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  Swirling white. A feeling of movement. Glowing blurs that flared then faded. Insubstantial, this place, perhaps a memory of blankness. The world took on shape, weight, and color. Victor was lying facedown on red dirt. Slip-on shoes with a checkerboard pattern smelled like fungus. Sweaty breath hissed in his ear. He tried to get up, couldn’t, weight bearing down on him. Sharp bits of gravel burrowed into his knees. Something shifted, the pressure abated.


  Victor rolled slowly onto his side and looked up.


  His cousin Robbie’s face crinkled and his mouth formed silent words. Something was wrong with Victor’s ears. He wiped his mouth. His hand came away with blood and a gummy substance. Lipstick. He remembered. Elena had kissed him.


  He noticed her, standing behind Robbie, looking only ten years old, watching him, her mouth opened in a yell that Victor couldn’t hear. She wore a blue dress with white embroidered flowers and ribbons cascading from her hair. Too many ribbons, like a silk sheet that had passed through a shredder.


  Robbie turned to turned to face her, and she slapped him with enough force to send him staggering. They stared at each other, glowering.


  Victor wrapped his arms around his knees and looked at Robbie’s shoes. Better to avoid the eyes of angry, excited people. The shoes were covered in black-and-white squares. Some of the squares were cut off at angles by the sole. He slid them around in his mind, combining them to make complete squares. There were always some missing pieces and some left over. The elegant pattern of squares couldn’t all fit together on two shoes. Perhaps with four it could be done. Yes, with four shoes the number of squares would be an integer, and again with eight, twelve, and sixteen.


  Robbie pushed sweaty strands of limp hair away from his face. Victor felt a hand on his shoulder. It was Elena, asking if he was okay. He told her she should go away, they should both go away and leave him alone.


  As he sat there, the pain moved to different parts of his body, especially the back and left side of his head. He lay down on the dirt and closed his eyes. The ground became soft. The light beyond his lids became less bright, less hot.


  Victor opened his eyes and found himself lying in a hospital bed surrounded by palm plants and a gentle artificial light reflecting off the walls. A large window faced a construction site. After a moment Victor recognized the dirt pits that would become the BioScan towers in New Venice.


  A sharp ache cascaded through his skull. When he moved the pain was too great. He sat still, asking himself what the laws was going on?


  A patient’s gown enveloped him. He searched for a mechanism to call for help, trying not to move his head too much, failing, setting off waves of pain and nausea. He caught sight of a touch field on one of the biometric monitors, reached out, pressed it, and fell back to the surface of the bed to wait, willing the pain to pass through him like neutrino particles passing unhindered through the Earth. He watched the door.


  A young woman with black hair poking out of a colorful headscarf entered the room. Alia Effendi, according to her name badge. She had olive skin and deep brown irises, the same color as Elena’s without the hint of green that made Elena’s so special. Victor would have been uncomfortable in the presence of such a beautiful woman if he felt half human.


  “How are you feeling?” she asked with a voice that bubbled like a hot spring.


  “My head is pounding.”


  “You have a head wound and a concussion,” she explained.


  “What grade?”


  She was silent a moment and looked at him quizzically. “Are you familiar with the Hamburg scale for mild traumatic brain injury?” she asked.


  Victor put a hand gently on his forehead and pressed, slightly relieving the pain. “Yes. It’s not as accurate as it purports to be.”


  She smiled. Perhaps his knowledge impressed her. “We still use it as a benchmark. My conclusion is that you experienced a Grade D2 concussion: loss of consciousness and bruising of the skull with some residual compression. I don’t observe any transcranial hematoma or anomalous vital signs, aside from the fact that you’ve been unconscious for three days. And we still need to run an fMRI scan.”


  Victor closed his eyes. “You’re not going to like what you find.”


  “I don’t expect any surprises.” Her voice soothed the pain in his head and he wished she would keep talking until he fell asleep. “You’re Victor Eastmore, 25, diagnosed with mirror resonance syndrome. A risk taker. An advocate for the disenfranchised. Not scared of taking on Corp thugs or corporate fascists.”


  His eyes popped open. She wore a wry smirk. For a moment, Victor thought he hallucinated what she said. He ran his palms over the bedsheets and gripped them. She continued to look at him. Blankness felt far away and the room felt real. He asked, “You got all that while I was unconscious?”


  “I met your friend Elena at the clinic. She can’t stop telling everyone how brave you are.”


  Victor wished Elena didn’t have such a big mouth. “She called me brave? More like a magnet for trouble.” He tapped his head and the pain washed over him. He groaned.


  She approached the bed and spoke softly. “The blow to your head might cause dizziness, sensitivity to light, or more subtle changes to your emotional and cognitive functions. We’ll run some tests to see what we’re up against.” Alia gestured to his head. “Do you feel up for a trip to the MRI now, or should we wait?”


  Victor began to pull himself forward. Pain rose again and crashed against him like a storm surge breaking through a levee. He fell back to the bed. “We need to wait.”


  “That bad? I’ll get something for you. Don’t go anywhere.” She walked into the hall.


  Three days unconscious? That wasn’t good. Victor lay very still and tried to recall what happened after he left Mía’s apartment. He hadn’t noticed anything or anyone remarkable at the bar. Certainly, the college girls couldn’t be suspected of attacking him. He passed very few people during his drunk walk through town.


  Then he’d heard footsteps, hadn’t he? He tried playing them back in his mind, counting eight, maybe ten hard thunks of shoes on concrete. Victor hadn’t had time to turn around fully. The attacker must have snuck close and then sprung the attack, perhaps using the path beside the canal to shadow Victor, charging up the stairs behind him, with no risk of being observed before the final crucial moment, if he was remembering correctly. Victor vowed to keep a more watchful eye on the canals on his trips through town.


  Steeling himself, and muttering aloud that he was a fool for even thinking of touching his wound, Victor placed his palm on his head. The area was raised and inflamed, a section of scabbed-over scalp three centimeters long and one centimeter wide and slightly larger toward the front. The shape of the wound suggested a long weapon, maybe something smooth and cylindrical, like a nightstick. Anything with a more complex shape or protuberances would likely have created a deeper and more irregular wound. He pictured the arc of the weapon intersecting his skull. It was most likely wielded laterally, maybe at a slight downward angle by someone tall.


  The second strike hit lower on the skull near Victor’s left ear. Then he stumbled over the railing and fell into the water. But Victor hadn’t drowned. His assailant must have pulled him from the water. Why?


  Alia returned with several pills and a cup of water, which he used to wash them down without thinking.


  “What did you give me? Pain relievers? Sedatives?”


  “Both. You’re going on a little journey. We’ll be here when you return.”


  “I was attacked,” he told her. “I want to file a police report to find who did this to me.”


  She looked surprised. “Paramedics found you lying next to the canal with a bad gash on your head, stinking of alcohol. Are you sure you didn’t just have one too many and take a spill?”


  “I was drunk. I couldn’t have pulled myself out of the canal. Whoever attacked me also saved my life. I want to file a report. Please.”


  She hesitated. “I could call the sheriff’s office. He might not be... Never mind. I’m sure he’ll send someone to talk to you.”


  She exited as the pills began to take effect. Rather than masking the pain, they seemed to make other sensations fade. Victor moved into the pain, cozied up inside it, and made it his world, unnoticed because it was everything, everywhere around him, as unremarkable as air.


  When he woke a few hours later, the pain returned, an angry knitter needling him in ferocious bursts. Despite it, he was able to slip back to sleep again. Toward late afternoon, he awoke when Alia returned. She helped him take a few steps to the bathroom, waited for him to relieve his bladder, then helped him back into the bed. This time, she gave him a few doses of pain reliever only and left him on his own again.


  Then Karine showed up and said she wanted to fire him.
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  11 May 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  Karine squeezed into Victor’s room accompanied by a crackling nervous energy.


  “Victor, look at you! This is unacceptable.”


  “What do you have to say for yourself?” Karine asked. Her gaze never rested on his face. She flitted around, her frantic gestures transformed the quiet room into a stage for her own emotions.


  “I’m so glad you’re here,” Victor said with a double dose of sarcasm. Karine sickened Victor. She was a manipulative gloating player of games who didn’t care who she trampled during her rise to the top. He bet she hired someone to attack him. First Jefferson, now Victor. Auntie Circe was probably on her hit list too.


  Karine sighed. “It’s my job to know what happens to my employees and to make sure they are safe. I suppose we need to add alcohol abuse to the list of your challenges.”


  “Drinking isn’t my problem. I was attacked. I’m sure you already knew that.”


  Her eyebrows narrowed. “Attacked? You don’t believe that, do you? The fantasies you come up with could fill a book. I wanted to give you a chance to prove your value to the company. Then this…”


  Victor looked at the ceiling, tuning her out. Rather than lightstrips, each ceiling tile glowed. The default setting was soft white light. He found the typepad controller by his bed and played with it until a light orange suffused the room.


  When he tuned-in again, Victor heard Karine saying, “I can’t believe you passed out drunk and fell into a canal.”


  “That’s not what happened,” he said. Anger clawed up his throat. “Like I said, I was attacked.”


  “No, you weren’t. It’s yet another delusion, like thinking I’m responsible for Jefferson’s death. If you can’t recognize when your imagination has gone off the rails, I’m not sure we can trust anything you say.”


  “The feeling is mutual,” he said bitterly.


  “Then we’re at an impasse. I’ll talk to Circe about your termination.”


  Victor felt like he’d been plunged into cold water. Without his job, he wouldn’t have access to Samuel Miller and he’d never get the data egg to open again.


  “Wait. Give me one more chance.” A note of desperation entered into his voice. “It was all the noise and construction. I’ll wear earplugs. No more outbursts, no more crazy talk. I promise. My head is on straight now that it’s been banged around.”


  Karine laughed, a brief quiet chuckle that seemed genuine and then she said breezily, “To a fault, I am far more tolerant than I get credit for. You want to make this right? You have to talk to MeshNews. They’re already reporting on your injury. I told them there’s an informal investigation when there’s no such thing. You need to tell them you hit your head during a blank episode. That’ll generate sympathy. ‘The Classification Commission is for our own protection,’ is what you’ll say. Agreed?”


  Victor sighed and reached into his pocket for the data egg.


  There were no pockets. He didn’t see his clothes anywhere. Victor realized with a sinking feeling that the data egg was missing.


  “Agreed?” Karine asked, one eyebrow raised high.


  Victor did his best to keep his voice calm. “Yes, I’ll do it.”


  “I’ll set it up,” Karine said.


  After she left the room, Victor groaned. If making a mess of everything was his job, he deserved a promotion. He’d lost the data egg. On top of that, he just agreed to do an MeshNews interview claiming he’d bumped his head while the deputy was coming to take his statement about being attacked. He couldn’t mix things up worse, could he?


  Victor climbed down and searched the room. He hadn’t seen his clothes since he woke up. The data egg could still be in his pants pocket. Or maybe in the canal—or his attacker could have it.


  If Ozie were here, he could program a search matrix using local Mesh resources to find the data egg or scout around town with his van looking for anomalous spectrum relay signals or rig up a dozen other techie widgets that Victor would find slightly magical. Maybe Pearl could get in touch with Ozie somehow.


  Victor was bending over, searching beneath the hospital bed when he heard a cough behind him. Then he noticed how chill his buttocks were. He straightened and spun around, holding the gown closed.Alia looked to the floor, a smile on her lips. “The Deputy is here, if you’re ready to see him.”


  “No! I mean, wait. First, could you get a message to Pearl and tell her I need to see her as soon as possible. My Handy is gone,” he explained.


  “Sure,” Alia said and tapped on her MeshBit. “Done. Ready?” She looked at his patient gown and flashed a smile.


  Victor nodded.


  Alia turned and faced someone in the hallway. “Come on in.”


  The deputy entered the room. He was short, his dark black skin contrasting with his tan uniform. Victor thought he looked more like a park ranger than a policeman. A miniature park ranger at that: his hat reached only as high as the top of Alia’s headscarf.


  “Chris Spaulding, Sheriff’s deputy,” the man said. “Alia tells me you want to file a report of an assault,” he said, hooking his thumbs in his belt. Insecurity smoldered behind his scowl.


  “I’m not sure,” Victor said. “Maybe not…” He hesitated. What was the likelihood the deputy could actually find the data egg? Zilch, probably. And Karine would go ballistic if he reported an attack. She might really fire him, or at least turn his auntie against him.


  Let her try, Victor thought. He was tired of half-truths and secrets.


  “I was attacked on my walk home,” he said. “It was two nights ago, I think. You need to find out who did it.”


  “Whoa, whoa, back up.” The deputy spoke in a slow, high-pitched voice. Each word twirled with dull, languid music. “We have a procedure for filing reports of a crime. First we have to suspect one has been committed. Alia says the most likely explanation is that you got drunk and fell down, which could be considered disorderly conduct, by the way.”


  Alia looked at the deputy with scorn and then said to Victor, “I told him that’s only what I thought at first, before I heard your side of it.”


  Deputy Spaulding said, “I know who you are, Mr. Eastmore, and I know what you are. I’m not going to trust what a Broken Mirror says without proof.”


  Victor flinched. He thought he was safe from stigma in the Louisiana Territories. Apparently, the Broken Mirror slur, so commonplace in SeCa, had begun to spread. Maybe this was MeshNews’s doing. He should give up, tell the deputy to forget about it, and lie his way out of trouble.


  Spaulding stared at him hard. Victor guessed that he was a bullied child who grew up to be a bully himself. No way would Victor give in to him. It was better to have a report of the crime on file and not need it than neglect to say anything and wish he had later on.


  Victor ran his hands across the bed sheets, smoothing them, feeling their rough texture on his palms to try to keep calm. “My condition is irrelevant. You have no reason to trust my story. You have no reason to doubt the truth, either. I’m telling you, I was attacked. Someone out there”—he pointed to the window—“nearly bashed my brains in, and I want to find out why. Since your job is public safety, you should want to find out, too. So, Deputy, would you please take my statement now?”


  Spaulding grimaced and took a field computer from a holster hanging from his belt. “State your full name, date of birth, and transnational identification number.”


  As soon as Victor answered, the deputy rattled off questions in a disinterested voice.


  “State your residence. What brings you to New Venice? Tell me about the events leading up to to the assault.”


  Victor provided the information while leaning against the hospital bed. The two of them settled into a routine of question and response. Alia stayed and listened, appearing to give close attention to Victor’s answers.


  The deputy asked about Victor’s past, his interests, and his involvement in any organizations.


  “Do you have any enemies or people who would have reason to harm you?”


  Spaulding would never believe the truth. Victor said nothing about his grandfather’s murder, nor about Tosh and the King of Las Vegas. He did mention how valuable the data egg and his Handy 1000 would be on the tech black market.


  “Can you tell me anything about who attacked you.”


  Victor shook his head. “I didn’t see anything.”


  The deputy crossed his arms. “Let me summarize what I’m hearing. A young man is attacked in the street. There is no description of the suspect and no hope of developing a useful profile. I can tell you this case is going nowhere fast. I’ll file the report. Don’t you expect us to waste time chasing shadows.”


  “Thank you for your help,” Victor said, struggling to keep his voice neutral.


  “Do you have anything to add?” the deputy asked Alia.


  She picked up a clipboard from a nearby shelf and waved it slowly. “I’ll send you the file describing Victor’s injuries and the logs from the paramedics. For the record, I believe Victor, so perhaps you could ask the other deputies to keep their eyes open?”


  “Let me do my job. I know your fiancé wants to find some issue to add to his campaign. Dragging the sheriff’s office into some sort of law-and-order debate is a really bad idea. If he wants our support, he better not try to make up issues out of thin air.”


  “This has nothing to do with Torsten, Chris. I simply meant that if someone is attacking people in New Venice, your co-workers ought to know about it so they can protect us. If I were you, I would leave politics in the hands of your boss.”


  “If I were you, I wouldn’t waste time with drunks and special people,” Spaulding replied with a sneer. “You both have a wonderful day.”


  After he left, Victor said, “This must be a good town for criminals.”


  Alia shook her head. “He’s got a lot of attitude, but I’m sure he’s harmless.”


  “That’s my point.”


  The conversation left Victor feeling drained. He put a hand on the bed to steady himself and a long full-body yawn swayed him on his feet.


  Alia asked, “Do you need help getting back in bed?”


  “No, but maybe some privacy?”


  She turned away and he climbed into bed, trying not to flash his backside. Not that she would look. She had a fiancé, Torsten. Victor wondered about him and wished he had his Handy 1000 so he could do some research on what the deputy had meant by his “campaign.”


  As Victor settled into the bed, Alia wrote something on his chart and said, “Let me know if you need anything. We’ll start scanning your brain tomorrow if you feel up for it.”


  “I think I will be,” he said.


  There was a knock on the door frame. Pearl announced herself by saying, “I’m here, little owl. I bring you some tinctures.”
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  Victor told Pearl to come in, feeling relieved.


  Alia smiled and said, “I’ve got to see my other patients. Ms. Pearl, I’d love to have tea with you sometime, if that’s something you do.”


  “Of course, my peach blossom.”


  Alia pointed at Victor. “Let’s take a look at your brain soon.”


  Pearl bowed as Alia left the room then turned to Victor. “Here, I give you tincture. Fumewort and bitter grass,” she said, continuing her heavy put-on accent. She handed him a bag, which clinked with the reassuring sound of glass vials knocking against each other. It soothed Victor immediately. He breathed easier.


  “You’re a life saver.” He removed a vial, popped its cap, and downed the tincture, feeling a pleasant burn along his throat and down his gullet. “Between this and the pain meds, I’ll be feeling great.”


  “That’s good,” she said, cooing. “I let you rest.” She turned to go.


  “Wait! I need to ask you—”


  “It will be so good to speak with you.” Then she mouthed the word, “later.” She put a finger to her lips and shook her head sadly.


  He glanced around the room. There could easily be a vidlens or a sonobulb hidden in the room with a transmitter to beam their conversation to eavesdroppers. Then again, maybe she was being paranoid. And why did she keep putting on the heavy accent? Did she really think anyone was convinced by it?


  She made a pitying face and approached the bed, gesturing for him to lean forward. Victor sat up while she fluffed a pillow, being careful not to move too quickly and set off a headache.


  Pearl showed him a small gray cylindrical piece of metal, squeezed it, and said, “We have only two minutes.”


  “You really think someone is listening?” Victor whispered.


  “Better careful than careless,” she said.


  “I lost the data egg. Can you get in touch with Ozie? He might be able to find it.”


  “It’ll turn up. Listen, little owl, Ozie went to the King because he traced the polonium back to Las Vegas. He’s trying to trade info.”


  “But that means the King might have killed Jefferson, doesn’t it? Isn’t Ozie in danger?”


  “Neck deep, but that’s how he likes it. He thinks he can make himself valuable to the King. It’s a dangerous bargain. I’m waiting to hear more. In the meantime, I have you to take care of.”


  She squeezed his hand. The skin around her eyes crinkled and Victor felt teary eyed with gratitude. He wished he’d known Pearl while his grandfather was still alive. It would have been nice to see them together.


  “Mía said that I shouldn’t trust you.”


  “She has her reasons.” Pearl moved onto fluffing another pillow. “We have one more minute to talk freely.” She put a hand on his shoulder and gently pushed him back against firm pillows. “Mía never liked anyone who disagreed with her, including Jefferson, but she respected him. When he and I became friends, I don’t think she approved. It’s a long story. When you get out, we’ll take gondolas on the Grand Canal. I have many stories to share.” Her voice changed. Loudly, she said, “New Venice is a place where mysteries of the past will be revealed.”


  “Thank you,” Victor said sarcastically, “for always saying exactly what you mean.”


  Pearl winked at him and drily said, “I try. Our time is done, Mr. Eastmore.”


  He said, being mindful of who might be listening, “If we bring a fishing net, maybe we’ll find what I lost?”


  “Things have a way of turning up.”


  “Things have a way of being taken from me,” he said sourly. Ozie was right. He should have kept the data egg more secure. “The you-know-what is gone. I don’t even have the piece of—what I took from Jefferson. I don’t have anything.” He noticed he was using vague, elliptical language. He was starting to talk like her.


  She waved a hand at the tinctures. “All is not lost.” He couldn’t tell if she was being ironic or mocking him, as was her habit. “If you’re patient—”


  “I don’t need to be patient! I need to know why Karine—”


  Pearl squeezed his shoulder, hard, saying, “How would you like me to bring you more herbs?” She leaned over him and whispered, “I don’t think Karine did what you think she did. Keep your eyes open and take care of yourself.”


  Victor hissed, “Why don’t you get it? Jefferson was murdered. He said so in his message. Do you know who did it?”


  She backed away. Her mouth puckered, as if sucking on a hard candy. “I don’t know anything. I observe. I wait. And when the moment is right, I act. Or not. There is no should, there is only what is.” Pearl chuckled. “Others have expressed that thought more eloquently.”


  She cleared her throat then said, “You should know: Samuel Miller arrives in two days.”


  Victor grumbled. “It doesn’t matter! Without the you-know-what, I’ve got nothing!”
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  12 May 1991


  The next morning, there was a knock at the door.


  “Come in,” Victor said.


  Alia entered. A bright yellow and black tiger-striped headscarf covered her hair. She said, “Let’s do those tests so we can make sure everything is right in your head.”


  She helped him clamber down to standing. He shooed away the wheelchair when she offered it. Then he yielded to her quiet, firm, and unswerving persistence. She pushed him through the halls unhurriedly, as he looked through her notes.


  “You have to tell me stories about your family,” she said. “They’re legendary here.”


  “I don’t know many stories.”


  “What about your great nana? I’ve never met her myself. The whole town talks about her. She’s our oldest resident. Also, Charlene helps out at the clinic a few days a week when she’s not calling on your great-grandmother.”


  “I should go see her when I get out. It’s been—I’ve been busy.”


  “I’d say, ‘never be too busy for family,’ but that would make me a hypocrite.”


  “Spaulding mentioned your fiancé,” Victor said as casually as he could.


  “Torsten Lund. We’re engaged. He’s a city council member and he’s running for a seat in the national legislature.”


  They emerged into daylight as they exited the main building. She pushed him along several switchbacked inclines that progressed up a landscaped slope.


  “Let me give you the campus tour.”


  He chose not to remind her that his family owned everything in front of them.


  BioScan New Venice consisted of a handful of buildings arrayed on the southwestern face of Cemetery Hill directly across from the entertainment district at the southern entrance to the Petite Canal. It had long served as a treatment center for cuts, breaks, pains, strains, and pathologies in New Venice and the surrounding communities, but would soon become far more important, Alia noted with pride. Farther up the hill, a flat area had been scraped into the hillside where the research towers would rise.


  They reached a two-story building shaded by tall elm trees. Alia took Victor through a set of double doors, down a hallway, and into a room holding three curving plastic boxes each the size of a large garden shed. A patient berth protruded like a tongue from the center of each one.


  She said, “Welcome to NANA, our neurology and neuropathology annex. First we’ll run baseline scans. Then we’ll scan you again while we ask you a set of questions to test your memory, logic, muscle control, imagination, and other functions.”


  Victor climbed on top of the slab and lay back. The machine’s tongue retracted, and Victor entered the mouth of the Cogitron Exelus. It thrummed to life around him as giant magnets powered up and began exciting particles in Victor’s brain and taking readings to map the structure and firing patterns of his neurons.


  A small speaker set near his ear carried Alia’s voice to him as she explained the calibration and imaging procedure, though in much less detail than the manuals he’d studied. In a few moments, they moved on to the diagnostic phase. She provided a series of commands and statements: imagine a flock of geese flying in the sky, list the prime numbers in sequence up to fifty, recall what you were doing on your most recent birthday, think of a time and place when you were most happy, recall the events of the last twenty-four hours, and so on for many minutes.


  Eventually, Alia expressed satisfaction at the amount of data she had collected and released Victor from the machine. They sat together in front of large screens that showed the patterns of Victor’s living brain in slow-motion three-dimensional color frames. They studied them together, annotating the time-stamped feed with observations based on the different concentrations of oxygen and other compounds that signaled intense neural activity, and cross-referencing the questions that provoked it.


  “Do you have copies of your neurograms? We could compare the patterns and see if you’ve been affected by the concussion.”


  “They’re not available.”


  She turned her chair toward him. “What do you mean?”


  “They’re gone and it’s a waste of time to mourn their loss.” She looked at him for a moment, then turned to the screens.


  Alia pointed out an area lacking activity. “That’s unusual. From these questions, I would have expected stronger blood flow in this region.”


  “How do you know so much about MRS?”


  “I accessed all the files, but… I expected there to be more research, more data.”


  “From what I’ve been told,” Victor said, “there was a comprehensive research program in SeCa after Carmichael, but it was quashed sometime before I was diagnosed. The research my grandfather continued afterward was probably skirting the rules, but he was on the commission so he got away with it.”


  “I see. Scientists everywhere are always running up against the chilling effect of politics. It’s too bad.”


  Victor studied the display carefully, advancing and reversing the feed, and carefully cross-referencing the audio log of her questions. He pointed to very subtle surges of color in a neighboring portion of his brain. “Fascinating,” he said, mainly to himself.


  “Your brain is fascinating,” she said, mocking his tone. The light from the screens flickered on their skin in the darkened room. “Here’s what I think. There may be some effect from the concussion evident in several distinct neural subsystems, including”—she pointed to several areas on the screen—“the cerebral cortex, the limbic lobe, and the basal ganglia. I’ll want to study the information more closely and get a second opinion. Do you concur?”


  He hummed assent and then highlighted another sequence of images where clouds of light swirled like eddies in a stream. “What does it mean that this region lit up when you asked me to imagine standing on my tiptoes?”


  She looked closely at the image. “That is the center for spatio-temporal reasoning. Distances. Motion and speeds. Intervals of time.”


  “But look here,” he said, pointing to another area. “And here. These regions went dark. This is visual, kinesthetic, and here, mathematical reasoning. Is that right? You would expect some activity between all of these locations at the same time, but these are delayed and then”—he advanced the series a few more frames—“Boom! The spatio-temporal area lights up like a sparkler.”


  “Hmm. The timing is strange. Let’s take a look at the other questions that would impact these areas.”


  They cross-referenced the question set, pulled up feeds of Victor’s brain activity for several seconds before and after each relevant question, and ran the feeds side by side to look for patterns.


  “It’s not a very clear what’s going on,” Alia worried. “I don’t have even the beginnings of a hypothesis.” She tapped her fingers on the point of her chin. “There’s some congruence in these regions. It’s not consistent across all of the regions each time. We’ll need—”


  “A larger data set,” Victor interrupted. “We should have been brainscanning me from the get go.”


  “The machines only arrived—”


  “Do you remember the data egg I mentioned before?”


  Alia nodded.


  “It contains extensive neurograms that Jefferson collected. We would have been set. Now, without the data egg, leaving aside the fact that I haven’t figured out how to fully open it yet, I don’t know if we’ll ever be able to tell if these readings represent a change from before.”


  “Hopefully, it’ll turn up. In the meantime, I’ll pull a library of questions related to spatial-temporal reasoning, motion detection, and some of these other areas. Maybe two hundred questions or so. We can run you through the machine again. Tomorrow?”


  “Sure. I assume you’ll want to keep me in bed for the next day or so.” He meant it innocently, but when she looked at him strangely his face reddened.


  Wryly, she said, “We’ll let you go when we’re sure there’s no risk of hemorrhage or other further damage. You’ll enjoy a couple days in our care. Victor, this has been instructive. I look forward to working on your brain again soon.”


  That evening he searched through every room, cupboard, and box in the clinic where his data egg might have ended up, if he’d still had it with him when he arrived. He also searched the ambulance, an ancient vehicle, with many tight, dark spaces where the thing might have rolled and hid itself. Two paramedics watched him carefully as he clambered around and probed every corner with his fingers. One finally lent him a small lightstick used for examining patients. He found nothing.


  His head pounded as he lay down to sleep, exhausted but unable to stop revisiting all the places the data egg could be but wasn’t. In a pique of frustration, he downed two fumewort tinctures, a vial of bitter grass tincture, and the pain medication and sedatives a nurse had dispensed with his dinner.


  He dreamed he was trapped in a dark black room where the walls curved around him and he was jostled, shaken, as a giant hand shook the room and screamed at him to open and give up his secrets. It would have been amusing—he realized it was a dream, bitter grass helped in that regard—but there was someone with him in the egg, a dangerous presence, breathing, stalking him, moving closer in the dark, preparing to strike: the Man from Nightmareland.


  13


  13 May 1991


  The soft, gray cocoon of Victor’s morning slumber was interrupted by a crescendo of knocking, accomplishing what shafts of sunlight, the chirping of birds, and street traffic could not: Victor escaped the binding fibers of sleep.


  A voice he didn’t recognized called through the door, “Mr. Eastmore, there’s someone here to see you.”


  “I’m awake. Give me a minute.” He could hear murmurs on the other side of the door, but it was too early and Victor’s mind was too foggy to speculate about who it might be. He rolled over the bed railing and stood groggily for a moment, yawning and shaking the sleep out of his head.


  When Victor opened the door, he found an oversized hulk of a man lurking in the hallway. It was Tosh. His angular high-cheekboned face looked rougher than Victor remembered, though his gaze was piercing as always. He wore a green canvas jacket, a white v-neck shirt, and tight black pants tucked into buckled up shin-high boots. A shopping bag sat on the floor next to him.


  After eyeing Victor carefully and warily, Tosh produced a large smile, stepped forward, and surrounded Victor with a big hug. “Looking good, Vic. More like Jeff every day.”


  Victor shrank from Tosh’s brutish arms. “What are you doing here?”


  “Nobody passes through New Venice by accident.” His expression was amused but also concerned. He scrutinized Victor like he was a damaged antique at an estate sale.


  Understanding flooded Victor’s brain. “Wait! You took it, didn’t you?” he said. “You know you gave me a concussion!”


  Tosh grabbed Victor by the shoulder and leaned in, lowering his voice. “Put on some clothes and let’s go someplace to talk.” He gestured to the shopping back, which was full of clothes.


  Victor traded his hospital gown for the outfit Tosh brought him: pants and a pullover, shoes, and a summer scarf, a synthsilk patterned with red and white blobs that was most definitely not his style. He wore the scarf loose, folded once at his chest.


  Tosh tugged on Victor’s arm. “Outside.”


  At the end of the hallway, Alia stood at the nurse’s station and noticed them. “Victor, where are you going?”


  “He’s checking out,” Tosh said.


  “Who are you?” she asked.


  “This is Tosh,” Victor said. “We’ve got to go. I’ll explain later.”


  Alia examined Tosh. “You look familiar. Are you—if you don’t mind me asking—are you Caddo by any chance?”


  Tosh stiffened and he took a step toward her, his hand still gripping Victor’s arm. “You think my face looks native? Is that why you ask?” Tosh’s gravelly voice made the hair on Victor’s neck stand up.


  Alia stared at him with wide, innocent eyes. Victor didn’t think she had any idea how violent Tosh could be or how quickly he could anger.


  “I meant no offense,” Alia said. She gestured to her headscarf. “I get profiled all the time for how I look so I know it’s not pleasant. I’m Alia Effendi. I’ve known the Caddo Chief and the tribe all my life. He’s like a father to me. I just thought you looked familiar, that’s all.”


  Tosh was silent. Victor felt the grip on his arm loosen slightly and he breathed a sigh of relief. He said, “I’ll come back for the tests, I promise. There’s no harm me leaving.”


  Alia said, “No harm other than a deluge of paperwork to check you out. All right, tomorrow at noon would be best. Good to meet you, Tosh.”


  Tosh led Victor silently across the Petite Canal, past the Entertainment District, to a footpath bordering the marshes along a quiet stretch of the Passage. Under the sun’s glare, the buzz of insects whirred around them. Before long, Tosh turned again, following a path up a slope and stopped at a bench and sat down. Victor’s stomach churned from hunger and anxiety. He stood awkwardly, not sure what to do. After a moment, Tosh told him to sit, and Victor obeyed, hoping Tosh hadn’t brought him here to hurt him again, but too eager for answers to try to run away.


  The occasional tourist paddleboat scooted along below them. They overlooked the popular Circle Route, which brought tourists from the opening of the Grand Canal, downstream along the curve of the Passage, and along the entertainment district before heading up the Petite Canal and back into town.


  Victor asked, “Why did you attack me? Did you want the data egg?”


  Tosh swept his hand in front of him, as if the grasses, the water, and the blue sky were somehow going to answer for him. Then he said, “What do you hope to accomplish with your life, Victor?”


  It wasn’t a comfortable question, and Victor felt like he was being challenged in a game he hadn’t agreed to play. Expectations were low for someone with MRS. When Victor had told Dr. Tammet that he wanted to be an astronaut and go live on the moon, she had frowned and lectured Victor about setting reasonable goals: perhaps Victor might one day live on his own, in his own apartment, and hold down a job part time. Other people had the luxury of setting goals and tallying accomplishments. The one thing he really wanted from life was a cure to his condition. Tosh didn’t deserve that kind of intimate honesty.


  “What does that have to do with anything?” Victor said.


  “Well, what do you want in life? Be honest. What drives you?”


  Figuring out what the hell I am, for starters. “I don’t know,” Victor said. “It doesn’t matter.”


  Tosh smiled wolfishly. “Some people don’t have trouble answering that particular question. They say, ‘I want a good job.’ Or ‘I want to start a family.’ Some people set their sights on seemingly impossible goals. They want to run an empire. They want to travel every continent. The point is: you have to identify that one thing that makes your gut burn, that keeps you up at night, and then go after it with everything you’ve got. First you have to choose.”


  The words and tone reminded Victor of Granfa Jefferson, but they sounded pompous coming out of Tosh’s mouth.


  “Good thing you’re here to help me out,” Victor said.


  “You’re up to your eyeballs in trouble, Victor, and you don’t even see it.”


  “Uh, I’m well aware there’s a shit storm crapping on me daily. What do you want, Tosh? You already took the data egg.”


  Tosh nodded. “That’s true.” He leaned over and patted Victor’s bandaged head. Victor grunted and recoiled away. “You should have told me it had opened.”


  “It’s been a rough couple of weeks,” Victor said, lamely. He’d dreamed up a dozen excuses, but they’d vanished. Typical me brain, gone when it’s needed most. “Did you get it open?”


  “We’re working on it.”


  “You and the King?” Victor asked.


  “Here,” Tosh said, “I’ve got something for you.” He pulled out a device from his jacket. It was Victor’s Handy 1000.


  Victor took it, eyeing Tosh suspiciously. “Thanks. Do I get the egg back too?”


  “Maybe…eventually. Depends on how helpful you are and how helpful Ozie is.”


  Victor’s stomach flipped. The colors swirling on Tosh’s face were black, red, and gold—doom, rage, and pride all mixed together.


  “You’re going to be very helpful to me, you know why?” Tosh said, taking a small plastic container out of his pocket.


  Victor looked at the container with curiosity and a twinge of dread. Maybe it wasn’t anything bad. Maybe it was the piece of Granfa Jefferson’s tongue Victor stole from Ozie.


  Tosh pointed at the Handy 1000. “Does that thing read fingerprints?” At Victor’s slow nod, he continued, “Go ahead and bring up the program.”


  Victor did as he was told with a growing ball of fear in his stomach. Then he opened the container, hoping he would find his granfa’s tongue and that Tosh was simply being dramatic about returning it.


  The tub held a black-skinned severed finger. It had been scrubbed clean of blood and looked thoroughly dry, like an artifact in a museum. The sight of bone and pink flesh at the cut end made Victor’s eyes water. He activated the program and scanned the fingertip.


  It read: Osirus Abraham Smythe.


  Ozie.


  “Shocks,” Victor whispered. He imagined Ozie, screaming in pain, while Tosh pressed a glinting cleaver down through the bone, snapping with a sickening thunk, parting Ozie’s finger from his hand.


  Victor set the container down on the bench, leaned over, and puked in the grass. His head throbbed and his body felt like it was filled with buoyant gas. He stood up, doubled over, and dry heaved. There was nothing in his stomach.


  Tosh said, “The King of Las Vegas does not tolerate people who don’t get the job done. Now, both you and your friend are going to be one hundred percent helpful and cooperative or you’re going to find yourselves less than one hundred percent. Understand?” Tosh pointed Ozie’s severed finger at Victor, jabbing it toward him.


  Victor blinked. The world felt like it was receding, leaving him cold and hollow. He wandered away, following the path, barely feeling his feet on the ground. He looked up, expecting to see that he was rising toward the sun, face sweating in the blazing heat. Dizziness swayed him from left to right and back again as he lurched away from Tosh.


  Why run? What’s the worst he could do to me? Throw me in a canal again?


  The image of Ozie’s finger rose in front his eyes and his stomach spasmed, but this time he breathed deep and didn’t vomit. The path led to a street that descended to lower ground. He caught glimpses of the Grand Canal between houses to his left.


  Tosh caught up to Victor as he was crossing a bridge. The man’s arm wrapped around his shoulders and held him steady. They faced a railing and the water below. Victor thought about jumping in, feeling the cold mucky water on his skin.


  “What do you want?” Victor asked.


  “I’ve already got what I want,” Tosh said, “your attention. What the King wants is more important. Bigger.”
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  13 May 1991


  “How do I get Ozie and the data egg back?” Victor asked Tosh.


  “You do what I say, when I say it.”


  “Do what?


  “Something big. You don’t have to worry about it yet.”


  Victor shrugged away from Tosh and rushed across the bridge, muttering and cursing. Something big. Be more vague, you garbage human.


  Why couldn’t people just say what they meant? Secrets and double talk never helped anyone. His feet thundered on concrete, startling leisurely strollers who weren’t used to anyone rushing on Main Street. Pedestrians who found themselves in Victor’s path stepped aside. When he glanced back, he could see Tosh following, an amused and curious grin plastered on his face. Maybe he’d never seen Victor on the verge of going blank before and he was enjoying the show. Maybe he planned to take advantage of him while he couldn’t resist.


  Victor ground his teeth. He didn’t know where he was going. He just needed to stay away from Tosh and keep the blankness at bay. He shouldn’t have left the hospital without his tinctures.


  When Victor reached a plaza adjacent to the Grand Canal, he found Human Life protesters blocking the way. They’d formed two human chains stretching from the railing over the Grand Canal to the opposite side of the plaza. He considered ramming the blockade, like how kids had played Navy in grade school. No. The thought of touching them, even to knock them on their asses, made his skin itch.


  He turned away and saw Tosh nearby scrutinizing the crowd. “What’s all this?” he asked Victor. “Are these your Broken Mirror friends?”


  Victor stood still, breathed, and repeated the owl mantra, congratulating himself on his self control. He wouldn’t go blank and he wouldn’t be baited into aggression—that’s how much he’d grown over the past few months.


  Chanting behind him interrupted the mantra in his head. The Human Lifers were spouting nonsense about the Emergence. “Abandon your poisons! Free your shackled potential!” Fail to receive the cancer cure, die of uncontrolled tumors.


  Someone broke away the end of the human chain and approached. Victor recognized Wonda. She smiled at him goofily.


  “Hello, Victor. It’s good to see you again.”


  Wonda was followed closely by the rotund preacher from the protest in Pond Park. The preacher smiled and extended his hand. Victor shook it reluctantly. “My faith name is Deliberation. Call me Del, please. Florence Eastmore is one of my idols. I met your grandfather a few times too. An incredible man.”


  Wonda thrust out her hand too. “I didn’t know who you were before and we didn’t get to shake.” They shook, and he felt a warm pulse travel from his hand up his arm. “Pleased to meet you, Victor Eastmore.”


  Del wrapped an arm around Wonda. “Don’t mind her enthusiasm. Wonda forgets that we seem like fanatics to the pluripotent.” Del must have noticed Victor’s eyebrows raise because he laughed at himself. “Sorry, our terminology is unfamiliar, I know.”


  “Is this your friend?” Wonda asked, looking toward Tosh.


  “Come on over, don’t be shy,” Del said. “I’m Del. This is Wonda. What’s your name, my friend? Come chat with us.”


  The guarded expression Tosh had been wearing vanished under a wide, tooth-filled smile.


  Like a shark, Victor thought, but worse because this shark is good at fooling people.


  Tosh executed a half bow. “My pleasure,” he said.


  Victor almost turned on his heels but Del was looking at him with a kind, soft expression. He couldn’t leave the man in Tosh’s grip.


  The protesters’ chanting had quieted into low, quiet murmurs like water lapping on the canal walls. Wonda stared at Victor, which normally would have made his skin itch, but her face was so open, ebullient, and joyful that he felt himself smile. These people were the exact opposite of Karine and her troop of condescending executives or Tosh and his aggression. They lacked deceit, ulterior motives, and contempt for broken people. Their attention felt like a warm breeze after a summer shower’s clouds passed. So what if they wanted to tell him about their silly cult? Victor wasn’t afraid of being converted. Their beliefs didn’t merit a second thought.


  “Let’s have a squat talk.” Del abruptly bent his knees and squatted there in the middle of the plaza. Wonda winked at Victor and squatted too. Tosh lowered himself with surprising grace for a man who was all muscle. Victor looked around. There were at least three benches nearby. They must prefer this odd squatting or maybe their belief system required it. He joined them in the squat, feeling foolish.


  Del said, “We are the New Venetian and Caddoan Lands Potentiate. We are stewards of the pluripotent.”


  “Why do you keep saying pluripotent?” Victor asked. “It doesn’t make any sense.”


  Tosh said, “I’m not used to hearing a white man talk about New Venice and the Caddo in the same breath.”


  “Skin is skin,” Victor said harshly to Tosh and turned to Del. “Pluripotency describes stem cells’ capabilities to transform into different types of tissue. I’m sure that’s not what you meant.”


  “Ah, I understand the confusion,” Dell said, chuckling. “For us, the pluripotent are those who’ve not yet found their calling. The purpose of joining a potentiate like ours is to change and grow, to set our feet on the path to purity.” He held up a hand as if he was going to place it on Victor’s head to bless him. The hand remained upraised. “Don’t worry, I’m not trying to recruit you. This is simply a blessing. May the road you travel turn toward purity and happiness.” Del’s smile and voice harmonized emotionally. Victor could read only good intentions on his face and relaxed.


  Wonda gave Del a look that reminded Victor of a dog who’d been promised a treat. “Del promised not to recruit you. I made no such vow. I’ll win you over eventually,” Wonda said. “You too,” she said to Tosh.


  Del smiled apologetically at Victor. “As an organization, we don’t push our beliefs on anyone. However, potentiates like Wonda are free to take it on themselves to find people who need our help, like you, for example. People like you we call seekers. Seekers are free to participate in our potentiate. If they want to join and become a Path Treader, we’ll consider it. Most take a different path, and we accept that.”


  “Anyone can join?” Victor asked, throwing a poison look at Tosh.


  “We welcome everyone who is willing to follow our Principles of Emergence.” Del cleared his throat and spoke hesitantly. “Our rules are strict. Anyone on medication would need to give it up.”


  Victor’s face flushed hot. He couldn’t stand when people made assumptions about him or his condition. “I don’t take Personil anymore,” he said, wondering why he felt the need to explain himself at all. He didn’t want to be part of their cult. “I take herbs, natural medicine, under the advice of a Chinese woman who recently came to town along with a woman who saved my life when I was four…” He was babbling. “You’ve probably heard about Samuel Miller and the Carmichael Massacre already.” Both Del and Wonda looked at him curiously. It wasn’t his job to explain. He said, “Herbs should be allowed by your rules, shouldn’t they?”


  Wonda’s brow creased. “Well, if it’s taken as medicine…” She looked at Del.


  He patted Victor’s shoulder. “This warrants a careful study of the rules. I’m called Deliberation for good reason. Come by our trailer some time and we can discuss it.” Del stood, reached into his pocket, and handed Victor a card with an address on it.


  “Maybe I will,” Victor said as he and the rest of them stood. His Handy 1000 chimed. It was a message from Karine: Don’t forget. Meeting starts in 15 minutes.


  “Run along, Victor,” Tosh said. “It looks like you’ve got somewhere to be. I’ll catch up with you later. In the meantime…” He turned toward Wonda and linked arms with her. “I’d love to learn more about the potentiate.”


  “Bye, Victor,” Wonda said with affection in her voice.


  Victor left them with one glance back at Tosh. Victor had spared Karine’s life, but maybe he shouldn’t have spared Tosh’s.
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  13 May 1991


  From the moment Victor entered Karine’s penthouse apartment, he felt a terrible premonition, a feeling that the next hour would determine not just his fate but the fate of the world, as if the balance of history would be tipped definitively toward devastation. He pictured floodwaters rising to drown New Venice, hot springs bubbling over with sulfurous fumes that poisoned the survivors, and Cemetery Hill erupting to bury the land in mud and ash, though he knew it was all in his head.


  He couldn’t look out the windows. Every time he did, he caught a glimpse of his spooked reflection.


  He sat on the couch and stared at his hands. Eight fingers and two thumbs. Poor Ozie. Making bargains with the King was like grabbing a knife by the blade.


  Auntie Circe circulated between the room’s real leather couches, stuffed velour love seats, and retro modern swivel chairs, checking on each guest and asking if there was anything she could do to make them more comfortable. How does one relax when planning for the arrival of a mass murderer? With mulled wine, ample bourbon, and classic cocktails apparently. Victor abstained. He didn’t want to further his reputation as a boozer.


  Pearl sat in a clear plastic swivel seat, feet on the floor, knees together, in the same powder blue suit she’d worn at the last meeting. She read from a MeshBit and only looked up when someone spoke directly to her. Her composure probably appeared natural and effortless to everyone else. Victor didn’t buy it. He could see the tension in her vibrating aura of yellow-green haze.


  Mía stood at the window, looking down on the Passage. They were on the top floor of the Newtonian, a hotel built before the canals, that had attained new prominence when it found itself the only building on its own island. The owners, an offshoot of the Eastmore clan, had purchased all the land on the island preventing any other construction, save for elaborate gardens, a private marina, stables, and guest houses. Circe had rented a penthouse suite, a more relaxed setting than the cramped rooms of the clinic’s administration building. No one appeared relaxed, least of all Mía. She stood stiffly, preserving an unnatural though familiar detachment. Victor hadn’t seen her move except to breathe in over five minutes. She hadn’t said a word to him.


  The emotions moving across the gathered faces threatened to overwhelm Victor. Dr. Tammet’s mantra played in his head, and he clung to it like a drowning man grabs a life preserver. The wisest owl listens before he asks, “Who?” The dark forest hides the loudest cuckoo. He breathed deeply and slowly. He blinked his eyes with the regularity of a metronome.


  Victor had thought the worst thing that would happen in New Venice was living in the same place as Samuel Miller. The silver lining he had clung to for weeks was the fact that the data egg would open when he and Victor met.


  Now the data egg was in the King’s hands. The information Ozie had stolen from Karine proved nothing. And Tosh was in town to bully Victor.


  Alia approached Auntie Circe and chatted with her over a few nibbles. Victor was tempted to join them. He knew he’d never get a word out of his mouth. Auntie Circe was intimidating when alone, despite her short stature. In the company of the intelligent and beautiful woman who’d cared for him while he wore a hospital gown—Nope, he’d just embarrass himself.


  Karine arrived with Marilyn, the last of the invitees. Victor realized he was the only man in a room full of women, the youngest by almost a decade except for Alia, and that he suffered from the same problem as the subject of their discussion. Every time they mentioned Samuel Miller or mirror resonance syndrome, whether they meant to or not, they’d be talking about Victor. He wanted to sink into the couch and disappear.


  “Sorry,” Karine said, “we got cornered on our way out the door. Is everybody here?” she asked, looking around.


  Auntie Circe nodded and motioned for everyone to take a seat in the lounge. Karine sat on the same sofa as Victor with Marilyn between them as a buffer. Marilyn’s my new best friend, Victor said to himself. Mía sat next to Pearl and Alia sat primly on a straight-backed chair that didn’t look like it fit the decor, a loaner, perhaps.


  Circe perched on the arm of the love seat. Victor wondered if the effect of having the highest perch in the room, a subtle reminder of her authority, was lost on anyone else. He doubted it.


  “Thank you everyone for coming,” Circe said. “I want to say at the outset that I know this is going to be a difficult conversation. We all have strong emotions. I encourage you to express them. We must be open and honest in our dealings, especially given how sensitive the topic. Nothing we speak about leaves this room. Do you accept these terms?”


  Circe looked to each guest to confirm. A chorus of yeses and of courses. Pearl only nodded.


  “Good. Here’s how I suggest we proceed. I have an update on Samuel Miller’s transfer to New Venice. Then Karine will walk us through the research program. Marilyn will discuss our patient interaction protocols. We’ll end with a discussion of our communications strategy. Is there anything else anyone would like to discuss?”


  A few nervous glances ricocheted around the room. Victor sat on his hands, not caring if he looked odd. Nothing had prepared him for the silent, weird tension filling the room.


  “Okay, well, speak up at any time, please. I’ll get right to it. The terms of Samuel Miller’s transfer from the SeCa Health Board to BioScan’s New Venice facility have been approved. Both SeCa’s governor-general and the LT’s first speaker have agreed in principle and the details have been drawn up and agreed by the relevant subordinate agencies. He will be our patient and our responsibility. A security detail from an approved contractor will be stationed at Building E where he will be housed. We’ll have him under constant surveillance.


  “Let me remind everyone. He is not our prisoner. He is our patient. However you feel about him or his crimes, we must respect his rights. I should note that he has consented to all of these terms.”


  “What a relief,” Pearl deadpanned.


  Her joke didn’t provoke any laughs, though Marilyn and Karine exchanged amused looks. Circe’s face was a stern mask.


  Alia smoothed her hair and said in a clear voice, “I’m not as familiar with his history as most of you. I looked up what I could on the Mesh, but it seems the story wasn’t covered here like it was in SeCa. I don’t want to be insensitive. I’ll just say this. How competent is Samuel Miller to agree to anything? The mere fact of his transfer from a public health agency to the care of a private company raises a lot of red flags for me.”


  Auntie Circe smiled, a mixture of compassion with a hint of condescension. Alia didn’t duck her head though or in any way indicate she was intimidated. Auntie Circe’s smile broadened. She must appreciate assertive women, which explained why Karine had done so well as her associate.


  “There are many aspects of Samuel Miller’s situation that aren’t available to the public, including his competence. Karine, why don’t you review those now.”


  Karine nodded, opened her briefcase, and pulled out a stack of papers. She distributed one sheet to each person. Victor took the paper and skimmed it. A summary history of Samuel Miller’s psych evaluations over the past two decades since Carmichael. Karine started to hit the highlights verbally.


  “Samuel Miller was apprehended in Carmichael in the middle of a blank episode. We believe the incomplete implementation of his plan—”


  “Genocide is not a plan!” Pearl shouted. She sat stock still in her seat, except for the rise and fall of her chest.


  “No, it’s not,” Karine agreed. “I’m sorry. I’m never sure what words to use when talking about his—”


  “Atrocity?” Mía offered. “Destructive rampage? Mass murder? Any of those will do.”


  “Please,” Circe interjected, “We’re not here to re-hash the past. We’re here to make plans for the future. Karine, please continue.”


  Mía rose in a huff and moved to the window


  Karine looked at her and at Pearl with sympathy. Did Karine know that Pearl had lost relatives in the Carmichael massacre? He doubted Pearl had told her. She kept secrets better than anyone he knew. He was pretty sure she knew more about Jefferson’s assassination than she’d told him. Pearl’s truth would come out when she was ready. He’d learned that lesson well enough.


  Karine said, “The short story is that Samuel Miller was catatonic for months. When he emerged, his conception of what had happened was fractured. He believed that Carmichael never happened. He spoke of parallel worlds and that he was on the wrong one. Over the years, through medication and therapy, they worked toward reintegrating his personality. I’m telling some of you what you already know.” She smiled apologetically at Pearl, Mía and Circe in turn. “Two years ago he took responsibility for his actions and disavowed his fantasies. In SeCa’s Classification Commission parlance, he was reclassified from a One to a Two.”


  “What?” Victor said loudly, involuntarily. Everyone in the room looked at him. “I didn’t know that was possible.”


  Mia answered, “It’s rare. No patient has ever received as much focused care and attention as Samuel Miller.” Victor felt her words on his tongue as briny sour slime.


  “How?” Victor asked “What worked?”


  Circe and Karine exchanged a look. Concern and anxiety were written on their faces.


  Mía saw this and shook her head.


  Circe stood. “We know that Personil is effective in attenuating mirror resonance episodes.”


  “Because it attenuates all higher functions,” Mía said. “Personil swats a fly with a mallet. It didn’t help him.”


  “Is that your medical opinion?” Karine asked.


  Mía retorted, “I may not be a clinician but I’m as close to this case as it gets. Personil is not a cure, end of story. I don’t believe his disavowal.”


  Circe said, “Of course Personil is not a cure. However, we’ve learned that it can be helpful in extreme cases.”


  “Extreme cases? I was Class Three! Why was I taking it?” Victor asked.


  Mía said, “That’s what I was trying to tell you. The Classification system is not perfect.”


  “We all want a cure, Victor,” Karine said. “Until we find one—”


  Victor said, “We’ll just lock everyone up or sedate them!”


  Circe caught Victor’s gaze. She said something in a quiet voice that didn’t rise above the argument criss-crossing the room, yet he heard her words distinctly. “Jefferson arranged your prescription. You were traumatized at an early age from witnessing Carmichael and its aftermath. It was an aggressive treatment option but he was adamant. Not even I could persuade him to change his mind.”


  It felt like a slap in the face. Victor didn’t have a chance to question his auntie about it.


  Alia asked, “So what worked for Samuel if not Personil?”


  Mía said, “Who knows? Ask each person involved in his case and it’s a different story. Pearl thinks it was her herbs.”


  Pearl stiffened. “I am not responsible for what happened.”


  “The herbs certainly didn’t hurt,” Alia said, “from what information was shared with me. If I could access the patient—”


  Mía cut her off. “We don’t have answers for you, Victor. I’m sorry.”


  Victor got up and paced in the dining area. More secrets and lies, he could read the deception on everyone’s faces. There was something huge in the past that they weren’t telling him.


  Karine cleared her throat. “We were talking about Samuel Miller’s case history.”


  Alia asked, “We’re bringing Samuel Miller here to study him, to study what works in treating mirror resonance syndrome. The question is: what constitutes good treatment? What constitutes a good outcome? It sounds like that’s an open question.”


  “If you would all listen for a moment, I have some good news,” Karine said. She paused and silence answered her. “Over the past twenty years as the SeCa Health Board tried to find some answers we’ve been limited by technological resources. Yes, we know which gene is responsible for mirror resonance syndrome and we have some idea of the neurological underpinnings of the disorder. However, we didn’t have the right tools. Now that’s changing. Alia? Share what you’ve been working on, please.”


  Alia stood up and said excitedly, “We have a new model of the Cogitron Excelus. It’s in the final stages of commissioning. I’d like to get started as soon as possible taking baseline measurements of Samuel Miller and all the other patients.” She looked at Victor then blushed. “The substance abuse ones too, I mean. I put together a schedule. We should have the baselines completed within a week.”


  Marilyn smiled at Alia. “A Cogitron Excelus? That’s an expensive toy.”


  Pearl raised an eyebrow and asked, “Could someone explain in English what she just said?”


  Karine said, “We have a new scanner that will allow us to make realtime recordings of someone’s brain activity with an astounding resolution. We’ll be able to see exactly how a resonant episode in the brain starts and evolves, which should give us some ideas for how we can cure it.” She looked around, avoiding Circe’s stare. “BioScan, back when it was the Holistic Healing Network, had some initial successes with gene therapy. That’s an obvious place to restart our research.”


  Victor stared hard at Karine for a moment. She knew that the stim epidemic was the result of a security breaches at both HHN and Gene-Us. Someone had hacked both companies, stolen data on the mirror resonance syndrome gene and research into the cure and used them to create stims. Yet she said nothing. Another lie of omission.


  Circe stood in the center of the room and said, “We need to make the most of our resources. Samuel Miller is coming here and his brain is coming with him. We’re going to get to the bottom of his perceptions—”


  “Don’t you mean delusions?” Pearl asked. She looked at Circe with open hostility and then turned and shook her head.


  What was that about? Victor wondered.


  Circe continued, “We’re not going to stop until we understand mirror resonance syndrome and its effects as well as we understand cancer. That is our mission.”


  “Fine,” Mía said, “Let’s just skip to the point. All this effort is for naught if it’s not put into practice. You’ve asked me to work with Victor to build public support for bringing the Classification System to the Louisiana Territories. Well, I want everyone to hear me now. We’re not going to. Not like it is now. We need something new.”
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  14 May 1991


  The next morning when Karine let Victor into her apartment, with its expansive windows and glass-walled balconies overlooking the east side of town, he saw that the sun, still hidden behind Cemetery Hill, lit up a layer of clouds like they were on fire. The apartment was spacious. The kitchen, dining area, and living room all visible, occupying and defining their own space in the wide-open floorplan. His eye was drawn to a raised corner nook with a curved bay window where Lisabella sat.


  Karine wore a tight smile, dark eyeliner, and a puffed up hairdo. She motioned Victor inside and shut the door behind him.


  “Hello, Victor,” Lisabella called, “please have a seat. And thank you for talking with me.” She wore a tight fitting dress that showed little skin, only her hands and head, yet it reveal every curve of her hips and bust. She didn’t rise to greet him.


  He crossed the room, climbed the steps, and sat facing her, his gaze drawn to colorful boats moored in the canal six stories below.


  Karine cleared her throat. “I’ve been over this with both of you already, but I’ll say it again. This is a sympathy piece. We show why it’s important that people with mirror resonance syndrome are acknowledged by the government and get treatment. Victor, you’re a model patient”—He was surprised she didn’t choke on those words. He supposed she was putting her best foot forward for Lisabella’s sake—“and you’re proof that therapy and medication work.”


  She thrust a bottle of Personil into his hand.


  He looked at it and said, “I’m not—”


  “It’s not only about you,” Karine said, talking over him. “It’s about the people in the LTs suffering with no access to treatment, with no validation that what they’re going through is real. Mention the suicide rate, how we think we can bring that down. But try to stay focused on your own story. And make sure we get the truth about how you knocked your head. We don’t want any more rumors.”


  Rumors were said to be a second currency in the American Union. The official story came only from MeshNews. Everything else was imaginative fiction. The footage Lisabella gathered in the interview would be chopped up into digestible pieces, re-framed and spun into an evolving narrative, and distributed to MeshNews users in the Louisiana Territories over the next few weeks. Victor had never been interviewed before, but every other member of his family had, including his cousin Robbie who treated media relations as an art of war and liked to lecture Victor on how unsuited he would be to stand in the spotlight. Shock you, Robbie, Victor thought, I’ve got this.


  “Karine, please,” Lisabella said. She smiled apologetically at Victor. “I’ve already told her this is going to be a friendly chat. I’m sorry about the deception before. I hadn’t quite received permission yet from the suits upstairs.”


  Victor asked, “Are you proud to bring Samuel Miller’s story to everyone in the nation?”


  Lisabella maintained her smile. Victor envied her. Most people in SeCa would flinch when they heard that name. She knew about Samuel but wasn’t scarred by him.


  Karine said, “Let Lisabella ask the questions, Victor. Shall we start? Just pretend I’m not here.” She sat on an ottoman in the living area, watching them closely.


  Lisabella checked her sono and vid feeds, gave Victor a thumbs up, and leaned forward. “You let me know at any time if we need to redirect or pause. I’ve read about your condition. I want to make this as easy as possible.”


  “Thank you,” Victor said.


  “Let’s start with something I’ve been curious about. What does it feel like to go blank?”


  Victor blinked. It had been a long time since anyone asked about that. Years maybe. Dr. Tammet had quizzed him all the time. The only other person who asked was Elena.


  He said, “I can feel an episode coming on, usually. They’re not always the same. Sometimes it’s like losing my balance, like I’m falling. Other times it can be…”


  “What?”


  “Sometimes I feel weightless and…it feels good.”


  “Good how?” she asked.


  He met her eyes briefly. Dark blue sympathy colored her face. Her curiosity wasn’t predatory; it was understanding. She simply wanted to know. He breathed more freely. This was going well.


  He answered, “Blissful. Sexual sometimes.”


  “Interesting,” she said. She licked her lips. He was sure she wasn’t even aware she’d done it. Her fingertips brushed her cheek and smoothed her hair back. “And when you’re blank?” she asked.


  Victor frowned. “I’m gone. I’m not there anymore. I’ve seen vidfeeds of my episodes and it’s like watching someone else. I don’t remember any of it after. It feels—” He stopped himself. This was the worst part. The embarrassment and shame so thick it was like a second skin.


  “Please,” Lisabella said, “I want to know.”


  He cleared his throat. “I feel vulnerable when I’m not in control. If it happens at the wrong time…” He looked down at his shoes. “People used to make me do things at school. I woke up once with no clothes on. It was a big joke to them.”


  Victor looked up. Lisabella’s mouth was open, shocked. He glanced at Karine. She stared at him, stone still. He couldn’t tell what she thought of his confession.


  He continued, “When someone with MRS is blank, they’re highly suggestible. Malleable. Lowered inhibition. That sort of thing. We hear and understand, but there’s no one in charge.” He put a finger to his temple. “That’s why we need protection, not just from ourselves, from others too.”


  Karine was nodding vigorously. She made a fingerburst of approval.


  Victor sat up taller. “I want to make sure that things are done differently in the Louisiana Territories than they were in Semiautonomous California. I want to help Bro—to help people with mirror resonance syndrome without stigmatizing them.”


  “Speaking of protection from the self,” Lisabella said, “I want to talk about the delusional aspects of MRS. In particular, is this something that we can watch out for? Is there a sign someone we know might need a check up?”


  “If I may?” Karine said and continued without pausing. “We’re going to put in place a comprehensive screening and testing procedure. The public should rest assured that we’re on top of it and they don’t need to be worried about helping make diagnoses.”


  Lisabella pressed her lips together. She looked down at her MeshBit, poked at it. Her lips moved, repeating something. Victor thought maybe she was trying to get back into the flow of her interview.


  After a moment, she looked at Victor again and gave a small smile. “You’re doing great. I want to ask: are you happy with the treatment you’ve received?” Lisabella asked. “Medical treatment, I mean. Your therapy and medication, specifically.”


  Karine pointed to the pill bottle in his lap.


  Victor stared at Lisabella, ignored Karine, and said, “I credit many years of therapy for helping me cope.”


  “Don’t forget many years of medication,” Karine said.


  “I don’t take Personil anymore,” he snapped.


  “But you would if your conditioned worsened,” Karine said. “If you had delusions, say, or if you found yourself going blank.”


  “I’d consider it,” Victor said through gritted teeth.


  “Are there downsides to medication?” Lisabella asked.


  Victor nodded. “It’s like living in a thick fog. I almost didn’t recognize that my—” Karine was shaking her head. “I wasn’t going to say anything about that!” Victor said to her. He turned to Lisabella, “I almost didn’t recognize myself. On Personil, I’m not much fun to be around.”


  “I want to make one thing clear to the LT public,” Karine said. “Personil is an effective treatment for cutting down resonant episodes. It acts on the emotions and leaves higher reasoning function intact. Victor produced exceptionally complex and sophisticated computer models for Gene-Us Enterprises when I was Chief and while he was taking Personil. Intellectually, he was not at all affected by his medication.”


  “That’s a fair point,” he said bitterly. “I was the best emotionless human computer that Karine ever hired.”


  When Lisabella laughed and no small portion of it was at Karine’s expense, Victor thought.


  “‘Personil takes the person out of you,’” Victor said. “It’s what another Class Three and I joked about those few times we were lucid.”


  Karine smoothed the fabric of her dress, running her hands along her thighs. She said, “I’d like to clear up a misconception. Personil was originally named for its green coloring, based on a derivative of parsley, which in French is persil.”


  “What I find puzzling,” Lisabella said, looking down at Karine, “is that the drug wasn’t renamed after stigmatization of broken mirrors became commonplace in SeCa. Wouldn’t that have been the compassionate thing to do?”


  Karine waved a hand in front of her face like she was shooing a bad odor.


  “Let me ask you now about Samuel Miller,” Lisabella said, turning back to Victor.


  “Fine,” he said.


  “What will you say when you see him?”


  Victor touched his pocket, remembered that the King had the data egg and so there was no good reason for Victor to speak to Samuel, and said, “I honestly don’t know.”


  Lisabella looked down at her MeshBit. “That’s all the questions I have for you, Victor.”


  Karine said, “We still need to touch on Victor’s injury.”


  Lisabella regarded him, waiting for his comment.


  He said, “Look what can happen. Just another reason we need protection.”


  Karine said, “But—”


  “That’s all I’m going to say about it,” he said. “I do want to say something about the Classification Commission though.”


  “I don’t think now is a good time,” Karine said.


  Lisabella leaned forward, “I’m listening.”


  “I want the citizens of the Louisiana Territories to know they have a choice to make. In Semiautonomous California, people with mirror resonance syndrome are treated like criminals. That must not happen here. Our symptoms get worse, not because the disease’s progression is inevitable, but because we are ostracized and locked up. The facilities and camps were a mistake. I’m opposed to any attempt to recreate the Classification Commission here without significant reforms to how people like me are treated. Our rights must be respected. We deserve better. The Louisiana Territories and all its people deserve better.”


  “I see,” Lisabella said. “That doesn’t quite align with BioScan’s official position. Care to comment, Karine?”


  Karine sniffed and said to Lisabella, “As Circe worked out with your suits in advance, we’ll be reviewing the drafts and footage carefully before they go live. We’re all on the same page, or we will be by the time it reaches the feeds.” She glared at Victor and then turned a fake smile toward the reporter.


  “Of course,” Lisabella said. “I do have one more question for you, though, Karine. It’s about a death at Oak Knoll Hospital.”


  “I’m sorry?” Karine looked confused.


  “The death at Oak Knoll. A suicide.”


  Victor froze.


  Karine said, “Are you—are you asking me about Jefferson Eastmore?”


  “No,” Lisabella said.


  Victor heard the sound of an eagle shrieking before it dove at its prey. He was almost entirely sure the sound was only in his head.


  “I’m asking about Dario Sanchez, the nurse who killed himself after caring for Samuel Miller. Given the circumstances of his death, how will you prevent more suicides here in New Venice?”
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  People can be classified by their level of Mesh access. At the top are the system administrators and content consultants with unrestricted access. Then there are those like me who can hack their way to knowledge. Then there are seekers, who delve one layer at a time at great expense and over many years to worm their way toward the truth. And then there’s everyone else, the blissfully, contentedly ignorant who accept whatever comes through their Mesh feeds.


  – “Data Isn’t Free,” an unpublished term paper by Osirus Smythe


  



  “I can’t answer that question,” Karine said slowly as if she were tiptoeing out of a cave, fearful of waking sleeping bats.


  Lisabella stared at Karine, waiting, looking unsatisfied.


  “I wasn’t there, need I remind you?” Karine’s voice hitched and sounded almost like a child’s.


  “Surely you’re aware,” Lisabella said. “You’re second to the Chief of the company bringing Samuel Miller to New Venice. I looked through the SeCa MeshNews records, reported and unreported. Surely you’ve discussed the history of mass hysteria and hallucinations around Samuel Miller and you’ve a plan to protect your staff and the public?”


  “Do you want to create a panic?” Karine asked. Hardness gave her voice a hammer’s heft. She and Lisabella were sizing each other up. Lisabella maintained her relaxed posture, seated, though she’d turned toward Karine who was standing and seemed to be struggling to maintain her composure. If she’d been holding anything in her hands, Victor thought, it would have already been shaken to pieces.


  “There is no risk,” Karine went on. “I don’t see any reason why we would need to cause undue alarm.”


  Lisabella frowned and stood. “I see I’ll have to take this question up with Ms. Eastmore.”


  “I’ll let her know you’ll try,” Karine said.


  “Thank you, Victor,” Lisabella said. “You did admirably.”


  Victor stuttered a response. The tension in the room could power a generator and he wasn’t sure what it was all about. A suicide at Oak Knoll? When?


  Lisabella left the apartment without another word. As soon as she was gone, Karine cursed, “Laws,” grabbed a pillow on the couch and squeezed it with both hands, fingers digging into the soft material, and then threw it down. She crossed to a table where her purse was resting, took out a MeshBit, and started speaking. “Circe, this is Karine. Our reporter just launched a sneak attack named Dario Sanchez. MeshNews is going to fuck us hard if they run this. It’ll be worse than SeCa ever was. Hang on.” Karine breathed, held a hand to her forehead, started speaking again. “She’s a fame-hungry bottom feeder, but she’s not going to rattle us. Nothing bad has happened here in the LTs. Samuel Miller hasn’t even arrived yet. No matter how they try to play it, we’re talking about an event that’s decades old in a country no one here cares about. It’s probably a bit of colorful fluff to raise curiosity. Still, we really need to know what angle they’re taking. Talk to your friend and get back to me.”


  Karine hung up. She seemed unaware that Victor was sitting in the elevated nook. Her anxiety left him feeling oddly calm. Perhaps he’d so demonized her that he wasn’t at all tuned in to her emotions. Or maybe the relief he felt was a confessional afterglow, the benefit of speaking truthfully without reservation. And he hadn’t had to lie about being attacked. Not a bad day after all.


  When he stood up, Karine looked at him and grudgingly said, “Not bad. Then again, I’d say she went easy on you.”


  “What was she talking about? Mass hallucinations?”


  “Not now. Alia’s waiting for you. She wants to run another scan.”


  “But—”


  “I promise we’ll fill you in. This is more Circe’s area than mine. I wasn’t there. Go on.”


  Victor walked past Karine and left her apartment. He rode the elevator to the ground floor and made his way to the BioScan campus, pelted by morning rain and feeling buoyant but not in a blank way, in a things are going great kind of way.


  Then he remembered Ozie’s severed finger and his mood crashed. He’d been so puffed up by Karine’s humiliation that he’d forgotten his best friend was now missing a digit.


  He pinged Alia and she sent a message back that something came up with a patient and they should meet in an hour. He went to his desk and returned to the data he had on Karine, focusing so hard his head throbbed.


  His MeshBit chimed. Meet me at noon at the base of Cemetery Hill, near the Caddo totem, Auntie Circe’s message read.


  Victor replied that he’d be there. He checked the clock on his office computer’s vidscreen: 10:14 a.m. He was late to meet Alia.


  Victor jumped from his chair, rushed out of the room, almost ran into an employee in the hall, apologized, never slackened his pace, and rocketed into the blazing outdoors. The storm had passed, leaving it its wake the scent of rain on pavement and wet grass.


  Summer in Louisiana Territories was hot, though not quite swamp gross hot. New Venice lay hundreds of kilometers upstream from the mouth of the Mississippi where it disgorged into the Gulf of the Americas. There was always a hint of dryness inside the insufferable humidity, suggesting that the situation could be worse, that it could be even more wet and sticky than it already was, and people should be thankful it hadn’t yet reached one hundred percent unpleasant.


  Victor stripped off his shirt, arranged it to cover his head—there was nothing so stupefyingly hot as a head full of sun-baked curly hair—and headed uphill. By the time he reached the research building, sweat dripped down his chest and back. He wiped himself with his shirt, and as he did he swayed, a rush of woozy pleasure moved through him. To the south mud flats gave way to the upper reaches of Lake Caddo. Victor’s skin, glistening like the water, almost matched the mud in color, he noticed, suddenly focused on its muted brownness, like pale bluish clay smeared thinly over a darker, richer coffee-ground layer of healthy soil.


  He’d been standing for a minute or so, looking at his skin and the landscape, trying to figure out whether the similarities were an illusion or an accurate representation of reality when he heard someone call his name.


  Victor blushed, realizing that he was standing naked from the waist up where anyone could see him, adding to the eccentric Eastmore rumors which were no doubt already circulating.


  “Victor!” the voice called again and this time he recognized it.


  Ozie was walking up the hill, looking somewhat winded. He wore gray pants, a navy windbreaker, and two black gloves. Sweat covered his face.


  “Ozie?”


  “Put your shirt on and stop showing off. No one wants to see that.” Ozie pated his belly with his right gloved hand, a oddly stiff and halting movement. His belly looked like perhaps it no longer had the washboard firmness of their college days. Ozie said with a grin. “I need to start eating whatever you’re eating.”


  Victor wrapped his friend in a fierce hug. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “Your finger…”


  “What about it?” Ozie asked.


  “Tosh showed it to me!”


  “He what? Ohhh…” Ozie shook his head, wearing an expression of rueful admiration.


  “He said I had to cooperate or, you know, he’d cut off more.”


  Ozie said, “He didn’t cut anything off me.”


  “But I scanned the fingerprint!”


  Ozie’s right shoulder was lower than his left like he was carrying a heavy weight. He saw Victor looking at him and smiled. “You want to see?” His grin was playful and sly.


  A memory of one of the few times they’d stripped naked and wrestled came unbidden to Victor. A brief sexual phase of their relationship between had been fun at first. Then, it turned a bit too weird. One or both of them would usually go blank during the act. Neither liked the idea of getting it on with a mindless version of the other and the sexual attraction they felt toward each other had quickly dissipated.


  Ozie raised his hand. The dark gray glove covering it was large and loose, a giant’s glove on a child’s hand. He pulled the glove off and showed Victor saw the most bizarre prosthesis he’d ever seen.


  Skin and flesh the clear snot color of a translucent jellyfish surrounded chrome metal bones and red and blue tubes that looked like optic cables and liquid pulsing capillaries. The hand flexed and made a fist, its inner pieces shifting smoothly.


  “How far up does it go?” Victor asked.


  Ozie gestured with his human hand to his upper arm where the curve of his shoulder ended.


  Victor shivered. He’d thought not once about this type of enhancement. Chemicals and brainhacking were one thing. This was replacing a part of yourself with something foreign, alien. “Why?” he asked.


  “Why not?” Ozie grinned. “In all seriousness, you’re looking at the most sophisticated, high-powered mobile computing device in the Louisiana Territories. And it’s impossible to lose or have stolen.” He reached into his pocket and pulled something out. Cupped in the palm of his translucent hand was the data egg, a black oblong on the oceanic blob of his prosthetic hand.


  Victor took the data egg, pressed it briefly to his forehead, then stuffed it in his pocket. “Care to explain?”


  “It was the King’s idea to see if I could fully open the egg once you’d cracked the initial message. I couldn’t. Though, I now have a good idea what it’ll take to unlock it again. I didn’t know Tosh was going to bash your head in to get it.”


  “You were never hurt? Your finger?”


  “He must have pulled it from the trash bin. The King and I have an understanding. I’m on his payroll now.”


  “Did you shake on it?”


  “Ha ha,” Ozie said without mirth. “Tosh isn’t as tight with the King as he claims to be.”


  “And you are?”


  “No one is! He doesn’t ever meet you in person. He’s a talking head on a vidscreen, a ridiculous avatar that looks just like a playing card. I’m serious! But he’s got more money than pretty much anyone. He’s paying me to be a security consultant. He knows about that data we stole from the Institute and BioScan, but not about the MeshSats.”


  “And the polonium? What did you find out?”


  Ozie wiped his prosthesis across his forehead. “Can we get out of this heat?”


  They walked up the hill. Air-conditioned air blasted from an over-door chiller as they entered the research building


  “Shocks,” Ozie cursed. His glasses were steamed-up. He tried to wipe them with his windbreaker. His robot hand fumbled and he lost his grip on the glasses.


  Victor grabbed them mid-air and wiped them on his shirt. “Looks like you need some fine-tuning of the interface,” he said, looking pointedly at Ozie’s arm.


  “It works fine when it’s not snagging on clothing.” He carefully removed a tissue from his pocket, pinching one corner delicately with his artificial fingers, and wiped his forehead. “The King of Las Vegas procured the polonium and shipped it to Oak Knoll Hospital. He says he thought he was dealing with Jefferson Eastmore.”


  “Impossible,” Victor said. “I don’t believe Granfa Jeff killed himself.”


  “Neither do I. He very much wanted to live. When it became clear that he couldn’t counteract the poison, he reached out to me, to Pearl, and to Tosh. We were supposed to help you overcome MRS symptoms and find a cure.”


  “The question is who at Oak Knoll got their hands on the polonium and how did they administer it?”


  “The answer is in the data egg. Do you want to open or not? I hear there’s a Cogitron Exelus here.”


  “How did you know—” Victor stopped mid-stride and laughed. “You bugged my hospital room? Pearl was worried—” His giggles nearly choked him.


  Ozie wrapped his synthetic arm around Victor’s shoulder where it rested heavily and said, “She and I already caught up.” They walked to the scanning room together. Victor was surprised that Alia wasn’t there waiting for him.


  “So how is this going to work?” Victor asked.


  Ozie explained, “We know from Jefferson’s message that he put your neurograms in the data egg and that your ability to control your blank episodes triggered it to open. We also know that it’ll open next when it’s near both you and Samuel Miller. Now, what we don’t know is exactly how that’s going to work. What specifically will happen to trigger it?”


  “Jefferson said he wanted me to spend time with Samuel Miller. That the data egg would help him as well. ‘You must prove that alternative treatments are effective.’”


  “Exactly,” Ozie said. His gaze wandered to the Cogitron Exelus machines.


  “What are you thinking?”


  “It’s a crap shoot that we’ll be able to rehabilitate Samuel. I know Jefferson thought it was possible, but I’m not so sure. What if we could trick the data egg into opening?”


  Victor looked at the machines, the most detailed brain scanners in existence. “I wouldn’t know where to start.”


  “Just get in and let me poke around with the controls.”


  “Really?”


  “I learn by doing.”


  “Have you read the manuals? The procedures?”


  “Of course.”


  Victor didn’t believe him, but that didn’t matter. “What’s the harm?” he said.


  “Exactly. Climb on board.”


  “Prove to me you can operate the controls and then we have a deal.”


  After several minutes of pecking at the type pad, Ozie looked up and smiled. Victor moved to climb in.


  “Hold it!” Ozie held up his robot arm. “I can’t believe I have to point this out to you. You know what kind of machine is this? What it does?”


  “Yes, it uses magnetic fields to—Oh, I see what you’re saying.” Ozie’s arm had far too much metal in it. “You’ll have to wait outside.”


  “It’s not going to yank me across the room. I didn’t get a big hunk of magnetizable metal fused to my arm bone. But I am putting off enough interference to screw with the readings.”


  “What do we do? This is when you usually have a suggestion.”


  “I seem to recall there’s another expert on campus who can help us. Am I right?”


  Ozie smiled slyly and turned to the door as if he expected someone to walk through it.


  No one did.


  Victor waited a minute or so, sitting on the lip of the scanning bed. “Well?” he asked. “I only have an hour and then—”


  Alia walked through the open door. “Victor, I don’t appreciate that kind of sexually explicit message. You do not have permission to speak to me that way. Understood?”
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  Ozie waved at Alia with his robot arm, hidden by his windbreaker and glove. The gesture was somehow stiff and fey at the same time.


  Victor wiped a hand down the front of his face. “I’m sorry, Alia, my friend Ozie is a hacker and must have sent the message to look like it came from me. What did it say?”


  “Don’t ask,” she said.


  “Pleasure to meet you, my ravishing lady. Victor hasn’t said a word about you though I’m sure you’ve been in his thoughts.” Ozie smiled broadly and turned to Victor. “I didn’t expect such an exotic beauty here in New Venice.” He turned back to her. “We need your help”


  Alia folded her arms. “I’m not sure I want to help you.”


  “Please!” Victor walked to Alia and held up the data egg. “Look what I got back.”


  Her eyebrows raised. “Interesting. May I?” He nodded. She took the data egg and held it in two fingers, its black oblong shape featureless except for the red ring around it.


  Ozie said, “We need you to bring this into the room while he gets scanned. I’ll be monitoring from outside, adjusting the scanner to compensate for interference from the data egg. We’re trying to gauge what kind of effect it has on Victor so we can trick it into opening.”


  “And if we can do that,” Victor said, “you’ll have access to both my neurograms and Samuel’s.”


  “That would be useful. You want me to bring it in the room and take it over to Victor?”


  “That’s it,” Ozie said.


  “How quickly?”


  “Hmm?” Ozie blinked and looked puzzled.


  “How fast should I bring it over? Should I walk smoothly forward? Should I pause at certain distances? If this thing works on electromagnetic radiation, the law of cubes applies, doesn’t it? As I get closer the signal should become stronger, yes? So…”


  “Yes, of course, you’re right, I —” Ozie cleared his throat. “I hadn’t actually thought about that. Other things were on my mind. Yes, why don’t you move rather slowly. Stop every meter or so for thirty seconds and then move forward again. Stop when you reach the scanner. I’m afraid of what might happen if there’s interference. Victor, don’t you move. This whole time I want you stable, immobile, thinking about puppies or something.”


  “You don’t want me to try to go blank, or nearly?” Victor asked.


  “Not this time,” Ozie said. “We’ll do one run through totally calm and the next we’ll get you excited. Everyone ready?”


  Alia moved to the doorway. Victor lay back in the chair, eyes closed, picturing the little owl in the forest, claws gripping a branch, silently staring through the trees. He heard Ozie move into the hall and say in faintly muffled voice, “Here we go.”


  The scanning chair began to hum. Other than that, he didn’t feel anything strange.


  Alia said, “I want you to picture a smiling baby. Now think of the sound of the ocean. Visualize you making a fist. What’s eight times six? Where is the northernmost point of the American Union?” She continued with questions, each with a different subject, sometimes it was a command for him to think of a certain word or imagine a specific physical action. Her voice grew louder until he felt the data egg on the front of his pants. He could smell her, faintly soapy with a subtle floral perfume and some spice. A pressure began to build in his pants. He called out, more loudly than he intended, “Should I be feeling anything weird? I mean, when I was in Dr. Santos chair, it was like there were bees and smoke in the room. Right now I feel fine.”


  Ozie said from the doorway, “That’s because I’m making adjustments. Do you want to feel what’s it’s like if I don’t mess with the settings?”


  “No, thank you,” Victor said.


  “The data egg was always supposed to be a subtle influence. I don’t think you should notice anything.”


  The scanner’s hum diminished and went silent.


  “Is that it?” Victor was eager to leave the scanning bay.


  Ozie came back into the room. “We should do it at least once more. With the egg in there with him. Can you run him through the same questions?” he asked Alia.


  “I can,” Alia said, “but they’re not novel anymore.”


  “Hmm, that means they’ll trigger the memory part of his brain. MRS isn’t known to affect memory necessarily.”


  “This is all pretty much a stab in the dark,” Alia said, “isn’t it? I’ll ask the same questions, let me prepare.” She reviewed the data they’d collected, listened to sonofeed of her questions, and made some notes on a piece of paper. “Ready,” she said.


  “From the top!” Ozie said.


  They ran through the experiment again. Victor felt calm and grateful. It was good to have friends to help.


  Alia ran through the questions and prompts and when she neared him, she asked, “I can see you in there. What are you smiling about?”


  He opened his eyes and raised his head. Her face, a beautiful composition of delicate features and kindness, just outside of the scanning bay, made him smile even more broadly. “I appreciate your help,” he said. “Sorry Ozie tricked you.”


  She touched the typepad and the scanning bed rolled a long its track, freeing Victor from the bay.


  “It’s a worthy cause,” Alia said. “I’m as curious as you are what’s inside.” At first he thought she meant the data egg, but then she reached out and tousled his hair.


  “Don’t think I’m awful just because he is,” Victor said.


  Her smile dipped at one corner becoming more sardonic. “You boys will have to take it from here. I need to get back. Tell your friend if he needs my help, he should ask next time. See you around.”


  She left and Victor caught a glimpse of Ozie bowing dramatically in the hallway as he watched her leave.


  “Can we talk about that?” Ozie said.


  “What?” Victor asked. “The data we collected.”


  Ozie laughed. “I’m talking about hot doctor who knows all about MRS brains. I have a major hard on for her.”


  “She’s engaged.”


  Ozie mimed choking himself with his robot hand and for a second Victor was worried he might hurt himself, but it was just a face. Ozie had always been good at them.


  “I’ve got to go. Auntie is expecting me,” Victor said. “Let’s talk this afternoon.”


  “I should have some news by then. How about a beer?” Ozie said.


  “Sure, there’s a bar called the Flock and Waddle. A MeshNews agent has been hanging around. She’ll want to talk to another one of us. And you can hack her feeds.”


  Ozie smiled, the excitement of a hunter flashing in his eyes. “Thank you.”


  Victor glanced at the scanning bay and frowned, feeling like he’d seen movement out of the corner of his eyes.


  “What’s wrong?” Ozie asked.


  “Nothing. I just realized the next person to be scanned in there is Samuel Miller. I’m ready to get it over with.”
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