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      Melinda Koi flexed her right hand, enjoying the new freedom the tune-up gave. The thumb still felt a little gummy, but it was better than it had been in months. Someday she was going to get the whole prosthesis replaced. Mercedes were making some nice parts these days, but that would take a lottery win.

      It made her think of Karl. She had to remind herself that it okay to be not in love with him because he wasn’t really Karl anymore anyway. Her hand was a constant reminder.

      “Earth to Mel,” Damon said.

      “Sorry,” she said. She came away from the apartment’s balcony. Beyond, out over the bay, a gull called, looking for somewhere to settle for the night.

      Inside Damon lay stretched out on the lie-low, staring up at her curve. It hung over him, bowed and floating like a jellyfish.

      “What are you doing?” she said.

      “Like I was trying to tell you. Messages from Karl. He wants us to bring out his lobotomy fragment.”

      Melinda flexed her hand again. “Bring it where?” She glanced over at the icebox, glad that she’d been able to give the disgusting thing back to Damon. She had a tiny inkling that Damon had only shifted apartments so that he didn’t have to have it around. It had seemed like a favor, but four weeks with a piece of Karl’s brain in her refrigerator was a month too long.

      “He says the DeCataur brothers want their money.”

      Melinda sat on the velour squab next to the lie-low. Pulling up the side of the curve, she looked in at the display. Her thumb twitched.

      The curve twisted a little, the display daughtering across and reformatting to her view. It showed her a news ticker. The DeCataur company facing more litigation and class-actions over the state of the Delaware Bay.

      “Here.” Damon sat up. The curve flowed away, settling on the vertical, looking less like a sea creature and more like a television. The weather appeared as if it was going to rain once more. Damon spread his hands and the news ticker and weather faded into thin, faint strips around the edge with the ads for Coke and Hyundai. His mailbox filled the main part of the display. “Here,” he said, pointing at one of the messages.

      Fourteen million. Can you get that through today?

      “Fourteen!” Melinda said.

      “Keep reading. It’s not that bad.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Karl blinked. Data slipped from his implant and recycled through his eye. Something was wrong with the stream. Something interrupting the dataflow.

      “Mr. Oppen,” someone said. Jimmy DeCataur. “You’re awake now.”

      Karl didn’t answer.

      “We know where your brain matter is,” DeCataur said.

      “You doing your own dirty work now?” Karl said. Something in his head fzssted, then his thoughts became clearer. He was on a plastic conference room chair with his arms and feet bound. He could hear water. They must be in one of the sheds at the port. They’d moved him again.

      “Times,” Jimmy DeCataur said, “are tough. We’ve had to let some people go. But I do believe that you will be able to furnish us with enough data to ensure that DeCataur will thrive.”

      “I have nothing. Data is free. Free and fast. There’s nothing I could hide in here that you can’t just download yourself.”

      “Oh? I beg to differ.” Jimmy punched Karl’s jaw.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay,” Melinda said, staring at Karl’s message. “But you’ve got to stop buying stuff with my curve. My ad-stream is all polluted.”

      “Yup, but not me. These companies just advertise everywhere.”

      Melinda had never seen an advertisement for soda on her own curve before, but she didn’t argue. She read on through the message. Bring the brain tissue. They’ll do a trade. Remember the canal? Pier 1 Imports. Code and talk. 8.15.

      It was already 7.45.

      “There’s a whole lot more to this than you ever told me,” she said. She tried to fathom through the message. There were layers to that too. Code and talk? That didn’t make sense.

      “Maybe I’ll explain it on the way out there?” Damon said.

      “Or now.”

      “He’s your ex. You don’t even want to help him out?”

      Melinda stared at him. “Maybe because he’s my ex. Do you think we parted amicably?”

      Damon shook his head a little. “I heard the fights. But that was a long time ago. And it’s not like you’ve dated anyone since.”

      “Except you.”

      “Once. Three years ago. That wasn’t going to work out so well. We’re much better neighbors than we are lovers.”

      Melinda smiled. They’d never been lovers, but he was right in a way. “Just that we’re not neighbors anymore. Though, it seems that I see way more of you since you moved.”

      Damon sighed. “I’m looking at the time here. I’m going to go. You should come with.” He shrugged. “If they can’t get details from him, they’ll cut his implant out.”

      Karl’s implant was several orders of complexity above her prosthesis. After the accident, it had been easy enough for the surgeons to shave away her ruined thumb and fingers and leave trailing nerve endings to allow a generic prosthesis to be fitted. The car door frame had buckled in and crushed half her hand. She still had her own ring finger and pinky, but the GE attachment gave her normal function, welded into her wrist bones and tied into her tendons. Its metallic outer made it obviously a prosthetic and it had a gummy thumb, but she’d come out of it far better than he had.

      Karl had lost his forehead, from eyebrows to hairline. And the brain matter behind. GE didn’t do brains, but Loboasis did. On Medicaid, too. A biologic-quantum processor that holographically rebuilt his functioning. To a certain extent. A rebuilt personality never quite came off. Like the almost-real CG actors that never quite captured the nuances of an actual human. Like her half-hand.

      So it had ended. He’d moved across the bay and she’d stayed here, painting and writing advertising jingles. It beat out her years in the force.

      And now he’d gone and done something really stupid.

      “I don’t see why they need his brain matter,” she said. She didn’t even know why or how he’d been able to keep it.

      “Insurance,” Damon said. “It’s still alive.”

      Melinda stared at him. “You tell me this now?” How was that even possible?

      “You never would have looked after it.”

      “You’re right.” She frowned at him. She’d never even held the canister, had even tried to keep her eyes from it. But now that she thought about it, the canister had been too big for a simple sample jar. It must have been a self-contained nutrient and environment pack. Keeping the removed section of Karl alive. And more. It had a built-in recording unit to keep details on environment and location. The thing was packed pretty tight. “Until it can be replaced?” she said. “Is that the idea? Like the cryogenic freezing crowd, waiting until a cure is found?”

      “If Karl survives.” Damon shrugged.

      “I’ll get my jacket and my gun,” Melinda said.
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      “We know,” Jimmy DeCataur told Karl, “that you know about our interests. We know that you have made recordings that have been transferred to your implant.”

      “That seems like a very odd thing to me.” More sections of Karl’s awareness flashed up. It was cold in the room. They might be in a cool store. Were they going to take him to Pier 1 for the transfer?

      “You saw all our documentation. Both books. You know how our operation runs.”

      “You would want me to look over your documents,” Karl said. He felt as if he was speaking to a slow-witted child. “That’s how you keep out of trouble. You have your lawyer check through your contracts to ensure the loopholes are kept open.”

      Jimmy smiled. “Of course. Except that you didn’t disclose that you had the implant.”

      “How could you not know? I was away from my desk for eight months. The accident was in the papers. The implant is a regular thing. You’d have me disclose that I had a hearing aid? Or that I’d had my nails done? You’re being ridiculous.”

      “But you record everything in there. Anyone could open you up remove it and plug it into a console to download all of that data.”

      “It doesn’t work like that. But I do have a solution.”

      “Oh, really. My solution is probably more elegant. I’m going to rough you up a little, and then fry your little implant so
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