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    ONCE AGAIN THE COUNCIL seemed to be one step ahead, using us as tools to do their bidding, to get to the last of what they considered their lead opposition, an Erman bio. But we had again overcome their attempt to misuse us. I had thoughts that we might just have a chance against them.


    I set brad's head down on the table. "Who's the loser now?"


    Brad replied, "I cannot deny you this one small victory. Curious though, don't you find it a lonely world being the last human? I understand you have the company of these androids, but still."


    "You know, I've done a lot of thinking on that very thing. What am I doing here? If there's no one else, what's my purpose for existing? And I keep coming to the same conclusion. Living is better than not. And even though you and the other androids around me may not have the same loneliness or hardships as a living, breathing human, I still have something you will never have. Actual life. And of course, I have the goal of overthrowing your Council. That helps. Either way, I've never been one to give up."


    "Yes. Tenn with her planning and you with your perseverance. A formidable team it seems."


    "What about you, Brad. Has it been lonely since we shut off your instant communications?"


    "At first it frustrated me. But now, I find it peaceful. It's nice to have thoughts without interruption. And I have something that you do not."


    "And what's that?"


    "Time. I have an infinite amount. Yours is very limited."


    "I have enough to get done what I need to get done. We may be on the brink of annihilation, maybe even constantly on that brink, but we aren't dead yet. We'll figure this out." I stood. "Now. Why don't you just stew on that for a while, I'm heading down to the beach. The rest of us have plans to prepare and I need some thinking time."


    Tenn tended to Hayward's damage as I walked back outside.


    Otis came to sit beside me. "I heard what you said to Brad in there. He will be miserable not being in control and not having access to anyone but us. He thrives on taking action and look at him in there... nothing more than a pathetic head."


    I chuckled. "Well, I guess at least someone is enjoying this. So, when we get this new Erman back, what do we do with him? How are we supposed to revive him without all the equipment we had back at the facility?"


    "Yes. I've been looking into that. There are only a handful of items we need. It's more about the process than the tools. We will need access to a machine that will provide the electro-stimulation to revive him once warmed, but those are readily available at any bio medical facility. The sequencing is different when restoring a body from suspension as opposed to bringing a new bio into being, but the equipment is suitable for both. And I was witness to and copied the process when Brad had you brought back."


    "You saw that? How?"


    "Recordings of it."


    "Okay. Does that mean we have to rob one of those bio facilities?"


    "It does. And they are called hospitals, Xay. I believe you are familiar with the term?"


    "Hospitals for bios. I guess that makes sense. Although, I thought they didn't rate any recovery? They get injured and they get put down, a new one spawned. Let's ask the others for input."


    It took another three days before Weasel emerged from the waters off the beach, his journey starting in London on the other side of the world. The craft settled and we hurried into the cave as another storm was fast approaching. This time, our forward wall held, leaving us high and dry for the first time during a deluge since when we arrived.


    Sitting around the table, I asked, "Garden of the Gods. What do we know about it? I mean, I know, I went there once, found it interesting, but what do we know about where Erman might be?"


    Weasel said, "We won't know until we get there. We do know it will be an underground facility, hidden in some way. Maybe even buried. Has to be as there is nothing else there."


    "Can we acquire some sounding gear? Ground Penetrating Radar maybe? Hayward knows how to construct that if we can get the parts. And if you are going looking for those, see if you can grab Hayward a new arm. Heck, steal one from another android if you have to."


    We identified the gear needed and Weasel took several trips, bringing back an arm and reattaching it, with Hayward immediately getting to work on our GPR. Several weeks passed before it was ready. I was asked to stay behind, but would have none of that. We settled in the prior park and got to work scanning in and around the hogbacks, as the geologic formations were called.


    I took a turn flying our coach after the third hour of sitting and staring out the windows. "I'm checking this area over here. That's where I would want to tunnel into the dirt if I did so."


    Otis asked, "For what reason?"


    I shrugged. "Don't know. It just looks like an out-of-the-way place to me."


    Only five minutes into my excursion we had a hit. We unloaded shovels and the dirt moving began. I could dig as well as Tenn, Hayward, and Weasel, but only for a few minutes. The three of them, being machines, kept going and going.


    I took a seat on the ground next to Otis. "Another six feet. They should have that done in an hour. And we're behind this hill. No one sees us unless they fly straight overhead."


    "The traffic patterns have been taking any coaches north and south. I see no reason for any to come this way."


    The digging uncovered an unlocked hatch. We climbed down a set of rungs on a ladder, finding ourselves standing on a floor cut out of solid granite. I carried a flashlight as the others each had a small LED spotlight of sorts near the top of their heads, where a synthetic hairline gave them a more human look, something the original androids lacked. We began a walk that ended up taking hours, snaking through sections of concrete and granite. We came to a stop in a cavernous room with scads of ancient and decaying equipment.


    I stopped. "Hold on. Do you know what this is?"


    Otis replied, "Yes. Cheyenne Mountain. At one time a base for NORAD. We flew over what used to be the main entrance on our way in, now just rubble, dirt, and trees. They covered it over well. And now we just have to locate Erman's pod."


    I pointed. "Right over there, sitting in the middle of the floor."


    We spent the next hour exploring the place before deciding it might be best if we took the pod and left. Hayward and Weasel carried the load as Tenn lit the way up front. The entire experience again gave me hope. What if there were still other facilities? Buried and forgotten by time? This was not one that had been in use since before I was frozen. But it was here, and there could possibly be more."


    We trekked out, loaded the pod on our coach and got back into the air. It was a big world out there with lots of places for us to set down and turn into a refuge, but I was eager to get back to the cave. Dodging cities and traveling for a major portion of our journey had us back at our abode four days later. I hopped out of the coach and hurried in, seeing our front wall down and Brad's head no longer on the table where I had left it.


    Coming to a stop next to an overturned chair, I heard Brad's voice. "Xay? Is that you?"


    There, lying on the cave floor in a tangle of debris was Brad's head, looking face down.


    I picked him up, brushed him off and set him back atop the table. "I'd say you were the victim of a nasty storm."


    "The weather came in the day after you left, the wind knocked me to the floor and a flood of water nearly washed me out of the cave mouth. I thought I was headed down and into the sea. It was traumatic. I'm a victim of neglect and abuse."


    I chuckled. "Now you know how I feel."


    "What if you had been captured?"


    "Then you'd have died right there, staring at the dirt while your battery charge ran dry. And even if you had gone into your shutdown mode, in six months that small reserve of power would have been drained. So, you should be thanking us for coming back. We thought about staying where we were. Some of us even encouraged it."


    Brad stared down at Otis. I can't imagine who."


    Weasel and Hayward carried the pod into the cave.


    Brad said, "You found him? That is a real Erman bio clone?"


    "Not only that, but the marking indicates it's number four."


    "An original? Xay. This is exciting."


    "You just had one you reprogrammed. How is this one that much different?"


    "This one was created before the Council took over. He would have intact memories going all the way back to that time."


    "I thought you had intact memories?"


    "I do not. I have my own memories. None overwritten or clouded by rules, but there are large pieces missing. I only still know what they allowed me to know. And believe it or not, I have many questions I'd like to ask."


    I held up a hand. "Well, before you get ahead of yourself, you won't be asking anything. In fact, I don't want you talking to the clone. I might have to put you in a box or something."


    "You wouldn't dare. That would be torturous, Xay. And I never knew you to be one who was vindictive."


    I gave him an evil grin. "Maybe I've changed. And if so, you have yourself and your ilk to thank for it."


    Brad stared at the pod for several seconds. "Okay. This is hard for me to even suggest, but if you allow me to stay out here, among you all, I promise to not ask him a single question. No tricks. No buffoonery. I just want to know what's going on."


    I glanced down at Otis who sat beside me. "What you think Ote? Should we trust him?"


    "Not even as far as I can kick him."


    I chuckled. "Kind of my thought, too. But I'll tell you what, Brad. You keep your mouth shut and don't ask questions and I'll leave you out here to watch and listen. But you utter one word to him after we revive him and it's into a box for you. Got it?"


    "Understood. And thank you."


    I pointed. "Don't make me regret it."


    Over the next several weeks, the team went out and came back with the gear needed to revive our frozen bio. I watched in boredom as my android team worked over the equipment in silence, all their discussions taking place over comms.


    Otis spent his hours patrolling the area around our cave as I took Brad's head down to the beach while sitting under the palms, his head propped in the sand next to me.


    "Why is it you kept Tenn in your little harem of female androids? Did I ever ask?"


    Brad sighed. "They are all smart, those women, very capable people. For whatever reason, Clyde would not allow me to put them on staff. I think that might have had something to do with Nancy, but I'm not certain. Anyway, he didn't want them working for our rivals, so we came up with that compromise. It was not ideal, I know, but it did allow me to use them as a sounding board from time to time. Despite my past proclivity to harass attractive women in the workplace, and seeing as I no longer had any nuts, to be frank about it, I saw them as assets. Intelligent assets."


    "Interesting. I'd have never—"


    A bright glint flashed in the sun on the horizon.


    I stood with my hand as a shield above my eyes. "This can't be good."


    I grabbed the head and hustled back toward the cave, the glint getting stronger as it grew closer.
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    I HAD JUST REACHED the cave's mouth and slipped inside when the ship rose from just above the water's surface, coming almost directly over us. It was much larger than a coach. Hayward identified it immediately from the archives as one of the ships used for marine re-population. We tracked its direction for nearly an hour before it settled at the other end of the island, at the compound where the android science and biology labs were in use.


    We speculated it was from a deep ocean dump of some species, part of the re-population effort. Whatever the reason, no one believed it to be a threat. But we would have to keep an eye out for others. If this one came over our position, it was likely to happen again.


    As I set Brad on the table, he said, "That was exciting. And you made it all the way up that hill at a run, Xay. If humans were still around, I don't think most could do the same."


    "Go back a few years and I wouldn't have been able to. Given all this though, I decided I had better get myself in shape, if only for something like this. Now I'm glad I did, but being trapped in this cave isn't helping."


    "I think you would do well to set up a passive sensor network as a way to better monitor your surroundings."


    "You trying to switch teams or something?"


    "What better way to goad you into complacency than to build trust? I'm joking of course. There is no underlying motive attached to that suggestion... at least none that you know of." His head grinned.


    I called Hayward over. "Given the near detection we just experienced, we should set up a sensor network to give us some warning if anyone is approaching."


    "Excellent suggestion. I'll see what I can come up with."


    I turned to see a frown on Brad's face. "Are you really going to take full credit for that?"


    "I am. And just so you know, I think you owe me a few thousand more of those."


    "And why would that be?"


    "You brought me back to be used as bait, right?"


    "I suppose I did. Consider my indebtedness to you as logged. You can log that suggestion as my down payment."


    "I look forward to the thousands of future payments."


    The others were outside, so I left Brad where he was and joined them. "What are we discussing?"


    Hayward replied, "The medical files we copied from Brad's assistant. There are some fascinating experiments contained within."


    "Are these something I would want to hear?"


    "Most are benign experiments, such as how they came to have the daily bread the bios all consume. Did you know it contains special enzymes that assist with the breakdown of the food within your small intestine? The conditioning also prevents calcium buildup within the arteries."


    "Didn't know that. I did know it also prevents any taste satisfaction. I can concur with that one."


    Hayward broke into a short laugh that developed into a bellow. I was about to question his sanity when the laughing came to an abrupt stop, Hayward again being his normal stoic self.


    I grimaced. "Uh. What the heck was that?"


    "I've been practicing my laughing skills. Did it feel genuine?"


    I chuckled. "Okay. First, no one ever practices their laughing skills. You laugh if it's funny. You don't laugh if it's not. And occasionally you give a mild courtesy laugh when you know someone is fishing for a comedic reaction, but not too much or it comes off as condescending."


    "Who knew laughing had so many rules?"


    "Everyone who has ever laughed. But I'll give you a pass here because you're at least trying to understand."


    "How magnanimous of you, Xay."


    "You working through your thesaurus today, too?"


    "I am."


    That response brought on a chuckle.


    I glanced back into the cave. "Brad? Wanna go back down to the beach?"


    "Please. And thank you for asking."


    Picking him up from the table, I began to walk that way.


    Passing the others, he asked, "What is it they are discussing?"


    "Your medical experiments."


    "And no one has thought I should be questioned about those?"


    "I think they're just getting started on their evaluation. Once they have that well in hand, they'll probably come at you with all kinds of questions. They said it's a lot of data to go through, so they may be at it for a while."


    We settled on the beach under the palms with me placing Brad's head in the sand where he had a view of the water. A constant stream of gentle waves rolled in. The makings of a new coral reef yielded a bit of breakwater at two hundred meters out. Given the reef was alive with corals, small crustaceans and an assortment of fish, I had to believe it to be one of the revived ecosystems that slowly matured. It had also become a source of food for me with Weasel walking out into the waves to night fish.


    Brad said, "It's a big, beautiful world out there, Xay. Too bad we had to go and kill ourselves off."


    I leaned back on my elbows. "I don't know. I have to think we were due for something like that. World had gotten too crowded. Droughts, wars, mass migrations, too many divisions among the people. It started to really strain some of our resources."


    "All minor management issues that could have been resolved."


    I huffed. "I used to think that. Tenn pegged it though, when all this started. She predicted the riots and looting. I didn't want to believe her, but she was exactly right. Sadly, it only took me three thousand years to develop the right perspective. Which makes me wonder. If we somehow were able to bring us, humans, back, how long would it be before we ran ourselves into the same problems?"


    "Lost your faith in your fellow man, have you?"


    I glanced over. "Maybe, some. I think we could make it work though. But every new generation tends to forget many of the lessons learned by the ones before. So maybe not."


    "It's a wonder you've made it as far as you have, Xay. That denotes a poor attitude. You need something to believe in if you are dedicating your life to it. Take me and my android life. My goal has been to maintain my position near the top, as a Councilman's assistant. I've managed to do so with relative ease. And I've not had to worry about those just below me usurping my power. They all seem to be happy with their own positions."


    "I'm betting that all has to do with the rules the Council has imposed and embedded. I don't think the people at the bottom are particularly enamored with their positions in life, the bios. And I know it's the rules that are keeping them in check. What would happen if they decided all at once that those rules were bogus?"


    "That is not a decision they have the ability to make. Those same rules prevent it."


    "My point being this is not the utopia you think it is. Everyone below you, if allowed, would tell you so. Which brings me right back to the start of this conversation. My driving force right now is vengeance. Not where I ever thought I would be, but these are some pretty unique circumstances. So my goal now is to set things right."


    Brad changed the subject. "On a new topic, what do you think their chances are of reviving the Erman bio clone?"


    "I would say good. We no longer have that exact procedure, but Otis watched recordings of the last, and is confident we can replicate what they did. And you know, way back at the beginning of all this, I wasn't convinced they could ever make it work. That was my biggest objection to being converted to an android. I thought it to be a death sentence, and of course it was for most, but not for that reason."


    Over the next several weeks more equipment was gathered, with a makeshift revival room constructed in the back of the cave. And the productivity of the others was as amazing as ever. They didn't tire, they didn't stop to eat, they just worked straight through at whatever it was they did. Hayward woke me in the middle of the night for the procedure.


    I rubbed my eyes. "All set huh?"


    "We are. The temperature of the pod is already being raised. He will be ready for removal in six hours."


    "Six hours?" I laid back on my cot. "Can you come back at that time and wake me?"


    "I can."


    I rolled over, pulling one of my pillows up over my head. Morning came sooner than I hoped.


    Brad grinned as I ate my breakfast. I asked, "What?"


    "This is the big day. We finally get to know what it is he knows."


    I shook my head. "Doubt it. We'll see him revived, but he won't be ready to answer anything for a day or two. Gotta wait for the fog to clear from the chemicals in his blood."


    "Still. It remains exciting. And believe it or not, I detest setting my processor to idle when I have nothing to do."


    Tenn took a seat at the table. "You and me both."


    "Ah. So you are talking to me now? Excellent."


    "I'm sure I will tire."


    I glanced back at the revival room. "What's his body temp up to?"


    Tenn replied, "Sixty-eight. Two degrees to go. After that he should be breathing on his own within the hour."


    Otis came in from a run outside. "Perimeter is secure. And Tenn, you are now talking to Brad?"


    "I'm sitting here, aren't I? And besides, I have a few questions to ask him."


    Brad blinked his eyes. "Please, ask away."


    "In the medical records, you had a few experiments run where viruses were used on your subjects."


    "That would be many more than a few. Can you be more specific?"


    "Okay. You used viruses to attack certain parts of the brain."


    "Yes. Now we are getting to the details. I recall one hundred and twelve such tests. Was there any one in particular that interests you?"


    "Viruses that attacked the Amygdala."


    "Ah. You have been doing some deep investigation, I see. Yes. There were several viral experiments involving the Amygdala. Nothing that yielded anything of use. Each caused harm, some even leading to violent outbursts, the exact opposite of what we looked for. We hoped to use the virus to make our bios slightly more docile. I found the research fascinating, but it didn't deliver on its promise."


    "There was one that is very much of interest to me. The results say it caused a proclivity for violent behavior, as you suggested, but it also stripped away the subject's feelings of loyalty. So you had a bio that was not only hostile, but one that didn't really like you either."


    "Yes. That was indeed one of the failed trials. What in particular interests you about that?"


    "The lack of loyalty. How lacking was it?"


    "Several of my researchers had to have their bodies replaced. The damage to the lab from that one bio shocked me. He was immediately terminated, as was that line of experimentation."


    Tenn nodded. "Yeah. I can see where you wouldn't want a virus like that to escape."


    Brad smiled. "I'm guessing the thought just crossed your mind of using that as a weapon?"


    "Maybe."
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    BRAD SAID, "That virus itself is not easily spread. And once we detected any such infection, swift terminations would have ended any possible outbreak."


    Tenn replied, "True. But I wasn't thinking of using that viral mechanism on its own. I noticed there were several experiments with an extremely transmissive strain or two. What if we were to use those as the transport mechanism?"


    "You would again fail. The Amygdala virus only requires thirty-six hours to do its damage. Again, should the virus be detected, even if it had already spread to thousands over those first few days, we would have immediately terminated all bios with the potential for having been exposed, stopping the spread within a day or two. And I know this because part of our research dealt with how to stop a virus from consuming our entire bio population. It would have taken six months to fully infect them all, and as I said, it was easily detected within a few days."


    "I read those reports. I also read the research on slowing down the progression of a virus once infected. You were able to make some that didn't manifest themselves for three to four months."


    "Are you suggesting you want to take the hostile strain, make it extremely transmissive, and yet also slow down its maturity rate, to give it time to spread?"


    "Those are the thoughts I had. Yes."


    "Interesting."


    Tenn smiled. "No. The interesting part is that you may have already done most of this research for us."


    "I don't see how this furthers your goals."


    "How could it not? It would give us an army that consists of 90 percent of the planet's population."


    Otis, said, "I'm starting to like where this is going."


    Brad rolled his eyes. "I'll admit to this being an imaginative solution to achieving those goals, but that is an unlikely scenario, that you would be able to create a virus with those precise traits. What we actually found was most viruses are extremely stubborn. They do what they do very well, and are resistant to any programmed change. Not that your idea is impossible, but it is highly improbable."


    Tenn grinned. "We’ll see."


    Only a week later, we had the Erman bio up and walking around. The procedure had gone perfectly. When asked if it would work on a normal human, I was given a less-than-confident look. There would be several changes that would have to take place, but Hayward believed they were possible.


    I was in my usual spot under the palms when Weasel came down to the beach. "No Brad today?"


    I grumbled. "Was just looking to get away from his yapping for a while. Thought he needed more alone table time."


    Weasel nodded. "Yeah, he can get on your nerves."


    "What's our status?"


    He took a seat beside me. "We expect Erman to come out of that fog any time now. He otherwise seems to be in excellent shape. No issues from the revival."


    "I just hope he has something of use for us. I like Tenn's idea of infecting all the bios. If we can manage that, it at least brings their side down to about a hundred million total beings. Now we just need a way to take them out, too. A computer virus, or maybe something as simple as shutting down all the power? Have we looked into eliminating power generation? Is that even possible?"


    "From what I've seen, each city has a network of small generators running, giving them some redundancy."


    "What fuel do they use?"


    "Mostly natural gas."


    "They've been running on natural gas for three thousand years? That doesn't seem possible."


    "You have to realize that most buildings require a minimum of air conditioning. There really aren't any water heaters or clothes dryers running. You have lighting and then charging stations. The bios require, and get, very little of that power. And then you have the big solar stations like the one you first worked at. As gas fields dry up, power is switched over to solar and battery systems. Now, as far as taking out those systems? Might be a little tricky to pull that off, but we can certainly look into it."


    "And the computer virus thing?"


    Weasel shrugged. "That's a bit more difficult. Erman's teams did a good job of safeguarding against that. I looked over your method of trying to send out a message to all androids at once. You managed to find a weakness there, and if you had a ready virus, you might have been successful at infecting nearly everyone. But the Council has all that data now, so you can be sure they've fixed that vulnerability. If there was one weakness though, maybe there are more."


    "We need some way of taking control. Tell the others to keep their minds open. We should be hashing out any ideas we come up with."


    Weasel smiled. "Well. There's always the good old tried and true hostilities."


    "You mean all-out war?"


    "A little bit of violence has worked to resolve many a difference throughout history. If Tenn's idea frees up the bios, we might actually have a chance in a fight. Keep in mind, the androids have all the weapons at the moment."


    "Another reason why we need that EMP up and running again."


    Weasel chuckled. "Hmm. Who'd have thought World War III would be fought with only a single human?"


    "And who'd have thought it would be this human?"


    "Hey. Give yourself a little credit, Xay. At least you're still in the game. The rest of us have already lost."


    "You're still alive. I mean, not alive, but here. You, the android Weasel, haven't lost anything yet."


    "I suppose."


    Otis trotted up beside us. "Erman is coming out of it and asking to see the human."


    I stood and brushed the sand from my pants. "I guess that means me."


    I walked into the cave to find Erman sitting at the table staring down at Brad's head.


    After taking a seat, he said, "What's the purpose of this android head?"


    I smirked. "That would be Brad Park. You probably met him. Clyde Beaman's son-in-law."


    "Interesting. The Brad I knew talked incessantly."


    "Yep. That's him. He's been ordered not to talk to you. He's still on the other side."


    "Tennessa has been filling me in. We have a lot of work to do, by golly."


    "That we do. So, tell me what you know?"


    "Well. It seems the android Council took full control. They've managed to confine 90 percent of the population in these bio bodies, in perpetuity. They've subjugated the remaining androids, using a series of rules and wiping portions of their memories. And they've destroyed all humans... that is except for you, of course. Do I have it about right?"


    "You left out the part where they are hunting down and killing all the remaining Erman clones, both bios and androids."


    "Yes. There is that. And I also understand that the people and resources in this cave is all we have?"


    "That's correct. This is what you have to work with. And one question. When you say all humans have been destroyed... explain."


    "We got signals from the Council that they might try something. And when I say we, I'm referring to the real Erman, myself, two other bios and six androids. We made up Erman's team. Well, when we got wind of what might be coming, we began to make our own duplicate of the archive. The partial you have now is the best we could do before they took control. Anyway, a sister effort was to secure all the humans, but I'm afraid that never made it out of the planning stage. I tell you, it was a sad day when I sat right next to Erman and watched as they raided and destroyed storage facility after storage facility. Heartbreaking."


    "So you saw it happen?"


    "Not physically. On video. We were already on the run by that time. It was a sad day for humanity, Mr. Jones. Erman was quite upset. He blamed himself. Here he had worked so hard to save us all and he ended up dooming us with his own creation."


    I crossed my arms as I leaned on the table, shoving Brad's head toward one end. "What can you tell us about the bios? What was the purpose of creating them?"


    "Well, at the time, we didn't yet have a procedure for bringing humans back. The bios were an experiment to see how best to copy memories back into a body. We fully expected to bring everyone back, rig them with a port, and then transfer in the android portion of their memories, just as promised. A secondary consideration, if the people were irretrievable, was to move them back into a human body. And yes, we fully understood that it would not be the actual person anymore, just a copy of them. But it would have brought back the human race. At least until we could figure out how to properly revive people. Erman liked his android creations, but he didn't think them worthy of humanity's evolution should we not be able to bring the others back."


    "Wow. Did the androids know of this plan?"


    "They did. And yes. That may be what spurred them into taking their action. It wasn't until nearly a century afterward when they started producing bios wholesale and forcing conversions. All with the purpose of maintaining control. Around that same time, they enacted the rules and memory wipes."


    "You were alive during all that? Over a century?"


    "I was. This is the seventh iteration of this body. I have all the memories from each."


    "What of the Erman 4 designation?"


    "There were twenty-eight of us alive at one time, hence the numbering. Anyway, we found the port was only good for about twenty years. After that, copies could no longer be made, so we settled on the fifteen year lifetime for a clone. We could live a standard life, but not longer without being renewed."


    "What about all the genetics? The nubs and stuff?"


    "Those came from your friend Mr. Park here and his experiments. Magnificent what they were able to achieve. Most of that happened after a raid where they captured a hundred eighteen Erman androids at once. They were all fed the rules and made to work exclusively on that project."


    "I didn't think they could be overwritten, their memories."


    "Not now, but it was originally possible."


    "And the nubs?"


    "They didn't want us to procreate. So, the nub mutations were developed."


    I raised a finger. "Are you saying your... parts are still intact?"


    "They are." He twisted his head, revealing the standard metal cap on the back of his neck. "This is the only real difference between me and the original Erman."


    "How long have you been asleep for? Or frozen, I should say."


    "I was last awake twenty-eight hundred and twelve years ago. The world was just reaching the point of being habitable by humans again. I mean, they, we, you, could have survived, but there would still have been difficulties. In our grand scheme, as we worked on making the bios a reality, we were also putting together a master re-population plan. Plants, animals, infrastructure, and finally humans. It seems the androids stuck to that strategy, all except the human part."


    "Wow. All of this answers a lot of questions I've had since I've been back. And now comes the big questions. What do we do about all this? The archives say there is DNA material for several thousand humans. If we retake control, would it be possible to bring back humanity?"


    "I would think so. And I believe we should start on that today."
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    THE NEXT SEVERAL WEEKS saw ideas tossed about but nothing of a concrete nature. Erman was still in recovery, which limited his ability for deep thought and contemplation. We believed that recovery would be complete in short order. I wasn't so sure until he came to join me on the beach one morning.


    "Xay. Good. I have a few scenarios to run past you. Mind if I sit down?"


    I gestured toward the sand next to me. "It's a free beach."


    "Nice spot you have here. Good shade. A decent breeze. And of course the scenery isn't bad."


    "This has been my go-to place for sanity checks of late. Helps me to think. What scenarios are you cooking up?"


    Erman sat, crossing his legs, Indian style. "I've been discussing this with Tenn. I rather like her idea about the virus and have reviewed some of the data from the experiments Mr. Park oversaw. Remarkable. And I believe the viral route to freeing all bios to be a real possibility. It will, however, require acquisition of equipment we don't have. I'll need a sterile lab and the gear needed for viral genetics. I've begun the process of educating myself in the field."


    "Tenn said something about the amygdala?"


    "Yes. It's the main processing center for emotions. The port leads directly there and for that reason the androids were able to make small manipulations within the internuclear and intranuclear connections. They discovered a combination that gave a sense of loyalty. How they managed to have that loyalty directed at them is a mystery at the moment, but we'll figure it out."


    "How does the virus come into play?"


    "It attacks those very connections, weakening them, but not destroying them. And the brain has a remarkable ability to heal itself. The connections remain and are repaired, so to speak, but the loyalty is gone. That was what Mr. Park's experiments discovered. Now, we know the strain of the virus used, what we now have to do is to try to make the modifications we desire."


    "That's the rapid transmission and the slow maturity?"


    "Precisely. And the androids were kind enough to also perform experiments into those areas. With a little luck, we may be able to apply the techniques they used and construct our supervirus in a timely manner."
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