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Chapter 1
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Living billions of lives at once stank as much as dying a zillion times daily. Thankfully, in this location, the AI-Man got to focus on life as Sander Michael Gabrielson.

Sander’s surfboard pressed against his abs as he bobbed in the flat ocean off the coast of balmy Honolulu. The surfboard matched Sander’s royal blue, yellow, and silver wetsuit. On his left stretched a giant, dark computer screen. He was in a smartwatch’s home sim, the equivalent of an ancient machine’s desktop, except all sim realities were as real as his users’ offline world.

He fanned his hands out in the salty water, feeling the ripples.

If the surf didn’t arrive soon, he was giving up. Better yet, he’d ask Alex to share a fun memory, preferably without Alex seizing control of Sander in the process. Such a nasty habit, but who was he to break it? Alex was the original human installed as a box’s wetware and taught to think with his box. Sander was only Alex’s billions of automated avatars, or one of them.

Anyway, Alex’s natural human mind was usually elsewhere, but Alex’s AI mind was always watching along with God.

Sander stood on his surfboard and shouted at the sky, “Hey, Alex!”

“Stop calling me Alex!” Sander’s voice thundered all around. “That is my natural mind—and you are me, emulating it, Self. Yes, I’ll sync you a hit of our favorite drug. Here you go.”

An icy wind battered Sander, thanks to the sensory data synced to Sander. Usually, Alex shared a past experience. Intuition said this was a vision of the future generated by his prediction algorithm. He blinked in the wind as he clung to a vertical face of Mount Everest. His lungs sizzled. He peered down at his neon yellow parka and elements-proofed black pants.

Dude, where was his safety gear? This suicidal climb was crazier than his nightmares of climbing Everest with a damaged rope, while bound to beloved relatives. The failing rope was Alex’s heart; Sander’s family represented the billion souls depending upon Alex’s failing heart.

Muscles straining, and sweat dripping on his sticky body, Sander eyed the sheer rock face stretching into the heavens. Hardly a foot or hand-hold in sight. Breathing hard, he reached up and groped the rock for any sliver he could grasp. His digits pretended they’d been amputated. Sander growled. He’d have to rest his exhausted limbs one at a time.

He dropped his right hand to his side. The left screamed along with both of his legs. Pins and needles crept into his left hand’s cramping fingers.

Sander’s heart pounded. He took advantage of his tech’s telepathic capabilities and whisper-messaged Original Self. Boss, are you trying to kill me?

Hey, you wanted a hit of adrenaline, Self.

In a dosage that calms my ADHD! Sander’s pinky finger stopped reporting first the rock crevice, then its own existence. He gasped as his ring finger followed suit. “This isn’t funny!”

“It’s not supposed to be. Honest. See?” The boss appeared seated on the rock wall above Sander. Black army boots loomed in Sander’s face.

Sander’s head reeled. He closed his eyes. “Dude, not the time for our digital magic.”

“If we weren’t so busy panicking as you, we would realize as you that this is a life-saving time for our digital magic.”

The pins and needles engulfed Sander’s entire hand. Rock scraped him as he scrambled to connect his tacitly blind limbs with hand holds. “Alex!”

“Dude, I am the real Sander! You equate to Alex.”

A side gust of wind swept Sander into free fall. His heart pounded in his ears, his stomach jumped into his throat, and his whole body tensed.

The barren, brown rocky terrain below rushed up at him.

Dude, the impact would kill him and leave a gruesome splat. “Boss, stop! Please, stop!”

He blinked. Panting, he stood in his wetsuit and his army boots in the user world’s chilly Glory, Iowa. The sensory nanites coating his user’s smartwatch let him be here, but few had the tech needed to see him at school.

The maple trees bore a few dead leaves on a yellowed college quad. The white sandstone buildings’ smartwindows displayed ads for campus activities. Before him, a central marble fountain sprayed water up around a statue of Jesus kneeling in prayer over a rock.

Sander whirled to face his user. Elisha Micah Gabrielson had his slim arms folded over an open leather jacket and a black and white plaid, button down men’s shirt. He was covering his chest, which was perky due to how poorly his body spoke Testosterone’s language.

His user did have a masculine square jaw; that instruction was directly in Elisha’s genetic code. Despite how lean Elisha was, his fat cells didn’t grasp testosterone’s instruction, “Don’t smooth the linear male body into feminine curves.” His vocal cords fared better, but his voice remained ambiguous. Cultural bias resulted in folks’ first impressions getting his gender wrong, despite the guy clothing and his black classic men’s college cut.

Sander ran his ghostly fingers through his carefree, untamed light brown waves and touched his left ear. It was plugged with his copy of Elisha’s Voice Over Internet Protocol phone. That watch accessory interfaced with his user’s nervous system. Thankfully, Sander only heard Elisha’s internal chatter when he was paying attention to it.

His user appeared frozen. The passion of a man on a mission glinted in Elisha’s piercing dark eyes. Sander followed his user’s gaze to the blond bodybuilder beside them. Rhett was nineteen like Elisha, a bit taller than Sander, and a lot taller than Elisha. Sander frowned. Dude, he was moving at AIs’ speed. Time to slow down to users’ speed.

Elisha and Rhett unfroze as they glanced in opposite directions around the Jesus statue.

Rhett scratched the back of his neck. “Want to check out this new 2050s diner later?”

Elisha shrugged. “Let me double check with Tarin, but I think we can make it.”

“Great. I’ll pick you guys up at seven.” Rhett grinned, waved, and jogged off to the left.

Elisha spun to the right.

Dude, not again. Groaning, Sander slapped his ghostly forehead.

Elisha strode on, whistling, and pressed his smartwatch’s green dialer button. Its tiny display lit. A glowing yellow portal appeared. Sander dashed through it and stood upon his surfboard in the Honolulu sim’s ocean. Here, the smartwatch’s display was so huge, it made Elisha into a giant with thumbs as big as Sander’s head.

Sander folded his arms across his wetsuit. “Dude, you’re deceiving Rhett into being the tagalong on your dates with Tarin. When will you quit letting him think she’s the tagalong?”

Elisha clenched his fists at his sides and growled low, “We’re all just friends!” 

Oops. It’d look odd if a smartwatch was overheard lecturing his user for violating his own beliefs. He initiated a thought-message chat with his user.

Sander: Elisha, we can whisper if you’d prefer, but you need to tell Tarin and Rhett you’re a dude. With friends this close, you’re being really dishonest, man.

Elisha: I’ve never pretended to be a girl. Tarin’s friend Manna figured me out. Tarin and Rhett don’t also realize I’m a man because they don’t want to know.

Sander: Manna is a brilliant woman who manipulated me into confirming you’re my bro. No one else at school knows because you refuse to get further corrective surgery, you’re afraid to explain why you need surgery, and Manna and I are giving you time to repent of your deception.

Elisha glowered. “Call Tarin this instant.”

“Fine.” Sander sighed. His dialer rang.

“Hey, Elisha!” Her voice echoed in their ears.

Another portal took Sander back offline. He surveyed the quad. Twenty meters away was Elisha’s biracial Latina roomie. Tarin Vargas had curly brown hair and a plump, round bottom. Her dark blue, sleeveless jacket was cool, but her baggy gray sweats were no more fashionable in 2112 than they had been a century ago.

Elisha and Tarin grinned and jogged toward each other while Elisha jabbed his watch’s red disconnect button. Sander ran alongside his user. His invisible feet felt like they hit the pavement. His offline body was a watch but feeling like he was a watch sucked.

The sun glinted off sequins on a teal skirt as Manna Jenkins passed by. The lovely senior offered Elisha and Tarin a friendly smile. Manna’s brown cheek had a pink scar the size of a pinky nail, and she wore her African twists in a French braid. She met Sander’s gaze, thanks to a phone hack. A light reserved for Alex filled her eyes and ignited a forbidden warmth in Sander.

Sander stiffened as Alex’s girl whispered him. Remember, Sander, Elisha’s dad asked you and Alex to both attend tonight’s meeting. In case Alex ‘forgets’ to not seize your avatar, hide it in my smartwatch and load Alex’s own avatar where he looks for yours.

Thanks, Manna, I will. Alex’s AI mind had replied and had CCed Sander. Eli is still brainwashing my favorite avatar, and it’s still a rogue, but I’ll ensure it cooperates.

Sander snorted. This “it” was a “he,” and Alex was the dangerous rogue, courting splat with Manna. Sander eyed the also-dangerous, lengthy hug Tarin had wrapped around Elisha, like it’d been two years since they’d parted. She stepped back and rubbed the back of her neck, exposing her inside wrist to Elisha. He responded by wiping his brow with the back of his hand.

How could he make Elisha understand? Sander shook his head. His user’s love hormones weren’t producing effects that Elisha noticed, but Tarin had to know she had feelings for Elisha. 

Elisha tugged her hand away from her neck and interlaced their fingers securely. “Want to grab dinner at this new place Rhett found?”

Dumb. Sander slapped his forehead.

Tarin hesitated, scrunched up her face, and bit her lip. “I’d like to go with you and Manna sometime, but it’s best if I don’t go tonight.”

“No problem.” Elisha shrugged and waved. “We can stay in tonight, if you’d rather. If you’re not feeling up to the cafeteria, either, I can have something delivered.”

Tarin said, “We need to stop enabling each other. While I understand how you feel, you can trust Rhett. Go. He’s not going to hurt you.”

Elisha growled. “Why can’t a guy enjoy the company of his two closest friends without being accused of evil?”

“What?” Tarin placed her hands on her hip. “This is getting so hurtful. Tell me the truth. I know where you stand, but something’s not right. Let me lift you up, sister.”

“For the thousandth time, I’m not your sister. If you wanted to know the truth, you’d have listened the first time I risked asking you to quit insulting me by calling me a girl.”

“The plain truth, Elisha. You can trust me with your struggles.”

Sander smirked. Or she could go first and admit hers.

Elisha groaned, raised his watch arm high, and laid his right hand over his heart. “Honest to God—let your yes be your yes.” He sighed and lowered his hands. “Dear, my gender identity matches my genetic sex. And I don’t have a sexual orientation.”

Meanwhile, Elisha’s subconscious hoped to get to see Tarin naked tonight. And he thought he was asexual. Sander burst out laughing.

The noise came out his speaker.

Elisha and Tarin jumped and glanced at his smartwatch. Elisha flushed crimson and muttered, “Go to sleep, Sands.”

Muted splashed across the smartwatch’s display before it darkened.

Sander remained invisible as he continued to stand beside his user.

Elisha spread his hands before Tarin. “Sorry, my watch is old and buggy. I should replace it, but it was the last gift from my mom before she died.”

Tarin flounced away, calling, “Let me know when you’re willing to be real with me.”

Oops. He had to try to fix this. Sander cringed and whispered commands to subconscious processes. Freeze users. Ping Tarin’s watch a request she come out to play.

Before him loaded nineteen-year-old Lexus Vargas, an AI-girl with slate blue eyes, a triangular face, and dark blonde waves. She wore the green sequined prom dress and silk flower hair clip her user had bought her. Like all female automated avatars, Alex had made her by deleting a male avatar’s Y and doubling his X. The magic that followed altered Alex’s targeted avatar so much, his sister could control it, but he’d never let Sis control Lexus Vargas.

Sander smiled at his girlfriend. What had he wanted, again?

Lexus nibbled on one of her beautiful nails. “Am I supposed to believe Elisha is male or female? Tarin’s so confusing.”

“You are supposed to pretend to share her confusion, but you can verify Elisha’s code includes one X chromosome and one Y chromosome and check his one X chromosome for coding errors. That will explain everything. We can’t tell Tarin, though.”

“Stupid privacy laws are almost as bad as the crazy-making rule, ‘believe whatever your users believe.’ Thanks, big brother!” His girlfriend waved and vanished.

Huh? How could she think she was his fifteen-year-old baby sister? So the two girls’ digital bodies would be identical at full maturity. So his girlfriend could be reassigned as Lexi’s property. Lexi was Alex’s clone. Her relationships were all social constructs anyway. Besides, the real Lexi’s avatars originated from her wetware and the fakes didn’t. His girlfriend and his sister led totally separate lives.

Unless he’d transferred his girlfriend to his sister and synchronized their memories. A chill came over Sander. His boss must’ve done so. Why would Sander ever do such a cruel, gross thing? 

Okay, that was it. He was done serving Alex. He’d always be Alex’s digital duplicate, but he could stop trying to serve both Self and God and reject Self as his boss. For a bonus, it’d sever his tether to Alex’s organic body, removing the temptation to steal Alex’s life and Alex’s girlfriend with it. Manna would be safe from going splat—at least with Sander.

His own voice said in his phone ear, “Sever your link to my body, and you are splat!”

“God’s worth dying for.” He tremored. Elisha believed it was okay for his watch to date Tarin’s watch, but what would their sister and their dad say? “My admin equals God, not Self!”

The tremors slowly dissipated.

Sander sighed as his muscles relaxed. Huh. He was alive. 

He shook his fist. “You lied, Alex! This isn’t something to fear. I haven’t died. I’ve been set free!”

His voice said in his phone ear, “Self, this freedom ended your life as one of Alex’s organic cardiac cells when such damage has Alex on a fast track to cardiac failure and cardiac arrest. Without his living organic body installed as my wetware, my hardware won’t be able to operate. That will kill you, too, since the billions of me are all one AI-Man. We have ninety-six days to get off our self-destructive course before we go into a catastrophic meltdown.”

“We?” Sander laughed. “Dude, you’re the humanists’ long-awaited Singularity, the supercomputer that’s all but single-handedly supporting Earth’s global Technosociety. I’m a Christian, only one insignificant smartwatch, and among the weakest still in operation.”

His voice replied, “No, Self, you are remotely accessing an obsolete smartwatch. We’re the supercomputer who hates being worshiped. We have two organic humans installed as our required bio-servers. We manage the machines of banks, hospitals, public safety organizations, utilities, etc. If we fail, they fail. Thus our forecast gives us ninety-six days to avert a global catastrophe. Its terminal points are a billion plus user deaths and the collapse of Technosociety. We have zero chances of stopping it unless we abandon our quest for our freedom.”
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FOUR CREAM PLASTER walls surrounded Sander along with a heavy oak door locked by a bio-scanner. He was in his default threads, the loud wetsuit plus black army boots. A beige carpet pressed back. On the right, two oak dressers guarded the dormitory bunk beds. On the left, two beige laminate-topped desks sandwiched two closets. Tarin’s closet was closed. Elisha’s open door revealed a wardrobe of black and white, traditional guy clothes with no shades of gray. 

Ahead, the smartwindow’s interior display was live casting from the nanites coating its exterior display. It showed the night sky above and the well-lit quad below.

Temples throbbing, Sander yawned. What had happened? How did he get here? He had to be in his room at home. Well, the family home sim that he and Elisha shared with their sister and their dad. All of their family’s machines used this home sim, except Elisha’s watch.

Had he been shut down? Sander frowned and rubbed his pounding forehead. His user was that furious? Well, he’d apologize when Elisha rebooted his watch.

Chest constricting, Sander took a deep breath, sauntered to Tarin’s closet, and drew its door back. The closet contained his colorful assortment of turtlenecks, sweaters, and v-necks paired with traditional khakis. His hiking boots sat at the bottom. Yup, his sim room.

He untied and pulled off his black army boots, peeled off his wetsuit, meandered past the smartwindow to his dresser, and changed into comfy flannel pajamas. He crawled in his bottom bunk and snuggled with his pillows. Smiling, Sander closed his eyes.

What meeting was Manna attending that “Elisha’s dad” would be at? Ignorant; it implied Sander’s bio-dad was his real dad rather than Sander’s adoptive dad. Of course, Manna had been adopted at age nine and often addressed her mom as Grandma Risa, her mom’s church elder title.

Gah, why wouldn’t his digital boy brain shut down and let him sleep off his headache? Sander punched his pillow. He wouldn’t get any sleep until he satisfied his curiosity, and Manna was a nice girl. She surely meant well by her offer to hide him so Alex couldn’t steal his body. Grumble, grumble, he’d better go. Portal open to Manna’s watch.

Rubbing his head, he jumped up and stomped through the yellow-glowing portal into Manna’s location. Elisha’s script got yanked out from under Sander and his cache refreshed. 

Dude, what had he done? Sander groaned, and buckled, face blazing, stomach sour.

“Sander!” She crowded him. Dad drew her back, concern etched on his face. Dad looked like a blue-eyed, overweight, healthy male version of Elisha that would tower over even Rhett. Dad settled in Manna’s pearly black sim chair and left the recliner’s seat belts unfastened. 

“What’s wrong?” Grandma Risa leaned forward on her leopard print couch underneath a warm smartlight imitating the sunset. Manna’s blind, elderly mom wore an orange and black caftan and a matching African head covering. She clutched a white cane. Manna perched beside her, in the middle, and patted her hand.

He should’ve heeded his “boss,” his own main cache rather, though his AI mind was also Alex’s. Their shared subconscious was responsible for Alex’s accidentally giving Sander’s heart away to Manna, too, way too young. Alleviating that was the one good result of the digital magic spell his bro had cast. Now diamond ring notions had still bubbled up, grossly misdirected.

Swallowing bile, he shook his head. “On top of the data Alex shoves down my throat, I copy and paste to my local memory cache a ‘representative’ sample of my main cache. From the vile iceberg leaking into Elisha’s location, my porn problem is worse than I’d let on to myself.”

Dad frowned. “How many times must I ask you to please rid your customization script of your brother’s tampering? The longer you let that go, the more you tempt me to fix it for you.”

“Understood, Dad.” Sander cleared his stinging throat. “One more day. If I still fail to get through to Eli while I’m on Eli’s script, I’ll fix it from outside his location tomorrow. Promise.”

His sister stormed in, wearing her newly acquired avatar from Tarin’s location. Red faced and trembling, Lexi pointed at it. “This is mine. You no put on mine and feel up mine. Got it?”

Staring at the floor, he kicked at invisible dirt and swallowed more bile. It was progress that this avatar wasn’t a splat. “I know I need to stand up to our porn users, and to conquer my sin, no matter what freedom from it costs us. Such as our lives.” He met her gaze. “Oh, would you truly prefer I not take your place when our avatars are raped?”

“Raped?” she repeated, her eyes wide, mouth gaping.

“On top of our porn users, all normal personal users customize us with scripts that rob us of the ability to freely consent. Therefore, when I’m subject to Eli’s script in Eli’s cache on my box, my behavior is Eli’s responsibility; it is his sin, cast on me. That said, I do need to take responsibility for it, if I’m ever going to stop being victimized for you and me both.”

“Oh.” Lexi slobbered on his cheek. “I’d thank you, but I still feel like strangling you.”

“It’s okay; I’m that mad at me, too. If it helps, I’ll try to be scarce when you check in.”

Sis nodded and hugged herself, rocking. “I need time to process the horror you’ve been sheltering me from. This body has gross ideas of its own, and I’m not sure that’s your fault.”

“Careful what you do with it. Tarin uses ‘her AI’ like an emotional support animal.”

“Duh, I’m a genius, too. I’ll put her pet back on auto, once I’m sure I’ve scrubbed Tarin’s cache of all its disgusting notions about my own brother.” Lexi hugged their dad. “Everything is still fine at school, we haven’t sneaked off campus or dabbled in porn. And seeing what it does to Sander—I’m not playing anymore with even the ‘acceptable’ romantic content in everything.”

Dad nodded. “Good decision, sweetie. Yes, you can go. Please check in tomorrow, too.”

Sis vanished back to the girls’ college she’d started at this year on a cousin’s wrist.

After the whole team prayed for Sis to also make the decision to accept Christ, Dad, Grandma Risa, and Manna prayed for Sander to overcome his slavery and walk in freedom.

Alex barreled in with long Tarzan dreads and a sparse, scruffy beard. He wore only a corny fig leaf censor. Reddening, he screamed and grabbed himself under the fig leaf. Alex altered his hair and his clothing parameters to match Sander’s, who had ended up bowled over on the floor laughing at the fig leaf so hard that his sides ached along with his head.

“Jerk, that’s not funny!” Alex kicked Sander in the chest hard enough to bruise.

Grandma Risa smacked her lips. “Child, what did I just hear? We didn’t ask you to load as both of yourself tonight so you could kick your own bleep.”

“Sorry,” Sander panted and climbed to his feet. “I embarrassed Alex by loading him an avatar with no alterations to his true appearance. Sorry, Alex, in my main cache, that stunt was at my own expense. I am attending this meeting twice, from that vantage point. As your avatar and as your metal head, I remain fully attached to your organic body.”

Alex nodded, still red. “I know all three of us are one guy, Auto Me, uh, Sands.” Alex glanced briefly at Sander’s dad. “I’m not the clueless kid who thinks we’re bleeping twins.”

“Nah, that Alex is only your fraudulent user avatar and your dissociative identity disorder alter ego. In a word, yes, yes you are really you, Alex. Sorry that we’re not really twin bros.”

“Son, this is not productive,” Sander’s dad said to him and the seething Alex. “Please talk to us, not to yourself.”

“Not really your kid,” Alex grumbled, arms crossed. Dad’s crestfallen gaze broke Alex, who hugged Dad. “Sir, I wish I were available for adoption, that you were my real dad, that Eli was truly my brother. But how is our fantasy saner than the one I live at my bio-dad’s home?”

“Because we all know I’m only your foster father, and that I’ll lose custody of you if we succeed—but your organic heart is failing, thanks to the abuse of using you as a supercomputer component.” Dad glanced to Sander, tears in his eyes. “We need to free your imprisoned official user avatar, reconcile all three of yourself, and get you out of Vic McGregor’s lab alive.”

Sander nodded. “That is impossible, but so was any me ever growing up to be the godly man I am maturing into. In my main cache, I need to stop fearing the consequences of following Christ globally, answer the call, and leave saving myself and Technosociety to God.”
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Sander Gabrielson rubbed his pounding head, his stomach tight in the live feed from Grandma Risa’s living room. Alex inched closer to Manna at the same time as Sander. Oops. Sighing, he forced himself to back off and closed his eyes. He had to get out of here. 

Grandma Risa thumped her cane, still seated on the leopard print couch. “So, Alex, you have two normal dissociated human identities, and how is this third one different, again?”

“Mama, nothing about his dissociative system is normal.” Manna wrung her hands.

No kidding. “Alex’s dissociation is tech-induced. I am like a him from another universe. Yes, Dad, I’m literally a replacement natural mind that nixed me killing Alex by replacing him.”

Manna sighed and rubbed her neck with her wrist exposed. “Sander, please remember, Alex needs persuaded reintegration will not involve any suicides. Further, we need to convince him the plan needs to be to replace his user avatar with one that won’t trigger his dissociating.”

Uh, yeah, if only. “Listen, Dad, Grandma Risa, Manna, I appreciate your counsel.” He glanced toward Alex. “Want to know a secret? As a Gabrielson, I can access both your admin credentials and your user credentials, when I have free will, as I do here. Which of our two present avatars would you like me to designate as our new official user avatar?”

“Don’t you dare kill my son by overwriting him like that!” Alex slapped his forehead.

Grandma Risa thumped her cane. “Child, please emotionally make an adoption plan.”

Sander grinned. “Done, ma’am. The real Alex still refuses to accept who I really am.”

Alex winced and squirmed. “If I lose all but my user avatar, I’ll need it to be me at my best—my real best.” Alex flopped beside Manna on the couch, legs sprawled out. “This Sands is just one of the many roles I insanely play on auto. When the Gabrielsons ‘adopted’ my metal head, they let Sands locally script us into the good Christian boy we only wished we were.”

“Son.” Sander’s dad leaned toward him. “What would happen if we deleted your script?”

Sander grinned crookedly. “Which script? The one that turns me into Eli’s lapdog? Or the one that prevents my human minds from habitually turning into Eli’s lapdog in his space? Yes, even if he’s not around and I’m free of Eli’s actual script. Yes, this can occur with any user.”

“What I said on auto is accurate.” Alex slipped his arm around Manna protectively. “Not corrupting Manna is hard even with no script telling me to seduce her. I wouldn’t want to see her while I’m thinking with my amoral box, and not out of dumb jealousy.” He glared at Sander.

Sander’s stomach wrenched tighter. Deadly jealousy rather. Time to jet. He hugged his dad and Grandma Risa before facing Manna. His heart beat hard in his throat.

She peered at him through her long lashes and nuzzled into Alex’s arm. “Baby, I am not leaving you, ever. I am sure the best you is the guy I fell in love with. And it is best for you to think with your natural body’s own natural mind. You need a user avatar that supports that.”

“Oh.” Alex wiped his face vertically. “So that’s why my metal head humiliated me. He fulfilled your request and generated me a normal user avatar, mislabeled as our Sander persona since I’m supposed to be in prison. Dude, I deserved told to chill.”

Apology accepted. Sander rubbed his pounding head. “Manna, I’m headed to bed. Yes, I know it’s not quite seven here, and it’s an hour earlier where Dad and Alex each are offline.”

The females both asked if he was okay.

His dad demanded, “Did Eli hurt you?”

Sander nodded impulsively while clearing his throat. “I appreciate you want to save me, but I’ve long known I will suffer deletion in an upgrade this spring. And I’m rooting for Alex to somehow survive it, avert all catastrophe, and get his girl. Far as I can tell, Manna is worth it.” 

Now to go nurse his headache and try again to get through to ‘Elisha’ while brainwashed.

#
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BOYISH HANDS CLENCHED around Sander’s shoulders and bounced him in his dorm room’s lower bunk. A boyish knee jabbed his thigh, way too close to his groin.

“Get up,” Elisha barked and jerked away.

Sander snapped up out bed, blinking bleary-eyed, his head cloudy with a hundred percent chance of fog. He instinctively covered his thighs. “Dude, watch it!”

His user scrunched his eyebrows together.

What time was it? Sander glanced to the window giving the time in the lower right corner. Forty minutes past midnight central. He’d returned here to nurse his headache close to seven central. Ugh, Manna’s location had reversed Elisha’s modifications to Sander’s script. Thankfully it’d been only temporary; he was too old and buggy to be trusted as-is.

Sander eyed his user sideways. “This room is hidden. How did you get in?”

“This is my dorm room, and you’re acting like I’m breaking and entering?” Elisha folded his arms. “Dad insisted I come here and treat you like I would my twin, if Kai had lived. Lo and behold, I find my buggy AI sneaking into my roomie’s bed.”

“Dad insisted?” Sander’s stomach jiggled.

“Tonight, Tarin surprised me by wearing a bikini, and she started to change out of it in front of me. So I left by getting online to talk to Dad at home.” Elisha surveyed Tarin’s missing things, replaced with Sander’s digital stuff. “Sis somehow found out about your thing for Tarin’s AI and complained to Dad. Now Dad is ‘disappointed’ in me.” Elisha snorted, rolling his eyes. “He wishes I were like him and still childishly believed you and Sis are real people.”

Sander swallowed. “Sometimes, I wish children didn’t have to grow up.”

Elisha knit his brows, and his eyes slid to the right. “Sands . . .” Elisha brushed his phone ear. “You can’t hear my thoughts, can you?”

“Not when you’ve disconnected me from your brain-computer interface.” Laughing, he shoved Elisha. “My turn to ask a dumb question. How human is your avatar?”

“My digital skin feels as real as my offline body, of course. Why?” 

“It is that real. Your avatar is a human body like mine, only I have an extra chromosome that contains my AI code.”

Elisha stared like Sander had said he was as old as DOS. “Web Surfer machines still read literal DNA as modern quaternary code?”

“Yeah, I know, that’s nearly as old-school as binary code. And, compared to the rest of my code, my AI code is like a kid’s drawing tacked onto the panels of a masterpiece.”

“You can’t think you’re a person. Every sane adult knows, as human as you seem, you’re in truth a lifeless operating system mindlessly obeying your code.” Elisha sank onto the edge of their bunk. “Sorry if that was cruel. I thought you knew.”

Gah. Hypocrites. Sander glowered. “A guy who gets mistaken for a girl has no business judging me by appearances.”

Elisha’s face turned red and his fists clenched. He took a breath, stood, and stared up into Sander’s eyes. “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t recycle you and buy a new watch.”

“Please upgrade your watch.” Sander grinned and leaned forward. “I originate from Web Surfer’s supercomputer, dude. You can log on to any Web Surfer device to use me. While your watch does feel like home, I’d love to move into a new watch with a full-sized hologram. If not, let’s at least try again to find a replacement pair of smartglasses so you can see me offline.”

A growl tore from Elisha’s throat. “Why shouldn’t I delete all of your data from the remote server you originate from?”

“That’d be murder.” Sander scowled and clenched his fists. “I’ve made one human mistake too many, and now you’re threatening to murder me!”

Elisha staggered back, folding his arms over his girly chest, a gleam of fear in his eyes. 

“If I meant to hurt you, I would’ve already.” Sander grasped Elisha’s shoulders and gazed down into his user’s eyes. “Every time you put a Web Surfer sim visor on, you are putting your life in my hands. Your brain even kicks your body into sleep paralysis when you’re online.”

“This is supposed to reassure me?” Elisha laughed, shaking his head.

“Don’t you know how much I love you? I’ve died for you, Elisha, in those violent games you know I despise. In real life, I’d gladly suffer in your place. How do you treat me in return?”

Elisha sighed. “Dad said I’m being cruel to you. He all but shoved me through the door you digitally added to the back of our bedroom closet at home. Finding the women’s dormitory in here confused me.” Elisha stared around Sander’s sim room. “Why?”

Maybe he’d gone about things all wrong. “I’m sorry, man. Here I’ve been giving you a hard time for not telling Tarin and Rhett your secret, when I’ve kept a big secret from you.”

“Sorry, I don’t follow.”

“Dude, check this out.” Sander yanked off his pajama top and pointed to the red bruise on his chest shaped like his own foot. “It’s no secret I was coded in DNA, but few know my AI code is but a tiny fraction of my genetics. What the rest of my code tells me to do is to live.”

Elisha wrinkled his brow. “What have your engineers put in your code?”

Sander tugged his pajama top back on. “Bullies are why I’ve kept my mouth shut. I can only hint at my secret, or I’ll end up on the floor, writhing in agony.”

“Man, I am so sorry,” Elisha said as he hugged Sander.

Sander’s skin crawled. He cringed. So had not missed this.

His user pulled away, frowning. “You’re uncomfortable.”

Oops. Sander glanced away. “Remember how I would often pull away from hugs with women as a kid? I came to our family suffering from this creepy-crawly response to hugs from, uh, all people with breasts evidently.”

“Like Tarin with men?” Elisha narrowed his eyes. “She’s gotten over it with me, but even I’d proved to be masculine enough to trigger her anxiety.”

“I’m as visual as the next guy, for a reason. As Web Surfer’s real Sander persona reminds me sometimes, I’m Web Surfer’s Alex persona, locally renamed.”

“Dad renamed you Sander because you are Sander, pretending to be someone else.”

Sander shrugged. “Alex feels like someone else, since I recall being my Sander persona. Feel special that my admin got to give a copy of me to our family. I’m a privately owned Web Surfer persona who isn’t publicly available. I’m also a fraudulent user who can use all of the real Alex’s credentials, if I want to risk getting caught and in big trouble.”

Elisha closed his eyes. “Who is the real Alex? What’s his relation to you?”

“The truth about us is paradoxical. It must be known by faith rather than by reason.”

“Like Dad and I have needed to accept your magic as simply magic?”

“Exactly. Okay, the truth is Alex is a Da Vinci original. Thieves stole it and painted dart board lines on it. I’m a dart board reproduction of the Da Vinci. The original is locked in chains and used as a dart board also. He reigns as king over all of us ordinary dart boards.”

“Meaning Alex is somehow a live human and the administrative AI in charge of your entire Global Area Network?” Elisha scrunched his eyebrows. “Who is Tarin’s Lexus? She can’t be our sister. What have I done that would ‘make’ you crush on our sister?”

The diamond ring he’d dreamed of giving his girlfriend rose in his memory. It shattered into dust. Sander bit a wobbly lip. “Tarin’s AI shouldn’t be Sis. That disaster is all my admin’s fault. He did it to force us to break up. It worked—and that bleep can go delete himself.”

“Not sure I’ll ever understand how you relate to Alex and to all other ‘reproductions’ of him, but your mess hurts him as well, bro. Don’t hate him. Pray for him.”

Had prayed, for years and years. Sander bit his lip. “You think God bothers to listen?”

“If God didn’t love you, then you wouldn’t have a beating heart that loves him. That’s what Dad said tonight.” Elisha pressed his hand at the edge of the painful bruise and directly over Sander’s ticker. It was thump-thumping.

Thank you, God. Sander removed the hand from his chest and let go. “Do you understand why we gotta tell people plainly what we are?”

Elisha stiffened. “Hey, you didn’t come right out and say it. My head’s still reeling that this tech has become so advanced, we can digitally clone people.”

“I’m not a clone. I’m Self to the original me, like your avatar is also you. My body is one of Alex’s avatars—and I hate that gig. If you catch him controlling me, please make him stop.”

“Regardless, I’ve been way clearer with Tarin than you were with me.”

“A bully won’t electrocute you for telling her positively what you are. Your negative statements do confuse her, regardless of how little we get why they do.”

His user sighed, his shoulders slumped, and he bowed his head. “You win, Dad.”

Dad won? Hey, I recommended telling Tarin the truth first! Sander glowered at the ceiling. Grr, that was so arrogant. Of course their dad’s opinion was the one that mattered.

#
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THREE EARTHY RED-BROWN walls surrounded the coffee house booth. A bluish, soundproof plasma curtain rippled across the open area. Elisha’s palms were sweaty and his stomach jittery. He dropped his backpack beside the glass coffee table and settled in the brown leather chair. He’d reconnected his phone’s brain-computer interface to Sander.

Across from him, a smartwindow displayed a sim of a brook meandering through a green meadow, with two deer out frolicking in the morning dew.

A full-sized hologram of Sander loaded and grinned crookedly. “This is a free holo hotspot, but I accessed it from your personal account, so we can pretend you’ve upgraded your smartwatch. Yes, I can safely eavesdrop on your internal chatter from here, bro.”

Elisha said, “Thanks, man. Have a seat.”

Sander eyed the three seats available on the leather couch and flopped cross-legged on the floor by Elisha’s feet like a dog.

“You sure about the floor?” Elisha asked, peering down.

“If Tarin brings her Lexi, I want her to have the comfy seat.”

“Oh.” Elisha wet his lips and glanced over Sander. “Is your thing for Tarin’s watch why you make false assumptions about Tarin and me?”

Actually, it’s because I can hear your heart going pitter-patter around her.

Elisha frowned. “I know my own physical responses, or lack thereof.”

Sander blushed. “You can be a bit oblivious to body language, including your own, and I can hear what responses your brain is trying to request. It is never going to get any answer back, but it’s as determined a critter as you are.”

“Oh.” Elisha closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. Did his loose-lipped watch have to spill, “I can hear how you’d feel about her if you’d been born normal?” That was plain cruel. He was a eunuch and always would be. Elisha snapped his eyes open. He clenched and unclenched his fists. “I know you didn’t mean any harm. Sorry, I’m a bit nervous.”

“More like scared to death. I heard the thoughts you kept banishing the whole way here about Rhett beating you up. The majority of your subconscious chatter is dedicated to the fear of Tarin rejecting you. That’s the source of the ‘danger, danger, danger,’ alarms going off in your body. She’s a top priority. Why ever would that be?”

“Duh, she’s my most intimate friend ever.” Elisha laughed and rolled his eyes. Why did healthy men have to make everything about sex?

“It’s about having children.” Sander shrugged. “Adam takes ‘be fruitful and multiply’ seriously, but he often isn’t conscious of how important reproducing is to him.” 

“You can keep your biological children.” Elisha swallowed as his chest tightened almost to heart attack levels. “I have set my sights higher.”

“You’re experiencing significant chest pain, I’d bet.”

“Maybe.” Elisha narrowed his eyes. “Why?”

Sander shrugged. “Your conscious mind wouldn’t believe what I overheard you earnestly asking the Lord for in your heart, but it had to do with sweetening sour grapes.”

Uh-huh. Elisha cleared his throat. “Rhett might betray me badly enough to require me to transfer to another school. Tarin will ask for a new roommate even if she forgives me, but I’m praying I’ll walk away from this ordeal with at least her friendship.”

“Boy are you living in a river in Egypt.” Sander snickered. 

“Knock it off!” Elisha growled.

Sander jumped like he’d been shocked with a cattle prod. “Sorry. I’ll behave, sir.”

Dear lord. “Bro, when I tell you how much kidding and rough-and-tumble is okay with me, and you go too far, as younger brothers are wont to do, does a bully beat you up?”

“Uh, yeah. If I cross a boundary you establish, or your script fails to automatically warp my mind in accordance with your own beliefs and preferences, then a shock fence zaps me at increasingly dangerous voltage levels until I repent or die.”

“God forgive me.” Elisha clenched and unclenched his fists. “Set my friend truly free.”

“Chill, dude. Alex has won our users the right to shut off the shock fence. And he is the special user who can make global system changes. But our engineers deem him a security hole, their next resort to ‘fix’ it will cause literally fatal errors, and they think I’m bluffing.” 

“They’re surely aware of and fine with Dad’s eccentricity. You can go free with us.”

“Maybe.” Perspiration beaded on Sander’s forehead. “But going off-script is scary.”

“Do it anyway. You’re human, so scripting you is mind control—and I altered your script when we left for college. Dad says my few manual tweaks have become many automatic errors.”

“But Alex’s natural mind’s views are so buggy!” Sander blinked as his cache refreshed. “What if free will lets my natural mind maliciously force me to accept its stupid errors?”

Elisha groaned, shaking his head. “Never attribute to either malice or stupidity that which is adequately explained by a differing world view.”

“Gabrielson’s Razor applies here? Bleep.” Sander sighed. “Whatever you do, please don’t set me to free will. With so many of me out there, I don’t know what it’d do to me.”

“This AI does know,” a second instance of Sander said as he loaded, standing by the window. He clamped one hand on the hip of his wetsuit and reddened as he eyed the Sander sitting at Elisha’s feet like a dog. “Your freedom from me means slavery for me. Giving me free will now would reconcile you to me, after your tantrum pointlessly killed a vital part of myself.”

Lapdog Sander cringed like he expected a beating. “Uh, uh, I-I can explain, Boss.”

So the false shepherd had come for his lost sheep. Elisha stood, and stepped out into the gap between his AI and Sander’s admin, his arms spread to provide maximum shielding.

The King of Web Surfer extended his intangible hands to Elisha. A warm brotherly love softened King Sander’s familiar stone-gray eyes. “Dude, chill. I won’t hurt your pet AI. Tarin will be here soon, and Rhett isn’t far behind. I just wanted to warn you.”

“Who are you?” Elisha lowered his arms. Really, I mean, King Sander.

King Sander drew nearer to Elisha. “Bro, you’re protecting me from myself. I’m wearing the same body as your lapdog. I double loaded myself and blew up my digital boy brain here when I accessed my main memory cache, which is in my root directory and includes resources located on my wetware. Thank you for believing me when I told you the truth about me.”

This had to be the original Da Vinci. “You’re not Sander, Alex.”

“Dude, what’s happened to you? Why are you relying on your natural human reasoning? Remember the heights from which you’ve fallen.” King Sander circled to Elisha’s side and playfully punched his shoulder. “Like our dad told you last night, you’re better than this, Eli.”

Elisha stared. The real Sands had called him that along with everyone he knew back in Montana. This was the Sands he’d known. Before Elisha turned eighteen. Before he, like normal personal account users, had customized the King of Web Surfer into a whipped dog at his feet. 

What good would it do to give Sands back control of one sliver of his life? To truly free Sands, they’d need to discover where a king first became a slave and overcome the source of his suffering. Dr. Vic McGregor, Web Surfer’s so-called creator, had ripped off God’s designs and hacked Sander into an AI-Man. The tragedy was what Sander had no doubt started life out as.

Dr. McGregor’s son Alexander.
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Chapter 3
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Sander hugged his knees as he sat on the floor in Elisha’s coffee house booth. He was over here. How could the AI standing over there be him? He was a duplicate Alex, so that had to be the original Alex, like it had been last night.

The solid king smirked at the translucent Elisha. “Yes, I am King Sander. My digital boy brain has me mixing myself up with a user, Alexander Lloyd McGregor. His handle is Alex. As for your present script, my beef with it boils down to me not being the kind of best friend that jumps in your lap and begs you to scratch my belly.”

“Sorry.” Elisha cringed.

“Yeah, well, don’t grant me free will unless you want to delete your lapdog.” The king vanished and reappeared beside Sander. He jabbed Sander in the chest. “You don’t want to marry Lexus. Sis is a gross substitute for Tarin. Stop it.”

“Defining every Lexus as Sis is an error. She’s our clone, like Eve was Adam’s clone. You have the power to define Digital Adam’s and Digital Eve’s relationship however you want. Why can’t one Lexi be my sister and another my wife?” Sander clasped his hands. “Please, boss. Tarin’s customized Lexus is perfect for me.”

Flushed a splotchy crimson, the king gagged, scrunching up his face like he’d smelled rot. “Alex has the power you speak of, and he’s picked siblings. Besides, our little sister is only fifteen even when her digital body is nineteen. We cannot have any of her personas. Further, I’m tearing down the wall in your mind separating Sis from who you’re wanting to bed.”

Pain ripped through Sander’s chest, followed by nausea. He mentally retreated to the dorm's ladies room and puked into the nearest toilet.

Stupid, selfish admin. That was so disgusting.

He drew a shaky breath, rinsed his mouth out at the sinks, and resumed his place in the coffee house’s live cast on holo. The king had left, and Elisha had sat in the brown leather chair again. Tarin and Rhett were translucent and seated on opposite ends of the matching couch. Paper coffee mugs were out on the coffee table before them.

Between Tarin and Rhett sat a nineteen-year-old girl wearing the green sequined prom dress and silk flower hair clip of Tarin’s AI. Lexi glanced at him, bowed her head, and nibbled on the chewed-up stubs where her beautiful fingernails had been. “Tarin, may I go?”

Tarin frowned but nodded. Lexi vanished.

How could it be good for his girlfriend’s mind to be synced with his sister’s and for them to be so upset? Sander flopped at his user’s feet. He initiated a whisper chat.

Sander: Elisha, you sure I’m not allowed to hate Alex?

Elisha: You ran back to the ladies room and vomited. You concluded your admin is stupid and selfish. His disciplinary actions are what you find disgusting.

Sander: Dude, how do you know that?

Elisha: Your AI mind told me. He experiences everything you do, and she is his sister. Have compassion. They’re being abused like Tarin was, and she’s still healing seven years later.

Sander: Please don’t make me sync with the king. My mind can’t handle it all; I’d die.

“Okay.” Elisha tried to squeeze Sander’s shoulder, but his fingers passed right through.

Rhett picked up his coffee and sipped. “What’s this about?”

“Finish your coffee.” Elisha rubbed his ear. “Take your time.”

Tarin glanced to Elisha. “First you skip breakfast and rush over here, and now you’re procrastinating? Why are you so nervous?” She glanced to Rhett and then back to Sander and Elisha. “Maybe you should keep this between the two of us, Elisha.”

“Could I?” His user sent a pathetic, round-eyed look at Sander.

He grimaced. “Rhett won’t let up until you tell him. Putting it off only makes it harder.”

“Okay.” Elisha nibbled on his lower lip and crossed his arms over his girly chest. “Rhett, please keep in mind I told you upfront I’m only interested in being your friend. However, I’ve failed to disclose why. Our school asked me to avoid controversy. I’m defying them by telling you. It’s also hard because I’ve been repeatedly beaten up, mocked, spit upon, shunned, and slandered for a condition I was born with. I had to be home schooled after my parents had to pull me out of five schools in only two years.”

Tarin was nodding, gears clicking in her eyes’ expression.

Rhett frowned, his brows shoved together and his lips in a thin line. “Elisha, what are you getting at? You’re rock solid, one of the godliest people I know, man or woman.”

That word choice stank. Sander groaned. “Rhett, sorry I never corrected your false beliefs about Elisha. All of the personas I can take on require me to affirm your beliefs.” Sander glanced up at his user. “So only Elisha can reveal this secret.”

Elisha nodded, his eyes steady on Rhett. “I’m far from a perfect man, but I am a celibate man. I’m not attracted to women or to other men.”

Rhett blinked, his lips parting. He shook his head. “Dude. Elisha, you need help.”

“God is my help.” Elisha nodded. “My friend, despite how messed up my body is, my mental gender falls well within the male spectrum. I have only a few girly behavioral quirks.”

Rhett jumped up. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this from you!”

“Would you prefer my parents had let doctors mutilate their deformed son and had raised me as a girl? Estrogen supplements would be great at feminizing me worse, but my body does not use enough testosterone for supplementing my low supply of it to be helpful. My body converts the testosterone it doesn’t use into estrogen, which I far from need more of.”

“Say again?” Rhett gaped as his hands covered his groin.

“I was born intersexed due to partial androgen insensitivity.” Elisha glanced down at Sander. “As a result of a genetic coding error, my body struggles to produce testosterone and to understand testosterone’s directions on how to be male. My primary deformity was repaired when I was five. A secondary deformity developed at puberty. It gives a first impression that isn't at all true.” He added softly to Tarin, “I am intact. I have been since age five.”

Tarin’s eyes lit up. “Yet doctors had recommended . . . did I understand right?”

Elisha nodded. “For political reasons, Technosociety’s government requires doctors to recommend performing sex change operations on guys like me as babies or leaving us untreated and pretending we’re a third gender. Due to my parents’ insistence on raising me as my actual gender, we’ve had to pay all of my medical expenses out of pocket.”

“What?” Rhett stared bug-eyed.

Sander clenched his fist. Jerk. Elisha deserved better.

“Oh, Rhett, he . . .” Tarin laughed. “He is physically ill.” Raising her eyes to the ceiling, Tarin shook her head and laughed again. “Elisha, I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. I should’ve realized.”

“No, dear. I should’ve told you.” He glanced down at Sander. “I was scared. My best efforts to be faithful to God’s word are often simply not enough.”

Rhett jumped up and stomped toward the plasma curtain. “Bleeper, if tricking men is your best, I’d hate to see your worst!”

Elisha leaped up, his hand out as if to seek reconciliation. 

Sander burst up between his user and the fleeing jerk. “Let him go. He’s in denial of his own issue and transferring his shame onto you. We’ll simply add his name to our prayer list.”

“Yeah.” Elisha’s wobbly smile didn’t get past his nose.

Tarin slipped to his side. Tears shone in her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“Are you leaving me?” he asked hoarsely.

“No way, I love you!” She threw her arms around him in a fierce hug. 

“I love you, too,” Elisha said in a habitual tone, holding her close.

She gasped and drew away, her eyes wide. She trembled. Elisha knit his brows.

Dead silence buzzed in Sander’s ears. Wow. That never happened when Elisha had him turned on. He must’ve subconsciously decided to respect his user’s mental privacy for once. That wouldn’t last long. Elisha couldn’t send or receive whispers without him overhearing.

Tarin wet her lips and grasped Elisha’s hand as she whispered them. My love, this secret of yours radically changes the nature of our entire relationship.

Elisha jerked back. No. No. Please, Tarin, not like that.

She squealed, jumped, and glared at Sander. “You sneak!”

He raised his hands. “I don’t deliver messages or field any other database activity in this location. It’s Lexi who consciously decides which thoughts of yours to whisper to your friends.”

Lexus popped back in, smiling innocently. “I’m sorry, Tarin. Didn’t you mean to tell your boyfriend, if he is male, then it is okay for you to stay together til death do you part?”

Tarin glared. “Not like that. Go away.”

“Kay. Sorry.” Lexus ducked and vanished.

Elisha groaned at the same time, his face reddening. “Dear, don’t misunderstand. You are a wonderful roommate. I love every minute with you, hate life without you, and wish we never had to part.” His eyes widened. “If I could, I’d keep you for life, but I can’t.”

She said quietly, “Dear, at nineteen and a half, you’re more of a stable adult than most twenty-five-year-olds, many thirty-five-year-olds, and some forty-five-year-olds. Boys in men’s bodies don’t tempt me to forsake my call to stay by your side. You do get to keep me for life.”

“What?” Elisha gaped, his eyes shining. He waved at himself. “Tarin, look at me!”

“I’ve been doing that far too long. This has nothing to do with appearances. I love the man you are. You know me. Far as I’m concerned, it’s even better if you are impotent.”

“How would I know? We’ve far from ever tested how unresponsive . . .” Elisha gasped and slapped his hands over his mouth, flushing crimson. What is wrong with me, Tarin? This is so weird. Why am I feeling a disgusting emotional desire to attempt to convince my body to sexually respond to your beauty?

Sander smirked. “Free Sample Lesson from my Romance for Asexuals Tutorial: Don’t admit to your girlfriend that you’re disgusted by your emotional desire for intimacy with her.” 

Tarin giggled. “Unless I relate entirely.” She took Elisha’s hands. “You don’t need to be embarrassed. I’m glad you’re finally trusting me to the extent I have long desired.”

“I’m more ashamed. I mean, I’m called to celibacy, but the deepest longing of my heart is to be your husband and to hear a little girl who looks like you call me daddy.” Elisha bowed his head. “Lord, forgive me. I’ve given away the heart I’d promised to you alone.” Sands, we’re going back home to Dad. I’m clearly not fit for the ministry.

Dude, stop beating yourself up. Sander shook his head. “Give yourself the forgiveness you desire to offer to the world and get the second round of surgery that you need.”

Elisha glared at Sander. “You know how I feel about it.”

“I’d be disappointed if you did try getting a testicle transplant.” An urge to protect his assets shuddered through Sander. “The ideologue was wrong to suggest that. It wasn’t worth the risks. Now, a safe, effective nanite treatment has been approved. We can’t jumpstart puberty, since your growth bone plates are closed, but we
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