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  People turn away from me in public. I am a shadow of what we’ve all been through. A fossil of death. That day in Carmichael, I became a ghost of the fallen.


  —Interview with Mía Barrias in Five Years After Carmichael (1976)


  9 June 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  Victor arrived in the pavilion as one of the potentiates described the strategy for the demonstration. He listened in grim silence. There would be two prongs to the operation: a ground wing and water wing. The ground group would sit at the apex of Triton’s Deep Crossing, blocking any pedestrians from using the bridge. The water group would assemble a flotilla underneath the bridge so that no watercraft could access the Pond.


  He didn’t think New Venetians would care much about the Lifers’ demands for purity—what did that really mean? he’d heard more than a few townies ask—but blocking access to one of their civic treasures was sure to get attention, most of it negative. He didn’t object. Although Wonda had tried to convince him otherwise, it wasn’t his ship to steer.


  Within twenty minutes, the “marines,” led by Tosh, were hiking to the upper Passage marina where they would climb into kayaks and make their way to the Grand Canal. The “bridgers” group assembled near the gate, waiting for a few of the Lifer vehicles to caravan in.


  Del walked up and jabbed a finger into Victor’s chest. His whole body was shaking. “You did this! You and your apocalyptic talk. We were a calm congregation before you arrived.”


  “I didn’t say anything important,” Victor replied. The man’s anger was visceral, sharp, as if spikes grew from his skin and clothes, and when he shook, he bristled like a porcupine.


  “I didn’t say. I didn’t do,” Del said, mocking Victor’s voice. “A curse on you! I’ll have nothing more to do with this buffoonery.”


  Del stared down the Lifers who were listening to the discussion, some wearing concerned looks, others looking amused.


  Victor said, “I met you protesting. How is this any different?”


  “You watch!” Del said, his voice oozing scorn. “We held peaceful gatherings. We stayed true to our beliefs. They’ll follow you over the edge of a cliff, and I can only thank the laws I’ve come to my senses before you all jump.”


  He stalked away, kicking up a trail of dust as he went.


  The Lifers chanted during the ride to the park. Victor, seated on a bench in the van, bent over, face in his knees and hugged his shins. Del’s fury rummaged in his bowels and he sought calm by listening to the Lifers’ ragged yet cheerful voices


  The plan for the demonstration was enacted in the space of five minutes. Victor watched from a park bench as New Venice fell under siege. He fed the ducks with some bread he bought from a vendor.


  Around noon, he spotted Mía and Pearl, both wearing purple-gray pantsuits, striding along Petite Canal’s east embankment. They saw Victor and walked over. He stood up.


  “Make them stop,” Mía demanded. “They’ll listen to you.”


  Victor gulped. There’d been no room for his kayak with the marines and the bridge was full of Lifer potentiates sitting and squatting, filling up the three prongs of the bridge, so he had sat on a bench in the park, feeding ducks with bread, not really wanting to get involved yet somehow feeling he was missing out.


  Now he really wished he’d joined in. Mía looked ready to pounce and he was the calf straggling behind the herd.


  “They’re not harming anyone,” Victor said. Not yet, he added silently. Tosh wasn’t going to give up just because Victor called for restraint. His little band of trouble makers patrolled the cityside embarkment, making sure so no one could get close to the bridge. He hoped the tourists had enough sense not to mess with him, otherwise there could be a riot.


  Mía fumed. “It’s a spectacle. The MeshNews woman is going to catch the attention of the national government.”


  “Isn’t that good?” Victor asked. “Don’t you want the spotlight on MRS? To build support for Classification?”


  “Not like this. We had an agreement with MeshNews, a plan. Now that’s out the window because they’ll be reporting real news.”


  “As opposed to the news you planned to manufacture together,” Victor said. “Good riddance.”


  The wind changed directions. The chanting marines’ voices could be heard echoing off the bridge’s stone underbelly. “Hey hey ho ho, compulsory meds have got to go.”


  “People are laughing at them,” Pearl noted, “saying they’re crazy for worshipping a killer.”


  “They’re not worshipping him,” Victor explained. “He’s a test of their faith. If they can mobilize for him, it’s a sign of their righteousness.”


  “As well as you know crazy,” Mía said, “how can you be on their side?”


  “I’m just telling you what I understand about them,” he said. “I’m not on anyone’s side.”


  “Little owl,” Pearl said, “If you—”


  “Stop, okay? I’ve had enough people telling me what to do.”


  “We tried,” Mía said to Pearl. “I’ll go tell Circe it’s time for Plan B.”


  “Right. I’ll see you in a bit,” Pearl said.


  Mía left them. Victor wondered if she’d be shaking her head all the way back to the administration building.


  Pearl sat down next to Victor. She commanded him to sit.


  “You don’t have to look after me,” he said, obeying.


  “Maybe I enjoy spending time with you. There’s so little time in the end.” Her tone was somehow wistful and grim at the same time. “Tosh told me what Jefferson told you.”


  She looked at him. He could feel her gaze like a cloying fragrance trying to drag him by the nose to face her. He stared at the ducks jostling each other, swarming bread bits, not wanting to get too close to the hand that fed them.


  “What I want you to know is,” Pearl said, speaking clearly and crisply for a change, “that life is not binary. You don’t have to choose between this and that, right and wrong, allegiance to one side or another. You don’t have struggle with not knowing whether to believe Jefferson or your aunt. You can accept the doubt. You can be at peace in the now, the beautiful, complicated, blossoming now. You understand?”


  He noticed the lines on her face, countless folds around her mouth and eyes. Her hair was grayer than he remembered and her eyes were bright behind big round amber-tinted glasses. Ember-red warmth radiated from her and maybe also blue-tinged resignation.


  “It’s not my fight,” he said flatly. “None of this.”


  Pearl patted his knee. “Nor mine. I thought it might help you to see it my way.” She stood, theatrically brushing her sleeves. There was a dignity to her short stature, he decided, that most tall people lacked. She said, “I’ll be going now.”


  “Where to?” he asked.


  “I have a cottage in Carmichael. I think it’s time to put it on the market. And then I’ll see. Goodbye, Victor.”


  Pearl walked through the crowd of ducks, her shuffling steps causing them to clear a path, and headed toward the bridge. Victor watched as she slowly picked her way through the crowd of seated Lifers, stopping to chat several times as she made the ascent and then vanishing from view.


  A black van with “Sheriff” emblazoned on the side in gold block letters pulled into the parking lot along with several other white vans. Men and women in riot gear began to emerge. They stood around, drank coffee, threw their cups on the ground, hoisted equipment over their shoulders and into their utility belt pouches—face shields, heavy looking air cannons, and canisters of sleeping gas. More vans arrived. The enforcers’ numbers swelled past fifty, outnumbering the Lifers, but not by much.


  An hour or so passed. Victor sat and waited. Shadows in the park lengthened as the sun appeared to descend.


  The operation to remove the Lifers began with the bridge wing, higher ground being most important to any battle. Victor knew that much from Ozie’s many rants about the history of warfare. Gravity itself turned out to be a weapon that losing forces often failed to anticipate and wield.


  Ten at a time, enforcers approached the foot of the bridge on the east side of Pond Park. There would be a scuffle as the Lifers linked arms and attempted to stop the enforcers from removing the seated protesters. The enforcers would pry one or two protestors from the group, handle them roughly, bind their ankles and wrists, and haul them through the park to one of the vans. The spectacle repeated like clockwork, slowly eating away at the fringes of the sit-in.


  It all appeared to be going smoothly, a raucous affair if not a violent one.


  Then the Lifers from higher up on the bridge began to throw things at the enforcers, nothing too heavy or damaging, pill bottles mostly, the effect seeming to be mostly a symbolic accompaniment to their jeering cries of “Fascist!” and “Freedom Dies When Speech Falls Silent!”


  One of the escorted Lifers, a woman, screamed, “Pure is Power!” over and over again. When she got closer, Victor saw it was one of Tosh’s faction, the one so concerned about where Victor had sat in the pavilion. As they passed by, she turned toward him, screaming the same mantra. Blood trickled down from the top of her shaved head, coating half her face into a dark fluid mask.


  The light towers turned on, hummed, the sound mostly lost in the din of protesters’ shouts of “Free Samuel Miller” and “Stop the medication!”


  A group of New Venetians on the opposite side of the canals, the city side, were singing a tune Victor recognized from childhood, the city anthem, about water feeling like home. He supposed it was a counter-protest by the native gentry who understood how important BioScan was to the region’s economy and who had no strong feelings about a mass murderer’s medical treatment.


  A flurry of movement on the bridge caught Victor’s attention. The Lifers were standing, putting on masks with exaggerated features, long noses, pointy chins, mouth agape in silent screaming mirth, an old Venetian design. “For Purity” someone called, and Victor thought he recognized Tosh’s hoarse shout.


  The Lifers rushed down the bridge. The marine wing disembarked, joining them. Several dozen Lifers charged the enforcers and knocked them down, freeing two of their own.


  Surged through the park, the Lifers had the enforcers on the defensive. Several potentiates broke away, sprinted to Victor, hauled him to standing, and then he was jogging with them along the Grand Canal, hearing them shout, “Don’t forget you’re human!” “Free is free,” and “No Human Left Behind” at pedestrians out for an evening stroll.


  Victor remained silent, thinking that the Lifers needed a reminder that some people don’t deserve to be free. Tomorrow, he decided, he’d record a conversation with Samuel Miller and show the world the face of a monster.
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  Looking back, we can see the path we walked by our footsteps in the sand. We remember the feeling of our toes digging in, wet and squishy, pedestrian.


  What would we be without memory? Without sight? Perhaps a bird that has never known flight.


  Emergence asks us to be present and to experience the “now,” but what must we give up for that privilege and how?


  —Estrella Burgos’s Theories of Emergence (1906)


  10 June 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  “I’m not entirely sober,” Samuel said.


  “You’re not an addict,” Victor replied. “You’re on medication.”


  Victor set the Handy 1000 on the table where he could view the feed from a vidlens mounted on a short tripod pointing toward Samuel. The resolution was decent. Viewers would be able to see the various illogic tics and emotional earthquakes passing over Samuel’s face. The plan was to get Ozie to hack MeshNews and share the vidfeed. Ozie would surely expect some favor in return. Whatever that might be, it would be worth it. The Lifers needed to understand the depths of Samuel’s passion for killing so they could disavow him. Barring that, the Lifers and their harmful piety needed to be discredited in front of the rest of the Louisiana Territories.


  “You need your medication,” Victor said. The sonobulb would capture his voice, but he was staying out of the vidlens’s field of capture. He had no desire to co-star in anything with Samuel.


  “I need it,” Samuel said, “to stop the voices. I see the primals now no matter what. Thanks to you. The veil is thin. Why can’t we cross over?” The high plaintive note in his voice sounded deranged.


  Good.


  “Why do you want to cross over?”


  “We’re in purgatory! This isn’t real.” Samuel fidgeted on the couch, twisting his fingers, clapping his knees together, trapping his hands, moving in fits and jerks. “We’re in the ghost world. I’ve explained it before. Our bodies are disconnected, we’re meat bags, ghosts without our primals. They’re what’s real!”


  “The dose of Personil you’re receiving is about half of the recommended amount for someone with the severity of symptoms you display. BioScan is under pressure to stop prescribing Personil completely. Is that what you want?”


  Samuel looked at Victor, eyes narrowed, silently.


  “Do you want to be on Personil?” Victor demanded.


  “No, I don’t want to be on Personil. I want to cross over.”


  “How do you cross over?”


  “Will you help me?”


  “How do you cross over?”


  “The wave function collapses. You set up a stun stick, lethal force, with a quantum trigger. The wave function collapses or it doesn’t. It collapses here, but not there. You live on there. In the primals’ world. I can show you.”


  Samuel grinned at this last bit. he probably thought he was being coy. Victor shuddered thinking how the look on his face was the last thing some people saw.


  “Like you showed the people in Carmichael. Hundreds died.”


  “They crossed over.”


  “All of them?”


  Samuel looked down, bit his lip, and shook his head slowly.


  “Do you want to help me cross over?” Victor asked.


  “You told me to do it. You did!” Samuel whipped his head around, snarling, and lunged. The manacles around his feet stretched taut as he fell to the ground.


  “You’ll help me cross over?” Victor asked.


  Samuel shouted, “I’ll kill you!”


  Victor stopped the recording. “Good,” he said. “Now tell me how to make a stunstick lethal.”
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  We should not blame our adversaries for resisting change. They are the fuel on which our engines run.


  —Jefferson Eastmore’s The Wheel of Progress (1989)


  9 June 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  “You see?” Victor asked. He looked around to make sure the Lifers gathered in the pavilion were viewing the vidscreen, an older model with a stylized plastic frame that looked like bamboo.


  The sonofeed was muted as the vidscreen showed Samuel pacing in front of his drawings of the primals, gesturing frantically to a vortex of colors, and spouting nonsense about crossing over.


  Victor said, “He doesn’t understand the difference between life and death.”


  “He’s sick,” Wonda said. “We understand that.” She stood at the front of the group. She had emerged as the spokewoman of a faction that was gaining strength by stealing members from Del’s do-nothing conservatives and Tosh’s violent radicals.


  When word had spread that their last protest was based on faulty information, and that the Classification Commission legislations hadn’t been enacted, many were disillusioned, but Wonda managed to get their hearts back in the fight.


  The philosophy she espoused boiled down to “let’s see for ourselves and then make up our minds,” but that folksy we’re-all-in-this-together rhetoric masked a zeal for being the decider. Victor could see it in the way her eyes shone whenever she laid down a new tenet of faith, the latest being that dreams and blank-state pronouncements all amounted to the spirit of the universe speaking to us. Victor wished he had a mute button, both for the spirit and for Wonda.


  “I want to find the right path forward,” Wonda said. “This is a test. Remember what Del told us about tests.”


  Victor had no idea what Del said about tests. Del had gone quiet, declining to come to the pavilion. He seldom left his trailer anymore. It seemed he was opting out of whatever the Lifers were becoming.


  “It’s not about Samuel,” Wonda said, pointing to the vidscreen. “It’s about whether we have the courage to help people like him despite our misgivings.”


  “The courage to stand around and talk?” This came from Tosh’s wolf-woman, Jane, not her real name, Victor was sure, who now had a bandage on her head.


  “That’s not the point,” Victor said, looking at Jane and then at Wonda. “If you want to build support for the Lifer movement, you have to put on a better face. This”—he pointed at a still-frame image of Samuel’s snarling face—“isn’t going to cut it. The Classification Commission legislation is going to pass unless you can get the public on your side. I’ll help you, on the condition you leave Samuel in BioScan on meds.”


  Wonda closed her eyes for a moment, perhaps seeking guidance on her path and how to navigate its twists and turns. Victor wondered what voices she heard and if they were anything like the ones that drove Samuel to madness.


  “I want to talk to him,” Wonda said. “Not just him. To your Aunt too. There’s more going on than any one of us can know. We pool our knowledge. We find a creative solution.”


  “What if the solution doesn’t make anyone happy?” Victor asked.


  She smiled at him. “Someone always wins, and failure can be as illuminating as victory.”
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  Look at the lilies,


  how water buoys them, or


  they feast on the pond.


  Belief is a weapon that vanquishes truth.


  —Ming Pearl’s Now Blossom (1973)


  10 June 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  Victor stood with Alia a few steps inside Karine’s office. Circe sat in the chair behind the desk. She had commandeered it, while Karine leaned against the wall, biting her lips, looking like she’d rather be anywhere else.


  “They want to talk,” Victor said. “The reasonable ones do. Others are gearing up for a fight and some want nothing to do with any of this. I feel the same way.”


  “It would be better if you stayed out of it,” Karine said.


  Circe appeared to consider this, her head cocking as if listening to something—music? her gut, maybe? voices?—then she shook her head. “I disagree. There’s still a chance we can divert their attention. We should never have brought Samuel here.” She looked pointedly at Karine.


  There was a moment when Victor thought Karine’s head might explode, then her mouth opened and closed like pressure releasing from a valve. She appeared to regain her composure and folded her arms across her chest, a wry smile on her lips. She said, “Who could have predicted they would find a messiah?”


  “They do seem taken with him. And with Victor,” Alia added.


  She’d been silent, Victor noted, observing. How much of the tense blame-shifting relationship between Circe and Karine was obvious to her?


  Alia continued, “A few of Lifers are less rigid about the prohibitions against medicine. Especially when someone falls ill. I hear a lot of them struggling to reconcile their faith with their conscience. A lot of them simply want things to settle down. Samuel Miller is tearing this town apart.”


  “That’s power,” Circe mused. Karine and Alia exchanged alarmed looks. Circe didn’t seem to notice. “Everyone is so concerned about him, and we grapple with what to do…”


  “Can we send him back to SeCa?” Victor asked. A lump formed in his throat, remembering how his family had often discussed what to do with Victor after he was diagnosed, like he was a burden they’d be happy to pass on.


  “I’m afraid there’s no appetite for that in the Governor-General’s office, and we’d all look like fools,” Karine said.


  “What about the O.W.S.” Victor suggested. “Make a deal with the King.”


  Circe looked at Victor, eyes narrowed, but when she spoke there were hints of admiration in her voice. “That’s not a bad suggestion.”


  Karine examined her fingernails. “I can’t imagine what would be done with him.”


  “It’s not our concern,” Victor said. “Alia, what do you think?”


  “It’s wrong,” she said immediately, forcefully. “The King is a shadowy puppet master responsible for hundreds of disappearances over the last thirty years. But it might be our only option.”


  “Let’s explore that option,” Circe said. It wasn’t a suggestion, Victor could tell; it was a command. “In the meantime, let’s set up this meeting the Lifers are asking for. The facts are on our side in this case. Let’s use them to our advantage.”
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  The Mesh’s strength is redundancy, multiple possible paths for transmitting information. Unlike a network, which is only as secure as its weakest link, knocking out a Mesh node has little effect.


  To control a mesh you have to have a pervasive, invisible architecture of surveillance that polices content and dynamically determines user access privileges. Why do you think most people don’t buy MeshBits with cameras? Why are text messages the most common usage? The limiting factor isn’t technology. It’s oligarchy.


  —Osirus Smythe’s “Data Isn’t Free,” an unpublished term paper


  10 June 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  A mix of people holding signs and chanting approached the administration building The group in front wore white Lifer robes. They were followed by townspeople in normal working clothes and tourists in outfits as varied as the flowers in a bouquet. Stragglers were visible crossing the bridge over the Petite Canal.


  Victor stepped outside the administration building, quickly spotted Wonda at the front, and went over to her. He said, “This was supposed to be a meeting, not a rally.”


  “I know!” she said. Her eyes were round as she surveyed the crowd. “We decided to walk through town, in case—I don’t know. We thought there might be a few people interested in participating. I wasn’t expecting this!”


  “Tell them to go away.”


  “I don’t think they will.”


  A voice called out from nearby. Someone had overheard them speaking. “We’re not going anywhere until we get resolution.”


  “Stop the protests!”


  “Free Samuel Miller!”


  “Shock Samuel Miller!”


  The crowd erupted in jeering back and forth.


  “Please!” Wonda shouted, climbing onto a bench. “We’re here to speak with BioScan and to find a resolution. We need everyone to remain calm and to have patience. Thank you!” She smiled her big, excited, naive smile, and it actually seemed to work. The crowd quieted. “Everyone is mad about the disruption,” she said to Victor, “but we’re all in agreement that we need to move forward.”


  The clinic doors opened and the crowd’s chanting immediately resumed. “Human Life!” was the current refrain. To Victor’s surprise, it wasn’t Karine who stepped forward, but Alia. Tosh stood at the front of the crowd, wearing a white robe. His voice carried as loudly as any of the other members of the movement.


  Alia called out, “We hear you and we would like to speak with you. Please lower your voices and make way. We’d like to have a conversation and respond to your concerns.”


  The chanting continued and seemed ready to continue into the afternoon when another voice leapt from the crowd and repeated several times, “Let her speak.”


  “Let’s hear what she has to say,” Wonda said, still smiling.


  A tall, blond-haired woman with a piercing voice, yelled, “Let’s hear her response to our demands.”


  “What demands?”


  Confusion broke out among the crowd. Many members seemed to be unsure what the demands were or what negotiating tactics they were meant to be supporting.


  Alia shouted, “While I want to engage in discussion, we must respect the needs of patients who rely on the clinic for their health. Is there anyone who needs to proceed inside?”


  Two hands were raised by a young couple in the back who began to move forward as their immediate neighbors in the crowd shrank back and made way. A middle-aged woman standing toward the side also raised her hand and moved toward Alia, who beckoned her forward.


  An old woman said, “First time I’ve had to wait to be seen.” The crowd made way. Victor recognized grand-Nana Eastmore Florence. “Surprised I haven’t keeled over dead just listening to all this prattle. Can someone save my life or do I have to do it myself?”


  Florence was led inside by one of the nurses. She seemed to be concentrating on walking and didn’t see Victor when she passed him.


  Alia continued in a more pleasant tone, “Now, we have scheduled an outreach meeting for this Saturday, and you are all welcome to attend. We are happy to discuss the research projects that we have underway and any concerns related to them or to our health services. You are free to stay here and continue demonstrating, as long as you don’t harass any patients or staff, but please know this: I hear you. I do. I understand. I’ve worked at this clinic for the past five years, and I know everyone who works here shares the same respect and passion for helping people. Thank you.”


  She hopped down from the bench and approached Victor. “The Lifers can bring twelve people to the meeting. We’ll escort them through the clinic when they’re ready.” She turned to go inside. A few people in the crowd clapped for her in appreciation. Many of the people who had been holding signs and chanting had distanced themselves a bit from the organizers, debating with friends or family members whether to stay and discussing their other commitments which now seemed more pressing than the esoteric fight they had picked.


  Several BioScan staff members came outside and passed out flyers and pamphlets, enthusiastically inviting members of the crowd, including those with robes, to come to the community meeting in a few days. The Human Life die-hards had regrouped and lined themselves up the side of the steps, making a visual statement while respectfully making way for any member of the public to access the clinic. They began singing. Victor caught snippets of lyrics about nature and souls.


  Victor took Wonda’s hand. “Choose twelve people to come with you and meet me at the entrance.” He started toward the building. Tosh rushed over and blocked his way. “I’m coming,” he said.


  Victor shrugged. “Everyone gets what they want,” he said, not believing a word of it.
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  The 1935 Reykjavik Declaration ended the war between Europe on one side and the United States of America, the Nordic League, and Russia on the other. The terms of the peace agreement included reparations that soon drained the Treasury and caused the country to default on its international debt obligations.


  Over the next few election cycles, an opposition movement came into power that demanded a devolution of powers to the states. Territories that had long been denied statehood, including lands stretching from the Rocky Mountains to the Pacific, asserted their right to self-determination. Those cries for local autonomy were echoed across the South and Midwest.


  A grand bargain was proposed to repartition existing states and territories and to transfer most powers and lands from the federal government to nine new nations of the American Union. The new A.U. constitution and those of the nine nations were ratified in 1939.


  —“The Grand Bargain: Repartition” (MeshKnows article)


  10 June 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  The drug hut was stuffed with BioScan staff and Lifer potentiates, half a dozen of each, selected by Circe and Wonda, respectively. Karine, Alia, Marilyn, Blair, and Mía, in their executive-cut, privileged clothes, looked like a troupe of clowns compared to the white-robed uniforms of the Lifers. Tosh had gone around opening all the windows, muttering something about mid-day stillness, to little effect. The bodies in the room created a greenhouse-like heat.


  Velasquez and Perry were stationed in front of the door to Samuel’s bedroom. Another guard stood on the balcony, performing reconnoissance. Two more guards were outside the front door. Circe was afraid the remaining Lifers and townies were going to mob the drug hut and try to free Samuel. Victor was worried the building’s stilts would crack and send them all tumbling down the hill.


  They brought Samuel into the room and cleared a space for him to sit on the couch. He appeared unwell, his gaze jumping from person to person, manic, and at the end of his tether.


  Circe wedged a fingernail between her teeth and stared at the floor.


  Karine asked her, “Do you want to say something?”


  Circe shook her head. “This has to play out,” she said in a low voice.


  “Well, I guess we’re all here,” Victor said, his voice booming in the small room. He was nearing the end of his own tether. The situation was ridiculous and he wanted it over with as soon as possible. He had half a mind to walk out the door, leave New Venice, and find his way to an island somewhere that hadn’t yet discovered religion.


  “Let’s get started,” Victor said to Wonda. “You’re leading this seance for the dead—Oops! I meant, the crossed-over.”


  “Victor, hush!” Circe snapped. “Wonda, why don’t you ask Samuel what you came here to ask him.”


  Wonda went down on her knees in front of the couch. Samuel looked at her the way one might regard a serpent that found its way into the house.


  “Samuel, I’m Wonda. I’m here with other members of the Human Life movement. We’re a non-denominational group seeking spiritual truth. We believe in the purity of the human soul and how we can seek truth on earth through clean living and the pursuit of justice.”


  “You’re a ghost,” Samuel said flatly. “You won’t find what you’re looking for in this world.”


  Wonda caught her breath, looked at Victor with concern. He shrugged his shoulders. Did she expect Samuel to say everything she wanted to hear? She would be lucky if he didn’t try to help her cross over in front of all these people. The thought made him break out in a cold sweat. He went over to Velasquez, who had remained by Samuel’s door.


  “Get closer,” Victor told him. “If he tries anything, it’s up to you to stop him.” Velasquez pushed his way to one end of the couch and gestured for Perry to move to the other side, which the man did. They looked like bookends. Tosh moved to stand directly behind the couch. He could probably incapacitate Samuel before Samuel decided to do anything.”


  “We’re here to ask you if you want to be here,” Wonda said. “We want to help you if you want to leave.”


  Samuel looked at her with suspicion. “You want to help me cross over?”


  Wonda gaspsed. “No! Oh, laws, that’s not what I meant. I meant here at BioScan. They’re medicating you. Is that what you want?”


  “Are you thick? Are you stupid? Of course, I don’t want to be here. I want to cross over. You’re all ghosts!” he shouted at everyone. “Your bodies are without souls. Your primals cry out in the other world to be reunited. You think this is real life? This is purgatory!”


  He began to rock forward and back, moaning.


  Mía’s face ran wet with tears and an ugly sneer twisted her mouth.


  Victor looked for Karine and caught her eye at the back of the room and mouthed “fumewort.” Turning back to the couch, he said, “Samuel, do you want a tincture? It might help.”


  “You promised to help me,” he said, with a stare that hollowed Victor’s chest.


  Karine handed Victor a vial. It was glass, fragile. If broken, it would be a weapon.


  “This will help a little. Tilt your head back,” he said.


  Samuel clasped his hands between his knees, and leaned back, his head against the sofa, his eyes locked on Victor. A shiver ran down Victor’s spine. Grip the vial, hold it tight, if he leaps, don’t let go.


  Victor poured the tincture and Samuel gulped it down.


  “Fire,” Samuel said. “Burning.”


  Victor tucked the empty vial in his pocket. On second thought, he took it out and gave it to Velasquez, who took it, nodded grimly, and stowed it in one of his many pockets.


  Turning to Samuel, Victor said, “Okay, good. Be calm, okay? Remember, calm? Calm is the word today.”


  “I remember your voice.”


  Victor said, “Wonda, can we get through this? The direct route, please.”


  She reached out as if she were going to grasp his knees, seemed to think better of it, and clasped her hands instead. “Samuel, do you want to stop taking Personil?”


  “Yes,” he said. “I want clarity. I want purity. I want to find the truth. I’m a seeker too. Can you take me away from here?”


  “A seeker?” Wonda brightened, smiling. “We’ll help you. You won’t have to take Personil anymore.”


  Karine said, “This is unbelievable. Give him a knife and he would cut out your heart.”


  Circe tapped Karine on the shoulder, whispered something in her ear, and pointed out a few of the Lifers in the room. Victor looked at them. They appeared concerned, anxious, and uncomfortable. Maybe Wonda didn’t speak for them.


  “What do you think?” Victor asked a middle-aged potentiate with jowls and flushed cheeks. “Want to take him back to the camp?”


  The man addressed looked at Samuel with wide eyes and shook his head.


  “How about you?” Victor asked a young woman who might have been fresh out of school.


  She looked around uncertainly, saying, “Maybe… If Wonda thinks everything will be fine.”


  “It will. We’ll take every precaution,” Wonda said, standing. “This is an awesome responsibility, one we don’t accept lightly. We should talk logistics.”


  “You’re in awe of your own power,” Victor said, scoffing.


  Wonda’s mouth opened in surprise. That was her talent, Victor thought, to be perpetually delighted, taken aback, shocked, and unexpectedly bemused. To her, the world held infinite surprises and just because something was expected in advance didn’t mean anything was lost when it finally did occur. Every moment was a multitude of emotion, and she reveled in it. She was the exact opposite of Victor.


  “We should all talk elsewhere,” Circe said.


  Samuel, appearing calmer, was taken back to his room. Just before the door closed, he locked eyes with Victor and said, “Help me, you promised, I’ll hold you to it.”


  It took several minutes for all the Lifers and BioScan staff to make their way down the hill. As they were nearing the administration building, one of the security guards rushed over.


  “Chief! Karine! We have a problem.”


  “What is it?” Circe asked.


  “We asked the demonstrators to move off property to keep the administration building clear and accessible.”


  “A good idea,” Circe said.


  “They agreed at first but it was just a ruse. They’ve occupied the construction site. Their setting up camps, chaining themselves to the equipment. What do we do?”


  “We remove them,” Circe said. “Call the Sheriff. I’ll get on the line to Oklahoma City and see what national resources we can get. Protests are one thing. I won’t tolerate disruption like this.”


  “But people will be hurt!” Wonda said.


  “This can end peacefully,” Tosh said. He smiled broadly, pulled out two stunsticks, pointed one in each hand at the security guards and fired.


  Two bodies dropped. The rest, Victor included, wobbled a bit, residual Dirac forces scrambling neurons of the bystanders. Tosh dropped the third and last guard. He said, “It can end peacefully, but that’s not how it starts.”


  Five Lifers crowed close and more were taking up a periphery.


  “What’s this?” Karine asked indignantly.


  “Confinement,” Tosh said. “You’re not going anywhere. You’re not making any calls.”


  “Tosh, don’t do this,” Victor said.


  “We’re not leaving without Samuel,” Wonda said. “And BioScan is going to agree to some changes in how it operates. We want a signed legal agreement before we let you go.”


  “You planned this?” Victor asked. “That whole thing with Samuel was a show?”


  “Of course not,” she said, looking surprised. “It’s emergence.”


  Karine laughed. “We’re not agreeing to anything and everything negotiated under duress would be unenforceable anyway.”


  Circe spoke up, “We should at least hear what they have to say.”


  Victor looked at his aunt. Her face was unreadable. And that was the scariest thing of all.
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  I’ve always wanted to be the spontaneous guy, the kind who seizes the moment and damns the consequences. But I know that I can’t. People are counting on me to hold myself together. If I don’t, I wouldn’t be able to live with the consequences.


  —Victor’s Apology


  10 June 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  Tosh confiscated electronics and issued orders to the Lifers, dictating who got tied up, who got locked up, and who got sedated. Circe cooperated, sending home most of the BioScan staff, including all the security guards who hadn’t been rendered unconscious. A small crew of nurses remained to deal with medical emergencies. Patients who could be sent home were. Within ten minutes, the BioScan campus was locked down.


  “We’re going to settle this peacefully,” Circe explained. She was leveling a hard gaze at Karine, who wasn’t on the cooperation bandwagon. C’est de la merde, she kept repeating. La monde est fou.


  “You too,” Circe said to Victor.


  “What would I do?” he said. “I’m no hero.”


  Tosh wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “Let’s go see what a real demonstration looks like.”


  Wonda saw them standing close and smiled.


  Tosh barked at his potentiates, “Take them to the admin building. We’ll be there in twenty.”


  “Wait,” Alia said. “What are you telling the demonstrators about us?”


  Tosh grimaced.


  “They don’t know you took hostages, do they?”


  “What’s it to you?”


  “Well, they expect BioScan to notice their protests, right? Someone has to listen to their demands.”


  “You?”


  Alia nodded. She was shorter than Tosh but somehow seemed the bigger one at that moment. Beautiful, principled, willing to do what was necessary. “I’ll listen. But I’m also going to argue. If I get them to leave, will you release us?”


  “Are you proposing a wager?” Tosh asked, clearly astonished, his eyebrows raised and stupefied grin on his face. “This isn’t a game.”


  “Then you don’t have to worry about losing.” Alia turned and began walking up the path toward the construction site.


  Tosh grunted, gestured for the Lifers to take away the staff, and pulled Victor by the arm to follow.


  “I’d recruit her in a heartbeat,” Wonda said, catching up with them.


  “She would never join the Lifers,” Victor said. “It’s beneath her.”


  Wonda gave him a hurt look, wiped a tear—was it a real one?—and said, “I don’t know why I’m still surprised how hurtful you can be.”


  “You’re still surprised I’m not a blank puppet all the time,” Victor replied. He shrugged away from Tosh and picked up his pace to walk with Alia.


  They reached the lip of the foundation pit, a pair of squares etched into the hillside, open toward New Venice. There was little dirt to be seen. Enough tents had been erected to house a good chunk of New Venice’s population. It probably looked a lot like the slums surrounding Oakland & Bayshore but on a smaller scale.


  An cheer rose up among the demonstrators. People were gathered around a makeshift stage made of wooden pallets, a flimsy and treacherous ziggurat that allowed a speaker to be seen while addressing the crowd.


  “We are here to demand accountability,” the man in the white robe said. He was wearing a mask that covered his eyes and gave him a long pointy nose but left his mouth free to pontificate in a voice Victor didn’t recognize. “The clinic has gone far beyond its mandate to heal the sick and care for our community. We know there are experiments in genetic technology going on right under our noses with no oversight. The work of this clinic puts our health at risk, and it defiles the purity of our bodies. It defies the natural order. It makes us into monsters.”


  “No more monsters!” a man in the crowd shouted.


  “Except on Halloween,” someone responded, and there was a round of laughter.


  Victor turned to Alia, “They think this is a game too?”


  She shook her head. “They’re not thinking about the consequences. They just want to feel powerful. I knew some people resented the Eastmore, but I never thought it was this bad.”


  The man continued, “We demand an end to testing and treatment of the preborn. Let nature take its course. We demand an end to stem cell research. Let nature take its course. We demand an end to gene therapy and genetic engineering of all life, from humans to single-celled organisms. Let nature take its course!”


  “Hooray for cancer,” Alia muttered disdainfully.


  “We demand an end to research without accountability that threatens humanity and the sanctity of our bodies and our divine genetic code.”


  “Let nature take its course!” the crowd shouted. It was amazing how the man had set up a call and response pattern, Victor thought. Had they practiced or did the group think of a hundred people suffice? They were like birds flying together that turned at the same time, spontaneous organization. Emergence, he thought, this is emergence. It felt like a cloud lifting from his brain, the insight was that powerful. It was all simply happening now because it couldn’t have happened before.The tensions and conflicts which normally created stasis had reoriented and were now pointed in the same direction. Slight predispositions and innocuous conversations had built up to a moment when everything switched into higher gear, the wheel of progress turned, and humanity surged forward in a blind race to the top.


  Or perhaps the bottom, depending on how you looked at it.


  “We are many! We are strong! This gathering is one of hundreds that will rise up throughout the American Union and the world. We will protect humanity from harmful technologies and safeguard our survival. Our demands must be met. Let nature take its course! Let nature take its course! Let nature take its course!”


  Before the crowd could take up the chant and build into an unstoppable frenzy, Alia shouted, “Listen to me.” Her perch was higher than the speaker’s and represented a rebel’s voice. There was muttering in the crowd. Alia said, “I know you don’t all agree with him. I have something to say for BioScan.”


  Alia said, “I understand your concerns about the research that is conducted here. I do. However, we have procedures to ensure the ethical integrity of our work, to comply with all relevant laws and regulations, and to reach out to the community to hear their concerns. I hear you and I welcome further discussions with you about our work here, which is vital to the health of the New Venice community. Let’s talk about it. Let’s talk.”


  “Don’t listen to her,” a woman shouted.


  “Are you mental?” someone said. “Of course we can listen. This is America. We’re not afraid of words.”


  “We just want all this protesting and demonstrating to end,” Victor heard someone say in a tired voice.


  “It’ll end when they’re all drowned!”


  Wonda had said a debate would ease tensions, but Victor thought the opposite was true, and he was growing concerned that the crowd would turn against Alia. Crowds seemed to turn more quickly than individuals. There had been no violence thus far, but who could say how long that would last.


  “Thank you for listening,” Alia said, “The work of this clinic and others like it have saved many lives and improved the health of many people. We have developed treatments for many otherwise incurable genetically inherited diseases. We can now screen fetuses for potential problems much earlier in a pregnancy and protect the health of mothers and their pregnancies. These advancements save lives. I’ve seen it. We are working on compounds that slow the progress of neural degenerative diseases in old age, and someday soon, we may be able to reverse the damage and bring dignity to our parents and grandparents. There are so many important advances that we are working on, and we know many of you support us—”


  A call rang out from a young woman in a white robe: “You are killing the human soul!”


  “You’re losing perspective,” Alia shouted back, the first sign of annoyance slipping through her demeanor. “We treat people of all beliefs, whether they believe in souls or not. Whether they believe in God or gods or not. Our job as scientists and doctors is not to judge the beliefs of our patients or to treat one person differently than another. We heal. We try to understand why our bodies work the way they do. We seek to understand illness and how it can be prevented and treated. We give patients information and resources to improve their health. If we start putting boundaries on the technologies we use, we tie our hands, we make judgments about which people with illnesses will get help and which won’t. I took an oath to help people, and to minimize harm, and I am devoted to that oath, religiously. I support every person’s right to his or her beliefs. But I will not allow anyone to suffer or go without treatment for the sake of another person’s beliefs. That is called bullying.” She looked at the woman who had called out to her with a surprising ferocity. Some people in the crowd looked down at their feet.


  “Are you done?” Wonda asked her.


  Alia shrugged.


  Wonda smiled and turned to the crowd, “Let’s all talk about what she said, okay?” The people gathered looked around, seemed to regroup into small clusters and began to chat.


  Wonda said, “I think that helped, don’t you? I want to air all perspectives. Victor, what do you think?”


  “How about I go into blankspace and then you ask me? That way you get a real prophesy to work with.”


  “Oh, don’t tease,” she said in a light voice, but her eyes told a different story. She was hurt by his remark and the growing distance between them had done more to sour her mood than any other conflict in town—he felt it.


  “I guess it’s time for the big talk,” she said with a sigh.


  They headed to the administration building where Circe and Karine were being held.
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  10 June 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  Victor entered the meeting room in the administration building with Alia, Wonda, and Tosh to find Karine and Circe sitting alone at the conference table, leaning in and chatting quietly. The other BioScan staff were apparently being held separately.


  “All right, let’s talk,” Wonda said in a bright voice that made Victor think fresh never tasted so foul.


  The room was silent.


  Wonda gave them each the look of a teacher tolerating non-cooperative students. “We’re here to solve a problem together so let’s talk it out. Talking helps.”


  “Thinking has also been proven to solve problems,” Karine said. “You should try it sometime.”


  “Ugly words aren’t helping,” Wonda said with a tight smile.


  “Why don’t you and friends crawl back to the bog you came from!” Karine yelled. She put a hand to her breast, smiled. “Phew, I feel better,” she said.


  “We’re not going anywhere,” Tosh said. His gaze dared anyone to counter his words.


  Karine threw up her hands and rolled her eyes. She might be second in command at BioScan, but it was clear to Victor, to everyone, that she wasn’t taking responsibility for the situation.


  Circe stood up and immediately assumed the mantle of the adult in the room without saying a word. It was humbling to watch. Humbling and disconcerting. Victor hated that he couldn’t regain a simple love for his aunt. Every feeling he had for her was tainted and probably always would be.


  He supposed that Circe, having lived in Europe for so many years, would have more experience, or at least more knowledge, about how to deal with terrorists. Though of course, these weren’t professionals or life-long radicals like in Europe. These were average citizens who for some reason found themselves under the sway of a charismatic leader.


  There must be a gene or something in human biology or cognitive processes that made them susceptible to such influence, that allowed strong men and shucksters to prey on their emotions, to manipulate them like Mesh programs: input rhetoric, output crazed loyalty. Repeat and escalate, until taking sick people hostage no longer seemed like an insane endeavor. Victor wanted to scream. He knew it wouldn’t help, but he felt pressure inside him rising. He recognized the panicked, skittering feeling of his emotions breaking from his control and poised to run amok. He had to do something.


  Victor walked to the door. “Where is everyone else?” he asked Tosh. “I’m no use here.”


  “You don’t want a seat at the adults’ table?” Tosh joked.


  “This isn’t my fight. Not yours either, is it?”


  Tosh’s eyes were like black-eyed peas gone brown and moldy, sad and droopy. “I’ll be right back,” he said to Wonda and two Lifers outside the door.


  They walked down the hall. Victor’s shoes squeaked on the floor. Normally there would have been doors opening and closing, people rushing everywhere. Now it was so quiet he could hear the lightstrips gurgling. The high powered ones needed constantly refreshed feedstocks. There would be tanks nearby, little bioreactors where the waste was reprocessed into fuel. Did the Lifers want to get rid of those as well?


  “Are you going to kill Circe?” Victor asked.


  “Are you?” Tosh responded. After a moment of walking, he stopped. They stood eye to eye. “If it was anyone else… If it had been the King or jilted lover or some former employee with a grudge… This was family. I don’t know. I’m angry and I’m sad, and I’d love to rip her head off, tear the company apart, do something, but I don’t know what’s right anymore.”


  “Me too,” Victor said.


  They reached a room that held six med bays. There were a few BioScan staff treating patients. Alia attended to Florence whose hand burrowed in her blouse, massaging whatever pain blossomed in her chest. Alia murmured quietly to her, reassuring her that everything would be fine. When she turned and saw Victor watching her, an unreadable expression formed on her face.


  Nearby, a young man held an infant carefully. His eyes darted toward every sound and then the baby’s face, concerned perhaps that it would be woken.


  The Lifers didn’t care about these people. They only cared about their principles, which they adopted and jettisoned like trying on clothing. No one could meet their demands. Maybe that was the point. Maybe they didn’t want to be satisfied, they just wanted to be denied. Maybe that felt human to them.


  If the Lifers expected to get what they wanted through the threat of violence, then that was the best proof yet of their collective insanity. Change doesn’t happen that way, at least not the kind of change they were looking for.


  Victor wanted to shout these things at the Lifers guarding the door. Instead he chewed his lips.


  “The rest are through there,” Tosh said, prodding Victor forward with a hand on his back. “I’ll check on you later.”


  Victor let himself be herded into a suite identical to the one he’d spent so much time recovering in after Tosh attacked him. The bed had been moved out and chairs were crammed against the walls.


  Mía rushed over to him as soon as the door had shut behind him. She whispered in his ear, “I found a MeshBit and hid it under the conference table.”


  “Did you send any messages?” Victor asked.


  “No. I—” She scratched at her throat. He noticed her eyes watering, the lines on her face deepened by shameful purple shadows. “It’s difficult for me. I don’t want to be the one who—”


  He understood. She’d run away from Carmichael and brought militia from a nearby town, an act that had looked like cowardice but had saved hundreds of lives.


  Her tears came hard and she hid her face. Victor hugged her. “It’s okay,” he said. “Maybe it’s my turn to get help from outside.” Her sobs worsened, her body heaved. He ushered her to an empty chair, sat her down, hugged her until she had calmed.


  He walked back out to the patient area.


  The Lifers at the door to the hall appeared exhausted, uncertain, as if at any minute they might tire of the poorly written drama and walk off the stage entirely. Except Tosh. He had been speaking with a few Lifers, taking each one aside in turn. Victor watched them receive news or instructions. Their Venetian masks bobbed as they nodded.


  Tosh eyed Victor while he whispered. Victor lowered his head and pretended to examine a paper on the desk next to him. He knew how to manipulate Tosh, show him attention, activate his lust.


  There were some medications in a tub that one of the Lifers had collected for disposal. What a waste. What a stupid, ill-meaning mess of religious doctrine. Why should others have to suffer for their fundamentalist beliefs? It made him so angry. Their hubris surpassed the worst egomaniacs, and their group think validated their extremism, turned it into something common place. From their perspective, the destruction of medicine was a natural consequence of their values.


  He had read the Carmichael testimony. He understood how Samuel’s paranoia had twisted logic, where fantasy had intruded on reality, and the horrific consequences. One mind had done that. Here in New Venice, equally bizarre beliefs had solidified into a manifest, a covenant among its members, and a prescription for non-members that would be delivered by force. He was starting to believe there was a connection, that MRS was a contagion spreading through a previously unexposed population with no defenses.


  Tosh walked past Victor, saying, “New plan.”


  He opened the door and faced the dejected hostages sitting along the wall. “Everybody listen up. We’re going to move you to the drug huts. You’ll be more comfortable.” His hand dropped to the stunstick at his side, reminding everyone of the painful wages their disobedience would earn. “Not all at once though. You and you.” He pointed at the father and at Alia. “Take them,” he instructed a follower.


  Four Lifers left with the father, his baby, and Alia.


  “Can I speak with you?” Victor called out. Tosh looked around the room. “Watch them.” He pointed for the three Lifers to take care of the remaining half dozen hostages. Then he gestured for Victor to follow him to the hall.


  The building was quiet. Sunlight filtered through the windows and doors, illuminating patches of the floor and unsanitary dust fell through the beams.


  “End this,” Victor said. “There’s no point. You don’t care about the Lifers.”


  “It doesn’t matter whether I do. They’re here now and they need someone to tell them what to do.”


  Tosh pulled the stunstick from his belt, though he kept it lowered toward the ground.


  “But what do you want?” Victor asked.


  “When your enemy loses the advantage, you don’t question it. You press yours.”


  “You don’t know, do you? You’re just figuring it out as you go. That’s… I can’t even say how stupid that is. Does the King even know what’s going on?” Victor asked.


  Tosh held up a Handy 1000. “We talk.”


  “Let me talk to him.”


  Tosh started to put the Handy 1000 away.


  “Please! I just want to find a way out of this.”


  “I’ll see what I can do,” Tosh said. He started to push Victor back in the room.


  “Wait,” Victor said, “I think I can help them negotiate now. I wasn’t calm before. I understand Wonda. We spent a lot of time together, remember?” He squeezed Tosh’s shoulder hard.


  Tosh smiled. “I do.”


  “Let me try.”


  Tosh escorted Victor back to the conference room. “Any progress?” he asked.


  Circe responded, “Perhaps. Give us another hour. We’re talking specifics.”


  Tosh stood off to the side near the window, waiting for an answer.


  “What you’re asking for isn’t possible,” Circe said. Her tone was matter-of-fact, assertive. Victor wished he had her poise and patience. He was tempted to go blank and let everyone else sort out the mess. Karine was worse off, she seethed visibly and seemed about to blow herself to pieces.


  Wonda said, “‘The realm of the possible has a tendency to expand over time and with an exertion of imagination.’ Those are your words. We’ve been thinking of ways forward and we believe this is workable.”


  “Can you imagine,” Circe said, “the legal liability for BioScan if we begin denying treatments based on your advice? It would open the door to countless lawsuits.”


  “Give us seats on the policy board.”


  “We don’t issue central edicts by fiat.”


  “We’re open to deliberation as long as we control a majority.”


  “Would you commit to ample consideration of the latest medical science?”


  “Of course.”


  “Circe! You can’t trust them.”


  “I agree.” She stared at Wonda. “Here’s where any rational person is going to part ways with your Lifer philosophy. If a technology saves lives, if it improves the quality of someone’s life, the basis of that technology—be it genetic, pharmaceutical, or whatever—it’s irrelevant. What matters is what works. I respect religious beliefs. I have to. I lead a company that operates in over fifty different countries. But I’m not going to make policy decisions, on any basis except science. No deal.”


  “We’re not asking you to change your beliefs. We’re asking you to respect ours, to respect human nature, to avoid contaminating our bodies and those of our children.”


  Karine spoke up. “What do you know about respect? The people you’ve imprisoned here will remember how you’ve treated them. I’ll remember.”


  “You act like everything you do here is for some higher purpose. Medicine. Science. Helping people. How much of your profit relates to that? How much? How much of it comes from non-medically necessary treatments? From enhancements? From research unrelated to medical necessity? You can’t have it both ways. You can’t enjoy the privileges of medical institution and the profits of human body shop.”


  Victor said, “They’re just asking for transparency.”


  Karine threw him a withering look. “I forget sometimes how naïve you can be. You think they’ll stop there? If we open our books, they’ll never stop needling us, criticizing our investment decisions, trying to redline certain activities, capriciously. They’ll make it impossible to run our business.”


  “I don’t care how you run the business as long as you’re not mucking with our humanity. We’re drawing lines in the sand, not trying to run things for you. But for that, we need trust.”


  “This is not a negotiation.”


  “Actually, it is. Because we’re going to continue here until we’re satisfied.”


  “This is ridiculous. The longer you keep us here the more severe the punishment will be,” Karine’s eyes bored into Tosh. Victor was surprised when Tosh didn’t evaporate under her hot glare. The man kept his gaze locked on Victor.


  “I want an amicable resolution to this situation,” Circe said. “My patience, however, can only be stretched so far. You have one day to work out a more reasonable set of demands to discuss before I alert the police to your ruse.”


  “You’ll do no such thing. We control the timeline,” Tosh said.


  Karine snorted. “Yes, of course you do.”


  “Karine, Victor, do you what you can to convince them to back off.”


  Tosh looked at Victor with an unidentifiable emotion. It might have been suspicion.


  Victor stepped toward the window. His shoulder nearly brushed Tosh’s. They looked out together at the water. Few boats edged far into the Passage, though a few huddled at the entrance to the Grand Canal. One paddleboat had just started the journey across the water after embarking from the opposite shore. Victor wished he was outside, feeling the wind, alone somewhere near the water.


  Tosh scratched the hair poking around his chin. There were a few small grey patches. It made him look older than he was.


  “Tosh, if you stay here, it’s just a matter of time before there’s a fight, a real one. People will get hurt. You will get hurt.” Victor put a hand on his shoulder. The words of his coach, Dr. Tammet, sounded in his ears. Show empathy. Try to connect. Feel what they’re feeling. “Any minute now Karine is going to lose control and try to peel your face off with her bare hands.”


  Tosh grunted and smiled. “I’d like to see her try.”


  “All their demands. You can see how pointless, how utterly effing illogical they are. Circe would never agree to anything they ask for. So why keep bogus dreams alive?”


  “I suppose they want to stay until they achieve something tangible. Samuel Miller’s release would go a long way toward that. Maybe if that happens they let go of the rest.”


  “He’s not safe outside,” Victor said.


  “They see it as a matter of principle.”


  “How do you see it?”


  “I’ll let you know tomorrow.”


  Tosh left them.


  Victor looked at Circe and Karine. He was part of the BioScan family in New Venice, and he’d been accepted in a way here that had never happened in Semiautonomous California.


  The Lifer presence here was kind of cancerous growth. They followed their peculiar definitions of the same prescriptions to illogical and paradoxical ends. “Do no harm” had morphed into “do whatever it takes to prevent a greater harm.”


  He had to do something, but what? Send a message. But to whom? The Sheriff? That could lead to violence. Lisabella? Media attention wouldn’t do anything to de-escalate the situation. Ozie?


  Ozie had resources. He would probably cooperate. Victor just had to figure out what to ask him to do.
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  Tosh helped the Lifers set up a vidlens and feed in front of a conference table. One at a time, the hostages were brought into the room and made to record messages to their loved ones. Beyond a glass window, the waters of the Passage and Caddo Lake gleamed. Trees on the opposite side bordered ordered squares of farms.


  Tosh’s robe was starting to itch. He’d taken to wearing fewer clothes underneath. It had helped at first, but then he started to notice the scratchiness of the fabric. It was rough like sack cloth. Worse, when he did scratch somewhere the robe acted like sandpaper. When he checked his arms during a break from filming he found red spots multiplying on his skin. Not that his discomfort was of any consequence, but it did feel like a nagging distraction while he was trying to shore up their plan.


  He didn’t want to be here. The Lifers were a bunch of trippy loonies looking for the meaning of life in superficial edicts and the faux-righteousness of community. He’d seen it all before on the Caddo reservation. When the real things that matter are stripped from you—history, heritage, dignity, the communal spirit—everything else is a pale reconstruction. The Lifers wanted to matter so badly because they didn’t. Science and medicine were too useful, too fundamental to be done away with. A lot of Lifers probably got that, deep down, but they were too busy anointing leaders and following charlatans to think too much about what they were doing and why. And here Tosh was leading them to—what exactly?


  Sometimes he couldn’t think straight. Every time he looked at Victor he felt a weird rush of attraction, confusion, and dismay. Victor had none of Jefferson’s certainty or drive, which was probably a good thing considering how far Jefferson had gone astray.


  Still that was no reason for his daughter to go and off him, if that was what happened. He was eighty percent sure that was the case, but that twenty percent was enough to keep him from snapping her neck. He wanted to hear her side of it. She didn’t know Tosh’s history with Jefferson. Victor hadn’t told her. That might be an advantage, but an advantage that could be wiped out by a slip of the tongue is nothing to set plans by.


  He ought to go. He didn’t owe much to the King. The request had been vague anyway. Get in there and stir up some trouble. Put BioScan on the ropes.


  A job well done, thus far, as far as Tosh was concerned. He had the Chief and the Deputy Chief confined, unable to do much of anything, let alone run the company. The BioScan New Venice clinic operations were paralyzed, construction ground to a halt, thanks to dozens of Lifers and townies with nothing better to do than take a stand for a vague cause of humanness. So earnest were these fools, Wonda chief among them.


  Forget all that, he told himself, focus on advancing the ball. He wished keeping hostages was a simple as winning a catch and carry game. First things first, he needed to assuage any fears and doubts that might be blossoming in friends and family of the hostages. Law enforcement too. Ozie had been a good help figuring out what that should be.


  “You have to create a counter-narrative that explain why the hostages—sorry, definitely don’t use that word, that would give it away—why the patients and staff—especially the staff—why they’re not leaving the clinic. The simplest explanation is the best, the most believable: quarantine.”


  It was a gamble, but it wasn’t his money on the table. It would be the Lifers who would suffer in the long run. At best they’d be seen as opportunists taking advantage of a difficult situation: that’s if people believed the quarantine rumor. More likely, once the truth came out, they would be despised for using violence against BioScan staff. How could you harm a doctor? people would ask.


  The first few vidcaps had gone as expected. After several takes, coaching from the Lifers, and a wearing down of the hostages’ reluctance, they’d coaxed good material into being. The first few messages had been sent. Tosh was feeling optimistic.


  But Alia refused to cooperate and that was dangerous, given who her fiancé was.


  “As soon as Torsten suspects something is wrong, your whole plan will fall apart,” she said.


  Tosh turned to the other Lifers. “Give us a minute.” They filed out of the room.


  She was pretty, smart, and willful. A strong enemy. He had to find someway to neutralize her. He needed her cooperation.


  “Your fiancé is running for office, right?” he asked.


  Her eyes narrowed. “Which means he has a platform to completely eviscerate your movement.”


  “Platforms can be unstable. Is Torsten a friend of BioScan?”


  “He’s a good man.” Alia crossed her arms and turned to look out the window, but not before eyeing him up and down.


  “Good or bad, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. Look, I understand we’re making your job a bit difficult, but it’s in your best interest to cooperate. We’re taking good care of everyone here. The best thing you can do to help Torsten is to keep him out of our way. Sure, there’s a small, a very small chance that he could ride to the rescue and come out on top. But there’s so many ways for this to rebound on him negatively. A botched rescue attempt. The public siding with us. Controversy over his ties to the Eastmores.”


  “They’re not fools.”


  “The Eastmores? They’re an odd bunch, but they’re not fools, no.”


  “No, I mean the public. You can’t attack people, sick people, and expect to get away with it.”


  “We’re not attacking anyone.”


  “You’re holding us hostage!”


  “We’re keeping you safe from the protesters, for your own protection!” Tosh smiled. It felt like playing a role, the tired arguments, the solipsistic thinking, everyone getting so agitated over a situation that they didn’t really understand. This wasn’t about Lifers versus BioScan. The Lifers were a convenient cover. This was about a revenge so drawn out, so meticulously crafted, that he could retire on it, confident he’d never achieve anything as worthwhile again. Circe and her company would go down in flames. This was just laying the groundwork.


  He said, “Regardless of our difference of opinion, it really is important that you cooperate.”


  “Go fuck yourself.”


  Tosh reached into his pocket and pulled a small pill container out. He held it up, with the label facing Alia. She refused to look at first, but he held it steady, waiting for her with a patience only the truly committed know. As he knew she would, after a minute or so, she relented and read the label. Digitalis.


  “The Lifers now agree that this is an acceptable medication consistent with their beliefs. We know a certain patient who by now is missing her treatment for atrial fibrillation. I think I pronounced that correctly.”


  Alia looked like she wanted to come at him with her nails out and scratch his face off. Good. She would be easier to manipulate when she was angry.


  Tosh’s voice was soft, gentle. Still she seemed to flinch when he said, “Record the message and you can give this to Florence Eastmore.”


  “Whoever you are, you’re a monster.”


  “I don’t want anyone to get hurt. I wouldn’t have to resort to threats if you would cooperate. It’s your decision. You decide whether Florence is hurt. I love the Eastmores. This is very difficult for me. I think you do too.”


  She wouldn’t look at him. Probably shame, being forced to choose between her principles, the sign of a weak moral system. Tosh pressed the button to start the recording.


  “Tell Torsten that you’re fine, you miss him, you just have to keep working on some cases with unfamiliar symptoms. Short and simple.”


  Alia glared at him. Then she sighed, looked down at the table. Her weariness was apparent. He doubted she slept the night before. He certainly couldn’t sleep in the same room with that looming LaTour bitch.


  Alia looked at the recorder. “Hi, sweetie. Sorry I didn’t call earlier. There’s a case... We’ve got some patients here that aren’t doing well. I need to stay with them. It’s really touch and go. And I—I miss you.” Her voice cracked. She took a moment to compose herself. “I’ll be hope as soon as I can.”


  “Do it again,” Tosh said.


  Alia repeated the message. He made her do it twice more. He’d have to splice sections together and share only the audio feed, but it would sound genuine. Alia left the room with the small bottle of digitalis-derived pills in her hand. An escort would take her to where Florence rested on a hospital bed.


  Tosh walked to the window. He took off the mask and ran his palms over his face. He hadn’t slept much either. It was like a chess game, but with no clear terms of victory, without the turn-taking and at any minute the pieces could behave unpredictably.


  Some of the same strategies and tactics apply, he told himself. It’s all about projecting force and avoiding threat.


  The biggest threats: someone escaping and convincing authorities to investigate the clinic, the Lifers losing their nerve and walking away, one of the Eastmores—Victor or Circe—marshaling resources to retake the clinic by force. He deemed the prospect of a violent hostage revolt as minimal. Few of them had a fighting spirit. Those that did were being dosed with mind-clouding drugs, one of the few exceptions to the Lifers’ coda. They’d accepted his reasoning for it; sometimes people have to overdose on the hegemony to see the need to escape it. And in the end, all of it an elaborate ruse so that Ozie could get deep inside BioScan’s systems, so deep they’d never get him out.
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  The process of moving the hostages was nearly complete. Victor, Alia and few patients were the last ones. Two of the Lifers returned. Victor supposed the others had remained behind to guard their new outpost of the occupation. Victor had gathered up supplies: mainly medications, but also patches, syringes, and tubes. He found some packets of nutritional supplements and food pastes in cabinet in the corner and added those to a box. He wanted to make sure at least rudimentary supplies didn’t get confiscated.


  A few of the Lifers eyed him as he scavenged. He could tell they wanted to confront him, but they were holding off. Victor wondered why. Maybe now that they’d gone so far down the path of violence, they wanted to minimize their own role in it. He wanted to tell them it was too late. Their participation, passive as it may seem, implicated them irrevocably, fully. It was their fault that the patients would suffer. They probably also didn’t really know which of these medicines were “inhuman” based on their own evolving parameters.


  Victor handed off the supplies to the healthier remaining patients. One was Nancy, a potential subject for the addiction research who had come in for an initial screening. She seemed healthy, if a bit thin and slack underneath her skin. She could carry the lighter tub of medicines.


  A large man, overlarge, who suffered, most likely, from a metabolic disorder, gestured to Victor and a box he was carrying.


  “I can take that,” he said. Victor wasn’t sure if he could handle the extra weight and hesitated. “There’s muscle under here too. Otherwise I wouldn’t be able to get around.” He smiled sadly.


  “Okay,” Victor said. It sounded insufficient though, so he added, “Let me know if you need help.”


  Victor wished Elena were here. She had a way of calming people down, making them see why her way was the right way. She was practical, a problem solver. A good person. She didn’t need to analyze what was right; she just knew. An ability like that would be helpful right now.


  He tried channeling her wisdom, trying to figure out what she would do in this situation, but he didn’t think it was clear cut. Sure, she was practical, but she was also fiercely loyal to the Puros, to the point where she might not care about what happened to anyone else. She might look at the patients and think, “Not my problem.” Or maybe not, she wasn’t that callous. Much of what Victor learned about empathy came from her. When he’d had trouble making sense of his therapy sessions, he’d gone to her to enlighten him. She usually threw his questions back at him. “What’s the situation? Who’s involved? What will happen if you don’t do anything? Now, what’s the right thing to do?”


  But this was complicated. Any action might trigger serious unintended consequences. “Do no harm,” was an appropriate oath in controlled circumstances, when there weren’t people like the Lifers interfering. Or when everyone had the proper training and skills, when they were up for the challenge.


  Nancy, the large man, and Victor waited, not quite huddled together, sitting on rolling chairs near the door. Nancy was rolling her stress ball on a table, back and forth, pressing her palm down on it, occasionally flexing her fingers over it like a spider pins its prey. Her fingertips disappeared into the red material. She pulsed her hand. It was strange. Normally, she moved, twitched. Her body was constantly in motion. When she played with the stress ball, however, the rest of her stilled, only her hand and lower arm activated, like those parts of her were a conduit for all the mental and physical energy generated by anxiety.


  Nancy held the ball up, smiling. “I can’t be without it for a minute,” she said loudly. “It beats stims. Reusable too.”


  Two of the Lifers turned their heads and masks so they could see each others eyes. Victor thought he saw a question pass between them, perhaps, and then a slight nod from the one whose breasts pushed the fabric of the robe forward into a single wide mound, from which her fabric was tucked in pleats into her belt. Underneath, she was probably a normal size. The effect of the costume made her into an upright and bulky cartoon cloud. The wind pushed her forward until she bent on one knee in front of Nancy. Her words were low and quiet. Still, Victor had no trouble making them out.


  The cloud-robed woman said. “Many of us have struggled to be pure.”


  Nancy flushed. She looked like she might leap at the cloud and try to pull it apart. A moment later though, even though she hadn’t moved a millimeter, she appeared to relax. “I’m not tainted,” she said.


  The cloud woman half stood, though she remained bending forward, poised almost to fall on Nancy where she sat.


  Nancy sighed. “It would be nice to talk. You may all have some good ideas for me.”


  The cloud woman nodded. “I think we can help.” Her voice was mostly relaxed, earnest. It reminded Victor of Dr. Tammet. A bit softer than the doctor’s, happier.


  “We’re here to help.” The false note in her voice blossomed as quickly as one of those flowers that opens at dusk.


  Nancy cocked her head at the cloud woman. “Thank you,” she said. It might have be genuine or a menacing curse; Victor couldn’t tell.


  The cloud woman sniffed and walked back to the nearest robed man. Nancy squeezed her ball rhythmically while the large mans’s chest hitched as he tried to stop laughing and coughing the same time.


  “What’s going on?”


  Two Lifers had just walked in the room and were looking around.


  Tosh said, “Let’s go, everyone.” He noticed the supplies piled near the door and the Lifers who were eyeing the bins uncertainly. “Let them bring whatever they want for now. We’ll take a closer look later.”


  There were some tentative glances between the Lifers. Maybe they saw Tosh’s gesture command as a lapse of doctrine. The eight of them—three hostages, Tosh, and four of his Lifers—filed out of the room and down the stairs.


  They all started walking. The robes fluttered in the breeze. Grey clouds above sucked color out of the day. The greens of the grasses and plants were muted; flowers seemed to Victor to dim, which was a funny thought, flowers as lights shining, albeit with reflected light.


  Victor was brought to the drug hut adjacent to Samuel’s. Circe and Karine were sitting at the dining room table with Wonda.


  Just as Victor entered, Wonda got up and said, “I just don’t understand how you look at the world so coldly and aren’t open to new ideas.” She left, exasperated.


  When she was gone, the three of them, Victor, Karine, and Circe, looked at each other and laughed. It was funny. It was horrifying. How do you reason with someone who believes in feelings and intuitions not facts. How had we ever built civilizations when so much of our mental machinery was vulnerable to emotional hacking?


  “We should give them Samuel Miller,” Circe said.


  Karine looked at her. “And win what in return.”


  “Win nothing. Get him off our hands. But”—she leaned in and whispered—“we’ll fail to deliver. He’ll escape and the Lifers will be blamed. Whatever damage he causes while on the run will be their responsibility.”


  “Whatever damage?” Victor echoed. “What if he kills someone? What if he runs rampant? He’s clever, in case you’ve forgotten. I wouldn’t trust him with a MeshBit let alone anything bigger.”


  “I say let’s do it,” Karine said. “I’m tired of talking about him. The details are important. it has to look like a prison break for which the Human Life movement is solely responsible. I agree, let’s give them the rope to hang themselves. Then we can finally move forward.”


  “You really don’t care about the consequences?” Victor asked. “Auntie?”


  “It’s a matter of priorities. This stalemate can’t continue. Their other demands are unrealistic and they know it. Give them a small victory, watch them leave, and duck before the blowback hits us.”


  “What neither of you are considering—or maybe you are considering it and you’re just not saying it aloud—is that Samuel Miller on a rampage will build support for a restrictive Classification System. You could be forgiven for the botched handling the first time, after Carmichael. You didn’t know what you were dealing with. But now? No way. You have a responsibility.”


  “Our responsibility is to our patients. To find a cure. We can’t do that while we’re under seige,” Circe said.


  “We could wait them out,” Victor said.


  “How long?” Karine asked. “A week? A month? How does it end? Why wait when we could finish this today.”


  Victor slipped under the table.


  “What are you doing?” Wonda asked.


  “I need a moment. This is a lot to think about. I’ll come up in a minute.”


  He pictured the look on Auntie’s face. Perhaps she was sharing a knowing glance with Karine. Poor Victor, the trouble he has to go to stay sane. He found Mía’s MeshBit, which thankfully had a keyboard and sent a message to Ozie asking him to send a Dirac stunstick, a power supply modification kit, and a quantum trigger.


  The reply came back almost instantly, for you?!?!


  No, Victor replied, send them to the drug hut, Samuel’s.


  Will do. About time. E.T.A. one hour.
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  Victor fooled Tosh into letting him alone with Samuel. When he was gone, Victor used a stunstick on the two Lifer guards and dragged them inside. He went out on the balcony, salvaged equipment from Ozie’s drone, and made a lethal stunstick with a quantum trigger.


  He joined Samuel in the creepy room with all the drawings.


  Samuel sat in the chair, still watching him, expressionless, except for a tiny twitch at the corner of his mouth. He said, “Welcome to the sick ward. In the event of fire, hold your breath and pray. Nobody said BioScan was humane. Alia is yelling, if she’s not literally choking the life out of them yet. I don’t think she’ll be able to help herself. I have a different way out of here.” Samuel’s voice had changed. It was odd how Victor’s ears burned when he used that tone.


  Samuel recrossed his legs. A shadow covered his face. It was like the light didn’t reach him, that there was another body behind his body, like his actual self had slipped backward somehow, nestled in shadows, wavering, indistinct hiding behind his physical body.


  Victor shivered. Double vision, lateral thinking, an episode was coming on. It could be more than that though, which annoyed Victor. Every time he was around Samuel, the fantastical part of his imagination ran wild, nightmares took a stroll in the daylight, and his logical mind threw up its arms and gave up.


  Last chance for answers, he thought.


  “Do you regret what you did in Carmichael?” Victor asked.


  “I don’t know.” Samuel’s eyes glinted with mirth. He smiled and his goofball incisors crowded out his other teeth. “This world or the other?”


  Victor sighed and buried his face in his hands.


  “How’s it going out there? What’s the function for the spread of a contagion through a population?”


  “I’m not here to talk about an infection.”


  “Aren’t you? You're the vortex, you know. I wouldn’t be here without you. My conscience is clean, even if I did kill those people.”


  “What does that mean? Wait, kill? You knew they weren’t crossing over?”


  “Some of them. I didn’t understand until I heard your voice.”


  “You heard my voice plenty of times when I was a toddler, remember?”


  “Not your kid voice. Your adult voice, like now but older maybe. I heard it in Carmichael. ‘Cross over,’ you said. I believed you.”


  “That’s impossible.”


  “Is it?” Samuel stood. His long face seemed to shine. Victor saw that he was crying. “You’re going to help me,” he said. “Now.”


  “We might be able to cure you someday.”


  “No. Help me. Do it.”


  Victor raised the stunstick. He went blank. It fired.
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  “Cross over,” the booming voice said out of the foggy white blankness surrounding Victor. “You need to see the shape of the world. Understand the echoes of your future. I’ve said it plainly so many times, I don’t know how else to express it, but I’ll try. Cross over. There are infinite worlds, so many possible paths.”


  It wasn’t clear who was speaking. Reverberations and deep resonances distorted the voice. Victor could barely make out the words. He tried walking, took a few steps forward, holding his hands out, banged into something with his feet.


  Home, he thought, a command to get him out of this place. He tried to unblank, to get back to a feeling of gravity, of groundedness, of being unmistakably him, in his body, in a real place. Un-blank, he prayed.


  The white ether surrounding him swirled, cleared. He was no longer in a drug hut in New Venice. Walls made of stone blocks surrounded him. There were two figures huddled on the floor, embracing, their features and shapes obscured by thick brown robes and blankets wrapped around them.


  Un-blank.


  The scene vanished. Victor was in a tunnel now, but he had no body, only a consciousness, a view of the things around him, a thrumming that filled the air. Wires and pipes ran along a brightly lit tunnel. High voltage signs hung on the walls. Warning radiation, do not enter, marked a nearby door.


  A voice boomed inside his head, except he had no head so how was he hearing? “The shape of the future,” it said. “Cross over.”


  “I am over,” Victor grumbled to himself. He certainly wasn’t home.


  And then he was. Home. In a drug hut, holding a stunstick, standing over Samuel’s body. The limbs made a circle, hands barely meeting above the head, eyes open and glazed. Red foam leaked from the lips, formed a trail down the cheek.


  Samuel died and Victor killed him.


  Victor fired the stunstick then went blank. Or he went blank and fired the stunstick while his consciousness was gone. Samuel had made him do it. Or had he?


  Victor glanced around the room. He had the feeling there was another body. Always two. Two was the best. Two was the answer. He looked again. There was one body, Samuel’s. He saw that with his eyes. He paced the room. Why did it feel like there were two?


  He’d seen two bodies in the blankness, but that was a dream, or a vision or whatever. The room had been different. The bodies had looked smaller, whoever they were. That couldn’t be what was bothering him.


  Victor stood there, looking at the body, trying to make one equal two, wasn’t sure what to do. Finally, he tucked the stunstick inside his shirt, tucked the shirt into his pants, and left the room.


  The Lifers were still unconscious. Victor rushed outside, down the hill, nearly tripped galloping down the stairs, reached the wide expanse of the Passage, and threw the stunstick as far as he could.


  He made his way back to the administration building. The potentiate nodded at him and let him inside.


  He found Tosh and Wonda in the conference room with Karine, Circe, and Alia.


  “Samuel Miller is dead,” he announced.


  Karine and Circe exchanged a glance, but neither said a word.


  Wonda’s mouth fell open. “What?” she said.


  “In the drug huts. I found him—”


  Found him and killed him. Not on purpose. The blankness made me do it. Victor knew better than to let the truth pass his lips. “He killed himself,” he said, a half-truth that would make his family proud.


  “Oh, laws,” Wonda said. “Oh, life. No! We were going to get him out of here.”


  “It’s too late,” Victor said. “He crossed over.”


  Wonda looked at him. “But how?”


  “Is anyone missing a stunstick? One of the Lifers must have gotten careless. it’s not so bad.”


  “Why?”


  “He got what he wanted.”


  “He did? You’re sure?”She closed her eyes, brought her fingers to her lips, kissed the tips, and blew wind across them. “We need to pay respects.”


  Victor held out a hand. The way her brain worked terrified him, yet there was still sweetness there, a gentleness that came into flower when she let it, when she wasn’t fighting for some ephemeral sense of honor that was stronger than any logic he could wield. She came to him and he wrapped his arms around her.


  “This isn’t over,” Tosh said jabbing a finger at the two women sitting at the conference table, Karine looking relieved, Circe looking inscrutable as always. They were safe in their power, now that the Lifers had no reason to stay.


  



  ***


  



  The Lifers gathered at the new harbor. Someone had run up to the Pond, found a wooden kayak, siphoned biofuel from one of the town autocabs, and returned. They laid Samuel’s body in the kayak, filled it with clothes, poured fuel inside to soak everything. For safe measure, Victor called Ozie and had him send one of his explosive drones, which arrived, landed on the kayak’s bow, and sat there.


  Wonda pushed the kayak away from the dock. It rocked on the waves, losing momentum. In death Samuel was lingering far too languidly for Victor taste. He used his Handy 1000 to activate the drone’s rotors, lightening the craft, propelling it downstream. When the kayak was a small dark spot on the water, Victor triggered the explosive. Flames shot high. They heard the boom a full second later, a rumble that sounded like many Victor had heard in Carmichael.


  They hadn’t thought everything through. The boat sank before everything had burned. Samuel’s blasted pieces, probably big chucks of him, would hopefully sink, but they’d have to watch for them washing up down stream. Wonda could put some Lifers on the task. He just hoped they didn’t save what they found and turn it into holy relics, blasted pieces of a twisted prophet.


  In any case, the Sheriff was going to be asking a lot of questions.
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  1 July 1991


  New Venice, The Louisiana Territories


  Concrete surged through pipes big enough for a person to stand inside. The gray material, like thick unappealing porridge, filled gaps between wooden frames and rebar lattices, rising quickly, a flood of foundation, soon to dry and harden. Piles of steel beams waited to be assembled into spindly fingers reaching toward the sky, the skeleton of the BioScan towers. Construction was on schedule. The future would arrive soon.


  Victor tried to keep up with the deluge of tasks needing to be assigned, new staff asking where they should get started, and an endless stream of messages containing complaints, prayers, bribes, and invective from Broken Mirrors and their legal custodians who were arranging to be transferred to New Venice. They couldn’t take them all. The drug huts were being turned into infirmaries. The Human Lifer’s settlement had been repossessed, the addicts would live there, side by side with Class II mirror resonance syndrome patients. The fence had been dismantled. Legal wrangling over adjacent parcels continued. The whole complex of buildings would expand to a footprint ten times the original size.


  Wonda had sent Victor a message. The Lifers were squatting on Caddo lands on the mudflats downstream. She wanted him to see how they were living, what he’d accomplished by betraying them. He didn’t respond.


  There were too many urgent pleas from people who needed help. He’d never imagined sanctuary to be such a busy place.


  The cramped BioScan administration building—though its renovations were complete with new wings of offices, an expanded emergency room, and a cavernous, glass-encased atrium—didn’t have enough room for all the functions that were due to move into the towers. The hallways were jammed, the rooms were jammed, Victor conducted business from a desk crammed into an alcove, everyone had to make do with hardships, there simply wasn’t enough space.


  Victor’s Handy 1000 chimed. Time for the staff meeting. He downed a fumewort tincture, as much out of habit as anything else. Something had changed in his head, the resonant episodes still came on suddenly, but he was better able to manage them and never went blank—unless he wanted to.


  Mía grunted a greeting when he walked through the door. She sat next to Circe, who was wearing emerald green glasses. Idiot Blair the finance guy pecked at a MeshBit, oblivious to anything else. Marilyn paced in a corner, two steps to the wall, turning, two step back, again and again. Alia smiled at Victor, pulled out a chair between her and Karine, and he sat down.


  The meeting proceeded at a blistering pace. Questions, answers, commands, and requests bounced back and forth faster than a pro ping pong ball match. No talk of Samuel. No mention of the Lifers. Everyone was getting on with the business of helping people, never looking back.


  Tosh had left town but he’d be back. Victor was certain.


  They were close to wrapping up when a young man with a shaved head and chunky black glasses came into the room. He apologized, “So sorry,” and made a half-bow, searched out Victor with his gaze. “Could you please come with me, Mr. Eastmore? So sorry to bother you.”


  “What is it?” Victor asked rising from his seat.


  “Sorry to interrupt. There’s a woman and a—patient downstairs that are asking to speak with you.”


  “Why me? Is it MRS? We have protocols for—”


  “It’s not, sir. I’m sorry, I didn’t think I should—”


  “Let’s talk in the hallway,” Victor said. He turned to Circe and the others. “I’m sorry about this. I’ll take care of whatever it is.”


  “We’ve already paused,” Circe said, “and I’m curious.” She raised her voice, directing it at the young man, “Why have you interrupted our meeting?”


  His eyes went wide behind his glasses, looking like a vidscreen magnification. “It’s the young woman. She says her name is Elena Morales and the man with her—he looks bad. Some kind of jaundice and fever.” He looked at Victor. “She says it’s your fault. Something to do with a kennel?”


  Victor felt like he’d swallowed a ball of lead. He glanced at Circe. She nodded her head toward the door.


  “Come on,” Victor said, taking the young man by the elbow.


  “I’m coming,” Alia called behind him and joined them in the hall.


  Downstairs, before they’d rounded the corner to the main reception, he heard Elena shouting. “I don’t care. Get him in a stretcher. Put on a fucking space suit if you don’t want to touch him just get me some help.”


  They rounded the corner. Elena was holding up Chico as best she could. His face looked drained of blood, replaced by some combination of mustard and sulfur. His neck flushed red. Victor and Alia rushed over, helped support him by the arms.


  “Finally!” Elena said. She was sniffling, wiping tears off her cheeks. Relieved of Chico’s weight, she walked randomly, almost a birdlike wandering. “We were in the car for eight hours. I was so worried he’d stop breathing and I’d be—”


  “What’s wrong with him?” Victor asked.


  She stopped, put her hands on her hips. “You tell me! He was working in the kennel. I barely saw him for days on end. I went away for a day and a half and came back and he was like this. He’s on fire!”


  Alia took her hand away from Chico’s neck. “I’d say 104, maybe 105. We have to treat him. Now.”


  Two nurses’ assistants arrived with a stretcher. Their arms flexed as the hefted Chico up and onto it. Chico’s eyes, which had been half-open and heavy lidded, closed as soon as he was lying down.


  Alia led the nurses assistants toward the emergency room.


  Victor approached Elena and put a hand on her arm gently. “We need to take a look at you. Just in case.”


  “It’s Jefferson,” she said. “Whatever he did to those dogs, it’s happening to people now too.”


  Victor blanched. He could almost feel the color run out of his face. Jefferson had used the Lone Star Kennel in Amarillo as a bioreservoir for something. Victor thought it might be related to a cure for mirror resonance syndrome, but he had been too caught up tracking Jefferson’s killer to follow up on his suspicions. Now people were getting sick.


  “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go figure out what we’re dealing with.”


  “Fucking Eastmores,” Elena said, and let him lead her toward the emergency room.


  



  TO BE CONTINUED
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