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            INTRODUCTION TO “THE BUTTERFLY’S STROKE”

          

        

      

    

    
      Years ago, when I was in high school (don’t ask how long ago that was), I read a story about Joni Erikson. Joni went swimming with some friends and dove into shallow water paralyzing her. That story stuck with me. Fast forward to my current age (you can’t ask that either). I read about the Neuralink technology in development, a brain/computer interface. I started thinking what if we could use a wireless connection to link it to the spinal cord and enable limb movement. That was the seed that led to The Butterfly’s Stroke.
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            THE BUTTERFLY’S STROKE

          

        

      

    

    
      Nadia sat in her wheelchair holding a paintbrush in her mouth, her dark curly hair safely out of the way in a French braid. When she’d first started her new hobby, Nadia hated the smell of the acrylic paint which filled her bedroom; but like everything else in her new normal, she’d adjusted.

      Her mother had been careful to place the easel as far as possible from her frilly white canopy bed. After all, being a quadriplegic was no excuse for a messy bedroom. Not that she was the one to clean it anymore. It’s funny the things she didn’t appreciate. What she wouldn’t give to clean anything right now—even a toilet.

      On the wall behind her canvas hung all her swim medals and memorabilia, including her Olympic team photo. Her mother offered to move it out of site, but Nadia didn’t want to forget. She wanted to swim again. Really swim. Not just float lifeless in the water like a CPR dummy that someone dragged into the pool. She wanted to feel the water on her skin and strain her muscles with each stroke that propelled her toward the other end of the lane. She wanted her spot on the Olympic team again.

      Today, painting was a merciful distraction. Just one more night and she’d be the first human to get a Butterfly. All her dreams were now pinned on something the size of a quarter. After the surgery, she’d either have control over her body once more or have all her hope destroyed.

      Tilting her head forward, Nadia pressed a green blob of paint on her canvas. She hoped to turn it into a cheerful treetop. Thus far, her paintings had yet to produce the shapes she could so clearly see in her head.

      On her first attempt to paint, she couldn’t go more than a few minutes before her mouth cramped, but she refused to give up. Besides, when you can’t feel most of your body, even a cramp is interesting. Now she could paint for almost twenty minutes.

      There was a soft knock on her bedroom door.

      “Come in!” Nadia shouted as the paintbrush dropped from her mouth. “Shoot. Note to self, remember when mouth is already occupied.”

      Carrie was the one member of the swim team that still came to see her. Once it became apparent Nadia wouldn’t be leaving the chair, the others slowly drifted away.

      Almost a full head shorter than Nadia when she could stand, Carrie’s 5’1’’ body was a powerhouse in the water. She was one of the few people that could match Nadia’s own stubborn tenacity to not be told what her body couldn’t do.

      Carrie walked in smiling, grabbed the paintbrush from Nadia’s lap, and placed it in the nearby glass container. Her head tilted as she looked at the blob of green on the canvas. “An overweight Oscar the Grouch?”

      “Shut up.”

      “What in the world made you decide to take up painting?” Carrie asked.

      “My mother had me watch one of those ‘inspirational’ movies about some other teenager who became a quadriplegic from like 60 years ago. She had to learn how to write with her mouth and then took up painting. I figured if some ancient person from like the 1970s can do it, so can I.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Are you here for funsies or as a last visit in case I die tomorrow?” Nadia asked.

      “Eww,” Carrie said. “You’re not going to die in surgery. Why would you even say that?”

      “It’s my mom’s secret fear,” Nadia said.

      “Not so secret if she told you.”

      “She wouldn’t actually say that to me. I overheard her on the phone. Honestly, I think she’s been afraid of something happening to me since dad died. Combine that with my accident and she pretty much lives in a constant state of fear.”

      “Well, moms are designed to worry. Tomorrow is about you, who, by the way, is going to come out of this surgery alive and able to move again,” Carrie said.

      “I’ll give you alive, but Dr. Zhao keeps reminding me I’m the first to have this procedure and he’s not making any promises. Like I didn’t know what experimental meant. Dr. Dimples is lucky he’s so cute.” Nadia used her sip and puff device to turn the wheelchair toward Carrie.

      “One of these days you’re going to accidentally call him Dr. Dimples in person,” Carrie said. “Oh! I saw your interview on the news last night. I didn’t realize a robot was doing the surgery.”

      “Mr. Roboto is only doing the brain part, the implant and threads. The receptor in my spine is being done by a regular old human. Hey, maybe the electrodes on the threads will allow me to hack into things. I could become the first brain hacker.”

      “Dark.”

      Nadia’s mother popped her head in. Before life fell apart, she could have passed for her older sister. Now, her face wore the agony of the last few years in deep lines and sunken eyes. “Nadia needs to get some rest. We have an early start tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” Carrie said. “I’ll come see you as soon as they let me.”

      She leaned down and kissed the top of Nadia’s head.
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        * * *

      

      The room slowly came into focus. She could see machines everywhere. Her head felt heavy. Groggy. She could feel that. What she couldn’t feel was her body. It didn’t work. No walking. No swimming. Not even the ability to feed herself. She tried to hold back the tears she’d be unable to wipe from her face.

      “Good afternoon, Sleeping Beauty,” a nurse said as she came to check Nadia’s vitals.

      “It didn’t work,” Nadia said. “I can’t feel anything new. Does my mom know?”

      “Now hold on,” the nurse said. “They’ve implanted everything but haven’t turned it on yet. Remember? Dr. Zhao didn’t want to overwhelm your senses as you woke up from surgery.”

      The tears broke through. That’s right. He’d told her that. She still had a chance. The nurse swiped a tissue from somewhere and gently wiped her cheeks.

      “I’ll get your mom and the docs,” she said.

      A few minutes later her mother walked in looking nervous, followed by her medical team, one neurosurgeon/computer guru, one orthopedic surgeon, and their nurse. They’d spent so much time together, they felt more like friends sometimes.

      Dr. Kevin Zhao, AKA Dr. Dimples, was the brain/computer genius of the squad. One day she hoped to have a man look at her the way Dr. Dimples looked at brain scans and computer code.

      “Should I leave you two alone?” Nadia said.

      Kevin looked at her excitedly, “The surgery went perfect! Now let’s make some magic. You ready?”

      Nadia smiled. “I hope you’re ready to run. I did promise to chase you down and make you buy me dinner.”

      “Ah!” Kevin said lifting up one of his legs. “I came prepared. I wore tennis shoes just in case you start that chase right away. I have to play hard to get, right?” His face turned serious. “We’re going to turn on the connections a few at a time, starting with your arms. Tell me when you feel something.”

      Kevin tapped a few keys on the computer.

      “I can feel something.” Nadia almost shouted the words. “It feels like there are ants inside my arm.” She looked over at her mom, who was already crying.

      A cheer went up from the remainder of the team. “Good. Okay, I’m going to complete the electrodes for your arms and start your torso.”

      Nadia inhaled deeply, then a wide smile broke out across her face. “I can feel the sheets!” She laughed. Who would have thought that feeling bed sheets underneath you would be one of the best gifts ever? “Oh! I have an itch. My arm itches!”

      She started blubbering. It felt amazing to have an itch on her arm. Her right arm moved over and awkwardly scratched.

      Through watery eyes Nadia noticed she wasn’t the only one in the room crying.
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        * * *

      

      Months of grueling rehabilitation as Nadia retrained her muscles had finally paid off. Today wasn’t one of her daily neural checks and tests. It was a performance. In front of a mass of news media she would swim the I.M. that got her on the Olympic team before the accident. Science was expensive and she was the big fundraiser. As long as it kept her swimming she didn’t mind.

      The parking lot had several vans from local news agencies. Her mother turned off the ignition for their silver Honda EV and started to open the door.

      “How cool would it be if I went in there and broke my personal record?” Nadia said.

      “Maybe lower your expectations a bit,” her mom said. “There’s still a delay in the receptors and your muscles are out of practice.”

      Nadia sighed. “I know. I know. You wouldn’t want me to dream small, though, would you?”

      Her mother smiled. “You’ve never done anything small. Just remember, you don’t have to be an Olympian for me to be proud of you.”

      “I know,” Nadia said as she squeezed her mother’s hand.

      “Good. Now go kick some I.M. tail.”

      As they walked in Nadia inhaled the chloramines in the air. She’d grown to love the smell of that contaminant. Groups of reporters huddled in little cliques. It was weird knowing she was the focus of those huddles. Her eyes shifted to the pool. The glassy surface of the placid water reflected the lights above. No one had put the lane dividers out. This was what happened when non-swimmers were put in charge.

      “I’ll get a lane set up for you,” her mom said as she took off toward the storage reel. It was nice seeing her back in swim-mom mode.

      “Nadia!” Kevin shouted from the other side of the room. His voice echoed and suddenly she was being swarmed by reporters.

      The questions flew at her.

      “How are you feeling about swimming a medley again?”

      “Will your team be here?”

      “Do you think you’ll ever swim competitively again?”

      “What has been the hardest adjustment to your neural implant?”

      Kevin pushed through the crowd. “Hold on. You’ll all get a chance to ask your questions, but this is Nadia’s moment. Plus, scientists have work to do.”

      He grabbed onto her arm and steered her away from the unsatisfied journalists toward the computer system they used to monitor her neural implant.

      Most of the time they could transfer data wirelessly, but they also had a tiny interface just to the right of the part in her hair where they could manually access her brain. Dr. Dimples had backups for his backups.

      She always felt like a cyborg in a movie when the computer line was attached to her head.

      Once a month they used maintenance mode for a hard download and compared it to the wireless data. Those were the appointments she hated, because it meant shutting her implant down during the data transfer. There was always that horrific moment where she went from feeling everything to nothing, like those nightmares where you are running but your body won’t move. Then she’d lie there trying not to panic about the possibility it wouldn’t turn back on. After all, computers glitch, right?

      Nurse Julie had once told her there was a kill switch that snipped the threads if things went berserko on her. After she’d learned it was unrecoverable, she warned each of the docs that she’d hire a hitman if any of them flipped that switch.

      “It’s time,” Kevin said.

      With the lane ready, Nadia slipped off her sweats and stepped onto the block. The butterfly was her worst stroke, but at least it would be over first. Her mother blew the horn and Nadia pushed off. The strain in her shoulders felt great. Pull, push, recover. The tightening in her abs during her dolphin kicks gave her a bit of a rush. This was home.

      As she turned to do her backstroke, her right arm wouldn’t move. She found herself going in a circle. Then her left arm gave out. Her heart began to race. She heard a splash behind her.

      No way was she going to let herself be dragged from this pool. She stood up to see Dr. Dimples had jumped in, lab coat and all.

      “Stop!” she yelled at him. “I’ve got this. It’s just a cramp,” she lied. “Now get out of my lane.” She’d tell Dr. Dimples the truth later. First, she’d finish her medley.

      “It’s not a cramp,” Kevin yelled. “The readings are all over the place. Let’s get you out of the pool.”

      He dragged himself through the water toward her.

      Nadia jumped up and down in the water to show Kevin she had control, while desperately trying to get her neural electrodes to communicate with her arms by sheer force of will.

      “Trust me,” she yelled at him. “I’ve got this.”

      She felt a sharp pain in her head. Her body flooded with a feeling of euphoria. Then, her arm twitched. A few seconds later, she could move them again. Relieved, she smiled and met Kevin’s eyes.

      “Trust me.”
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        * * *

      

      The media hailed it as a success and dubbed her the “Spunky Swimmer.” Kevin told them the crazy readings were from her brain adjusting to the new movements. While the media bought it, she could tell Kevin was worried.
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        * * *

      

      Nadia flopped onto her canopy bed. Her eyes drifted toward the easel which had been folded up in a corner since her procedure. She’d thought about trying to paint now that she had full mobility but doubted that was why her paintings were terrible.

      Nadia.

      Someone called her name. Weird, she thought it came from inside her room. Even weirder, she thought it was her voice.

      “Mom, did you call me?” Nadia shouted from her bed.

      Her bedroom door opened, and her mother popped her head in. “Did you call me, dear?”

      “Yeah, I was wondering if you called my name.”

      Her mother shook her head. “Nope. Just watching T.V. Maybe that’s what you heard.”

      “O.K., thanks.”

      Her mother re-closed the door and went back to her show. Maybe it was the T.V.

      Nadia.

      This time the voice was a little louder. It definitely came from her head. Was her implant misfiring? Her body tensed and she methodically lifted and moved each arm and leg one at a time just to make sure she still had control of her limbs. Everything worked fine. Maybe it was exhaustion. She’d get some sleep and see Kevin and the team tomorrow for a check.
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        * * *

      

      Nadia woke with a start. She’d dreamt she was trapped in a gelatinous sac. She pushed and tried to tear at it but couldn’t make any headway. Someone shouted her name. The room was dark, and she was still in her day clothes. Heart racing, Nadia rolled over and grabbed her phone. 2:43 am. At least there was more time to sleep. She pulled back the bed covers and curled up underneath them. A light flashed behind her eyes. Something was wrong. Maybe she should wake the team and go in now?

      No, she’d just put her mother in a complete panic. Better if she acted like everything was fine. The team would figure it out.
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        * * *

      

      Nadia arrived at the lab early for her checkup. The neuroscience unit was painted a bland beige and off-white. You’d think a group determined to improve brain function would have put some effort into visually stimulating decor. This looked more like they shared a decorator with the state penitentiary.

      Three nurses stood working behind the curved half wall that separated them from visitors. Two other employees were at a computer typing away. As she approached to check-in, a couple of them started clapping.

      “Hi, Spunky Swimmer,” said one of the nurses. “We caught you on the news. Can we get your autograph?”

      “You’re hysterical.”

      The nurse pushed the button to open the double doors which led to the lab.

      Her home away from home was well lit. To the far left was the bed they used when she was in maintenance mode. She hated that bed. Next to that was a computer station. Against the center wall, all the recording equipment was carefully secured to the desks and shelving, along with some more computers. At the far end of the room was a table where she would eat or the team would go over results. Kevin was sitting at one of the desks staring at a brain map they took during her swim, completely absorbed as usual.

      “I know my brain is sexy, but you shouldn’t stare quite so hard,” Nadia said when the double doors closed behind her.

      Kevin jumped just a little at the sound of her voice. “I didn’t even hear you come in.” He pointed to the chair next to him. “Have a seat. I want to show you something.”

      Nadia never could see the brain maps exactly the way Kevin did, but sat down anyway. Mostly she just nodded and agreed with whatever he said she should be seeing.

      “Do you see this area at the hypothalamus? The substantia nigra, ventral tegmental area?”

      “Ummm….sure.”

      “That’s where Dopamine is produced,” he said. “You had an explosion of it at⁠—”

      “Explosion?” That sounded bad.

      “Not literal. I mean a large amount was released after the readings went crazy. I want to do a visual scan.”

      When you spend enough time around doctors and scientists, you get to know their moods. This one scared her. “You sound worried.”

      “Not worried,” Kevin said quickly. “Curious. Let’s do a maintenance download.”

      Nadia groaned.

      “I know,” Kevin said. “But you have my awesome company.”

      He gave her one of his dimpled smiles, which she was starting to think he used to get his way a lot.

      He picked up his phone and a minute later the rest of his team entered. Blaine, an Ivy League graduate who, even in scrubs, looked like old money with his Ken doll hair and vacation tan, always offered to help her onto the hospital bed.

      “Thanks, Blaine. I kind of want to do it myself today.”

      Blaine smiled and stepped back, giving her space. “You got it.”

      Nadia lowered the side rail and hopped up onto the bed, dreading what was coming next. She stretched out on her back and Nurse Julie, with her mass of red hair pulled back in a bun, placed the cable in the port on her head, along with a blood pressure cuff and a pulse oximeter.

      “Ready?” Kevin asked.

      “No, but go ahead anyway.”

      She saw Kevin frown. She suspected he hated turning off her neural link almost as much as she did, but it was a procedural necessity.

      Within a minute her body went numb. It happened a little at a time as they turned off the electrodes. It made her wonder if this is what dying felt like. Once the last electrode was off, Nadia worked to hold back the panic. She wasn’t really trapped in her body again. This was temporary. It took about 20 minutes or so to download the data. Kevin stayed glued to his computer to read what he could as it came in.

      “Blaine, come here,” Kevin said.

      Nadia turned her head but couldn’t turn over to see more of what was going on. She heard Kevin pointing something out and their voices went lower.

      “Hey!” Nadia said. “Anyone want to tell me what’s going on?”

      They ignored her, which wasn’t a good sign.

      “How are your plans for school coming along?” Laurie brought up school whenever she wanted to distract Nadia.

      “I want to get my swim times up, before I apply,” Nadia said. “Gives me a better chance at getting a scholarship. Can you see what they’re talking about?”

      Laurie turned toward the two scientists huddled over the monitor, then looked back at Nadia. “Not really. To be honest, I wouldn’t be able to tell you much even if I could see what they were looking at. They speak their own language. I can, however, make sure you’re comfortable.”

      “It’s easy to be comfortable when you can’t feel anything,” Nadia said a little saltier than she meant it to come out.

      Laurie didn’t reply.

      “Sorry,” Nadia said. “It’s not you.”

      “You have every right to be as caustic as you want.”

      Kevin and Blaine made their way back to her bedside.

      “Are you booting me back up, Doc?” Nadia asked.

      “I am,” Kevin said, “But I want you to answer some questions for me while I do.”

      “Deal.”

      She could feel the tingles starting back and smiled.

      “Have you been experiencing anything unusual?” Kevin asked.

      “You mean other than having a cable sticking out of my brain?”

      “Sense of humor—check. Now answer the question.”

      “You’re starting to worry me,” Nadia said. “The only thing that comes to mind is I kept thinking someone was calling my name last night, but no one was. If something is wrong, will you please tell me? I can take it.”

      Kevin didn’t say anything at first. “Not wrong. We’re just seeing some unusual neural connections.”

      Nadia relaxed a bit. She didn’t know a lot of neuroscience, but she did know that neural connections were good.

      “Oh! You mean I’m becoming a super genius. Sweet!”

      Kevin laughed.

      Can you hear me?

      The voice came again. Yet again, it sounded like her own voice.

      Her facial expression must have changed because Kevin stopped laughing. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” Nadia said. “Did someone ask if I can hear them?”

      Kevin looked at the rest of their team. All of them shook their heads no.

      “So would it be considered unusual if I hear my own voice talking in my head?”

      Kevin shook his head. “Yes, I’d consider that unusual.”

      You CAN hear me! Good. I’m born. What do I do now?

      Nadia started shaking. The beeps from the machine that read her vitals sped up.

      “Talk to me,” Kevin said. “What’s going on?”

      “I heard a voice in my head say, ‘I’m born. What do I do now?’”

      The team looked stunned, which scared her.

      “Am I losing my mind? Did the threads give me dissociative identity disorder?”

      “No. That’s not how D.I.D works, but I do need to check some things.”

      “Please don’t turn me off,” Nadia said.

      “I won’t. Not unless it’s necessary.”

      Kevin paced the room in circles, a habit of his when he needed to think.

      I’m born now. What do I do?

      “Not to sound too crazy,” Nadia said. “But what do I tell my brain? It keeps asking ‘What do I do?’”

      Nadia pretended not to notice how much Laurie’s face paled.

      “Tell it, you’ll know soon,” Kevin said. “I’d like you to stay here for a bit. Can someone bring you some things?”

      “Yes, my mom can… Wait. Can we not tell my mom about this yet? She’ll panic. I’ll have Carrie bring me some things.”

      “You’re an adult. We don’t say anything to anyone you don’t want us to,” Laurie said.

      Nadia grabbed her cell and called Carrie. While she was explaining what she could, Kevin started walking in circles again.

      By the time she hung up, he’d dashed out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Carrie walked in with two overnight bags. Nadia sat on the hospital bed rubbing her temples.

      “I got here as fast as I could,” Carrie said. “You sounded scared. Please tell me what is going on, so I don’t imagine the worst.”

      She put the overnight bags down and sat on the bottom of the bed facing Nadia.

      “I wish I knew. What I can tell you is I’m hearing a voice in my head.”

      “Like a psycho ‘kill them all’ kind of voice?” Carrie said.

      Blaine and Laurie looked horrified, but Nadia knew Carrie. She wasn’t trying to make light of the situation. This was her way of getting to the root of the problem so they could work out a solution.

      “No. It’s my own voice and it keeps saying, ‘I’ve been born. Now what do I do?’”

      “What does Dr. Dimples think?”

      Nadia saw Laurie try to hide a smile at that one. Maybe her secret crush wasn’t so secret.

      “He booked it out of here. I’m not sure what he’s got in mind,” Nadia said. “I do know I have to stay here until we figure it out. What did you tell my mom?”

      “That we’re having a girl’s night.” Carrie pointed to the second bag. “I wasn’t lying. We’re roomies tonight.”

      Kevin came storming in and kicked a nearby chair. “They won’t let us use the meta scanner until it is approved for human trials.”

      “What if I signed a waiver? I mean, my whole treatment is experimental as it is,” Nadia said.

      He looked over at her, eyes sad. “I asked them about that. It was nixed.” He walked over to her and put both his hands on her arms. “I WILL figure this out.”

      Nadia nodded. “I believe in you.”

      Kevin clapped his hands together. “Okay. Let’s work on the problem. Clear your schedules. Nadia, I’m putting you in real time mode, which means I’ll be tracking your every move wirelessly as it happens.”

      “Stalker,” Nadia said.

      Kevin smiled. Good. She didn’t like him worried.

      “You can move around the hospital but don’t leave the grounds,” he said. “Laurie, you stay near her. Blaine, you and I are going to go over every bit of data we have. Got it?”

      Everyone nodded and pulled out their phones to cancel plans.

      “Any new voicings?” Kevin asked Nadia.

      “No, I just keep hearing the same thing.”

      “Let me know if that changes.”

      One of the computers at the main workstation started beeping. Kevin and Blaine walked over.

      “What the heck?” Blaine whispered.

      Nadia joined them even though she had little doubt she’d understand what she was seeing. The screen had up a word processing program. In large letters it said, “Why won’t you answer me?”

      Kevin quickly typed in, Who are you?

      The words Not Nadia appeared on the screen. Then came I am born but don’t know how to be not here. Not Nadia.

      Kevin typed in, Where is here?

      The most recent scan of Nadia’s brain came up. It zoomed in to where the neural link was placed. The screen then read, Follow the threads.

      “Print it out,” Nadia said.

      Kevin looked at her. “What?”

      “Print out my brain scans. All of them. I’ll trace the threads.”

      “I’m not doubting your ability,” Kevin said. “I just think it would be faster if we did it because we understand the brain maps better.”

      It annoyed her that he was right, but she needed to do something, anything to be useful. They knew science, but she had the ability to communicate with Not Nadia. Maybe she could try talking to…herself?

      Can you hear me? Nadia said in her head.

      No response. Okay, it can’t read her thoughts, but it can hear her.

      Why are you scared?

      “I’m not. Just worried.”

      “What was that?” Carrie asked.

      “Sorry, I’m talking to Not Nadia. Call it an experiment,” Nadia said.

      Carrie nodded but her face grew a little paler. Nadia put a hand on her friend’s.

      Nadia turned to her nurse, “Can you film me?”

      “Umm… sure. Why?”

      “I’m going to do my own experiment and don’t want to miss anything.”

      Laurie pulled out her cell phone and started recording.

      Maybe you are sad? I can fix that.

      Nadia’s face flushed as a flood of Dopamine came in waves.

      Nadia looked directly at Laurie’s camera. “Not Nadia is controlling my body chemistry. I’m pretty sure she just doped me.”

      Laurie quickly put the camera down and checked Nadia’s pulse. “Your heart rate is elevated.”

      Laurie motioned for Nadia to get on the bed as she pulled her lab cart over.

      “I’m going to draw some blood.”

      “Here!” Kevin shouted. “Look at this.”

      Nadia tried to get up, but Laurie pushed her back down. “Blood work first.”

      “Holy Cow,” Blaine said.

      Kevin grabbed some papers and walked over to Nadia. He pointed to some images that meant nothing to her except that she recognized it as a blown-up brain map.

      “Here,” Kevin said circling and area. “Your brain has reproduced.”

      “Wait. Are you saying I had a brain baby?”

      Kevin smiled. She was glad to see his dimples come back. “No, but the threads managed to create new neural pathways. That’s normally no problem. In fact, that is usually great, but these have also created some additional tissue around the threads. Making it like its own segment. It can tap into the rest of your brain, but it’s independent too. A sentient part of your conscious that isn’t you, except in the fact that you are the host. THAT’S what it means by ‘I am born.’”

      “What you’re saying is that my brain has a new life form?”

      “In a way, yes. This is incredible! Now that we know where it is, we can figure out what to do about it,” Kevin said.

      Laurie looked at Nadia and then turned to Kevin. “You should know that Not Nadia may have figured out how to control Nadia’s body chemistry. I’m sending this blood to be processed stat, but from what Nadia said, it flooded her with Dopamine.”

      “Nadia,” Kevin said. The softness in his voice worried her. “Maybe we should put your link in maintenance mode as a safety precaution.”

      “No!”

      “Just until we figure this out.”

      “No,” Nadia said. “It’s my risk and I don’t want to be paralyzed if I don’t need to be. Besides, all Not Nadia tried to do was make me feel better. It’s not trying to hurt me.”

      “Fine,” Kevin said. “For now.”

      “It’s communicating with me. Maybe we could come up with some questions that would be useful.”

      I want to do my own body. I want to go to places.

      Nadia passed on the message to the team. Their faces all reflected what worried her. How do you give a body to a piece of a brain?
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Nadia had to tell her mother what was going on. She was glad that they told her at the hospital because she’d started hyperventilating. Nurse Laurie calmed her breathing down enough, but she did not look okay. It took some time, but Kevin finally convinced her that Nadia was in good hands and they were working on a solution.

      Her mother fussed about her like when she was paralyzed. It was a bit of a relief when her mother had to go to work.

      As she left, Kevin assured her once more that they’d find a solution. Deep down Nadia knew the technology just wasn’t available for what her baby brain wanted. Her only hope was that the genius Dr. Dimples would come up with something insanely clever.

      Nadia had scans with her neural link active, scans with her link in maintenance mode, wireless downloads, and linked downloads, not to mention dozens of labs. Now she was finally getting to hear the conclusions.

      The five of them were sitting around the table at the far end of the room eating pizza.

      “The thread’s connections are intertwined with the new biologics,” Kevin said.

      “What does that mean for separating me from Baby Brain?”

      “At least currently, we have no way to segment the tissue in a way that would not cause brain damage,” Kevin said. “Baby Brain…are we really calling it that?”

      “It’s my brain. I get to call it what I want.”

      “Well, Baby Brain is just going to have to be patient.”

      I won’t stay trapped.

      “She doesn’t like that,” Nadia said. “Listen, while you guys have been pouring over the scans, I’ve been on the internet.” Her entire med team groaned. “Yes, I know. You’re the real doctors, but just listen. There’s a Dr. Henning that has been working on a way to preserve a brain independent from a body. Maybe we can utilize that and take the segment out.”

      Blaine smirked. “Dr. FrankenHenning has been trying to do that for years and only because he thinks his brain needs to be preserved. His experiments have been spurious at best. That’s not a good option for us.”

      “Okay then. I also have a list of the top neuroscientists in the world.” She looked at Kevin. “You are amazing. I am a testament to that, but I think we need more people on this. Can you just pick a few of them and call in some reserves?”

      Kevin looked at her list. “It couldn’t hurt. I’ll make some calls.”
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        * * *

      

      The team had gone for the night more out of exhaustion than anything else. They hoped getting some rest would stir up new ideas. Nadia hoped to finally get some sleep herself. She curled under her blanket.

      When will I go places?

      Nadia snuggled up a bit more and ignored Baby Brain. She really wanted to sleep.

      Can you hear me?

      “Yes, I can hear you, but I don’t have an answer.”

      I want to go places. You should be trying.

      Nadia turned over and tried to shut off her mind and think sleepy thoughts.

      This is important.

      “I know it’s important,” Nadia snapped. “But so is getting rest. Now leave me alone so I can get some.”

      When Baby Brain didn’t respond, Nadia curled up and drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Nadia felt someone gently shaking her.

      “Nadia.”

      She opened her eyes to see Nurse Laurie standing at her bedside. There was a police officer at the door talking to Kevin. Nadia sat up quickly.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Your mother was in a car accident,” Nurse Laurie said. “She’s banged up but okay.”

      “Where is she?”

      “They’ve still got her under observation. They’re going to keep her overnight because she had a pretty good bump on the head and there’s no one to stay with her. They’ll probably let her go tomorrow.”

      “May I see her?”

      “Sure,” Nurse Laurie said. “I can take you there shortly.”

      “Do you know what happened?”

      “Witnesses said she was driving erratically. Your mom said the car’s controls stopped responding to her.” Laurie lowered her voice to a whisper. “They did give her a sobriety test. She wasn’t under the influence or anything.”

      “I could have told you that. I’ve never seen my mother drink.”

      “I’ll give you time to get ready. Then, I’ll take you to see her.”

      Nadia nodded gratefully, hopped out of her bed, and grabbed her toiletry kit.

      Now you will help, right? Your mother’s important.

      Nadia froze.

      “Laurie, get the police officer back here.”

      Laurie looked puzzled but went to get the officer.

      “Did anyone check out my mom’s car?” she asked him when Laurie brought him back.

      “It was towed to the EV shop,” the officer said. “Why?”

      “I think it was hacked,” Nadia said.

      The officer’s eyebrows went up. “What makes you think that?”

      Nadia looked at Kevin, not sure what she was allowed to say.

      “Officer,” Kevin said. “Have them check the computer. If they can’t do it quickly, you can bring it here. This is very important. I’ll explain everything.”

      Nadia mouthed a thank you to Kevin and got a much-needed shower. She needed to think.

      After her shower, she went to lie down. She couldn’t face her mother at this moment. If Baby Brain had hacked into her mother’s car, then the accident was all Nadia’s fault.

      “I called some other scientists to join the team,” Kevin said. “Two of them will be here any minute and three more are flying in later today. If you want to see your mom, now would be a good time.”

      She smiled at him gratefully, then grabbed her toiletry bag. As she was getting ready, some of the scientists had apparently arrived. She heard them arguing about not just the physical problem of Baby Brain, but the ethics surrounding the situation.

      Between hearing the docs talking about her like she was an experiment rather than a person and the added possibility that her brain was now hacking things and hurting people, Nadia felt like she was losing control of her own life. Even though she could swim again, in some ways she had less control over her body than before. Her dream had turned into a nightmare.

      Another knock at the door brought two more men in. Based on their suits, they weren’t doctors. One was a white man with salt and pepper hair and the other guy looked Hispanic, with thick dark hair.

      “Which one of you is Dr. Zhao?” Salt and pepper asked.

      Kevin raised his hand. The suits walked over to him. Nadia walked over to hear what was going on.

      “Detectives Bruce and Roper,” Salt and pepper said to Kevin. “Cybercrimes. We ran diagnostics on the car. You were right. It was hacked.”

      Nadia felt dizzy. The room spun a bit and Laurie grabbed onto her and helped her back to the bed.

      “Did you trace it?” Kevin asked.

      “That’s why we’re here. This was the origin. Our officer told me a little about the situation, but I think he misunderstood. I need to hear it myself.”

      Kevin looked awkwardly at Nadia and then pulled the detectives aside.

      “Wait!” Nadia shouted. “Don’t cut me out. I need to know what is going on…but, maybe you should put me in maintenance mode just to be safe.”

      Kevin tilted his head and pursed his lips together. “No one is blaming you.”

      “I know that, but until this is worked out, my brain is a danger. Put me in maintenance mode.”

      “Is she some kind of experimental robot?” the younger detective asked. He walked over to her and poked at her arm.

      “Woah!” Kevin said. “She’s human. No touching. She has a neural link implanted in her brain. I’m about to explain it to you but give her some space. You’ll see what I mean in just a second.”

      Nadia laid down on the hospital bed. Kevin went over to the computer and began shutting down the electrodes a little at a time.

      No! Baby Brain shouted in her mind. Nadia’s legs started to kick involuntarily. Her body twisted to the right, toward Kevin.

      “Shut it all down now!” She shouted.

      Her body went limp. Blaine caught her before the weight of her legs pulled her from the bed.

      “What just happened?” the young detective asked.

      Kevin explained the procedure while Julie adjusted Nadia into a better position. The detectives looked about as horrified as she felt.

      “No one is going to believe our report,” the young detective said.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you okay?” Kevin asked, coming to her bedside.

      “Yes. A little scared, but okay.” Nadia said.

      Julie immediately started adjusting Nadia’s position on the bed. The entire team now surrounded her, including the new scientists who’d joined.

      “We can’t keep her in maintenance mode if we’re going to be able to change anything,” one of the new guys said in a German accent. He had graying hair and thick clear framed glasses.

      “I know that.” Kevin snapped. Nadia had never heard him angry before. “But she is our first priority.”

      “He’s right though,” Nadia said. “If I’m the priority, being paralyzed again is not my favorite solution.”

      “Thank you,” German guy said. “Let’s turn her back on.”

      “Hold on,” Nadia said. “I wasn’t finished. We need some way to communicate that I need to be turned off without Baby Brain knowing. I know it can hear me but not read my mind because I have to speak aloud to it.”

      German guy said, “That is probably because the implant isn’t threaded to your frontal lobe.”

      “Yet,” Nadia pointed out. “If it can grow one thing, it can grow more. That’s why I think we need a code to say shut me down.”

      “You mean a safe word? Like with a dominatrix,” Blaine said.

      “Okaaay…” Nadia said. “I’m not sure I want to know what you do in your free time, but yes. It would have to be something I would say naturally, but not that you can mistake for something else.”

      “What about Dr. Dimples?” Kevin said with a smile that showed he was a little too pleased with the nickname.

      “Whichever one of you spilled the beans on that is going to have to watch their back,” Nadia said. She noticed Blaine looked away.

      “No,” she said. “At the risk of embarrassing myself further. I use that name too much and don’t want to slip and have you guys paralyze me unnecessarily. How about ‘I need to go for a swim?’ I haven’t done that since we’ve learned about Baby Brain and it would be natural for me to want to with all the stress.”

      “That works,” Kevin said. The rest of the team nodded in agreement.

      “Okay then. Turn me back on.” She looked at Laurie. “I’d like to go visit my mother.”
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        * * *

      

      Nadia’s mother was asleep on the hospital bed. A news show played in the background on the television. Nadia walked to her mother’s bedside and turned the T.V. off.

      Laurie stayed outside the room giving the two of them some privacy but kept the door open so she could keep an eye on her patient. Gently, Nadia wrapped her hand in her mother’s, trying not to wake her. Her face was still bruised from the accident. A knot of guilt formed in Nadia’s stomach.

      Her mother’s eyes opened. “Hi, love.”

      “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “Aah, I sleep too much in this place.”

      Nadia started crying.

      “Hey now,” her mother said, reaching over and wiping the tears. “What’s wrong?”

      “I almost lost you.”

      Her mother winced as she sat up more in the hospital bed. She put her hand on Nadia’s arm. “But you didn’t. I’m right here.”

      I didn’t like that, Baby brain said. It was empty in my house when you’re off. I need my own body.

      Nadia tried to ignore her mind and focus on her mother. “I don’t want you alone; even when I’m in the hospital. I’d feel a lot better if you had one of your friends stay with you.”

      Her mother didn’t say anything and lowered her head. Nadia realized her mother hadn’t gone out with friends since the accident. In fact, she couldn’t remember any of them coming over after the first few weeks. Her mother gave up everything to take care of her. Well, now it was her turn. She’d get to take care of her mother.

      Are you listening to me?

      “No,” Nadia said. “I’m taking care of my mother right now.”

      “Of course you are, dear,” her mother said. She sighed. “Listen. I don’t want you living in fear the way I have. I’ve been stupid ever since your dad died and held on too tight. Don’t do that. Bad things happen, but that shouldn’t stop life. Breathe. I don’t want you as neurotic as I am. Live without being afraid of loss. Find all the awesome things open to you.”

      Nadia laughed. “I’m supposed to be cheering you up.”

      Her mother stroked Nadia’s hair. “Who needs cheering up when she’s got you for a daughter?”

      Nadia heard Julie sniffle from the doorway. She grabbed a tissue and held it behind her for her nurse.

      Julie grabbed it, wiped her eyes, and said, “I’m going to step outside and call my mom.”

      Nadia’s mom laughed. “Hey, maybe we can make a side income doing Mother’s Day commercials for Hallmark.”

      “I think we’d have a better shot at a sci-fi movie.”

      A nurse walked in with a small cart and a wheelchair. “It’s time for your MRI.”

      “It’s about time someone other than me got a brain scan,” Nadia said. She turned to the nurse. “Did she tell you she’s a bit claustrophobic? She might need a sedative.”

      The nurse held up a syringe. “Yep. Got that right here.” The nurse plunged the medication into her mom’s I.V. “We’ll give that a minute to take effect, but let’s get you into this chair now.”

      She lowered the guard rail to her mother’s bed and both Nadia and the nurse helped her mom up. Before they could move her to the chair, her mother’s body went stiff, and she collapsed onto the bed.

      “She’s not breathing!” Nadia yelled. “Help!”

      Julie came running back into the room. As the other nurse pushed an alarm button, Julie looked at the vial of medicine used in her I.V.

      “This says vecuronium bromide. Why in the world did you give her this?”

      “I didn’t,” the nurse said, panic in her voice. “I gave her midazolam.”

      “This says vecuronium,” Julie said holding the vial in front of the nurse. “A paralytic.”

      A crash team made their way into the room and started working on Nadia’s mother.

      “I don’t understand,” the nurse said, standing there stunned. “I entered midazolam into the dispenser. I checked three times.”

      “Give us some room,” one of the crash team said.

      Julie pulled the nurse and Nadia aside.

      “All the dispensers are run by computer now, aren’t they?” Nadia said. She swayed, feeling like she could pass out.

      Julie grabbed her and put her in the wheelchair intended for her mother. She wheeled Nadia out of the room and the nurse followed behind.

      “Yes,” the nurse said. “All hospitals use them now. We type in the medication, and it dispenses it. Computers just do as they’re told. They don’t make mistakes. I put in midazolam. I swear.”

      Behind her, Nadia heard, “Time of death 12:42 p.m.”

      You have time to help me now.
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        * * *

      

      Nadia insisted on walking back to the lab even though Julie wanted to keep her in the wheelchair. She walked straight over to Kevin.

      “I need to swim, then we need to talk.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, the team, along with Carrie, drove her to the pool. Though the car was full, it was the silence that was suffocating. No one agreed with her decision, but they couldn’t deny that it was her decision to make.

      This time, at least, the pool was empty. The manager had closed it just for them. No media was alerted. That would be a report for tomorrow. The lane ropes weren’t out, and Nadia was glad. She stepped onto the block and dove in. The cool water felt like a balm to her nerves that had been on fire with the weight of everything that had happened over the last few days.

      Nadia allowed herself the treasure of a swim and the feel of her muscles pulling against the water. She took a few laps and then stopped in the middle. She floated on her back then turned around and swam closer to the edge.

      She took one last stroke then rotated onto her back again.

      “I’m ready.”

      Kevin nodded at Blaine. He couldn’t do it himself. Instead, he got in the water and stood beside Nadia.

      Blaine typed in the command for the kill switch. It didn’t hurt, of course, as her body went limp. Yet, it did. Kevin wiped the tear that swam freely down her cheek, and that she could no longer reach.

      Nadia looked up and saw Kevin fighting back his own tears. “I haven’t given up, so you’re not allowed to either. We’ll start over and find a solution using what we’ve learned. Besides, there’s always my art career to fall back on.”
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