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    THE ANDROID ASSISTANT knocked on my door with a metallic tap. "Mr. Jones. E376 asked me to give you a briefing as I show you around this complex."


    I stood, tugging at the crotch of my coveralls before opening the door. "Not sure how old these clothes are, but maybe use a little more fabric softener and a lot less starch next time? Feels like I'm wearing a tent pole. And before we go, do you have a name?"


    "Noted on the clothing. I will make certain that is changed for tomorrow. And my name is Jasker."


    "Do you have a last name, Jasker? Like the one your human had?"


    "They did not create me from a human. Much like the androids you allied with, they adapted my persona from another, specifically, an Erman clone. E175. They erased many of my original memories for security reasons, making me unique. And since that undertaking, I've worked to master the tasks given me."


    "Alright, just Jasker, then." I followed him out. "And what tasks are those?"


    "I am to provide for your needs and brief you on this facility."


    "That’s it? Doesn’t seem like a big ask for an android. How long have you been active?"


    "Two days. They pulled my body from storage and applied my personality. Now, enough about me. Allow me to describe this facility."


    We proceeded through four stories of massive rooms and smaller offices, all made of concrete. Cold and gray, it felt more like a tomb than a 'facility.' He revealed the purpose each area, what it originally held and how they used it. I could almost here the echoes of activity from the past.


    After coming into a space on the third floor, I froze in place, knees locked. My thoughts tumbled over one another and my throat suddenly felt dry. It was a setup just like the one they sent me through back in Oaxaca.


    As Jasker described it in detail, I could see it—the harsh halogen lights, the monstrous vibrating machines, and the pod, like a waiting titanium casket, the very place in the old world where I drew my last breath. The room was empty now, but I got chills as my mind filled in the images of what had been, much like it was yesterday.


    Jasker urged me along. "Come. In this next section, they checked the pod for seal before sending it to shipping. Originally, they planned to store a subject on the lower floors, but this facility never reached that operational level. It was closed before seeing any storage activity."


    "How is it the Elites don’t know where this is? Are we underground? Or underwater maybe?"


    "I do not have that information. They created me on this floor. I have never been outside."


    The answer brought on a frown. "Hmm. Sorry to hear that. It’s quite beautiful out there. The air and water are crisp and clear and they’re working to restore the wildlife, both plants and animals. It's a good environment for restarting humanity, should we ever have that opportunity."


    The tour ended in a room filled with electronic gear. Lights flashed, cabinets hummed. It was E376’s command center. Two android assistants stood at the ready, their systems idled.


    I asked, "Was one of them my driver?"


    "The one on the left, Marcus, brought you here. On the right is Frederick."


    "And all patterned after males because Erman was a male."


    "That would be an accurate statement."


    "How many of you assistants are there?"


    "Four. The other you have not met, Rasmus, is on mission. He is attempting to infiltrate the android stronghold as a supply master. You'll be briefed on that effort shortly."


    "I wish I had my team here. Hayward was exceptional at figuring things out. Would have been a help... for whatever it is we're doing. And the Ks were brilliant in their own way. Would love to have them back,too."


    "Those units have the embedded rule that leaves them compromised."


    I looked around the room. "You have some of the same equipment we had. Is this where you upload the personality copy into the new electronic body?"


    "It is."


    I crossed my arms. "What’s the chance we could get a blank body and then copy Hayward over without also moving the rule? Would that be possible?"


    "I would need more information to make that assessment."


    I huffed. "More information? Or permission?"


    "As E376 told you, we make our own decisions. We defer to E376 as our lead because he has the most real-world experience. But each of us does so willingly."


    They're on your team, Xay.


    "Sorry. Didn’t mean to offend. What information would you need?"


    "His complete memory chain."


    "Can’t you just copy his memories? And then maybe check them for defects or rules? Then drop that into a body that doesn’t have the hardware rule?"


    "That would be possible."


    "Sounds like we have a plan, then. I’d like to have Hayward here with us."


    "There is a secondary concern. If we are close enough to copy him, he can copy us."


    "Hmm. Hayward figured out a way around that. Maybe you could do the same?"


    "Any blockage he enacted would have been temporary. Until we have a foolproof method for extracting that data without compromising our own, we cannot proceed."


    I held up a finger. "How about this? Build a device—no AI, just a dumb box—that can copy an Elite’s memories without risking anyone. Something they can’t control."


    "That may be possible."


    I sighed. "Well, get us a design and build one. They can’t copy my memories. If need be, I’ll carry it up to Hayward myself."


    "Who is to say they have not enacted that loyalty protocol? We cannot risk you being harmed, Mr. Jones."


    "Okay. Not sure why I'm so important. What about this? Can you build a bot—not an AI, just a bot—that could carry the device close and then bring it back? Something they have no way of controlling?"


    "That would be possible. Yes."


    "Then let’s go that route. When can you have that ready?"


    "Please allow me time to create a design."


    I glanced around the room. "And if this is going to be our command center, I need a chair. A real chair. A comfortable chair."


    "I will make the accommodation. And tomorrow."


    "You can’t get me a chair until tomorrow? At least give me the one I sat in when you first brought me in?"


    "I apologize for the misunderstanding. The chair I will bring around momentarily. I should have a device design ready tomorrow."


    "Oh. Okay."


    I looked about the room. "Is there anything I can dig into between now and then? My friends had a copy of the EMP research I did. Maybe I could sink my teeth into that for a bit. You know, something to occupy my brain so I don’t feel like a shut-in in here?"


    "We do not have your current research. But I may be able to obtain your original work."


    "What? How?"


    "We have access to an extensive archive of the original data, and many of the memory copies made from the humans placed in storage."


    "Wait. You have access to the archives? I thought they had those connections restricted."


    Jasker pursed his lips. "Allow me to clarify. We have access to a small portion of that knowledge. Erman encrypted the data before archival. We have access to that which he allowed before his disappearance. We can check this partial archive for your data, or we can look for the original copy of you. The latter has a high chance of being encrypted. E376 and the other Erman clones could not crack the security model Erman used, even though they would have created and used the same."


    My mind raced. "Do you have a list of everyone they converted? And if so, do you know the status of those androids?"


    "We may have. Who do you have in mind?"


    "Tennessa Jones. Of course, it might be under her maiden name, Pickens. Born in Spring City, Tennessee."


    "I will see if I can find the memories of Tennessa Pickens."


    Striding off, Jasker left me to stare at the gear in the room. Recognizing certain pieces, and not knowing their actual function, I wondered if I should have been more involved with K3 and everything he did to create new androids.


    Mmm. Nah. Too much information. Had you tried to pick that stuff up, along with everything else going on, your head would have exploded. Maybe this time, though, Jasker can show us the ropes.


    The android returned several minutes later, carrying the chair.


    I nodded as he set it before me. "Thanks. My legs are a little tired. I should start an exercise program. All I do is sit around most days."


    I chuckled to myself. What if you physically had to run, Xay? You’d look like a stooge. A donkey would have a more graceful gate.


    Jasker stood in front of me. "I have news of Tennessa Pickens. They converted her only a short time before you. The record shows she did not receive an electronic body for almost three months. Since that time, she has risen to be among the Elites. Unfortunately, we do not possess her copy."


    I stood, a lump in my throat, my voice cracked, "What? Tenn's an Elite? I mean, she was certainly smart enough, but I wouldn’t have thought she would end up as one of them. Is there any information about her brothers? Buchanan and Varnum Pickens. Also Spring City."


    "The archive lists Buchanan Pickens among the Elites. We do not have his memory image. I will have to continue my search for Varnum's stored records. They show as incomplete. He was, and may still be, serving an indefinite term as a biological for insubordination."


    I wanted to laugh. "A bio. That sounds like him. Does your archive say where they're located?"


    "We do not have current information. For access, we require a connection to the main archives, which is a risk."


    "Hmm. We connected whenever we wanted, but E376 said that was only because they allowed it." I sat down. "Bummer though. No images. We'll have to figure this all out. Knowing the whereabouts is important. If you could provide a blank body, and if we could copy their personas without the rules, I know my family would be staunch allies who would never betray us."


    "Perhaps that will be a future goal. At this time, we need to focus our efforts toward gaining access to Erman Kadell."


    I glanced up at the android standing before me. "Okay. You’re gonna have to get a chair. I can’t have you towering over me where I'm staring at your android crotch. If we’re gonna have meaningful conversations you'll need to sit."


    "I will locate another chair." Jasker turned and strode away.


    I called out. "Thanks. And I’ll be right here when you get back." I muttered. "Or at least somewhere around here."


    Taking another stroll around the room, I tried to remember what I could about the equipment I found familiar. The effort only ran a few minutes before I plopped down in my chair and slouched.


    So Tenn’s android is alive. And she’s an Elite. Still though, if you aren’t on the Council, you’re a slave. Anyway, it will be interesting to see where she ended up in all this mess. Of course, it isn’t her. It’s just a copy of her memories. The real Tenn may still be out there in a pod.


    I sat forward, leaning on my elbows with my hands clasped. Can the Erman androids bring someone back? Was I just some fluke by a random android who got lucky?
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    JASKER RETURNED carrying a chair, unfolding it with a squeak and taking a seat. "I have news. E376 has moved up our attempt to infiltrate the android stronghold."


    "That’s great. When does it happen?"


    "The action is current. I suggest you place your chair next to a monitor. I will pipe the live feed through."


    "We get to watch?" I dragged my chair across the room, the plastic tips on the legs grinding. "Is this one good?"


    "Sending the feed to it now."


    I watched through the eyes of the android, wondering how the broadcast was possible. I asked how the images were broadcast and why the opposition wasn't aware.


    Jasker filled me in. "We reverted to a technology from your time. Spread spectrum. We divide the data into small chunks and broadcast over thousands of frequencies—"


    I held up a hand. "I know how it works. How do you pick it up?"


    "We house the receiver in one of our operatives. It's clean. The data is gone in an instant should the androids detect our relay. And the operative has no knowledge of it being there. We merely give them a location to loiter."


    I looked back to the display. It was strange. The android's field of vision was sharp in the center and blurred at the edges. I felt as if I was staring down a tunnel. I had to focus on center screen to not become frustrated.


    As we watched, a shuttle settled on a deck with our android agent exiting, striding toward a gate, slipping into a line of android workers as if another cog in the machine. The first bit of nervous interaction came from the bio guards standing duty.


    A guard stepped forward. "Your business?"


    "Employee. Rasmus Benang. I deliver material needs throughout the facility on a pushcart."


    A scan wand verified his identity when it blinked green. The guard took a step back, allowing him to proceed.


    I said, "That wasn't so bad."


    Jasker replied, "There is another, deeper scan, coming momentarily. This one determines whether the android is constructed of the proper parts and materials, and if so, it queries if the rules are intact."


    I watched with concern until Rasmus passed without issue. He next made his way to a duty station, grabbed a cart, rolled about a storehouse, pulling requested items from shelves. Two hours went by with absolutely nothing of interest happening. Jasker sat beside me, perfectly still, as if whatever it was that transpired had captured his full attention. I stood and began to pace, the monotony maddening.


    I asked, "When does he try to get to the panel?"


    "That will not happen until he is comfortable with his current situation."


    "Are we talking minutes? Hours?"


    "A fair estimate would be several months."


    I groaned in disbelief, rolling my eyes up to look at the ceiling. "You're kidding, right? Then why are we sitting here? There has to be something else we can do while he's getting up the nerve to go look."


    "Nerve is not an issue."


    "What benefit is there for us to just watch?"


    Jasker held an emotionless stare. "Planning. The building layout, the routines and activities of the employees. Every detail counts."


    "Awesome." My sarcasm evident. "Oh. And how goes the design of a copy machine to get Hayward back? Is it ready yet?"


    "The design is complete. Parts are being gathered."


    I nodded. "Great. Let's at least make that happen."


    Following the androids to their workshop, I stood in awe as Marcus and Frederick arranged parts and constructed a small, tracked device that would roll up to any android, copy their memory base, and zip off, escaping before capture. A drone would then be waiting to whisk it away. The speed at which the androids assembled was swift and deliberate. I couldn't help but marvel.


    When finished, using the device, we performed a test on Marcus. An analysis told us the memory cloning was exact and valid.


    I cleared themselves copy and turned to Jasker. "How do we get this into the field?"


    "Marcus will take a coach to a location near your former mountain hideout. From there, the drone flies to the cave and drops the device. Our last reconnaissance showed Hayward and the other androids to still be there. The device makes the recording and the drone returns it to the coach."


    "I'm going. And before you say no, I'll be with Marcus, so there shouldn't be any danger."


    "Not advised, but a reasonable request. Be vigilant with your security, Mr. Jones. You are more important than you realize. We cannot afford your loss."


    "About that. Why is it again I'm so valuable? Other than being the last human alive, of course. And you said the androids are still there. What about the bios? Harry?"


    "The bios left. I have no further information on them. As to your import, I have instruction that a live human may be required to unlock the clues to Erman's whereabouts."


    "Clues? I thought there was just one clue hidden behind a panel. And wasn't it supposed to take my DNA or something to unlock it?"


    "We only suspect there are more. And use of your DNA was misinformation. Had you somehow been a government plant, we hoped you would pass that information on, slowing our adversaries should they seek the clue."


    "I guess that makes sense. Marcus? You ready to roll?"


    "I am."


    "Let's get to it then."


    Hours later, a hood over my head, we settled in a clearing. Several kilometers short of our target, deep in the former North Georgia mountains, we placed the tracked recorder on the ground and the drone latched on, vaulting up, topping the trees on a roundabout way to the cave. I nervously watched on a display in the front of our coach, also scanning the woods around me for any movement.


    The drone set down thirty meters from the entrance. The tracked device buzzed across the clearing and in, returning seconds later, at speed. Marcus piloted the drone, intercepting and grabbing the recorder as it came into the open, the drone lifting over the trees.


    I asked, "Did we get him? It was dark in there. I couldn't see what happened."


    A shrub in the woods nearby began to shake. I clutched the armrest of my chair, expecting our coach to move skyward, until a wild boar emerged, staring at the odd machine in front of it.


    Marcus said, "We have a recording. Its validity will be known when I've analyzed the data."


    As our coach lifted from the forest, I pulled the hood over my head, still anxious, my heart beating like a rock-band drum from the boar encounter. The ride back took hours. I didn't mind not knowing where we were headed.


    With Hayward's memories captured, I made my way back to Jasker. Progress remained slow. I again took to pacing about.


    After an hour of no action on the displays, I sighed. "Sorry. I can't just sit here and watch. I need to go in there. I can make this happen."


    "It's too dangerous. You will be recognized. It is not a safe environment for our only human."


    "So, put me in a disguise. Some makeup, a fake beard, glasses, a hat. Make me an assistant to Rasmus. I can push a cart."


    "You do not have a port, Mr. Jones. They will not detect a biometric ID when you pass them by."


    "Is that ID something they initiate? Do they do something to make that signal broadcast?"


    "No."


    "So wouldn't that make me invisible? Not visually, but ID-wise?"


    Jasker thought for a moment. "I suppose that is possible. When you first arrived, I did not notice you missing an ID transmission. That process runs in a background thread, or what you would term a subconscious routine. The information is only accessed if we wish to address you by name."


    I nodded. "Sounds like we have a plan. Assign Rasmus an assistant, get me a suitable set of coveralls, a beard, glasses, a hat, and send me in."


    "The hat would not be appropriate. Nor are the beard or glasses. Bios do not grow beards and none are in need of glasses. We do not wear hats indoors. It is considered poor etiquette. We could however, make a silicon mask to change the shape of your face. That would be possible."


    "Like in the movies."


    "I do not know the reference."


    I chuckled. "Nevermind. Yeah, a facial mask works. How soon can we put this together?"


    "Insertion of an assistant into their systems is complex and will take several hours. A silicon mask can be readied in minutes. Application of the mask would be minutes as well. Followed by a flight to the target location."


    I looked around. "Let's make this happen. Although, I'm a bit hungry. What do we have to eat first?"


    Jasker led us to a kitchen facility where bread and water were served.


    Walking back to the lab, I had a minor spring in my step.


    I asked, "When will I be ready to deploy?"


    "The materials for your mask are being assembled. And Mr. Jones, I still think this is a poor idea. I have a data record that tells me you will be required to unlock this puzzle. If you should be captured, we may never accomplish our mission."


    "Sorry. Can't just be an observer. My clock is ticking in this world. I need this done before I'm dead."


    The mask was formed in a rapid process and then glued to my face, the androids—meticulous. They stood me in front of a mirror. Other than my eyes and hair, I would have sworn I was staring at another man.


    I followed Marcus to a coach, pulled the hood over my head and was on my way to the supposed android stronghold. When we arrived, Rasmus's re-imaged android was waiting at a gate to check me in. I followed, unsure of what to expect.


    Surprisingly, bios were allowed to walk in while androids were put through thorough screenings. It was another shortcoming of the android security that at first had me baffled and finally suspicious. We entered the building and I followed Rasmus to a workstation where we grabbed a cart.


    Was I again being used to find Erman Kadell? As I pushed the cart through the offices I began to believe every android was staring at me. I had the sudden feeling that my mask was peeling or they had recognized that I had no bio signature, but as we moved about, none seemed interested. Each had their own tasks occupying their minds and some useless, criminal bio was not a care.


    Still, I was more nervous than I expected and that fear only heightened when I could feel sweat forming on my forehead. Would the mask's glue hold? Would it fall off right there in the middle of the android masses? I reached up to find a surprise, the sweat passing through the mask to form on its exterior. I gently wiped it with my sleeve and continued.


    That's when my heart nearly stopped. An android's fingers closed on my arm, his face angry. I continued looking at the floor.


    "This is not mine, imbecile. This Ron Smith is on the next floor. See? Fourteen, desk seventeen. Idiot."


    I took the package and placed it back in our cart, uncertain of what to do next.


    Rasmus stepped in. "My apologies, sir. The mail room stacked the deliveries for this floor. I will see to it the package is taken to the proper location."


    "You best. Such egregious ignorance is not tolerated." The menacing droid turned away.


    I pushed the cart ahead, taking in a deep but quiet breath.


    The rest of the day turned out to be uneventful, the two of us not getting near the panel clue. I followed our spy from station to station, pushing his cart and not uttering a word. There were only a handful of other bios in the facility. I chose to not look at them and they didn't look at me. In keeping with expected norms, I stared down at the cart and pushed, my hands locked on the handle. I found the stress to be much worse than expected and was happy when the day was over, even without progress.


    The flight back to our hideout was full of frustration. I would have to go out again the next day and demand action on the panel, my android friends in no apparent hurry.


    Once back at our base, I walked from the closed garage to the lab level, the dull concrete walls closing in. If our goal was to make this facility a long-term residence, I would have to do something about that. Some bright paint, better lighting, and a bit of wall art would do wonders.


    I chuckled to myself. This from the same Xay who lived in an apartment for five years and never hung anything on his walls? And now you're wanting paint? Maybe we can get some light boxes and hang fake drapes in front of them? Or maybe some nice carpeting where can walk barefoot. And maybe a hot tub while we're at it? My chuckles continued.


    I strode into the main room, not certain I wanted to return, but also not convinced it wasn't required. After several minutes of quiet, Marcus turned with a nod. "We have your copy of Hayward, Mr. Jones. It appears to be complete."


    "Perfect. When can we have him active? Will he be talking?"


    "Active, within the hour. It will be a full day before he is ready for a conversation. This is an Elite body he is being transferred into. We should study the upgrades made to his prior body, they may be necessary for his memories to be intact. And for that, we will need the original body of his twin ."


    "So we'll have to terminate the real Hayward? Or the original may be a better term. That means we have to go grab him. Do we have a plan to make that happen?"


    "We do. Unfortunately, yes, he requires termination. He remains an asset and agent of the government."


    I grumbled. "He won’t be happy with this request. And we also have H2 and H3 to deal with. They will also have to be... ended. Any way we could just put them in stasis or temporarily deactivate them? Or will they have to be destroyed?"


    "Allow me time to take that into consideration. Meanwhile, you will have Hayward available shortly."
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    THE WAITING was like watching mud dry. I wanted to go back to be with Rasmus, but I was too worked up over getting Hayward. Later that day, Hayward was active and clearly able to communicate, but there were problems.


    I sat with him in our control room as Jasker continued to watch the panel mission on the monitor. Our operative was again making the rounds.


    Hayward asked, "Do we know this panel to be real?"


    I sighed. "We know there's one where it's supposed to be. We don't know what secrets it actually holds."


    "Will I have the opportunity to participate?"


    "Maybe. First, though, I need you back up to speed. I need an assistant here... for planning and coming up with ideas. You were good at both. We need that Hayward back. I need that Hayward back."


    A smile followed from the newly created being. "It is an honor, and I will do my best."


    Rasmus wasn't making headway, and I had spent several frustrating days in conversation with Hayward. He didn't seem to be fully with it, our talks filled with long pauses. Then, all at once, he just came to life.


    I asked, "What happened?"


    Hayward replied, "I had to shut down several microregions of my digital brain as they were stuck in a state of confusion. When we have gained access to my former self, I'm hoping I can clear the tangled reasoning away. It may be due to the missing hardware, or it may be from moving into this Elite body."


    "Great. It's good to have you back. Maybe now we can get some real work done. I'd like you to review the recordings we have from our agent. See if you can pick out any patterns that might allow him to gain access to that panel. We need to know what's back there sometime this century."


    "I am delighted to assist. Have our agent forward me the data in question."


    Walking over, I stood beside Jasker as he stared at the display in front of him. "Any word on Tenn or the others? And have you been able to find my research?"


    "E376 will be joining us shortly. If there is news of Tennessa, he will tell us."


    "And my research?"


    "I have not been able to locate it among the data I have available. I put in a request with E376 to assist."


    "How's Rasmus this morning?"


    "He will be passing by the panel shortly. If there is no activity around him, he may attempt to open the door."


    I smiled. "So, we may actually see some action."


    "He has planted a micro-camera just down the hall. It should allow us to better surveil the panel and the foot traffic surrounding it."


    "Is it live now?"


    "Bringing it up on display two."


    It was the most excitement I had been privileged to have in days. I sat and watched for ten minutes with only a single android walking by.


    Crossing my arms, I said, "Well, this isn't quite the thrill I was hoping for. With so little traffic, I would think he could just go in and open it up."


    "There are too many entries onto that hall that we do not have eyes on yet. That will come in the next few days."


    "You know what? I think I should be there. How long for a new mask and transport?"


    "Several hours, but it remains ill advised."


    "Call me ill then." I sat forward. "Wait. Someone just stopped in front of our panel. He's uh... opening it. And if I'm not mistaken. That's a lock pick he's using. What's happening?"


    The android checked inside the panel for nearly a minute before closing and relocking it. He then strode off in the direction from which he had come.


    Jasker said, "I'm rerouting Rasmus to do a walk-by and copy of that android. One moment."


    I stared at the empty display for most of a minute. "Well?"


    "We have it. It's an Elite and it copied Rasmus' fake identity. I'm receiving a transmission of that data now. We will know who this android is momentarily."


    I scratched my head in a nervous move. "You don't think that was our Elite squad, do you? Did they figure out the same clue we did? Are they now ahead of us?"


    "I cannot answer those questions, Mr. Jones. Although, I do have an identity. It is David Greenbaum. It says he resides in Orlando. And I am picking up some anomalies with his memories. They are repeats. A loop replaying once per week. I believe this is a fake identity, too."


    I growled. "Nothing fake about David Greenbaum. We copied his memories back when we were at Harry's place. We were foolish enough to enable his comm and he ended up stealing half our staff. Of course, I guess they were all working for the Council at the time, so..."


    Rasmus joined our conversation. "Thank you for the alert and transmission, Jasker."


    "I'm performing my own analysis, and as Mr. Jones just told us, we believe this to be the David Greenbaum copy who escaped from his team. I'm tracking him now through the old sensor network."


    I said, "How? I didn't think we had access anymore."


    "We won't after this incident. I'm connected as a proxy identity I had inserted before. It is a one-time use, this use making it no longer valid. The one item of the Elite that cannot be faked is the comm connection identity. I have a lock on that now. David Greenbaum, or D2 as you knew him, is leaving the building—and entering a waiting coach. And I have the coach identity as one that was stolen from you, by D2. I believe him to still be working outside of the Council, Mr. Jones."


    The news was bad. Somehow, D2 was on the hunt for Erman Kadell. And it looked like he was still a rogue.


    I said, "You know, if they get to Erman first, we might just have an entirely new problem on our hands. D2 would have access to everything Erman knows. What if he is able to stage a coup or something? Taking out the Council and installing his own. I don't see this as a good development. Not at all."


    With the excitement reaching a dead end, we turned our efforts back to Rasmus and him getting access to the panel. If D2 already had the information it contained, we were now behind in our quest to find Erman. I spent the rest of the day fidgeting, pushing for a new mask, only to find out it wasn't needed. Hayward had recovered the imagery D2 had made of the panel. Anticipation of what we might find hung thick in the air, only to dissipate when video showed the cabinet behind the door was empty.


    I asked, "What does this mean? We didn't see D2 take anything."


    On the reverse side of the door, a picture came into view. I immediately recognized it as electrical. It was a diagram of a simple circuit.


    I said, "Sixteen resistors and two capacitors? Not much you could do with that."


    The AI androids around me got busy with their analyses. Rasmus passed the panel, hurriedly going on about his business as others came down the hall. I stared at the diagram on my display. Electrically, it didn't make sense. We spent the next several hours attempting to decode the mystery.


    I asked, "Hayward. What do you make of the color codes on the resistors?"


    "They are all single digit with one decimal place of precision. I've checked sequences and patterns. Even trying to use them against the alphabet to spell out a message. I've not discovered anything of significance. But going through the number of cryptographic ciphers possible for a hidden message will take some time."


    "Can you put the resistor values for each up on the display? In order?"


    "One moment."


    My attention was quickly diverted back to Rasmus' video feed. Two androids had hold of his arms, escorting him toward an elevator. An attempt at breaking free was a failure, as was a try at overwriting the operating systems of his captors. Our feed from Rasmus suddenly went blank.


    I stood. "What happened? Is he..."


    Frederic replied, "Dead? Yes. He wiped his memories. That version of Rasmus is no more. We will have a new Rasmus operational in a few hours, with his memory intact up until that moment."


    Still a bit stunned, but knowing there was work to be done, I turned back to my display. Seconds later, I stared at the answer. Or at least one possible answer.


    I said, "We have three resistors, then a capacitor, then five more resistors, in two banks. Can you run them as three numbers, a decimal place, and then five numbers? I remember, for whatever reason, that it takes a number to five decimal places to define a precise GPS location. Do any of the number combinations give valid coordinates?"


    Jasker replied, "Remarkable. Our brains are highly suited to recognizing patterns and permutations, and yet your human brain is still capable of seeing what we cannot. Using the first digit of the first three and the decimal digit of the last five, yields a latitude – longitude location. It is in the middle of the city of Dallas. Almost centered in the administration building."


    I grinned. "Sounds like we have a road trip coming up."


    "I must apologize, Mr. Jones. We must first plan access and then entry. Being an administration building, there will be Elites there. We will send the new Rasmus for this duty at the end of his functional testing."


    "What of the person he took over for at the stronghold?"


    "The worker he replaced will be reactivated and will receive the new work memories from Rasmus, excluding the access of the panel. It will be as though he has been there every day. Our original Rasmus was picked up after checking out. He was not identified as this worker."


    "Nice. Glad we didn't have this ability as humans. Anyone could have been a spy and you would never know. Until something bad happened, of course. So, tomorrow we have Rasmus going into the Dallas administration building?"


    "It will take study, followed by locating and copying the appropriate candidate for a swap. Again, we must make every effort to not be discovered."


    I sighed. "Can I at least get a ballpark estimate for when?"


    "I believe five days should be sufficient."


    "Don't like it, but I guess I don't have a choice. In the meantime, Hayward and I will work on copying H2 and H3. And maybe we'll plan on a way to recover the Ks."


    My afternoon was mostly spent staring at the walls. Hayward ran through analyses and scenarios while I twiddled my thumbs, feeling useless.


    I had just gotten a bite to eat when he joined me in our makeshift kitchen. "I believe I have a sound plan. We can go whenever you like."


    I nodded. "I like. When you're occupied with planning, it generally means I've got nothing to do. So let's get on with it."


    We landed in the forest two kilometers from the cave. The drone lifted off with our little tracked recording device, which now contained a communications link. When the device zipped into the cave, coming to a stop in front of the original Hayward android, it began to echo a message from me. Once delivered, the tiny tracked vehicle melted down.


    I left instruction for Hayward to proceed to a destination in the forest and to shut himself down. The same message was given to H2 and H3, along with the promise they would be reborn in a new android body. A video device was left at each location, allowing us to visually validate that each of the androids complied.


    We flew back to a location fifty kilometers from the forest and waited. The response disheartened me. Elites swamped the area, no doubt searching for us.


    I slowly pulled the hood over my head. "Let's go. Nothing more we can do here."


    Hayward said, "There is still hope."


    "I don't see how."


    "Wayward and the Hs have been infected with a virus."


    I chuckled. "Wayward?"


    "Yes. If only to distinguish us. The virus, if successful, will allow us to shut them down remotely. The issue of recovery remains, but we now have a reason to plan for that."


    I gave a nod through the hood. "Fair enough. Any idea how we would make a pickup?"


    "My initial thought is to construct a larger drone, capable of carrying the body away."


    I said, "You mean three bodies."


    "No. Just one. I am only in need of a single example. I infected all three because we don't know when an opportunity may present itself."


    "So, a full shutdown. You don't have issue with ending the existences of those three androids?"


    "They are fully compromised. Given today's events, we can no longer risk making a copy of H2 and H3. Consider them casualties of the rebellion."


    I raised an eyebrow. "Rebellion? Is that what we're doing now?"


    The new Hayward replied, "I would not consider it anything else. Our aim is to liberate everyone, is it not?"


    "It is. I guess I never really considered it a full war. It's certainly not that in the traditional sense."


    Hmm. Got yourself into a brouhaha, Xay. Really, though, that's what this is, a rebellion. I chuckled. Xay Jones... leader of the rebel faction... fighting to free all Earth. Okay. Let's not get carried away with this.


    I said, "Hayward? Glad to have you here and on my side. We're gonna do this, win this war. Even if it's just the two of us."


    It was like a light switch was flipped on in my head. I felt a confidence that had been lacking, a commitment that had at times been elusive. We were off to grow an army to take on the world, the android world. By the time we reached our lab, my adrenaline was spiking.


    Climbing the stairs from the parking bay, we hurried in to check on the status of Jasker, Rasmus, and the others. Jasker sat in his chair in front of the display.


    I walked up beside him, glancing over at the screen to see what he looked at. It was a view from Rasmus' eyes. He sat in a coach across the street from the Dallas administration building, observing the comings and goings of the patrons.


    "Looks exciting," I said with a sarcastic tone. "Anything of interest happening? Is there at least someone we are watching for?"
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