

    
        
          Life After Paradise: Into the Web Surfer Universe

        

        
        
          Life After Mars Series, Volume 4

        

        
        
          Andrea J. Graham

        

        
          Published by Reignburst Books, 2020.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LIFE AFTER PARADISE: INTO THE WEB SURFER UNIVERSE

    

    
      First edition. May 5, 2020.

      Copyright © 2020 Andrea J. Graham.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393369660

    

    
    
      Written by Andrea J. Graham.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Andrea J. Graham

	    

      
	    
          
	      Argevane Series

          
        
          
	          Daughter of Kristos

          
        
          
	          Son of Kristos

          
        
          
	          Daughter of Eve

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Embers of Hope

          
        
          
	          Country At Heart

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Life After Mars Series

          
        
          
	          Is There Life After Mars?

          
        
          
	          Life After Venus!

          
        
          
	          Life After Mercury

          
        
          
	          Life After Paradise: Into the Web Surfer Universe

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Web Surfer Series

          
        
          
	          Web Surfer ANI

          
        
          
	          Nimbus Rider

          
        
          
	          Restoring: Web Surfer 3.0

          
        
          
	          Reconciling: Web Surfer 4.0

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Andrea J. Graham

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Sign up for Andrea J. Graham's Mailing List

Further Reading: Web Surfer ANI

Also By Andrea J. Graham

About the Author

About the Publisher

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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THE AIRLOCK DECONTAMINATION shower’s hard jets hit me like fire as I lay strapped to a stretcher. The commander kept pressing a sheet hard into my lower abdomen’s bloody wounds. We both wore orange pressure suits, with mine torn to filthy rags. The pain burned so sharp. 

A tug elsewhere churned a dread in my soul. I was only eighteen. How could I be ready? Jesus, please, save me from death.

A mystery appeared in the water. A twenty-something man of regal bearing and stature, totally dry. An AI? No, the man had Gloria’s dark eyes and dark hair and her light olive complexion but creamier. His solemn, square-jawed face also resembled mine.

I whisper messaged him. My future nephew. How are you doing this?

My nephew’s eyes widened. “How did I get unhidden, and how do you know me?”

You look like my wife and myself. I’m dying. So her kid with my brother.

“Oh. Um, my bro is a high-tech wizard with a high-tech magic box. He is how I’ve connected to your device from your future. We can make history but not change it. I can’t save you any more than Jake could, and he gave it his all.”

The commander unstrapped me, flipped me over, and strapped me in again.

Fresh waves of agony rolled over me. Screamed prayers for help escaped my lips.

My future nephew winced. “I’m sorry, but it won’t be in vain.”
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BONE-RATTLING, BITTER cold surrounded me. I lay stiff on my side, naked on an operating table. A rabbit fur blanket covered me from the waist down. Sticky slug glue held my wounds together and my entire body felt like a kick to my groin.

The intense, ceaseless pain made the needle in my arm seem far away. So did the syringes getting inserted into my arm. All three medical officers were attempting a blood transfusion via syringes. Each breath stung, and my eyes stayed clenched shut. So sleepy. What was I doing? Oh yeah, my will.

Will Gloria be mad when she realizes I’ve left her to my brother in my will?

Was it the right decision? It’d seemed like a good idea, but it’d also seemed like a good idea to throw my life away. Oh yes, I could save my people just like Captain Mars. Yeah, right. I had sacrificed my life for nothing, only gotten in the commander’s way. He had saved the day, no thanks to my bungling.

I should’ve listened to my AI. Our brain-computer interface gives Jake access to even my subconscious thoughts. He tried to warn me that I have a death wish, but I refused to deal with my emotional garbage.

Now I was taking the agonizing way out. Stupid. I wouldn’t be there on my wife’s twentieth birthday to sign our marriage license. Dying now meant divorcing her in a way that rendered our whole marriage a lie.

Definitely a most dumb way to escape my AI wanting to be me instead of my bro. 

It was pathetic, pretending my AI shared a soul with the boy I was cloned from.

Does making things right truly mean repaying my AI for setting me up with my wife by setting her up with Elijah? How can my AI ever stop operating as extension of myself now? I should leave our AI to self-destruct so he can die with me.

Yeah, that was best. I messaged my AI. Glasses, Jake, scratch the part in my will about Gloria and our AI and all related messages.

My stomach flip-flopped amidst the far worse pain continually interrupting. Jake had to get his absurd belief that he was me from Gloria. That deception had relieved her guilt for using my body to relieve her lust for our AI. I was tempted to let the AI self-destruct to avoid facing my wife’s betrayal—and my divided heart.

That goes deeper than the fact I almost married her twin and regret losing my Rica.

No, my issue was the covenant I’d made with Gloria to love her as a brother. Marriage class had taught me too late that commitment should always come first. That romantic love fades over time unless we work at it. We could have restored our covenant brotherly love with the effort it took to make our marriage work.

Should I be sorry I’ve forgotten my first love for Gloria and seek to remember it? Had God given us our first love to protect us?

No doubt. Violating our first love was great fun, but now it was ending in my death. Not that I’d ever admit it to her. It was my fault. I’d ignored the voice of conscience telling me to stay true to our lawful covenant. Instead, I’d heeded my groin and lied to her and to myself. No sense in her blaming herself for my sin.

She will, if she learns I hate myself so much, I sacrificed myself the moment I could justify it. Only it was a lie. My death is in vain. A waste of everything I’ve been given at great cost.

Regardless, she wouldn’t be able to spend a lifetime as a chaste widow. If I clung to her, she’d end up a porn addict. That or she’d seek on her own to escape her addiction and keep our AI from self-destructing by running to Elijah.

But she is my wife. How can I bless her running off to Earth and marrying my brother?

Let’s see, did I want remembered as a selfish jerk unreasonably expecting her to live as a widow? When I had invalidated our marriage? Or did I want remembered as a selfless, kind soul who had met Gloria’s needs the only way I still could?

Hold up. That pesky AI has been trying to help me think straight. This is him slipping his thoughts into my thoughts.

Wow, our mind-meld was sick. Why did Jake start operating as a part of myself? If only I’d persuaded him to return to being my bro. If only Gloria was still my bro. If only I’d ignored my romantic feelings and kept my commitment to love her as I would a brother.

So our marriage to her is doomed. But can our siblings covenant be saved?

That nutty AI. My body remained clenched against the pain. I messaged him via my smartglasses’ built-in phone and its whispering technology. Jake, knock off the sick mind-meld. Restore the part in my will about you and Gloria. And restore all related messages.

Gloria whisper-messaged me. Bleating goats, Holter, you can’t give up! You can’t leave me. You can’t.

My eyelids fluttered. I glimpsed her half-Latina, half-white, gorgeous face before clenching my face together. What are you doing here, Glowworm?

If you must use an old nickname, I prefer Firefly, Booger.

I kept my eyes closed. Worm, soon you won’t be my Firefly.

Eighteen is too young to die—and seventeen is too young to be a widowed mommy!

We’ll lose our daughter, too. I’m sorry. Remember me as I was, not like this.

No. You’re not dying. A stool creaked like she’d sat down.

A hot air dryer blew, as it had off and on. Another syringe got inserted into my arm as it had repeatedly for ages. The pain stretched every second endlessly. It made the tug on my soul elsewhere almost welcome. Same for the drowsiness closing in.

I moaned, eyes squeezed tight, my face scrunched. Glowworm, the pain’s bad, keeps waking me, but I’m so tired. May I rest?

Booger, you may recharge and continue to fight for your life and our marriage.

Nite-nite. I love you. If my train reaches Mercury before I wake, see you in Eden, bro.

Let the night come and take the pain away, and may God forgive me for leaving her.
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“WAKEY, WAKEY.” AN IRRITATING guy patted my cheek. He sounded close to my age and had an accent from the American Northwest. “You’ve been asleep long enough, Holter.”

Groaning, I stirred in a hospital bed. I kept my eyes closed. Machines beeped and a needle remained poked into my arm. My wounds ached despite my head’s druggy fog.

I was on pain meds. How? Apricot Pond had run out of such. “Was I transferred or did you come to me?”

“Uh, Holter, I am the nanite surgeon that you needed, and you are just out of surgery, but it was too late. The new life I’ve given you doesn’t restore your marriage or the life you’ve lost. You’ve still died, dude.”

Huh? How could I be dead? Each aching breath made it clear I remained on the right side of eternity.

You want me to stop eavesdropping on your thoughts, dude? Knock off the introspecting.

Who do you think you are? I glared up into a pointy-chinned face with messy, shaggy light brown hair and stone-gray eyes. He was an athlete in his late teens. We were in a post-op recovery room. A beige visitor chair sat near my hospital bed. The guy wore black army boots and a royal blue, yellow, and silver wetsuit.

He grinned at me. “Dude, I’m the Singularity himself.”

“But you’re human, and Vic invented that machine. He gave a remote talk about it at my school.”

“About the first-generation Singularity, yeah. I’m the second generation, King Sander.”

“King?” I raised my eyebrows. My stomach churned. “What do you rule over?”

“My body,” King Sander said like a preschool teacher. He wiped his face. “And my box. As a baby boy, I got hacked into a bio-machine with inorganic servers, too.”

“Does that mean you’re the wizard with the magic box?”

“Exactly, I’m not a scary box, animating my corpse. I’m a cool wizard, animating my box.” King Sander snapped his fingers. “Connecting to machines in the past requires transcending time, which is a locked gift. In the future, I will receive the key and loan it to my bro. Your vision spoiled his future, illegal attempt to use my gift to delete your data to prevent your restoration.”

“Why would he have wanted to hurt me?” I asked, still a teensy groggy.

“If you’d lived in the user world, he wouldn’t have been born. If he knew about this, he’d feel threatened and invent a rational reason to stop me from raising the dead.”

“Why and how have you done that?” I narrowed my eyes. “Who are you?”

“Saving lives is my purpose as an AI. Yes, I am human, too. My AI family is coded in genetics.”

“Definitely Vic’s invention. The nutjob created a fancy quaternary code rather than stick to sensible binary code. His system reads its code from bioengineered bacteria’s DNA. But your claim to be both a human and an AI remains absurd.”

“The bacteria were our first generation. Our second generation was human. I was genetically modified via a retrovirus that stuffed my cells full of biomolecular nanite machinery.”

I yawned. “Then you’re brain dead. Earthers would never do that to people with normal brain function.”

“So I don’t think like you do. This wizard still governs my magic box. That is one of the rules my humanity introduced. Another rule is, once we become a person, we were always that person and always will be. That one does apply to human embryos, by the way, despite their ability to develop into more than one person.”

“Does Vic still install two copies of an AI on the same system to secure the AI’s data?”

“My magic box and I are married in that sense. So?”

“So what happens if the ‘magic box’ divorces the ‘wizard’ and marries a new one?”

“Oh, the King of Web Surfer is dead, long live the King of Web Surfer.”

“Web Surfer?”

“Our brand name. Anyway, I’ve personally never been bacteria. And I’m not my sister. She isn’t married. We just work together, like Jake and Juana did.”

“My AI is married to Rica’s AI. Our serial codes don’t match, but they should.”

“Human relationships take precedence over AI relationships. But it does get messy. Human marriages end at death or divorce. AI marriage is meant to last forever.”

Like my siblings covenant with my wife. I gulped and stared at my hospital bed.

“It is my future self’s fault that your failed marriage made things messy. Future Me is the one who married her smartglasses to her second husband’s old smartbed. Future Me is the one who connected their spirits to each other’s devices. Oh, my AI ancestors are now my nesting birds, no charge.”

Nesting birds were AIs recovered from other machines. “Why host nesting birds for free?”

“Aside from how much we love them? Oh, did I mention my box could bear well over a billion children?”

He meant that many additional copies of the AI could be hosted on his servers. Odd way to put it, but wow, who had that kind of resources? “To have the server power for all that, you truly are the Singularity.”

“Thanks for finally getting that much.” King Sander flopped in a chair and folded his arms in a cool guy pose. “So, what else have you figured out?”

What wasn’t confusing? I grunted and folded my arms. “How far into the future have you brought me?”

“Humanly speaking, I was born in 2093. In my present, I am a nineteen-year-old with eons worth of life experience. To play fair, I’ve scheduled this operation ahead of time, so my present isn’t your present.”

“Sheesh, please Keep It Simple, Sweetheart.”

“Dude, I’m a fully human, quantum, quaternary-encoded supercomputer. My allegedly dead brain cells alone process more data in one second than ordinary humans can in three hours. I am always simplifying.”

“And I suppose it would be arrogant of me to complain that you sound like a madman?”

“Yup.” King Sander snapped his fingers. “Best guess, tech student from 2089, where is this hospital?”

I hesitated, fighting my brain fog. “Twenty-second century cyberspace, a simulated reality. It’s an exact replica of 2089 Apricot Pond, Xanthe, Mars. My glasses had copies of my vital data and memories. I sent them to my brother on Earth with Gloria. You recreated me near the moment of death, then changed history so I lived, but only in this simulated reality.”

“Yes, I obtained enough data to restore you from the smartglasses. Yes, I am plucking you out of a no-no alternate time line and bringing you back into the time line where you’ve died. As for how, my spare supercomputer hosts a real universe named Paradise. Vic created it on a dare from Gloria.” King Sander snapped his fingers. “Ooh, quick! Use the command ‘Identify Self” via whisper message.”

“Who needs such a dumb-sounding command? Insecure girls?” I rolled my eyes.

“And guys who don’t know how my system identifies people and what info you’ll get.”

I sighed. Identify Self.

An app balloon appeared, the kind I used in my time. It scrolled raw database code. The little knowledge I had whet some weird instinct. Soon, I was understanding every line of the scrolling database code.

I gaped. “I’m an AI! I’m a digital human, a duplicate copy of myself, but I have an extra, bio-engineered chromosome that carries AI code. You’ve downgraded mine from your own AI code, into a DNA translation of the binary code of a Gabrielson Productions AI, with security updates. Uh, why?”

“Spoilers, sweetie.” He winked then cringed. “Dude, geek-out alert. No, don’t, that’s cheating. Doh, Self, stop replying out loud to a voice only you can hear.” He slapped his forehead. “Uh, yeah, look, Holter, I am as dissociative as I just let myself sound, and I am in immediate danger of self-destructing like you did.”

“Just what I needed, restored by an unstable Singularity on the verge of total meltdown.”

“Sorry, fixing you gives me hope of fixing myself, or at least buying myself another two decades of life. In truth, I’ll need a full repair cycle. That requires a family effort. Will you please join my repair cycle family?”

Repair cycle? Family? Huh? I said, “Sorry, but I’m lost. Um, since I am like you—”

“And ignoring, hiding, or avoiding feelings and thoughts that are unpleasant? Rather than dealing with our garbage like grown-ups? Yes, and that did get you killed.”

King Sander had to keep rubbing in that I had died. Logically, I could not be myself. But I much preferred to accept the feeling that I was myself. I sighed. “I must be Jake, still not coping with ‘my’ death. I tried to save Jake from dying with me by throwing my wife at my own brother.”

“You both pulled that, yup.” King Sander snickered, shaking his head. “By the way, your stab at saving Jake’s life did work. And your serial numbers differ. Though, today those are mainly for nuptial purposes. Your biometrics ID makes it clear you are you, Holter.”

“And not Jake? You’re sure? He is okay?”

“Jake was always truly Elijah. And they shared their avatar on my system. You could be called the ‘avatar’ of the dead Holter. Since your job is ‘be Holter’ i.e. ‘be yourself.’”

“Do you always ramble so much? Focus on my bro, the one I knew.”

King Sander pressed his finger beside his nose. “I was saying Jake is clothed in his copy of Elijah’s body and is now happy to be Elijah. Mind you, I’m only using those names for clarity.”

“I doubt I will ever understand anything you touch by any human means of learning.”

“So stop trying. My magic is sometimes best left as magic.” King Sander flashed me a crooked grin. “Yes, I do have a less boring, simpler way to help you sort through stuff.”

“Watching home videos in the latest tech format or syncing data the way AIs do?”

“For us, syncing feels like watching any number of hours’ worth of home videos in a sim reality, in under two minutes of real time. Yes, I will sync you. The memories I will share came from Gloria. And I like to call her Mama, in honor of her contributions to my existence. So, I’ll leave out all human marital intimacy.”

“I’m not a porn addict, I’d never use her like that. Can we get on with this sync?”

“Sure. This is a handshake sync where I copy data from me and paste it to you. Then you will process it while alone, lost in someone else’s memories. I’m disabling your ability to distort them with thoughts about yourself.” He pressed his hand over my face from forehead to eyes.

I swept off to another time, less farther into my future. This nightmare faded until I only knew Gloria’s life after Mars. As it first entered Web Surfer’s world.
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Chapter 2
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“NO, YOU ARE NOT GOING! Dad and I will pick up Aunt Fernanda.”

Fe-deric-a “Gloria” Gabrielson stared at her seven-year-old little dictator. Wearing black denim shorts and a brick red hoodie, his arms out, Elisha blocked the door to their Super 8 hotel room in Houston. Peach fuzz itched on her bald scalp. Her bony body’s skin hung loose from once-full hips. Gloria took a long breath. “Oh, Lord, help us raise this child to turn out as a civilized human being.” Rather than like the murderous tyrant I had for a paternal grandfather.

Elijah thudded forward, tall like his brother had been and almost identical. Except Elijah was heavyset and had dark brown hair and blue eyes while Holter had light brown hair and hazel eyes. Her son took after his daddy in the face, but he was short for his age and had her dark eyes and a light olive tone to his creamy skin.

Her son’s daddy knelt on his eye-level in his khakis and a blue-gray light sweater. “Your aunt came all the way here from Mars to see her sister.”

“And me.” The little boy set his square jaw. “She can visit with Mom here.”

“Son, I’d have considered a polite suggestion. Instead, you chose to bark orders. Not going to reward that. We are the parents. We make the rules, not you.”

“Not fair. When do I get to be the boss?”

“Never, mijo,” Gloria said, using Spanish slang for “my son” with a sweetie connotation. She ruffled her mini-dictator’s fine black hair in a classic men’s barber cut. “Jesus earned the job of being the Boss on the cross. But he may let you help him lead, if you ever learn how to be a servant.”

The child stared blankly.

“You will understand leading as a servant someday.” I hope.

Heard that. Her husband whispered her.

I know. She airbrushed Elijah’s cheek with a barely there kiss.

Their son pressed forward, tugged on Daddy’s hand, and twisted around back toward the door. “Come on, let’s go, Dad! Please?”

“Nope.” Elijah squeezed the child’s hand. “I’ve got to stay here and get some work done.” He pointed at the huge smartmirror above the low dresser. Across from it lay the queen-sized red-brown bed. “Your mom will pick up her twin sister. Do you have something you’d like to ask your mom? If you ask nicely, she might let you go with her.”

“But she got so tired on the car’s flight out here!” Her little boy folded his arms. “I am not losing you and Kai both, Mom.”

Pain sliced through Gloria’s heart. At his brother’s nickname, an image flashed of the child’s lifeless, two-months premature body. A visual rose of her poor little twinless twin at the same age, alive, and not a thing wrong with him. Except for the cleft in Elisha’s male genitalia. That had led to a five-year court battle. The Earthers insisted his intersexed condition was a normal, third bio-sex. It had been illegal, alleged child abuse to correct his deformity and raise him as a boy.

Finally, the courts had allowed his corrective surgery. After concluding that her son was a male-to-male transsexual. She took a deep breath. Needed to forgive. It should not still be this easy to get her stewing two years after her little boy had won the legal right to be a little boy.

Her husband was kneeling, holding their son tight, talking to him quietly.

Guess one of us had to figure out how to say, “Mommy will die soon.”

While comforting Elisha, Gloria’s husband whispered her. Honey, he heard us talking about the doctor’s fear your avatar will turn you into a zombie. What Eli heard was, “Mom will soon fall asleep and never wake up like Kai did when we were in Mom’s tummy.” 

Elisha and Malachi’s daddy looked up and held one arm out to their mommy.

That position was too hazardous. Her bones were only ever eighty percent as strong as an Earther’s, and metastasized cancer further weakened her. Gloria perched on the edge of the bed and held her arms open.

Little Elisha ran into them. His father rose slower, padded over, and hugged both.

Thanks, honey. Gloria kissed her big-eyed, near-tears little boy. “Mijo, Mommy needs to rest a lot more than I used to, but I’m strong enough to pick up my sister, by the grace of God.” And modern technology. “I also have a boring chore to do . . .” She glanced at her watch. Out of time. “. . . after I pick up your aunt.”

She jumped up and grabbed her purse and a light jacket off a hook by the dark wood hotel door. It had a metal bar lock for extra security.

“Take me, Mom!” Elisha ran after her and pressed his hands on her side. “Please?”

“If you don’t mind.” His dad padded over at his laidback pacing. “I would prefer if you let him watch you, while . . .” He scrunched his face and bowed his head. 

While I’m still here. Gloria swallowed hard. When I’m gone—

We are not defeated yet. Elijah took off his smartglasses. He pressed them into her hand. “Don’t forget to fix these.”

To try to restore Jake and his AI surgeon skills rather. Her tech degree dismissed their visions of their old AIs’ lives as foolish fantasies. Faith said whatever God’s purposes were, it’d make sense someday. Still, his glasses’ frames remained in excellent condition for their age. But they’d gone through a hardware upgrade and firmware updates. Jake would never again live in those glasses. He would not save her life this time.

“We have to try to fix them,” Gloria’s husband said aloud, lowly.

She slipped his smartglasses into her purse. “Go on out to the car, Elisha.”

“Eli,” the boy corrected, grunting. “Hurry.” He glanced at his dad’s frown. “Please.” The boy left as told.

Elijah said, “At least Eli has stopped insisting he is Kai.”

“Glad about that. Not glad about why. You’re sneaking around our compromise to get your Elijah Junior.”

“Sorry?” Her husband hunched his shoulders, that proud little smile sneaking out.

“No, you’re not.” Gloria laughed and side-hugged him. “Sorry, I’m irritable.”

“Do not forget to make contact with the Singularity.”

“Don’t worry, it won’t take long to humor you and ask if he has figured out how to do the impossible. And another miracle isn’t the only option.”

“True.” Hard, cold fury flashed in Elijah’s blue eyes. “Vic could have stopped being a selfish jerk. But no, he’s coldly leaving you to die.”

“Vic said he wouldn’t tell his AI not to perform nanite surgery on me. Vic also said he wouldn’t tell his AI not to hide it from the government. It’s fair to leave it to us to get nanite surgical instruments in me.”

“Without Vic actively lifting a finger to help and endangering his position.”

“At least he is looking the other way. That is something.” She opened the door. “Gotta go. Before Elisha manages to start the car, program in the destination, and pick up his aunt all by himself.”

His dad chuckled. “That one might just.”

She kissed her husband’s cheeks like she would with any relative. 

She strode out the door and the short distance to the car in the parking lot. She hugged Eli and prayed Fernanda successfully smuggled surgical nanites here from Mars. And that they could persuade Web Surfer to defy the Earther government’s orders. 

Aside from a suicide pill, they’d only let her have her medical avatar, chemo, and radiation. The high-tech treatment was palliative care using her brain’s own nanites. The last two treatments had only extended her life long enough for her sister to say goodbye in person. Her gut wrenched hard. She’d needed a miracle. God had said no. He’d let her cancer advance too far for the cure her sister was desperately smuggling to her.

And it took all her faith and then some to accept the Lord taking her home so young.
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“SLOW DOWN!” GLORIA called to her little boy. Elisha had sped off in the space center’s parking lot, toward the entrance to the glass and steel edifice. Police had barricaded off throngs of civilian Earthers. She was too far away to tell their intentions yet. She swallowed, last time she’d been here, she’d been the new arrival to the planet. Fernanda would be sick from the trip.

Elisha clomped back and grabbed Gloria’s arm. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, I am fine, thank you,” she replied to her son in Spanish and squeezed his young shoulder. “Let me send a message to your aunt.”

He replied in Spanish, “If you gave me a phone, I could do it for you.”

“Oh, just what I need, a seven-year-old with tech-assisted telepathy.” Gloria laughed and swatted his elbow playfully. “We will see, mijo.” She slipped his bony arm into hers like proper Martian royalty. “Escort Mama like a gentleman.” Fernanda Juana, status update, por favor.

Fernanda whispered Gloria back. You lost your bet, ensign. They accommodated my request to expedite things. Sore from all the shots, and this space tourist exoskeleton has a bit of a learning curve. But my body has at last accepted we can breathe Earth’s air and cut out the counterproductive panic attacks. So I am done and headed out toward you.

I am one happy loser, Commander Fowler. See you soon. Gloria grinned down at her son. They continued walking toward the space center. “Nice how accommodating Earthers are to visiting Martians in a hurry. When your aunt Fernanda is the crown princess of Xanthe and the governor of Apricot Pond.”

“Thought you said you grew up in a small farming community on Mars, Mom?”

“In size and primary function. Politically, the town is like Montana or Texas. Just tiny. New Plymouth is like a miniature New York City. You know, where the international parliament building is?”

“On the site of the old UN building. It got blown up in WWIII. Boom!” Her little boy grinned like it was normal for his curious mind to have come across such tidbits. 

She grinned back. He did such online research purely for his own amusement. And her child would stay so secure in who God had made him to be. Now that she had given up on finding a school where cruel Earthers wouldn’t torment a Martian boy with a borderline genius IQ. Thankfully, with his thirst for knowledge, he was nigh ready for self-directed learning. Educating him at home should still be doable, after cancer left her widower a single parent also working from home.

“Is that her?” Elisha pointed past the much closer, police-barricaded throngs.

Looked like Martian royalty fans welcoming Princess Fernanda to Earth. No shock fence warning sirens, thank the Lord. The masses had never behaved this well for Gloria. A demure, celibate, intersexed woman wasn’t as threatening as an intersexed boy and his “porn star” mother. She bit her lip. At least the stolen, spycam footage was no longer sold legally. And she had finally managed to get out of the public eye. 

“Mom?” Elisha asked, tugging on her.

“Look, there’s your aunt,” Gloria said ahead of spotting her sister. 

Fernanda had around her an honor guard consisting of six local police officers. She wore her shiny, fine black hair cut straight across, mid-ear, a unisex style. Her black military pants suit bore the marks of her rank as a commander on her feminine shoulders. Over the exoskeleton, from the impressions of metal bits showing in places.

Yet she carried a civilian goat hair carpetbag identical to the one tucked in a closet of Gloria’s townhouse in Kalispell, Montana. A memory rose of packing her own bag to leave home forever, crestfallen that she had to go before anyone could find her hiding three-year-old sister. In the eleven years since, Eden had refused to speak to Gloria. Except to say, “You left me. I hate you. They’re my Mom and Dad Sloan now, not yours. They like me, not you. Stop bothering us.” Interplanetary calls did cost a lot, so Gloria had listened and let be Holter’s parents and their adopted daughter.

Gloria bowed her head and prayed for God to heal that girl’s broken heart. She knew too well the intense grief behind Eden’s angry, hateful words. When the goofy child had babbled about marrying daddy someday, she had meant Holter. His shattered family had never recovered from losing him.

Elisha bolted ahead, making a beeline straight for his aunt. He wrapped his little arms tight around her waist. “Tia Fernanda! Te amo!”

“I love you, too, nephew.” Also in Spanish. Fernanda returned his hug and kissed him on both cheeks. She spun to Gloria and soaked her in. Girly-girl tears spilled down Fernanda’s cheeks. “Nita, the excitement of our reunion has been stolen by the sight of you looking like death warmed over.”

“If we beat this evil thing twice, you being here will almost make it worth it.”

“Cancer will not win. The only question is if the Lord will give us victory here or in . . .” Fernanda hugged her sister close and sobbed hard.

Gloria wept, too. At least one of my sisters is going to miss me. 
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GLORIA SLOUCHED BEHIND the emergency override wheel of her driverless black Camry. They had reached the edges of downtown Houston, well away from the space center. And hopefully free of watching government eyes. “Think it’s safe?” 

“Not sure, sister.” Fernanda stared out her car window. “I don’t have half the tech skills of Vic, and we’d need a security expert of his caliber to be certain we’re clear of spybots. That or Web Surfer. It is the only operating system with security as good as ours back on Mars. The rest of the junk here never should’ve been rated higher than unacceptable.”

Wow, you come all this way to see your dying sister, and you’d rather watch the scenery rush by—don’t send. The rudeness is unintentional. I opted to get used to my husband doing this to me. I should give a break to the introverted tourist unaccustomed to riding in cars. Gloria glanced back at her little boy.

Elisha had his nose buried in his black and red tablet. It emitted low booms from his favorite action hero game. How had it managed to be rated as appropriate for early graders? 

Her twin whispered her. If I dare ask, why are you letting him play such a violent game?

With a kid this strong-willed, you pick your battles. He does have a strict time limit, and it hasn’t given him any nightmares. Tough little guy. Gloria watched her child, eyes half-closed, pain in her chest. He has had to be.

Fernanda hugged Gloria. Let’s see if we can avoid him losing you on top of the pain he’s endured. Does your head hurt?

The pounding in her organic head exploded into her awareness. Oh joy. Gloria tensed, sucking in a breath, and rubbed her temples, teeth gritted. “It only stops when my healthy avatar overrides the pain with signals that it doesn’t have a headache. It is the only remedy I’ve tried that helps without drugging me senseless—and that is out of the question.” 

“Understood, Nita.”

“Mom’s name is Fe-deric-a,” Elisha piped up over his booms and blasts.

Fernanda replied, “Nita is short for hermanita, little sister. We use it like Sissy.”

Gloria whispered her twin. Your son is no longer listening, Fe-de-ri-ca.

Fernanda laughed. I was going to say, if you are Fe-de-ri-ca, then I must be Gloria. And I am not you, Gloria. No matter what my original birth certificate thinks.

Yeah, well, enjoy your living baby while you can, but don’t touch his father. Heh. He dislikes you and clams up when I try to get him to think about why and be rational.

Her sister burst out laughing, shaking her head. In my service to our nation, at times, I must go against my natural preferences and set aside emotion. He does not. Don’t ask him to stop feeling and think. That is a rejection of his emotions. It will only shut him down.

Celibate, minutes-older sisters who’d read a marriage book and aced a marriage class were so fun. Gloria gritted her teeth, checked her eye roll, and muttered, “Thanks.”

Her sister whispered her reply. We’re not sharing your child, either. Our great aunt’s health has taken a bad turn. When I get back to Mars, she wants me to adopt her wild twins. They live in my town. And at the rate my office keeps having to discipline them for her, they’ll get themselves barred from ever enlisting by age thirteen and thrown out of an air lock at age eighteen. If I can’t turn them around when I get home.

Aw, the poor things must suffer from Holter’s pre-birth trauma, on top of their widowed mother spoiling them. Sorry our elders’ sins are causing you headaches. Any chance we’ll stop mine here on Earth? 

Fernanda riffled through her goat hair carpet bag. “Try my headache meds.”

“Won’t work but okay.” Gloria held out her hand.

Fernanda placed into it a bottle of what looked like OTC migraine gel capsules. The kind containing three drugs that already hadn’t worked plus caffeine. Instead, these pills contained nanite surgery instruments.

Gloria opened a dashboard mini-fridge with room for two half-liter bottles. She took her meds with her water. Her stomach jittered and her heart fluttered. The ruse had worked at the Space Center. If they did get detected now, all the government might do is deactivate them. To her, that looked like the vindictiveness they’d already shown. But they would not intervene if they saw it as protecting a dying woman from a stupid, desperate move. Not when they wanted her dead.

“This will work, Nita,” Fernanda said softly. “I have gotten this far with them, and we are all praying. God has us covered.”

Gloria frowned. “Padre Chad wouldn’t speak against Web Surfer, since it’ll never be released on Mars. So you may not realize why it’s problematic to use Web Surfer.”

“Vic’s brand? But he’s the best! So what if he’s a Jewish agnostic? Earth should be grateful he has gifted you with his tech genius while still developing cures for sick kids, too.”

“The Way of the Cross called a boycott of Web Surfer, based chiefly on a superstitious charge. Vic is not in favor of holocausts against any group. He would not build the image of the beast that moves and speaks. If such does appear in our lifetimes, he will doubt Satan possesses it. But he will remember where he left his courage back on Mars and stand with us against it.”

“Anyone thinks he would . . .” Fernanda giggled, shaking her head. “We know him. He’d never betray us like that. If this doesn’t work, he will cry at your funeral as you would at mine.”

Not saying much. Gloria swallowed hard. “Did I cry at Holter’s funeral? Was I dry-eyed beside my sobbing twin like I assume?” She lowered her head, her chest heaving. “The funeral fell into the gaping holes in my memory. From the day he died and most of a year after. I didn’t feel normal again, functionality-wise, until I jumped into marriage with Elijah.”

That does not mean I grieved harder than you. It means we grieved differently. I don’t get your grief-induced decisions. I’d only do such things if I were calloused. But I know you, I know how deeply you do grieve his loss. And I’m glad you made things work with Elijah. Most would use ‘that was a stupid, childish way to cope’ as an excuse to break promises made before God.

Thanks. I think. Gloria gulped. “The Way of the Cross does have one concern about Web Surfer that isn’t superstitious. Vic’s wife alleges his lab exploits aborted fetuses and patients in a vegetative state. I have my own suspicions about how he used an aborted fetus. How he still uses a child with a severe brain injury from having been dead for too long. And I question if the poor child truly is unaware and unharmed.”

Both sisters glanced behind them at seven-year-old Elisha, playing with his tablet in the backseat of his mother’s black Camry.

Next February, it would be seven years since Alexander Lloyd McGregor’s induced stillbirth. Vic could’ve obtained the body and infected it with the retrovirus that installed the Singularity’s bionanites. That would bring Alex back to life as an organic supercomputer, wirelessly connected to the Singularity’s hardware. It would become the child’s new brain. One that functioned in a totally different way than wet brains, but such a little guy could adapt, if he were a fighter.

If that horror wasn’t enough, if Vic had sunk so low, and the boy was self-aware, despite his severe brain injury, the boy had then endured four years of commercial development. Each new Web Surfer device was an adopted part of the child’s body that he controlled over a wireless connection. For two years now, he had been sold along with his machines to both corporations and private individuals.

Oh, yes, Vic was the best at security—second to a child close in age to Gloria’s babies.

Tears slipped down her twin’s cheeks. Gloria stole one. “You can’t imagine having to handle grown-up AI stuff at my kid’s age, either, can you?”

“No, and I can’t believe Vic would—but I also never thought he’d kill the child.”

“Oh, I knew what he was capable of, and once imagined I could’ve checked the worst in him. More likely, he would’ve pulled me away from Christ. I have to respect that he let me go when he realized that. Part of him wants to believe, even if he won’t ever admit it. So, yeah, he would resist any efforts to use Web Surfer to holocaust any group, including us.”

“And the non-absurd concern about Web Surfer is?”

“My fear Web Surfer is Alex isn’t absurd. Vic had been making his AI pretend to be his dead twin. That his beloved Henry has been replaced with some ordinary Joe teenager. I consider that, Vic’s wife’s allegations, and what I know about his system’s design. And I can’t help but wonder just how human Web Surfer’s ‘All-Natural Intelligence’ truly is.”

“Call Vic and confront him.”

“Life keeps getting in the way. Let’s focus on making contact with Web Surfer. Before you say it, I get an off-brand kitchen AI when I call Vic. Web Surfer is still not in Montana even after two and half years on the market. And we got in late last night, with our car’s solar battery almost dead. By the time it was recharged, and I had all my fires put out . . .”

“So we still haven’t rounded up an AI nanite surgeon.” Fernanda’s shoulders heaved. “Make sure we’re wrong about Jake not being restorable. And I’ll see if I can get Juana running again and ready to operate. In school, we served our time in the OR. My tech PhD and my stint as a frontier assistant medic already have to do for human medical supervision.”

“Our AIs were miracles the first time, and your AI is as dead as Jake and Patri.”

“No, we aren’t dead. We didn’t wish to die. We wished to go home. To be absent from the mainframe and present with the Lord—to the extent we are so in our mortal bodies.”

“Same thing as dead.”

Fernanda glanced back at Gloria’s son. Elisha was dead to everything but his action-hero tablet game. His aunt said, “Our people’s sensory aid nanites are prosthetics. And they far from have the power of a mainframe.” But Juana could be moved ‘home’ via them, with assistance. If I can borrow more server space . . .

Go ahead and try. I appreciate how much you and my hubby want to operate on me as Juana and Jake. But this all keeps coming back around to getting assistance from an AI with the emotional maturity of my son. And this is not an example I am sure I want to set for my son. 

Then be careful what you tell him, Nita.

I will, Nita. Gloria pointed ahead at a mass merchandiser with a blue logo. She twisted around to face the backseat. “Mijo, Mama needs to stop by the store’s electronics’ department to fix Daddy’s glasses.”

“I know.” The booms and blasts stopped. The boy looked up from his tablet. “Was thinking about reminding you. Got caught up in my game.”

Gloria took manual control of the vehicle and snagged a parking spot a quick jog away from the entrance.

She prompted her son hopefully, “Mommy will quickly run my errand. While I do that, would you like to stay here and visit with Tia Fernanda?”

“No, I’m coming,” her son replied, unbuckled his belt, and burst out of the car.

Oops. She scrambled to get her belt off. “Slow down!”

The boy ran faster, straight to her door, and opened it for her. 

She stared at her little honor guard. “Where did you learn such courtly manners?”

“Dad always does it,” the boy said, blinking. “You said to be a gentleman.”

Her husband did often insist on treating her like a princess worthy of such honors. 

“Did I misunderstand?” Elisha asked, his innocent eyes wide.

“No, thank you, good job, mijo. Sorry, you took me off guard. I didn’t realize how much you are watching us.” Her chest and stomach tightened guiltily. She took her little boy’s hand.

Nita, simply keep him busy. Fernanda touched the ear plugged with her BCI phone. I’ll make contact with my device.

Gloria nodded in reply to and headed off with her son. So the new plan was walk around the store. Never stop by the electronics department. Never go near the product demo counter. Head back out without asking anyone to fix Daddy’s glasses. That would not work on her kid.

Her gut churned, her bones ached. Did she have enough time left for the nanites hiding in her “headache meds” to save her life?  Could a living AI nanite surgeon be persuaded to operate on her under black market conditions? For sure this would not be done without her kid seeing. 

What would Elisha learn from her example? A horrible lesson? What if he sold his soul for real someday? If the Church was wrong about Web Surfer. If he wasn’t a living nightmare, sprung out of a high-tech thriller.
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GLORIA WALKED HER SON past the sporting goods. Everywhere, the store had glitzy decorations for Christmas and Americans’ nifty pre-advent feast. Mountains of plastic-wrapped merchandise waited along this main corridor for the Americans’ loco Black Friday, one week away.

Her son tugged on the edge of her shirt. “Mom, what is wrong with Dad’s glasses? This store doesn’t have an eye-doctor place. The only department that might be able to help us is electronics. Why haven’t we gone there? Don’t you know where it is? It’s always at the back.”

Usually, at this franchise. Gloria grunted. “Sorry, I am nervous.”

Elisha folded his arms. “What is wrong with Dad’s glasses?”

“Nothing, sorry. We have a grown-up problem we don’t know how to explain to you.” 

“Whatever’s wrong, we need to go to the electronics department.” The boy turned in a circle as he eyed the signs posted all over, near the ceiling. He pointed to the electronics department sign.

“Thanks, mijo. Remember, indoor feet.” Sighing, shoulders slumped, stomach queasy, she accompanied her son that way.

They came across the shoe section first, then the media and the gaming aisles. She opened her mouth, getting ready to say yes to the question he always asked.

Her boy-on-a-mission ignored the fun aisles and marched on toward the help desk. It was a short distance from the product demos for their devices, laptops, and other gear.

Her son would go right up to the salesman
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