll as his slim body was sucked into the sky. He tried and failed to get purchase on the plane’s hull; then he grabbed on to my arm, then the briefcase itself as the drag of the plane’s passage tore at him. His face was a mask of human terror, but I knew better. No human could have done the things he’d done to me.


			His mouth was moving. It was like a cartoon.


			‘You’ve got the wrong man. I’m not that guy.’


			Together we tumbled over the roof of the plane. We slid a little on the freezing surface, lifted and bumped by an impossibly strong wind. Then we went over the side. I glimpsed a passenger’s face through a little window as 72B and I pitched into the sky.


			The plane sailed on its way above us, and he still had the briefcase in a frantic grip. In the roots of my teeth I felt his despair, his fear, his incalculable hate. I had to get him off me before he climbed into my insides and took control of me. Like before.


			I flapped my arm violently as if shaking sand out of a towel, but instead of shaking him off I lost my own grip on the briefcase.


			No.


			He was still clutching it like a child holds a teddy bear as he fell away from me. I watched him go. Smaller and smaller, a tiny dot with arms and legs flailing, he fell.


			Just like a human.


			Never revealing his true nature. Falling to certain death.


			Oh, shit. Oh shit ohshit ohshit. I must have made some kind of terrible mistake.


			I thought: Why did I ever let Marquita talk me into this stupid job?


		


	

		

			Quetzlcoatlus with the very big teeth


			Another perfect day at your perfect job, Pearl. Pour them coffee, soothe their troubles, and punch a hole in the fuselage at 32,000 feet.


			I don’t fly much. I mean, fly-fly, with my actual wings. (The Resistance discourages it; in fact, my wings seem to be an embarrassment to my employers. The title ‘angel’ isn’t supposed to be taken literally.) But I knew enough about flying to understand that even with my wings folded, there was no way I could catch up with my hijacker. It was physically impossible. He had a head start. Gravity acted on us both equally, and with my greater size I offered more air resistance. No matter what I did, he would smash into the waves of the north Atlantic and be destroyed before I could swoop beneath him to break his fall.


			It was a terrible realisation.


			Self-recriminating thoughts were banging around inside my head like a swarm of stinging bees. I had no time for them. My heart was swelling with the determination to make things right. And my wings, after all, hail from higher dimensions.


			I had to save him.


			I was spiralling downward, my skin battered by the brute force of the air, opening my wings slightly and turning my body in the air so that I could track him visually. Below and to the south I could see a dark speck somewhere between me and the bright sea. I fixed my eyes on him, willing away all human limitations. Living among humans, I’d picked up baggage; I had to drop all of it as one. No pain, no sorrow, no fear, no limits. I was a messenger. Pure intention, expressed physically. I would save him.


			I leaned into HD. My body folded like a paper airplane and I went down as a shaft, shedding importune photons like confetti. He got closer and closer. Every beat of my heart was dedicated to this one thing. Fly like an arrow. Fly. Every breath. Every impulse to muscle and every thought. My teeth sang in the wind.


			I passed him in a flash. The sea was getting near. I curved beneath him and began to rise, like a needle sewing the air. He grew larger now as he came down, holding on to the handle of the briefcase as it seemed to drag him down. His legs were flailing horribly – he hadn’t lost consciousness. I moved up towards him, to slow his descent, to catch him gently and then battle gravity. Reverse what I had done. Undo my mistake. I would be so gentle. I would make sure he was not harmed.


			As I rose toward him, the sun was above him and his body lay in silhouette, a black star-shaped mass, falling. I opened my arms, spreading my wings, preparing to absorb the shuddering momentum of contact—


			—and the briefcase flapped open.


			A fireball burst out of its open mouth. The fireball engulfed the briefcase. It engulfed the man. It hit me like a star.


			At first I didn’t feel pain. There was a physical jolt as the heat struck me, and I veered away from the light of it, folding my wings back and diving for the sea through a roiling cloud of black smoke. I smelled oil. I looked behind me and saw tiny flames racing along my feathers. Above me: what had come out of the fireball.


			What had been a man and his briefcase was now an animal of epic proportions. It was flying. I formed the hasty impression of a giant bat. Claws extended from its outstretched limbs. Its smoking translucent wings fanned out as wide as a house, and its long, narrow head on a sinewy neck craned back to take in the sight of me. It looked like a giant pterosaur displaced by sixty million years, give or take. It was coming after me now.


			The teeth were bigger than you’d think possible.


			I indulged in a split second of self-congratulation: 72B hadn’t been innocent.


			Then my hair caught fire.


			I folded my wings and dived like a cormorant, corkscrewing in the air. I smacked at my head to put the fire out. The water spun towards me, bringing with it the shadow of the pterosaur flying between me and the sun. I saw a whale spout not far away, and light dazzled on the waves with a hypnotic intensity. The light made me feel detached. I would soon be with it, pure and empty. The whale would be the whale, and I would be the light, and I hoped the oxygen would last long enough for the pilot to get the plane down from the upper atmosphere. They would have to make an emergency landing. All my fault. And I am but here to serve.
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