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“Kai is alive,” Alexander McGregor said to the Web Surfer, Gabrielson Studios, and Nimbus Rider logos. They hung on the back wall of Eli’s black and white executive’s office. Alex gulped. This was the worst day to confess, “I made your stillborn twin undead.”

“Look at me,” Eli snapped as he jumped up in the corner of Alex’s eye. He obeyed. A crimson fury had scrunched Eli’s early thirties, square-jawed face. He clenched his fists. “Any day is a horrible day to prank me at work, but on our birthday? The day he died!”

Alex cringed. “Bro, the timing of this isn’t funny to me, either. Promise.” Alex shook his head. “Remember, my supercomputer hosts a real alternate universe. Remember, I can plant in it duplicates of any living thing, including humans. And King Sander finds it hard to resist the temptation to put certain dead duplicates back in the womb.”

“You are Sander, and Sander is you,” Eli snapped, folding his arms. “Get to the point.”

Alex sighed. “Since he doesn’t suffer my amnesia, Sander is plain the real me. As I sleep at night, I’m receiving memory therapy to restore my eons worth of lost life experiences. That is also how I’m keeping my user life and AI life in sync now. I’ll see my forty-fifth birthday before I’ve fully recovered from the amnesia it took me two nanoseconds to acquire as a kid.”

“Enough!” Eli pressed the gray button on his smartwatch. “Sands, if you’ve sincerely pranked your alter ego, too, that won’t get you out of trouble!”

Alex’s duplicate Self loaded on holo. Sander shape-shifted their shared, forever-young AI body into an exact replica of their user appearance, including Alex’s wavy, light chestnut brown business cut and the cool little beard on his pointy chin.

Ghostly, Sander focused on Eli. “As I was saying, Boss, I went below your head to gain private ownership of my universe’s empty Planet Christian. I have transformed it into Planet Twentieth-Century Earth. I’m using it as a home for the digital babies I was supposed to kill but instead stashed in digital freezers. I’d also stored other folks as frozen embryos, until it’d be safe to restore them. It is, and I am. Malachi’s latest duplicate will be born alive this October.”

“How?” Eli growled, his chest heaving. “When I lost my twin, God was the only party doing that kind of data backup. Kai and I are fraternal, so you didn’t even have his genetics.”

“Dude, ask me as a user.” Sander vanished into Alex.

Alex squeezed Eli’s shoulder. “Before my security nanites were around to stop them, criminals harvested the data needed to duplicate kids who’d died before birth. They had other illegal uses for it then. After Web Surfer invented modern cyberspace, the crooks passed digital child slaves off as ‘life-like cartoon characters.’ As an enslaved child actor who worked on ‘cartoons,’ whenever I could, I bought one co-star per role. One of my purchases was Kai.”

“Kai is alive?” Eli grabbed his desk for support and settled back into his executive’s chair. Eli clenched and unclenched his fist once, twice, three times—and kept his fists clenched the fourth time. “You replaced me!”

Say what? “Come again?”

“The Adventures of Web Surfer. I must’ve felt so drawn to that show’s villain because you’d cast my fraternal twin as Malcome ‘Trouble’ Taber. A twin can’t go back in the womb alone, so you donned a mirror-reversed Kai costume and joined him.”

Alex’s chest tightened. He hunched his shoulders. “Yes, Malcome Taber was the original duplicate of Kai. I’d meant for a correctly spelled Malcolm Fowler to play my superhero secret identity. The human producers stuck me with my dumb Ry Cohen costume and recast Malcolm as the villain. As for the actor who replaced him as the villain, if I’m hiding something, it is not what you assume. Nicholas—that’s the actor’s real name—is apparently Kai’s clone.”

“You turned my fraternal twin into someone else’s identical twin?” Eli was seething.

What was the big deal? “It is best to duplicate a twin by putting another baby in the pot with him, but you have me now. How can you resent Malachi having a new brother, too?”

Eli stormed over and slapped Alex on the back of his head. “No one can replace a twin! Why don’t you get that? It’s the same principle as your own struggle with the temptation to test whether enjoying your own company still doesn’t mix with your marriage to Manna.”

Doh. Maybe his secret didn’t need kept. Alex hunched his shoulders. “With my wife’s blessing, I’ve befriended my metal head. We’re not ready to chat about sex or to see our face from outside of it, but we’re seeking to deny us as Boss while staying in relationship with us.”

“So, on Manna’s say-so, a relationship that’s narcissistic is okay? Since when?”

Alex smirked. “Since my condition went from stable to improving. Now, I do want to apologize for trying to replace Kai. I’d figured, since you two aren’t monozygotic—well, I was wrong, and I’m so sorry. A second born who is fifteen minutes younger than the firstborn isn’t ever replaceable with another younger sibling.”

Eli eyed Alex. “No one can replace you singletons, either.” 

Huh? Parents did it all the time. Alex scrunched his eyebrows. “You must mean how only the duplicate of a lost child can receive the love reserved for him. I know. That’s why I’m asking you what to do with our brothers. Their surrogate mom’s digital womb is the closest available match to the physical environment you and Malachi developed in before birth, but she can’t be trusted with raising our brothers. If you’d like, Manna and I could adopt the boys.”

“Twins should be the same age.” Eli shook his head. “Stop tormenting my twin’s soul. Send Kai back to Heaven where he belongs.”

“If he belongs there, so do the rest of the babies I saved. And you are mad at your own future self for ‘kidnapping’ your never-born child and our other dead loved ones’ duplicates.”

“But they were alive in your universe!”

“So is Kai. So are the rest of ‘my’ babies. God said I didn’t have to kill them. Though, I do have a designated sandbox for imitating the Holy Spirit, and it’s not where my babies live. There, I’m supposed to get out from underfoot and let Daddy God work alone.”

“Uh-huh.” Eli shoved Alex. “Can you trust yourself as an AI to obey, if you keep Kai and the rest of the old gang from the Adventures of Web Surfer?”

Could he trust himself as a user to behave? Alex wiped his face. “The evidence human eyes can see suggests the Holy Bridge Connection leads to my turf from my turf in the future. But it does the impossible via Spirit’s network, and God can do history rewrites. So I’ll briefly speed up time where the boys’ live to ensure the boys will get adopted into a good family. After that, I’ll give—I’ll give God all of Planet Twentieth-Century Earth.”

#
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DURING HIS NIGHTLY memory therapy, Alexander McGregor loaded seated on a teenage girl’s shoulder. The forty-five-year-old was thumb-size, invisible, and in his digital body. Folks still called him Alex, and he answered to it, but he was well enough to self-identify as Sander.

The new girl’s thick, wavy auburn hair fell to her lower back. Mean girls would call her fat, but she looked lovely in her plum shirt and her black jean skirt. The basement-level chapel had stained glass windows and a cross made of railroad ties. A twentieth-century projector stood ready to light up the wall with whatever was printed on clear plastic films.

Dude, this was Planet Twentieth-Century Earth. His host was Dinah Strong. That tiny newborn would be fifteen now. Sander scrunched his brows. What was he doing here?

The crowd was all teenagers listening to two speakers. The bald, rotund white guy had a chestnut brown caveman beard. The wife had mutilated her African hair to make it resemble a cream Labrador retriever’s fur. Ah, he knew these refugees from Dog World.

The female speaker held up a white business card. “If you feel God calling you to save romance for marriage, we have two pledge cards you can sign. One reads, ‘I promise in the sight of Almighty God that I won’t pursue romance before I’m an adult and ready to vet a potential spouse.’ The other asks God to restore your heart’s romantic purity.”

Gah, interstellar immigrants. Sander slapped his ghostly forehead. He’d forbidden them from sharing their ways, yet here they were. Dog World’s method for finding a spouse made sense for its races, but it was overly strict for humans.

Up rose two girls dressed like Clueless, a new release here. They headed to a gray folding table at the far end of the chapel. The herd rushed after them. Dinah groaned and followed.

The speakers grinned as they waded through the crowd to the table and settled behind it. 

Dinah bit her lip, and Sander overheard her thoughts. I bet we’re all only signing this crazy pledge to avoid setting off rumors we’re hypocrites who sleep around.

A free spot opened at the table. She dashed in and signed one of the pledge cards. The speakers grinned at her.

She crumpled the card in her fist as she spun and collided with Justin “Jolt” Carpenter from Adventures of Web Surfer. The lanky teen boy wore glasses and a half-unbuttoned, sky blue dress shirt. He had blue-gray eyes, a round face, and an aquiline nose. His light-brown skin tone and his nutmeg-colored curls’ texture suggested he had one black bio-grandparent. 

Justin slipped his pledge card in his wallet then put it in his jeans’ back pocket.

“Sorry!” Dinah backed away, jittery. “Did I get you?”

Justin smiled shyly. “Killing me takes far more effort than that, Di.”

“Oh shucks.” She laughed. “I’ll have to try harder next time.”

Justin’s jaw tightened and his brow furrowed. “Can we talk? Alone?”

“Sure, I’m ready to head home.” She stuffed her crumpled pledge card in her pocket. 

Sander blinked as he got skipped ahead in time. Okay, so he was still receiving memory therapy. They were now in a dark residential street. It looked like the middle-class neighborhood west of the Renata Valley University campus. Mountains blocked part of the starry sky. 

Dinah strode beside Justin on the sidewalk, watching him sideways as he craned his neck around, like he was avoiding her.

Sighing, Dinah slowed down. “What’s wrong?”

Justin walked faster. “Malcolm isn’t a Christian.”

“He says he is!” Dinah scratched her nose. “Sorry, Justin. Malcolm isn’t a believer, not really. I know that now. But what can I do? I love him.”

“Crush noted.” Justin lurched away from Dinah. “I never should’ve introduced you.”

She laughed. “Are you kidding? You were ashamed to admit you knew me.”

Justin’s cheeks turned crimson. “I feared people would think you were my girlfriend. If my dad heard a rumor that I had a girlfriend, and he believed it, he’d ground me until I was old enough to marry.” He stopped and faced her. “Are you going to keep your pledge?”

“Are you?”

“Di, I have the misfortune to be related to tonight’s speakers. My dad and his family are all insane, they seriously believe they are space aliens, but I have to do things their way.”

“Sucks for you, but thanks for warning me.”

Justin grunted and folded his arms. “It’s wrong to make a promise you won’t keep.” 

Dinah cringed. “Regardless, dating Malcolm has begun to feel wrong, but I’d hate to give his exes the satisfaction. Unlike them, I understand why he puts Shaina first, since I also have an opposite-sex best friend who comes first—you, of course. Though, Malcolm is your best friend. If I break up with him, won’t I also lose you?”

Chest heaving, Justin scrunched up his reddening face. “Malcolm is like a brother to me, but you are my best friend in the female category, and I have made a mess.” He glanced at her shyly. “My dad would let us go out as just friends, like they do, if we tagged along with them.”

“I wish you’d suggested that before I started dating him. If they’d agreed, that would’ve been great. Now, it’d be too awkward, and me dumping him would only make it worse.”

“Yep, that’s why this is messy and my fault.” Justin extended his right hand to Dinah. “Let’s pray. God can work it out.”

She took Justin’s hand and bowed her head. “Lord God, Malcolm is wrong for me, but this is so hard. I’m asking for him, Lord. Please bring him back to you.”

“Yes, Father, reveal yourself to Malcolm. Show him how much he needs you.” Justin squeezed Dinah’s hand and interlaced their fingers with her full cooperation. They strolled on together and continued praying.

Sander visualized an ancient light bulb coming on. We’ve got ourselves a Shakespearean love rectangle. Worse, Malcolm’s faith has tanked so badly, his friends doubt its sincerity. I left clear orders for the courts to place him in a Christian home. What went wrong? Why do I have access to them again? Is this a heavenly vision? 

He got prompted to blink like he was still receiving memory therapy.

The session reloaded him seated at the witness stand in a symbolic courtroom. The judge and the defense attorney were both played by the same bronzed middle-easterner with thick, untamed curls and unnaturally radiant eyes.

God the Attorney sat at the defense table with a potted potato plant that looked dead. Sander groaned. If he’d understood his metal head’s quirky symbolism, then someone’s faith was on trial. Likely, that someone was Malcolm AKA Malachi.

Standing by the prosecution table was a gray Jackalman decked in purple robes with gold embroidery and a blasphemous crown. Sander and his arch-nemesis glared at each other. 

Gray Jackalman opened his mouth.

God the Defense Attorney raised his hand. “Objection, badgering the witness.”

“Sustained,” God the Judge said. “No badgering the witness.”

Gray Jackalman growled and whirled to the bench. “Will you heed polluted prayers?”

God the Defense Attorney rose and extended his hands to God the Judge. “Your honor, I’m working on Dinah’s motives, and the charge against Justin is false. He has been praying for Malachi since before either of them met her.”

“Pray!” Jackalman crowed. “That’s all anyone does about this.” Jackalman waved to the dead potato plant. “I have the dupes convinced it’s a normal childhood phase that will pass if they don’t risk making him rebel worse. Before you, I present the facts: his faith is dead. His spiritual fruits are withered. What profit is he to you? Cut him loose.”

Over my dead body. Sander clenched his jaw and his fists. God, would you pretty please not let the devil have Malcolm, uh, Malachi for breakfast?

God the Judge nodded. God the Defense Attorney stood before the bench and stretched his arms out wide. “Your honor, ‘leave it alone for one more year, and I’ll dig around it and fertilize it. If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.’”

“Oh please.” Jackalman rolled his eyes. “I’ve taken out of play everyone who could’ve watered his faith. His soil is so poor, if you ‘fertilize’ his faith with suffering, he’ll receive it as scorching heat and make it plain from his own lips that he has rejected you. What will you do, speak to him in a vision?” Jackalman sneered at Sander. “Only this delusional freak buys those.”

“You are a liar and the father of them.” The defense attorney approached Sander’s witness stand. “‘Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?’”

Dude. Sander grinned and jumped to his feet. “‘Here am I. Send me!’”

Jackalman laughed. “Malcolm cannot ever comprehend who you are. You can never go where you sent him without surrendering the throne you’ve stolen from me. If one boy’s life means so much, then I’ll be happy to relinquish my right to it in exchange for my throne.”

He means my throne, AKA the supercomputer I have for a metal head. “One, you ripped off God’s designs when you inspired my supercomputer’s designs. That makes it really God’s property.” Sander snorted. “Two, no thanks to your deals. They’re always a win-win for you and a lose-lose for us. Three, I don’t need cooperation from you to restore Malachi.”

Jackalman vanished.

Restore Malachi? Sander grimaced. In his efforts to set things right, he’d stolen vital parts of the Malachi that God had meant for Malcolm to be. Sander no longer had his stolen goods, but he could get them back. Only he’d chucked them for a reason. 

Sander’s muscles quaked and he breathed ragged. His shoulders sagged and his head bowed low. “Lord, I’ve jeopardized my brother Malachi’s soul. Forgive me. If you will, I’ll remind him who I am while restoring to him some of the life experiences I’ve stolen.”

God the Judge smiled, his eyes crinkling, and said, “Behold, he and the whole earth beneath his feet are in your hand; only spare his life.”

So Planet Twentieth-Century Earth was back in Sander’s universe in his time, and he was authorized to do whatever he could to spare the spiritual life of Malachi’s duplicate. “Lord, may I spare my brother’s life without it ending prematurely by mortal standards.”
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INVISIBLE, SANDER AND his natural mind settled as one on Dinah Strong’s shoulder. Dinah was waiting on the hillside steps of Renata Valley High. The sun’s position indicated it was mid-afternoon. 

A red light blinked in his peripheral vision as he spoke to the camera, with his voice muted to the locals. “Welcome, All Viewers and All Transcript Readers, to the New Adventures of Web Surfer, season one, episode one! This is a reality show. The date on Planet Twentieth Century Earth is September 5, 1996. On Original Earth, it is September 5, 2138. For most of this season, Malcolm and I will be playing roles in a vid. It’s set in an IBM-punk 2060s disguised as an IBM-punk 1990s.” Sander briefly dusted off his most famous acting role’s British accent and winked. “So, so sorry for time being a big ball of stuff in cyberspace.” 

“Come on, Malcolm,” Dinah muttered, tapping her foot.

Malcolm burst out the glass doors and jogged to Dinah. He had on gray jeans, a royal blue shirt, and a dark gray backpack worn on one shoulder. His raven bangs fell into his eyes. His dark irises almost blended in with his pupils and he had a long face and a slightly pointed chin. The kid shoved his hair out of his face and kissed Dinah’s cheek. “Ready?”

Dinah’s face warmed. “Where are we going?”

“To finish your sketch.” Malcolm marched away.

She sprinted to catch up. “You have band practice in an hour.”

“The guys can wait for a few stolen kisses.”

Dinah cleared her throat. “Couldn’t you finish the rest at home?”

“There’s too many distractions at home. Now stop worrying. The shortcut through the field only takes twenty minutes.”

“Your ‘field’ is a creek bed. After the rain we got last night, we’ll be wading.”

Malcolm shrugged. “I know another way, but we’ll have to hurry.”

Dinah had to run to keep up with Malcolm. They crossed Main Street near the western end of town square and continued onto the north side of their road. 

Sander groaned as he rode on her shoulder. This was stupidity that only teenage males mistook for bravery: “trespassing” on the Python’s turf. He’d have to use his metal head to prevent a gang shooting and a gang rape.

They rushed on to another corner with a condemned stone building. Its boarded-up windows had been spray-painted with a purple python about to strike, the Greek letters of Phi Theta Upsilon, and a skull and crossbones.

Dinah gasped and shirked back. That must be what passes for gang graffiti in a town with three places to worship, two places to eat out, and one skyscraper. That embarrassment takes up town square like a monument to Renata Valley’s unfulfilled dream of becoming a metropolis.

Kids. Sander snorted. Nimbus Rider HQ was the only tower Renata Valley needed. In this universe, all of its office space was for lease, but it still represented the reason the town existed.

Malcolm slowed to his usual brisk pace. “Looks like we get to live another day.”

Around the next corner, six white guys blocked the road. Their droopy pants exposed their drawers, and their black leather jackets had bulges the size of hand guns. One youth had a skull and crossbones patch on his jacket. He was called Hades.

Dinah clutched Malcolm’s shirtsleeve. He pressed her behind him.

Hades approached with his hand out. “Toll bridge!”

“Hey, all I took to school was lunch money.” Malcolm’s voice trembled despite the smirk in his tone. “Do I look like I went hungry?”

“What you look like is a rich Southsider.” Hades pulled a black, six-round handgun out of his jacket. With his other hand, he reached out and tugged on a lock of Dinah’s long, dark red hair, leering at her. “If she’s really all you got, I’ll take her.”

Malcolm shoved Hades. “Leave her alone!”

Scowling, Hades aimed the gun at Malcolm’s heart.

Dinah screamed a one-word prayer. “Jesus!”

As the shot exploded, the gun flew away like someone had knocked into it. Blood poured from Malcolm’s left shoulder. The weapon struck Malcolm’s head before skidding across the pavement. Malcolm collapsed, his eyes closed. Dinah dropped to his side.

A siren wailed. The gang members scattered.

Dinah pressed on the shoulder wound and sobbed.

Poor girl. Sander flinched. She didn’t know Malcolm was only asleep because he was online. Installing a modern phone on his brain was risky, but the kid vanishing through a portal would’ve caused a worse scare. Of course, a little digital magic was still needed here.

Sander wiped his invisible face. “This planet’s rate of time equals scheduled to slow down relative to the rate of time of Malcolm’s current online location. When equals the nanosecond I join him there. Reason equals I need to get him home in time for dinner.”

The siren grew louder as a police SUV pulled up. A small-town cop got out, glanced over the injured kid, and eyed the lower-class neighborhood. It was full of blinds that Pythons could be hiding in. He lifted Malcolm into his arms, leaving his backpack behind. “Ride in back.”

Dinah picked up Malcolm’s backpack and got in the SUV. 

The cop laid Malcolm across Dinah’s lap. He ran around to the trunk, came back with a wad of first aid gauze, and placed it and her hand over the kid’s bleeding shoulder. “Press hard.”

She obeyed and held Malcolm tight with her other arm.

The cop unhooked his clunky portable phone from his belt and dove into the driver’s seat.

Sander blinked as he skipped ahead in time. They were now pulling up in front of the hospital. Waiting ER nurses transferred Malcolm to a stretcher.

A brunette in scrubs shouted, “It’s Fowler’s boy! Call Pediatrics.” She shook Dinah’s hand. “I’m Dr. Hawthorne. I’ll be taking care of Malcolm.”

“Hurry, he’s running out of time. Look at his eyes!”

The doctor pulled back one of Malcolm’s eyelids and gaped. “He’s in REM.”

Dinah clutched his backpack to her chest. “You’re kidding.”

“Medically, his condition doesn’t make sense, but Sleeping Handsome is dreaming.”

Dinah stared at her boyfriend. “Whatever is going on inside his head?”

“Time to find out.” Sander hopped to the floor and grew to full-size as the others froze. 

He gulped. “All Viewers and All Transcript Readers, the producers of the original Adventures of Web Surfer own the rights to some trademarked names and design elements. I had no choice but to replace all of that stuff. Also, I’m giving Malcolm Fowler the Ry Cohen role along with my superhero mantel, but no spoilers. You’ll learn my reasons along with Fowler. Also, I’m still the King of Web Surfer, so I changed the superhero’s name to Neumachar.”

He gulped. Okay, no more procrastinating.

The phone rang in his ear.

“That’s my wife.” Sander hit the green button on his smartwatch. “Hi, Manna.” 

“Baby, do you really need me for this?” Her voice had a slight tremor.

“No, I don’t need a live human actress for the kissing scenes. One question, though. Is it okay with you if I kiss robots dressed as girls that I at least don’t remember kissing?”

Manna smacked her lips audibly. “Your insanity plea for cheating on me is expired. I had better be wearing any lips you kiss today. Um, do you really need the kissing scenes? You still looked like you when we practiced them.”

“So long as I don’t have to use my own brain-cam, I can set it so we see our real faces even in costume. Would that work?”

“Okay.” His bride sighed and mustered her brave smile. “Race you there!” 

“That’s the spirit, honey.” Sander’s phone clicked in his ear as it disconnected. “Since I won’t scare anyone, portal open to Malcolm Fowler’s online location, inside of the Ry Cohen role’s costume. Display the view out of his eyes. The nanosecond I’m in costume, swap Fowler out of the Ry Cohen role and into the Malcome Taber role.”

A glowing portal opened. On the other side of it lay the high school’s gym. A hand-painted banner slapped over the scoreboard read “The End of Summer Bash.” Yellow, green, and royal blue streamers failed to hide the basketball equipment. Matching table cloths covered the round cafeteria tables that flanked the sides of the gym. 

Sander said to his camera, “Viewer, since I can be in multiple places at once as an AI, I’m playing two roles, Trouble’s replacement and Jolt. I’m also Malcolm Fowler’s understudy for his two roles, Ry and Taber. I’ll always know who I really am, but Fowler is unaware of who he is today in both of his roles. Likewise, he can’t remember playing Ry when he’s playing Taber. Fowler also won’t remember playing Taber when he’s playing Ry. If you play this show online, it will prompt you to step through a portal at his role switches. However, when you’re prompted to blink at minor cuts, know Malcolm got that same prompt. Any questions?”

[unscripted viewer response]

Sander said to his camera, “Good, Viewer. I need to go take Fowler’s place as Ry, but I recommend you stay here and wait for the next portal.”

Viewer stepped out of Sander’s own skin. Sander entered his portal and shrunk to fit into his average-height teenager costume. The portal closed.

Another opened up. It showed a close-up of Malcolm’s costume. Its hairstyle lacked bangs and was parted on the extreme right. His hair was covering the left half of his face. Light glinted off the silver loop in his ear. The portal switched to Malcolm’s view of the band. Viewer stepped through the portal into Malcolm’s shoes.
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SOMETHING WAS HORRIBLY wrong with him. Malcolm slouched against the wall as he glowered up at the band’s lead guitarist. Ry Cohen’s golden-brown bangs were getting in his eyes. Malcolm gritted his teeth. What have you done? I know it’s you, Ry Cohen. It always is. 

Why am I so sure I should be up there, playing with the band? Why do I care so much? I got dragged into this.

Malcolm wrinkled his brow. Why did it feel like that was someone impersonating him? Who else would be talking inside of his head?

Ry ended the song with his signature chord. “Hey, everybody.”

The kids roared as they stood gathered around the band like a concert. 

“Anyway, I’m Ry Cohen.” Ry pointed behind him at the band’s prettiest member. “On the keyboards is Madame Shaina.”

The lights cast a halo on Shaina’s shoulder-length, chocolate-colored hair. It curled at the ends. She wore a yellow headband, a matching baby doll blouse that fell to mid-thigh, stonewashed flare jeans with sparkly snowflakes, and tan penny loathers. The maudlin way Ry was looking at her tore up Malcolm’s stomach.

Shaina waved. “It’s great to meet you, Renata Valley High!”

Ry glanced to the kids in the gym. “Behind me on the drums is TJ.”

TJ played a drum solo. As usual, the brawny Scots-Italian kid was the tallest in the room.

“Our first bass here beside me is their family’s orange sheep, Jolt.” Ry glanced to Justin “Jolt” Carpenter. Compared to the real Justin, Jolt looked as white as a clown.

Jolt shoved his glasses up his nose, laughing. “No, I’m the orange Komodo dragon.”

“Uh, moving along.” Ry pointed at Malcolm and grinned. “The rebel over there pouting is our second bass, my half-cousin, Malcolm Taber.”

“Huh?” Staring, he straightened up and shoved his hair out of his face. 

Ry laughed at Malcolm. “What, Cuz? Did you think I’d leave you out?”

Malcolm said, “I wouldn’t put anything past you, Ry Cohen.”

Ry cleared his throat. “We’re Digitalis, and we’ll be back in fifteen minutes.”

Someone turned on the CD player. Ry hustled the band away from the stage area and grabbed Malcolm. “You and Gem have a duet scheduled right after this! Where is she?”

“How should I know?” Scowling, Malcolm folded his arms and slouched against the wall again. “She’s deserted me, just like you.”

“Drop the attitude. You’ll get your turn at the guitar.”

“This is all wrong.” Malcolm growled. “Why am I in this band, anyway?”

“I don’t want to fight. Could you please look for Gem?”

“Why, Mr. Bossy, polite? I’ll hop right to it!” Malcolm stomped away.

Ry shouted after him, “Get back here with Gem by eight or else!”

Malcolm blinked and found himself stomping down a tan brick school hallway. Why did I bother obeying that tyrant? Okay, if I were Ry, I’d have sent myself after her, but if I ever have Ry’s influence, I’ll never abuse it. Powerless stinks.

A body-like thump came from inside a janitor’s closet.

Maybe they’ve seen Gem. He opened the door. “Sorry, have either of you seen . . .” Wait, the female half of the white blonde couple is . . . Pain stabbed Malcolm in his core. “Gem!”

She screamed and jumped away from her partner-in-crime. 

Nicholas “the Ferret” Ferrets flashed him a triumphant grin. His face looked like the one Malcolm saw in mirrors, including the haircut and the earring, only Nicholas had pale blue eyes and blond hair. Nicholas asked, “You mind?”

“You well knew I would, Ferret!” Malcolm shoved him.

Nicholas pushed back hard. “Get over it. She’s mine.”

Gem ran between them. “Guys, please! Malcolm, you don’t understand.”

“Dear, you don’t understand.” Nicholas smirked at Malcolm and kissed Gem. “He’s jealous because I’ve got you and he doesn’t.”

She gasped. “Malcolm, is that true?”

He bowed his head and his hair fell across half his face. I’d thought I was over you.

“I’m sorry. I had no idea,” Gem said like he’d unwittingly mouthed his thoughts in their people’s secret language. She reached to touch his shoulder, but he jerked back, glaring. She swallowed. “Please.” Her voice quavered. “I don’t want to lose you.”

Nicholas recoiled but slipped his arm around Gem and kissed her forehead. “Come now, my love.”

The Ferret’s toying with her to hurt me. Malcolm shoved Nicholas against the wall and struck him in the face. “Stay away from my friends, or I’ll make a rug out of your hide.”

“Stop it!” Gem tugged on Malcolm’s arm.

Malcolm let go and sped out. 

He put the brakes on before he slammed into Roger Baine, who slouched by the water fountain. His neighbor had Italian looks and ragged, medium brown hair. The guy wore an open gray and brown flannel shirt over a formerly white t-shirt and wrinkled jeans faded white.

Roger put his hands up. “Whoa, neighbor, where’s the fire?”

Malcolm punched his right palm. “The Ferret got his just desserts.”

“What’d he do this time?”

Malcolm took a long, slow breath. “I’m really steamed at Ry. Nicholas simply gave me an excuse to take it out on him.”

“Forget the Southsiders. You’re one of us now.”

Malcolm frowned. So he wants me to join him in continuing a bitter middle school rivalry while we’re all at the same high school. “Tempting offer, let me think about it when I stop feeling like strangling Ry.” Malcolm blinked and glanced around. “What time is it?”

Roger glanced at his watch. “Ten after eight.”

“I was supposed to be back already!” With Gem. “Aw, man, there goes the duet. Ry’s gonna kill me.” Malcolm raced back to the gym.

Digitalis was jamming with Jolt still on bass.

Roger caught up and waved at the band. “That is the difference between us and the Southsiders. Northsiders look out for our own. Southsiders only think about themselves.”

A girl ran toward him. Tonya Kingston had the African-American version of a button nose and straightened ethnic hair in a pixie cut. “Malcolm, where were you?”

Okay, I’m done with the Southsiders. “Tell Ry I quit. So does Gem.”

“Over what?” Tonya stared at him sideways. “I’m sorry the band had to start without you. It couldn’t be put off any longer. You understand.”

“What I understand is where I belong in this frozen-in-time wonderland.”
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A GLOW LIT UP THE JANITOR closet door. It showed the view out of Ry’s eyes as he helped TJ put the amp into the van of Ry’s new mom after the dance. Sander kissed his wife’s cheek while they were still dressed as Nicholas and Gem. “Thanks for the help today. I really appreciate it.”

“Just hurry home, baby.” His wife winked at him.

“Count on it, babe,” Sander said. She vanished. He ducked through the portal into Ry’s skin. Clouds hid the stars and dimmed a skinny half-moon.

He stepped back from the van and faced Ry’s remaining friends in the nearly empty school parking lot. Viewer, my metal head is playing Jolt until I can humanly take the role, but robots are playing everyone else, including all females in segments that don’t include kissing. 

TJ patted his brawny abdomen. “Man, I’m starved! Let’s hit JD’s Diner.”

A robot’s stomach growled audibly. 

Jolt croaked, “There’s a lion around here with the same opinion. We’d better make a dash for it before we become dinner.”

Laughter erupted in the parking lot. Ry’s Neo-Mom honked the van’s horn.

Tonya snapped her fingers. “Before I forget again, Malcolm said he’s out of the band.”

“What?” Sander stumbled back for Ry, as if he were shocked. “Why?” 

Tonya said, “When Malcolm moved from the south side to the north side, he crossed to the other side of a social class division. You can forget about a Northsider being your friend.”

Shaina’s face scrunched up. “He’d never abandon me!”

“You’d think.” Sander growled for Ry. “Sometimes, I want to strangle Malcolm.”

Ry’s Neo-Mom honked the van’s horn. “Are you kids coming?”

“Nah.” Ry waved with Sander’s help. “You can go. We’ll walk.”

“Okay, but head straight home.” Ry’s Neo-Mom drove the van away.

Shaina clutched Ry’s shoulder. “This is Malcolm we’re talking about. Whether he’s from the north side, south side, or the-the—”

“—the Milky Way!” Jolt waved his hand in the air with the help of Sander’s metal head.

Shaina scowled. “My point is, I know Malcolm better than you guys. He’s always struggled with a darkness inside him. If we push too hard too soon, we’ll make things worse. Until he cools down, leave him be.”

Principal Harper came out the school, a permanent frown etched his pale face. Gray hairs mottled his muskrat brown combover. He waved to the last car. “Tonya, Pastor Kingston called. You’ve worried him and your mother, staying out so late. I told him I’d take you home.”

“Thanks, Brother Harper.” Tonya waved at Digitalis. “See you in school.”

“See you.” Sander spun and headed toward Ry’s home. Ry’s friends followed. Sander blinked. They were halfway to their destination now. 

TJ grunted. “Forget the traitor. Jolt needs to stop being a wimp.”

Sander’s metal head held out Justin “Jolt” Carpenter’s blood-crusted fingers. “While I look forward to acquiring a tough guy’s calluses, can I trade them to get Malcolm back?”

Lose Malcolm? Impossible. Sander-as-Ry kicked the dirt. If only my digital powers as Neumachar worked offline. Ha, even if they did, Neumachar isn’t running on my personal computer anymore. Ry stopped in his tracks. The AI really runs from my brain, not my clunky, antique desktop. The copy upstairs never shuts down.

Sander closed Ry’s eyes and willed the database to pop up.

The menu obeyed. 

Access Neumachar’s master clock. Turn the date back to seventy years ago: August 27, 1996. Sander cleared Ry’s throat. Now for the alteration he’d made behind Ry’s back. “Exclude Malcolm, but switch him to the fake history I’d prepared. Effective immediately.”

A ding echoed in Sander’s ears. The robots froze.

He spoke to his camera. “The shot heard ‘round the time warp has been fired. Thanks to Ry messing with his master clock, for him and his crew, it’s like the first cyber battle he ever fought has never happened. It really did never happen on Malcolm Fowler’s current time line. So, due to his circumstances there, it’s fitting to start him out as Ry, once again becoming a superhero for the very first time.”
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Ry shuffled on the sidewalk toward home with Shaina, TJ, and Jolt. He peered at the blackness above. Clouds hid the stars and dimmed a skinny half-moon. Huh, just a second ago, the stars were shining bright, and the moon was nearly full. Guess I’m that tired. Ry stretched and yawned. “Man, that was fun.”

Shaina nodded. “Yeah, Johnny and the Rippers were in top form tonight.”

Ry stared cross-eyed at Shaina. “If what we heard tonight was their top form, I’d hate to see their worst. The PD should’ve hired a DJ.”

PD stands for Preacher’s Daughter—huh? Why did I feel compelled to tell myself the obvious? And why is TJ looking at me like he’s waiting for me to stop thinking?

TJ snorted. “I suppose you could play better?”

Than Johnny? Ry grinned. “I probably could.”

Shaina cleared her throat. “Who’s with me on being glad this horribly long summer break is finally over so we can resume hitting the books?”

Ry laughed. “You’re a year ahead of yourself, Shaina. It’s next year you’ll be bored stiff, since you’ve graduated from Science Camp.”

She shrugged. “Dropped out. I didn’t complete the virus design course. The kind they teach don’t work without system resources we don’t have, but it’s still wrong.”

Okay, new topic. Ry cleared his throat. “Why in the world did the PD invite Trouble to the bash? She should’ve known better than to include him.”

Jolt said, “He is one troubled kid.”

TJ laughed. “Coming from you, that says something. Freaks know freaks.”

Pain flashed in Jolt’s eyes.

“Back off, TJ.” Ry patted Jolt’s back. “You’re a goofball, sure, but Trouble is psycho.”

Shaina pursed her lips. “Calling Malcolm ‘Trouble,’ is bad enough, but don’t you dare call him a psycho.”

“Why not?” Ry stopped and folded his arms. “He has no friends and attacks anyone who tries to reach out to him.”

Jolt raised his hand. “So, I’m an evil psycho, but Malcolm Taber is a harmless goofball?”

That is definitely a joke. Ry laughed. “Honest, man. No one seriously meant you’re in the same league as Trouble. Maybe you could benefit from Ritalin, but Trouble is dangerous.”

“This is no joke, Malcolm.”

“Guess not.” Ry clenched his jaw. “Mixing me up with Trouble is fighting words.”

“Sorry, dude.” Jolt Carpenter sounded odd as he pressed his blood-crusted fingers into Ry’s shoulders. “I’ll be straight up. We despise Taber for the darkness that lurks in us.”

Green fog slammed into Ry.
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A WEIRD GREEN FOG LIFTED as Malcolm Taber slouched at his desk. Guess he’d started to nod off thanks to his history teacher droning on and on. Why can’t I shake this weird, niggling feeling something is way wrong?

He glanced at the date sprawled in the upper right corner of the chalk board—Thursday, September 2, 2066. Odd. The date on the chalkboard in the rest of my morning classes was Monday, September 2, 1996. Oh, yeah, Renata Valley is a Yesterville. By law, the year 1990 always follows the year 1999 here. So, this decade, Thursday is the new Monday and Monday is the new Friday. Why do we act like it’s normal to live in the wrong century?

Mr. Harding stopped in front of Malcolm’s row. The bald, badly wrinkled, hunched-backed history teacher sent him a “pay attention” glare.

Why can’t Hard Heart leave me alone? Malcolm bent over his spiral notebook and feigned taking notes. It isn’t fair. I could only show up for tests and still carry a 4.0 GPA.

Mr. Harding raised his voice above a drone. “Anyway, I need a volunteer to take some paperwork down to the office for me.”

Yes! Malcolm flashed his hand up, beating the rest of the class.

“Thank you, Malcolm.” Mr. Harding held out a manila envelope. 

Malcolm stood and blinked. He was empty-handed and headed toward one of the cafeteria’s doors. Huh? Oh yeah, he’d dropped off the envelope already. Guess his mind had wandered as well as his feet but in a far better direction than class.

In the doorway, he stopped short. It had the same beige cement brick walls as the rest of the facility, and dirty glass windows overlooking the teacher’s parking lot and the local university’s quad. At the back of the room were the student mail boxes; open-faced, numbered wooden shelves. A handful of the cafeteria’s round, mud brown tables were occupied. 

Someone eats here during the Southsiders’ lunch period? Don’t they all eat down at JD’s Diner? Guess there are a few more Northsiders assigned to this lunch than I’d realized. No, one table belongs to the Breadman clique, and Ry is a Southsider. The guy has this weird habit of always wearing plaid shirts that are royal blue, silver, and yellow.

Malcolm spied the white blond locks covering the right half of Nicholas’s face. Nicholas “the Ferret” Ferrets sat alone at a table adjacent to the Breadman’s. He had his laptop and a sketchpad beside his tray. He wore sunglasses indoors, a shiny, black leather, ankle-length trench coat with a turtleneck-like collar, and black boots with tons of extra metal. 

A shiver shot down Malcolm’s spine. Dude, except for our hair color, Nicholas could be a mirror image of me in a surly mood. Though, I wouldn’t be caught in the mortuary dressed like the Ferret does daily. Who in their right mind wears such weird stuff?

He glanced at his faded black t-shirt, with a cool gray eagle print on it, paired with carpenter jeans and black gym shoes. His stomach tightened, and he eyed the Ferret. Mr. Superior is eavesdropping on the Breadman’s clique and trying to convince himself he wouldn’t give his left hand—well, his right hand. I’m the lefty. Malcolm gulped. What am I doing?

The lanky kid with glasses and short brown curls pointed at Malcolm. “Look, a spy! Hide the crown jewels!”

The brawny giant snorted. “It’s a Northsider skipping class.”

“Cut it out, you guys,” the Breadman said. 

Maybe I shouldn’t have let Roger suck me into the name-calling.

Shaina made eye contact with Malcolm. “Jolt, that guy’s in my computer programming class. His name is Malcolm, and he’s brilliant, based on what I’ve seen of his work. It’s really advanced stuff, as in, ‘what’s he doing still in high school?’ advanced.”

I wonder that every day. Glowing, Malcolm bit his lips together to check his grin. 

“He’s a Northsider.” The giant grunted. “You know what they’re like.”

“If you’re going to be that way . . .” Shaina turned around and waved at him. “Hey, Malcolm? Want to join us?”

He jumped. “You mean me?” Terrific, I sound like an idiot. “I should get back to class.”

She waved him over.

Southsiders can’t be worse than Hard Heart. Malcolm grabbed a chair from the Ferret’s table and sat between Shaina and Ry.

“Whose class do you have?” Shaina asked.

“Mr. Harding’s. I’m taking the long way back from an errand.”

“I understand.” Shaina smirked at the giant. “That guy is a pain.”

Ry shook his head. “No, he is in pain. He’s lost his mother and his baby sister to cancer. Now his son is fighting a losing battle with leukemia.”

“You’re kidding.” Malcolm gaped.

“I wish. My mom’s the head nurse in Pediatrics. She told me to stop my complaining.”

Malcolm whistled. “I guess old Hard Heart has his own share of problems. I’m not used to thinking of teachers that way.”

Jolt’s eyes bugged out. “You mean teachers don’t live at school?”

“That’s just a myth.” Shaina laughed.

“You know, we never introduced ourselves. Sorry about that. I’m Ry Cohen. You know Shaina.” Ry pointed at the giant. “That’s TJ Baine, and the goofball is Jolt Carpenter. I’d lose him, but he’s been with me so long, it’s impossible to get rid of him.”

“Hey!” Jolt exclaimed.

“I’m kidding. You’re one of my closest friends, dude.” Ry grinned crookedly at Jolt.

Malcolm stared. Are Roger Baine and Jay Carpenter related to TJ and Jolt? Roger wouldn’t own up to a Southsider relation, and Fara O’Neal is talkative compared to Jay Carpenter. He rarely speaks above the volume of a whisper. All TJ and Roger have in common is having a Scottish surname, but Jolt and Jay could be brothers.

The Ferret passed by, headed toward the farthest exit.

“Um.” TJ pointed at Malcolm. “Your name wouldn’t be Taber, would it?”

“Yeah, I’m a Taber. So?”

“You look like one is all.” TJ shrugged too casually as he glanced at the Ferret’s retreating back. “Ever go to the PD’s church?”

TJ remembers me from the choir. Malcolm’s cheeks grew warm. “I haven’t bothered with church much since my voice changed.”

Shaina peered at her analogue watch. “Guys, it’s twelve already. We gotta go. Good luck with Mr. Harding tomorrow, Malcolm.”

“Thanks.” Malcolm stared as they left. Maybe we aren’t so different, after all.

Roger appeared from behind him. 

Malcolm jumped up. 

Roger scowled. “You were not just talking to Southsiders and having fun.”

“Give me one good reason why not.”

“They’re Southsiders!”

“That’s a prejudiced reason.”

“You want to be one of them?”

“Of course I do.” Wrong answer. “I mean I don’t want to be one of them. That’s crazy.”

Roger grimaced, wrinkling his nose. “Liar, you told the truth the first time.”

“Shove off.” Malcolm marched out of the cafeteria. 

Better get my stuff out of Hard Heart’s class. He headed that direction. “Maybe most Southsiders are self-centered and shallow, but most Northsiders are jaded and pessimistic. Though, I have better odds of sprouting wings than joining Ry’s crew. If I don’t make up with Roger, I’ll end up as Ferret II. I’d rather die than go back to that.”

Malcolm stopped short. “Where did that come from? I’ve never been like Nicholas. Roger and I have been best friends since preschool along with Fara and Jay. Haven’t we?”
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A LITTLE GIRL’S VOICE pierced darkness. “Get up! Mommy wanted you up ten minutes ago!”

“Bethany!” Ry pried his heavy eyelids open, pulled himself upright in bed, and glared at the staircase. “You can’t tell time!”

“I can too!”

Yeah, right. Ry grunted. A bedroom door that locks would be nice, even if my pad is way cool. He glanced around the den. The laundry room doubled as his walk-in closet, and he had his orange recliner, teal sofa, big screen television on a glass stand, mini-fridge, and a white personal computer on a solid oak desk. His royal blue guitar was by his recliner. 

Still plenty of space left to put stuff in. Like band equipment. Ry grinned. “Sis, today everything changes. Fame, glory, riches, girls—it’ll all start coming my way.”

“You, famous?” Bethany peeked around the stairs’ corner, revealing the child’s deceptively sweet angel face and her long, pin-straight, ash blonde hair. “In what uni-views?” 

Good girl. Universe comes out as “uni-vice” when she isn’t even trying to say it right. She won’t ever master her ‘r’ sounds and her ‘th’ sounds if Mom and Dad continue to let her get away with being lazy. “What industry guarantees instant fame?”

“Movies?”

“They prefer actors that don’t stutter under pressure. I do, however, play a mean guitar.”

“By Cohen!” Bethany hopped into the open and put her hands on the hips of her purple pajamas. “Tell me you and yo’ fiends ain’t going to stat a gage band!”

Ry laughed. “That sounds too scary to play with you in the house. My friends and I are starting a cool rock band, though.” As soon as I talk them into it. “Now scram. How many times do I have to tell you to stay out of my room?”

“I’m going, I’m going.” Bethany disappeared up the stairs.

Ry blinked as he came out of the laundry room. He’d changed into a white undershirt, baggy carpenter jeans, and a wrinkled plaid shirt left unbuttoned. Now to sneak past my mom.

He jogged up the stairwell. His mom blocked his path and held a serving-sized orange juice carton and a frosted, blueberry toaster pastry. His mom had shoulder-length, curly dark blonde hair and a lined heart-shaped face. Her pediatric nurse scrubs had rainbows and hearts all over the shirt. She narrowed her crystal blue eyes. “Mister, you weren’t planning on going to school without eating, were you? We are not starting that again this year.”

“Aw, Mom, I don’t have time for—”

“You would if you’d get up on time. It’s a shame I have to send your sister—”

“Why do you do that? You know I don’t want her in my room.”

“She adores you, honey.” She handed Ry the toaster pastry and juice. “Be nice.”

“Whatever.” Ry split out the door.

Ry blinked. He was racing toward Shaina and TJ and only a block from school. Guess he’d zoned out again. He slowed to their pace. “Sorry I’m so late.”

Shaina shook her head. “This is getting ridiculous.”

“You should really invest in a watch.” TJ playfully punched Ry’s shoulder.

Ry snapped his fingers. “Speaking of which, how about a trip to the mall?”

“Okay.” Shaina glowered at him. “Spill the beans, mister. What is the get-rich-quick scheme this time? Keep throwing your parents’ money around by running up huge bills on your emergencies-only credit card, and they’re going to take it away one of these days.”

“Will we include Jolt?” TJ growled. “He always finds a way to mess things up.”

Shaina glared at TJ. “Jolt got left out last time, and it broke his heart.”

“Oh yeah.” Ry sighed. “I’ll find him a role he can’t mess up.”

“We’ll see.” TJ grunted. “What is this master plan?”

They started up Renata Valley High’s steps. Ry grinned and gestured at the doors like a Shakespearean actor. “Patience, my friends. All shall be revealed at the proper hour.”

“This better be good.” TJ flicked at the toaster pastry. “You going to eat that?”

“No way.” Ry handed over the toaster pastry and the orange juice. 

“Thanks.” TJ devoured the toaster pastry in three bites, chugged down the juice, and tossed the carton in the trash can by the nearest door.

Shaina shook her head. “I don’t know which of you is more despicable.”

“So you say.” Ry flashed her a teasing grin. “You know you love me, mother.”

Blushing, she glanced away. “Mister, what I’d love is for you to not be starving by lunch.”
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SHAKING A BIT, RY DROPPED his Styrofoam tray on his cafeteria table and slid into his seat between TJ and Shaina. They had their lunches half gone, but it looked like they’d also gotten a mushy burger, a mixed fruit cup, milk, and overcooked fries.

Shaina scolded him with a fry. “Mister, I’m buying you a watch and you’d better use it.”

“Yes, mother.” Ry stole her French fry.

TJ swallowed a bite of his cheeseburger. “He pulled Jolt’s chronic disappearing act to leave us in suspense. Ry, just tell us already.”

Saliva filled his mouth. He dug in to his own fries.

TJ grumbled under his breath and shoved his last burger chunk in his mouth.

Ry blinked as he gulped down the last of his lunch. “TJ, you still play your drums?”

“They’re falling apart and my folks can’t afford the kit I have my eye on.”

“Interesting. Shaina, what happened to your piano lessons?”

She glowered at Ry. “I hated piano.”

Why was she always difficult? “So keyboards are better?”

Her eyes alone smiled. “What’s this have to do with the gimmick of the month?”

“What you think. If we form a band, it’ll rocket us to local celebrity status.”

“Oh, yeah.” TJ smiled slyly. “This might work. Who knows? We might even be
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