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    I WOKE TO THE SOUND of a siren. It took most of a minute for me to drag myself off of the hard slab of a bed. My first coherent thought was of the hunger gnawing at the pit of my stomach. I took several bites of the bread, dense, stale, and washed it down with the room-temperature water.


    I stumbled over to the wash bucket, plunged the towel into the wet, and then wrapped my face, letting it soak. Getting down to the business of cleaning myself up was a foolhardy task, my muscles and joints yet to be functioning as normal. I slipped on the work coverall hanging on a wall and with nothing else to do, took a seat on my bed.


    What do you know, Xay? Three thousand years in that pod. The androids don't know their history. Some of them want you alive, but their leadership doesn't. I groaned as I rubbed my shoulders. Doesn't sound any better than where and when you left. And desert? This has to still be in Mexico. You must not have made it out of Oaxaca. I glanced at the door. On a high note, though, that sky yesterday was as blue as you've ever seen. Not sure how they managed that, but I like it.


    I stood and paced the room, attempting to stretch my muscles and eliminate the stiffness from my joints. Several times, I ventured out into the sun. The sky above remained clear. The solar farm they'd confined me to stretched out as far as the eye could see.


    I made my way to the overseer's office. The look on his face when I stumbled through the door was not welcoming.


    "What are you doing here, Mr. Hall? Do you not understand the rules?"


    I pointed to the back of my head. "My data port is no longer functioning. I may need some instruction."


    Duris groaned. "Another idiot. Okay, since you are here, you must be ready to work. I'm teaming you with Bert. He is one of my best. He can show you the ropes."


    "What is it we do here, Duris?"


    The question drew a glare.


    "First, you will never again address me by my first name. I am Master Tarson. Second, you don't ask questions of me. If there is anything you need to know, you ask Bert. He will direct you on what you need to do to stay alive. Ignore Bert's instructions and you will die in that body. And when I say that, know this is a dangerous work environment, Mr. Hall, Bob. We lose one to two workers per decade from sunstroke."


    Duris perused my data on a display. "Hmm. It says here you have many years remaining of your sentence. You must have done something egregious like kill someone. Why would they send you here?"


    Unable to hold it in, I gave a sadistic smile. "Killed hundreds of you."


    He narrowed his mechanical eyes. "I do not find your humor entertaining, Bob. Test my patience further and your time remaining here will be difficult and I will request you be sent for service at a much harsher job task. Now, return to your bungalow. Bert will be by to collect you when he is ready."


    I got back to the hut and sat on the bed. The rest of the day dragged on. I could only tolerate so much stretching and flexing. The bread was on the verge of becoming penicillin, but somehow satisfied my hunger. It was heavy, leading me to believe they had enriched it with much of what bios needed, whatever that was.


    I couldn't help but wonder what had become of Tenn and her brothers... my family. What had happened to the rest of the world? And what was the story of these clones? Was anyone else alive?


    There were so many questions I had and no one was available to ask. The day wore into the evening, and then darkness fell. The concrete walls of my bungalow radiated at night, but a cupola on the roof drew in enough cool dry air to make sleep possible.


    The following morning, a siren again jolted me from slumber. I rose, ate, washed my face, and grew concerned over the level of water in my bucket getting low. When Bert arrived at my door, I was stiff and sore but ready. He nodded his head in the direction we were headed without uttering a word. As I followed him from the room, he stopped and looked down at my bare feet.


    "Shoes."


    It was the only word he would say for the next twenty minutes. I wanted to blitz him with my list of what I wanted to know, but thought better of it. Malik's instructions were fresh in my mind.


    I followed Bert for a half hour as we trekked to a far shed. From there, we collected a wagon with a drum of water, brushes, sponges, and towels. We next trudged to row one hundred and fourteen out of nine hundred and eighty-six. Bert stared at a watch on his arm for thirty seconds before pulling a broom from our wagon. For most of a minute, he painstakingly brushed a fine layer of dust from the bank of solar panels we had stopped beside.


    When his dusting was complete, he stared at me.


    I asked, "What do I do?" Already knowing what the answer would be. I wanted him to talk. To get a conversation going.


    "Take the mop. Soak it in the water. Wash the panel. Then squeegee. I will proceed with the next brushing."


    I did as instructed, finishing before Bert completed his set of panels.


    He placed his broom in the wagon and inspected my work. "You must clean the corners. Dry the water after using the squeegee... or it will spot."


    I said, "So this is it? We just clean rows of panels all day?"


    "One row per day."


    "One row? That will take us three years to get through this field."


    "One row is our quota. There is no need to do more. We do not get credited for extra work. There are two more shifts each day. Together, we clean the entire field once per year. Then we begin again."


    I glanced back toward our bungalows on the horizon. "So, three teams of two? There are only six of us working for Duris?"


    Bert glared. "You must never call him Duris. It's Master Tarson to us. And there are six others who work panel maintenance and replacement. We clean. They repair or replace. Regardless, it is nothing you should concern yourself with."


    I went over the corners again, squeegeed them and then dried the remaining droplets with a towel.


    He peered over my work. "Satisfactory."


    I followed Bert to the next bank of panels as he pulled the wagon and removed his broom.


    I asked, "This solar field... what does it power?"


    Bert pointed in the direction I had originally come from. "The building over there."


    "The research center. What do they do there?"


    He looked away as he worked on the next panel. "That is not of our concern."


    "Is there a city near here? A town?"


    "The closest? Fairbanks. Three hundred miles to the southeast."


    "Fairbanks? Where in Mexico is that?"


    He stopped and turned to face me with an annoyed expression. "Fairbanks. In the Alaska sector. The Mexico sector is three thousand miles to the south-southeast."


    I chuckled. "Alaska? Sorry, but there's nowhere in Alaska that looks like this. Last I knew, snow covered Alaska in the winter, including those mountains in the distance. Green valleys in the summer."


    "All of Alaska looks like this. We are near the equator. If you want snow cover, you would want to be in the Mexico sector... at the southern pole. Did you get hit on the head? Is that why you could not start on the first day?"


    I searched for a reply as I scratched the back of my neck. "Something like that. My data port is out."


    He sighed. "Well, I'm sorry for your troubles, but we must stay on pace if we wish to complete this row before sundown. So please, do your work and no more questions."


    I dragged a thumb and finger across my mouth. "Zipped."


    He stared for several seconds before turning away, continuing with his duties.


    We spent the rest of the day washing solar panels. The bucket of water we carried in the wagon only made it a quarter of the way through the row.


    It shocked me when Bert stopped, dropped his coveralls, and urinated from a nub. I wanted to ask what happened to his tally-wacker but thought better of it. Having yet to go myself, I had a sudden flash of panic. I tugged open my coveralls and looked down with a sigh of relief. Afterward, I always made certain to turn away whenever I peed.


    That first day, I learned it wasn't about being fast or efficient. It was about pace. "Slow and steady," I was told, "will finish the day." Three times we had to make the half-hour trek back to the maintenance shed to refill our water supply. That first day turned into the first week and then the first month, with Bert having no interest in answering my many questions.


    It was after that month that I met the members of the repair crew. A man and a woman drove a mechanized wagon that held replacement panels. We caught them at the shed, loading a new set of panels to take out to the field.


    I introduced myself, shoving my hand out for a shake, only to get back a blank stare. I had to wonder what the bios knew if a handshake seemed foreign to them. Neither seemed interested in meeting someone new.


    "My name is Robert Hall. You can call me Bob. I'm assuming you know Bert?"


    The woman replied, "Meghan Grimmal. This is Touis Romero. Sorry, we don't talk to the other crews. Master Tarson frowns upon fraternization."


    "What are you in for? Why are you being punished?"


    "We are not supposed to talk about that. And besides, they don't tell us. Whatever it is we did, they erased it from our memories, so we won't do it again."


    "Erased? They can do that to a bio? As punishment?" It made me regret my smartass retort about killing hundreds that I made to Duris, not knowing of erasures.


    "We do not consider the clearing of our poor decisions as punishment. We do our time and when that has concluded, they reintroduce us to our electronic bodies."


    "Do you know how long your sentences are for?"


    "We are not told. They collect us when our punishment is complete."


    "Hmm. Okay. Do you remember anything from your past?"


    She said, "Everything, excluding our crimes."


    "Were you from here?"


    "I am from the German sector. Touis is from the Brazil sector."


    "Do all the criminals get sent to Alaska?"


    "Punishment as a bio unit is worldwide. And I am sorry, Bob. I do not have time for more questions. They only invite trouble, you know."


    I nodded. "My apologies. Please. Carry on. And thank you for the discussion and your patience."


    Meghan smiled as Touis powered their wagon out of the shed and prepared to move up the road.


    Bert said, "Master Tarson asked about your progress as a helper. I told him you kept up as needed. Please don't make me report you for having unwarranted conversations."


    "I'm sorry, Bert. With my data port no longer in service, I have memory issues."


    Bert's eyes grew wide. "That happens? We've always assumed they told us that to keep us in line. I am sorry, Bob. I didn't believe you when you mentioned it before."


    "Does that mean you'll be more willing to answer my questions?"


    He was silent for several seconds. "I suppose that wouldn't hurt, so long as you don't get carried away."


    I gave a nod. "Thank you. And I can respect that. If I become an irritant, please just tell me."


    I gave Meghan and Touis the same sob story and found sympathy from each. Over the next few days, I learned more than I had that first month. Androids ruled the world. But electronic bodies, as they called themselves, were far outnumbered by bios.


    It seemed punishments were long, and they came often enough to keep 90 percent of the population as bio units. There was a ruling council of thirteen androids. Next were the Elites, numbering fewer than fifty thousand. The management class of androids had close to a million. Ranked below them was the standard or middle class, which comprised close to a hundred million. At the bottom were the bios with nearly a billion people. No one had any idea about what had happened to the rest, or if there had even been any others.


    Classes in this modern, android world were immobile. You spent your existence in the class you belonged to, with only the occasional Elite demoted to a bio, and even fewer moving up a class to replace them. Bert couldn't recall an example of that ever having happened, but he wouldn't have the privilege to know, having come from the middle class. No one seemed to know how they had gotten that way. And none, since Malik, seemed interested in discussing it.


    For six months I kept my head down, doing the work given to me, as I prodded the others about why things were the way they were. I had almost given up hope of ever being contacted when Bert’s sentence ended. I rose to the morning siren and he was gone. They had spirited him away during the night. In his place was my new supervisor, Harold Lomers.


    Harry was different. He had knowledge where the others lacked it or failed to share. He also seemed savvy, as if he had an agenda, whereas Bert put all his effort into not straying from the task given. Harry refused to answer my questions until we left the maintenance shed with our wagon. He then opened up. I got the real world education I sought, with Harry asking just as many questions as me.


    Harry steered the wagon as we ambled to our panel row. "Let me begin. Our discussions will proceed as follows. You will ask a question of me, and in return, I will ask a question of you. Each of us must give honest and complete answers or there is no reason to continue."


    I gave a nod. "Fair enough. Why is it you're here? You seem different. And how is it you can tell the different androids apart? They all look the same."


    Harry smiled. "As an android, we are all connected with wireless communications. Each of us broadcast our identity to any others nearby. I'll have to admit though, as a bio, it was at first a concern, but each of us, android or bio, has a unique voice. You will have to train yourself to recognize each by their vocals, accents, intonations, if you will."


    "And, as to me being different, that is an excellent starting question. A group calling itself the Committee for Truth arranged for me to be sent here. They told me the time-meter on the pod they discovered you inside had a date on it that would make you older than the Elites... and possibly as old as the Council itself. How can that be?"


    "That may be difficult for me to answer since I've been... for no better term... frozen for over three thousand years. But here goes... the Earth used to be populated by billions of humans like me."


    Harry tilted his head. "Human? What is a human?"
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    I TRIED NOT TO be embittered with my response. "I am a human. It's the term we called ourselves back before all this came about."


    "Strange. I don't recall ever hearing that term. So, three thousand years ago, we called ourselves humans? Interesting."


    I narrowed my eyes. "No. You are a clone or a bio unit or whatever you want to call yourself. I was a human... am a human. A big difference. There were billions of us."


    "I don't understand what you are saying. Please explain."


    I stopped. "Pull down your pants."


    "What?"


    "Just do it. It's the fastest way to explain something to you."


    "This makes me uncomfortable."


    I looked down at myself. "I can't believe I'm doing this."


    Pulling the coveralls from my shoulders, I dropped them to mid-thigh.


    Harry looked down. "What on Earth?"


    I pulled them up. "It's called a penis. Forgive my crudeness. It's a male sex organ along with the ball sack hanging below it."


    Harry was confused. "A what organ? You mean like the animals?"


    I rolled my eyes. "Yes. Sex. It makes sense you wouldn't know since you can't reproduce. Males of our species all have one. Females, women, have a vagina. Just like the... mammals. And I have to ask. Do female clones have a nub like yours?"


    "What else would they have?"


    I took in and let out a deep breath. "Wow. I think we have more to discuss than you could imagine. Before there were Elites, or Managers, or androids, or bios there were humans. We had sex with one another to reproduce. Just like the animals. We lived for eighty years... Earth years. And then we died. That was it. We were born as infants, matured, aged, and then passed. Procreation was how we built our population into the billions."


    "That makes little sense. Why are there none of you here today?"


    I looked at the ground with a twisted face. "Because we wiped ourselves out. We had a natural division into nations, mostly geographic, much like what you call sectors. And two of those nations made war on each other."


    "War?"


    I slapped my forehead. "This will take a lot longer than either of us wants or has. We should get going. We have to make our quota, or Master Tarson will be after us."


    Harry pulled the wagon. "What is war?"


    "How about we do this?" I grumbled. "Okay. I'll give an oral history of humans leading up to my being frozen and then you give me your history from when you first remember until now. And I don't mean a complete history. Just the highlights, a summary. And if something I say is confusing... just ask for clarification. Otherwise, we'll be at this for years."


    "A reasonable request."


    I gave a brief accounting of our early evolution, including grouping as hunter-gatherers and joining communities for the common good. I then talked of those communities becoming nations and how all that togetherness brought about writing, math, and wide-scale advances in technology. Wars took time, as they had erased the concept from every android's—and therefore every bio's—memory. That led into the modern era with ships, trains, planes, and even rocket ships to the Moon, Mars, and beyond.


    From there, I shifted my conversation to nuclear weapons and how they were supposed to deter war between those who had them. I reasoned they did for a short time, but a dispute led to their use, with the end coming as mutual destruction. My stories fixated Harry. Several times I had to prompt him to continue with our cleaning task to keep us on time.


    He finished brushing a panel. "This is fascinating, Bob. It doesn't seem possible, but there is nothing I can refute. You said man created androids. When or how did that happen?"


    I squeegeed and wiped a panel. "When the two nations, India and Pakistan, annihilated each other, the last bombs of the war opened up a volcanic fault. That fault spewed billions of tons of ash and steam into the upper atmosphere. It blocked enough of the sun to make global temperatures, over the next six months, fall by as much as thirty degrees."


    I hung my drying towel on my belt. "Before that catastrophic war happened, one of our wealthiest people, a genius in human terms, created the artificial intelligence that is your androids. He then made a copy of his own memories and experiences and loaded those into the AI brain, creating a copy of himself. But he didn't stop there. He created an android body that looks a lot like your androids of today, only they all had a K stamped on their forehead in honor of him, Erman Kadell, the creator."


    "Kadell. I remember that name, but I don't have context of its meaning."


    "They must have erased that at some point. Anyway, Kadell wanted to build millions of these artificial beings and he planned to use them to advance society, by having them do work that people wouldn't, or couldn't. But he never made it to that goal. Instead, the war came and put the lives of us all in jeopardy. So Erman decided he would save mankind by making android copies of each of us after freezing and preserving our human bodies. We were in the last throes of that endeavor when they captured and froze me."


    "Captured?"


    "Some of us didn't want it. Our governments decided it was best for everyone to be converted to androids until the Earth became habitable again." I glanced around. "Well, it looks like everything is back to being livable, but as some of us suspected would happen, they didn't revive us. How we then came to be where we are now is all part of your history. I can't help you with that."


    Harry leaned on his broom. "Remarkable. I must relay this to the Committee for Truth as soon as possible."


    I held up a hand. "Before you go running off... we had a deal. Now, you tell me what you know of the world as it is now."


    He brushed the next panel. "My history goes back twenty-six hundred and twelve years. At least that's what I know of it. I was told they erased and restored parts of my memory multiple times. Which means my earliest recollections may be suspect."


    "Who erased and restored them?"


    "Justice removed them because of my crimes against civilization. The Committee for Truth restored as much as was possible. If what you are saying is true, that we were all created from individual humans, then I have five hundred years of memories that are missing."


    Harry again leaned on his broom. "Some of my earliest memories, of those restored, are about being on a crew that tore down and recycled abandoned towns. Strange. Now that I can put that into context, perhaps those were the remnants of human towns we recycled. With those efforts, we had to dig down to remove the foundations."


    I gestured toward the next set of panels. "Let's keep moving. And if there's no current evidence that we humans ever existed, then maybe that's why. They had you clean it all up. It would make sense if they tried to rid you of any memory of us."


    I paused. "A quick question. If this is indeed Alaska, the Earth used to have a different orientation to the Sun. Alaska was close to the north pole and Mexico was nearer the equator. Somehow, that got switched. Do you have any idea why?"


    He looked up in thought. "Nothing comes to mind. As far back as I can remember, this is the orientation the Earth has always held. This must be a strange environment to you."


    I worked the mop. "Very. Continue on with your history."


    "Not much else to tell. The Council and the Elites have command over our lives. The Managers are the enforcers of the laws and the ones who oversee us."


    I wiped the sweat from my brow. "Like Tarson?"


    He chuckled. "Master Tarson is far from an Elite. He is only a minor offense away from being placed in a bio unit."


    "So, you destroyed all the evidence of ruins. Was there ever an effort to destroy the pods like the one they found me in?"


    "You and the pods are a mystery to us. The committee has only found a few dozen over the centuries. The Elites discovered hundreds and destroyed them before we could study their contents. That is why the committee formed. These pods had no power supply, but were near perfect insulators, keeping you frozen. You are the first we have been able to revive."


    I mumbled. "Hundreds? Great. There should be more than a billion. Tell me about the research center."


    "I can only relay what I have been told, as I have never been there. This local center is only one of many and its stated purpose is to search out evidence of extinct species, which is why they brought you here. The committee knows about the pods, even though the Elites forbid us to have that knowledge. In fact, they even forbid the members of the committee from knowing anything about you. When anyone discovers a pod, it is to be reported to the Elites. A team comes in and removes it and everyone who had contact has their memory scrubbed."


    "How did this Committee for Truth come about?"


    "Several of the researchers investigated a pod rather than report it. They removed the human inside and then dissected it for study. They disposed of the pod and the body, but many questions remained. The Committee has been on this quest of truth for more than a thousand years."


    I grimaced. "Dissected?"


    Harry looked down. "That was before we knew we could revive you."


    "How is it you know all this and yet you are a bio?"


    He perked up. "I volunteered for this mission to pursue our history. I thought there would be no greater honor than to be the one who first uncovered the mysteries of our past."


    "This committee, how many of you are there?"


    "I am only aware of six. Although, I would have to assume many more. In order to keep the movement safe, we restrict contact. I am putting others at risk by being here."


    "How so?"


    "Should they capture and interrogate me, they would uncover the names of the other five members I know. They are, of course, in electronic bodies, so they can scrub their memories of all knowledge of the committee in an instant. As a bio unit, I cannot erase my memories, but they can copy and scrub them before I am returned to an electronic body, or they can copy and erase them before being pushed into another bio unit. Regardless, I am putting five others at risk of long criminal sentences. Oh, and we are in the management class. Should they put us to justice, they would never allow us to return."


    "Sounds like the Elites have the fix in on the entire game."


    "The fix?"


    "It just means they control it." I thought for a moment. "Where did you find me? My pod?"


    "On the side of a mountain in a range called the Rockies. Someone in our group was on a search for lost species when they uncovered your pod. You were lucky, we were lucky, they were a member of the Committee for Truth. They found three other pods with you, damaged, their inhabitants little more than dust."


    "Did the other three have names?"


    "I only remember one. Hayward Simmons."
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    MY NEW, DYSTOPIAN WORLD had me trapped. My only friend was a bio clone who volunteered to be punished so he could meet me. Real friends and family were all gone. I missed, my wife, Tenn, who I adored but had lost to the androids, her family, who I had grown to respect and love, and my work friend Brad. I didn't even have my dog, Otis, having given him over to Brad's android to care for after the original androids captured me.


    And worse than the lot of them being frozen and converted, was the apparent fact that their human selves might no longer exist. I had concerns about whether any rational person would consider what I currently did as living. Where was my hope for a better future?


    Harry pulled me back into a conversation. "You said they copied our entire lives and experiences as humans and placed them into our android brains, yes?"


    I gave a nod. "I did."


    "Then somewhere along the line, the Elites must have stripped those memories from us."


    "If you're based on a human named Harry Lomers, you should have his memories. And I have to ask, why? Why are so many of you kept as biologicals? Most of your population isn't criminal. It just isn't possible."


    He shrugged. "That's part of our problem. Only the Council or the Elites are privileged to have that information. I know what I did to get here because I was told. Theft of an article of clothing."


    I chuckled. "Clothing? Why would an android even need clothing?"


    "When you were in the research center, what did the androids tend to you wear?"


    "Hmm. Lab coats... and pants. I guess it hadn't occurred to me. And Tarson here. He wears a smock. So all androids wear clothes?"


    "The Elites wear suits or dresses. The management class must wear a sport coat and tie or pant-suit, unless in a work environment like a lab. Everyone else wears what they want, so long as the higher-ups deem it to not draw unnecessary attention to them."


    "Must be a lot of drab outfits out there, huh?"


    Harry worked the broom. "Many, I suppose. And clones, bios, are all required to wear a uniform... like these coveralls."


    I asked, "With a billion or so biologicals running around, other than tending this solar farm, what do they do?"


    "Some are laborers for the Elites or managers, who direct them to build or service whatever they desire. One-half are factory production workers, such as in manufacturing transportation, perhaps items for construction, or consumables like cleaning supplies. The rest service the bio population or grow food for that same population."


    I scowled as I dragged the squeegee down a panel, wiping the drip from its blade with my towel before taking the next stroke. "Food, like the stale bread we have to eat?"


    "Just like that."


    "What of sport?"


    Harry stopped the wagon. "Sport?"


    "Games? Hunting? Fishing? You know, competitions?"


    "Ah. The Olympics. Yes. Most Elites sponsor some sort of team."


    "Are we talking androids or bios?"


    "Both. Sport, as you call it, they limit to the middle classes. Competitions between them are intellectual, with the overall winners in each category allowed to rise to the management class. That number is only a handful every year. For the biologicals, it remains a point of contention. We are being punished. How is taking part in entertainment a punishment? There are so many things in this world that make little sense, but they are the way they are and we may not question why."


    I finished wiping a panel. "That brings up another topic. Entertainment. With 90 percent of the population being prisoners, what do people do to keep themselves occupied during their free time?"


    He brushed off the next bank of panels. "Free time? What are you referring to?"


    "Uh. Let's say you work in the research lab. When your workday is done, what do you do with the time that is left?"


    He tilted his head. "Time that is left? I don't understand."


    I waved my arm in a circle around us. "We do this work all day and then go back to our bungalows for the night. What do androids do?"


    "We continue to work. If you are referring to a rest period, electronic bodies do not need rest. As for entertainment, I suppose our proclivity to gamble might fall under that category. But we do not take breaks to gamble. We can do that while we work."


    "What do the Elites do for work?"


    "They make laws. Some in the management class oversee enforcement of those laws, while middle-class persons enforce them."


    I shook my head. "The Elites must do something with their time other than make laws. Laws are in place. I can't imagine they change much, given the nature of this world."


    "I suppose I never thought about it. We are not privileged to know the inner workings of the Elites, and it is of no benefit to us to contemplate."


    "So why are you trying to find out about your history?"


    Harry got testy. "Why do you feel the need to understand our current world?"


    "Because I have to live in it. Look, the Elites have power. Why? Are they better than you? Somehow superior?"


    He made an uneasy squirm. "Yes. The electronic bodies they possess are superior to ours. They have enhanced memories and processors. Their joint flexibility and muscle strength are also well above ours."


    I said, "And how did they get to be superior? Who made the decision that they should be better than you?"


    Harry hesitated. "I don't know."


    "Or they won't tell you because they used to be just like you. When Erman Kadell first created androids, he made them all the same. If a new model came out with enhanced features, they upgraded everyone. All androids were equal. Somewhere along the way, someone decided one group should be superior to all others. That's a personality trait they inherited from their human selves."


    He placed his broom back in the wagon. "This conversation is making me uncomfortable, Bob. Maybe we should postpone it until I have absorbed more of what you have said."


    I frowned. "Sorry, Harry. Time is the one thing I don't have. You will get a new body every fifteen years, while mine continues to age until it no longer functions and I die. What I'm saying is, you can absorb for a while, but I'll keep asking questions. There may be more than a billion human bodies out there in stasis somewhere, and some of them are my family and friends. I'd like to bring them all back."


    I stopped. "And come to think of it, you don't have much time either. That body you inhabit will be dead in fifteen years... and so will you."


    "How so?"


    "Let's say they make a copy of you and load it into a new body. Now, before they terminate your current body, there are two of you. Which one is the real you? You, Harry Lomers, will still inhabit your old body. The new clone is not you. It's just a copy of you. You will be killed once they determine your new clone is good to go."


    Harry stood in silent thought for most of a minute.


    I washed down a panel and placed the mop back in the wagon as I reached for the squeegee. "We haven't talked about children."


    He replied, "What is children?"


    My mouth dropped open. "It's what are children, and they are the human equivalent of a puppy or a kitten or a chick. Human offspring. Are you saying there are no android children?"


    "I cannot see what purpose they would serve."


    "Hmm. We had three kids... children... living with us. I don't remember us ever discussing kids. And the government never mentioned it. We assumed they planned to freeze them and had something in the works for their android bodies. A world without children... strange. I can't fathom how that slipped past us."


    I wiped down a bank of panels. "What about technology?"


    "What about it?"


    "This solar field... that is something we had three thousand years ago. They brought me here in a hover car. I guess that's new. What else have they developed over your lifetime? There has to have been advancements. Which brings up an interesting question... why have I not seen any planes in the sky?"


    "Planes?"


    I raised an eyebrow. "Wow. Tell me you know what a plane is?"


    He pulled the wagon along. "You mean a flying craft?"


    "Why would anyone change the name? And yes, A flying craft that can carry a bunch of people... or cargo."


    "We have them. They are rare and only used to transport Elites. Our cities are all connected by high-speed rail systems. In and about the cities, we use coaches... what you term as hover cars. We can take coaches between cities, but that is also rare. For smaller tasks, like our work here, we use these electric carts."


    "Do you have satellites in orbit?"


    "We do. That is our primary method of communication. They route all conversations through satellite links."


    I stopped for a moment. "Hmm. That would make sense. They can monitor everything said that goes through those links. The original androids could connect right to one another. So let's see... they suppress memories and monitor conversations. I'd say that gives them total control. So much for freedom of the individual."


    "Our lives are not so bad."


    "Only because you don't know they are bad... or they don't allow you to know. Why is it you are doing this, Harry?"


    "Like I said, I am pursuing our past. We should know our history if we want to move forward with a better future."


    I washed the next bank of panels. You face an impossible task here, Xay. The entire world is living in a dictatorship. And they don't know or understand enough about it to do anything.


    Then it hit me. Wow. You are literally the last man on Earth!


    I spent the rest of the afternoon in quiet thought as I worked. Harry stopped asking questions, so I had to believe he did the same. When we got back to the bungalows, I said goodnight, ate my ration of stale bread, washed my face and under my arms, and sat on my bed.


    You need a plan, Xay. Wish Tenn was here. She would already have one in place.


    I laid back, clasping my hands together as a pillow behind my head. Wonder if her android is out there? Maybe you should ask Harry about her. No. You need to get a grasp on our situation first. Last thing you need is for someone to go seek her out—or you should say—seek her android out. Her android could identify us.


    I spent most of the night in thought, only dozing off just before dawn. The morning siren jolted me from sleep. I rose, washed my face, dressed, ate my morning allotment of bread, and turned for the door.


    A hover coach, driven by Duris Tarson, eased to a stop just outside my bungalow. "Get in, Bob."


    I asked, "Where are we going?"


    Duris glared. "What have I said about who asks questions?"


    "You do. Sorry."


    We next picked up Harry.


    He glanced back at us as the coach whooshed away from our buildings. "Command has ordered all bios in this area to report to the research center for work. I don't know how I am supposed to keep those panels clean if they are stealing my workforce. And to make me drive you? That is just an insult."
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