
  
    
      THE BUTTERFLY’S STROKE AND OTHER STORIES

    

    
      
        ANNMARIE SANSEVERO

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Stark Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Annmarie SanSevero

      Cover Design © 2025 Juan Padron

      

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Stark Publishing

      Waterloo, ON

      www.starkpublishing.ca

      

      Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Real locales and public and celebrity names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is either completely coincidental or is used in a completely fictional manner.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction to “The Butterfly’s Stroke”

      

      
        1. The Butterfly’s Stroke

      

      
        Introduction to “A Living Client.”

      

      
        2. A Living Client

      

      
        Introduction to “Shattered”

      

      
        3. Shattered

      

      
        Introduction to “The Heresy of Peace.”

      

      
        4. The Heresy of Peace

      

      
        Introduction to “Memory Ghost”

      

      
        5. Memory Ghost

      

      
        Introduction to “Untethered”

      

      
        6. Untethered

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      To Martin L. Shoemaker

      
        
        You are my mentor and friend. Not only are you a talented author and coder, you are also incredibly generous with your knowledge, and patient as I learn. I’m pretty sure I mumble “Tools not Rules” in my sleep.

      

      

      

      
        
        Without you, not only would this collection not exist, but my life would not be the same. I’m blessed to have you as a part of my journey.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION TO “THE BUTTERFLY’S STROKE”

          

        

      

    

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

          

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

      There was a soft knock on her bedroom door.

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

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

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

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

      “Shut up.”

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

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

      “Fair enough.”

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

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

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

      “Not so secret if she told you.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Dark.”

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Kevin tapped a few keys on the computer.

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The questions flew at her.

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

      “Will your team be here?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “It’s time,” Kevin said.

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

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

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

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

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

      He dragged himself through the water toward her.

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

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

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

      “Trust me.”
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        * * *

      

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

      

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

      Nadia.

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

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

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

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

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

      “O.K., thanks.”

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

      Nadia.

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

      

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

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

      

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

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

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

      “You’re hysterical.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Ummm….sure.”

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

      “Explosion?” That sounded bad.

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

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

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

      Nadia groaned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Ready?” Kevin asked.

      “No, but go ahead anyway.”

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

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

      “Blaine, come here,” Kevin said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Laurie didn’t reply.

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