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29 May 1991

Amarillo, The Republic of Texas

Elena drove along Amarillo’s dusty streets, keeping an eye out for Corps while a rock ballad blasted from her car’s speakers. She sang along.

“Get out of my way. It’s temporary. Don’t you want to see me happy? Maybe I’ll come back someday.”

She drove slowly past the town’s central plaza and waved at one of the Puros working the vegetable stand, a volunteer, strictly secular, meaning he wouldn’t be much use in a street fight.

The conflict was as bad as it had ever been. The Corps were winning. They were better armed and their numbers were bolstered by fresh faces from the Organized Western States, courtesy of the King of Las Vegas.

Worse was the fact that the Puros counted on popular support, and people had started to say they just wished the conflict would go away, let them have their way, and it’s an unwinnable fight so why not give up?

Elena thought all that was nonsense. If they let the Corps have their way… Doom and gloom didn’t begin to describe how bad the situation could get. Stims were appearing in more and more products: soft drinks, edibles, little vapor filled tubes you stuck in your mouth and then sucked to get a dose of stims direct to your lungs without the hassle of smoking from a pipe. Pretty soon half the town would be hooked without knowing it. They should be vigilant, they should be concerned, but they weren’t.

The lessons of the Communion Crisis—singed so deep in the collective unconscious of the Republic of Texas that know one could say exactly when the people rose up against the Church’s mind-controlling poisons, but it had happened, and the people had won—those lessons seemed to be fading. That was natural, Elena supposed, since no one alive had lived through it. It seemed odd, though, that in the few years since she’d lived in Amarillo there had been such an about-face. This was different, people said, the Church was controlling us, tricking us. No one is to blame for stims except the people who decide to do them.

But they’re addictive, she would say.

You beat them, didn’t you?

I had help.

People find help if they want it.

And on and on and back and forth and no one changed their minds and the problem got worse and worse.

Elena walked up to the front door of the Baldwin Street house, noticing that she was dragging her feet. She stopped herself, pushed back her shoulders and lifted her chin. She had quit stims and now she was fighting to help other people off them too. No matter how difficult the situation, she had the right idea, and she was following through on it. The Corps couldn’t take that away from her.

 She opened the door and stepped into the hallway. Carlo sat in the dining room, talking to a burly man—she recognized him. They were both leaning back in their chairs, which weren’t made of wood, they were plastic or some other material grown from algae, and it was weird she was thinking about that, but she supposed it was better than thinking about why the man sitting at the dinner table, looking at her with eyes like sharp little arrowheads, was Tosh.

“Hi there, tough girl,” Tosh said. “We need to do something about Victor.”


28

29 May 1991

New Venice, The Louisiana Territories

“You’re back,” Wonda said.

Victor became aware of his body, feeling sore in his legs and groin. He was on his back, a red-and-black checkered surface above him, close to his face. His breath rebounded to his nose and smelled like rice.

Wonda rested a hand on his chest. “I can tell by the way you’re breathing.”

She was standing next to the alcove he lay in. Beyond her, a sloping wall and a window with shuttered blinds were visible.

He said thickly, “I feel like I haven’t been awake for days.”

“Not exactly true,” she said, leaning closer. She kissed the lobe of his ear. “It’s been a few days since I found you.”

A hard-on swelled between his legs. “Umm. Thanks,” he said, shifting over, seeing he was in a bunk bed in some sort of trailer. He slid around and lowered his feet to the floor.

“I need to use the bathroom.” 

He tried to hide the erection tenting his pants—some type of loose synthsilk. Wonda pressed her face into his chest, reached down, and grabbed his dick through his pants.

“Don’t be long,” she said.

He put a hand on her shoulder, as much a gesture of affection as it was a way to push her away, and fled to a door from which the faint smell of lemon air freshener wafted. He stepped into a narrow cubicle that held a sink on one side and toilet on the other, shutting the door behind him. He sat on the toilet cover, held his face in his hands and whispered, “What the laws,” searching his memory for anything from the past few days. The last thing he remembered, and faintly at that, was sitting by a canal and Wonda taking his hand in hers.

Feeling disoriented and woozy, he shook his head. Blankness hovered nearby but held no attraction at the moment. He wanted to know what was going on. He stood, dropped his pants, and urinated, flaccid now, trying to figure out exactly how he would ask Wonda what had happened. He flushed, pulled up his pants, and exited the lavatory.

“You’re probably starving,” she said, taking him by the arm. He got the feeling she was more than comfortable touching him and guiding him, almost like it was a duty and a necessity, that if she didn’t, she feared he would go wandering off into traffic. Victor followed her out a door, down a few steps, and onto a patch synthetic grass shaded by an awning that hung from the top of the trailer. 

She said, “We’ll get us a hot meal.”

Victor stopped. He had the feeling he’d left something behind. “I’m forgetting something.”

Wonda said, “Tosh left this morning.”

“Tosh? Left?”

“He wouldn’t say where to even though I asked him four times.”

Victor’s stomach felt swollen, like he’d eaten too much. Wonda rubbed a hand on his back and gently ushered him forward. The walked by a line of trailers that looked like they hadn’t moved in years. Some had decks built in front. One had a metal gangway similar to the kind you used to board a boat. At the end of the street, three were lined up close almost in a semicircle with sun rooms built between them, the ends chopped off and conjoined. In space, the three sun rooms would have looked like airlocks between separate compartments. Further along were two trailers on opposite sides of the lane, each with a roof deck built around a central spire. A wooden suspension bridge was slung between them.

“Where are we?” Victor asked.

“Lifer Park. North of New Venice by a few kilometers. Recognize that?” Wonda pointed beyond a tall barred fence where a steep slope was marked by vertical lines that were tinged yellow by the setting sun. Ouachita Dam.

The day was almost over yet it felt like morning, as if his circadian rhythm had been cut off as cleanly as an amputation. He hoped it would come back soon; he wasn’t looking forward to sleepless nights in a claustrophobic trailer.

“What’s wrong?” Wonda asked.

“Nothing,” he said. He told himself to stop worrying about the future and focus on what was going on, what had gone on while he was blank.

“You’re safe here,” she said. “You know that, right?”

He took stock internally. He looked around at a place he’d never seen with his conscious mind. He did feel safe. “I guess I’m surprised how quickly this place is starting to feel like home,” he said.

Wonda grinned and took his hand, walking faster, almost skipping now. As they passed more trailers, Victor noticed how each one was decorated and modified as painstakingly as a New Year’s tree. Up ahead, a gate marked the edge of the district. Next to it, a squat little guard’s hut.

They turned before they reached the gate and approached a simple structure: iron girders supporting an aluminum roof, picnic tables arranged underneath, and walls made of gauzy fabric.

“You should remember the dining hall,” Wonda said. “You’ve eaten enough here. Remember?” Her voice, normally so open and melodic, carried a twinge of nervousness, a sliver of urgent curiosity. Victor guessed her trepidation was about what, if anything, Victor remembered about the last few days.

“It smells great,” he said, catching a whiff of something fried, maybe fish.

Wonda smiled, her anxiety seemingly forgotten or maybe just tucked safely away for later. “I’m starving,” she said as she let go of his hand, pulled back one of the gauzy sheets, and held it open for Victor. “Hurry,” she said, “We want to keep out the bugs.”

He moved inside, the sheet falling from her hand and brushing his backside. They moved forward together into the Lifers’ dining hall as her hand found his and gripped it tight.
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29 May 1991

Amarillo, The Republic of Texas

Elena pointed at Tosh and then pointed at the front door. “Out!”

He rose smoothly, face grave, and cracked his knuckles theatrically, tossing a bemused expression at Carlo. “See you again soon,” he said.

She watched as Tosh moved slowly around the dining table, pressing her buttons with his put-on calm demeanor. He held the front door open for her. “How about a walk?”

She balled her fists, ready to shout for him to get the shocks out.

He said, “It’s about your fa.”

She breathed out, felt deflated. Tosh was good at those gut punches. After a moment, she walked past him down the steps and into the front yard, once again outmaneuvered.

“Are we safe walking here?” he asked, waving at the two-story homes lining the street with their fenced-in yards and barred windows.

“Safe as anywhere.” Elena removed a couple hairpins,  smoothed her hair, and let it fall across her shoulders to hide the orange diamond tattoo she’d had inked when she returned to Amarillo.

The streets lacked sidewalks, one of a dozen signs they were farther from civilization than it might first appear. The culverts, clogged with dirt and leaves, created fertile berms for grasses and shrubs. Though rain was scarce, when a big storm did roll through, often the yards would flood and take a day or two to subside. It was nothing like the large scale precision hydrological engineering of New Venice. She didn’t love Amarillo, but at least she saw its flaws clearly. 

Tosh didn’t say anything so Elena tried to coax his lies and exaggerations free. “Tell me what you came here to tell me and then leave me alone.

Tosh smiled broadly and said, “You sound just like Victor.”

His teeth, white and straight and likely artificial, gleamed. Elena wished she knew how to defuse the aggressive pleasure he derived from annoying her.

“You know, a lot has happened since you left New Venice,” Tosh said. “Victor finally got the data egg open.”

She halted mid-step. “Say what?” If he’d actually found proof that Karine poisoned Jefferson, there was no telling what Victor would do.

“The cat is out of the bag. He’s taking it well. Only goes blank for a full day at a time. I’m don’t mind. He’s so agreeable when his mind’s not there.” Tosh smiled again. There was no mistaking the sexual innuendo in his voice.

“You’re a pig,” she said.

“Guilty.” He sounded delighted with himself.

“Was it Karine?” Elena asked.

Tosh winked at her then began strolling forward. Elena hustled to catch up.

“Well?” she asked.

“You should ask him yourself. He’s full of secrets. He’s not blabbing much to anyone else, even when blank, but I’ve been persuasive. One of the little gems he’s kept to himself is what’s hidden in the kennel.”

Elena remembered the long journey to Amarillo, how Victor had come up empty in his search of the kennel, and then that weird moment that he’d stopped there again on their way out of town, though she’d barely noticed—she’d been such a mess, stim withdrawal making her squirm and lash out. What did Victor know about the kennel that he hadn’t told her? Was her fa in danger?

They reached a small park at end of the street. The grass was a patchwork of green shoots and reddish dirt. A hoard of ants scurried on the ground underneath a picnic table, swarming over what looked like a chicken bone.

Tosh was watching her. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of begging for information. He’d come here to tell her something. He’d get to it eventually, whether she groveled or not.

Tosh grinned. “Tough girl. I like it,” he said, sitting on the picnic table. “Now if you’ll recall, the mercs that showed up to guard the kennel were working for BioScan. They were Corps. Not anymore. They’ve been swapped out. Working for BioScan, yes, but these new mercs are independent, not part of the Corps franchise. Karine made a mistake that has now been corrected.”

“What does she want with the kennel?”

“I don’t think she knows. I don’t think Circe knows. Neither of them knows what Victor knows.”

“Stop riddling me to death! Is my fa in danger?”

“Not if you cooperate. Not if he cooperates.”

“You know, Tosh, for someone who says he’s a fan of cooperation, you’re actually really difficult to work with.”

“I like my work to be fun.”

“You like the sound of your own voice too much.”

His expression hardened. His cheeks, so high on his face, descended and his eyes glinted. She smiled to herself, she’d found his button after all.

He said, “Your fa needs to tell us what’s going on in there.”

“He doesn’t know anything.”

“Victor thinks he’s hiding something. Thinks your fa is scared. He should be.”

Elena resisted the urge to smack Tosh in the face.

“I understand,” Tosh said, “that you don’t want to make problems for your fa, especially when he’s already so deep in trouble. So here’s a suggestion, find out what he knows. He tells you, you tell me, I do my best to make sure he’s not collateral damage. Alternatively…”

His eyebrows narrowed, not in anger though. It seemed like he was genuinely considering a new idea. Either he was a good actor or he had just thought of something.

“What?” Elena asked.

“Here’s another possibility. You put someone in the kennel who can get the full story. Someone who can watch and listen, and put our devices where they need to be to figure out what the laws is going on there.”

“A plant,” she said. “I get it. I do that and you leave my fa out of it. Deal?”

“Honor swear. Though I can’t really promise he won’t get hurt as long as he works there. I can hold off any fireworks until we know more and let you know when they’re about to go off. If you help us.”

She had no choice. Saliva in her mouth reminded her of the feeling right before taking a hit of stimsmoke. She hadn’t wanted to dose this badly since before she quit.

“I’ll help you,” she said, running through the names of her Puros who’d be best at this job, someone clever but not so clever that he made trouble. Someone like Chico.
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29 May 1991

New Venice, The Louisiana Territories

Human Lifers love barbecue, Victor learned. The smell of grilled meats—sweet, smok,y and peppery chicken, lamb, beef, and pork—wafted from one side of the tented area where a line of people moved past the banquet table filling their plates. Another long table held many bowls of various salads that diners piled high in big scoops of pasta, cucumber salad, and fingerling potatoes.

Victor felt strangely nauseated. The thought of eating made his stomach shrink. He accompanied Wonda to the grills, waited for their turn in front of a large man whose limbs wouldn’t look out of place roasting above the coals, asked for and accepted only a small piece of chicken and a round slice of pork tenderloin, ignoring the cook’s incredulous expression, and moving to the long table to slop a cup of potato salad onto his plate, and plop down at a table with Del and Wonda.

Del clasped his hands, elbows on the table, and soon everyone who sat near them followed suit, Victor included—it was too much effort to go his own way, no one would glorify his protest, and he’d rather just sit and observe, mute, without a thought in his head.

“Pure is our food, pure are our souls. May the path of purity lead us true,” Del said.

“Pure is pure,” each person echoed.

Victor nodded, didn’t say anything. Pure sure is pure, he thought, and the barest smile rose up. Then he remembered what the data egg had held, and he fled to blankness.




***




Whiteness cleared from Victor’s vision. He watched the drapes around the eating pavilion flap gently, rippled by a breeze. Only a moment had passed. Wonda’s plate was still full. Del appeared to be cutting into his first slice of beef. He caught each of their gazes, earning tiny smiles in return. He got the sense that everyone at the table was waiting for him to speak, about what he didn’t know.

Wonda picked up a little ceramic jar with a spout like a pouty lower lip. She bent over her plate, paused, then offered him the jar. “Do you want some sauce for your meat?” she asked.

“Thanks.” He took the jar, tilted it, watched a brown gravy thickly glop onto his chicken, and gave it back to her. The sauce smelled sweet, perhaps a bit spicy, and his stomach gurgled, though it didn’t feel as if it were a part of him. It felt like a separate animal living inside him.

Victor looked at Del. “What am I doing here?”

Del cocked his head. “We decided that we needed to be a bit more lenient about the seeker’s path. And a bit more hands-on in your case.”

“Those hands being Wonda’s?” he asked.

She looked away. Victor could almost feel heat rising from her skin and a pink aura glowed around her.

“And Tosh’s,” she whispered, so quietly he wasn’t sure if she’d intended for him to hear.

“We know you’ve struggled,” Del said, apparently willing to overlook the more primitive aspects of his flock’s behavior. “We want to help. It’s rare I see anything on the Mesh that’s worth paying attention to. Your renouncement of medication has inspired us all. You are on the path of purity. Your cause is our calling. For some, it will be their greatest test.” Del looked at Wonda, then at the others at the table. They watched him attentively. “You have to forgive their silence, Victor. We usually don’t discuss politics at the dinner table.”

The men and women at the table were all around Victor’s age. Their eyes were bright, wide open, and adoring, making him feel appreciated and safe. Wonda squeezed his hand beneath the table and he didn’t shy away, her touch was welcome, supportive.

A young man with a shaved head and non-existant eyebrows raised his hand like they were in a classroom. “Del,” he said, lowering his hand, “could I ask Victor a question? It’s about my calling.”

“Go ahead, Meric.” Del wiped his mouth primly, using a corner of his white napkin to dab away brown sauce lingering near his lips.

“When are you going to see Samuel Miller again?” Meric asked Victor. His eyes betrayed no hint of anxiety or disgust.

Victor blinked. They knew Samuel had killed hundreds of people, didn’t they? How could they even say his name without crossing themselves or doing something to ward off his evil? He’d only ever brought himself to see Samuel because he needed him to get the data egg open—A shiver ran down his back, his spine an icicle. He wouldn’t think about the data egg, didn’t have to see Samuel ever again.

“I’m sorry if you don’t want to talk about it. We’re concerned is all. The last MeshNews interview—we’d seen him before, he was talkative. The life in his eyes was shining, but during this last one, it was gone. We think they’re dosing him again. We thought maybe now that you’re—maybe now you’re ready to go back and check on him.”

“Check on him?”

“Make sure he’s not being medicated against his will.”

“I hope he’s on pills!” Victor said.

Wonda put a hand on the back of his neck. It was warm, soft. “What Victor means is that the path to purity isn’t always a straight line, isn’t it?”

Victor untensed his shoulders. Her hand felt good, calming. He didn’t mind that she was putting words in his mouth. She could say all she wanted on his behalf. He would stay mute, unthinking, and deal with the Man from Nightmareland, no longer having a reason to.

“Why don’t we leave this talk for later,” Del said. “There’s something else I know the potentiate is eager to learn about. You know, purity isn’t the end goal for us. Not like the Puros. We’ve a greater good in mind that we’re working toward. The path of purity we say is the only way to truth. As seekers, strive to reach our highest place in the universe. To achieve unity, if you will. Now, given that, it should be no surprise, Victor, that there’s lots of curiosity about blankspace. Wonda has shared the details of some of your visions. Would you mind describing what it’s all about?”
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31 May 1991

Amarillo, The Republic of Texas

Elena’s thumbprint marked the glass screen with a swirly pattern of dirt and oil. No matter how often she washed her hands, the dry and dusty climate of Amarillo clung to her. Bacteria as well. Her own personal biofilm. Knowledge she would rather not have gained via Mesh personal hygiene alerts, little use it was to her.

The realtor, in his burgundy and threadbare jacket and gray chevroned tie, fidgeted. This was a big sale, and his business had been slow. She’d followed him for days. It never hurt to know the person you were going to do business with. The realtor had showed a few clients into the town home and judging by the way he moped afterward and the lack of foot or any other kind of traffic at the properties he was hawking, income was something he would be very, very excited to receive. 

She rubbed her hands on her pants while they waited for her thumbprint to be processed in a clearinghouse somewhere, who knew exactly where. The Mesh in America was a sparsely clustered nether realm of data and algorithms that she’d never really understood. Her identity would be cross-checked for a criminal record. They would find nothing. Despite a few years hanging with the Puros, a group labeled by the Republic of Texas as terrorists, Elena’s record lacked any smudges. The apartment would be hers.

She stood in the kitchen, wanting to rub her hands over the stone tiles of the floor, but holding back. It wouldn’t feel as good as it would on stims. Nothing did. So there was no point in acting crazy and getting nothing in return. The countertops were also stone, but a different kind, smoother. They felt wet and slick as she ran her fingertips along them.

The realtor looked up with a grin that seemed decades younger than his tired looking face. “Clear,” he said.

She couldn’t help but smile too. It was hers. Two floors, two bedrooms, a living room, a den, and a balcony looking over a quiet, lush courtyard. The most insanely over-the-top bathroom adjoined the master bedroom. Elena would have to remember to bring towels the next time she came over so she could luxuriate in the walk-in shower and then soak in the bubbletub.

She could almost forgive the landlord of the last place she’d lived, the one she’d shared with Victor, for repossessing it and much of her belongings when they left so that she could go to rehab.

She stopped herself. The past was the past. Right now, she needed to start planning. With any luck, she could have all her stuff moved in less than two days. She’d need help from the Puros, of course, but she had no doubt she could get it. 

I’ll have to be sly though. I don’t want them thinking they’ve got an open invitation. That means no Xavi, definitely not Davinth. Maybe Chico. It could be nice to have him around, and naked. Then she could casually let him know that she had a problem that needed taking care of, and was he a dog person?

The realtor presented her with the keys, still grinning, his teeth straight, if a little yellowed. For a moment, she felt a gentle lustful tug between her legs, but she dismissed it, confident it had more to do with her feeling of accomplishment and progress at landing an apartment than with his sex appeal. She did give him a quick hug though before she took the keys and ushered him out the door.

A little black rain cloud of doom tried to intrude on her thoughts—the image of Victor in a room with Samuel Miller—but she ignored it. His decision. His problems. She repeated those four words as a mantra to absolve herself. His decision. His problems. I’ve wasted years of my life on him. Not another second.

Looking around her new apartment, so full of air and light, so empty of her sad past—it filled her with urgency. She wanted to move in as quickly as possible. No more daydreaming. She left and locked the door behind her.
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29 May 1991

Amarillo, The Republic of Texas

After dinner, Del led a group of six potentiates, including Wonda, on a walk through the camp. Victor trailed behind, needed some silence. Cool moist air smelled of green grass and hints of lilac. Highway traffic created a low whoosh like an unending ocean wave retreating from the shore and the sand sucking water, drinking it, leaving the shore dry.

Despite everything that had happened to him, he felt good. It was a precarious balance, he knew. He was doing his best to keep a firewall between recent memories and the present moment—a feat Pearl would have congratulated him on. All the messiness of his life aside and the weird, dull, distance he felt between his mind and body, things could be worse.

Victor recalled the feeling he’d had leaving Amarillo, that maybe the problem wasn’t so much with him as with the people around him. Maybe the Human Lifers gave him what he needed, like the sun and rain was for plants, nourishment.

His head was full of these thoughts as he walked down the lane of trailers. He didn’t notice the buzzing sound that grew louder until a red flashing light crossed his path, hovered mid-air, and crossed again, drawing closer. A dark whirring thing like a fat black beetle hovered in front of him, a single red LED blinking on a repeating pattern, one flash, a break, two flashes, a break, three flashes, a break, and then the pattern started over again. It was Ozie’s code, an old joke about how easy some entry passcodes had been before biometric encryption became the standard around the world. The beetle thing darted away, stopped, came back, started away again. It wanted Victor to follow. He did.

The beetle flew between two trailers, past miniature yards whose borders were marked by short, knee high fences painted to glow in the dark. There was a narrow dirt track between the yards, a strip of wild grasses, and beyond the vegetation, a looming black fence like a line of ebony piano keys standing on end, the gaps between them too narrow for any adult to squeeze through. Victor followed the beetle along the path. Its red light glowed steady, illuminating the ground in a lurid bloody glow. He came to a gate, which opened, no lock on it, and then he was hiking over a low hill, reached the top, and saw that he’d climbed over an embankment along the upper stretches of the Passage. Ouachita Dam loomed over him, its skeleton rib-bone architecture visible in the glare of security lights blaring on top of the dam.

Ozie stood silhouetted by the lights. He raised one hand in a quick wave, his robot arm.

“What are you doing out here?” Victor asked.

“Lifers told me I wasn’t welcome. They say I’m not 100% human any more. I say they’re 90% bacteria. The consensus is we keep our distance from each other. You all right?”

Victor had no idea how to answer that question.

“Pearl’s coming to see you. All of them are: Karine, Circe, Mía, even Alia. Where’s Victor? How is he? Not that they ask me, of course, but I can read all their messages. Tosh told me about the data egg, who killed him. I’m sorry, Victor.”

“Let’s talk about something else,” Victor said, suddenly feeling like he was walking a tightrope in a hurricane.

“I”m getting out of here. Going back to Las Vegas. The King knows, wants to make a plan to take out BioScan. I’m going to help him. You’re factored in.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Means you have a part to play. I convinced him to leave it for now. You’re taking one step at a time, I can tell.” Ozie’s voice in the dark was sympathetic, friendly, sounded just like it had been in their college days, but now everything was more complicated and Victor didn’t know what layers of meaning might be hidden within it. He didn’t try to decode it.

Ozie said, “You can give me the data egg, okay?”

Victor shook his head, then wondered if Ozie could see his expression in the low light and whether he’d had anything done to his eyes to enhance them. He said, “I’m done with it.”

“So give it to—”

“No.” Victor didn’t try to put into words how he felt about the way Granfa Jeff had ruined his life with his plans and secrets. His imaginary island beckoned—his mental retreat when he’d needed one during his years in SeCa’s mire—warm sand, salty spray, and an endless shore without people called to him, sounding like paradise. “I’m done with it. You’re done with it. Everyone. It’s over.”

Ozie planted his hands on his hips. Victor wondered if one felt heavier than the other. “You don’t get to say,” Ozie complained. “We all—He asked us for help. It’s a debt.”

“He’s gone. Debt absolved.”

“You believe what he said, right? About stims. About a cure. About Circe.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Victor turned and started heading down the hill.

“Victor!”

He stopped. He waited to hear what plea Ozie would use, already knowing he wouldn’t comply, not that it would fall on deaf ears, only that it would pass through him, like he wasn’t even there.

Ozie’s feet made rustling noises in the grass as he veered from the path, circled around, and faced Victor, gently placing his hands on his shoulders. “I know this is hard, but you can’t run away from it.” Reflections from the lights atop the dam flashed in Ozie’s glasses. The brightness was blinding.

Victor shrugged away from Ozie’s hands. “It’s my life. I decide what to do with it from now on.” Victor stalked down the hill toward the Human Lifers’ settlement.

Ozie yelled after him, “You can’t ignore the truth!”

“I’ve got my own, thanks,” Victor mumbled to himself and headed home.
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1 June 1991

New Venice, The Louisiana Territories

Del owned a catamaran. It was moored at the farthest north dock on the Passage, a bit upstream from the entrance to the Grand Canal and about a kilometer from the Human Life camp. They walked together—Del and Victor in the lead, Wonda and four potentiates behind them—along a grassy ridge. The dirt trail followed the terrain up and down. Where it reached low marshy spots, they crossed on wooden bridges that looked like they were made of shipping pallets covered with plywood, damp and mouldering. The sun hid behind heavy clouds that portended rain and possible lightning. How wise is it to go for an outing on the water in this weather, Victor had asked, but Del had ignored him and none of the others seemed concerned.

They filed past a guard hut, which was unmanned, and onto the slip where a dozen boats floated stock still. The water was eerily calm behind a rock jetty and the wind had died, though Victor had an intuition it would return soon.

Del went about readying the boat with one of the potentiate’s help, a wiry young man with dark skin and an irrepressible smile that revealed gleaming white teeth whenever he caught Victor’s eye. Wonda helped the others board, gripping each one by the arm, holding them steady. The dock rocked under the shifting weight of so many bodies while the boat sat heavy in the water, unperturbed.

Victor climbed aboard, the last besides Wonda, and helped her join him. Though she didn’t seem to need it, he knew she would appreciate the gesture.

“Squat circle,” Del called out. “As soon as I get us out to sea, so to speak.”

The engine started up, a guttural sputtering that changed to a smooth hum once they’d cleared the dock and started heading into the Passage at speed. There were no waves, only shallow ripples, the vestigial echoes of the nonexistent breeze. The boat was making its own wind. Wonda put up her hair in a pony tail. Victor’s curls jostled against each other. They squatted on fine mesh fabric stretched between the catamaran’s nacelles. Rigging underneath the mesh made x-shaped shadows when they passed through a sunny patch and vanished when they returned to the gloom beneath the clouds.

They passed the Grand Canal entrance far off to the left to avoid tourist traffic and Del swung them around to follow the Passage’s curve, staying close to the shore opposite New Venice. When they were level with the Petite Canal, the catamaran swung right, headed south toward Caddo Lake, low muddy shores to the left and gentle grassy hills to the right.

Del cut the motor and they slowed, drifting, until they were moving as sedately as the water around them. Victor noticed that the potentiates weren’t talkative, though they didn’t seem anxious. Most wore expressions of patient contentment, looking out at the scenery, occasionally reaching out to a neighbor to give an affectionate squeeze or pat. Wonda seemed lost in thought and perhaps slightly anxious; she kept smoothing her hair back from her forehead.

Del squatted, looked down at the mesh, grinned. “We might as well all sit for this,” he said. A couple potentiates, the one with the white teeth included, flashed smiles of relief and everybody sat, some cross legged and some splayed out legs wide the way Victor did.

“Don’t suppose you saw the MeshNews segment last night?” Del asked, raising his white eyebrows and looking at Victor.

“I didn’t. No.”

“Saw your friend lurking around last night. Figured you had other things on your mind. We hope he doesn’t keep harassing you. He’s not welcome among us, you understand.”

“I don’t think Ozie is sticking around much longer,” Victor said.

“Good,” Del said. He didn’t look exactly pleased, more like he’d removed a splinter that had been bothering him, satisfied but still pained. “The segment was alarming. The described the Classification Commission in SeCa and how it would work here. We’d seen Samuel in a previous segment with light in his eyes, animated, talking about starting his life again. That’s gone now. They’ve started him back on the Personil. His light is dimmed, if not extinguished. We don’t want to see that happen to anyone else. We need to make an example of him.”

Victor had been sitting up, arms propped behind his hips. Now he lowered himself onto one elbow, turned slightly away, and found an interesting stray thread trailing from the hem of his shirt. The green thread was slightly iridescent and it made the mesh he lay on appear to move up and down.

There was no reason for Victor to feel anything about Samuel Miller anymore and he didn’t care what drugs he was on or what BioScan did with him. It wasn’t Victor’s concern.

Del said, “We know you feel that Personil’s not a good treatment. We want you to convince BioScan to stop.”

“They won’t listen to me,” Victor said, knowing that wasn’t quite true. They would listen, sure, but then they’d go through the same, tired excuses he’d heard so many times. “It’s not such a bad thing, is it? We’re talking about a mass murderer.”

“We’re talking about someone who was once very ill. More recently, he seemed to be getting better—without impurities.” Del nodded to Wonda.

She put her hand on Victor’s knee and squeezed. “We know this shouldn’t fall solely on your shoulders. That’s why we started looking into legal options.”

Victor gazed into her eyes, light blue, hints of violet, untroubled conviction, determination, no second guessing. He admired her even as he shivered a bit inside. Untroubled conviction could take a person into myriad horrors; Samuel Miller was evidence of that. He supposed his aunt was as well—No, he thought, I’m not going there. 

He popped over to blankspace.

He was floating on his back, moist clouds surrounding him, feeling himself bobbing on the wind. A low thrum of energy pulsed in his groin. He was on the precipice of blankness, not fully gone, light and unburdened, balanced, buffeted.

Gritting his teeth, he returned to reality. It had only been a moment. Wonda was watching him, they all were, Del and the other potentiates wore curious expressions, like the curtain was about to rise before a show.

“Legal options?” Victor asked, remembering what Wonda had been saying.

“A private company should not be able to medicate someone against their wishes. That’s what we’ll argue. We’ve started canvasing for funds and we’ve hired a law firm in town. They’re young, just out of law school and eager to take on BioScan. They’re going to make a name for themselves. That’s why they’re taking our case.”

“I’m not sure you can out-lawyer BioScan.”

“We’re not going to give up,” Wonda said. “I know why this is hard for you.”

Victor wondered exactly how much she knew. How many nights had she slept with him, asking him questions? How many had he answered?

“You’re caught in the middle. We understand that. We’re not asking you to give up everything you have. But you can talk to them directly and we can’t. They say they’re all for alternative treatment. We need to hold their feet to the fire.”

“It’s not that simple,” he said. The look on her face was one of dashed hopes and bitter disappointment. It twisted his stomach in knots. Somehow in only a few days they’d become intimately emotionally intertwined. He wasn’t sure whether he wanted to extricate himself.

“It’s not that simple,” he repeated, “but I’ll try.”

Her face, everything around them flashed white, which he momentarily assumed was his synesthesia flaring from her elated reaction, then he noticed the potentiates looking around, one giddily pointed at the horizon. Two seconds passed. Then a rumbling crack sounded. A quieter echo reached them from the direction of Cemetery Hill.

“We’re somewhat a group of storm enthusiasts, you see,” Del said. “This is more fun than staring at each other in the dining hall.”

The potentiates were passing out sandwiches. Victor took one, smoked salmon on wheat bread with mustard and mayonnaise. They ate and watched the storm blow south of them, billowing rain, lighting strikes, and thunder like a sheet of aluminum being pounded by hammers. Del brought slickers from a storage locker when the rain started and they all huddled together, wet observers on the tallest object for a kilometer. But the storm wasn’t as close as Victor had thought a while ago. They were safe enough, he supposed.

Eventually, Del fired up the engine again and piloted north and west, back to the dock. They trudged through mud, hearing crickets and frogs and the occasional flapping drama from ducks chasing each other out on the water.

As they neared the main entrance to the park, Victor spotted Tosh, chatting with the potentiate who was assigned gate duty. Tosh looked up and went back to chatting, though Victor knew Tosh knew he was still being watched. When they reached the gate, Tosh squeezed the potentiate’s knee, got up and walked over to Victor, sweeping him into a close, tight hug. Victor expected some sort of snarky comment whispered in his ear, but Tosh said nothing. The embrace relaxed, Tosh leaned over and gave Wonda a peck on the cheek. How had Victor found himself with this intimate surrogate family so suddenly when his mind had decided to go dreamwalking? It was like waking up to someone else’s life.

Wonda said, “Victor agreed to talk to BioScan. And I went and saw the lawyers yesterday. They’re on the case.”

“You don’t quit, do you?” Tosh said. 

“Are you going to tell us where you went?” Wonda said.

“To see a friend. And to pick up some supplies.”

“What supplies?” she asked.

Tosh answered, wearing a grim smile. “Weapons.”
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“You’re not serious,” Victor said, hoping it was true. The look on Tosh’s face wasn’t entirely gleeful. He was making a big show of grave concern. But Victor could see right through it. Underneath, Victor could see red haze around the man’s pupils. Tosh had a thirst for violence and now he was salivating that it would soon be quenched.

“We’ll make every effort,” Tosh said in an accent that sounded just like Karine’s “I’m-being-reasonable” voice. In other words, a liar’s coo. “Legal strategy, fine. You try to convince your unhinged bosses, that’s okay too. In the end, they’re only going to listen to force.”

“Why are you even here?” Victor asked. “What do you want out of this?”

Tosh glanced at Wonda, then back to Victor.

“Well?” Victor said.

Tosh turned to Wonda, smiled apologetically, linked arms with her, leaned in, saying, “Would you mind if we had a little time to ourselves?”

Wonda seemed agreeable to the idea, nodding, walking a few steps with Tosh. Then she stopped. “Actually,” she said. “I’d like to know to if there is a ‘real’ reason you’re here.”

“There’s something I know,” Tosh said, “that Victor knows too, and I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want you to know.”

She looked at each of them. “Know what?”

“It’s about him. His past, you could say. It’s not my place.”

Wonda looked at Victor pleadingly. “We’ll talk after?”

Victor nodded. She returned to him, kissed him hard on the lips while wrapping her arms around his lower back and pulling him close. Then she skipped lightly away. He envied the speed of her swings toward a good mood. His always seemed to stray toward darkness. 

Tosh came over and then he was close, kissing Victor in exactly the same way. Tosh’s hands pulled on Victor lower back, shifted down until they were grabbing his butt cheeks. Tosh smelled of barbecue smoke and sauce. His lips parted and his tongue darted into Victor’s mouth, rooted around, retreated. He let go.

“I don’t remember us doing that before,” Victor said. There were emotions rustling deep inside he didn’t know how to interpret. Not bad, per se, but definitely confused at feeling pleasure from the touch of a man he thought he loathed. Had thought. Maybe they’d reconciled while he was blank, though he seriously doubted the durability of any detente he hadn’t been conscious enough to remember.

“It’s an animal thing,” Tosh said. “No regrets, Vic, they’re not worth the energy. Sorry I sent her away, the three of us are a good sex pack, but we need to talk.”

“Wonda doesn’t know about Circe, does she?”

“I got you to tell me a lot of things, but I made sure she wasn’t around to hear that part.”

“Every time I think of what she did, I go blank.”

“Because you’re running, not because you can’t control yourself.”

“Yeah, I think you’re right about that.” Victor wiped his mouth, felt stubble on his cheek. He didn’t think he’d looked in a mirror in days. “Tosh, I don’t think we’re friends, let alone whatever this is.” He waved a hand toward Tosh’s crotch like it was nuisance.

A look of disappointment crossed Tosh’s face, then was replaced by a smile. Not one of his big lying grins, more of a sad wise smirk. “We’re more than that. We need each other. Don’t have to like each other. Now, are you ready to man up and have a discussion about your murdering Aunt.”

Victor moved toward blankness, thought better of it. Who knew what Tosh would do to him while he was gone? 

“Why should I trust you? You’re working with the King.”

“I don’t see that’s a problem considering what we’re up against. You want the truth? Originally, I went to Las Vegas and got myself hired by the King because I thought he might have been responsible. What better way to find out that get close, see what information I could pry loose. And if I did find out he did it, then I’d take him out. He got hold of the polonium, sent it to Oak Knoll, but that was all part of your aunt’s plan, wasn’t it? So now, thanks to my networking, you want to call it that, we’ve got some heavy firepower on our side. Let’s talk about how we use it.”

“Fine,” Victor said. He knew this conversation was inevitable, though that didn’t make it any better. “It has to happen sometime, I guess.”

“You didn’t go into much detail,” Tosh said, taking Victor’s hand and pulling him forward on the path. They walked hand in hand, Tosh’s large, rough palm surrounding Victor’s. He almost felt embarrassed how comforted he felt. It reminded him of walking with Granfa Jeff all the many times he’d needed reassurance about his condition, his worth as a human being.

“Illuminate me,” Tosh said. “Why’d she do it?”

There was a lump in Victor’s throat. He started talking to clear it, not knowing what he was about to say. “The data leak at HHN and at Gene-Us was Gran—was Jefferson’s doing. He shared the MRS gene sequence and the research on a cure with the King, I guess because he thought they could run clinical trials outside of SeCa. Then the King turned around and started manufacturing stims. Circe found out. Used Jefferson’s account to get in touch with the King, promised to look the other way about stims if the King sent the polonium. After that, I don’t really want to think about it.”

“She dosed him.”

“That’s what Jefferson’s message said. Small doses over a long period of time, so he wouldn’t notice.” Tears formed as Victor thought about the splotches on Jefferson’s face, his hair falling out, probably wanting to scream the truth at the world, but feeling guilty and not wanting to break his family members’ hearts. It was ugly, as ugly as family could get, and still he’d acted with restraint.

Then, of course, Granfa Jeff had foisted it all on Victor, the person with the least ability to tell fact from fiction, making him responsible for cleaning up the mess, telling him to rely on people like Ozie, Tosh, and Pearl. Victor almost laughed at the absurdity.

Tosh pulled Victor into a hug. Victor didn’t resist, let his face be pressed into Tosh’s jacket smelling of dust, solitude, and musty sweat. The hug went on, Victor thought of protesting, then he felt how fierce Tosh’s grip was and yet also how shaky, and he realized Tosh was weeping, fighting to keep it inside him, and probably hadn’t shared a genuine emotion with another human in who knew how long. Victor tightened his arms around Tosh’s waist and they stood, needing the comfort of each other’s arms. Victor knew it would be the last time they were this close. It was the beginning of the end and they’d only just started.


35

1 June 1991

New Venice, The Louisiana Territories

Victor walked with Tosh until they reached a trailer, a shiny black model almost as large as a city bus. It was nearly invisible in the dusk. The lights around the trailer park seemed to disappear rather than reflect off the trailer.

They said goodnight. Victor watched as Tosh laid his palm against the side of the trailer and leaned close as a panel lit up, presumably to scan his iris. He heard Tosh and a voice speak back and forth. Then a bright square appeared on the side of the trailer and a previously invisible door slid quietly into the trailer’s wall. Tosh entered, the door closed, and the trailer was again a featureless black lozenge.

So that’s where the weapons are, Victor thought.

Wonda’s trailer, the place where Victor had been sleeping, fucking, and blanking for the past week was down the lane, past the back of the food pavilion, which was loud with the sound of clanking dishes, water spraying and echoing against the sides of large stainless steel sinks, and the raucus chatter of the cooks and cleaning crew who were by far the most vivacious and loudest of the Human Lifers.

Victor entered the trailer. The lightstrips were on a dim, green-blue setting that made him feel like he was in a submarine moving through dark water. Wonda was laying on her stomach reading something on a MeshBit, one of the older models that streamed individual words across a small screen. She looked up when she heard him enter the room.

“Coming to bed?” she asked.

“Yes,” he said wearily. The day, which was probably the first day Victor had spent the majority of conscious in the last week, seemed to have filled him with heavy fluid, weighing him down. 

Victor used the bathroom, stripped, and climbed under the sheet next to Wonda, laying on his back. The trailer was old, not well insulated, and the air inside was already cool. She put down her MeshBit on a side table, standing it on end like a tube of lipstick. Then she snuggled close, face pressed into his chest the way she seemed to prefer. He could feel her breasts and the warmth of her crotch against him. It felt like medicine, a sedative, he relaxed so quickly. He turned on his side and she rotated too until they were spooning, he the big one, she the little one.

“Tosh didn’t want to stop by?” she asked. “You’re still friends, aren’t you?”

He could tell her everything was fine, knowing it was a lie, but it wasn’t the time for big speeches and taking stands. He needed rest. He squeezed her with his arms and kissed the nape of her neck, then moved away to his side of the bed, as much as he could in the narrow space.

“We’ll talk tomorrow. It’s sleepy time.” As he said the words, he was already drifting away, not really hearing her response, falling into a dead sleep.

He woke having no memory of dreaming, aware that Wonda had just climbed over him and was using the bathroom. He rubbed his eyes, groggy, and the half-waking part of his brain began showing him things, flashes of his life over the past week.

He remembered being bookended by Tosh and Wonda, their lips seeking his, moving over his face, neck, and chest. Another flash of extreme pleasure, the three of them inside each other, standing, braced against either side of the trailer, sighs and groans in his ears. Though he hadn’t been conscious, he’d been animated, moving with a vigorous passion, mirroring their hungry gestures and sounds.

An erection pressed against the sheets. He gripped his cock, gave it a good squeeze of acknowledgement, then shifted, made his way to standing and slowly the blood retreated and left him flaccid. He wasn’t ashamed of what he’d done while blank. He wasn’t sure what to feel about it. In a very real way, it wasn’t him who’d done those things. For a brief moment, he felt a flash of annoyance—Wonda and Tosh had taken advantage of him. But, really, they weren’t to blame. He had the problem of losing consciousness, and to someone who didn’t know him well, they might not even be aware he’d gone blank, unless they tried to hold a conversation with him. Even then he was capable of speaking and answering questions, as Tosh had used to his advantage. Mostly though, he was grateful. Without Wonda taking him in, who knows what could have happened. He might have ended up drowned in a canal or causing a fuss on the highway when an autonomous vehicle stopped for him and signaled the authorities. Or any number of problems. They’d saved him, and he was tempted to continue to let them save him.

But everything else about the situation was wrong: Tosh bringing weapons to New Venice, the Human Lifers beginning to talk about Samuel Miller like a person with rights rather than a monster who could never atone for his actions, and his Auntie, an assassin and zealot bringing the Classification Commission to the broader world.

It was time for him to stop hiding and to do something about all this.

Victor dressed quickly while Wonda was showering. He knocked on the bathroom door and called to her, “I’m going to get some food. I’ll see you at the meeting, okay?”

“Okay!” she called brightly. She began humming something.

The sun was out and the sky was clear. He hurried to the dining hall and ate two fried eggs on a thick slice of sourdough toast, crunchy on the outside, still soft in the center. He went to Tosh’s trailer, psyching himself up for a confrontation, knocked on the door and shouted for Tosh to let him in, but there was no response. He headed back to the meeting pavilion. Ahead of him on the path, he spotted Tosh, walking with six potentiates. They followed him in a kind of pyramid shape, the way birds flock together and follow the leader at the point position.

Victor caught up with one of the female potentiates. “Hey,” he said.

The young woman, who had a small, square face and brown hair in a bob, looked at him, surprised. Then she smiled. She was pleased, he could tell, but something about her expression looked predatory.

“You’re sitting with us?” she said. “That’s fantastic. We’re ready to demand action.”

Victor’s stomach hardened. It had already begun. Whatever Tosh was feeding people, it was already taking effect. He was awaking a thirst for violence that no person would admit to having yet seemed to be lurking, waiting for an excuse to emerge.

The meeting area was under a large tent structure that rose from a circle of tall white tent poles, which were topped by a spiral lattice supporting a synthsilk canopy. Six entrances allowed people to enter, though the material was arranged so that passersby couldn’t see what was going on inside.

Victor followed Tosh’s posse through an entrance. Two dozen potentiates were inside already, milling about, chatting. There was an excited, nervous buzz. Victor felt like he was in the midst of a hive that had two queens and needed one to leave to relieve the pressure.

Tosh’s posse clustered together at first. Then Victor saw a few of them break away, darting though the crowd to talk to their targets. Some of them returned with converts and some, rebuffed, tried again with others.

Wonda came in, her hair dry, loose, and a bit wild. There were colored streaks of yarn braided through it. She looked around, spotted Victor, and headed over. She gave him a peck on the cheek and said, “Good morning. I’m just going to go say hi to Tosh.”

Victor watched their interaction from a distance. Tosh broke away from talking intently with one of his pack when Wonda came over. They hugged. Wonda whispered something in his ear. Tosh shook his head gravely, gestured at his potentiates, and then looked pointedly toward Del at the center of the gathering, where he was smiling and chatting amiably with a small crowd clustered around him. Wonda frowned, said something. Tosh shrugged.

Del started clapping slowly, a second between each sound. The lifers around him took up the clap, which accelerated. Everyone was moving, streaming past each other, hurrying to different parts of the tented area. Wonda came over to Victor and grabbed his hand.

“Come on,” she said and started to lead him toward Del.

“Victor, wait!” a woman’s voice called out. It was the potentiate who’d been excited to have Victor walk with Tosh’s pack. “Stay here,” she said. 

Wonda didn’t let up the pressure on his hand and dragged him away. Victor caught a glimpse of Tosh watching gravely, no hint of smile on lips. 

The movements of the crowd grew still even as the clapping quickened into a synchronized frenzy of sharp smacks. Victor and Wonda were the last into place, standing at Del’s right. Del brought up both hands, the clapping ceased, and 80 people simultaneously dropped into a squat, Wonda pulling Victor down with her so that only Del remained standing.

“We begin by welcoming new potentiates,” Del said. “Donya Largoso, welcome.” The young woman from Tosh’s group stood, waved, and turned, showing her face to the crowd. She squatted again, disappearing into the sea of heads.

The ritual repeated four more times, Del calling out names, each one standing. Victor stopped paying attention, instead trying to puzzle out the odd tension between Wonda and Tosh. He didn’t think it had anything to do with him.

On a whim, Victor stood. All heads swiveled toward him. “Stretching my legs,” he announced meekly. He watched Tosh’s group as Del continued the introductions. There was something aggressive and threatening about the the way they clumped together, giving each other sly looks, jerking their heads toward whoever was standing or speaking, judging them, whispering to each other. It made Victor think of a pack of wolves scouting a flock of sheep and salivating. He squatted again, asking himself what Tosh was really after, and could he ever truly know and trust him?

“Moving on,” Del said. “I want to talk about new developments in the emergence of our faith. You all know our philosophy, the journey we take together toward purity and embracing our humanity. What we don’t talk about enough is the reason for this journey. We are children of the universe, seeking to know the face of truth. Together, we help each other overcome distractions and to purge ourselves of impurities. We are eternal, we are unitary, we are human, and we must seek the truth.”

“Truth is truth,” a voice yelled. The crowd took up the chant. It was a full minute until they settled down enough for Del to continue.

“There are many who would embark on this journey with us, if only they could remove the veil from their eyes. In most cases, it’s a question of coming to enlightenment and admitting it into your heart. However, there are those who are being held back, imprisoned in their medications, barred from their humanity, forced into animal subservience. Today, I am announcing a new article of faith. From now on, we must not turn a blind eye to those who’ve had their purity forcibly taken from them. We must provide aid. We must free them. This is no idle promise. This is an imperative for action. You all know about a seeker in our midst, Victor Eastmore. You’ve heard about his visions and trances, the emerging enlightenment of purity he is experiencing. He has started on the journey.”

Victor shifted on his feet. A year ago, if this many people had paid attention to him at the same time, he would have run. An angry mob taking their vengeance on a broken mirror was a relatively rare thing, but it was a fear he couldn’t wipe away. Now the expressions on the faces around him were a mixture of awe and admiration. For what? Going blank? They didn’t know anything about it.

“Our aid is needed right now, here in New Venice,” Del said. “I’m talking about Samuel Miller.”

Victor felt a wave of revulsion rise from his gut and he was grateful he’d eaten lightly. Otherwise, he might have puked on the person in front of him. 

“Samuel Miller is a killer,” Del said, “a victim of delusions. He was sick, then he was on the path to wellness, a path that is currently being blocked by BioScan. They are medicating him against his will, stifling his humanity.”

Victor couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He respected Del, but this myopic, twisted version of the truth tasted bitter on his tongue.

“We have hired lawyers to demand a halt to his treatment. In addition, our gatherings in town will now include a call for his humane treatment. It is our number one demand. I know some of you will feel uncomfortable with this. How can we advocate for someone guilty of his crimes? I’ll say only this. We do not defend his actions. We defend his humanity. We do not get to bend our principles to remain comfortable. We do what our conscience demands. If it were any of you who were force fed drugs”—Del laid a hand on Victor’s head—“we would not hesitate to help, we could not choose to ignore it. Nor can we now.”

There was a murmur from the crowd that Victor couldn’t interpret. Were they all ready to go along with this? It was absurd.

Tosh stood. The crowd’s murmurs grew silent.

“You wish to speak?” Del asked.

“I do,” Tosh said from the periphery of the pavilion, where, though far from Del, it was clear that he was the taller man.

“I yield,” Del said. He squatted, looking toward Tosh.

“Del has set us a noble challenge. The question is: are we up to it? Do we have the strength of will and fortitude to press our claim? He has called for us to go to court and to parade through the streets. Are these enough? Do we wait for fortune to honor us? Or do we stand tall and seek our victory?

“I know there are doubters among you. How can you seek and crawl? We cannot bend to an implacable enemy. BioScan is controlled by the Eastmore family, it’s true, but they are not honorable. They enfeebled one of their own. We are hosting Victor because his family has not stood up for him, they’ve failed him. When it was easier to allow broken mirrors to be locked up, they locked them up. When it was easier to spin lies about mirror resonance syndrome, they lied through their teeth. Now they bring their lies and their prisons to the Louisiana Territories and beyond. We will not allow their fascism to continue. We who’ve lived on this land know what can be done to suppress a people’s spirit, but it cannot be broken. We will not quietly say no. We will resist.

Victor stood up. A murmur that had been running through the crowd disappeared. The only sound was the flapping of the tent canvas in the breeze and a crow making weird clicking sounds. 

“Can I say something?” Victor asked. “You’re all talking about Samuel Miller like he’s the only person with skin in the game. Well, I’m right here. I should be able to have my say, right?”

 Tosh stared at Victor, then squatted.

“I’m not going to tell any of you what to do or what to think. I’m not certain of anything. That’s what life is like with MRS. I never know if I can trust what I’m seeing and hearing, what I’m thinking. If I can’t trust myself, how can I trust anyone else?

“When I was twelve, I was diagnosed with mirror resonance syndrome. You all have probably never been to Semiautonomous California, most of you,” Victor gave Tosh a significant look, then continued. “In SeCa, people with MRS are called Broken Mirrors. We’re feared, we’re looked down on, we’re put into prisons, effectively. Very few are given the privilege of living a portion of our lives walking on eggshells, waiting to be reclassified and sent away. I’d say the day I was reclassified was the worst day of my life, but I’d be lying. Because when I was four years old, I was in Carmichael when Samuel Miller took control of every vehicle and used them to run people down in the streets. He gassed them to unconsciousness, then woke them up so he could zap them with a stunstick. He wanted them to be conscious for it. He planted explosives on dozens of houses, including my own. I lived through Carmichael. I still have nightmares. The man who killed hundreds of people while believing he was helping them cross over to another world is here in New Venice and you’re talking about his rights. It’s difficult for me to grasp.

“Okay, fine, never mind that, you’re going to do what you’re going to do, but listen, that’s not what I wanted to say. I want to tell you about the blankness, about what happens when I go away. You need to understand. 

“I wasn’t always able to control it. Sometimes blankness would rise up, and it was like a wave washing over me. You can think of it as the sand on a beach. A wave comes in and obliterates what was there. I go blank and I vanish. The person you see, the body, it keeps going, it can function, but there’s no one in charge. It’s a nullification. I don’t experience anything, I don’t remember anything, although, sometimes there are exceptions.” Victor couldn’t help glancing at Wonda and Tosh. She was looking up at him, her eyes glistening. She mouthed, “Keep going,” and nodded. Tosh had a fist curled in front of his mouth.

“The blankness is just one symptom, the most extreme, but the others are serious too. I’m hyperactive to other people’s emotions. I feel what they feel and if I’m not careful it can overwhelm me. Literally, other people’s emotions can drive me into blankspace.”

“Where is it?” someone yelled. As he turned to his right, trying to spot who’d said it, another voice called out, “What do you see when you’re there?”

“Never mind about that,” he said. He’d lost his train of thought a while ago, but he had to press his point while he still had their attention. They had no idea what kind of mess they were getting into.

“I’m lucky to be alive,” Victor said. “I’m lucky to be free. And I’m lucky to be sane, for the most part. I’ve had years of professional help in dealing with MRS, more than any other person alive, Samuel included, and still I struggle with it every day. You want to take Personil away from everyone with MRS? Fine, but you have to be ready to deal with the consequences. How are you going to redirect delusional thinking? How are you going to deal with the emotional extremes? You like your peaceful community? There are going to be quarrels. There are going to be manic episodes. What are you going to do when someone has a psychotic break? What kind of care are you going to provide? I’m not talking about Samuel Miller. You’re starting something here much bigger than him. I can see that.”

“What else do you see?” It was a woman’s voice, Wonda’s. 

It was absurd the things they expected him to tell them. “You want to know the future?” he asked. “I can see it. Not just in my dreams, I can see it waking. You’re going to take in all the Broken Mirrors, they’ll flee SeCa for this refuge.” Sarcasm gave his voice an unfamiliar, biting edge. Wonda frowned. Del was shaking his head. Good. He was getting through to them. They needed to hear how ridiculous their ideas sounded. “You’ll fill up the HL camp with a bunch of mental patients who aren’t used to freedom, who’ve never been here before, and you’re going to tell them they’re human, they’re pure, and not to worry about the stuff in their heads. Good luck with that.”

Tosh stood. He gestured that his potentiates should stand with him and they rose to their feet. “We’ll tell them that they’re human,” he said. A red-haired male potentiate next to him, repeated his words, adding a subtle melody to them. “We’ll tell them they’re human.”

The chant began to take hold throughout the gathered crown. “We’ll tell them they’re human, we’ll tell them they’re human.”

Victor dropped down to his butt, holding his forehead, rocking a bit. The blankness crackled in his ears. 

Del crouched next to him. “Look what you’ve done, Victor,” he said. “You took over a movement.”

“Stranger!”

“Visitor!”

The shouts stilled the crowd as the chanting died away.

“Is Victor here?” a voice asked.

He rose. At the edge of the pavilion, visible only because the Lifers had parted, her brown hair loose and wild, uncharacteristically natural, was Auntie Circe.

She said, looking straight at him, “You’re coming home now.”
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Wonda rushed to Victor’s side and gripped his hand. “Don’t go!” she whispered in his ear.

Victor stared at Auntie Circe. How could she stand there and tell him what to do? Why she didn’t drop dead of existential guilt from killing her own father? Then again, people likely to feel guilt weren’t the ones who could plan and follow through on murder. What was she that she didn’t feel what a human should?

“We need you to come home,” Auntie Circe said. She moved her gaze to members of the crowd, making a connection with a succession of individuals, moving on to the next, working the crowd expertly as she was known to do. How had he not seen how manipulative she was from the start?

“Thank you for taking care of him,” Auntie Circe said as she approached Del, who seemed unsure of himself, hand fluttering across his robes. He and Circe were shorter than the other adults. It looked like the two of them were a scene in miniature, standing close, the rest of the crowd watching from a distance. Victor noticed the pavilion’s fabric walls rustling, like layers of blankspace waiting to enfold him.

“Victor is always welcome here,” Del said, “and he can stay as long as he likes.”

“Thank you,” Circe said. She put a hand on Del’s arm. The gesture was familiar, intimate, and didn’t appear to be unwelcome. “You know how special he is.”

The crowd murmured, a slightly agitated mumble. Circe looked around, taking note, then said in a loud voice, “Victor is the future of the Eastmore line, more precious than my own son.”

Robbie’s going to flip a bit when he hears that, Victor thought. And then he felt ashamed—praise from a murderer shouldn’t feel good.

“You’re aware how special he is,” Circe continued. “I wonder, though, if you truly understand his gifts. We’re only beginning to explore them. The Emergence, I’d say, is not yet underway and it’s important that we don’t interfere. We need to allow him room to grow into his full self, to find his potential. To ask too much too soon would be disastrous. I know you understand my meaning.” She patted Del’s shoulder like he was a docile cat and stepped toward Victor.

How did she know the words that would put the Lifers at ease and present herself as one of them?

“Victor, we need to get you back to BioScan,” she said. “The concussion you suffered requires monitoring. There’s a possibility your brain is hemorrhaging.”

“That’s one explanation for why I’ve been going blank recently. Want to hear the other?” he said. 

Auntie Circe smiled sadly, looked around at the gathered lifers, watching them. “You should know that everything in this life is a gift. Especially the difficult moments. Believe me, I know your struggle.”

He tried to capture a filament of guilt or doubt running through her words, some glimmer in her eyes that she would turn back time if she could and resolve her dispute with Jefferson some other way. There was nothing.

“I know where the polonium on the data egg came from,” he said in a low voice, wondering as soon as the words were out of his mouth why he didn’t shout them as loud as he could.

“The King,” she said, nodding, “It’s so unfortunate the lengths Jefferson was willing to go to manipulate you.”

Victor stood dumbfounded. After all he’d learned, she was still going to deny the truth?

“I can guess what you’re thinking, Victor. But remember, Father wasn’t blameless. Ask yourself why he went through all this trouble. The guilt nearly destroyed him. I wish he could have been saved. But it’s too late. We have to focus on the future. We can talk more about this if you come with me. Let us help you.”

Her dark eyes implored him. Guilty or not, he didn’t care. He’d buried the egg. He wanted nothing to do with Jefferson’s version of the past or Circe’s version of the future. He wasn’t going to be a pawn in anyone’s game anymore.

“I’ll be fine here,” he said.

“I hope you change your mind,” she said, and hugged him.

Victor froze, relaxed, assumed the relaxed posture of blankness, letting himself hover on the edge, just enough to remain aware of his surroundings but seemingly blank to everyone around him.

Circe peered at him, nodded, turned away. “Keep him safe,” she said. “He has untold revelations to share.” She shook Del’s hand, hugged Wonda, and recited pleasantries to a few Lifers who came up to her, curious and thrilled to meet another Eastmore. Victor watched on the edge of blankness, as she said her goodbyes, feeling that home was now lost to him forever.
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The crowd filtered out of the pavilion while Del, Tosh, and Wonda gathered near Victor. Del commenced a squat talk and Wonda gently pulled Victor down to join the others.

“She’s on our side,” Wonda said. “I believe her.”

“Bullshit,” Tosh said. “She runs that largest healthcare company in the American Union. She’s playing you.”

Del said, “We shouldn’t talk about sides. Ours is a path of seeking. Truth may come from unexpected directions, and we have to remain open to it. Who would have guessed a prophet like Victor would find his way to us.”

“I’m here. I’m not blank,” Victor said, “and I’m not a prophet. Neither is Samuel Miller. Don’t forget that.”

“A rose by any other name,” Wonda said, looking reverently at Victor.

“Circe smells like shit,” Tosh said. “Lying, dirty, infectious shit. You can’t listen to her.”

“Tosh!” Del warned. “That kind of hostility is not welcome here.”

Tosh smirked. “If a monster wants to tear off your face and eat your guts, you can call it whatever you like, but it’ll still kill you.”

“She’s not violent,” Victor said.

Tosh responded, “Tell that to Jefferson.”

“Gentlemen,” Del said. “Let’s focus please and try to elevate our discussion. I think now is the time to take our case to Ms. Eastmore. We can share with her our Principles of Purity and we can discuss how BioScan can mold itself to fit the future face of things.”

“You’re as delusional as Victor if you think you’re going to win a pinch of change by talking,” Tosh said.

“How delusional am I?” Victor said. “What have I believed that hasn’t come true?”

Tosh had no response. He glowered and shifted in his squat, the fabric of his pants bunching around his knees and creaking as it flexed.

“I believe you predicted the future,” Wonda said softly. She squeezed his hand.

Revulsion like bile climbed his throat and he jumped to his feet. “I’m done with all of this. You do whatever you want. It’s not my problem.”

Tosh followed. “You inherited this mess. You’ve got to fix it.”

Victor spun around. “No! I didn’t inherit a mess, I inherited a crazy family that’s playing out some sick revenge drama using their mentally ill relative. This situation—all this nuts talk of religion—that’s an equal measure of shit, and you’re a shit, and this whole town is shitty. I’m done.”

“Yeah, where are you going to go?”

“I’m going to leave town, and this time, don’t come after me!”
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Victor was eating in the dining hall, chewing his final meal, when something bumped his leg under the table. He looked down but didn’t see anything. He resumed sipping tangy faux-café and munching on bacon while trying not to think about the strange fact that people around him seemed to be losing their minds.

There was no other explanation for their behavior. The Human Lifers were accepting radical changes in their philosophy. When people looked at him and smiled, there was something feral, hungry, and desperate in their expressions, like he was a limping wildebeest surrounded by a pack of hyenas.

Maybe their blend of faith and cult worship primed them for transformations and they had finally found what would take them forward on their path. It didn’t feel like a step forward to him. It felt like running into a brick wall.

“Ow!” he shouted at a pain in his leg. He heard a whirring of motors, and this time when he looked down he saw a flat hexagon of metal the size of a small cat with treads like a tank on each side.

Ozie’s voice came out of a cigar-shaped MeshBit strapped to the hexagon. “Pick me up.”

A few human lifers were looking at him. They’d heard his yelp. He waved, pretended to go back to eating his meal, and said in a lowered voice, “Go away, Ozie.”

“You have to get out of there. Right now.” The hexagon robot bumped his leg again.

“I’m eating. I’ll meet you at the gate later if you want to talk.”

“We don’t have time. It’s about to get crazy in New Venice. Time for you to leave. Come meet me in Las Vegas.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Victor lied.

The hexagon backed up a meter, revved its little motor, and zoomed forward into Victor’s leg. The pain was a sharp thwack in his shin. He kicked the robot hard and sent it skittering across the floor of the dining hall. It became wedged between a trash can and one of the buffet table’s legs.

A shrieking baby’s cry erupted from the robot’s speaker, amazingly loud. One of the Lifers in line, a woman with long unbound hair, noticed the sound and bent over. The baby’s crying stopped and Victor heard Ozie say something to her through the hexagon’s speakers. The woman dislodged the robot, set it squarely on its treads, and went back to the food line, unconcerned.

The robot began weaving through seated diners’ legs on its way back to Victor. He got up, taking his plate and cup over to the washing station, dropped them in a soapy vat of water, and left the dining hall. The little robot followed, Ozie’s voice shouting after him, a message on repeat, “The wise owl listens and leaves before it’s too late,” over and over.

Victor left the camp through the main gate, hoping the gravel road would prove too difficult for the little robot, but it kept up with him. He left the road, hiking over marshy ground toward the dock. The robot couldn’t navigate the terrain. It pushed into the reeds, couldn’t make any headway, and didn’t seem too smart about it. Maybe was no longer controlling it.

The kayak Victor chose was a slender black model and a bit unsteady in the water. He had to be careful not to pull too hard with the paddle or it might overturn. Even turning his head was risky. It didn’t matter. His arms added to the current’s flux and soon the kayak was turning toward the Grand Canal and passing under the cantilevered arch of the Welcome to New Venice sign.

Victor was alone for the moment, but it was an illusion. Every day held a new demand or obligation, someone demanding he do this or that, see the reality of the situation, think about the consequences, do something, don’t do something. He’d had enough. The Human Life camp was no longer a refuge. He couldn’t go blank anymore, not now that he knew what they might do to him. The sex wasn’t what he was worried about. He pictured a scene where he woke up from blank space and found dozens of human lifers worshipping him like a live totem. Chanting, prayers, idolatry. He wished they would go back to their silly rituals of throwing away their possessions, which seemed so quaint and innocent compared to what they’d become.

Victor slid through the canal, using the paddle to slow the kayak. There were very few watercraft today. Victor counted two gondolas and three paddleboats. Maybe it was a shopping day. Or maybe there was a festival down by the entertainment district. Perhaps he should check it out and then leave town for somewhere east, the Southeastern Confederacy or the Greater Ohio Constitutional League.

“Will you look at that!” a man’s voice called from the top of the embankment. He was standing and pointing to the sky. 

A thrumming sound, like the beating wings of a hummingbird, grew. Victor craned his neck, but the canal was deep in a canyon of embankments and buildings.

“There’s hundreds of them!” the man shouted.

Victor paddled to a city-side boat slip where a set of ladder rungs led to a shallow ledge about a meter above the water line. Getting out of the kayak took some skill and patience. He tied the kayak up and climbed out. A crowd had started to gather along the railing above. The sound of whirring blades filled the air.

Formations of dark black birds appeared to be moving across the clouded sky. He squinted. Drones. Hundreds of them, little copters shaped like hexagons.

Victor raced along the ledge, took a set of stairs up to the foot of one of the bridges over the Grand Canal and crossed north. The hexagon copters were headed toward Ouachita Dam.
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Victor watched along with other New Venetians as the swarm of drone copters split in two. One stayed high in the air headed toward the dam. The other veered right and down in the direction of the Lifers’ camp.

Victor hailed an autocab, punched the manual button, and placed his hands on the steering disk. He gunned the engine, but the car didn’t move. Red lights on the dash flashed and a voice intoned, “Hazard warning. Manual mode disengaged. Please enter a destination.”

He banged his hands on the dash, breathed for a moment, then spoke, “Lifer’s camp.”

“I do not know that location.”

“Just take me to the foot of Ouachita Dam.”

“Plotting a route. Please buckle your safety belt.”

“Argh!” Victor jammed the buckled and pulled the belt tight.

“Beginning journey. Please sit back, relax, and enjoy the sights of New Venice.”

“Hurry!” Victor shouted. The autocab didn’t reply as it accelerated smoothly, slowly away the curb.

Five minutes later, the autocab pulled to the side of the road and Victor was out and slamming the door behind him. The drones had landed on the broad face of the dam, clustered low toward the outflow channel, looking like crows that had decided to have a quorum. There was no sign of the other drones.

Victor jogged up the road, reached the gate to the Lifer’s compound, which was open, and rushed inside. There didn’t to seem to be much hustle and bustle. The lifers must be having post lunch naps in their trailer. He headed to Wonda’s trailer. She never napped.

Yelling began somewhere toward the pavilion. Victor changed direction, heading that way, stopped when he saw a band of Lifers banging on trailers and shouting, “It passed. The Classification Act passed. Head over to Pond Park. We’re going to demonstrate.” Lifers emerged from their trailers. Many carried little black backpacks that made Victor think of Tosh and tech from Las Vegas. One of the potentiates spotted Victor and veered toward him.

“Come on,” she said. “It’s time to make our voices heard.”

“The Act passed? I thought they weren’t even going to start discussions for a few weeks.”

“That’s what we thought. And then we saw the news.” She handed him a MeshBit with a screen big enough to scroll through a few sentences at a time. At the top, in capital letters was a tagline that didn’t scroll. “MESH NEWS EDITOR ACCESS LEVEL DIAMOND,” it read.

“Where’d you get this?” Victor asked.

“The drones. About a hundred of them dropped into camp and started wailing. They wouldn’t stop until they were picked up and then we saw the news. The politicians lied to us. They were never going to debate the Act. They planned on passing it all along.”

“I don’t think so,” Victor said. The meetings at BioScan, the ones where Mía was trying so hard to change the outcome, those weren’t just for show. “Something’s not right.”

“I’ll say. Come on.”

Victor let her lead him toward where the Lifers were assembling. A buzz of angry words swirled like bees around a bear. They sounded ready to riot.
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