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International praise for “Ouroboros Riddle”




“ The story pulled me in fast and kept me guessing the entire time. I loved how it mixed futuristic science ideas with suspense and mystery without feeling overly complicated. Every time I thought I had things figured out, another twist changed everything.”

—Amazon Reviewer, US ★★★★★ 




“…the pace is fast, the vibe is bleak, gritty, and clinical, the predictability is low, and the setting is claustrophobic, but best of all the style is NOIR, led by a hero (Doug), a classic “out of his depth” intellectual. In three words: Mechanical. Clinical. Gritty.”

—Amazon Reviewer, US ★★★★★ 




“One of the best additive manufacturing sci-fi books on the market. It’s a must read.”

—Amazon Reviewer, US ★★★★★




“People who enjoy smart science fiction that blends psychological stakes with high-concept innovation will find this one especially engaging.”

—Amazon Reviewer, US ★★★★★ 




“Picked this up on a whim and didn't expect to get quite so hooked. The whole quantum-consciousness-meets-3D-printing premise sounds completely mad on paper but it was pulled off quite nicely.”

—Amazon Reviewer, UK ★★★★☆
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DAY 1 - SUNDAY


I DIED THE day before yesterday. 

My fingers trembled as I browsed my smartphone, standing in line to board a giant cruise ship at the Port of Galveston. I had a backpack and a small suitcase by my side, and in front of me was a chatting pair of tourists: a skinny middle-aged woman with long blonde hair, speaking with a thick Eastern European accent, and a bearded man, probably in his fifties, wearing a white cowboy hat and leather boots.

I had no idea what I was doing there.

I stared at the phone screen. It wasn't my gadget; it was larger and a different brand. Nothing made sense. My head was spinning, and I gathered all my energy to focus and calm down. Whatever happened, I had to be calm.

One of the leading quantum computing researchers at Quasaris Corporation, Dr. Douglas Tanner, was found dead in his lab on Friday, April 10, while performing an experiment with the goal of demonstrating the quantum nature of macroscopic objects. Friday. The day before yesterday. The experiment—the last thing I remembered. I was alone in the lab, tuning up the quantum device. And then… I stood in the line boarding a cruise ship at a port in Texas, thousands of miles away from my lab in Massachusetts, with no recollection of how I'd gotten here and why news outlets were reporting my death.

What was worse, it wasn't my body. At least, not the body I remembered. It was an appreciable change overall for sure, as I'd traded the slightly overweight, relatively short frame of a scientist for the muscular, tall, perhaps decade-younger body of a complete stranger. I wore a pair of black jeans and a short-sleeved polo shirt with a name tag attached to it. Steve Corey, Replac3D, CEO. AMEN First-Time Attendee. I didn't know who Steve Corey was, but decided it would be wise to respond to that name. And…AMEN? Was this the afterlife? Was I standing in line to get judged and sent to my final destination based on my performance in life and whatever sins I'd committed? I'd never thought about Heaven or Hell as a cruise ship, but you never know. But if this was the afterlife, why had I ended up here under a different name and in a different body? 

I shook my head, trying to build a coherent picture of what was going on. The cruise ship towered in front of the long line of people, some already boarding. The sun shone brightly, and the sky was blue, with no trace of a cloud. It was rather warm, as spring in Texas had arrived early and was in full swing. The pungent stench of seawater mixed with the briny scent of seaweed permeated the air, mixing with the aromas of smoke, beer, and plastic from the multitude of food trucks and coffee shops near and on the pier. The seagulls circled, squawking, looking for scraps of food from the crowd of humans boarding the giant vessel. 

I studied the surrounding people. First observation: there were no kids. Second observation: each tourist had a name tag similar to mine, and some name tags had a colored ribbon attached to them. There were green ribbons showing AMEN Speaker, red ribbons for Media, and blue for AMEN Elder. I had no idea what it meant and decided it must have been a conference or a society meeting. I tried to recall if I had ever had an interaction with anything called AMEN in my professional life, but my memory was blank. Not good. 

Was it a case of false memories, déjà vu, or whatever else happened to crazy people? Perhaps, but I had no intention of checking myself into a hospital. Not yet. I had to figure it out myself first. Perhaps there was a perfectly normal explanation.

"How did you print it at such a fine resolution?" the skinny Eastern European woman in front of me asked her bearded interlocutor.

"Yeah, it took us a while. We had to replace the laser and change the parameters, but the result is totally worth it. Look at the level of detail. Isn't it amazing?" the man said with a noticeable Australian accent.

Their conversation was calm and professional, and they behaved as if they knew very well where they were and what they were doing here. The guy passed to the lady what looked like a very detailed and quite large metallic replica of a spaceship from one of the popular sci-fi shows. Very interesting. I was looking for something to anchor my mind on, my thoughts scattering like a herd of wild horses in the savanna trying to run away from a cheetah. I had to remember my new name: Steve Corey. This was my new identity.

"Excuse me, this looks amazing," I interjected. "What is it? Steve Corey, Replac3D," I added, extending my hand. "I own the company." 

"Matthew Birch, University of Canberra." The man pumped his chest forward, his voice hollering over the loud crowd. "I lead the additive group there. We worked on this project for several months. It's a toy, of course, but it demonstrates multi-material printing at super-fine resolution. We mixed stainless steel, nickel alloy, and cobalt chrome. Turned out beautifully."

"Oh, I agree." I nodded. "And what's your name?" I turned to the skinny woman. She wore a classy white dress, a yellow boat hat made of stiff straw, and a silver necklace with a strange, topologically warped pendant. 

"Anna Bathory. I'm from Hungary." The woman smiled, shaking my hand and studying me with a curious gaze of her blue eyes, keeping prolonged eye contact, not blinking. It suddenly became cold, and I thought she somehow knew all about me. I shook my head and chased away the wild overreaction.

"We are a small contract manufacturer, mostly printing jewelry." She pointed to her necklace. The topologically warped lattice structure of the pendant matched the refined features of her face. "An example."

"Amazing," I said. "Very nice to meet you."

"What do you do? What brings you to the show?" Matthew asked. 

Indeed, what had brought me to the show? Steve Corey probably had a reason to be here, but not me, Doug Tanner. I couldn't tell him the truth and decided to fake it until I made it. Blend in. Be vague. Find out what was going on.

"Oh, I run a 3D printing business. Not as exciting as yours, I can assure you." I waved my hand and smiled.

"You said Replac3D? Replaced? What are you replaced with?" Matthew said, placing thumbs in his pockets and looking at Anna as they both laughed. 

"Well, it's not literal." I smiled again. It was a dangerous question, as Steve Corey was, in fact, replaced. With me. Literally. Did they know something? How could I find out?

"We replace…stuff," I said. It seemed like they were both involved in 3D printing, so it was reasonable to assume the crowd boarding the ship represented this industry. Steve Corey was probably part of it too. I knew what 3D printing, or additive manufacturing, was, but had very little knowledge about specifics. Frantically, I tried to remember everything I'd ever heard or read about it. 

"We're a small contractor. We replace…parts with 3D-printed objects," I said. "Anyway, what's happening here?" I tried to change the topic.

Matthew raised his eyebrows. Evidently, I said something out of place. I looked around, searching for a different question. Finally, I noticed an enormous billboard placed next to the ladder leading onto the cruise ship. The banner proudly announced, AMEN in the Caribbean! Fiesta Cruise welcomes attendees of the 2026 Additive Manufacturing Expert Network on board Fiesta Prima, one of our finest ships.

Fortunately, my phone rang, providing a distraction and a moment to breathe and escape the awkward conversation. 

"Excuse me," I said. "Business. Have to answer."

"Of course." Matthew turned to Anna and pointed to the spaceship model. 

The phone showed the call was from Kev. I didn't know who Kev was, but any information was precious.

"Yes," I answered, trying to sound calm.

"Hey, Steve, it's me, Kev." He spoke quickly, panting. "We're in deep shit."

"Calm down. What happened?"

"He's dead, Steve. We're screwed. And what's really crazy? His brain is missing."

***

IT TOOK ME a while to process what Kev said. Was he talking about me? Real me, Douglas Tanner? Perhaps he knew something helpful.

"Whoa, wait a minute. Who's dead?" I asked. "The quantum computing scientist?"

"What scientist? Are you drunk? Enjoying the cruise too much?" He spoke even faster than before. "Don't do that to me. It's not funny."

"Okay, okay, no more jokes. Tell me what happened."

"The neurosurgeon—what's his name—in Ciudad Juárez… Rivera?"

"Yes?"

"The patient we sent to him. He's nowhere to be found. And Rivera is dead. His staff found him in the clinic with his skull open and brain missing. So much for brain replacement surgery and ten million bucks. We're screwed, Steve, I'm telling you!"

Kev's voice changed from a rapid whisper to a high-pitched scream. He was losing his breath, as if he were running for his life. I knew Kev's story had something to do with mine, but I couldn't tell him who I really was. Obviously, he thought he was talking to Steve Corey, and I had to maintain this impression for as long as I could.

"What was Rivera doing?" I asked.

"The surgery. How would I know? You sent that guy to him. What's his name? Something Scandinavian. Eric Berg? I helped only with logistics, and then you left me here in El Paso to deal with this mess. Now I have to hide from the police and probably cartels while you're enjoying your cruise. What am I supposed to do?"

The last sentence ended with an even louder scream. I had to help him; I only wished I knew how.

"What's with the money?"

"It's in our account, all ten million. But what good is the money if we're in prison or dead?"

"Wait, give me a sec," I said.

I was very close to the ship's entrance, and it had gotten more crowded. I didn't want my conversation to be overheard, gesturing to Matthew and Anna to move forward, pointing to my phone. Matthew waved his hand and said he'd find me aboard. Good, I needed to be alone for a moment. I stepped to the side, behind two large trash cans. Hopefully, no one would bother me here.

"Okay," I said. "Nobody's going to prison. Is anyone after you? Can you disappear? We have the money. Can you get on a plane and fly to the other side of the globe? Or book a cruise?" I said, trying to sound calm and measured. It was damn hard to do, considering my voice belonged to a total stranger and sounded unfamiliar to me.

"Stop messing with me!" The phone exploded in my hand. "I arranged the surgery, and I'm in Mexico, not you." Then, after a few seconds of heavy breathing: "I'm going west, to Vegas. And then to China."

"Good plan," I said. "What's with the brain?" I had to find out more. He mentioned brain replacement. Perhaps mine was replaced as well? Perhaps the neurosurgeon…Rivera, switched our brains? A scenario from a bad science fiction or horror movie. Goosebumps ran down my spine, and my ears burned. I suppressed a strong desire to break the phone into pieces and run far away from this nightmare. 

"It's gone, Steve!"

"What do you mean, gone?"

"Are you deaf? Rivera's brain. He was supposed to replace this guy's brain with a 3D-printed one, but now his brain is gone. Don't ask me how or what it means. I'm freaking out! Yes, the patient paid us as promised, but he killed Rivera, took his brain, took our 3D-printed brain, took the chip, and disappeared. He's after us, Steve, and this is horrible!"

"Calm down. I'm sure there's a perfectly reasonable explanation." I didn't believe what I said with a voice that didn't belong to me, and that was the problem. I was not who Kev thought I was, and dealing with the mysterious brain disappearance while pretending to be someone else was too much. 

"Reasonable? We have a freakin' maniac on the loose, plus Mexican police and probably gangs after us. We should split and never contact each other. Then one of us might have a chance."

"Wait," I said. "What did you say his name was? Eric Berg? Ever heard the name Douglas Tanner?"

"Who? No. And Berg was your customer. You sent him to me. And you gave me Rivera's contact. It's all your fault, Steve, damn you!"

"I'm on it, Kev, don't panic," I said. I desperately wanted to drink a gallon of water to revive my dry tongue. "You said the chip's gone too?"

"Yep. With the brain. Both brains. I guess it was his to begin with, so we shouldn't complain." Kev slowed down a little, and that was a good sign.

"Do you know anything else about the chip? Was it a quantum computing chip?"

"How would I know? Berg gave you the chip for his new brain, don't you remember? Are you nuts? I know nothing about quantum computers. Why are you asking? You know something I don't? Do you mind sharing?"

"No, not really. A wild hunch, never mind." I spoke slowly. I didn't want him to suspect foul play on my part. 

"Damn you, your secrets, and your customers. I'll take my share and disappear. Don't search for me and don't call me ever again."

The conversation broke off. I looked at the screen and couldn't focus on the smartphone icons. Cold sweat covered my palms, and my knees trembled. I took a deep breath, processing each piece of information separately to build a coherent picture. What I could construct made no sense. I didn't even know the human brain could be 3D printed, and thinking someone would pay ten million dollars to replace their own brain was utter nonsense. Apparently, Steve Corey was in the middle of it and was selling these types of services. I needed to find out more and establish a connection to what had happened to the real me. A detail that gave me hope was the chip Kev had mentioned. My job at Quasaris included developing quantum computing devices, and we had recently developed a very promising next-generation chip. I deliberated about the next steps, then opened the phone and dialed a number. 

"Zach Ebron speaking," the voice with a Hebrew accent answered.

"Hi, Mr. Ebron, my name is Steve Corey. I'm a friend of Douglas Tanner," I said, smiling, repeating my words in my head to make me believe my own lie. I'd heard this sometimes worked. 

"What did you say? Steve Corey? Never heard your name. Doug shared little about his life." 

That was true. I wasn't antisocial, but I lived alone, was pretty reserved, and kept most of my life private. Today was probably the day when I talked to other people the most. Ever. The situation was extraordinary and demanded it. In quick succession, I considered running away, then talking to more people around me, and then boarding the ship. I had to force myself to return to the conversation. 

"Doug and I met a long time ago on a business trip to Copenhagen. It was fifteen years ago." I remembered that trip and the first global quantum computing conference. It was before I hired Zach as an assistant technologist, so I was pretty sure he wouldn't ask questions I couldn't answer.

"Oh," Zach said. "What can I do for you?"

"Please accept my sincere condolences. I just read about Doug's untimely death. When and where is the service arranged? I'd like to attend."

I wasn't married, had no immediate family, as my parents had passed away a long time ago, so Zach was the only person who could arrange the funeral. Over the years, he'd become my closest friend and confidant. If there were any unusual details about my demise, he would surely know.

"It's the day after tomorrow. I can text you the address."

"Thank you so much." I gasped, wiping the sweat off my forehead. "I will surely be there. From the news, it sounded like something horrible happened in the lab. Is everyone else okay?"

"Fortunately, he was the only person in the lab. No one else was hurt."

"Do you know what happened?"

"Oh, they didn't report all the details? I guess they couldn't." His voice turned to a whisper. "Quantum device exploded. As well as Doug's brain." 

***

IT WAS DIFFICULT to process the details of my demise. In a matter of minutes, I'd found myself in the middle of a maelstrom involving two mysterious deaths and a strange client, besides my awakening in a different body without a clue of what was going on and what to do. I had to decide whether to keep pretending to be someone I wasn't and board the ship or return to my lab in Salem, attend my funeral, confront Zach, and try to solve the mystery from that angle. I didn't like any of the scenarios, and finally chose the one I thought would cause the least friction while I learned what was happening. I would join the cruise, even if it meant missing my funeral—a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

I had all the information inside the name tag holder. My stateroom number, a few raffle tickets, and a metal coin with an intricate emblem: AMEN 2026. It must have been 3D-printed; it just made sense. I had to learn a lot more about the additive manufacturing industry if I wanted to continue impersonating Steve Corey. Still positioned behind the giant trash containers, I surfed the Internet on my gadget and downloaded many articles and guides about 3D printing. I'd read these later when traversing the sea.

The crowd had dispersed by now as the late arrivals were joining the line. The sun was climbing up, and it had gotten hot. I placed the phone in my back pocket with trembling fingers, handed my luggage to the porters, and hurried back toward the ship's entrance, joining professionals departing for what, for them, was a fun and engaging adventure. For me, torn out from my life, thrown into a situation I had no clue about, and trapped in someone else's body, it was a never-ending nightmare. My heart pounded in my chest, and butterflies partied inside my stomach, but I had nowhere to go and no one to confide in. My only chance to find out what was happening was to board the damn ship. I needed to stay calm and not attract unnecessary attention. I took three deep breaths, approached the stairs, and raised my foot.

Later, following a bulky gray-headed man in khaki shorts and a white polo with an image of turbine blades and the slogan Lever3D: we print your engines, I found my stateroom number 4014 on Deck 4. It was small, as expected, but clean, and had an ocean view window, which I highly appreciated. I needed the sea and solitude to soothe my nerves. 

I looked around. On a small table by the bed lay a backpack with the familiar lettering AMEN 2026. This was a goodie bag with small gifts for the conference participants: a metal bottle opener shaped like a dragon with delicate wings and a hook instead of a tongue, a white t-shirt with the AMEN emblem, a power bank announcing it was Always Charg3D, and blue socks with a black logo Layered Systems. It didn't tell me much. I memorized the names just in case, intending to bring them up in conversation. At the bottom was a notebook with the same AMEN 2026 logo and the cruise itinerary printed on the back. It was a typical Caribbean journey lasting eight days with stops at Cozumel and Costa Maya in Mexico and Mahogany Bay in Honduras. 

The ship was still docked. There was not much to do, and my mind kept returning to the conundrum of my current situation and the stories Kev and Zach had told. Every time I recalled the details, my heart would compress, and a powerful urge to move and act would overtake me. To distract myself, I took the phone and opened one of the 3D-printing guides I had downloaded earlier. 

As I started reading, a noise outside brought mental images of exploding and disappearing brains. I imagined someone coming after me to reveal my secret, and there was no place to hide. I expected the door to be forcefully opened and the strange patient, who had paid me ten million bucks, to step in and claim back what was his. Instead, after a series of scratching sounds, a piece of paper appeared under the door. Weird, but so was my day and my miserable life in another man's body. I stood, approached the door, and picked up the paper. A normal letter-sized sheet was folded several times, depicting a circular symbol making up a snake devouring its own tail. The pencil writing below the symbol said: The cycle has begun. You are the one. The letters were capitalized and abrupt, as if written by a child who was only learning to write. I smelled the paper; I didn't know why. Nothing special, except fleeting earthy aromas. Dead end.

I opened the door to see who the mysterious visitor was, but the hallway was empty. Whoever they were, they knew who I was and what had happened. The message made it even more confusing. The cycle? I was the one? What was I supposed to do with this information? 

I looked at the picture again and again, hoping to comprehend its hidden message. It reminded me of an adventure computer game, where players had to unlock secrets and solve riddles. Could I be in such a game, a virtual reality, a simulated experience? I didn't like this thought a bit; it was too much. 

I decided I'd deal with the visitor later. Perhaps someone else had seen him or her. I shrugged, shut the door, lay on the bed, and closed my eyes. Perhaps if I fell asleep, I'd wake up back in my body and return to my life, forgetting all of this nonsense as a bad dream. But the sleep wouldn't come; thoughts kept coming like a swarm of annoying mosquitoes, now with a new thread of the cycle that had apparently begun. 

I sat on the bed, took my wallet out of my pocket, and emptied its contents. Why I hadn't done this before was a good question. I blamed the shock and the circumstances. I studied the driver's license showing my new face next to the name Steven Corey, born in 1984, a health insurance card, two credit and two debit cards (useless, as I didn't know the PIN numbers), and cash, fifty-three dollars. Not much, and nothing new. I went to the bathroom, took my clothes off, and studied my new body. Steve was a pretty healthy guy with good muscles and even a hint of a six-pack. Teeth were white, eyes gray, and hair brown, cut short. Two-day stubble covered a lightly elongated face with a round jaw. Nothing extraordinary, a normal middle-aged man keeping himself in shape. At least that was a pleasant change. 

I dressed and went back to bed. It was time to learn about the new industry and, perhaps, something about my new identity, since I'd downloaded a few articles about Replac3D. The strange visitor could wait while Steve Corey learned about himself. I read about the company, immersed in new information, scrolling through the pages. My fingers stopped trembling. If it's a game, let it begin, I decided. Together with the new cycle, whatever the hell it meant. 

***

TWO HOURS LATER, I was better equipped for 3D-printing conversations. I knew basic terms and how the various technologies worked. I could fake it without exposing myself too much.

I'd also learned a little about Replac3D, the company Steve Corey owned and led. There was a year-old interview with Steve, where he'd explained advances in bio-printing and how the technology allowed doctors to replace their patients' body parts. However, it was all about kneecaps, hips, and skin, with no mention of the brain. Steve owned a few bio-ink and stem cell printers, which produced a crude representation of a body part, such as an ear or a nose. His facility also had metal printers for titanium kneecaps or hip replacements, fitting the patient's body. Still, a far cry from the brain.

I'd also read about the mysterious snake drawn by an unsteady hand on a piece of paper: the Ouroboros. The symbol of change and renewal, the origin of which went back to prehistoric times, the emblem used by many religions, cults, and organizations. The information I'd found was not very helpful. It could've meant anything. There were too many references and connections.

I looked at my phone; it was close to 1 p.m., meaning the buffet lunch for the conference participants was about to begin. My stomach growled as I studied the lunch menu on the screen and thanked Steve for using facial recognition as a security feature of his phone, the only one alongside the fingerprint scan that would have worked in my situation. There wasn't much I'd uncovered about my new identity, but it was enough to get by. He had only a few contacts in his phone, one of which was Kev. All the emails were work related, mostly about contracts and appointments, including a communication chain with Eric Berg, which was very discreet and mentioned no printed brains or enormous checks. From what I could deduce based on the information on his phone and Google search, Steve wasn't married and had no kids. The absence of a wedding ring on his finger confirmed this conclusion. I didn't want to call his contacts randomly to find out more; it could have led to awkward conversations and raised suspicions. I decided to continue pretending to be Steve Corey, superimposing the tastes and preferences of Doug Tanner, a middle-aged straight scientist from Salem, onto his identity. A potential problem could arise if one of the cruise participants knew Steve personally. I remembered my name tag showing First-Time Attendee, hoping not too many people were too close to Steve, and decided to improvise in case such an encounter happened. I stood, placed the Ouroboros message in the pocket, and stepped into the hallway. 

I took the elevator up to Deck 9, where the giant buffet hall was located. It was already crowded, so I looked for a place to sit. Fortunately, lunch was organized around a novel concept: I had to pick a raffle ticket from one of the large glass bowls young people in AMEN shirts held. The ticket had a table number on it, inviting me to sit at it. Forty-three. 

I squeezed through the crowd and found my table. My stomach grumbled again as I smelled roasted chicken. A few people sat around with their plates full, drinking water and orange juice. It was loud, so I had to raise my voice to introduce myself. I picked a place between a red-haired, middle-aged woman with hazel eyes, her face covered with cute freckles, and an older Asian man with a broad face and short-cut black hair. Dr. Yu, as he introduced himself, worked at the University of Singapore developing novel ways to print ceramic materials, a subject I knew nothing about. The lady, on the other hand…Laura Everitt, Assistant Professor at Penumbra University in Texas, was involved in novel bio-printing research. An opportunity to learn more about Steve's area of business, and, perhaps, to flirt, as Laura was quite attractive. Curls of beautiful red hair encircled her face, covered with youthful freckles, and her manner of rubbing her nose with a joint of the index finger was cute. I had to be very careful, though, as my level of knowledge was superficial, and it would've been very easy for her to spot the impostor. Her name was not in Steve's phone book, so even if she knew him, they weren't close. I had to lead the conversation, however, to avoid questions I couldn't answer. 

"I'm in the bio-printing as well," I said, sipping my coffee and picking a large piece of feta cheese with my fork. "Although more on the practical side, helping doctors create replacement body parts. We mostly use titanium and cobalt chrome. What's your research about?"

"Oh, we are in the early stages of discovery. It's a university, after all." She smiled, and all her freckles smiled with her. Laura took a sip of orange juice. "Your business sounds a lot more impactful. You're helping people."

"I hope so. And I'm sure your research will lead to more novel ways of doing so." I picked up my coffee. "Cheers!" 

"Cheers!" She supported my silly game and smiled. Her teeth were shining white.

"So, what exactly do you do?"

"You're familiar with bio-inks, I'm sure," she said. I nodded. "We're taking it to the next level. It's been demonstrated that printing organs and muscle is possible with the right combination of stem cells and scaffolding. We do it with nerves."

"Nerves?" I raised my eyebrow. "Astonishing! Are you growing nerve cells while printing? And they work?"

"Growing, yes. Working, not quite." She laughed, picking a piece of roasted chicken breast from her salad. "Scaffolding is an issue, and making the cells grow and connect the right way is a challenge."

"I'd imagine. Ever tried to print a brain?" 

"A brain? That's a whole new level." She shook her head and rubbed her nose. "I know some people in Europe printed brain organoids, so, technically, it's possible to print the basic building blocks. But if you're curious about printing a working brain, even a tiny prototype, I've never heard about that. We're struggling with individual nerves. Printing and connecting millions of neurons is science fiction." 

"What if you get a large grant? Would you take it?" I asked.

"Well, it depends." She raised her eyebrows. "Do you have the money? We could start the research. I'm sure we could publish a few nice papers and even file for a patent." She stopped eating and stared at me. "But I guess you want a practical application? Am I right?"

"Not really, just curiosity." I waved my hand. I stepped onto shaky ground and didn't need to create more expectations. But I enjoyed talking to her. "Perhaps in the future. Imagine the implications for curing Alzheimer's or Parkinson's."

"True, and this is why I'm so committed to my research. However, what you're talking about is, I'm afraid, decades into the future."

Well, decades. Not quite, as Steve was apparently engaged in exactly that, and not with stupid organoids—with a whole human brain. Could it have somehow caused the transfer of my mind into his body? But how? I was learning, although everything was hazy and speculative. I needed to talk to Laura more and find out what the current state of brain printing research was. I stood, thanked my table companions, and wished them a great conference. I gave Laura my business card and suggested we should continue the conversation about the fascinating subject of bio-printing. She took the card, smiled, gave me hers, and we agreed to find each other later. The knot of the mystery was tightening, and I walked out of the dining hall briskly, whistling a popular K-pop tune. My fingers were not shaking anymore, and Laura's smiling freckles were before my eyes. 

I was eager to learn more and took the elevator down to Deck 5: the exhibit. This was the easy way to learn without raising suspicions. I needed to solve the riddle and get my life back. 

***

THE EXHIBIT WAS impressive, with hundreds of companies showcasing their products and services. The booths were arranged in several square segments, with large firms occupying the best spots visible from anywhere on the floor. Young volunteers, most likely students, wearing AMEN t-shirts were helping people orient themselves and find their way. Some exhibitors attracted participants with free food and alcohol; the cruise had a great start. 

My level of knowledge was superficial and mostly based on what I'd read on the phone in my stateroom earlier. I knew the basics, but not enough to be an effective trade show participant. I had to learn more. 

Almost everyone exhibited a 3D printer or raw materials, such as plastic filaments and metal powders. The machines varied from simple plastic extrusion devices, inexpensive and familiar to 3D-printing enthusiasts, to large, industrial-grade systems boasting dozens of lasers transforming metal powder into intricate functional parts, such as turbine blades, engine nozzles, and valves for chemical plants. Several booths included large enclosures with robotic arms equipped with material extrusion hotends printing very large plastic objects, such as boats and gigantic vases. 

I passed by a massive booth where the exhibitors were printing chairs and tables with an enormous machine; the furniture had surprisingly fine features built with intricate lattice structures, not possible to manufacture any other way. The smell of molten plastic was not so great, though. Another company showed 3D-printed parts at the other end of the spectrum: I needed to look into the microscope to appreciate the fine detail of a half-millimeter-sized ball bearing. Hundreds of people roamed the exhibit, engaging in conversations, exchanging business cards, and having a good time. I blended in, looking for bio-printing technologies, something Steve would be interested in. 

After talking to a startup selling medical-grade metal powders and another one printing skin replacement, I ran into an inconspicuous booth, where a single table with a plastic replica of a brain was set up behind a banner with the slogan, We print your memories. My heart started beating twice as fast, and suddenly it got roasting hot. This was definitely a step in the right direction. I had to find out more.

I approached the table, where a gray-haired man wearing large glasses, dressed in a black suit and black tie, sat, studying his company's brochure, oblivious to what was happening around him. He didn't even notice me. Strange behavior for a trade show exhibitor. I came closer, looked at the brain replica (nothing outstanding, just a plastic representation with a pretty poor resolution), and picked up a brochure. As I turned the pages, my eyebrows rose higher and higher, and my heart jumped out of my chest. It was impossible, but very close to what I was looking for.

The company from Finland, PiSky3D, offered a device connecting to a human brain to extract and record memories. I wondered at the weird choice of a name for a business, but I'd seen worse at this exhibit already: the industry was still immature, and names such as Lollipop3D and Laugh-a-Bot were part of the charm. I picked up the brochure, which included several testimonials from happy customers who wanted to preserve their memories for themselves and their families as old age was overtaking their bodies. I couldn't say whether these were fake. It was difficult to understand how the technology worked by reading the brochure, and there was nothing else at the booth to provide any hints of how PiSky3D fulfilled their promise of "printing memories." 

"Excuse me," I addressed the host, who continued to read a brochure, not paying any attention to me. "What exactly do you offer? Is it hardware or services?"

The older man looked at me over his glasses and moved his lips without uttering a sound. Then, a cackling voice pronounced with a very thick foreign accent (I presumed it was Finnish), "It's a very early stage. We're looking for investors to develop the application." 

"You already have testimonials. It's very impressive. How does it work?" I asked and extended my hand. "Steve Corey, Replac3D. We are in the biomedical space as well."

"Steve Corey… Do I know you?" He continued to look at me over his glasses for a few uncomfortable seconds, then squinted and shook my hand. "Antero Aho."

"I don't think we've met," I said. Running into an acquaintance would be inconvenient. I had to pretend I didn't know him while continuing to play Steve's role. "Can you tell me more?"

"Okay." He squinted again. "We invented a method to access the human brain and extract and record memories onto a solid-state storage device. We insert electrodes into a human skull, retrieve the memories, and transfer them into a proprietary printer, which creates a physical record. It's all very safe, but still very cumbersome and prone to errors."

"Similar to a vinyl music record?" I frowned. Did he try to sell me snake oil? By now, I was sure the testimonials were all fake. 

"Yes, that's quite right." The older man smiled.

"Why do you need a physical record? Can't you digitize the information?" It sounded crazy enough to be intriguing.

"It's complicated." He winked and shook his head. "It's digital, but you have to convert it to a physical carrier right away or the data gets corrupted. Has to do with quantum decoherence. You must excuse me; I am not a scientist."

I did everything I could to control my reaction when he mentioned quantum effects. This wasn't just close; this could have been the key to my mystery. I turned away and nodded toward a passerby, trying to hide my excitement, pretending I knew the man and was distracted.

"I'd like to learn more." I turned back to face Antero Aho, reached into my pocket, and gave him my business card. "Would that be possible? Are you affiliated with the university?"

The older man shook his head. "No, we are only using their facilities. You need to talk to Dr. Leevi Leivo, the inventor. I am on the business side. If you are interested in an early investment stage, I could give you the details and introduce you to Dr. Leivo to speak about the technology. But you must sign the non-disclosure agreement first. This information is quite sensitive and is our competitive advantage." He extended his hand with a business card that read, Antero Aho, CEO, PiSky3D.

"Thank you," I said. "No problem with signing the NDA. Yes, I'd like to discuss the investment opportunity and also speak with Dr. Leivo."

"Of course," the gray-haired man responded, still looking at me over his large glasses. "Here's his business card. You can contact him directly." He winked. This reaction confused me, but I decided it had to do with some Finnish customs. 

"Much appreciated."

"Could
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