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    THE NEWS FEEDS AND SOCIAL MEDIA buzzed with excitement. Erman Kadell, the well-known, multi-billionaire genius, claimed to have perfected a method of transferring a person's memories and consciousness into an artificially intelligent brain. The process, as explained, brought an exact mental copy of Erman himself into being. Rumors had it, the elites of the world organized, clamoring to be the first in line to acquire a digital replica of themselves.


    Two science reporters on the TV jabbered on about the astounding development, teasing viewers before every commercial break with mentions of the upcoming interview with Erman and his electronic clone.


    I sank deeper into the curved, blue leather sofa in my living room, snacking on my favorite salty crackers, irritated the discussion happening on TV continued to drag on. An early meeting demanded I should be in bed, but the supposed breakthrough had piqued my interest.


    In a gruff tone, one reporter blathered, "Should we consider an AI, a living, sentient being? I struggle with the morals surrounding such an advancement. Does it get rights? How do we punish it if it hurts someone? What about turning an AI off or deleting its memories—if desired? Would that be ethical?"


    I chuckled to myself. "Ethical? It's just a machine. Switch it off."


    There were no current laws or restrictions about making such a knowledge transference. No harm had come to the subject of the initial copy. And with Erman being the creator, he had obviously agreed to the process.


    Regardless, I wasn't convinced the advent of a non-human intelligence would be a good thing. I remained skeptical the event had actually happened. We barely scratched the surface with our ability to understand how our minds worked. And then there were our morals, which were sometimes suspect. I wondered what the expected morals concerning a machine would be.


    As I watched, along with my black-and-tan dachshund, Otis, lying beside me, his head resting on my leg, his little dark eyes looking up at me, Erman Kadell finally walked onto the set to have a conversation with his digital twin. "Hello everyone..."


    The reclusive but brilliant billionaire looked to the table sitting to his right and began. "E2, do you remember riding the bus to our first day of school?"


    The image of the AI left a poor impression. A half-meter-square, plastic case with two chameleon-like cameras for eyes, an oval speaker for its mouth, and small conventional microphones for ears.


    In keeping with my norms, I was prone to talk back to the TV, blurting out, "Erman? Oh come on. A box? You’re a billionaire, at least put together a robotic head or something. I mean, that's just pathetic."


    The breakthrough development sat atop a common end table. Beside it was a well-cushioned, high-back chair, now holding a comfortably lounging Erman dressed in corduroy pants and a sweater vest. The appearance of the guest host did not shout out billionaire, but the supposed inventor of a real, working AI was one many times over. All he missed from being everyone's grandfather was a pipe.


    E2 replied, "I remember. Terrifying. My mother forced me to leave home. Did she hate me? Had I done something wrong? Nightmares ruled my world for a week leading up to the traumatic event. I would jump up from sleep, shaking, my eyes straining to make out every dark corner of my room. And I remember daydreaming of being lost and alone, wandering onto a street I did not recognize, trying to find my way home after missing the bus."


    Erman glowed. "Exactly the way I remember it, too. Although, after that first week in attendance, I could not wait to go back. Learning was so... exalting, if one could consider a six-year-old to be exalted." A self-amused chuckle followed.


    Erman crossed his legs and placed his hands on his knee. "E2, can you tell me what I had for dinner on Saturday?"


    The AI piped out a reply. "You know I cannot. I was not with you. The techs were fitting me for a mobile power cell in the lab. Thank you, by the way, I'm enjoying this time outside. I find the real world and its people immensely fascinating. Even though I have memories of it from our prior experiences, seeing and hearing it live has been quite the treat."


    The billionaire nodded. "Expect more of that to come. As you already know, my team will have a fully functional android body ready this week. From the moment we transfer your knowledge, you will have the ability to move about at will, with no restrictions, becoming as mobile as any human. Of course, you will have to learn to control your new body, but I'm certain you will master that challenge with ease."


    The expressionless box chortled out a reply. "I look forward to spending most of my time in the lab with you, Erman, continuing our research. Two heads will literally be better than one."


    I rolled my eyes at the broadcast, glancing down at Otis. "Has to be a scam. We're decades, if not a century, away from a sentient android. And even if it were true, we aren't ready to handle AIs walking about. We're hardly getting along with each other as it is. Probably a ploy to get people investing, although not a good one... and why would Erman, of all people, need investors?"


    A wet nudge from Otis fully diverted my attention. His tail wagged furiously, making a thud with each contact on the leather cushion of the sofa.


    I glanced down. "Tell me what you really think, Otie."


    My dog, unblinking in his determination, licked his lips as he jammed his head under my hand, vying for a walk outside, and the inevitable treat that would follow.


    I faked a scowl. "You are so transparent. Nothing but food on your mind. You aren’t a dachshund. You’re a garbage disposal. Canadians would call you a garberator. You would devour anything I dropped in front of you."


    A shrill bark of excitement followed. I was certain he knew he was about to get what he wanted.


    With the thrill of the interview waning, I flipped off the TV, pushed myself up from the sofa, took my companion for a potty-walk outside, and rewarded him with a treat before turning in. I nestled under the cool satiny comfort of my sheets before fluffing my pillow under my head. Although anxious about the coming big day, sleep came fast.


    It seemed like I had barely closed my eyes when the bedside alarm blared, encouraging my heart to skip a beat. I hated alarms and barely used them, but this morning's meeting was one I could not miss.


    I showered and stood in front of the mirror as I shaved, pausing to take in the face in front of me. "Tell me those aren't bags, Xay. You're only in your mid-thirties."


    I pulled down my lower eyelids. "And a little too red. Shouldn't have stayed up for the dumb android."


    I lacked bold features of any kind. Brown floppy hair, modest ears, a handful of freckles dotting my pale-skinned face, and a mustache and goatee that were patchy. I was more unremarkable than remarkable. Still though, I wasn't a bad-looking fella when I cleaned up. And today, Tenn would see me at my best, revved up and in charge, in command and determined, brimming with confidence even... except for my bloodshot, irritated eyes.


    I glanced down to see Otis chewing on one of my house slippers. For whatever reason, he had a fascination with them. Probably because he enjoyed turning it into a game of keep away when I tried to get them back.


    "Sorry, bud. Don't have time to play this morning. Daddy has a big presentation to get to. I'm sure you'll pay me back by obliterating that before I get home later. But go ahead. I only wear them when I take you out, so if you destroy those... well... who among us suffers?"


    To my surprise, the dog dropped the slipper.


    A quick breakfast at my two-person table brought on a second cup of coffee. I slung my laptop case over my shoulder and scurried out the door of the mostly barren one-bedroom apartment I called home, focused on not spilling anything on my freshly dry-cleaned shirt.


    Don't screw up our morning, Xay. You're already cutting it close.


    The drive to work was short. The sun blasted over the horizon and my mind raced, rehashing the coming presentation, my presentation, one I was on the verge of being horrifyingly late for.


    I parked in my usual western-gate spot of the gargantuan office complex of Locklin Engineering, the defense contractor who paid me handsomely for my research. My anxiety peaked as there was a backup at the gate and entry turnstile where I normally swiped my badge.


    A colleague, Brad Park, recently made a director, came up from behind, slapping me on the shoulder as we waited, his voice loud and grating. "Xay, you believe that? Kadell says within a year he'll be selling an android body that can support that digital brain. And he says they'll be affordable."


    I huffed. "If you believe that I have some swampland in Arizona to sell you. And why would he show us a box and expect us to be impressed? There have been plenty of android bodies shown of late. Pick one of those to wow us. They've been hyping that thing for a month and I wasted good sleep to see that interview."


    "I've seen images of the real body and believe me you'll be impressed. My father-in-law is a business associate of his. I'd have to guess he's trying to prolong the mystery of it all, for whatever reason. Anyway, I see an enormous market looming for sex bots." Brad grinned. "If the wife isn't interested, she can send in her android as a substitute. Will make for a happier world, if you know what I mean." An even sleazier grin followed.


    I cringed. "Mmm... yeah... that's just weird, Brad, don't you think? There would have to be many better uses. And besides, who's to say Nancy's robot would like you any better?"


    "Ha ha. She likes the Brad well enough to not send in a sub. Anyway, so what other uses come to your genius, morals-restricted mind?"


    The line in front of us inched forward, and not at a pace that would get me to my meeting on time.


    I glanced at my watch as a bead of sweat began to form on my forehead. "Dangerous jobs, maybe? You could send one into a contaminated nuclear plant for a cleanup. Or use them to fight fires. Maybe even cleaning out sewage tanks. I don't know. Anywhere that it's not safe enough for humans or humans don't want to go. Not that I think it's real yet. That's a gigantic leap from where we've been with that tech for years. But I can see possibilities, should it actually happen."


    The line finally picked up its pace as the turnstile going in began to function as designed.


    Brad took a step while hanging close to my shoulder. "Okay, first, you're killing my tech buzz with these practical uses. But if danger is your game, I bet they would make outstanding soldiers. Pakistan or India would pay a mint for an army of those right now."


    Smart machines fighting wars? It was not a future I looked forward to. "Let's hope those tensions don't boil over. A catastrophic war between two nuclear powers won't be good for any of us." I hurried into the main hall as Brad kept pace.


    "We're in the defense industry, Xay. We build and sell weapons. A Pak-Indi fight would only increase our sales. Neither is a threat to us here. And nukes won't happen. Nobody is that bent on killing us all. They'll lob a few mortar rounds over the border for posturing, just as always. But, before things fizzle out, they'll load up on weapons buys. Definitely good for business."


    My head shook as I angled toward the entrance to my area. "Sex and war. You're why they call us guys pigs, Brad. I have a meeting. I'll catch up with you later."


    I badged into a secured area, strode down a hall, and slipped into a conference room with eight others already seated around a table. For inspiration, I took a moment to look over the military weaponry posters on the far wall, a fitting display of the company's accomplishments with prior projects. My eyes then diverted to our attendees. Two were military brass, come to get a report on our research. Others included my boss and his boss. I was normally early, but I had cut this meeting way too close, only saved by my awesome assistant, Tennessa, who I would have to thank later.


    She placed my laptop on a central table, connected it to a projector, and the wall in front of us lit up with the Locklin emblem of air, sea, and land platforms that merged into an impressive array of weaponry. Several clicks had my presentation up, with me ready and eager to discuss my work. I had a moment of panic when the projector switched off, changing over to the resolution of my laptop.


    "Gentlemen." My stomach rumbled nervously as I moved over to stand beside the table. "Thank you for coming. During this preliminary findings review, we will discuss the progress of our research, which I believe will impress you."


    I talked about our project, a directed electromagnetic pulse weapon. The discovery phase of our research had reached a stage where the math and physics showed the project to be feasible. After presenting a slew of data to introduce a few more design possibilities, I finished by announcing any production phase would likely be inexpensive. The comment drew a response of enthusiastic chatter and smiling faces. Then the hard questions came. Some of which were directed at my apparent pride and confidence.


    When would it be ready? How experimental was what I had presented? And when would we have a working prototype?


    With those inquiries, my boss, Dan Wright, stood, stepped in, and presented a broad smile. He stated when built, the EMP device would change the very nature of warfare as we knew it. He talked of how we would arm every ship, every plane, and every soldier with a unit that would make current battlefield electronics obsolete. I wanted to say he was embellishing the device, but it was all true.


    The circuits of our enemies would require expensive retrofits with extensive shielding to stop the EMP, far beyond the technology ordinarily used and readily available. We would have to do those shield upgrades to our own tech, too, but not before our enemies had knowledge of such an advancement, giving us added time. If proven to work this really was a game changer, that once in a lifetime advance that would turn current strategies on their head.


    In theory, the research showed it was something we could build, something that would—again—vault our nation, and our allies, to a defense posture where no one would have an interest in antagonizing us; at least until our opponents could overcome the new technology. A defensive weapon, it would be non-lethal and non-destructive to infrastructure, excluding targeted electronics. The shielding required would make war incredibly expensive, and therefore difficult for most opponents to wage.


    When the meeting ended and the room cleared, I wore a smile that stretched my face, confident the project would continue at a solid funding level. Directed EMP would come to our world, and I would make it happen.
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    MY BOSS, Dan, and his boss, Thad Tims, came over to congratulate me as Tenn powered down the projector.


    The director of our project cleared his throat and spoke first. "Mr. Jones. Excellent work. You definitely captured their interest. My only concern is with the timeline you put forward. Ten to fifteen years for a working prototype?"


    Thad had taken my bait. Now was where I turned on that charm and got us the extra budget we deserved.


    I returned a stern nod. "Yes, sir. That would be at our current funding level. Of course, if Locklin brings in more capital, we'll do our best to accelerate any schedule." I followed with my best grin.


    Thad's expression was not one of amusement. "You do realize this is already our biggest expenditure for research at the company, right? And what was that nonsense about cheap to build? We don't talk cost in these meetings. Ever."


    Don't blow this, Xay.


    "I'm sorry. And I understand, Mr. Tims. I overstepped there with regards to manufacturing. Unfortunately, this isn't something we can rush on a limited budget. And as much as I hate to say it, there is still a chance it won't work."


    Thad pulled his head back. "What? Fail? You didn't mention that in the presentation."


    I swallowed hard as my nerves clenched. What did you just do? We're trying to sell him on it. Not piss him off.


    Dan came to my rescue with a laugh as he placed his hand on the director's shoulder. "Come on, Thad. When was the last time you told a customer there was a possibility of failure? You haven't and you don't... and we didn’t here. They wouldn't give us another dime."


    Dan steered him from the room as the two left in deep discussion.


    Tennessa—named for her home state of Tennessee—disconnected my laptop from the overhead projector. "You had yourself a good day here, Xay."


    I grimaced as I looked toward the door. "We had a good day... if I didn't just screw it up. This should buy us at least two more years of funding. When you get back to the lab, let everyone know it went well. And thank you for all your hard work here. You really pulled this together. You always make it seem so easy."


    Tenn shoved my laptop across the table to me with a simper. "You're leaving now?"


    "As soon as I hit that door." I stuffed the laptop into its bag.


    "Two weeks at the cabin?" She offered a fake frown. "I'm jealous. But you deserve it."


    I gestured toward the hall with an open hand, following her out of the room. She was the glue that held our group together. As research engineers, and given the highly classified field we worked in, our team came with a lot of egos. Admittedly, mine being one of them.


    Tenn had a way of taking charge and calming tempers, keeping us focused on the prize. She seemed to know what to say and when, always stepping in to defend my side of any argument. It was something I was grateful for almost every day.


    My eyes followed her as we left the room, taking in the curve of her face, the sway of her hips. My mouth suddenly dry, I cleared my throat, hoping she wouldn’t notice my glaring attraction to her. I paused, using every bit of restraint I could muster to not invite her to come along on my planned vacation. But it was an alliance I could not afford to foul up. She was exceedingly important to my career and paramount to the program's continued success.


    I strode out, waved goodbye, and received a coy smile as I turned off on a side hall, heading for an outside walk to the parking lot. My mind quickly switched gears to thoughts of the cabin. Two weeks... two full weeks of wilderness and seclusion, and fly-fishing, and small game hunting... and maybe with some gold panning mixed in; outdoorsy stuff for certain. I brimmed with excitement.


    I hurried through the exit door, almost hopping down the steps. The bright sun of the Cape Girardeau day only hastened my pace. Moments later, I squealed tires going out of the corporate lot and onto the heat-soaked roadway.


    After retrieving Otis and my luggage from the apartment, I was soon on a plane heading to Helena, Montana. From there I drove a rental to the edge of Kootenai National Forest, almost to where the Idaho and Montana borders met Canada. The rustic log cabin was in the wilds, with no other neighbors for miles. The owner had been kind enough, for a fee, to stock the structure with the food, gear, and the local licenses I would need for my two-week excursion. I hoped to not see another human face during the escape.


    When I arrived at the remote property, it only took minutes before I was in heaven. Old-growth western red cedars and Douglas firs, surrounded by lodgepole pines, with the occasional granite boulder, bordered the drive. I parked, walked from the car, and soon had not a care in the world. Otis loved the outdoors, racing through the woods after every unfamiliar smell.


    Though rustic, the owner kept the cabin clean and well maintained. The large interior included sleeping, living, and kitchen areas as well as a separate room for the bath. A double bed took up one corner with a well-traveled couch sitting under a front window. A bear hide and pair of deer heads hanging on the back wall told of its hunting-lodge use. A small iron wood stove with a generous stack of cordwood occupied the front corner. The sparse furnishings suited my needs.


    In the days that followed, the trout were plentiful, as were the highbush cranberries and blue camas, edible forest selections I found in a pocket survival guide I carried. I could find relaxation in every direction with the tranquil forests of tall conifers, crystal clear streams rushing by granite boulders, and with the occasional roaming moose.


    I hoped my trip to the cabin would help me to man up, to pick up my game. I knew Tenn was outdoorsy, something with which I lacked experience. And my time in the woods was supposed to remedy that. As suggested in the survival guide, I made every effort to try new things, failing at most attempts, but some I took solace in. I started a fire with sticks and a string, I caught a trout with a casting fly, and I choked down more wild berries than I could have ever wanted.


    Still, even though a fast learner, two weeks seemed inadequate for the experience I hoped to gain. Some of it was fun, and some interesting, but none of the adventures were on my bucket list. I liked researching and solving problems using equations... being more of a supernerd than an ax wielder. But there was one thing the venture did teach me and that was the transition to becoming an outdoorsman would take a lot more time and effort.


    The two-week trip flew by. I pulled the cabin door shut and stared down at Otis with a pouty face. "Sorry bud. We're done here. We had fun though, right? And you must have dug a thousand holes. What's with that?"


    I gazed in thought at a set of dusty hiking boots on the porch, remembering my favorite treks through the woods before bagging them and heading out to the car to add them to my luggage. The same crunching and popping of the gravel beneath my brown leather shoes, welcoming me two weeks before, seemed the perfect goodbye. Forests on either side of the highway made for a serene drive south. I found myself both tired and refreshed at the same time, arriving in Helena several hours later, with the world not having waited for my return.


    During my absence, things had drastically changed. Two nuclear powers had declared war. Both sides massing troops, front-line troops, on their borders. The news feeds in the airport stated things could go haywire at any moment.


    After turning in the keys of the rental, I switched on my phone. It had been off since my wilderness vacation began. I was greeted by repeated bings as the number of unread emails and messages ticked up into the hundreds.


    War and email... should have stayed in the woods, Xay.


    As I pivoted toward my departure gate, the lady at the rental counter peered directly at me. "Mr. Xavier Jones?"


    I stopped and gave a confirming nod. "That would be me."


    She leaned over the counter and handed me a dozen slips of paper. "Someone has been trying hard to get in touch with you."


    I glanced down. It was Dan.


    Read those, Xay, and you know you'll be sorry. Dan can wait one more day.


    I thanked the attendant and wadded up the unwanted messages. I reached for a trash can, pulling my clutched hand back at the last moment with a sigh. Each of the notes was simple and short.


    "Call immediately... Call now... Where are you?"


    I tapped the address book on my phone and put in a call as I ambled through the breezeway toward a gate check-in counter.


    I could hear the excitement in Dan's voice. "Xavier! It's about time!"


    I droned, "What's up, Dan? You miss me that much?"


    "You haven't seen the news? India and Pakistan officially declared war. And this is not lining up to just be another skirmish."


    I pressed the phone speaker to my ear. "I saw."


    Dan cleared his throat. "But that isn't why I called. Our customer, the colonel, came back with an immediate funding order. You got your extra money, Xay. I need you back here. Locklin elevated our project to the highest priority. We have approval all the way up through the POTUS. And get this, we made the top five on the DoD critical funding list!"


    I paused and stared out a window at the concrete tarmac and the purple mountains in the distance. The din of other passengers chatting faded away. I could see the glass wall in front of me vibrate as a jet dashed down the runway in an attempt to get airborne.


    "Huh. I thought the presentation went well, but nothing like that."


    Dan continued, "It seems the colonel has had a shadow research operation going, a new tactic for theoretical, high-value projects. Anyway, the shadow team confirmed your numbers, Xay. And get this, they will directly join the project as additional resources from here on in—at no cost to Locklin. The brass is hot on this one. They want that prototype you talked about, and they want it within three years, not fifteen."


    My brows furrowed. "Three years? I don't know if that's possible, Dan. We have a lot left to prove out. You want TRL 9 when we’re only at TRL 1 or 2? The assessment score hasn't even come back yet."


    "Let's not worry about any Technology Readiness Level mumbo-jumbo. You and your team can do this, Xay. The company board has faith and has already given the combined project a green light. You got the bankroll and commitment you asked for. Now it's time for you to work your research magic."


    I turned and strolled toward my gate, tilting my head. "And this all happened in the last two weeks?"


    Dan chortled. "Insane, right? Usually takes years to get something with this level of effort approved. Anyway, get your ass back on that plane and get down here. We have a lot of planning to get done and I don't know how much more of me Tenn can take."


    The phone app closed. My mind suddenly raced with thoughts of an endless stream of sixteen-hour days. Part of me wanted to turn back to the rental-car counter, but excitement over my career prospects gave me motivation, pushing the news of a possible war out of my thoughts.


    My project, my life's work, was given the funding most researchers could only dream of. When I stepped up to the gate, I forgot to pull the ticket from my shirt pocket and instead stood staring at the ticket checker with a dumb smile.
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    FIVE HOURS LATER, I was home. After settling Otis in and getting a shower and a change of clothes, I hurried out, squealing my tires as I got on the roadway and then again going into the parking lot at work. I badged through a security turnstile and headed for my office.


    Brad caught me in the hall. "Big man! You are the talk of the company. But let me warn you, you're heading into a world of chaos. Things have been crazy here for the last three days. They've cleared everyone from your building, moving all the other programs to building four. The DoD is tits-up and ready for this to be reality."


    "You always have a way with words, Brad."


    "I'm kicking myself for not having worked harder to take your project under my wing. When you initially kicked off, I already had too many programs running, and I couldn't convince the higher-ups to move at least one over to Thad. Don't get me wrong, Thad's a good guy, but I don't think he understands what you really have. Anyway, you couldn't have timed your presentation any better with this conflict."


    "Conflict?"


    "The war. India and Pakistan. You didn't hear?"


    "The formal declarations? I heard. Just more posturing."


    Brad raised an eyebrow. "You really are out of it, huh? A half-dozen large bombs went off in New Delhi last night. Thousands are dead. The Indian army crossed the border this morning. Major fighting going on, Xay. The posturing just got real."


    Brad peeled away. "Call me when you get a break. We'll do lunch."


    I stopped in front of the doors leading from the main hall into the engineering area. Everything was different. Two security guards came from behind a new desk and checked every entrant. They scanned my eyes and hands, and herded me into a booth, where they took a photo of my face, along with audio of me reading from a script. One guard ran me up and down with a wand, before the other handed back my belongings.


    "Sorry for the delay, Mr. Jones. We have orders to do the same for everyone. Next week, we should have a biometrics station installed that will bring all these checks into an entry that should take fewer than fifteen seconds."


    "We had a top secret clearance for access. Why the extra security?"


    The guard leaned in to whisper. "You've gone up a level, sir. You're almost at the real top."


    I joked, "Didn't know there was another level. Does that mean I have to learn a secret handshake or something?"


    The guard smiled. "I'll let you know if that happens, Mr. Jones."


    He held the door open, and I strode through. I previously entered that section of the building by going around a blocking wall, something to discourage prying eyes, and then past a guard. A multitude of cubicles went back fifty meters before breaking into dozens of locked labs. Now a ninety degree turn faced me, leading down a hall that ended with another guard and another set of doors, which opened to a familiar face standing on the other side.


    Tenn held a half smile, half frown. "It's fifteen after seven, Xay. You're late. We have meetings from now until twenty-one-thirty tonight. Hope you had fun out there because your little holiday is definitely over."


    I smirked at the thought of the heavy workload coming my way before offering a retort. "Or maybe it's just beginning."


    



    *****


    



    Much of the next year was a blur. Meeting after meeting after meeting. Our research teams moved to three shifts, working seven days per week. The money flowed and our progress was far beyond what I believed possible.


    It took the threat of me quitting before management agreed to allow Otis to be in the office with me while working sixteen-hour days. He joined us in the endless barrage of meetings where he was always a favorite, and somehow well behaved. He quickly became the unofficial mascot of the program.


    With Otis's constant presence, I had gotten into a routine of taking him out for walks. Brad caught me during one, as I came back inside.


    He grinned. "Nothing says things are going good like seeing a man and his wiener dog."


    I scratched the side of my head. "I don't really have a reply to that."


    Brad chuckled as he squatted to give the dog a pet. "How's my Otie boy? You been out hunting squirrels?"


    The dog growled and lunged. It shocked me. He had never been aggressive toward anyone.


    "Uh. That and digging." I scooped him up. "He's just been for a run under the big tree. And sorry, I've never seen him act that way."


    Brad stood and gave a fake pout. "Ungrateful little scamp. You know it was me who pushed through his approval and your bonus, right?"


    "I had no idea, but thanks. And I have to ask, how is it you have that kind of clout?"


    Brad leaned in. "I thought you knew? Nancy's father is on Locklin's board." He smirked. "Might be the only reason I'm still working here. Anyway, I'm just unfamiliar to Otis. I've tried for years to get Nancy to let me adopt one. My favorite aunt had a dachshund when I was a kid. I couldn't wait to see that dog whenever we visited."


    I crossed my arms, still holding Otis close. "I'm guessing that was your only friend back then?"


    Brad frowned. "That statement is probably closer to the truth than I want to admit."


    I gestured toward my building. "I have to get back. Several meetings coming up."


    Brad reached for another pet, pulling his hand back from a low growl. "Just know that if you ever need a place for him, the Brad will be there to take him off your hands."


    "I don't see that ever happening, couldn't part with the Ot-er. But thanks for the offer."


    Brad smiled at his new nemesis. "It'll take time, little buddy. But the Bradster will grow on you. Nobody likes me at first." He grabbed my shoulder. "And Xay, I never thought I would be envious of another man's wiener, but here we are."


    I cringed as I looked to make certain no one else was within earshot. "And with that less-than-appropriate remark, I'll catch up with you later." I set Otis down and turned for my hall, the dog racing out front.


    What began as me taking him out for walks every four or so hours turned into a task handled by Tenn. I continued to marvel at her ability to juggle my schedule while also enforcing my decisions and directing others. It had gotten to where I firmly believed the project would collapse without her, or at least I would. But my troubles were just a hurried schedule, for the world it was much more.


    On the war front, it took five months of trading blows before India and Pakistan declared a truce, which had held for another nine. I was oblivious to the day to day. But that was about to change.


    Dan caught me on a brief break in my office, knocking on my open door frame. "You have a minute?"


    I nodded my head toward a chair. "I have about five. What do you need?"


    He slipped inside the door. "First, congrats on your efforts. Management is singing praises about your entire team."


    "Thanks. I can't believe we've been able to accomplish as much as we have." I glanced at the door and then back at Dan. "You look worried."


    He sighed. "We should all be worried. Things between India and Pakistan are getting shaky. Word coming down from above is the truce may not hold for much longer. And this time, it may be an all-out war. Not the tit-for-tat of the last fight, even though thousands died."


    "What does that have to do with us?"


    Dan frowned over my lack of understanding, but followed with his 'be glad I'm your boss' face. "Nothing directly. It has to do with everyone, though. Management worries an escalated round of fighting may lead to the detonation of low-yield nukes, followed by an all-out exchange. They want us planning for contingencies. Have you not seen the estimates?"


    My reaction was stolid. "I've not seen anything outside for most of a year, Dan. What are you talking about?"


    "Both countries have a significant stockpile of nuclear weapons, Xay. If they go all-in, we're looking at a world-changing event. And we aren't talking simple fear over fallout. It could bring on a nuclear winter that would last a decade. Think about global temperatures dropping by as much as five degrees, widespread die-offs of plants and animals bringing mass starvation to those of us who are still alive."


    "Huh. I wonder why Tenn hasn't kept me apprised?"


    Dan clenched his teeth. "That would be me. I wanted you to keep a focus on the project. Now, though, I would be a jackass if I didn't inform you. Everyone has been making preparations, stockpiling food, and identifying shelter."


    "Food that will last a decade?" I laughed. "Not possible for everyone. At least not the masses. Why are you really telling me this?"


    Dan took a seat in front of my desk. "I'm your boss and I do actually care. Anyway, corporate is contemplating a one week shutdown—starting on Monday. That will allow our people time to at least partially prepare."


    "That seems extreme. What’s that based on if there isn't even any fighting yet? And what happens after that week?"


    "This activity is based on intel from our own people and our allies. The CIA is placing the nuclear risk at greater than 50 percent should the fighting go all-out. And after the week off, we come back to work. If nothing happens, we're in good shape. If something develops that's tough, but isn't catastrophic, people will appreciate the company's efforts. We have a good management team, Xay. They actually care about us."


    I rubbed the side of my face as I thought about the schedule impact. "This all seems excessive, Dan. Who’s really calling the shots here?"


    "You evidently need to put some thought into what I just said. Keep in mind, China may jump on Taiwan during the chaos. But the bigger issue would be world hunger should an exchange happen. Think war over the remaining food stocks."


    "War over food? That just doesn’t seem a likely scenario."


    "The shot callers know more than we do, Xay. And they are extremely nervous. So come Monday, take the time afforded you, get yourself supplied. And be thankful we're being allowed to do this before things get critical. Come back a week after and the project will still be here." Dan stood to leave and stopped to check his phone.


    I asked, "What am I supposed to do with this information?"


    He chuckled. "You? Nothing. Tenn is taking care to inform everyone about a two-o'clock all-hands conference call. And according to this text, it looks like after the call, everyone will be asked to finish out their day and go home."


    "I thought you said Monday?"


    "I did. And today is Friday. And they just sent the word down. You'll have the weekend too. Think of it this way, Xay, if there was ever a team who deserved a break, it's yours. So don't be disruptive. We need you to support this initiative."


    Dan left the room. I sat with a mostly stunned look on my face. Tenn came in several minutes later, carrying a set of folders.


    I gazed up. "You knew about the war situation?"


    "Everyone knows, Xay. You're probably the only one on this planet who doesn't."


    "What's happened of late? Why is everyone suddenly so paranoid?"


    Tenn sat. "The media has been all over this for months and there's been a few major clashes in the last three weeks. Both sides are back to threatening the other. And both sides are again moving troops close to the border. They lost over eighteen thousand soldiers and several thousand civilians in the initial fight. This one is shaping up to be far worse. They've deployed at least triple the troops for a first strike or defense. And if one side begins to lose..."


    "This all seems crazy. Do we have meetings set up to discuss a wind-down before everyone leaves? We can't just all walk out the door like it's any other day."


    Tenn shook her head. "Why not? They don't want us to bother. We haven't actually built anything yet, so it's not like anything is going to go bad on us. And the other programs are not as high a priority."


    I glanced at the clock on my phone. "Two-o'clock is five minutes from now."


    "It is. And we'll listen to what leadership has to say and then we'll go home. And before you ask, yes, I'm working up a detailed list of purchases we need to make. If the stores have it, I think we can have a supply of dry goods and other non-perishables that will last us six months."


    "We can have a supply?"


    Tenn smiled. "Yep. I've been doing most of your shopping for the last year, anyway. I already know what you like and what you need."


    "Even though this is nuts, have I ever said how much I appreciate everything you do?"


    She returned an annoyed stare for several seconds. "You have, on occasion. But before you tear up on me, keep in mind, this is my job. Locklin pays me big money to manage your affairs. The company wants you happy and working. So, don't worry about me. I'm good. And I'm paid well to be that way."


    She looked down at the curled up dachshund in his bed. "And Otis needs me too."


    Several people passed my office.


    Tenn glanced out the door. "Come on. Big conference room. It's time."


    The all-hands global teleconference lasted only fifteen minutes. Everyone streamed out of the room, with half passing their desks completely, heading straight toward the exit to the main hall. Ten minutes later, the last of the techs came from the labs after powering our systems down. I was still puttering around in my office.


    Tenn stuck her head in the door. "I'll pick you up at home at seventeen hundred. We'll grab a bite and then get started on our shopping."


    "Tonight?"


    She smiled. "You have something else scheduled?"


    I glanced around at my office. "Since you plan everything for me, I guess not." I looked down. "Otis. You heard the lady. Let's go."


  




  

    

		— CHAPTER 4 —


        
    

    


    


    



    


    RIGHT ON THE MARK at five, a rapid knock echoed from my door. I eagerly opened it and a smiling face rewarded me. It was something I looked forward to every day.
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