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VISIONS












CHAPTER 1


Owens still remembers what it was like to trust. Trust his eyes, his friends, his employer. Trust his own mind, the signals firing inside his brain, the response of his body to the world around him.


Trust is something you don’t think about. When it exists, it’s invisible.


Like gravity. When something you let go of falls to the ground, you might be annoyed but never surprised, because that’s just how it works.


Until it stops working, and everything’s floating in the air, and nothing makes sense.


And for the rest of your life—even if things get fixed later, even if the earth regains its gravitational pull and the world returns to “normal”—you will never again feel as certain as you once did, no matter how many things you see fall.


Owens sits in his squad car and he trusts what he sees. Because that’s how it’s supposed to work.


Beside him, Peterson only half stifles a belch. Salami breath, fragrant and thick.


In the back seat, Khouri too plays her role by shaking her head in disgust. Owens can’t see behind himself, but he can feel her shaking her head; that’s how well he knows her. She says, “Thanks, Jimmy.”


“At least you can’t smell it back there,” Owens says.


“Oh, but I can.”


They’re parked in the River District, the deceptively picturesque name of this shithole. A river does indeed snake through here, somewhere. Not that anyone strolls along its banks or kayaks it or God forbid fishes out of it. Empty warehouses decay around them. Once upon a time this neighborhood was high on some developers’ lists, inspiring fever dreams of gentrification and easy money from postindustrial urban redevelopment, but The Blinding put an end to such plans.


The few nightclubs in the area trade on their proximity to crime and danger. Adventurous young professionals come out to dance and party and get high, catch rides to their safer communities to fuck and cuddle and sleep. If something goes wrong for them here, they’ll call for people like Owens to help out.


Years ago pranksters or artists or some combination had thrown paint in wild colors over many of the derelict buildings. Not so much graffiti as orgasms of color. Swatches of yellow here, orange there, violet. Formerly quiet, gray and brown surfaces now proclaiming themselves in loud hues. Owens isn’t sure if it had been during the early stages of The Blinding, when everyone liked vibrant colors because that was about all people could see, or the early stages of the vidders, when people were so relieved to be able to “see” again that they threw colors everywhere. Clothing during those days was wild, neon or shiny and reflective, everyone reveling once again in the once-lost pleasures of sight.


Well, almost everyone.


Owens watches the street, looking for anything unusual. He sees the normal line of clubgoers waiting to get into Slade’s, the bouncers checking IDs. Down the street, a pop-up ad on his display informs him that a run-down garage called Cranky Joe’s is now offering specials on lithium and solar batteries. Another pop-up at sky level notes a temperature of 56 with a 5 mph southwesterly wind and a 60 percent chance of rain after midnight.


And the time, of course, in the info bar that always lingers at the lowest point of his field of vision, tells him it’s 11:15 P.M. The fact that it is night is meaningless, visually, as Owens, like everyone else, sees equally well in darkness. A whole planet of vampire bats.


Except he misses sunlight. Glare. Even misses squinting.


Finally his phone buzzes in his pocket. He holds it to his ear. Dispatch gives the green light.


He kills the call and tells them, “Warrant went through. We’re on for X-ray.”


He adjusts a dial on his vidder, the small, 1-inch-diameter metal disc implanted on his right temple. On nearly everyone’s right temple. The vidder relays radar, GPS, and every variety of visual data to his occipital lobe’s visual cortex, compensating for his permanently blinded eyes.


“Bureaucratic nonsense,” Peterson says. “Could have closed this case weeks ago if we’d had X-ray then.”


“Right to privacy’s a bitch,” Khouri says. Unclear if she’s agreeing or not.


The good news is that the powers that be within the municipal government, given the okay from a judge, are now transmitting code to Owens’s vidder to unlock, temporarily, its ability to interpret even 3D radar that normal vision wouldn’t be able to access.


In other words, to see through walls.


He focuses on the brick exterior of the club down the street. With his court-approved enhancement, he can now “see” through the brick wall of the old factory building. The ability is limited to a short range, but still, every time he’s used it he’s felt like a superhero, a god. Adrenaline spikes as he peruses the building’s secrets.


“Full house, two guards inside the door,” he tells them. “They’re carrying.” He aims his view upstairs, peels away one wall, then another. “That’s our man on the second floor. Matches his heat readout.”


Peterson touches his earpiece. “Your mike’s good.”


Owens opens the door.


“Good luck,” Khouri blesses him.


Peterson translates: “Don’t fuck up.”


* * *


Christ Almighty, the bass. If pop music had leaned on the crutch of bass a bit too much back in the good ol’ sighted days, things have gotten down to a whole new octave of heavy since The Blinding. When you lose a sense, the others crave extra stimulus. The introduction of vidders six years ago hasn’t seemed to push music on a more trebly track. Owens’s feet vibrate, his chest vibrates. He could have a heart attack in here and not know it until everything went black. Again.


Dance floors are mobbed, the bars three deep. Bartenders hustle yet disappoint. Despite the cold outside, the coat check girl must be busy, as some serious flesh is on display. Owens figures maybe 10 to 25 percent of the people here are on opsin, a derivation of X that’s become a scourge in recent years. A drug that can make you hear colors and see music, at a time when eyes on their own don’t work at all? Yes, please. Even his wife used to take it, when she thought he wouldn’t notice, insisting it helped her see correctly. Like before.


Owens misses being young. Misses not knowing what’s behind the curtain. The many curtains.


He hates being in crowds like this. When he was a teenager, a fire broke out at a nearby rock club, killing dozens. People had been crushed to death trying to squeeze out of the few doors they could find. Some of his friends had been there. They’d lived, but they were emotionally scarred. So even before earning his badge, he’s always carried a certain amount of near-paranoia, the need to be aware of escape routes at all times.


So goddamn loud in here, he could say into his earpiece, Abort, I’m blown, they’re going to kill me, help, and Peterson and Khouri might not hear a thing. So hopefully it won’t come to that.


Four clubgoers (two male, two female) move from the main floor to a second, smaller dance room. No-bullshit bouncer approaches them. He looks displeased and points to the sign, “FOUR SENSES ONLY.”


His mouth moves, but who can hear him? They read lips: “No vidders in this room.”


The four kids wear the grins of people trying something illicit for the first time. Practically giggling as they walk to a small window and detach their vidders by rotating them until they come free. They hand them to the heavily mascaraed, Goth-dressed vidder-check girl, who tags and files them like so many jackets.


The four now-blind clubgoers get crazy on the Four Senses dance floor, ears working overtime, touch working double overtime, hands everywhere, caressing and tapping and rubbing, no one stopping, synapses afire. Damn near everyone in this room on something.


Owens takes the merest glimpse into that borderline orgy. Feels even older. Looks back at one of the bars, spots the undercover. Eye contact for less than a second.


He finds the bouncer he’s been looking for, yells in the guy’s ear. Deafness is a serious occupational hazard here. The bouncer nods, leads Owens to and then through a black door.


Back at the bar, the undercover’s lips move. Tells her mike, and therefore Peterson, that Owens is in.


Owens stands in a large, loftlike living room on the second floor. Surprisingly swank, the furniture somehow both sleek and comfortable. Windows everywhere. As if it’s just another rich guy’s bachelor pad that happens to have an earthquake roaring beneath it.


Enter the man himself, Slade. Tall, long hair, phony smile. Many tattoos, the raised kind, evidence of a past searing of flesh. He wears a faux-metallic suit that (Owens’s vidder informs him) reflects what little light exists in the room. Like everywhere else, the loft doesn’t bother with electric lighting, as people don’t require it anymore.


Handshake, no how’s-life bullshit. Sits down and gets to business.


On the glass coffee table sits a tablet, which Slade picks up. He “reads” the display of numbers thanks to the tiny scanner in his vidder.


Owens sees no one else in the very large room. Which is weird. Either it’s a sign of inordinate trust, or Slade has plenty of men just outside.


“It’s all transferred into the account, instantaneous,” Owens explains. He scans the walls and perceives movement behind one of them. Tries not to be obvious about it.


Slade nods at the numbers, puts down the tablet. “You’re good at this.”


“Took more than a month to cover my tracks. C’mon, if we’re gonna do this, I don’t have all night.”


Do this meaning move black-market firearms.


“All right, all right. My boy’s getting it. Calm down.”


Slade gets up to pour a drink. Owens stands, too, though he wasn’t offered one.


“Sorry,” Owens says. “It’s not every night I do this.”


“No shit.”


Owens scans the walls again. Big dude on the other side of the near one. Not the bouncer from before. Someone new.


“What?” Slade’s eyes scream suspicion. Owens was too obvious. His gut muscles constrict.


“Nothing. Lovely place.”


Slade’s expression like a human polygraph. Awaiting results. “I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were looking through the walls.”


Fuck.


Owens makes himself laugh. Tries to project calm. “That’d be cool.”


Slade’s polygraph going beep beep beep.


“Of course,” Slade says, dead calm, “the only people who can do that are cops with warrants.”


In the car, Khouri is silently cursing the fact that she forgot to bring her own headset and instead has to sit here dumb and clueless and staring at Peterson’s fugly face awaiting signs.


Until Peterson’s face falls and he looks sick and says, “He’s blown. Let’s go.”


Car doors are thrown open, sidearms leap out of holsters.


Owens feigns mere annoyance. Keeps still, like he’s prey that a predator won’t spot without motion.


He says, “We’ve had this conversation, man.”


Slade puts his glass on the bar. Moves his hands to his hips.


“If you were a cop with a warrant, you’d be able to tell if I had a gun in this jacket.”


“Cut the paranoia, okay?”


Yet that’s exactly what Owens does. Visually frisks Slade, the layers peeling away X-ray style. And yes, that would be a pistol in Slade’s jacket.


They eye each other for a moment. Even though everyone’s eyes are now sightless, and visual data is sent to their brains via devices, people still aim their gazes the way they always have, need a place within their visual field to focus their attention. Stare-downs, evil eyes, wicked looks—they all still exist.


Slade makes a motion like he’s going to reach into his jacket. Owens backs up instinctively. Slade laughs, not drawing the gun, merely taking his empty hand back out.


“Damn, you looked scared!” Slade’s laugh reaches a new pitch. Owens never liked guys with that high of a laugh. Too performative. Like they’re laughing at themselves laughing at you. “You’re no cop.”


Owens exhales in relief but tries not to look like it. “Hilarious.”


Shaking his head, he turns and scans the wall behind him. And that’s when he sees it, that a man in that other room is picking up a large gun.


Coincidence or danger?


Tries to think.


While Owens is facing that way, he hears Slade un-holster a gun and say, “Keep your hands where I can see them.”


Not coincidence. Shit.


Owens half turns, so he’s profile to Slade, who’s only three feet away and training a gun on him. He keeps his hands in front of him.


“There are a dozen cops entering this building right now,” Owens says. Calm voice, just the facts. “Don’t make this worse on yourself.”


Also a fact: Slade could shoot him now and then try to escape.


Behind Owens, a door opens and in comes Nayles, Slade’s deputy. Long dreads and braids, muscles that have muscles. He’s brandishing an automatic rifle that would look massive in a mere mortal’s hands.


“Cops at the front door,” Nayles says.


Slade says, “Son of a bitch.”


The good news is they don’t shoot Owens. The bad news is Slade swings his gun into Owens’s temple, square into his vidder. Hurts like hell.


Owens hits the floor. He sees a flash of black, then gray-screen pixelations. They seem to vibrate and thrum (or maybe that’s just the pain?) but don’t go away. As he begins to pull himself up he thinks, Fuck fuck fuck. His vidder’s been damaged. He can’t see.


He hears Slade say, “Upstairs.”


Footsteps. Owens turns toward the sound and launches himself. Maybe lucky, maybe not, but he feels impact, wraps his arms around someone, tackles him to the ground.


Something heavy and metal lands on the ground too. The rifle. Which means he’s tackled big Nayles. Footsteps recede, Slade escaping up the stairs.


Owens wrestles atop Nayles. He uses one hand to make sure he knows where Nayles’s face is, then punches him with the other. Twice. The back of Nayles’s head hits the floor both times, and he’s out.


Lucky, hell yes.


Owens fiddles with his vidder, but he feels broken pieces and still can’t see. Waste of time. He crawls on the ground, finds the rifle. One he isn’t terribly familiar with. Has a thought, puts the rifle down. Crawls back to Nayles and searches him. Voila—a semiautomatic pistol.


Has to hope it’s loaded. Flicks off the safety. Cocks it.


Assuming his mike wasn’t damaged during the wrestling match, he says, “Jimmy, my vidder’s out. I think Slade ran up to the top floor.”


He stands unsteadily, reaching forward until he finds the wall. His hands trace it to the doorway.


The feeling vertiginous, familiar in all the worst ways. Wills himself forward: Move now, experience awful flashbacks later.


Hand on the railing, he climbs the first step.


Giving chase to an armed suspect while blind would rank high on anyone’s list of Things Not to Do. Surely they covered this in officer training. But Owens was a rookie way back before The Blinding, when such concerns were unthinkable.


At the top of the stairs, he steps into an unfamiliar room, blind, with a gun in his hands. He focuses on his other senses.


Smell tells him damp, mortar dust, metal pipes. If the second floor was a warehouse space retrofitted as a trendy urban loft, the third floor seems to be the same, minus the retrofitting.


Sound. The music from the ground floor is slightly less loud up here. Sound waves and echoes tell him the walls are widely spaced and bare.


Touch. He reaches forward and finds a metal pipe. Heat. Pain. He pulls his scalded hand away and shakes it.


Taste. Acid in the back of his throat. Fear and energy and a metallic tang, along with a hunger for more.


He steps slowly, left hand out, and concentrates on putting his feet down silently. He realizes he got turned around in the stairway, he rushed, so he lost track of which direction he’s now facing, his place within the geometry of the building. He’s in a large rectangular room but unsure if he’s near the long walls or the short ones.


His foot hits something, but his left hand tells him Empty space. A half wall, then. Brick up to his knees. He navigates around it.


This is a mistake.


Keeps hoping he’ll hear footsteps pounding up the stairs, the cops in force. Where are they?


He hears Slade’s voice.


“Get a car at the corner of 17th and Wilson, now.” Talking to someone on a phone. Far enough away that he hasn’t spotted Owens.


The darkness vast, impenetrable. It allows passage through it only grudgingly, and it takes more than it gives. The only thing Owens hates more than darkness is death, and of course the two are inextricably bound in his mind. The adrenaline and the chase are probably the only reason he isn’t curled up in a ball, screaming.


That will come after, if he makes it that far.


Here are the things he cannot see, but will understand later, after the others reconstruct it for him:


Slade standing at a window, looking out at the scene below. Closer than Owens would have thought, his voice reflecting off the glass in a way that confuses Owens’s ears. Maybe forty feet.


Slade turning and noticing Owens. Smiling at the blind cop. Aiming his gun at Owens.


Then a door opening behind Owens and to his right.


Owens turns his head at the sound but can’t tell what’s happening. One of Slade’s goons, gun in hand. Slade puts a finger to his lips to shush the goon. The guy mouths Cops as if Slade wasn’t already well fucking aware that his place was being stormed.


Slade can shoot one cop now, at least.


Except the shot that rings out doesn’t come from his gun, or his associate’s. The associate staggers and falls. Peterson takes his place in the doorway, gun first.


Peterson and Slade aim at each other, and fire, and miss, and duck.


* * *


Owens taking cover on the floor now, gunfire everywhere. His world darkness and deafening explosions. Mortar dust on his face and hands.


What he doesn’t see:


The guy whom Peterson shot rising like a zombie. Kevlar vest. He tackles Peterson, puts him in a headlock. Peterson’s gun falls.


Slade watching them, gun aimed, mentally debating how much he likes his accomplice and whether he should just fire at both of them.


Chooses leniency, for now. But creeps closer.


Peterson drives the other guy’s head into a wall. The goon falls.


So Slade sneaks behind Peterson, puts an arm around his neck, a gun at his temple.


“You’re my ticket out of here, cop.”


Owens stands, not liking the sound of that. He points his weapon at the general area the sounds came from.


“Drop it!” Slade shouts. “I got your buddy right here! Drop it or I shoot him!”


Owens slowly steps toward them, gun first.


His POV dark gray, washed out. The pixelations have faded and now offer him the visual equivalent of white noise. Stone blind.


“Let him go. Don’t be stupid.”


He bumps into what might be a chair or an ironing board or a torture device and knocks it away. Listening carefully.


“I’m being stupid? You can’t see, motherfucker.”


“So keep talking.”


Owens thinks Slade’s face might look slightly nervous now. Foot scuffs. Slade is slowly moving toward a door, taking his captive with him. Another scuff, louder. Peterson probably doing that on purpose, aural bread crumbs.


Peterson says into his mike, “We’re at the southwest corner—”


“Shut up or I’ll shoot!” Slade sounding like someone who realizes he is no longer in control.


“You don’t have to talk, Jimmy,” Owens assures his partner. “I can hear him breathing.”


Owens can also hear Slade purse his lips in hopes that it silences his breathing. His nostrils flare as a result, the breaths just as loud as before. Slade’s panicked and his chest is heaving and all his muscles are tense as he tries to move the very large Peterson along with him, but he can’t stop how loudly he’s breathing.


Owens thinks they’re maybe twenty feet away.


“Keep breathing, Slade. Keep breathing.”


Of course, Peterson is breathing too.


Maybe Peterson’s eyes have widened as he realizes what’s happening. Maybe that’s Peterson panting, out of breath from wrestling the goon a moment ago. The fear Owens senses—the hairs prickling along the back of his neck, the taste of the air and the smell of the sweat—maybe that’s coming from his partner, not from Slade, and Owens has misjudged the situation badly.


He’s only fifteen feet away. Close enough. Holding the gun at what he imagines to be the level of Slade’s head, based on sound and proximity and his memory of the man’s height. Taller than Peterson by at least three inches.


Or maybe only two? No, three.


He tells himself that if Slade moves his gun from Peterson’s head and toward Owens, he’ll hear Slade’s sleeve rustle.


He’s pretty sure Slade is holding his breath now.


“More to your left!” Peterson blurts just in time, and Owens fires.


He normally wouldn’t trust a single bullet, but he’s afraid to fire a second. Either he’s right, or he’s catastrophically, tragically wrong.


He hates the silence almost as much as the darkness. Two seconds, three …


Something lands on the ground. Gravity still works.


“Fuck you, Mark!” Peterson screams. Aghast, stunned, and so hyped up he sounds like he could punch through a wall. But not shot. “You can’t see?!”


“Not a thing. But I imagine he looks pretty bad right now.”









CHAPTER 2


Nothing quite like the stink of a nightclub after hours. Sweat, spilled booze, puked booze, old smoke. The ghost of a good time. Owens remembers his days as a young bartender, cleaning up. Except tonight, Slade’s was evacuated and cleared out by the police, no cleaning allowed.


On one of the main dance floors, boxes and boxes of guns are laid out. Uniforms painstakingly unpack, inspect, and document them.


Not that Owens can see any of this.


Someone who sounds young is fiddling with Owens’s vidder, adjusting it. Running cables to it and connecting to a mainframe.


“This is way beyond gunrunning. This is fitting an army.”


That voice belongs to Captain Carlyle. Mid-fifties, African American, known to fire up a cigar after closing a big case. Came up via Vice and Homicide, like Owens. Now running Major Crimes.


“That better?” the tech asks Owens.


On cue, his POV granulizes from the blank gray to a pixelated, phantasmagoric array of colors in the form of tiny boxes, then crystallizes again into more or less accurate vision.


“Better,” he tells the tech, “but still a little wonky.”


“Takes a few seconds.”


Owens turns his glitchy gaze to Carlyle as he says, “I suppose I should know that by now, seeing as how this is the third time I’ve been blinded on the job.”


“Cool off,” Carlyle says. He’s wearing the same annoyed expression Owens had been visualizing him wearing. His hairline seems more receded, as if the poor man has grown more bald over the last few hours. Really, Owens just hadn’t noticed till now.


Funny the things you don’t see when you can see.


Khouri joins in. “These things are too vulnerable, Captain.”


“Damn right,” Peterson says. White-faced. In case Owens needed confirmation that he’d truly scared the shit out of his partner.


Vidders are mostly reliable devices. Long warranties, seldom needed. Instant firmware updates almost daily, fixing bugs people hadn’t even noticed. That said, they weren’t designed for the daily wrestling matches that highlight many cops’ shifts. People who play contact sports can buy special protective guards for them, but cops find that they get in the way. Many beat cops do wear the guards as part of their uniforms, but most plainclothes don’t. For an undercover like Owens, they’re out of the question.


“Think I don’t know that?” Carlyle snaps. “I’ve lost seven officers this year. I’ve petitioned the mayor, we’ve got the union lobbying EyeTech for improvements. What else do you want?”


Owens ventures, “I’d sooner get a black-market vidder than risk another—”


“I’m not hearing this.” Carlyle shakes his head. “Surely no officer of mine would even consider violating the law by equipping himself with contraband eyewear.”


The black-market devices are said to be more tamperproof, for reasons Owens doesn’t understand. Also highly illegal, as they sometimes come with other bells and whistles.


Owens adjusts a dial on his vidder, futzing with the focus.


The captain stands before him and asks, “Everything crystal clear now?”


Owens almost never invites other cops to his apartment, because he can’t stand the envy. It’s not especially ostentatious, but it’s a whole echelon above your typical blue-collar or government-salary residence. A two-bedroom, situated on the top, fourth floor of a new building. Windows all around, offering a view of a better neighborhood than most of his colleagues could possibly afford. The early sunrise pours in, bathing the living room and kitchen in yellow.


Also unusual for a cop: the walls are busy with original paintings and mixed-art collages, oil paints mixed with sand and dirt and stones and found objects. Kitchen utensils, swimming goggles, sunglasses painted or glued or shattered and stuck to backgrounds of fever-dream color. Their combined value staggering, when he thinks about it, but he tries not to.


Amira Quigley stands in the kitchenette, drinking her first of several coffees. Her post-shower hair wet at the base of her neck, due for a trim. Sunrise and she’s dead tired, up half the night worrying about what Owens had told her. Learning that someone you love is alive and mostly unharmed should come as a relief, but instead she felt haunted by visions of all that almost happened.


A cop herself, she allows the fear to take hold only when she’s at her place, or at his. Because at work, she tamps all those fears far, far down.


She worked a different shift, off at 7 P.M. A beat cop, yesterday she broke up two fights, one in a bar and one in an apartment. Terrified neighbors had phoned in that last one. Husband and wife both bloody when she got there, both hating her for interrupting. Both now in lockup, hating her even more.


She had been warned when she started: the job makes you absorb everyone’s anger, everyone’s sadness. The warnings had failed to dissuade her. This has been the only job she’s ever thought about, for years. Twenty-six years old now, four years in. No matter what the veterans at the academy threw at her, she was ready. Growing up, she hadn’t thought about being a cop; then came the moment, during the early days of The Blinding, when a tough female officer promised to find Amira’s missing brother, Dante. Despite barely being able to see herself, despite the chaos in the streets, the cop told Amira’s family she’d find him.


She proved herself right a few days later, though not in the way they had hoped. She found his body, helped them ensure he had a proper burial. Despite Amira’s grief and the shock of it all, she remembers thinking, I want to be like her. I want to be that strong.


After that, there was no other job she ever considered. She’d dropped out of college during The Blinding, as so many had, but when vidders were introduced she didn’t go back, choosing the police academy instead.


When she joined the force and tried to find that cop and thank her once again, she learned the cop had eaten her gun months earlier.


She wishes she enjoyed the job more. She has the broad shoulders and the height, five-ten, and she can out-curl and out-bench many of the men she sizes up on her beat, but it’s the internal pain that weighs on her.


The keypad beeps and Owens enters. Looks half dead.


“Hey,” he exhales.


She hugs him. He seems to hold on extra long.


“You all right?” she asks.


He breaks it off, picks up her mug and sips her coffee. Makes a face. He’s been up for more than twenty-four hours.


“Why am I drinking this?”


“This is probably the part when you start to realize how blinked out you are.”


He looks at the mug. He regards his shaking hand dispassionately for a moment, as if it belongs to someone else. She takes the mug from him before he can drop it.


“You’re okay. Just try to relax.”


“Yeah. Sure.” To calm his hands, he leans on the counter. “Nearly shot my partner, though.”


“You’ve always wanted to shoot him.”


He manages to smile, but barely.


“It just …”


“Makes you think about before?”


“Yes.”


She holds him again, from behind. He turns and, eyes closed, traces her face with his fingers. Remembering that feeling of blindness, when all they had was touch.









CHAPTER 3


As cities go, it could be worse. Could be better, but people don’t complain much. Because for a long time, it was much, much worse.


Seven years since The Blinding. The world had its share of troubles back then, sure, but even problems like wars and depressions fell into context, all life grinding to a halt as people began to realize, Shit, my vision’s funny. Started gradually. Reports began in Indonesia, India, Australia. Optometrists and ophthalmologists became very busy indeed. “Extreme macular degeneration,” the likes of which had never before been observed. Theories: it’s a weird virus; it’s something in the water; it’s a new bioweapon unleashed by the Chinese or maybe the Russians; there’s an atmospheric disturbance, climate change, an ozone hole, a parasite that itself must be invisible.


Started as minor news, a “Hey, that’s weird” piece, random stories popping up in people’s feeds. Then in less than a week the blinding (not yet capitalized) had blitzed across the Asian continent and over the Pacific to the Americas. Accelerated within every population, going from the initial, shockingly high 10 percent of Australians and 15 percent of Indians and then up to 75 percent of entire countries, then 90 percent.


In less than a month there wasn’t a soul in those first countries who claimed to be unaffected.


Some people in Europe and Africa tried wearing swimming goggles at all times, but that didn’t help. Entrepreneurs made quick fortunes hawking different types of sunglasses made from supposedly super-protective plastics, to no avail. Canceled flights, quarantines, closed borders: nothing worked. The crisis went global with frightening speed. Astronomers noted the recent close passage of certain asteroids and comets. Geiger counters were deployed, scientists of various stripes studying “invisible nuclear fallout.” Chinese and Russian and American spy and military agencies insisted they weren’t to blame; there was no death ray that someone forgot to turn off. Possibly a tipping point of wireless signals, maybe a subtle shift in Earth’s rotation, or global warming releasing toxic gases from Antarctica, Siberia, the Arctic.


Such studies became increasingly difficult to conduct because no one could fucking see.


Officer Safiya Khouri has been on the force six years. Meaning she started as vidders were becoming commonplace and the unwieldy scaffolding of civic society was finally being reinforced after a year of hell.


She knows that the veteran cops, the ones who’d actually walked beats before—and, somehow, during—The Blinding look down on cops her age. Like she’d joined the Army right after the other side raised the white flag. So she puts up with their macho bullshit. She hears enough of their stories to agree that, Yeah, I’m glad I wasn’t in charge of anything back then. I was quite well consumed with trying to survive, trying to help my family survive. The idea of being held responsible for enforcing safety, doing anything for anyone but yourself, was downright impossible to imagine.


So she never asks Owens or Peterson what it was like. Just waits to gather their random comments, half sentences. Assembles them over time to complete her Boschian internal portrait. She’s glad she wasn’t a cop then, but she’s glad she’s one now. Because that scaffolding of civic society remains very unwieldy indeed. An entire planet with PTSD.


She walks to headquarters at noon, sidewalks aswarm. Traffic passes near-silently, driverless e-cars drifting like ghosts. A pop-up informs her that the 12th Street ramp is closed due to construction today, and another offers her half off her favorite shawarma joint, as she hasn’t been there in two weeks and it misses her.


She sees Peterson lumbering up the steps ahead of her.


“Jimmy.” Khouri hurries after him. “Get any sleep?”


The bags under his eyes answer the question. As do the red lines in the eyes themselves. Even though eyes no longer function the way they once did, they retain some telltale signs. People still crave a place to focus within the vast visual field that their brain interprets, a way to orient themselves. Millions of years of evolution die hard. Most people still point their eyes toward the person they’re addressing.


It’s harder to read someone’s emotions from their eyes than it used to be, tougher to detect deceit, but only slightly. People still look away if they’re evasive. Reading body language becomes more important, feeling the other person’s stiffness or relaxation, noting smell, detecting the subconscious hints, perceiving pheromones. Khouri took a course on this during officer training, thought it was bullshit, later changed her mind.


Point is, Peterson’s sightless eyes still manage to convey I am very, very tired.


“Some,” he admits.


Peterson is a large man. Clearly an ex-athlete, struggling to keep weight off his gut but still the proverbial kind of fellow you want on your side if you have to go through a door. Not the kind of guy you pitch softballs like Are you okay? Asking how he’d slept was as far as Khouri could imagine going. Usually it receives a bro-ish sexual response, so the lack this time means Hell yes, he’s beat.


“Listen, I wanted to ask,” Khouri says. Meaning, Ask out here, away from anyone else. Away from Owens. “Between you and me. How far away was he?”


Peterson pauses. “Not that far.”


“He could have killed you.”


“No shit.”


He clearly does not want to discuss this. She presses.


“A shot like that is one in a million. Unless he had some kind of help.”


“Yeah, they’re called ears. Slade was panting like a hyena.”


He moves toward the station again. As if he doesn’t take this line of questioning seriously, but his body language screams evasive, which means he does.


In fact, it scares him.


She puts a hand on his shoulder to prevent his escape. “Come on, Jimmy. You want to take vidder-free target practice sometime?”


Peterson looks at her hand, which she removes. Then looks dead at her. “What are you trying to say?”


She’s almost embarrassed to voice it aloud. Feels childish. But she’s gone this far.


“You’ve heard the stories. What if he’s one of them? What if he doesn’t really need it?”


A few miles away, Amira drinks more coffee in Owens’s kitchenette. She’d managed a bit more sleep after he came home, but she’s groggy, her body confused. She’s on 10-to-7 today, hoping for a calm shift. She checks herself in the mirror again.


Owens stumbles out of his room. Hair a mess.


He’d slept only a few hours. Not that his vidder is to blame—when people close their eyes now, the visual feed to their brain cuts out, so they see black, the way sleepers have since the dawn of time. Everyone’s heard stories about the earliest vidders, the beta tests that sometimes failed to shut down when people closed their eyes. Those first subjects were thrilled to be able to see again but decidedly less thrilled to realize that even when they lay down and shut their eyes, it felt like they were staring at their ceilings.


So at least Owens doesn’t have that problem, which was fixed years ago. Vidders even flash split seconds of black when people blink, to make it feel more like real vision.


Plenty of other things keep him up at night, though. Memories. Not visions so much as sounds, feelings.


He walks up to Amira and wraps his arms around her from behind. Kisses her neck.


“How come no one ever talks about the sexiness of a woman in uniform?”


She turns and kisses him back. Finally brings up the subject she’s been excited about and worrying over. “So, have you thought any more about my proposition?”


He gets the wrong idea. “I seem to recall a number of propositions.” Kisses her neck again. “Which one are we talking about?”


“The one about … real estate.”


He still doesn’t follow.


His hands are on her hips now. Her hands are on his hands as she says, “My lease ends in a month. Remember?”


He releases her. Backs up a step. She can already read the answer.


“Look, Amira … It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just—”


“That you don’t want to.” She turns and looks for her wallet on the counter.


A weighty silence. Owens could say something, but doesn’t.


She turns around. “You’re afraid that if I move in, suddenly I’m not going to want her paintings hanging there in the living room. Or the one in the hallway. Or the one over the bed.”


He sighs. “We don’t have to talk about—”


“Well, it hasn’t stopped me from sleeping with you in that bed, has it? It sure hasn’t stopped you.”


“This isn’t about Jeanie. All right?”


Her phone buzzes. She checks it, shoves it back in her pocket. “Fine. I’ll renew my lease. See you at the station.”


He feels empty as she leaves him there. He knows he played that wrong. Knows his emotions are wrong. Doesn’t understand how he’s supposed to act when he feels a way that someone else doesn’t like, someone he cares about.


They’ve been seeing each other for about a year now, although the relationship has been gradual. Partly due to their incompatible schedules, and partly because … why, exactly? For the first few months they saw each other only once a week, and even now it’s barely twice that. Her wanting to talk about the future is entirely understandable, yet still somehow he hadn’t expected it.


He realizes she’s called him out as a faker. And perhaps she’s right.


He stares up at one of Jeanie’s pieces, the one that hangs over the living room sofa. Various hues of red, with lines swirled into them by Jeanie’s fingers.


As with so much of her work, he fears he never truly understood it.









CHAPTER 4


In the station that afternoon, cops in Major Crimes make light of what Owens did last night. They ask him why his aim wasn’t better—how could he miss a big target like Peterson? I woulda emptied my clip on the motherfucker! Laughs all around.


These are men and women who confront the worst of humanity on a daily basis, and many of them, like him, were tasked with controlling the city during The Blinding, when they dealt with even worse. Gallows humor is a requirement for the maintenance of sanity.


Still, the jokes feel off to him. Like there’s an undercurrent of judgment or fear, like they think what he did was wrong, or crazy, or both.


In the hallway, the laughs behind them now, Owens asks Peterson, “Seriously, you okay?”


“Just keep that gun holstered and I’ll be fine.” Peterson pats him on the shoulder. No hard feelings.


Owens hopes.


Peterson adds, “Carlyle isn’t happy about how you handled it. I’m just saying.”


“I got that impression.”


“I’m not saying there’s going to be an investigation about it or anything, but he asked me a whole lot of questions. And between you and me, I made you sound better than you deserved. I told him I dictated to you where to aim and everything.”


“Which is kind of true.”


“I’m just saying, so we have our stories straight. I gave you detailed directions and Slade wasn’t moving. He held still, and I told you to fire. Got it?”


Owens stops. “We don’t need to go that far with it.”


“I think that we should.” He means, For your sake, Mark. Jesus, now he feels even more guilty. First he put his partner in danger, now his partner is going to lie to protect him.


“Okay. Thank you.”


“Sure. And if you ever do that again”—he claps Owens on the shoulder a second time, harder, and smiles—“I will fucking kill you.”


“Owens!” a voice calls down the hallway.


Owens turns around and thinks, Speaking of investigations.


Enter Damien Winslow. Early fifties, suspiciously good suit, briefcase in hand (who but attorneys carry briefcases anymore?), gray hair cut military-short.


Owens curses under his breath. He waits as Winslow hurries over.


“Owens, we need to talk. Your hearing with the Truth Commission is tomorrow, remember?”


“Tell them I’m on a case.”


Peterson backs up a few steps to give them space, but stays close enough to let Winslow know this will not be a private conversation. No attorney-client privilege here. Partners have each other’s back, period.


“You’ve dodged this for weeks,” Winslow says. “The Truth Commission will file a complaint if you—”


“Let them.”


Winslow’s shoulders slump. He turns to Peterson and asks, “Could you excuse us a minute?”


Peterson gives him the dead-eye stare. Which remains effective, especially from someone his size. He finally steps away, but not as far as Winslow had probably been hoping.


The Truth Commission into the Events of The Blinding is the long-winded name for the various committees set up across the country, passed by Congress and signed into law by the new President. He glided into office partly by promising a more thorough investigation into not just how The Blinding had happened, but also into the alleged crimes and malfeasance committed by government officials and police during that chaotic time. His campaign argued that enough time had passed for the country to take a good hard look at itself and what it had become, to point out flaws in the system that had made the ordeal perhaps worse than it should have been, and to correct injustices that had helped some segments of society land on their feet much faster than others. Owens, like most cops who’d served during The Blinding, feels personally insulted by the Truth Commission’s very existence.


Winslow lowers his voice and sidles attorney-client-close to Owens. “I’m on your side here. I’ve been appointed as your counsel, which means everything you—”


“I’m not on trial.”


“I understand that. But the union made sure every cop would have counsel, to protect them from—”


Owens starts walking away, Peterson joining him.


“I have nothing to say to them,” Owens says, loud enough for Winslow to hear.


“They have the power to suspend you,” Winslow calls back.


At the end of the hallway, the two cops turn the corner. Winslow doesn’t give chase.


“Fucking ‘Truth Commission,’” Peterson nearly spits.


“When’s yours?”


“Next month.” After a beat, Peterson adds, “Maybe you should just get it over with. I know you didn’t do anything wrong, man. Just sit through the bullshit and I’ll buy you a beer afterwards.”


Owens doesn’t reply. His face a mask.


The last thing a cop could ever want is to be interrogated. They prefer it the other way around, like this:


Owens and Peterson sit at one side of the table, and on the other side is Nayles, sporting a black eye from his tussle with Owens at the club last night.


Nayles looks even larger yet in this tiny room. His neck is massive. More muscular than some men’s arms. Owens realizes anew how unlikely it was that he punched this man out.


“We knew you boys were running guns,” Owens says. “But let’s just say the amount rather surprised us.”


“I’m not talking,” Nayles contradicts himself.


“Two hundred firearms,” Peterson says. Then he echoes Carlyle’s observation from last night. “That’s not selling black-market weapons, that’s outfitting a militia.”


“Not talking.”


During The Blinding, the Second Amendment was heavily altered by the passage of the Thirtieth, which put major restrictions on the possession of firearms and detailed what exactly a “well-regulated militia” should be and how it must operate. Given the chaos of those years, the existence of so many weapons in the hands of people who couldn’t see became a rather enormous problem. The amendment had only so much impact at first, but it gave the police widespread powers to repossess many of the millions of firearms in circulation.


Most cops are thankful for the changes, as they’re less likely to encounter perps who are strapped like they’re ready to go to war. One of the downsides, as with all prohibitions, is that it’s spawned an enormous black market for firearms. The Department had suspected Slade’s crew for months before finally launching its sting.


Owens tries again to get Nayles to loosen his lips: “The good news is, you’ll likely avoid jail. Guys get put to death for treason.”


The poker face breaks. “Treason?”


“That’s what you call it when someone tries to overthrow a government,” Peterson explains.


“I don’t know nothing about governments, man.”


“You don’t have to pass a civics test to be tried for treason,” Owens replies.


“I help run a nightclub! I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”


Owens keeps his face blank, his voice calm. “You and Slade thought you owned that side of the city. And you were tired of cops trying to take back the neighborhood. So you decided to fight us for it. You’ve been arming yourselves for months and selling to friendly crews all over town.”


“This is …” Nayles shakes his head. “Where were you bastards during The Blinding, huh? Nowhere. I had a kid, goddamn it. He starved to death.”


This is the point where cops might typically say boo-fucking-hoo, but they don’t. Not about this.


They let Nayles continue. “Slade and his boys, they were the only ones helping people out. So hell yes I joined with him.”


The only ones helping people out? That’s not how Owens remembers the constant toil and stress of that time.


He says, “‘Helping people out,’ meaning hooking them on opsin so you’d have regular customers. Selling them guns at a markup. What a saint.”


“Maybe things have gotten a little complicated lately. But back then? We were getting them their food. Their drinking water. Their medicine. We saved lives. Where were the cops? You were guarding the banks, blocking the grocery stores. Protecting big shots and kicking everyone else’s asses. You two in particular.”


Owens stands, this having outrun its usefulness. Peterson mirrors him.


“Yeah, fucking run,” Nayles says to their backs. “Don’t think I don’t know what you really are.”









CHAPTER 5


The two look the way academics and scientists have looked for generations, except of course for the lack of eyeglasses. No one wears them anymore, other than the occasional artist who digs the retro look.


Rumpled clothing, devoid of style. Not because they can’t afford better—theirs is a lucrative field—but because they can’t be bothered to care about such trivialities. Their gaze focused higher than mere fashion.


In his late fifties, white, Dr. Ray Jensen recently abandoned the comb-over and has accepted the fact that he’s mostly bald. He wears one of the three tweed jackets he has worn on rotation for two decades. He nods as he sees his colleague, Dr. Madeleine Leila, walking toward the same subway station he is. Born to Ethiopian and English parents, she has long, dark hair, tinseled with gray and hanging thick around her shoulders.


Bio-Lux Technologies occupies one of the newest office towers in the city. They’ve both worked there for years, chased out of academia for various reasons, yet neither has fully adjusted to the sheer capitalist exuberance of their employer. The espresso machines and free gym, the yoga classes and evening lectures. They like it but distrust it, feeling somehow that the perks are beneath them, that they’re being insulted by the bounty offered to them. Their jobs come with free parking spaces, yet they both take the train, preferring to save electricity by not owning cars.


“You worked late,” Jensen says. It’s past nine at night, and the sidewalks that would have been packed three hours ago are nearly empty.


“Yeah, crazy month. Guess I shouldn’t be surprised that you were burning the midnight oil.”


At the next intersection they pass a blind panhandler on the sidewalk. Unshaven, thin, no vidder on his temple. He wears a long gray tunic, New Testament chic. His eyes vacant as he extends a leaflet to them, which they decline.


“Seek Inner Sight, my friends. Join Reverend Miriam and reject the false images they force upon us.”


Leila and Jensen shake their heads as they cross the street and enter Northwest Park, walking along an empty path shrouded by oak boughs.


“Rumor has it you’re working on some secret project,” she says.


She’d meant it to sound friendly, but he looks at her like she’s been sneaking peeks at his diary. And in truth, maybe she’d let herself sound a little snide. With competitive colleagues like this, the line between banter and taunting is thin.


“Who says that?”


“No one. Never mind.”


He looks at her for a silent moment. Then gazes ahead and keeps walking. They’re walking beside each other still, but it’s also like they’re both walking alone.


She needs to break the awkward silence. He’s the kind of antisocial person who could wallow in it, or not even notice it, but she’s not.


“Look, Ray. For what it’s worth, I think it’s lousy how you were treated. I had nothing to do with it.”


“Sure you didn’t.” He stops then, so she does too.


She tries to explain, “Just because I didn’t agree with your findings doesn’t mean I—”


“Of course you don’t agree, because I’m just the old crank working on something no one else believes in. Fine. But I’ve got the data. I look forward to everyone’s reactions when I finally prove it.”


She feels bad, but believes he deserves it. She wouldn’t ever want to sound ageist, but the fact is, she’s noticed that people who had reached a certain point in their lives when The Blinding hit have never fully adjusted to the new reality. Not unlike that crazy street prophet they just passed, although Jensen would recoil at the comparison. He may be a scientist, but he can’t seem to maintain the rational distancing necessary for good science. He distrusts everything in the viddered world, she can tell, wandering through this new life with palpable distaste. So his science is flawed, his experiments absurd, his conclusions comic.


She hadn’t made any jokes about him. But she’d laughed when others did.


Surely he knew his job was on the line. But then again, the doomed tend not to pick up on clues terribly well.


She’s trying to think of a polite way to end the conversation when she notices something strange in the distance. It’s a dark form. Quite dark. The deepest black. She tries to focus, but it seems to resist her. Some glitch in her depth perception or color readout, or both.


“I’m sorry I brought it up,” she says, her voice distracted.


Jensen seems to notice it too. His stride slows, as does hers.


The dark form is approaching them. It’s close enough now that she can discern a few things, its basic shape. Legs that power it forward at a standard pace, arms that swing in time, a head. It’s definitely a person.


But he or she is all dark. Completely blacked out from Leila’s vision.


“Do you see that?” Jensen asks.


“Yes. I mean … no.”


“Exactly.”


They both touch their vidders, make minor adjustments. Nothing changes except that the surrounding world gets more or less blurry. The figure stays dark. It’s as though the person has been scrubbed from their vidders by a censor. A human redaction.


Walking toward them.


Leila is conscious of a ringing in her ears that wasn’t there before. Maybe she’s imagining it. The hairs on the back of her neck rise, and she shivers.


“Who are you?” Jensen asks when the figure stops before them, a mere five feet away.


She adjusts her vidder again, as if she can correct this. She can’t even hear the person breathing. Maybe he’s not really there.


“How … How are you doing that?” Leila asks.


One of the figure’s arms lifts up until the hand is level with Jensen’s head. Leila is just beginning to realize that the arm looks unusually long and strangely shaped, which must mean that it’s holding something, when the world becomes impossibly loud.
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