
  
 [image: Cover]
  


  CONTENTS


  



  Part I


  1


  2


  3


  4


  5


  6


  7


  PART I


  1


  I saw four new ghosts today, surrounded by their primal auras. The ghosts work at the school with me. Now they’re on the list and their time is almost up. I will help them to cross over.


  – Excerpt from the journal of Samuel Miller


  8 May 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  Victor couldn’t handle the fact that Samuel Miller would arrive in New Venice shortly, and he didn’t know when! He re-read the message from Auntie Circe with his head bent over. Gravity tugged at his cheeks.


  Samuel’s transfer delayed. Complicated negotiations between SeCa and the LTs. More updates soon.


  Victor tried calling her back. She didn’t answer.


  He crossed the administration building’s atrium, navigating around pallets of construction materials and new equipment, telling himself everything would be okay. A squirmy ball of uneasiness gurgled in his stomach, refuting him.


  As Victor stepped outside the building, jackhammering rattled his skull. Warm, sticky air carried the tang of red dirt and plaster dust. The exterior of every building on BioScan’s New Venice campus was shrouded in scaffolding and plywood tunnels, shielding employees from tripping hazards and falling debris. The construction noise cut through flimsy, temporary materials like nothing was there. Victor covered his ears to block out the jackhammer’s rat tat tat and navigated through twists and turns to emerge at the edge of the Petite Canal.


  Victor could handle the noise and chaos of construction on the BioScan campus. He could handle the stares of the townspeople who surely recognized him as an Eastmore. He could handle the fact that his friends Ozie and Pearl had stopped communicating with him. He could even handle the cat-and-mouse deceptions with his boss Karine, whom he still suspected of murdering his granfa, Jefferson Eastmore, the man who cured cancer. These were all bumps in the road as far as he was concerned.


  But Samuel Miller coming here?


  The man had killed hundreds of people to satisfy his delusions. Most of Carmichael’s population had fallen to rampaging self-driving cars, explosions, and Samuel’s lethal stunstick. Victor, only four years old at the time, had hidden in his home, terrified by the man he’d seen in his dreams for weeks prior to the rampage. Samuel Miller, The Man from Nightmareland.


  Samuel’s massacre in Carmichael was the reason the Classification Commission existed in SeCa. Once Samuel came to New Venice and more people learned about mirror resonance syndrome, they would look at Victor differently. Victor had left SeCa to escape the stigma and persecution that went along with being a Broken Mirror. But could he ever really?


  Worst of all was the fear that Samuel would somehow infect Victor, cause him to lose control of his condition, and drive him headlong into blankness.


  It was an irrational fear, and nothing Victor did could extinguish it.


  How long would he keep his sanity once the monster arrived? Days? Weeks?


  Victor bunched his fists and repeated the owl mantra, “The wise owl listens before he asks who,” driving all other thoughts from his head.


  He took a quiet route, following the canal downstream, turning left at the lock where the canal met the broad, wet, and muddy expanse of the Passage, and then hiking back up the hill.


  Elena was waiting for him at the addiction clinic. She would talk him out of this negative spiral.


  New Venice, the marvel of the Louisiana Territories, was supposed to be a fresh start for both Victor and Elena. He was doing better overall, aside from that one big irrational fear. Ever since he had unlocked the first layer of the data egg and listened to Granfa Jefferson’s claim that he’d been murdered, Victor didn’t worry quite as much about his sanity. He had suspected Jefferson was murdered and, despite everyone telling him it was just a delusion, he had been right.


  Now he could concentrate on gathering proof that his boss, Karine LaTour, was the assassin. Once she was exposed and incarcerated, he could finally focus on understanding and overcoming his affliction of mirror resonance syndrome. 


  Meanwhile, Elena would rid herself of stim addiction with the help of BioScan’s recovery program.


  It was fitting they came to New Venice while it was being remade. The land east of the Petite Canal was a vast construction site for BioScan’s “Evolving Together” initiative. The company’s investment in a new treatment and research center would revolutionize treatment for sufferers of mirror resonance syndrome as well as curtail addiction to stims that acted on the brain in similar ways. Victor hoped the ripples of change lapping on the town’s shores and sloshing against its canal walls would transform him and Elena and mend their brokenness.


  Banging from somewhere uphill sounded like the earth was cracking open and Victor’s teeth ground against each other. How could any of the clinic’s patients hope to recover from their addictions while hearing all that racket? The mind-rending cacophony of bulldozers, earth pounders, tugboat engines, and the high-pitched beeping of trucks backing up made Victor’s skin itch.


  He shut out the sounds with a pair of ear plugs. He had to focus on the positives in his life. He was a free man, starting over in a different nation, liberated from Semiautonomous California’s Classification Commission and the SeCa Health Board. Noise and dust, no matter how annoying, couldn’t bring him down.


  Eventually, Victor reached a garden path overlooking the Passage and walked toward the drug huts, as Elena liked to call them. They were actually low-slung converted classrooms that housed patients in recovery and long-term care.


  Elena sat on a shaded park bench overlooking barges moored to the new harbor’s quay. Reflections off a nearby artificial pond shimmered in her hair, which was long, brown, and draped loosely off one shoulder. Victor sat down next to her, glad to be out of the sun’s heat and smiled.


  She said something muffled and nudged him in the side with her elbow.


  “Hmm? Oh.” Victor removed his ear plugs and shoved them in his pocket. “Sorry.”


  She rolled her eyes but then she tousled his hair. “Thanks for coming. I needed to talk to someone sane.”


  Victor laughed. “And you called me?” he asked, thinking, of course, she didn’t have to call. He never missed their daily chats if he could help it. “The therapists didn’t mind-wipe you, did they?”


  “That’s not part of the program.” Her lips pressed together in a taut line. A moment later, mirth crinkled around her eyes. “I’d mind-wipe more than a few of them if I had the right tech.”


  Springtime tree fluff wafted through the air. Victor wrinkled his nose to ward off the urge to sneeze.


  He said, “Maybe Ozie can help you with that. When he gets in touch.”


  Elena’s brow furrowed. “He’s still missing?”


  “Yes,” Victor said, sighing, “but him vanishing is typical. I keep wondering if he’s going to be gone for two days or two years or…”


  He clasped his palms, closed his eyes, and murmured the owl mantra to himself. When he felt in control, he opened his eyes and looked beyond the barges to the water downstream. Murky, muddy water scintillated in the breeze.


  “You okay now?” Elena asked.


  “When have I ever been okay?” Victor tugged at his shirt collar to waft air onto his sweaty chest. “Ozie will contact me. Or if he doesn’t…”


  “You’re not giving up—”


  “Of course not,” he snapped. “And I’m not going to. If he can’t help me prove Karine murdered Jefferson then I’ll just have to do it myself.”


  A truck rumbled along the waterfront and stopped next to a barge. Hydraulic jacks lifted one side of the bin, and dirt and rocks tumbled into the barge’s container, filling it up.


  Victor said, “She’s here, you know, living in one of the canal houses, an old one, totally modernized. The company spent a million AUD to fix it up for her. When I think of what she did—”


  “What she might have done.”


  “Right. Might have done.”


  “You told me to remind you.”


  “I know. Thanks.”


  Elena was right. 


  “I’ve been murdered,” Granfa Jefferson’s message said.


  But he hadn’t said by whom. He claimed that it was too dangerous to let Victor in on the secret. Thanks, Granfa.


  Victor believed Karine was almost certainly the culprit. She had taken Jefferson’s place on SeCa’s Classification Commission. Her career had taken off when the Eastmore Family’s Holistic Healing Network had acquired Gene-Us, renamed itself BioScan, and made Karine second in the company after Auntie Circe, its Chief. Then Karine had hired two inept thugs to watch Victor when he started looking into Jefferson’s death. They’d chased him throughout SeCa, the Organized Western States, and the Republic of Texas until Victor had turned the tables by capturing and interrogating them and Karine. She had denied everything and insisted she’d only been looking out for Victor’s best interests.


  He didn’t believe her.


  The problem was that he had no proof. Hence, he had to play a waiting game, staying close enough to observe her, hoping to find evidence.


  Victor asked, “What about your message? You said it was urgent.”


  “I’m worried,” Elena said.


  She reached into Victor’s hair and pulled something out. A fluffy pod with seed in its center. She tossed it into the air and it floated toward the water.


  Victor remembered another time—it seemed like years ago though it was only a month or two—when he and Elena sat on a bench outside a cabin in the Sierra Nevada mountains and she confessed to stim addiction. He’d been shocked. That’s when he started to think of Elena as broken like him.


  Now she was on the mend and he’d do whatever he could to help her. And she would help him stay sane. That was the sum total of their relationship. After accounting for the many positive and negative ledger entries they’d made over the years, that’s where it zeroed out: friendship.


  “Worried about what? Tosh isn’t coming after us,” Victor said, “We’re safe here. The New Venice sheriff will protect us. There’s barely any crime here and—”


  “I know,” Elena interrupted. “This isn’t the R.O.T. My therapist keeps saying everything is safe and secure here. And I can handle Tosh.”


  “Yeah, we’ll be fine.” Victor tried to sound confident. He hadn’t heard from Tosh after their violent confrontation with Karine in Amarillo. Tosh had probably gone back to Las Vegas to see the King.


  Victor and Tosh had unfinished business. Victor had promised to trade the information in the data egg in exchange for the piece of Jefferson’s irradiated tongue that Tosh had stolen from Ozie. But Victor hadn’t yet told Tosh the data egg opened, nor about Jefferson’s message.


  With every day that went by, Victor felt more anxious. A reckoning was in their future, and Tosh had no qualms about using violence to get his way.


  Elena sighed and looked toward tiers of rose bushes lining a trail that switchbacked up the hill. “It’s not that.”


  Victor shivered. Her voice felt like cold water running down his back. “What is it?”


  “Samuel Miller,” Elena said.


  His pulse spiked. He gulped then asked, “What about him?”


  “What’s the news?” Elena asked. “When does he arrive? Is there a date set?”


  “Not yet.”


  Elena let out a string of curses: “Laws!” “Shocks!” and a few Victor didn’t recognize that she must have picked up from the Puros in the Republic of Texas.


  “This place is a disaster! A disgusting shit pool of a town and now he’s coming,” she said.


  Elena liked to badmouth the clinic’s cramped rooms, the therapy sessions, and the other addicts, and she had a special loathing for tourists. Victor knew her complaints were mostly out of boredom and that she was happily committed to recovery. The one thing that set her nostrils flaring was the fact that she’d be sharing space with a mass murderer.


  It was ironic. Victor had a mess of feelings about Samuel Miller. By contrast, Elena’s anger was white-hot and effervescent. Her emotions made his own resemble the dark sludge at the bottom of the canals.


  Victor said, “MeshNews isn’t covering it yet. They’re probably debating how to introduce the story to the Louisiana Territories without causing panic. The Carmichael Massacre was never a big story outside SeCa. Too gruesome. I only know the timetable from Auntie and she’s too busy to talk. I get text updates and that’s about it.”


  “Rumor is he’s going to be housed here, with us, in the same building.”


  Victor cleared his throat. “Yes, that’s looking likely.”


  Elena’s poked his arm, hard. “If they put him anywhere near me, I’ll choke the life out of him.”


  Victor couldn’t blame her. Although too bad the clinic wasn’t curing her predisposition to violence along with her addiction to stims.


  “Find somewhere else to keep him,” she said.


  “Where? There aren’t many options, other than a hole in the ground…” Victor waved his hand at the construction pockmarking the slopes below Cemetery Hill. Elena was being impractical. BioScan was moving Samuel to New Venice so they could restart research on mirror resonance syndrome. Why couldn’t she see how important that was?


  “Get him an apartment. Put him on the Caddo reserve. Give him a houseboat. Anywhere but here. Say you’ll try, please? Victor, I—”


  “Okay. I’ll talk to Karine about it. Or Auntie, if I can get a hold of her.”


  The barges sat lower in the water as the dirt piles in the holds grew. Two earth movers were queued at the bottom of a dirt track, waiting for a truck to pass so they could return up the hill.


  Victor stood up.


  “Where are you going?” Elena asked.


  “Big meeting today,” he said, “and my psyche needs a beer first.”


  She stood and hugged him. “Have one for me. And be well. See you tomorrow.”


  Victor took a direct route heading toward the center of town. His steps clanged on large steel slabs partially covering a ditch full of pipes and electrical conduits. As he walked across, the edges of his vision shimmered—synesthesia, a symptom of mirror resonance syndrome. A tingle in his groin and a weightless sensation throughout his body signaled that blankness was close.


  Victor stopped, closed his eyes, and waited.


  He had been doing better recently. A combination of fumewort and bitter grass helped him manage most aspects of his condition, including keeping blankness at bay. He hadn’t gone blank since—when was it? The last time he’d been close was when he’d stood in front of the Lone Star Kennel, hovering at the edge of blankspace, seeing shapes moving across his vision and feeling that there was something inside the blankness, like he’d glimpsed a secret world. 


  Blankspace had felt oddly full.


  The vision had shaken his understanding of himself, his brain, and mirror resonance syndrome. He’d managed to retreat from the blankness, to stave off a blank out for the first time, which caused the data egg to open and divulge his granfa’s message.


  Victor gripped the data egg in his pocket—he never went anywhere without it. It wasn’t just a frustratingly cryptic repository that opened only when an unknown set of criteria were met. It also served as a neural modulator, a slimmed down and portable version of the brainhacker “thinking caps” that Ozie made and distributed to help people manage their symptoms.


  His granfa said the data egg had both Victor’s and Samuel’s neurograms on it, that the data egg would help both of them, and Victor should spend time with him.


  A breeze kicked up a cloud of dirt. Flecks smacked his face and each one sounded like a tiny bell.


  It sounded, on its face, like bad advice. The links between trauma and the degenerative progression of mirror resonance syndrome were well established. Victor had lived through calamity in Carmichael when he was four years old. More recently, he’d uncovered a murder and been tracked and kidnapped.


  Seeing Samuel again could be the final push that sent Victor over the edge.


  And yet, the data egg would only open again to reveal more of Jefferson’s messages if Victor and Samuel were both present.


  Damn you, Granfa Jeff. Your secrets are going to drive me crazy.


  Victor stood still, eyes closed, murmuring the owl mantra to himself.


  Maybe he should have more faith in Granfa Jefferson’s plans. The few confidential studies that he’d read refuted the idea that sufferers of MRS were doomed to violence, hallucination, and catatonia. Victor had endured years of therapy and medication. If anyone could beat the odds, it was him.


  He would just have to watch out for triggers and approach Samuel with caution.


  When Victor no longer felt at the precipice of blankspace, he resumed walking and headed into town.


  Sparks showered from the administration building’s roof as he passed—real sparks, some sort of welding effluvia, not his brain’s eager synesthesia, this time.


  The road fronting the BioScan administration building had been torn to rubble and was being widened in anticipation of more traffic, more patients, and more visitors. The cityscape and populace would be transformed yet again by Eastmore ambition.


  Victor was halfway to the pub when when his Handy 1000 buzzed. He stopped, took the cigar-shaped computer out of his pocket, and double-tapped one end. It unfurled to show a vidscreen the size of two palms side-by-side. Ozie’s face stared up at him, looking flushed and nervous, eyes swimming fearfully behind his thick-rimmed glasses.


  “Where have you been?” Victor’s shout echoed down a canyon of stone masonry houses.


  “Long story,” Ozie said. Sweat pebbled on his forehead. His black skin glowed yellow from his own Mesh device. “I don’t have much time. I just needed you to know that the King of Las Vegas has agreed to meet with me.”


  The King? Victor blinked. After orchestrating a theft from the King, Ozie should be hiding not seeking him out.


  Ozie said, “I’m going to see him now. You need to—”


  The feed cut off. Victor tried calling Ozie back. No response. The feed was blocked. Victor used the Handy’s ping function to try to locate his friend. No luck. Ozie had gone off grid again. Victor couldn’t even identify his last known location. Wherever Ozie was, he’d have to fend for himself.
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  The primals are beautiful. They look like colorful, vibrating clouds of particles shaped like humans walking, moving, gesticulating and then disappearing again. They are the essence of spirit yet they are incomplete. Their corporeal forms—what I call ghosts, the people I grew up with, all the forsaken of Carmichael—are trapped in this reality. I hear them pleading to cross over. It is my calling to help them.


  – Excerpt from the journal of Samuel Miller


  8 May 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  Inside The Flock and Waddle, Victor settled onto a padded bench, rested his beer stein on a tiny oak slab table, and watched the other patrons. The bar’s interior was dark, made even more so by blinding sunshine outside. The alcove Victor sat in was often empty and easily overlooked. Patrons sometimes stumbled into the table and made lengthy apologies when they recognized him as an Eastmore. Today, though, the area was illuminated by yellow-tinged light from his Handy 1000, which he was using to try to figure out what Ozie had been up to and why he’d gone to visit the King of Las Vegas.


  Victor searched through dark grid message boards for clues. He found speculation about the SatSwarm Bug—the MeshNews official explanation and cover up for how a bunch of European MeshSats ended up in American Union airspace. Victor knew it killed Ozie that he couldn’t take credit for the biggest hack in history, something he’d repeated to Victor a dozen times after the events in Amarillo. Victor also found stolen police reports about brainhacking contraband being seized on its way from the Organized Western States to Semiautonomous California, which were likely shipments Ozie failed to mask from the surveillance of authorities. That was a sign that Ozie had disappeared in haste—he would never leave a trail of suspicious activities unless he was forced to by circumstance.


  Victor continued to search. He had an hour until the big meeting with Karine. A few minutes later, he was interrupted by a woman in her thirties wearing an ankle-length fuchsia swirly dress. She sat down at the other end of his bench, plopping a grass-green synthleather bag between them.


  “Gorgeous day,” she said, “though sometimes a little shade is better, don’t you think?” Her fingers wrapped loosely around a long-stemmed glass of bubbly. She took a long sip, appraising him. “Wait a minute, I recognize you.”


  Her tone was cloying, aroused, intimate. By the way she looked at him, Victor figured he was the most interesting thing to happen to her in a while. Examining her face, he noticed high cheekbones, a thick coat of skin-smoothing cream around her eyes, and deep blue lipstick that made it look like she’d just come in from the cold. Her dress clung tightly, showing off her trim and curvaceous figure. He rolled up the Handy 1000 and put it in his pocket. What was the point of moving to a new place if not to meet new people?


  “Call me Vic.”


  “I’m Lisabella. Mind if I sit here?” she asked as she scooted closer.


  Her breasts stretched the fibers of her dress, lightening its color. Either a subtle rose pattern was woven into the fabric or it was a trick of his perception. He tried to not stare. “Please do,” he said.


  “New Venice is such a small town. I’m sure people recognize you all the time.”


  “I don’t know,” he said, “I’ve only been here a few weeks. Work has kept me busy.”


  “You work for BioScan?”


  The hairs rose on his arms. She’d inflected her voice like a question. Steel blue certainty on her face told a different story. Victor took a sip of his beer.


  “Sorry,” she said, “I didn’t mean to put you off. What do you think of all the construction?” She nodded at the Petit Canal and the earth movers on the other side.


  The Flock and Waddle sat at the corner of the Petit Canal and a “C-grade” canal, one of the wider watery thoroughfares. The BioScan construction on the east side of the Petit Canal could be heard through half of town. People spoke with awe and pride about the millions of AUD flowing in, thanks to the Eastmore family’s roots in the area, which extended deeper and further back in time than New Venice’s famous canals. Surely the family knew what was best, and if they didn’t, too bad. It wasn’t like any small town politicians wanted to pick a fight with them.


  In the few weeks since Victor had arrived, hundreds of employees and contract workers had moved in, snapping up apartments along the canals and filling all the tables at local restaurants long before the start of the summer tourist season, which would swell the population even further.


  “It’s loud.” Victor said.


  “Ha!” Her laugh sounded like the high-pitched cry of a mockingbird. “Isn’t it, though?” She smiled again. Victor felt his lips stretch in response, though he was starting to feel that she was forcing her emotions on him, trying to get him to warm to her. 


  Lisabella ran her fingers through her hair. “It seems like there’s a layer of dust on everything in town.” She looked at him with a raised eyebrow. It reminded him of the way Dr. Tammet would silently encourage him to answer her questions on days when he was feeling mute. Usually the expression preceded more insistent pressure. He gripped his beer thinking of what he could say to excuse himself without seeming odd or rude. It was a small town. He was sure to run into Lisabella again. 


  “What it’s like to come back to your family’s town? Is it much different than Semiautonomous California?”


  Different! She couldn’t be that naive, could she? “Sure it’s different. I can’t be locked up here for being what I am.” Hardness had crept into his voice. He took a deep breath. 


  Lisabella smiled, a deep purple overlay of satisfaction that sparkled with a specific shade of red. It was familiar, but he couldn’t place it. Somewhere on the ego-motivation section of the emotional spectrum. Confidence? A hunter’s thrill?


  “It’s interesting you mention SeCa’s Classification system,” she said, her voice crackling with charged urgency. “People have been wondering about Samuel Miller’s legal status when he comes to the Louisiana Territories.”


  Victor sat back, feeling like he was being interrogated in a reclassification chair. Her gaze flicked down to a brooch on her jacket and quickly returned to his face. She smiled to reassure him. He glanced at her brooch, a blue butterfly. Its black marble head reflected his face. A vidcapper.


  “I do not consent to this recording,” Victor said.


  She smiled sadly and also with a bit of pride. She reached into her green bag and flashed a MeshNews badge. His objection was powerless. MeshNews agents could record anything they wanted if they deemed it newsworthy. They had only their senior editors in Europe to answer to. “What’s the first thing you’ll say to Samuel Miller when you see him again?”


  Victor crossed his arms and watched the bartender pour a flight of beer shots for a group of guys at the bar. 


  “Have you seen him since the Carmichael incident?” Lisabella asked. Her voice was a chisel trying to chip away the truth.


  Victor looked her in the eye, feeling bile tickle his throat. “No.”


  “Thank you.” Her chest heaved as she sighed. “I did my research and there was no record of you meeting with him. But, given your family’s privileges, I thought it worth asking. Your meeting with him will definitely be a reportable event and it’s my story to craft.”


  Victor picked up his beer stein and raised it as if he were toasting her. “You want me to make a statement?”


  Lisabella leaned forward eagerly.


  Victor got up, chugged the remainder of his beer, slammed it on the table, and walked outside without a word.


  3


  Comparative advantage leads inevitably to conflict. In an economic context, this means wasted effort and money down the drain. Symbiosis requires a different approach—mutualism, openness, and integrity—but the rewards are much greater.


  – Race to the Top by Circe Eastmore


  8 May 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  Karine


  Karine LaTour vidchatted in her cramped office with Circe Eastmore, her boss, thinking, Circe wants me to baby-sit her twenty-something mentally deficient nephew. C’est de la merde! 


  “I expect you to look after him.” Circe’s voice emerged from the speaker sounding soulless and brutal. “Mentor him. Victor needs someone with your talents to look up to.” 


  “It isn’t wise to expect the moon of him,” Karine said. “After what happened in Amarillo—”


  “You underestimate Victor. He’s our best asset in developing a cure. More valuable than Samuel Miller.”


  Karine imagined her boss was an African tribal goddess wearing a mask made of dark, smooth-grained wood—inscrutable and frightening to behold. Though Karine disagreed, she nodded; there was no point antagonizing Circe. There were so many details to keep track of. Why does she insist on discussing Victor? This isn’t a crèche for special needs babies. Does she expect me to breast feed him as well? 


  No matter, Karine told herself, the past is the past. She breathed deeply to expel the negative thoughts swirling in her head.


  Now that Karine held second position in the company, she had to play her cards carefully. That meant maintaining her relationship with the Chief. She wished it could be like when she and Circe worked together in Madrid: in constant contact, eating every meal side by side, mapping out expansion strategies and coming up with tactics to take down competitors. Changing the world together. 


  They had both changed too. They were now an unstoppable force in the biotechnology industry, and nothing like the best friends they used to be.


  Karine said, “Speaking of S.M., I just received a back-channel message. Clearance will be forthcoming. We can transfer him next week.”


  “Good. My conversation with the Governor-General appears to have helped.”


  “Are you sure you don’t want to join today’s meeting?” Karine asked. “I could set up a vidscreen.”


  “No,” Circe answered. “You’ll handle it. I’ve got a dinner date with MeshNews’s European Bureau Chief.”


  Karine raised an eyebrow. “She’s quite the belle of the ball.”


  Circe scowled but the look quickly faded and a smile warmed her face. “Don’t expect a full report back from me. This one’s off the record. Talk soon.”


  “Ciao bella.” Karine sat back in her seat, relieved Circe wouldn’t be joining the meeting. In an ideal world, Circe would steer the BioScan ship, staying above the fray, and let Karine get her feet wet remaking the company from a sprawling mess into a focused and cohesive business. Karine would be the day-to-day chief as far as all the employees were concerned and she could use the threat of Circe’s caustic attention to keep them in line. 


  Of course, new opportunities brought new risks; any problems would rest squarely on Karine’s shoulders. She simply wouldn’t have time to baby-sit Victor in addition to her other responsibilities. 


  Karine pressed forward in her chair and raised the voyeur feed of the conference room. Victor sat alone rolling something between his palms. Karine wanted to peel back his layers, expose his tender insides, and poke at them with a sharp object. She hadn’t forgotten what had happened in Amarillo, couldn’t forget. In that stinking, bloody lodge room, she’d been humiliated, beaten, and accused of murder. Thank the laws, he’d finally distanced himself from that fantasy and seemed to be managing his condition. 


  I can control him, she told herself. I won’t accept failure, not from anyone on my team, and certainly not him.


  But what of my own? 


  Karine allowed herself a sigh, lifted her hands through her hair and pulled, forcing the curls to relax. She’d screwed it up by hiring two inept thugs to follow Victor—that failure was on her. It had nearly driven him over the edge. She never should have accepted responsibility for advancing his career. If she’d known then how problematic he would become, she would have refused first Jefferson’s and then Circe’s entreaties. Now it was too late to be rid of him.


  Circe insists I’m underestimating him. Is she seeing clearly or am I?


  She peered closely at the vidscreen. Victor squirmed, flitted, and jerked. His emotions seethed just below the surface. Yet he also embodied a magnetic quality of focus. When he turned his attention to a problem, his face would tighten, seeming almost to crackle with energy. His intensity ripped her professional indifference to shreds. It wasn’t that he was attractive to her—of course, he was objectively good-looking though not to her tastes—truly, it was his dynamism that intrigued her.


  His brilliance in manipulating complex data sets couldn’t be doubted. He’d created extraordinary solutions to computational problems for the company. If only he wasn’t so socially inept. 


  Karine’s doubts about his abilities would be put to the test momentarily. The vidscreen showed the strategic planning team arriving. Awkward and blustery chitchat ricocheted around the room. A few executives refilled their coffee mugs; others waited patiently or checked their Mesh feeds. Victor ignored his surroundings and continued to work something between his hands obsessively, as if he were alone in the room. 


  Karine wished the towers up the hill would be finished so she could move into the large glass walled office she’d sketched for the interior designer. Too bad that was months away. For now, she inhabited a small room that had narrow slits for windows. The wet-asphalt colors of the wall, carpet, and cabinetry added to the gloom. Rain or shine, the only color was gray. 


  Nevertheless, Karine was glad to be in the Louisiana Territories. Anything beat the outpost of barely-there civilization known as SeCa. And New Venice had its charms. She ceased her surveillance via the vidfeed, eased herself from her seat, and left her office. 


  Karine went into an adjacent room to collect her special guests and together they headed to the meeting. She imagined the shocked expression on Victor’s face when he saw who accompanied her. She looked forward to watching him squirm.
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  European authorities continue to investigate whether the SatSwarm bug poses an ongoing threat. Millions of Mesh users in Europe were affected by the bug in May when the network crashed due to insufficient local computing capacity. Although Mesh coverage has been fully restored, Mesh operators may face claims from users groups whose computing time was impacted by the bug. Mesh operators continue to deny rumors that any MeshSats strayed from their designated orbits.


  – MeshNews dispatch


  8 May 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  Lisabella’s questions rang in Victor’s ears and left a foul taste in his mouth as he walked south past storefronts selling shirts, belts, and hats with colorful beaded Caddo patterns sewn into them. A fumewort tincture would go down well right about now. He wouldn’t waste it though. With Pearl missing, even his ample stockpile of supplies had to be rationed.


  Victor made his way to a narrow meeting room and took a seat at the end of a long table made of real, red-stained pine with five white synthleather chairs on each side. Stuffy air recirculated. Members of the BioScan New Venice executive team entered and sat talking quietly to one another.


  Victor avoided conversation with the executives in the room and rolled the data egg in his hands, wondering how he could open it again. Something in his brain, something in the way his condition worked could unlock it. There were few people he could turn to for help. Mirror resonance syndrome was misunderstood by the doctors and policymakers most familiar with it.


  Out the window, he spotted earth-movers carving a flat space next to the sheer cliffs of Cemetery Hill where a pair of twelve-floor buildings would rise and provide research space for hundreds of lab directors and clinicians. The machines beeped and rumbled as they loaded up their cargo, shuddered into motion, and carried heaps of dirt down the slopes to a staging area at the water’s edge. From there, barges would carry the waste downstream and dump it on the western shore of Caddo Lake. The dirt would reinforce decades-old levees that kept the low-lying countryside safe from New Venice’s waters.


  Some day Victor would work in a top-floor office in one of the towers with a spectacular view of New Venice. The canals would look like lines drawn by a rake in wet soil. He might even be able to see his family’s Eastmore Estate on the other side of the Passage. In the meantime, he had to make do in this cramped room with several mid-level executives and blaring lightstrips instead of natural light.


  He decided to visit Elena again after the meeting. He needed a break from strategy presentations, budgets, and work plans, and the constant live-feed of office politics and banter.


  Karine entered the room with a loud, “Good morning.”


  He glanced up and his breath locked up in his chest.


  Standing behind Karine was Mía Barrias, the woman who’d brought an end to the Carmichael massacre by bringing help from the outside world. Victor hadn’t spoken to her since. She’d reached out a few times over the years and he’d rebuffed her—how could she think he wanted talk to her? She’d led the campaign to have people with mirror resonance syndrome controlled. She’d created and headed the Classification Commission. Now she was there, her salt-and-pepper hair hanging over her shoulders, wearing a flowing blue and yellow flower-patterned dress. The lines on her face were formed by worry, not joy.


  Next to Mía, shorter in stature and wearing a royal-violet business suit, was Ming Pearl, his herbalist, who until this moment had been missing. Her usually gray curly hair was dyed coal-black and plastered to her head. She winked at Victor.


  “Let’s get started,” Karine said. “Please have a seat everyone.” She sat at the head of the table flanked by Victor and Blair, one of the executives.


  Victor blinked at Karine. What the laws was going on?


  Pearl shot him a wry smile and took the seat next to him. Mía sat at the opposite end of the table and stared at Victor with eyes that appeared flat and hard. She nodded at him after a long moment.


  Karine said, “Obviously you’re all aware that I’m bringing in additional staff to ramp up our capabilities. I want to introduce Mía Barrias. She’ll help us manage the psychological impacts that will result from bringing Samuel Miller to this campus and publicizing his history. She’ll also serve as a public liaison as we lay the groundwork for an American Union-wide Classification System.”


  Karine paused. A few executives murmured welcomes and good-to-have-yous. Victor watched Mía say thank you and offer a weak, close-lipped smile to the people in the room. Then she turned to stare at him again, and he felt as if she saw a four year old boy rather than a twenty-five year old man. Hot smoke burned his lungs and his eyes watered—memories from Carmichael. Bodies lying in the street. Smoke billowing up. Waiting for the Man from Nightmareland to find him.


  A pressure on his arm jolted him back to the present. Pearl had squeezed his wrist and was pointing at Karine, who had asked Victor a question.


  “Sorry,” he said, “I missed that.”


  “I said, you’ll be working closely with Mía going forward. Understood?”


  Victor gulped and nodded.


  Karine turned to the executives and said, “I also want to introduce Ming Pearl. She’ll be consulting with the team in charge of patients with mirror resonance syndrome and substance abusers. You’re all aware that herbal remedies have become a core part of our research agenda. Pearl, as you may call her, will be your first point of contact for anything related to that.”


  “It is most pleasurable to meet with you,” Pearl said in a thick accent that Victor knew was one hundred percent performance. She snuck him another wink, and he smiled to himself. It was good to see her again.


  Pearl had been kidnapped by the same thugs as Victor. She paid them and regained her freedom only to be forced to leave SeCa when the authorities cracked down on her illicit brainhacking distributorship. She’d gone silent along with Ozie. Maybe she knew what he was up to. He’d have to ask her later.


  Looking at Pearl, Victor couldn’t stop thinking that she didn’t belong here, dressed like a corporate lackey.


  Karine went on, “I want to add that I spoke with Circe this morning. She’s pleased with our progress and will be here in a few weeks. I’ll be booking her meetings so you might hear from me about that. Now, department updates. Let’s start with finance.”


  Victor wanted everything to stop so he could adjust to Mía and Pearl suddenly showing up in New Venice, but the meeting steamrolled onward. An executive named Blair who’d transferred from the Oakland & Bayshore office and had never given Victor the time of day swiveled in his chair to address his coworkers, flashing an insincere smile. He teeth and hair both looked enhanced—unless the shine on them was only in Victor’s mind. Blair spoke about BioScan going on a buying spree. Victor tried to listen to the details, but he didn’t recognize any of the company names and his mind wandered.


  When Blair was done, Marilyn, a woman in her forties, leaned forward and gave an update on the construction of the research towers up the hill. Her eyes swam behind thick-lensed glasses as she went on to talk about hiring plans. Then she relaxed into her chair and looked around the room, delicately fingering the collar of her blouse. “The one question I have was sent up by Eugenio.” She threw a quick glance at both Mía and Pearl. “He’s the director of healthcare delivery. He wants to know how we’re going to integrate our new sequencing capacity into our healthcare protocols. Correct me if I’m wrong: I believe we need some standardization if we’re going to make the most of BioScan’s resources.”


  This was Victor’s area of expertise. He sat up, but Karine silenced him with a shake of her head. Laws, he wanted to rip her hair out.


  No, he told himself. The wise owl listens. He had to impress Karine. Once she trusted him, he’d sneak into her Mesh records and prove once and for all that she’d killed Jefferson—if she’d killed him, he reminded himself.


  “Thank you, Marilyn,” Karine said. “You raise an excellent point. Many of you may be unfamiliar with the sequencing capabilities we’ve acquired along with Gene-Us, I know. That’s why I’ve asked Victor Eastmore to go over those capabilities for us today. He has a special relationship with our work, and no one knows genomic analysis better.”


  The executives exchanged glances. Blair cleared his throat. Marilyn smiled and scratched at the corner of her mouth.


  What did she mean by special relationship? Victor wondered. Because he was a Broken Mirror? It would have been a laughable euphemism if it wasn’t an insult.


  “Victor, when you’re ready, walk us through it.”


  “Certainly,” he said, unable to dull the hard edge in his voice. Everything Karine did aggravated him. He wanted to scream at her. Instead he used the type-pad to load the presentation he’d prepared.


  “This is the way it worked at Gene-Us until 1990,” Victor said. “Outdated technology, inefficient processes, and unskilled staff.” A diagram swam to the surface of the vidscreen on the wall showing boxes connected by lines to indicate each step in the sequencing process. It was a high level summary. He’d dumbed it down for the audience.


  He advanced the presentation to the next image showing a black and white checkerboard of blobs.


  Victor said, “These are phosphor gel outputs. Until recently, we used electrophoresis to compare the reference sample with potential matches. Each sample started with the full genetic copy of each donor. But useful information was wasted early in the process. We only looking at a few tiny portions of their genomes.”


  Blair interrupted, “In other words, we got the job done efficiently. We didn’t need to do more.” He looked around the room for support and a few heads nodded quietly. Most were sitting back, their faces neutral.


  Months ago Blair had argued against Gene-Us’s investment in a new sequencing process and apparently he hadn’t come around. Thankfully, it wasn’t Victor’s job to change his mind.


  Victor moved on to his next point without responding. “The lost information had the potential to tell us about our clients’ susceptibility to disease, their genetic heritage, how the expression of their protein-producing genes were regulated by other sequences. Far more valuable information than the limited tests we were running.”


  Blair piped up again, “Hold on there. I’ve got genuine concerns. There’s still the question of what data is useful. Risk reports for insurance companies are still the most profitable sales channel for us. That’s the market. We only need to analyze a few key sequences, am I right?” He looked around for support.


  Victor saw that Karine was watching him carefully. An anxious sweat oozed down his back. He knew, in the midst of these executives, that he had a lot to prove.


  Victor flashed an insincere but passable smile at Blair and said, “You’re saying that Gene-Us made plenty of money identifying people with the mirror resonance gene. So why bother with more useful genomics?”


  “That is not what I’m saying,” Blair said.


  “What about demonstrating the efficacy of gene therapy?” Victor asked. “Or conducting ecological genomics studies? Or microbiome characterization? Or a dozen other applications?”


  “Those all have unproven value in the market!” Blair countered.


  “That’s beside the point!”


  “Excuse me. What’s ecological genomics?” Marilyn asked. She sounded amused. There was also a hint of anxiety in her voice. “I thought we were talking about linking genetic analysis with our healthcare delivery?”


  Karine knocked lightly on the table. “Let’s get back on track. Victor, calm down and show them what we’re doing to improve our sequencing operations.”


  Victor ground his teeth. He didn’t need advice on his behavior from Karine. At least he was making his point clear. He said, “Before the merger, Gene-Us bought five next-generation automated sequencing machines from Prolexa. They sequence everything at a rate of ten trillion base pairs per day, about a thousand-fold increase. We can capture the full genome of every patient.”


  Marilyn looked as tightly wound as the bun behind her head. “That’s exactly the problem I want us to address. Before we can sequence our patients’ genomes, we have to gain consent. At the moment, decisions are made on case-by-case basis at the discretion of the physician. Our clinics and our affiliates will be very concerned about an unauthorized system-wide effort to gather genetic information from our patients.”


  Karine swept her hand across the table. “This is a matter we settled in SeCa long ago, and we’re taking the same approach everywhere we operate. The chief attorney of the Louisiana Territories reassured us that the genetic information we obtain from samples using our own technology and know-how remains our property, not our clients’ or patients’. Once we’ve established that precedent, under the Transatlantic Trade Code, Europe and the other A.U. nations won’t have grounds to object. On compliance there need be no concerns.”


  Karine looked at Victor and said, “Wrap this up.”


  He stopped himself from yelling, “Shock you!” and managed to say in a controlled voice, “We have a pair of Prolexa machines here already. Going forward, the main problem will be sample preparation. It takes time and lab staff to change a few drops of saliva into a sample that can be fed into the sequencer. We’re still working out this process.”


  “Thank you, Victor.” Karine looked at each executive in turn. “It goes without saying that we’ll need your cooperation and input. That’s all for now. Mía and Pearl, you’ll stay please. Victor, you too.”


  Karine stood, smiled stiffly, and nodded at the executives as they filed out of the conference room. When they were gone, she shut the door and motioned for Mía to come sit closer. The four of them sat at one end of the conference table.


  Victor took the data egg out of his pocket. He rolled it between his palms and breathed on it at intervals. If only Jefferson had named Karine as his murderer, Victor could have exposed her already and assumed the title of Second Chief.


  “I apologize that we got off track,” Karine said, shooting Victor a venomous look. She looked in turn at Mía and Pearl. “The point for both of you to understand is that here we have the best chance in the world of curing mirror resonance syndrome and addiction to resonant-class narcotics. We’re relying on your expertise to help us reach our goal.”


  Pearl wore a tight and skeptical smile on her face. “I’d like to meet all the patients this afternoon if possible, one at a time. Some may be more interested in herbal supplements than others. Also, I’ve reviewed the files, and I believe the psychological profiles have significant gaps in them.”


  What did Pearl know about psychological profiles? Victor wondered.


  Karine said, “Very well. That should be doable for the addicts, at least. As you know, Victor is our only MRS reference case until Samuel Miller and the other patients arrive. Speaking of which,  Mía, Victor will make a better face for the Classification System than Samuel Miller so I want to factor that into your outreach plans.”


  Victor’s lips felt parched. The face of the Classification System? A vein throbbed on his forehead.


  “Karine, what do you mean by that?” he asked.


  “You’ll be talking to policymakers, the media, and the public,” Karine responded. “Don’t worry, we’ll give you coaching. It’s nothing Circe thinks you can’t handle.”


  The skepticism in her voice frayed Victor’s last nerve.


  “I won’d do it,” he said, staring into her cold eyes.


  “Circe and I have discussed it,” Karine replied. “You said you want to speak with Samuel Miller, though I’m shocked if I know why. Unless you do this for us, you’ll never get into the same building as him.”


  Victor felt fire burning his hands. “I won’t do it. I would never help you sell a system as corrupt, as unfair as what you created in SeCa. Both of you.”


  He turned a withering gaze toward Mía. She withstood his scorn stoically, her face emotionless, an empty echo.


  Bile crawled up Victor’s throat as he looked again at Karine. He said, “Haven’t you done enough to ruin Broken Mirrors’ lives? Granfa Jeff wasn’t enough?” Victor slammed a fist on the table. “I know what you did to him.”


  Pearl put her hand on his. “Softly, little owl.”


  “Laws! That rubbish? Still?!” Karine said, her voice a serpent’s hiss. “If I breathed a word of this to Circe—” She stopped herself. “If you can’t control yourself in private—”


  She closed her eyes. Victor sensed that she was fighting to contain an anger as deep crimson as his own.


  Karine turned to Pearl. “I need you to keep him sane and stable. No more outbursts. No more crazy talk. That’s your priority number one.”


  Pearl patted his hand. Her fingertips were smooth and soothing. His synesthesia painted her face a cold indigo. “Don’t worry, my little owl. Plenty of room for an herb garden. We can start digging tomorrow.”


  Something in her voice made him look closer. Pearl’s expression was mirthful and reassuring, but false. Underneath, in the flare of magenta tension around her eyes and a thick purple haze surrounding her lips, Victor saw lethal intent. Pearl was here to kill someone, he was sure. If Karine was her target, he might help her do it.


  “Karine, Pearl, could you give us a moment?” Mía asked. She sat with her hands palms up on the table as if studying them for answers.


  Karine bowed her head at Pearl and waited for her to leave before following with one hard glance back at Victor.


  He should have kept his head. Now Karine knew that he still suspected she murdered Granfa Jefferson.


  When Karine was gone, Mía said, “It’s been a long time, Victor.”


  He clenched his jaw. This wasn’t a good time for a trip down memory lane. “Don’t try to convince me. The Classification System is unjust. I’m not going to help.”


  Amazingly, she nodded. “I know. Believe me, I’m aware. If I had known… It got out of hand. This is my chance to set things right.”


  “How are you going to do that?”


  “I’m going to fix it,” Mía said quietly.


  “You can’t fix it! The only thing you can do is stop it, here. Disavow the Classification System completely. Don’t let your experience with Samuel Miller—”


  The look that passed across her face shut him up fast. It was as if darkness radiated from her eyes and dimmed the room.


  Mía said, “He’s irrelevant. We have to minimize his impact. It’s for you, for the others. I’m seeing clearly now. It’s why I asked for us to work together.”


  “You did?” Victor said. He’d assumed it was Karine’s idea.


  “Victor, I’m worried about you now that Jefferson is gone.”


  He straightened. “I can take care of myself.”


  Mía smiled. Victor felt like he was glimpsing her face in the past, decades ago, before Samuel Miller had killed her husband and set her on a sadder path. “You sound like him,” she said. “He always had faith in you.”


  Victor gripped the data egg. She didn’t know anything about Jefferson.


  Mía glanced around the room. “We need to talk further. Not here.” She reached into her pocket, pulled out a MeshBit, and fiddled with it. His Handy 1000 chimed to announce that her details arrived in his feed.


  “Come find me later,” she said, and as she passed by him, she raised a hand to his face and laid it on his cheek. It felt cool and smooth, like a stone at the base of a waterfall.


  Victor felt warmth in his chest, attraction. How was that possible? She was old enough to be his mother. He rushed past her and out of the building into a wall of warm air. His peripheral vision blurred. He had to find Pearl.


  The wise owl listens. Victor didn’t have time to listen. He jogged toward the clinic, despite the heat. Pearl would give him more tinctures and help him recover his calm, or he’d ask her to lock him in a room until he returned from blankspace.


  The drug huts lay scattered on the hillside. Each had a wraparound deck that began on the uphill side and hung over the downhill side with flat-earth views of the Passage and Caddo Lake further downstream.


  Victor found Pearl on the uphill deck of one of the huts talking to a clinician.


  “We need to talk,” he said. “About Jefferson. When the data egg opened—”


  “Not now, little owl,” she said.


  “You don’t understand! Ozie’s missing again and—”


  Pearl put a finger on Victor’s lips. Waves of tingling pleasure rippled from his face to his toes. The world seemed be made of fabric whipped by the wind, undulating drunkenly. His skin felt like a balloon stretching bigger and tighter, bright and hot, like sunning at the beach. He tried to speak and vomited a white fog, blocking out the world. He was too stunned to fight—the blankness took him.
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  The universal wave function never collapses. It never does! I found this fact on the dark grid. A scientist proved it. Hugh Everett, III. Which means there are infinite worlds like ours where the paths of atoms and energy, the meanderings of history, they’re all bent. They’re twisted out of joint compared to our own.


  That’s the reason, you see. Other worlds and other me’s are calling desperately. I hear them. I hear them pleading to me for help. 


  I think it’s possible to cross over. That’s why I conceived The Plan.


  – Excerpt from the journal of Samuel Miller


  8 May 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  The world re-formed from blank white haze into shapes with color, depth, and meaning. Victor found himself sitting on a stone step of the Petite Canal’s quay. He could see Shoreline District buildings across the water where people rented kayaks and paddleboats to take into the Passage. Elena sat next to him.


  His mind moved with gummed-up slowness. Pearl hadn’t wanted to talk. He remembered nothing after that.


  Victor sensed that Elena had something to say. She was guarding her feelings closely. Though he saw black fearful murk around her eyes.


  “Did you follow me here?” he asked hesitantly.


  Elena said, “You were yelling at Pearl and then you got that look. I led you here by the arm. I don’t think anybody noticed you were blank.”


  “Thank you,” he said. “I owe you one.”


  “Yeah. One or two.” Elena sighed. “I need to tell you something. My therapist thinks I should take a break—from you.”


  Victor thought he’d misheard her. “A break?” Where was this coming from? They weren’t a couple. What would a break even mean?


  Elena said, “I told her what happened in Amarillo.”


  Victor jumped up. His chest heaved as if his organs were battling each other, kidney versus kidney, lung versus lung, spleen and liver punching it out in his ribcage. White blankness feathered the edges of his vision.


  “You told her?” he asked.


  Elena hauled him back to sitting. His heart hammered in his chest.


  “Not everything. I told her about leaving SeCa with you and the fighting between the Corps and the Puros in the R.O.T. I didn’t say anything about Jefferson being murdered or what happened in the lodge.”


  That should be a relief. Too bad his body was off at the races. Elena was watching him. He patted her hand. “Give me a minute,” he said.


  Victor was torn. On one hand, he wanted Elena to tell him exactly what she’d told the therapist. On the other hand, he didn’t want to remember anything about the Republic of Texas. Similar to Carmichael, Amarillo represented a dark, traumatic moment in his life; he never wanted to return there, not in real life, and not in his memories. There was one problem, however, a problem not even Elena knew about: Victor was certain that Jefferson had done something to the Lone Star Kennel dogs, something that had to do with a cure for mirror resonance syndrome. Elena’s fa Hector admitted to knowing something about it but he had refused to tell Victor anything. At some point Victor would need Elena’s help to get her fa to talk. Victor was sane enough to know that this wasn’t the right time to bring it up.


  At least Elena hadn’t told the therapist that Victor was stalking Karine. If that happened, he might as well move back to SeCa and check himself into a Class I facility.


  Elena said, “You and I have been through some stuff together.”


  He almost laughed. “That’s an understatement.” He realized with relief that the blankness was receding.


  “Shocks, yes!” Elena smiled. The blankness vanished. He chuckled and she went on, “She says that I’m in the habit of transferring my goals and emotions onto you, that I need to focus on me, figure out who I am, and a bunch of other bullshit.”


  “Do you agree with her?” he asked.


  Elena looked at her hands. “Not really. I’m going to give it a shot anyway. She says addiction is what fills the empty spaces in our psyches, and I need to learn to live without my addictions. All my addictions. You understand, right?”


  Victor caught a loose strand of Elena’s hair and tucked it behind her ear. Therapists had a way of extracting the truth bit by bit. Could he trust Elena to keep his secrets?


  He said, “I want the best for you.”


  “Same,” she said. “Things are going well here for me. I don’t feel pulled to stims. I don’t even really think about them. I have to make new habits, she says, a new mindset. For when I get out. She won’t say when that’ll be…” A bitter look crossed Elena’s face. “I’m under the impression I might get out sooner if I follow her advice. Then I’ll be free of this chip.” She rubbed her shin. “I got them to show me the x-ray. It looks like a coin.”


  Victor didn’t want their daily talks to stop. They both needed each other. However, he knew better than to try to change her mind.


  “I’ll do whatever you think best,” he said, “but please be careful. Before Granfa Jeff and I found Dr. Tammet, we tried out half a dozen therapists. Granfa warned me not to trust anyone who takes power away from the patient. Make sure it’s not some form of manipulation to isolate you and mess you up even more.”


  “Thank you,” she said. “I agree: I’m messed up enough as it is.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  Elena patted his knee. “I’m kidding, silly. Anyway, I’m going to give her advice a chance. Don’t hate me.”


  “I couldn’t,” he said, leaning over to hug her.


  “How are you really doing?” she asked. “You seemed better before.”


  “I was. I haven’t had a blank out since I got to New Venice. It came on too quick. I think it’s because—”


  “Nope, never mind! Forget I asked. We’re here. We’re good. That’s good. Let’s enjoy it.”


  He smiled. “You have been getting good advice.” His Handy 1000 chimed. Mía was waiting for him. “I have to go.”


  “Just make sure you’re here when I get out. I mean it!”


  When they moved apart, she gave him a look that said torture was still part of her play book.


  He grasped her hand. “I’ll be here. Promise.”
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  Memories of the people we’ve lost have a way of disappearing the more fiercely we hold onto them. They fossilize, hardening into eerie likenesses and unsatisfactory substitutes: a strange face reflecting in a storefront window, a real pic of lovers spooning gelato into each other’s mouths. One crystallized poignant reflection can erase a lifetime of smaller, less pivotal moments, even the beautiful ones.


  Our fallen, our lost can never delight, disappoint, or surprise us again. Death is painful certainty. Death is dully unsurprising. And death is a cruel comfort in an uncertain world.


  People turn away from me in public. I’ve become a shadow of what we’ve all been through. A fossil of death. That day in Carmichael, I became a ghost of the fallen. I just didn’t realize it until now.


  – Interview with Mía Barrias in Five Years After Carmichael (1983)


  8 May 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  Mía let Victor into her furnished corporate apartment on the top floor of a Repartition-Era building overlooking the Grand Canal. Through a pair of glass doors that led onto a roof deck, Victor saw a deep blue sky with faint orange painting the horizon. Like flames burning the edge of the world.


  He should have stopped by his apartment for food and a tincture. For someone who thrived on routine—who needed it to stay sane—he was far too lax about his schedule.


  Mía wore a two-piece synthsilk leisure suit, a gray fitted sack, essentially. Victor guessed maybe she was already prepared for bed, and the thought made him uneasy. She was attractive for a fifty-something woman, with severe eyebrows and deep lines on her face that somehow added to her allure. He hadn’t seriously contemplated sex with anyone since the incident with the prostitute in Las Vegas and he wasn’t ready to think about it again. He had too many other problems in his life besides sexual entanglement.


  Why couldn’t they have talked at BioScan, during the day, without the claustrophobic privacy of her rooms?


  Victor swallowed when Mía invited him to sit with her on a synthleather sofa. His heartbeat thundered in his chest. He should be interrogating her about his granfa, not getting butterflies in his stomach. There was no reason to think she’d invited him for sex, and yet somehow his mind wouldn’t let go of the idea.


  “It’s awkward between us,” Mía said. “I know our history is complicated.”


  “Complicated,” he echoed. “You saved my life in Carmichael and then you ruined it with the Classification Commission. Yes, awkward and complicated sums it up.”


  “I know. I meant what I said about reforms… Well, I’ll get to that. First, I want to explain myself.” She retrieved two glasses from a niche in the coffee table and reached down again to pull out a bottle of LT brand bourbon. “Drink?”


  Victor nodded. Not as good as a tincture but it would do.


  She poured them two belts each. He picked up his glass and held it up, expecting the customary gesture of clinking to good health.


  She ignored him, staring out the window. She took a drink that drained half her glass, exhaled, and began speaking.


  “I changed that day in Carmichael. Fundamentally changed. After the incident, when therapists described the symptoms of post-traumatic stress syndrome to me, I agreed with their diagnosis, but it was more than that. A couple more were added over time, generalized anxiety disorder, agoraphobia and claustrophobia—between a tiger and a cliff those two are, believe me. None of them really understood what I was feeling.


  “I had become was someone unfamiliar, someone I didn’t recognize when I looked in the mirror. It was as if every vital part of me had been burned away. I felt like an abstraction: a cold rage desire for revenge. I denied that’s what it was. I thought I was doing the right thing, preventing another person like Samuel Miller from coming along and wiping another town off the map. We were doing what was best for SeCa, the Classification Commission was a necessary step to protect our citizens, and the cost was worth the pain. I believed my hatred for Samuel didn’t extend beyond him. But deep down, from a place logic and introspection couldn’t touch, I wanted more than revenge. I wanted restitution.”


  Mía drained her glass and refilled it.


  She said, “An impossible desire has a way of corrupting everything it touches.”


  Victor realized he’d been holding his glass out, hand shaking, the liquid churning and splashing over the side—a tempest in a tumbler Nana Cynthia would have said. Mía didn’t seem to notice. He put the glass down.


  “I built the Classification System,” Mía continued. “I’m responsible. At every step, I was there pushing it forward: the diagnostic tests, the treatment protocols, the budgeting, the legislative battles, the constant drip of propaganda fed to the SeCa masses to maintain support. Brick-by-brick I built it, with no sense of what it would look like when it was finished.


  “I might not ever have seen the truth if not for Jefferson. He was patient. He was kind. He was brilliant. And he changed me back. I became a person again, instead of the soulless, hungry ghost that I’d become. My biggest regret is that I couldn’t help him when he needed it. I wasn’t seeing clearly. Not yet. And now…”


  Mía fixed her gaze on Victor and he saw so much hurt that it felt like hands around his neck, squeezing. It hurt to hear her confess what she’d done—she ruined Victor’s life and the lives of every person with mirror resonance syndrome in SeCa.


  But wouldn’t he have done the same in her place? She hadn’t mentioned her husband, killed the night of her honeymoon by a stunstick to the head, one of Samuel Miller’s many victims that day. Wouldn’t Victor have been as twisted, as aggrieved, if he’d lived her life? He blamed her and yet, she was blameless, cast in a role that she couldn’t step out of and playing it through to the bitter end, same as him. Except now she was saying she’d changed.


  Victor put a hand on her knee, though he couldn’t meet her eyes again, the pain was too raw, too cutting. He said, “I—” His voice caught in his throat and he coughed. He spoke, “Mía, do you want me to forgive you?”


  She tensed. He could feel her tendons seize up and he started to remove his hand from her knee when she jumped to her feet, her arm moving in an arc toward the window. Her bourbon glass shattered and fell to the floor. Liquid streaked the window below a starburst crack.


  Victor sat on the couch—still, mute, and confused.


  Mía strode to the dining room table and leaned on it with both hands. She appeared to be searching for words. Then Victor realized she was crying. He got up and approached.


  She held out a warding finger. “Don’t. I’m sorry. I need a minute.”


  Victor needed to leave. The sight of her in pain twisted his stomach in knots.


  “I don’t want your forgiveness,” Mía said, squeezing each word from her heaving chest. “I want your help. To undo the damage. I need everyone’s help.” She straightened. “The commission has an inertia that I can’t shift by myself. The system needs reform and the only way that will happen is if we all work together.”


  Her voice took on a strident quality that Victor had heard many times on MeshNews feeds. She wanted reform? The Classification System ought to be dismantled. At the very least, it had to stop at SeCa.


  Victor searched in the kitchen, found some disposable synthsilk towels, a dustpan, and a brush, and began to clean the mess. Mía stared out the window, or maybe she was watching her reflection.


  “I won’t settle for reform,” he said. “I’m going to find a cure. When that happens we won’t need a Classification System. And in the meantime people like me don’t deserve to be locked up. You understand that, right? You said yourself it’s wrong.”


  “There are bigger forces at work, Victor. It’s not just Broken Mirrors anymore. We have to consider the impact of stims too. The patient population is growing. That’s a huge incentive we’re fighting against. The number of new healthcare jobs alone could end thirty years of stagnant economic development in the American Union.”


  “I’m not interested in economic development,” he said. “It’s the patients, people like me, they’re what matters. I’m going to find a cure.”


  Victor wiped his forehead and felt a stinging scratch. A sliver of glass must have cut him. He went to the sink and washed his hands, gently wiping his forehead. He found a tiny glint of glass on the towel and tossed it away. Mía hadn’t changed, not really. It was an illusion she needed to believe because the truth was unbearable. The good in her had died in Carmichael—just as she said—and this was an angry ghost inflicting its hurt on the world again and again, finding different ways to torture and torment the living.


  She said, “We need reform first. Jefferson thought so too and that’s why…”


  Victor turned toward the door, hesitated. Something in her voice caught his attention. “What? What were you going to say?”


  “Never mind. Now that he’s gone there’s no stopping the expansion of the Classification system. The best thing we can do is direct its evolution. Listen, Victor, if you help me, I can do something for you.”


  “What?” he asked.


  Mía said, “You need someone to look out for you.”


  Flickering light out the window caught Victor’s attention. It looked like a fire across the Grand Canal in the direction of Pond Park. The taste of soot filled his mouth.


  Mía glanced to the window following Victor’s gaze then turned back. “I wonder about Jefferson’s death too, you know.”


  Victor gripped the door handle. She’d known his granfa well. They worked together on the Commission for years. She might have a new angle on what happened.


  So why did Victor feel a hollow chill in his chest and an urge to plug his ears? There was a time not long ago when anyone who acknowledged Victor’s suspicions had earned an instant loyalty. Toward Mía, he could only muster sad disdain.


  “What about it?” Victor asked in a tired voice.


  “Jefferson was stubborn, autocratic, he didn’t like his decisions being challenged. He made a lot of enemies. You need to be careful about who you trust. Take Pearl, for instance. I saw the way you looked at her during the meeting.”


  “Granfa Jeff trusted her.”


  “Look what that got him.”


  “How do you know so much about Pearl?”


  “He didn’t tell you? We brought Pearl in once before. She almost killed Samuel Miller with her herbs.”


  “Would that have bothered you?”


  Mía didn’t answer.


  “Thanks for the tip,” he said dismissively.


  Mía straightened her shoulders. “If someone killed Jefferson—”


  “He died of heart failure,” Victor lied, feeling on the verge of vertigo for twisting a truth he’d worked so hard to uncover. He had to get fresh air. The energy between him and Mía wasn’t sexual; it was twisted remorse and bitter atonement so thick it suffocated.


  He said, “I wonder sometimes if he was a Broken Mirror too. He wouldn’t have told you. He didn’t trust anyone.”


  Victor slammed the door on his way out, rushed down creaking stairs, feeling dizzy, and stepped out into the night. He headed for the nearest bar, feeling the urge to drink an ocean.


  7


  My honeymoon should have been the happiest week of my life. Claudio’s too. We were supposed to spend it relaxing, making love in the afternoon, enjoying sunsets and crickets and live music played by bands no one had heard of. Instead I saw horrors.


  – Interview with Mía Barrias in Five Years After Carmichael (1983)


  8 May 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  As Victor exited Mía’s building a huddle of people on the canal promenade looked up from a device they were sharing, some of whom gave him a curious glance. Did they recognize him? How many were MeshNews agents here to watch the drama unfold when a mass murderer came to town and met one of the few who got away?


  Lightstrips reflecting in the canal water caused blobs of floating colors to move across Victor’s field of vision. He cursed the beautiful mirage silently. He felt penned in and trapped, in his body, in this place, with a broken mind and a legacy he had never chosen.


  When he pictured Mía’s face, the blankness threatened to return and he had no choice except to put all thoughts of her out of his mind.


  As he neared the waterfront, cafés, bistros, and bars appeared. The strip of buildings directly facing the southern bend of the Passage held hundreds of revelers who were drinking, dancing, and gambling. Cold moisture rose from the water.


  Victor doubled back, crossed a bridge over a C-grade canal, and found a quiet self-serve restaurant. From the buffet line he assembled an unremarkable plate of meat, vegetables, and starches, and found a table by himself in a corner. He tried not to think about anything, shoveled food into his mouth, and left.


  Simpson’s Inn, where Victor rented a small, stifling room, was a few blocks away, but he was too wired to sleep. He took a walk through town instead. 


  New Venice was a square archipelago sitting in a vast artificial waterscape linking Lake Ouchita to the north and Caddo Lake to the south. The Passage formed a broad, curvaceous L-shape along the western and southern reaches of town. The Grand Canal formed the northern edge, the Petite Canal the eastern edge. Through a trick of the topology, the height of New Venice’s canal walls decreased the farther northeast one went. The Petit and Grand Canals met and expanded into a pond. On the city side, in the neighborhood known as the Bend, the streets rose only a half meter above the waterline. On the other side lay Pond Park, a swath of green lawns and orchards surrounding the pond that extended toward Cemetery Hill. 


  Getting from the Bend to either “limb” of Pond Park required a trip across a three-pronged bridge, Triton’s Deep Crossing. The top of the bridge held the most spectacular views of the city except from the top of Cemetery Hill to the east. When Victor reached the top, he exhaled and listened. Pure sensory overload helped push his thoughts and emotions to the side. Construction had finally ceased for the day. He heard water lapping against the canal walls, the drone of traffic from the highway north of town, and, oddly, voices chanting. The chanting seemed to be coming from the western edge of Pond Park. Victor descended to investigate.  


  Assembled in the park with their backs to the pond was a group of sixteen people dressed in dark pants and white robes with long flowing sleeves and multicolored belts. Some normally dressed folk stood nearby and seemed to be debating whether or not to join the gathering. The chanting had evolved into strident tones of call and response among the robed people. Perhaps it was a political protest; Victor was too far away to make out the words. 


  A bonfire with flames as tall as a man’s shoulders burned at the edge of the grass. One man poured a bucketful of water around the fire’s perimeter and returned to the pond to refill it.


  Fire glow warmed the faces of the gathered people. They appeared alert and emotionally charged. Whatever they were doing meant something more than casually gathering together.


  Every few minutes, a robed member of the crowd, and less frequently an unrobed person, would approach the fire and toss an object into the flames. 


  Victor approached cautiously. When the next verse of call and response rang out, he heard the words clearly. 


  “Who are we in this universe?”


  “We are unique, we are sacred, we are human.”


  “What is our role in this fallen world?”


  “We must preserve, we must protect, we must prevail.”


  “What must we do in the name of our sanctity?”


  “We must be pure, we must be human.”


  The chanting faded and a dough-faced man with plump lips and a belly stepped to one side of the fire while the crowd shifted opposite him. 


  The man said, “In the beginning, we lived as beasts. We collected the fruits of this world. We picked the berries and roots of the forest. We hunted the boar, the stag, and the buffalo. And we were human. We lived in the world, we made the world in our image. We planted the fields, we raised cows and chickens, we lived and died on the land. And we were human. We created the steam engine, the coal power plant, the Mesh, and virtual entertainment. And we were human. But we have been led astray. We are injecting poisons. We are consuming degradations. We are becoming monsters. Yet we resolve together: We will remain human. Give up your poisons! Burn your corruptions! Destroy your shackles, which keep you apart from the good of humanity! Set yourself free from infections! Human life! Human life! Human life! Human life!”


  The crowd took up the chant. More participants stepped forward and tossed their possessions into the flames. Pill bottles, tubes of liquid, syringes, and cream containers melted in the fire. A few also flung electronic components onto the burning pile. One bowl-shaped object looked like the thinking cap that Ozie wore to short circuit his resonant episodes. White robes were passed out, and the proportion of participants to onlookers grew. 


  Victor maintained a distance of several meters and gripped the data egg in his pocket. He had never seen a religious ceremony in public before. Semiautonomous California was one of the most secular societies in the world despite having been settled by Cathars. Adherents to religions worshipped in private, quietly. They rarely inflicted it on others. Here, these people were flashing their beliefs in everyone’s faces.


  The ceremony confused Victor—there didn’t seem to be a metaphysical logic to it; there was no deity invoked, no reference to established religions. There was an odd animation to their faces: tight, shiny, luminescent. Some were holding their hands close to the fire, yelping in pain, and then smiling, exultant.


  A robed woman saw Victor and began to approach him. She had pale skin, oval-shaped eyes, a full mouth, and a button nose. She held out her arms wide, palms up, and smiled at him. “Welcome,” she said, “Don’t be shy. Or be shy, that’s fine too. No matter who you are, you’re perfect already. My faith name is Wonderment. Wonda for short.”


  Victor guffawed, but then he realized his name was also a noun. 


  She giggled. “You don’t know what to make of us, do you?”


  “You’re all human, I hear.”


  She giggled again. Victor loved the sound. It tasted sweet like a drop of syrup. 


  He continued teasing; he couldn’t help it. “And you’re all alive, judging by the chanting. And maybe suffering from buyers’ remorse.” He turned to look at the fire. More people were tossing their possessions to the flames. The good feeling drained out of him. They were like the Puros only worse. The medicines they were throwing in the fire probably came from his family’s company. Would they prefer to live in caves and die of common and easily curable diseases? He wanted no part of this madness. 


  Although, he did want to make Wonda laugh again.


  She reached for his hand. He jumped back with a sudden yelp.


  “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m going to show you how to live.”


  Victor said, “I don’t like being touched.”


  She frowned, concerned. “You don’t have to choose sadness.”


  Sourness like green lemons flooded his mouth. “It chose me a long time ago,” he replied. As he turned and left, he kept his gaze on the reflection of flames in the water and repeated the owl mantra a dozen times.


  A slight aftertaste of LT bourbon lingered on his tongue. Stupid Human Life nonsense phrases repeated in his head. More alcohol seemed like the best thing, it would lead to a different kind of blankness that would be comfortingly obliterating, safely unconscious, and reliably immobile. The bar he entered, The Diligent Badger, resembled any other in New Venice: it sagged under the weight of its age and smelled of canal muck and spilled spirits. A few townie-looking middle-aged men sagged on barstools and alternated between one or two insights on the nature of life, sips of their drinks, and demands for another. Victor sat at one end of the bar and time-locked his Handy 1000 for the next six hours so he couldn’t do anything foolish with it once he was rip-roaring drunk.


  A group of young women from the college in Little Rock were playing a game at one of the round tables between the entrance and the bar. They teased each other; their voices ricocheted playfully around the room. He overheard them dare each other to go up to him—he was the youngest man in the bar and apparently a sufficiently handsome target. He ignored them while sucking down his second drink, an LT vodka, through a translucent blue straw. Eventually their taunts about him withered, perhaps from his neglect, and they eventually left.


  Victor recalled a major surprise of the day: Pearl, and Mía’s mistrust of her.


  Why did Victor trust Pearl? She’d dismissed him today. She could have at least given him a new herb to help him self-regulate. Maybe he expected too much from her. Expected too much from everyone.


  Victor pointed to a dark liquid in a clear bottle. The young bartender, an attractive young man with black skin and a bald head that reflected the lightstrips, served him a double with a wink, and Victor took the shot in one gulp. It burned down his throat and hit his stomach, a hot surge of calm spreading.


  Shock Mía and her ideas, he told himself. Shock Karine too. I’m not going to be a spokesperson. I’m here to research a cure. That has to be my top priority. 


  A picture formed in his mind: a beautiful DNA double-spiral, the sequence of genes responsible for mirror resonance syndrome that his program had deciphered with a bit of help from Ozie. Victor needed to get the sequence from Ozie and start synthesizing proteins, growing neural tissue, and looking at how it all worked. 


  But Ozie was incommunicado. He had moved MeshSats in orbit around the Earth. Yet he couldn’t get in touch with his best friend? Victor clapped, laughing to himself. It was hilarious. 


  The bartender returned. “Get you something else?”


  “I’ve got a friend who can move the satellites around and I can barely control my hands,” Victor said, guffawing. His gut spasmed a few times, a mixture of alcohol and mirth.


  The bartender gave him a quizzical look.


  “How do you find a friend when he’s missing?” Victor asked.


  “Beats me,” the bartender said.


  “Me too. Ozie’s got crossed wires in his brain. So do I.”


  The bartender moved down the bar.


  Victor took a sip and imagined the neurons in his brain again.


  The MRS mutation in his DNA tweaked the way a protein in his neurons folded, which weakened the cells responsible for dampening neural activity and made his brain hyperactive. He took out the data egg and held it to his forehead. He knew it had some influence on his mind—Granfa Jefferson had made that clear. He wondered how alcohol affected the way the data egg worked. His granfa never had access to Victor’s inebriated brain. Maybe the egg could sober him up? He returned it to his pocket and made a fingerburst at the bartender to order another. As his fingers spread out, his perspective warped—the room appeared to bulge and rebound as if instead of air the room were filled with clear gelatin shaking during an earthquake. Not his favorite synesthetic effect. Victor brushed his hair back from his face and tried to picture his DNA again. Instead, he could only picture Karine’s face smugly announcing her plans to make BioScan a great company, which were in fact Circe’s plans. Karine liked to take credit everywhere she could.


  She wanted him to advocate for the expansion of the Broken Mirror Classification System. That was as likely as him drinking a bucket of horse piss. She was the insane one to think he would help her. Not him. No, Ma’am.


  The offer from Mía, however, was tempting. Reform the system in SeCa. Not a bad idea. What had she said about Jefferson? His death was suspicious? No shit.


  On Victor’s sixth or seventh drink, the bartender suggested that he pay up and move on. Victor refused. Somehow his thumb found the type-pad, almost on its own, and authorized the deduction to pay his bill. He lurched from the bar. Good riddance to liquor. He banged into an empty table. What good are empty tables? Good luck staying in business if you kick out your paying customers. He flung himself outside, where neon lights hummed their disapproval. He hissed back.


  The stones rushed beneath his feet unsteadily. Trying and failing to walk a straight line, he tried instead to walk a narrowly meandering path, rather than the wildly disjointed vectors by which his feet wanted to carry him forward, toward his room, toward the blissful feel of a pillow and darkness. First he had to turn left before the Grand Canal, a couple hundred more yards down a quiet canalside street in a stupid town, to sleep soon—


  What’s that sound?


  Footsteps clacked behind him.


  Victor turned to look. Pain greeted him, an explosion of light and aching on the side of the head. He reeled toward the railing. Blam! He was hit again. Agony in his skull. His vision went black, something slammed into his chest and he felt weightless, spinning—uh oh, I’ve got the spins—then water surrounded him, burbling, cold wetting his clothes, dirty canal water needing oceans of soap to make it clean. The water was in his mouth, surrounding his head, felt like a pillow lulling him to sleep. He gasped for breath. His lungs filled with water, and everything went dark.

