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Freedom, release, graduation—Elena’s big day. Today the BioScan clinic freed her from her stim addiction and she could leave feeling whole. She could enjoy the sunshine, budding flowers, and fresh green shoots in the garden and a gentle morning breeze caressing her hair. She could almost ignore all the construction equipment buzzing below the hillside. Victor would meet her soon, they’d have a nice lunch somewhere in town overlooking a canal, and she wouldn’t worry too much about what she was going to do next. No need to rush things. Time would pass the same no matter what.

Alia walked next to Elena, a final send-off from the treatment program. It was a nice touch. Elena liked Alia much more than her therapist.

Alia asked, “Are you nervous?”

“No,” Elena replied, “I’m…”

What was she? Free? Whole? Nah. She was a person with enough scar tissue inside her to soak up a vat of scartoo ink.

“I’m good,” she said. “You don’t have to see me out.”

“I want to. I started this program, before they transferred me to research. I try to meet with everyone when they’re—”

“Released into the wild?”

Alia smiled and pointed to the bridge over the Petite Canal. “I think you’re crossing over to a new adventure.”

Elena’s mouth soured. Crossing over. Words made famous in SeCa by Samuel Miller. The man had tainted all their lives, so that even an innocent-sounding phrase carried bitter echoes on its back.

Elena checked her watch. Victor was already ten minutes late. He’d promised to be here and to be on time, but things were a bit slower paced in the Louisiana Territories. She wouldn’t begrudge him a few minutes. She looked out at the city, poised above the water, windows opened to the mild weather.

Alia said, “All of New Venice grew taut under the scrutinizing gaze of the lioness queen as she surveyed her dominion.”

A grin tugged at Elena. “Lioness, eh? First time I’ve been called that. Usually, I’m the dog that got kicked for begging. Lioness sounds like an improvement.”

“You’re wonderful,” Alia said. “You’re strong. I was there when you shared, remember? The things you’ve been through would have broken most people.”

Elena said, “I think most people are broken. It’s the strong ones who figure out how to heal. Like Victor.”

Alia nodded then bit her lip.

“What’s wrong?” Elena asked.

Alia shook her head and put her arm in Elena’s. Elena stopped, feet rooted in the ground and slipped her arm free. “You don’t have to wait with me. I’m meeting Victor here.”

“I don’t think he’s coming.”

Elena held her breath, hurt. He’d promised. “Why not?” she asked.

“He and Ozie—”

“Ozie’s here? The two of them together are like…like…” Elena struggled for words. “Two heads that are worse than one. They’re not good for each other.”

“They’re trying to get the data egg open.”

A wave of pessimism crashed down. Same old Victor. Desperate for answers. Willing to sacrifice his peace of mind for a destabilizing truth. His quest would send him over the edge if he wasn’t careful.

Elena let out a long sigh. Victor had found a way to ruin her big day. She was finally kicking stims and not only was he not there to congratulate her like he’d promised, he was getting deep into trouble and needed her to bail him out again.

Alia said, “I know he cares a great deal for you.”

Elena looked out at Caddo Lake. Haze hid its distant stretches. Victor’s business wasn’t Elena’s business anymore.

During therapy, Elena had come to understand that her addictions all stemmed from a hole inside her, which finally felt, if not full, then at least only half empty. She’d grabbed onto him in high school because his attention and his problems felt bigger than hers. When she was with him she didn’t have to think about herself and her feelings. She wouldn’t let him take center stage in her life any more. She wouldn’t let his moods and his issues control her feelings anymore.There was no room for a Victor-sized, attention-soaking, problem-addled plug in her heart.

“You married?” Elena asked and glanced down at Alia’s hands. A silver band with a glittering gem like the sun wrapped one finger.

“Engaged,” Alia answered. “To Torsten Lund. You’ve probably seen his re-election posters for city council.”

“I’ve been in captivity, remember?” Elena’s words sounded harsher than she’d meant. One thing she’d learned through the program rang in her ears: she was responsible for her own feelings and no one else’s. She put a hand on Alia’s shoulder to reassure her. “Alia, I’ve been tied to Victor for far too long and now I’m done. I need to focus on me. Time to head home.”

Alia looked like she wanted to object. Then she gave Elena’s shoulder a squeeze, turned, and walked back into the construction chaos of the BioScan campus.

Elena stared at New Venice. Memories that were still painful now lacked the power to make her run from them. The shunning after her parents were kicked out of the SeCa union, the move to the Republic of Texas, the pain of Victor abandoning their friendship, stim addiction, the Puros. She might have made mistakes, but she could no longer hold onto shame. She had to move forward.

And, in truth, the Puros weren’t on the list of problems in her life. They were good people with a good cause. They’d helped her. They’d done their best. They’d always had her back.

Shocks to you, Victor. Enough is enough.

Elena walked to the cross walk and hailed an autocab. It arrived within a minute, wound through tiny streets to the main road that bent through town, and whisked her to the train station. Amarillo was her next step, and she was better off to go it alone without a messy goodbye dump of Victor’s feelings onto hers. It was time to live without him, and good riddance.
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Victor hiked up the slope to the drug huts, watching his feet take measured steps on the asphalt path, knowing each one took him closer to his nemesis. He wasn’t afraid, wasn’t anxious. The last few weeks had been filled with dread and now that the day had arrived when he would see Samuel Miller, Victor felt he was made of stone.

He did regret one thing: he’d failed Elena. She asked him repeatedly to be there when she finished the program. He knew it was important to her. Yet he’d been too busy to do it, too preoccupied with his own problems, too obsessed with the data egg, too narcissistically focused on what was special about his brain. Now that she was gone, he realized how much he wanted to speak her, how she was the only person who made him feel normal.

The wooden deck of one of the drug huts loomed over him. Spindly stilts held it aloft. How much force would it take to snap those and send the building careening down the hillside?

When Victor reached the path to the front door, a pair of iridescent green hummingbirds darted past, vibrating and tweeting in high-pitched bursts. They dodged and weaved, fought over a bright yellow flower with narrow curling petals, and sped away like sentient missiles.

Victor knocked on the front door. It swung open and a tall man in a navy jumpsuit greeted him, demanded his MeshID. His name, in white thread that was woven into the garment at chest level, read “Perry.” Victor showed Perry the ID screen on his Handy 1000 and was ushered inside. Another man, Velasquez according his embroidered name, was shorter and stockier than Perry and stood outside the door to a sitting room. When Velasquez saw Victor, he motioned him to head inside.

The sitting room was a square box. Its cream-colored walls bore countless dark marks and scuffs and few decorations: three solitary black pencil drawings of trees covered the entirety of one wall. Opposite the drawings, Samuel Miller sat on a sagging green-and-blue-striped couch, staring forward. He didn’t notice Victor enter. Karine sat primly on a fold-out chair next to the couch. She had been speaking quietly to Samuel. She stopped and looked up at Victor. Her expression was calm and controlled as she gestured to a line of folded chairs leaning against the wall.

Victor felt the weight of the data egg in his pocket, breathed deep, retrieved a chair, and sat, all without looking closely at Samuel. Now he stared into Karine’s eyes, at a loss for words, hoping without reason that the data egg would begin to vibrate and divulge Jefferson’s next message. The data egg remained still and stone-heavy.

“Samuel and I are discussing what will be expected of him when speaking with MeshNews agents,” Karine said. She turned to Samuel. “Victor was interviewed yesterday and I think he did quite well.”

For the first time in two decades, Victor looked at Samuel. The face was the same as he remembered, a long rectangular shape, sunken cheekbones, wide-spaced eyes, and thin lips. Time had worn grooves into his skin. Bags under his eyes looked pregnant with purple fluid. His black hair was slicked back, nothing like the wild rat’s nest Victor remembered him having in Carmichael.

Victor looked away. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. Then he realized that he felt nothing. He looked at Samuel Miller again, peered into his dead calm eyes. It was like there was no one there.

“When both of you are ready,” Karine said, “we’ll start hosting small events on campus with cherry-picked attendees. City council members. Law enforcement. Our goal is to introduce you gradually to dispel any myths and prejudices about mirror resonance syndrome and to win allies to help us advocate for change.”

Samuel looked at Karine while she was speaking, appearing to listen, but Victor couldn’t tell what ,if anything, the Man from Nightmareland was feeling.

Victor swallowed and addressed Samuel while gripping the data egg in his pocket. “We’re not going to duplicate what was done in SeCa. We want a fairer system. One that isn’t built on fear.”

Samuel looked at Victor, the same way he’d looked at Karine, not blankly like he was in the midst of a resonant episode, that would have looked entirely different. This was a strange matte-dull kind of empty. Like a pigeon watching a person who didn’t have any breadcrumbs—detached and uninterested.

“You understand what I’m saying?” Victor asked.

“Yes, Victor. I understand.” His voice was flat, soft, and made the hair on Victor’s arms stand up.

Had Victor sounded like that when he was on Personil? A robot’s voice held more emotion.

Victor said, “People are afraid of you. You know that?”

Samuel blinked, looked at Karine, and then said to Victor. “I understand. I caused many p-p—I caused many deaths a long time ago.”

The way Samuel stuttered gave Victor pause. Had he wanted to use a different word?

Victor felt an intense need to provoke Samuel, to crack his calm facade. He said, “You thought you were helping people cross over.”

Samuel sat very still, almost a statue, though Victor might have seen a twitch move across his face.

“I did,” Samuel said without conviction, without a hint of regret about the people he’d murdered.

Victor wondered what was going through the man’s head. Victor relaxed his grip on the data egg. Forget it, he told himself, Samuel’s mind is mush. The signal is too weak, too attenuated. Neither the data egg, nor the Cogitron Exelus, was going to get what he needed while he was like this.

Victor stood.

“Where are you going?” Karine asked.

“I need to talk to Circe. He’s useless like this.”

“You need to be patient.”

“He’s a lump,” Victor said. “There’s nothing going on in there. Not really. Not while he’s on Personil.”

“You know that’s not true,” Karine said.

“Might as well be. I always felt slow on it. Like there was this thick bubble insulating me from the rest of the world. It made it easy to let things go. If we want insights into mirror resonance syndrome, we need to change up his treatment. I’m going to talk to Pearl and see what she recommends and then I’m going to talk to Circe.”

“Laws protect us from the consequences,” Karine breathed as Victor left the room with her following close behind.




***




Alone, Samuel Miller blinked in the silent room. He looked out the window. A breeze pushed tree branches to and fro. He was in the Louisiana Territories. There were guards around him all day. They slept next door after locking him in at sundown. The windows had special locks. He’d be trapped and might burn to death if there was a fire. There was no use to dying like that, he reminded himself.

Crossing over. It had been so long since he’d thought about it. Why had he forgotten?

Samuel looked out the window, noticing stone buildings and a wide stretch of water that curved around them. He wasn’t in SeCa anymore and this wasn’t a facility or a ranch. There were no other Broken Mirrors.

Except… Someone had just visited him. Karine LaTour and the other one. Victor Eastmore. He was a Broken Mirror. He remembered his full name now; he hadn’t when she’d mentioned it earlier. Victor Eastmore. Age four. The bright one who attended kindergarten even though he was younger than the other students. Victor hadn’t been on the list—Samuel had never seen his primal.

Primals. How could he have forgotten? He couldn’t remember the last time he saw one.

Samuel stared out the window, trying to spot a person somewhere in the town below to see if they had a primal nearby.

He looked around for a pen and paper.

He would start a new list.
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Pearl met Victor in Pond Park under the shade of a jacaranda tree. Puffs of pink lavender flame blossomed above them.

“Let’s go out on the water,” Pearl said.

Victor selected a gondola that looked well-maintained. Its black-lacquered hull bore a high-gloss finish. Inside, red paint was smoothly applied without any nicks or worn-away edges.

“You thought I’d want this Asian one?” she asked, then winked and climbed carefully aboard the gondola while he steadied it.

Victor stepped in, bracing himself with the long pole and shifting his feet to a wide stance. He pushed them away from the dock and poled the bottom of the lake every few seconds to propel them toward the canals.

“I want you to help me get Samuel Miller off Personil,” he said when they cleared Triton’s Deep Crossing and began heading up the Grand Canal.

After a long moment of silence, Pearl said, “Do you believe in emergence, Victor?”

Victor shrugged, knowing Pearl would take him on a wayward journey before getting to the point. He shifted the pole to an opposite grip, turned the gondola ninety degrees to the left, and moved them toward a side canal that headed south through the main shopping area. The boat traffic moved slowly, but there was less current here and up ahead more canals branched off to quieter parts of the islands.

“I’ll never get the data egg open while he’s dumb as a stump.”

“We’re talking about emergence, little owl.”

Emergence was a popular dinner table topic, and probably had been for the last sixty years. It was also a pickup line Victor had tried to use several times without success. And it happened to be the best way he knew to reveal whether people believed in logic and science or not. Emergence could mean one hundred different things to ten different people. For some, it was a period of time that began after the end of the Great Asian War when Europe became a global superpower. Others had a more religious interpretation, believing that the weakening of the old religions of the Middle East created space for new beliefs and organizations to grow. He thought, and science had his back, that it meant seemingly separate and distinct phenomena spontaneously combining and adding up to more than the sum of their parts, like the way his brain cells became overexcited and produced MRS symptoms, including blankness.

“I don’t know,” he said. “It depends how you define it, I guess.”

The reached an intersection where the canals branching off narrowed and traffic became one way. The pole he held was longer than this canal was wide. He moved them forward carefully, slowly, listening to the sounds of splashing water echoing off the narrow stone canyon.

He glanced back at Pearl, who sat upright with her chin raised blinking at him through large round lenses the color of morning urine.

She said, “I believe emergence is the unfolding process of time moving forward. Seeds of the past bloom, turn into flowers: our future. Emergence is the present moment, always becoming, forever being, itself existing whole and eternal. Emergence is now. Cause and effect are illusions. We look to the past for hints of what may be and we imagine the future as the result of our actions today. Emergence is the truth behind this veil of lies, seeking to be free. We must open our minds to perceive it.”

“Thanks for the tip,” Victor said, resignation weighting his voice, “but close-mindedness was never a problem for me.” If anything his mind was too open, too easily affected by the moods and emotions of others.

Pearl laughed, a gutsy gust of mirth. Victor almost grinned, despite how annoyed he was with her. Now she would start talking about something else useless and profound-sounding. It was like instead of trying to explain something, she was trying to shift how he understood the world. Rather than fit the concept into him, she was doing the opposite, molding him to accept something that he wasn’t prepared to.

As he reflected on what she said about Emergence—an eternal now, the great truth behind the world’s illusions—his concept of her began to sour. She didn’t want to help him get what he wanted. She had her own agenda and Victor wasn’t at the center of it. The walls of the canal closed in. He looked behind, wondering if they could back out, but another gondola followed, one of the town’s gondoliers in a stupid tri-corner hat was pushing a middle-aged couple forward. Both passengers had white hair, mixed-brown skin, and flowing synthsilk jumpsuits. They looked happy, like they’d never heard of Emergence.

“I assume there’s a point to your lecture,” Victor said.

“Here’s the plain talk, which I know you like,” she said. “Don’t worry so much about the past that it blinds you to what’s happening now. Let the truth emerge.”

Pearl was trying to re-wire Victor’s brain and it didn’t sit well with him. He was tired of playing her games.

“I worry about the past because it’s a threat,” he said. “Granfa Jeff was murdered. The people he said I should trust—you, Ozie, and Tosh—either don’t want to help me or have their own agendas. You keep saying ‘shush’ and ‘later.’ I don’t have time. I need to get the data egg open and to do that I need to convince Auntie that getting Samuel off Personil is safe. How can I do that if you won’t tell me what you know?”

“It didn’t work before,” Pearl said in a hard, flat voice. “The concerns about Personil have been around since the beginning. We tried other medications. There were complications.” She stared at the bottom of the boat.

“You mean Dario Sanchez?” Victor asked. Pearl looked up at him, shocked.

“Lisabella said he killed himself. Why haven’t I heard of him before?”

Pearl’s hands, which had been fidgeting in her lap, gripped the gondola seat. “Everyone panicked. It was chaos. After Dario killed himself, Mía started talking about euthanasia, which caused a near riot among the medical staff, and I…” Pearl leveled a hard gaze at Victor. “I took it into my own hands. Found enough sedative to knock down a horse. Was prepping the syringe while Samuel Miller was in one of his blank outs. Jefferson found me, stopped me. He never spoke of it to anyone, as far as I know. But I was this close.” Pearl pressed her palms together, almost in prayer. “We covered it up.”

Victor jammed his pole, stopping their progress. “You didn’t try again?”

“I try not to regret my failure. I didn’t have the will. I resigned, started my little shop of herbs, kept in touch with Jefferson over the years, worked with Ozie when he got in touch.”

The gondolier behind them yelled something stern. Victor ignored it. “What’s going to happen when Samuel goes off Personil?” he asked. “Will your herbs keep him in check, like they did me?”

“It’s dangerous to assume that,” Pearl said, frowning in a way that wrinkled her face and made her look old and tired. “You were young when you started medication and therapy. You never had the type of break with reality that he did. But now you do have the data egg to help. And Ozie’s here too. It seems we’re as close to Jefferson’s plan as could be expected given the circumstances.”

Victor poled the boat forward, navigating in silence until he could pull the boat alongside a quay and allow the boat behind them to pass. When they were alone, he asked, “Exactly what did Granfa Jeff want you to do? You never said.”

Pearl took off her glasses and rubbed them with the tip of her neckerchief. “Jefferson asked me to help you come off Personil and manage your symptoms. He thought your example—an Eastmore living an upstanding life despite being a Class Three—could change the political climate in SeCa. He also wanted me and Ozie to help you work with Samuel Miller to fix him and use his recovery to overcome stigma against people with MRS. He believed that reform of the Classification Commission in SeCa was vital and that reform must precede research for a cure. We were all supposed to work toward that goal in Carmichael. Instead we find ourselves here. Some of us anyway. You should know, he never spoke about the data egg with me. Keeping secrets was second nature to Jefferson. He always had a plan, always looked to the future. That’s even more dangerous than looking to the past. I’ll help you treat Samuel, but I don’t promise not to kill him once you get what you want.”
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The key to business success is vision. You have to have a clear destination in mind and knowledge of the path to get there. Of course, there will be twists and turns, and you might be assailed by bandits along the way. It take fortitude and foresight to walk through the dark forest of an uncertain future, but the mountaintop awaits.

– Race to the Top by Circe Eastmore

Victor returned to work, distracted by everything Pearl had said, unable to focus on his vidscreen. Instead, he sent messages to Auntie Circe every ten minutes begging for her to meet with him, and spent the rest of the time running through his calming mantras. An hour passed, then his Handy 1000 chimed. She agreed to chat if Victor met her at the bottom of Cemetery Hill within the next ten minutes and hiked with her to the top.

He rushed outside. The heat was a hot blanket smothering everything. Walking along the east side of the Petite Canal, he felt trapped between the sun high above and the bulk of rock and dirt looming to his right. He passed Pond Park and reached the cemetery where large trees provided delicious cooling shade. Sweat stains spread along his chest and back. He wiped his wet brow.

Circe was waiting at the entrance overshadowed by one of the stone pillars holding up a massive iron-wrought gate. When she saw him, she waved, tapped the silver bracelet on her wrist, a fashionable MeshBit she’d likely picked up in trendy European tech boutique, and started up the trail. He hustled to catch up.

They skirted the high cemetery wall. Its crenelations were topped by gargoyles with large goofy eyes that made them appear childlike and innocent, almost cherubic, if he ignored their finger-length teeth. The wall provided a cool strip of shade lush with grass and jumping bugs.

Victor walked in the shade a meter or so behind his aunt, knowing that she wouldn’t slacken her pace for him and that she preferred exercise to talking. She never indulged in the languid let’s-chat-and-stroll relaxation that both Granfa Jeff and Nana Cynthia had liked. Circe always chased the next idea, trying to get ahead in a world that had the habit of running amok, and Victor admired her for it.

When they left the cemetery behind, the trail baked in the full glare of the sun. Red dirt was hot as embers and pale stones poked out like the unsettled bones of an ancient civilization. The trail switched back and forth across the slope, rising higher with each turn, sometimes with views of town to the west or sometimes looking out at the highway to the north and, beyond it, the sweeping arc of the dam holding back the waters of Lake Ouachita. More rarely they glimpsed the Caddo mud flats to the south.

Sulfur tingled in Victor’s nostrils. For a moment, he worried a resonant episode was on its way. Exercise could trigger them, though rarely. Over the long term, physical activity was good for Victor, especially hiking over rough ground which provided varying physical and mental stimulus. Physical inactivity was to be avoided, as were repetitive activities like treadmill running.

The sulfur blew with the wind, and he nearly smacked himself in the head for forgetting the hot springs. The hills and valleys to the east of town were geothermal hotspots. Springs, pools, and geysers of mineral-rich water could be found throughout the Caddo lands, including on Cemetery Hill. He sniffed then wrinkled his nose. New Venice was lucky the winds were usually blowing east.

The peak was marked by a circle of boulders. Circe walked to the center, touched her palms to her head then raised them. Victor didn’t ask what she was doing, and she didn’t bother to explain. They both knew he preferred the real world to fantasies and whatever religious expression she chose to explore this week.

“Water?” She unstrapped a bottle that hung from her belt and held it out to him. He took it and drank thirstily.

“Your parents asked me to speak with you about the restructuring of rights for the Eastmore holdings. Father left us with a tangled mess. Some of it looks deliberately obfuscated—”

She stopped when she glanced at Victor. He could feel his shoulders tensed around his ears and his hands clenching and unclenching. “Here,” she said, leading him to a rock in the shade of a stand of trees and gesturing for him to sit. “Try to relax.”

He nodded and repeated the owl mantra. The wise owl listens. The wise owl does not flinch at every creaking branch. The wise owl stays cool.

“I’m not going to candy coat it for you, Victor. Part of you maturing is realizing that we play with the cards we’re dealt and there’s no asking for a reshuffle. There’s no hiding from the truth. Father messed things up. We have to unfuck our finances, to put it bluntly. There will be some paperwork for you to sign.”

“That’s fine. I don’t really care about all that.”

“Good. Stretch?”

They sat on the ground. The soles of their shoes pressed together, legs and torsos making L-shapes, as had been their practice since he was young and he became intrigued by her practicing yoga in the mansion. She took his hands and pulled. He felt his hamstrings grow taut and he breathed, trying to relax. If there was ever a time to bring up a difficult topic, this was it, while his body was physically forced to unwind.

“Auntie, I saw Samuel Miller. He’s basically a vegetable on Personil. We’re not going to get what we need from his brain while he’s like that.”

She exhaled a long breath. “You’re not wrong. But we’ve got to wean him from Personil carefully. It didn’t go well for you, remember.”

“That was a difficult time for me,” Victor said. He almost laughed at how stupid he sounded.

She held her hands out to him and he gently pulled. As she doubled over, her arms and torso seemed to lengthen as if she were adding space between each body part.

She straightened and pulled him forward. His body was not nearly as limber as hers. He softened his knees and rounded his back. Instead of stretching, he focused on letting go. His head lowered a fraction toward the ground.

“That’s it,” she said. “That’s good. We should enroll you in a yoga class.”

Blood crowded his face. He was glad she couldn’t see his expression. He was tired of people telling him what was good for him, even Auntie Circe.

He came up, let go of her hands and stood. “At the meeting the other day you said Granfa Jeff made the doctors prescribe Personil even though I was only Class Three.”

She balanced on one leg, and grabbed her other foot to stretch her quad. He mirrored her, holding his impatience in.

“A sad bit of manipulation that. Father had an extraordinary ability to motivate his employees. He pushed them to accomplish great things while simultaneously eroding their confidence in themselves. Part of the trick was his temper. Hardly anyone dared disagree with him. I can’t believe Dr. Tammet lasted as long as she did, but he seemed to respect her opinion even as he over-rid it in your case. I can’t blame him. He was worried about neural deterioration. Every time you have an episode, the ability of your neurons to fight off the next one is weakened.”

“But Karine shared the studies with me. They said that catatonia wasn’t inevitable.”

“In most circumstances, that’s true. The ones who fared the best were patients in rural locations with strong family support networks. They fared well before the classification, I mean. I don’t know how to say this without sounding prejudiced.” She cleared her throat. “Some Cathar families seemed to do exceptionally well in caring for family members with mirror resonance syndrome. The times the Classification Commission stepped in and imposed treatment—the results were tragic. In your case, after what happened to you in Carmichael, there was a concern that you would slide more quickly toward Class One status. It’s a testament to your fortitude that you’ve done so well for yourself. I admit, Victor, we’re flailing. Until we find a cure, I’m afraid there are no good options.”

“If the Classification system is making things worse, why can’t we get rid of it?”

“It’s not that simple. Now that stims—“

“Forget stims. I don’t know why we care about them. It was a data leak. Who cares! Why is it so hard to admit mistakes and fix what’s broken!”

Circe stood tall on two feet, hands on her hips. “We made mistakes, yes. There was panic, hysteria. Not this time. I reviewed the MeshNews footage, which we’re starting to share with the public, by the way.” She looked closely at Victor. “About what Lisabella asked Karine: you never knew about Dario Sanchez, did you? Did anyone ever tell you what really happened the first year after Carmichael? Did Father?”

Gooseflesh ripped the skin on Victor’s arms. Pearl had only told him today. Why was Auntie Circe asking him about it now?

“Not really,” he said.

There was fear hovering around Auntie’s face as well as a kind of sentimental astonishment and he had the feeling that something she was about to say would change him forever.

Auntie Circe didn’t say anything. She walked toward a steep slope overlooking New Venice. He followed. The sun glinted off the water. The canals were a bright grid outshining the stone buildings. A breeze blew over them and Victor smelled sulfur and also char like the smoke that had blown through Carmichael. He pulled a tincture from his pocket and drank it. Auntie Circe seemed to have forgotten he was there, absorbed in her own memories. Of SeCa and the beginning of the Classification Commission? He’d heard some of the story from Mía and then Pearl. What role had Auntie Circe played?

She turned and said, “Father called it a mass hallucination. The stress, he said, played tricks on people, on their ability to reason. This was before Personil, when we had in our hospital a man who had killed hundreds of people and who spoke of other worlds and crossing over and patently impossible things.”

The derision in her voice made Victor gulp. He was curious, was she mocking Samuel Miller or someone else?

Circe kept going without a glance at Victor, “The problem was he was convincing. One of the nurses, Dario Sanchez, committed suicide by following Samuel’s instructions for quantum suicide. And then everyone was talking about another world, almost like this one, about primals and ghosts, all the imaginings that Mía found in Samuel’s journal. She exposed them to show how absurd they were. But people started to believe. Mirror resonance syndrome started to be seen as an infection that could pass from people like Samuel to normal people. A psychic infection, if you will.”

Victor stood, sun relentlessly bombarding him with heat and radiation. He felt pressurized, a shell filled with gas growing hotter until one day he would catch fire. Memories of the burning dreams returned.

“That’s insane. Isn’t it?”

“The set up of the classification system, the tests, the treatments, the classes—all of it was informed by that experience. Even Father believed that we needed protection, if only from our willingness to believe in delusions.” She said the word with exactly the cadence and emphasis Jefferson used.

He took out the data egg and held it to his forehead.

He knew how easy it was for him to slip into delusion. But he was different from normal people. The staff working at Oak Knoll shouldn’t have been as susceptible. Yet Auntie Circe was saying that they had been.

She was looking at the data egg. He remembered the last time he’d shown it to her, right after the funeral, before his life had gone further off the rails.

She began, “Is that—”

“It opened. Not all the way, but a little bit. I know what’s in it now. Jefferson’s messages. And some clever brainhackery that helps keep blankness at bay. He spoke to me. He wants me to reform the Classification Commission, thinks that I should be in Carmichael. He never told me any of this.” Victor shook his head, lowered the egg.

Then a sensation like being watched settled over him. Like mouse at night when an owl stops hooting. He looked up. There was no one else there, just him and Circe, but the air felt full. Maybe he was going to go blank. He hoped it would be one of those pleasurable orgasmic times. Maybe he should just let it happen.

Circe was looking at him. Her shining eyes reflected sunlight, swollen with tears that hadn’t yet fallen.

She said, “I’m so sorry. Forgive me.”

Victor felt the crushing ache of her regret, more than he could bear. In his mind, he was flattened by it, like a huge stone rolling over and crushing him. Floating, he existed somewhere in the circuit of emotion between Circe and himself, less himself and more like his reflection in her sad eyes.

“Why?” he asked, feeling tears trace cool tracks down his cheeks.

The circuit broke. Her face hardened, her features like obsidian. She stared at him. Strong Circe again. She wasn’t one to dwell in her emotion. She was always moving forward.

“I’m envious,” she said. “You got to hear Jefferson’s final words. I hope they were comforting.”

A cool dark certainty began to solidify in Victor’s belly. The data egg wasn’t ever going to be comforting. He couldn’t ever be sure that what the data egg held was the truth. It was one distorted shard of it, a sliver of understanding that was filtered through Jefferson’s mind, skewed by his lifetime of experience and passed onto Victor through a tortuous process, a bunch useless flailing in the dark. It wouldn’t answer all his questions. It would only poke him in the eye.

“I’d like to listen sometime,” she said. “I want to hear his voice again.”

“I have to get out of the sun,” Victor said. “I talked to Pearl. With her herbs and this data egg, I think we can help Samuel. There won’t be any hysteria. We’re prepared this time.”

She grabbed his shoulder and squeezed hard. “You inspire me, Victor. You never stop trying. All right. I’ll let Karine know. I want the truth as much as you do. I hope we find it together.”
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Victor descended Cemetery Hill, grateful that Circe had chosen a more circuitous route down while he retraced his steps. He tried to go over their conversation again, but he couldn’t concentrate. Instead, he felt surrounded by flames, burning from the bottom of his feet to his head, living the fire dream while he was awake. He worried it was a new side effect of the bitter grass that somehow allowed his brain to put a lucid dream overlay on his waking-state consciousness. Why the fire dream now? Because he was hot? He stripped off his shirt, used it to mop up his sweat and careened down the hill clumsily, on the verge of falling, or maybe on the precipice of blankness.

When he reached Pond Park, he rushed to the water, waded thigh deep and splashed himself, wetting his hair, his torso, clapping the water to his face, knowing that it was polluted by duck shit but failing to care. The fire dream faded. He felt himself again, blankness far away.

That’s when he noticed he had an audience. Wonda, Del, Tosh, and a group of Human Lifers standing in a circle as if they’d just risen from a squat talk were watching him. Wonda approached with the others following closely behind. She looked at him and the feeling of awe in her eyes flooded him. Her hands clasped together to keep from shaking.

Victor felt drops of water tracing luxurious tracks down his body and it seemed every cell cried out for contact. He stepped forward, embraced her, tilted his face down, and kissed her deeply. She grasped his shoulders and held him close. Someone’s arms embraced him from the side, curling around them both. Tosh’s scent, a deep musk, and Del’s now too, a soapy gentle odor. Victor removed his lips from Wonda’s. Feeling tightly held, loved by three people he’d never felt close with, he nearly choked on a throat swollen by joy.

After several long moments, their grip on him loosened and he stood, staring back at the three of them with no words.

“We saw you on MeshNews,” Wonda said. If a lower lip could be proud, hers stood at attention.

Tosh looked at Victor with an odd expression, part respect, part hunger, and part shame, a sliver of confusion that shadowed his face.

“We want you to speak to our potentiate,” Del said. “I don’t care if you denounce us all as loonies. They need to hear what a struggle you’ve had. To see how you’re standing up now. It will be such an inspiration.”

“You didn’t hurt Ozie,” Victor said, looking at Tosh.

“No, I didn’t,” he said.

“Why are you here?”

Tosh seemed to struggle for words. “Like I said, sometimes you have to go after what you want with everything you have. You’re it, Victor. You’re the future.”

“You want to help me?”

Tosh returned a curt nod that seemed to say there was more to talk about but now wasn’t the time.

Victor said to Wonda and Del, “I need a minute with Tosh.”

The left him and returned to a few of the Human Lifers who had been keeping a respectful distance all the while watching Victor.

His skin was nearly dry though his hair still dripped onto his shoulders. “Tell me what the King really wants,” Victor demanded.

Tosh met Victor’s gaze, a puzzled expression on his face. “He wants to stop BioScan. Treatment of addicts. He’s the one selling stims throughout the American Union. I don’t know why I’m telling you this.”

“Did he have Jefferson killed?”

“I don’t think so. I’m 90% sure.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s the one that got me to get the data egg and got Ozie to try to hack it. He wants the truth as much as you. I’m sure of that. And…”

“What?”

“I think he feels guilty about the polonium. He had the tongue tested. It’s the same radiological signature as what he provided to Oak Knoll.”

Knowledge like a dark raven snapped at Victor’s consciousness but he pushed it away. How could he have doubted the importance of the data egg? Minutes before he’d been telling himself it was a skewed truth, Jefferson’s slanted version. That type of thinking was madness.

“We’re going to get it open. Samuel’s here. Ozie and Pearl are here. We’re going to do this. If you want to help, you keep us safe. Someone is going to be upset. Let’s hope the truth doesn’t get us killed.”


24

Victor stood on the drug hut’s deck, fighting the urge to jump at every creak and groan of the boards beneath his feet. Towering thunderclouds moved east, their shadows proceeding them as they darkened the muddy Passage waters, gray stones of New Venetian townhouses, and rustling greenery on Cemetery Hill. Sunlight broke out on the slope, heating Victor like an oven element. A cloud moved overhead, dropped pellets of rain, and moved on.

“You think the Personil is gone from his system?”

Pearl stood at the railing. She looked out of place. Her pale blue business suit rustled as she folded her arms. “It’s been four days. He’s taken fumewort, bitter grass, and a few other herbs for good measure. Ozie’s been fussing with his braincap every other hour. This is exactly the type of aggressive treatment we had planned for you.”

Victor knew exactly what she was implying—if he hadn’t intuited Jefferson’s murder and started investigating on his own, their plan wouldn’t have gone so far off the rails.

“If you had told me when I came to your shop…” He didn’t finish his thought. This wasn’t a fight that mattered. She herself had said he should let the past go. “Never mind. I’ll convince him to submit to the brain scans willingly. Then Ozie hacks data egg. And then you can do with Samuel whatever you want.”

Victor brushed past Pearl, entered the hut, noticing how there was no glass in the building, nothing sharp or breakable, all plastic edges, cloth and stuffing, which was fine, better that Samuel Miller didn’t have easy access to anything that could be used as a weapon. But it made Victor think of all the other ways to kill someone. To suffocate with a pillow. To rip fabric from the couch and wrap it around someone’s neck. To push someone off the balcony.

To the guard outside the sitting room, Victor said, “Don’t let anyone interrupt us. Not even Karine. Especially her.”

The guard, Velasquez, shifted on his feet. “She’s the second chief.”

“And my Aunt is the Chief, and I’m an Eastmore, I own this company. I’m telling you don’t let anyone in or I’ll have you fired. I mean it.”

Velasquez nodded.

Victor took a deep breath. It was too late for second guessing, too late to go back and let sleeping dogs lie. He opened the door.

Samuel Miller was painting the walls with blood.

Victor blinked, looked twice, then realized the walls were streaked with rusty-red paint from a tube. The shapes decorating the room were vaguely humanoid, fuzzy limbs stretching from blurry torsos, heads suggested only by circular whirls above the rest. Samuel was paining a red layer on top of other layers, stacks of colors, all streaky and blurry. And in a dark corner of the room was writing on the wall that looked like a list of names.

Samuel didn’t stop when Victor entered. He moved frenetically sometimes using a brush, sometimes his finger or the side of his hand to create the desired effect. Stepping into the room was like stepping into a resonant episode. The owl mantra silently passed Victor’s lips.

“Samuel,” Victor said after a moment, “We need to talk.”

Without halting his painting, Samuel said, “Talk, yes, and more, an exchange of vibrations, not just speech, emotions as well.” He straightened, became still. “I remember you now, Victor.”

“We’re going on a walk to another building. When we get there we’re going to use a brain scanner to see inside your head. It’ll help us come up with a cure.”

Samuel ignored him, working on his paintings, weird primal visions of beings in other worlds.

Victor took out the data egg and set it on the table with enough force to make a knocking sound. Samuel turned, gaze intersecting with the data egg.

“Have you seen this before?” Victor asked.

“In dreams?” he said. Then he laughed, a soft hollow sound like stones landing on dirt at the bottom of a dry well. Mimicking Victor’s tone, he said, “Open the data egg, please. Tell me who killed Jefferson. Help me cross over.”

Samuel squeezed and emptied the tube of paint, held a gob of red in one hand, smacked both hands together, and then smeared the wall. “I’ve been hearing the voices again, not so clearly as the first time, they were never clear, but now they’re like faded echoes. The primals are back.”

“You’re hallucinating,” Victor said.

Samuel stopped and looked at Victor, a smirk twisting one side of his wide mouth. “You think it’s all in my head? It’s in yours too. Our minds sieve the universe together. We’re barely solid.” He began painting the wall again. A life-size figure like a red upright shadow took shape. “I kept calm in Carmichael for the most part. I listened. I tried to record the voices and make sense of them. I applied myself to finding a scientific explanation. Ours is not the only universe, you know. There must be other worlds. Must be. So many angels dancing on the head of a pin. The same angel really. Time itself. How many paths does a waveform follow? How many paths to the future? This fork branches, that fork stubs. Instead of a dead end, we could cross over. And they were calling to me for help.”

Victor’s heart beat faster with each word tumbling out of Samuel’s mouth. The appeal of a manic state was that it felt true and right. Delusions were more comforting than uncertainty, the exhilarating rush like a drug.

“I thought I had dreams of you before the massacre and knew what you were planning,” Victor said. “I was wrong.”

Samuel froze, put one arm up against the wall, rested his head on it. “Dreams. Voices. Electro-chemical pathways activating, reacting to stimuli, cogitating.”

Then Samuel was silent for so long that Victor thought he might be sleeping. Victor looked at the data egg. It sat on the table, motionless, black, looking inert. Was it helping Samuel? It didn’t seem like it.

Victor muttered, “The wise owl listens before it asks who.”

Samuel spun around, eyes wide, mouth open, outraged, then he moved so quickly Victor had no time to react. Paint-smeared hands grabbed Victor’s shirt, shaking him.

“I didn’t know whose voice it was!” Samuel’s eyes moved back and forth, accusing. “It was you!”

The walls of the room began to dissolve and blankness filled the void. Smoke seemed to fill the air, to swirl in the whites of Samuel’s eyes. Victor grasped Samuel’s shoulders. “You’re going to sit down and repeat the mantra with me. The wise owl listens before he asks who. Say it!”

“Oh, he listens. The wise owl listens,” Samuel repeated in a soft voice. “Yes, he listens. I listened. I did.” He sat on the couch, palms together between his knees, rocking forward and back.

Victor pulled a chair over. He cupped the data egg in his hands and grasped Samuel’s so they held it together.

“Quietly,” Victor said. “Softly. We’re going to push the blankness away and then walk up to the brain scanner. Can you tell me what Jefferson told you?”

Samuel looked up, brow wrinkled, confused. “Nothing. He never spoke. Only looked at me. I probably wouldn’t have remembered anyway. They doped me, made the primals disappear.”

“Then how did you know—those things you said about opening the data egg and finding out who killed him. He came to you with a plan, didn’t he? He must have.”

Samuel rocked, shimmied, and shied away like he was a chained mongoose in a fight with a viper. “Victor, your voice—it echoes. I didn’t know it was you. I could have stopped it. Shocks! Shocks! Shocks! I heard it. I could have stopped it.”

Samuel yanked his hands away. The data egg dropped to the floor and rolled under the couch.

Victor scrambled onto his hands and knees, reached under, fingers swiping across the floor. He heard a smacking sound, looked up, saw Samuel hitting himself, hard flat palm striking his face, repeatedly.

“Stop it,” Victor said, pulling himself up, grabbing Samuel by the shoulders, coaxing him to standing too. “Calm. Focused. Repeat the words! Calm. Focused.”

Samuel closed his eyes. “Calm. Focused.” His voice was panicked, high and wavering.

“Breathe,” Victor said.

Knocks on the door made Victor jump. “Is everything all right?” Karine’s voice asked.

“We’re fine!” he yelled. “Give us some time.”

“Time!” Samuel repeated. His eyes popped open, dark brown irises appearing nearly black. “Space. Blankspace.”

Victor felt the ground drop from beneath his feet and he and Samuel were floating. Whiteness all around them. “No,” he said, digging his fingers into Samuel’s shoulders. The room’s outlines, grayish areas fighting with the blankness, shimmered into view.

“Help me cross over,” Samuel said. His voice was calm, neutral, persuasive.

Why shouldn’t I? Victor thought, picturing his hands closing around Samuel’s neck.

Vertigo like a wrecking ball slammed into Victor like the entire weight of the universe struck him then ricocheted away. There was nothing to see, white blankspace all around.

“No,” Victor whispered, his own voice small and ragged. “I’m not going.” He flexed his fingers, felt the material of Samuel’s shirt, smelled paint wafting. “We’re staying right here. Now.”

The room was back. Victor was back.

Samuel blinked at him with the near blank passivity of a resonant episode. On the cusp. Victor had to bring him back too.

“I gave you an owl,” Victor said. “Do you remember? The first day you worked in the pre-school classroom. I drew an owl and gave it to you and said you were supposed to keep it and listen.”

“A little owl. A drawing. A missed connection. I never saw your primal.”

Victor looked at the blurry painted figures on the wall, Samuel’s primals, representations of the halos he saw that marked people who he was supposed to help cross over. The list of names in the corner. Victor shuddered.

Samuel said, “You wanted them to cross over.”

“No. The voice wasn’t real. That’s the past anyway. This is now. We’re in a room at the BioScan clinic in New Venice. Me and you. The primals aren’t real. I see crazy stuff all the time and it feels real. It’s hard to tell the difference, but you can do it.”

Samuel’s jaw stiffened; his eyes began to focus.

“Look at me. I’m going to help you. Without drugs. You’re going to be okay.”

“Help me cross over?”

“No. We have the same problem in our brains. We’re going to fix it.”

Samuel’s gaze snapped back into focus. He shrugged away. “I don’t like to be touched,” he said. He put a hand on the wall, looked down at himself, raised his hands, staring at the paint. “I need to clean myself up.”

Something rattled by the wall. Victorned turned and saw a light glow, as if one of Samuel’s painted primals was pulsing. He got closer. The light changed. Victor pushed the sofa to the side and uncovered the data egg. It was shining white now, then opalescent colors whirled across its surface—magenta, electric blue, green like Elena’s eyes. The data egg was opening again.

Victor grabbed it, straightened, moved to Samuel, hauled him by the arm toward the door, opened it to stare into Karine’s shocked face, shoved Samuel through, and said, “Take care of him.” He slammed the door, sat with his back to it, alone in the room with Samuel’s childish primals.

“Tell me, Granfa,” Victor whispered. “Tell me who killed you.”
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The hologram showing Jefferson Eastmore’s face looked like the shining head of a statue had come to life monochromatically and the resolution wasn’t fine enough to create realistic eyes. Thus is looked to Victor like a blind white ghost was speaking.

It said, “Victor, if you’re listening to me now, you’ve been able to help Samuel Miller moderate a resonant episode similar to what you were able to do before my first message. I’m so proud that my faith in you has been proved justified. By now it’s reasonable to assume you’re having an impact in Carmichael, helping Semiautonomous Californians re-think their relationships with their fellow citizens who battle mirror resonance syndrome every day. I trust you’ll continue to be an inspiration.

“It’s time for me to level with you. I haven’t always been forthcoming about my aims and methods. Helping people who suffer maladies has always been my north star, but sometimes my path took me into dark places.”

The Jefferson head shrunk as if he’d sat back from the camera. His hair was thinning, his face starting to look blotchy, signs the radioactive poison he’d been dosed with was having an effect.

“Tell me,” Victor whispered. “Come on, Granfa, tell me.”

Jefferson continued, “The ban on research into mirror resonance syndrome was a mistake. It was sold to me as a temporary measure. I would never have agreed to it as a permanent ban. The atmosphere post-Carmichael was toxic and we made mistakes, yes, I’ll admit it, we didn’t take all the precautions we might have, but we were in such a rush to find answers. When that poor nurse killed himself, all hell broke loose. Mía was on the warpath and wielded more influence that I anticipated. She got the ban passed and then never would change her mind. Maybe now she’s changed her mind. I arranged to send her a posthumous message. ‘If one good thing comes from my death,’ it says, ‘let it be a gentler, more human approach.’ Who knows if she’ll honor the last request of a dying man.

“If only your friend Ozie could fix up some magical machine to send me message in the past, and tell me how to fix my mistakes before I made them.”

Jefferson smiled sadly, a smile Victor couldn’t help but mirror.

“Listen to me sounding foolish when I should be telling you the truth. The truth is hard, Victor. That’s a lesson that keeps coming round.

“I was responsible for the data breaches at both the Holistic Healing Network and Gene-Us Enterprises. For the latter, you unwittingly helped me. I’m glad no one learned the truth about that, not even you. I’m sorry to have used you that way.

“Working with the King of Las Vegas and his techies, I leaked the genetic sequence for mirror resonance syndrome to bypass the restrictions on research. The idea was to run a research program in the Organized Western States to develop more effective treatments.

Jefferson’s expression hardened, a crease forming between his eyebrows, a dark v, a sparse photonic emotion—frustration—appearing on a face made of light.

“I was duped. The King never wanted a cure. He wanted a narcotic. The stims we’re having such a problem controlling came from that bad decision on my part. The wheel of progress turned in the opposite direction, I fear, and the scourge of addiction has undone some of the good that came from my cure for cancer. Don’t think I’m not aware of the irony. My legacy is not untarnished.

“Circe became aware of my actions. I don’t blame her for waning justice, for what she did. We’ve never had a normal relationship. I wasn’t a good father to her. I was too strict, too determined that she would follow in my footsteps. When someone has been pushed too far, it should not be a surprise when they push back. She got in touch with the King, made it seem like I was requesting polonium as part of the next phase of research. And she found ways to make sure I’d ingest small amounts at a time over a period of months adding up to a lethal dose. Of course I’m angry and I feel betrayed. But I understand.

Victor couldn’t move, couldn’t blink, couldn’t breathe. Time moved on around him, but inside, everything had stopped.

“What I cannot understand and why I fear not just for you but for—Laws I don’t know how to say this without sounding melodramatic—Circe has plans far darker, far more twisted than Samuel Miller ever did. And with the resources she has at her disposal, frankly I fear for humanity.

“In my last message, I warned you about people with mystical beliefs, who believe in other worlds and crossing over. I was warning you about her. Do not cross her. Do not engage with her. Her plans are global. If you stay in SeCa, you’ll be safely under the radar.

“I have one more message for you, relating to the cure, but I’m terrified it will fall into the wrong hands. The data egg will open one more time when you receive the key. There’s nothing you can do. It will happen when it happens. And if by some heinous twist of fate you never receive these messages or you die before it’s time, the data egg will never have opened and will never open again, and the world will have to defend itself.

“Be safe, Victor. And remember. Trust in science. Trust in logic. Trust in the real world. Everything else is fantasy. I love you. I’m sorry.”
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Victor sat on the floor, looking at the primals Samuel Miller had drawn on the walls. The paint seemed to shimmer, still wet, scattering photons through dust particles swirling in the stuffy room. Green streaks like blades of grass formed a halo around one of the figures.

An unbidden intuition came to mind that these primals might represent the counterparts of actual people, that Samuel might be re-creating his list here, illustrated on the wall for Victor to see, of people he intended to help cross over. He should warn someone about it, make sure it was known that the danger nurtured in this room might break out and loose real-life nightmares on the population of New Venice.

Victor stood, shoved the data egg—black now—in his pocket, wobbled a bit, feeling woozy, feeling like the energy it took to consciously forget about Jefferson’s words might be all he had. He lurched to the door, opened it, took in a chaotic scene where everyone was too busy to notice him slinking out.

Samuel was banging on the door to the balcony, demanding to be let out, while the two guards tried to pull him back, having little success. One searched through his utility belt for a sedative. Karine stood by, watching the three of them closely. For a moment, Victor thought he might go up to her and apologize. Instead, he let himself out the front door.

A cool breeze moved through the vegetation. A tree up the hill shed cottony seeds with every gust, clouding the air as competently as fog. The low horn of one of the barges sounded down the hill at the new harbor.

A feeling of unreality washed over Victor. He couldn’t really be seeing all this. He must be somewhere else. And then he was gone.




***




And he was back again, crossing a bridge over the Petite Canal, smelling algae and a barbecue smell from one of the street vendors, ribs on a grill, sweet and smokey.

Then he remembered Carmichael, the smoke floating over the houses, a low black ceiling over the town, smelling of char.

Blankness was preferable. Victor let it surge through him, a tingling warmth that started in this groin and spread throughout his body. Better to feel this good for as long as possible.




***




He came to, half-conscious, outside of Ozie’s van, in the gravel parking lot not far from the highway north of town. His hand pressed against a metal plate, warm from the day’s sun, and the door swung open. Ozie wasn’t inside, but his smell was, a musk Victor associated with flannel shirts and white briefs and rooms dimly lit by the green-on-black glow of idle vidscreens.

Without thinking much about it, Victor’s hands searched through bins of electronic gear, pulling headcaps from their hooks, tossing aside circuit boards and coming back tangled with cables that flexed of their own accord like a fistful of eels plucked from the water.

He found what he was looking for: a plastic box, black but not as black as the data egg, with gold thread woven through it reminding him of expensive marble countertops in an Oakland & Bayshore bank that was the gateway to much of his personal wealth. He’d never had unfettered access to it, first he was a minor, then he was a Class III Broken Mirror, and he’d only had permission to withdraw a certain amount per week for basic living expenses. Funds to buy his MeshBit, the one Ozie had confiscated back in the Springboard Café had required a visit to the bank with the black and gold countertops along with his mother who co-signed for the amount.

Auntie Circe on the hike to the top of Cemetery Hill had said she wanted him to sign some papers. He supposed that was better than killing him for his portion of the family’s estate. On thinking that, he felt a different blankness surge through him, a kind of thick, pervasive weight like meters of water pressing down on him.




***




He was no longer in the van. Grasses rustled, his feet were ankle deep in muddy water. Across a stretch of the Passage, he saw the Western Embankment, the levees that kept the countryside dry and isolated from the murky New Venice floodwaters, the inundation that had never receded.

The blankness moved with him now. He was transitioning in and out of it, like going from room to room in a large house. He supposed he was lucky to not find himself in actual water, drowning, though he might in fact be able to tread water and even swim while blank. His mind’s self preservation instinct was likely that strong on autopilot. But maybe it couldn’t have found its way across the water by itself.

Feeling in his pockets for his Handy 1000, Victor realized it wasn’t with him, though the plastic box was. He opened it, saw the data egg, closed it. The box, which he recognized was a Faraday cage that would block all transmissions from the egg, needed a home.

The Eastmore estate was located to the west of New Venice, across the Passage. Victor walked to the edge of town. Grassy banks surrounded three sides of an inlet that led to one of the minor canals. A tiny wooden dock, big enough for only one or two people to stand on, floated on the still water.

As he approached the dock, he saw that it was actually a raft. Two square meters of wood covered an inflated rubber honeycomb with a central plinth to hold the structure together. A boy of around ten years or so was standing on a bench around the plinth.

“Can you take me across the Passage?”

“Climb on board”

Victor stepped on gingerly. The raft settled and stabilized in the water, and the boy was soon poling them away from shore.

“You owe me five dollars for this trip. Another five if you want me to ferry you back. I’ll wait for you for another five, but only up to two hours.” The boy spoke without feeling, laying out the terms of his service.

“It’s a one way trip.” Victor handed over a ten dollar bill.

“Where ya from?” the boy asked.

Victor didn’t answer.

It was sunny and cool with a brisk wind blowing puffy clouds eastward. Shadows of the clouds formed a patchwork of light and dark across the water.

At the far shore, Victor disembarked and ignored the boy, who ignored him back. He climbed a set of stone steps set into the steep grassy slope. He reached the top. Cultivated fields, wild meadows, and stands of trees stretched forward across gently rolling hills. Victor walked for two kilometers due west, then cut south on a small, meandering dirt road that crossed two creeks until he found the road leading to the entrance of the Eastmore estate.

He arrived at a large gate barring the entrance to his family’s estate. Tall fences ran left and right, rising along raised ground for a long way before turning and continuing along the other edges of the big family plot.

Victor pressed his thumb into the control panel next to the gate. The gate swung open and Victor proceeded through. It closed behind him.

The land was well chosen. Rich brown dirt and vegetation covered the small valley, which rose toward a plateau where the mansion and several other buildings were clustered. Regularly spaced pine trees topped the ridge on the side of the road and cast bands of shadows across Victor’s path. He followed the road for several minutes, watching the mansion grow as he drew closer.

As Victor looked at the house, which served as both a home and a monument to the Eastmore family, he wondered about their history, where they had been before New Venice, why they’d come here. He’d never listened closely to the stories; it had all seemed too distant and disconnected, rootless. Now, a curiosity to understand their history began to grow. Who they were, how they had lived, what they had worked toward during their lives. Maybe it would help explain things, including his complicated inheritance.

Voices drew his attention to the front porch. Behind the balustrade, deep in the shadows that sat heavily there at this time of day, two people on the porch reclined on a low wicker couch piled with pillows. Stepping closer across the gravel yard, he saw the porch dwellers had been watching him, likely for some time, so he raised his hand and greeted them with a “good morning.”

A weak voice asked, “Who is it, Charlene?”

Victor took a few steps up the porch. The voice belonged to an ancient woman with thinning white hair and an oval face that may have once been firm and beautiful, but now was wrinkled and furrowed like a knitted sweater. His grand nana Florence.

Her companion, a woman in her fifties or sixties, had thin, curly black hair framing a round face. Her beady eyes swam behind thick round glasses with a slightly tinted quality that Victor associated with the decade when he was born.

“Flo’s hearing ain’t so good. Can’t see very well either. Come closer so she can get a look at you,” Charlene said.

“I asked you a question,” Florence said. “You rude bitch.”

Victor took some steps forward. “I’m Victor, your great-grandson.”

“Linus’s boy. I remember. Great-grandson. Well, that’s good. Got to have one of everything, I always said.”

Charlene clucked. “You have more than one, Flo. Circe’s boy, Robbie.”

“Circe!” Florence spat from her dry and puckered mouth. “Never know with her. Might be her son, might be some devil she raised from the pit of hell. Forget her! Victor, give me a kiss on the cheek and take a seat.”

Victor leaned over and kissed her, being careful to do it in a way that, if he fell, he would not crush her. He pulled a nearby chair closer and sat.

“Would you like some iced tea, Victor?” Charlene asked.

He shook his head.

“Victor, I want you to tell Cynthia and your parents that I will never, ever forgive them for keeping Jeff in California.”

Charlene hushed her, but Florence continued. “He should be here. He was my little boy for years before they came along and took him away. This was his home first. His family home. The funeral should have been here. Tell them. And tell them, I don’t want them at the reunion. I don’t have any blood with Admiral’s other kin, but they’ve always been good to me. They’re more family than your family has ever been.”

“Don’t you go on, Flo! You don’t mean it.” Charlene leaned toward Victor. “She don’t mean it. She’s angry because she didn’t sleep well last night and her hip is paining her.”

Florence turned her head and shifted against the sofa. “When do I ever sleep well? I haven’t slept in years. How old are you, Victor?” She gestured for him to come closer. He leaned forward.

“Twenty-five.”

“Twenty-five. You’ve got Jeff’s eyes. And his cheekbones. Bit too pal, though skin is skin. My other boys didn’t live to twenty-five. Are you married?”

“No,” he answered.

“Don’t wait. You can always end it and move on if it isn’t working, but you can never get your youth back. Solitude is wasted on the young.” She reached for her drink, and Charlene brought it closer and held it under her mouth so Florence could use the straw.

Florence continued, “Time only goes one direction. I have gotten so old, my years outnumber the summer storms. Look at my hands. They were never smooth. I was working on a farm like this one since I was a little girl. Until I married Admiral. You get strong hands working at a young age, but you get old hands, too. These hands are older than old. You could put these in a museum for old hands.”

“They still work,” Victor noticed.

Charlene put her hand on Victor’s knee. “She goes slowly, Victor, but she gets around. Sometimes I find her on the second floor, which scares the hoodoo out of me! I come over to help out and can’t find her ‘cause she’s in one of the guesthouses. Can’t fix a thing anymore, but she can point out everything that should be fixed. If you’re spending time here, she’ll keep you busy.”

This discussion was lost on Florence; she worked her lips repetitively, then she announced: “I have lived longer than all my children. That’s the world we live in.”

Victor couldn’t tell if her eyes were teary from emotion, biology, or both. “I have some bad news,” he said, for a moment thinking he should tell her who killed her son.

She raised a hand and pointed at him. “I got all the news I need. Saw you with the lady on the Mesh. It’s all horseshit.”

“What?” he asked.

“You try to ruse me, you can get right back on the road and keep going. You got to come by and fix a few things around here. I don’t have the help I need.”

Charlene shot Florence an exaggeratedly shocked and hurt look, and then she started laughing. “Flo, there ain’t enough people in the world to give you the help you need.”

Florence heaved her chest a little, a sighing breath squeezed itself through her throat, which apparently signaled a laugh. “You and me both, girly.”

“Nap time, sweetie?” the younger elderly woman suggested.

“Yes, it’s time.”

“You go along, Victor. I’ll take her to bed. We have a routine, and it’s easier without distractions. You go on and come back soon.”

He climbed down from the porch. Around the side of the house was an abandoned garden, tomato plants and beans withered and dry, grasses overgrown. He dug a hole big enough the Faraday box and buried it.

He looked around, wondered what growing up here had been like for Jefferson and how long after his father and auntie were born they’d moved to SeCa. It was easier to avoid these questions. He dove headlong into blankness.




***




Victor was in autocab on the highway. He didn’t sit, but remained crouched, held onto the seats with clenched hands while the vehicle turned, followed the road’s curve. He stared at the wall of dirt holding back Ouachita Lake, anchored in place by lines of cement that like pillars had fallen on the slopes in neat parallels.

He couldn’t remember if he’d programmed a destination, didn’t care if he did. Watched the roadside and listened to a train blaring its horn somewhere to the north. The cab pulled off the highway into the parking lot at Pond Lake. Victor saw Ozie’s van there, the door closed, thinking he should feel relief that he hadn’t left it open for thieves to plunder, remembered he was the one who had stolen from Ozie, again not caring. He got out of the car and walked toward the lake.

Tears started to swell in his eyes, coming from nowhere. He hated the sadness, and blankness swooped in again with its soothing nothingness.




***




His butt was damp. Victor looked around. It was evening. The canal water reflected streetlights above. He was sitting, back to the canal wall, on a ledge just wide enough to sit comfortably. Someone called his name. Across the canal, at street level, Wonda leaned over the railing, asked if he was all right.

He started to move his mouth, stopped, realizing his throat was jammed full of so many emotions that if he opened it to speak he might scream. She vanished from the railing. He felt a sudden anxiousness, checked his pockets, found them empty, and relaxed, wondering why that would be so.

Wonda came over to him.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

Victor stared into her eyes, blue-violet in the evening light, like one of the flowers on the yam bushes in Nana Cynthia’s garden back in Oakland. A calm, soothing chill spread across his chest.

“Are you blank? Can you hear me?”

He tried to shake his head, but it wouldn’t move. His lips felt parched, throat dry. Everything felt numb and he couldn’t say anything, do anything. The blankness was near. He knew he could call it closer and lose himself to it. He would do it as soon as Wonda went away.

“I’ll take care of you,” she said, and she grabbed his hand, tugged gently. His feet and legs moved of their own accord, lifted him to standing, and followed as Wonda took short, slow steps toward the stairs that led up to street level.

He felt her hand, strongly gripping his own, felt safe, and let himself go blank again.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





