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Shadows swooped and whirled across the lawn, harbingers of the ravens cavorting overhead. The summer-burnt grass poked through the soil in a dirty green square, boxed in on all four sides by a white rectangle of concrete. Tessa hurried inside out of the heat. 

Following obviously new signage, she found the correct office three corridors later, toward the back of the building from where she’d parked.

“Ah, Ms. Graham. Welcome.” The greeting came from a statuesque secretary with red hair and a faint brogue. 

Tessa surveyed her cramped surroundings before taking the seat offered, spine stiff, ankles neatly crossed, just as they’d taught her at the state-run orphan asylum where she grew up. Some lessons stuck, no matter what.

The plush armchair sat next to the only window in the sparsely furnished waiting room. It wasn't a bad seat. Might even have been comfortable if she'd wanted to be there.

A sliver of parking lot was visible through the window if Tessa craned her head far enough to the right. An ancient oak offered shade to the half of the anemic lawn closest to the glass, but no one was taking advantage of it, even during the lunch hour, in the record-breaking heat of this August day.

When Bridget, the Amazon masquerading as a receptionist, stepped out of the room, Tessa took advantage of the momentary solitude to open the chronometer app on her mindlink. Twenty minutes. Tessa sighed. Hard to believe she'd been waiting for William "Mac" McGarrett for less than an hour. It felt like three. At least.

Still, when the director of the Environmental Protection Agency called, you didn't quibble about things like short notice, tardiness, or being directed to an unfamiliar address that was definitely NOT the EPA offices. 

Or maybe you did, Tessa thought with another glance at her watch. The glass of water Bridget had so thoughtfully provided was half-empty now, the tired lemon wedge having settled to the bottom of the glass like a tiny, sunken yellow boat.

Two meetings, thought Tessa. I'm missing two meetings this morning and likely a third now that he's late. 

Unfreakingbelievable.

Not that it mattered. They'd reschedule. They'd have to. You couldn't meet without the COO and the CTO. And given that she was both at her company... She let the thought go and turned to another issue. 

Letting HR hire that bug-eyed creep, George Thackery, to engineer the matrix had been a colossal mistake. She'd had misgivings about him from day one, but people couldn't control the way they looked, so she'd let HR convince her he was a good candidate. After all, he did have all the right credentials. 

Huh. Should have gone with my gut. 

In the end, she'd been right. Not only had he high-jacked huge chunks of code from other, defunct projects, but the end result was riddled with glitches. 

She'd fired him, of course, but now Graham CySec Inc. was screwed unless they could find a better programmer to fix the issues. 

She grimaced. Luckily, she was a better programmer. 

Should have done it myself in the first place.

She was supposed to meet with both project teams to start the revamps today. Instead, the Mighty Mac's office had called, and here she was. Waiting for him. 

The door rattled, and Bridget walked out, moving like a lioness in human clothing, a solid block of muscle and threat all woven together with very expensive thread. The woman didn't carry an ounce of extra flesh anywhere. 

"Mr. McGarrett will see you now, Ms. Graham." Bridget held the door open for Tessa to go through. 

Walking past her, Tessa kept as much space between them as possible and still felt vaguely endangered.  

She glanced over her shoulder as she entered the office and caught the last traces of an amused grin disappearing from Bridget's face as the door swung closed. 

"Don't worry; she has that effect on almost everyone." The comment came from William McGarrett himself. A tall man with a military brush cut and solid physique despite his years, he stood easily. He came around the solid oak desk to offer his hand in greeting.

She took it briefly.

"I know you're busy, and I'll try not to keep you any longer than necessary," Mac said. 

"I can tell you now that, whatever it is, I don't have time, and I'm not interested," Tessa said. “I still don’t understand why we couldn’t have discussed this on the phone.”

“Phones can be... problematic,” he replied. “If you’ll take a seat, I’ll explain.”

She gave the straight-backed metal office chair a once-over and then sat down on the front edge; her ankles neatly swept to one side. "CySec has two projects to revamp, and I am leading both, so I don't think there's much I can do to help you. No offense meant."

"Believe me, I understand, and no offense taken. But I will ask that you hear me out before giving me your answer."

She studied him briefly and then sent another appraising glance around the room. "Mr. McGarrett? Can I ask you a question?"

"Of course, Ms. Graham. And call me Mac. I'm sure you'll have a lot of them before we're done." He took his place behind the desk again, resting his hands lightly on a data tablet placed squarely on the blotter.

"Why are we meeting here instead of at your office at the EPA?"

He arched an eyebrow. "They told me you were well informed. Hadn't you heard that Bianca Fortesque has taken over as head of the agency?"

"Of course. But that only happened this week. Surely, the changeover isn't complete yet?"

"You'd be surprised." He sat back and folded his hands over his expensively clothed abdomen. "What hasn't been made public is that the president has given me a new position – strictly under the radar. I'm forming a team, and I'd like you to be part of it."

"A team to do what?"

"We have several goals. The first is to stop air and water pollution within the next five years."

She couldn't help it. She laughed. 

"I assure you that we are quite serious," he said. 

She rolled her eyes. "I'm sure you are as serious as environmental agencies in America have always been. And equally doomed to failure, given the current influence of corporate lobbyists and big-money con men in D.C." She paused momentarily, but he didn't respond. "What other goals do you have?"

"I am also forming a team to evacuate Earth, should our efforts fail and escape becomes our only viable option."

Her hand clamped tight around the handle of her soft-side leather briefcase, the palm slick with sweat. "I don't like being toyed with, Mr. McGarrett. And I don't like it when people waste my time." She jerked to her feet. "Why are you playing this stupid little joke? Seems like a man in your position would have better things to do.” She narrowed her eyes at him, grasping at any straw to explain the weird behavior McGarrett displayed. “Unless you aren’t really William McGarrett.” 

His eyes widened. “Who else would I be?”

“I don’t know, but I’ve never met the real McGarrett, so I’d be fairly easy to fool. Plus, I’d think he would have better things to do than play stupid jokes on people – so maybe an actor? Do you know George somehow? Did he put you up to this as revenge for being fired?"

Amusement creased the skin around his eyes. "I assume you're talking about George Thackery? No, I don't know him, but I do my homework, just like you. I wouldn't want him on any project I was a part of.” The humor faded from his gaze. “Regardless, I can assure you that I am William McGarrett, and this is no joke."

"Sure. And I'll bet little green men are going to jump out of your coat closet any minute now."

"God, I hope not. Though, after the events at the G8 last week, anything is possible."

"The Global summit? What does that have to do with anything?"

"If you'll sit down, I'll show you."

She hesitated, glaring at him, and he sighed. "Look, you are the best cybersecurity programmer in the United States." He held up a hand when she opened her mouth. "Maybe the world. Probably," he amended when she continued to frown. "And we need your skills."

"For what? To build a spaceship? Hate to break it to you, but it's been done."

"Not with the kind of size and reach we think we’ll need. But no, the spaceship building will be taken care of by others. If it can be taken care of at all on the scale we need."

"Then what? And mind you, I'm not saying I'm buying any of this. It sounds like an elaborate, weird hoax to me. If you weren't a member of the president's cabinet, I'd be long gone by now."

"I appreciate your patience." The corner of his mouth lifted in a wry grin. "Tell you what. You look at what I have to show you and then decide. It won't take long. Five minutes, tops."

She resisted the urge to leave and slam the door on her way out. Instead, she sat down again as he tapped out a series of commands on the tablet. "The video I'm going to show you has been held back from the public for about as long as we can manage it. My sources tell me it's going on the news in about an hour. My guess is, like you, most folks will think it's a hoax. Some kind of government conspiracy." He met her eyes, and suddenly, she knew he wasn't joking. "But I can promise you; it is as real as the summer sun."

He handed her the tablet, and she pressed the play icon. She didn't recognize the venue, but the various heads of state were familiar. Russia's Premier, the British Prime Minister, and the U.S.'s president, Sara Evans, were all immediately recognizable. McGarrett was sitting behind Evans in the second row of chairs.

"This was at the summit? Why didn’t the media cover it?" 

"You'll see the reason at about the thirty seconds—" He stopped as her eyes rounded, and she gasped. "Ah, you're there."

A woman in a long, green-gold dress appeared in the center of the ornate room. Tessa listened as the woman spoke. 

"Greetings, my children," she said in a rich, alto voice.

Flashes went off all over the room, followed by exclamations of surprise and alarm as the LED bulbs in the ceiling shattered, raining fine glass shards on the assembly. The window shutters snapped closed in the same moment, and the picture darkened while the video adjusted to the reduced light. 

Security personnel reacted swiftly, physically covering their assigned delegates and drawing weapons. A man raced across the room, launching himself at the woman, who smiled slightly and raised her hand languidly. 

The man stopped in mid-air, crumpling to the ground as if he'd hit a concrete wall. 

"There is no need for that," the woman said. She leaned down and helped the man to his feet. "No one is in any immediate danger here, Thomas." 

The man's eyes widened. "How do you know my name?"

"I recognize all my progeny when I meet them," the woman said as if speaking to a child. "Go back to your station."

He stumbled across the room; eyes still shadowed with confusion. Voices rose in a profusion of alarm, questions bounced against each other, demanding answers without listening for them.

Finally, the Danish Prime Minister raised his hands and called for silence. When it eventually fell, he glared at the woman. "Explain yourself, Madam," he demanded, his mouth a thin line of pink against his white skin.

"I plan to, Karl. Be patient." Her lips tilted in what might have been a smile, but her eyes were grave. The sweep of her gaze traveled the room, touching each silent human – as if she were assessing them and finding them wanting. 

"Humans of Earth, I am Gaia, your creator." 

Someone tittered, a nervous sound, quickly stifled, that Gaia ignored. 

"You were my favorite children. But from the beginning, you were flawed. You were made with a dual soul – a rare quality that many consider dangerous. How this happened is not important now, only that it was my fault. Mine and my husband, Bardan's — and I did not believe you should suffer for it. So, I gave you everything you required to flourish. Intelligence and a home capable of providing for your every need." She paused, her green gaze sweeping the room again.

"Sadly, you have not proven worthy of my care. You have repeatedly and violently raped your home. Your oil rigs and carelessness poison my life's blood, your mining operations destroy my lungs to harvest my bones. Every nation across my surface perpetrates these crimes. All are guilty, and so all must work together to remedy my illness or suffer the consequences."

A wave of confused murmurs washed through the group, which Gaia ignored, turning instead to face the U.S. contingent when the president stood. 

"Some of what you say was true in the past,” Sara said. “More recently, we have made strides in the areas of conservation and environmental protection. But you speak as if the Earth belonged to you. It doesn't–"

"As much as your body belongs to you, the Earth belongs to me. I am Simoi – an ancient, bicorpate species. What you see before you is my astra, or soul, made manifest. The Earth is my terra, or body, my energy source and resting place.” 

She studied Sara as her words, and their import, registered. “And yes, you have made improvements, which is why I have waited this long to act. But your efforts are uneven and inadequate. You harvest food from my skin, drink my blood, build your homes from my flesh. Yet, you are not appreciative enough to refrain from destroying me." Her gaze swept the room once more. "Even so, all of this could be forgiven, and would be, but we are running out of time."

The Russian Premier, Joseph Vasiliev, lurched to his feet. "This is ridiculous."

"Is it, Joseph?" Gaia asked, turning to face him directly. "Russia is one of the greatest offenders, so much so that even your fellow humans chose to sanction you. This is the first summit you have been invited to attend in several decades, is it not? Be grateful I have not visited you with more than volcanoes and the occasional earthquake."

"Come now," the British Prime Minister, Ben Davies, said. "You are obviously an environmental advocate, and you've made your point. Illegally, I might add, as I don't believe you have an invitation to be here. But climate change and a more uniform approach to ecological responsibility are on the agenda, which you are now impeding."

The green eyes darkened with sorrow. "Benjamin, what happened to the young boy who wanted to save the world? Does he still live within you? This is your chance." Her voice lifted, ringing like steel sliding over stone. "You have had the technology to stop polluting and create clean energy for decades. Some of you strive toward the goal of cleaning up the mess you humans have made, but not enough. And so, today I give you an ultimatum. Cease your destruction, pollution, and misuse of my body. Do this within five years, or face the consequences."

"And what proof do we have that you are in a position to make such demands?" Vasiliev asked, his lips curling in a sneer.

Gaia opened her hand, palm down, and dropped something small and brown on the floor. The room shook, and a crack opened in the marble tile. A tiny green spear shot up from the ground, thickening as it grew, darkening from green to brown in the space of a few seconds. 

Tessa blinked repeatedly, trying to follow the rapid movement on the screen.

The sprout was five feet tall an instant later, sprinting upward, branches extending, leaves unfurling. Clouds formed under the ceiling, their billowing folds dark and pregnant with rain. Lightning forked down, striking so close to Vasiliev that his hair stood on end, and his jacket sleeve smoldered. The clouds burst, pelting the room with sheets of cold rain.

Windows shattered as vines thrust through the glass, covering the walls in tendrils, flowers, and leaves. Thunder cracked, and people scrambled under the tables. Sara and Mac stood, watching it happen. 

Lightning struck again, and the rain poured. The tree spread its branches in a high canopy, obscuring the gold leaf embossed vault in under three minutes.

The storm ended as abruptly as it had started. A cardinal flitted from a low branch to a higher one and sat looking down on the scene below. 

"You have two choices," Gaia said into the frightened silence. "Stop your criminal actions and make the changes that will allow you to live in harmony with your siblings on this Earth, or face the consequences."

"Forgive me, lady." Louise Beauchene of France brushed a wet, dark curl out of her eyes. "But how will you accomplish this? And what if we refuse? Will you evict us? Visit us with a plague?"

"These are not the alternatives I would choose, but refusal is not an option." The words were a statement of fact, holding neither animosity nor anger. A shiver rippled through the room. 

"Arrest her," Bjorkssen said. 

Guards rushed forward. The green light of day blinked out, leaving the foliage-filled room in utter darkness. 

Screams echoed from every corner of the hall. A cold wind blew through, filling the air with the dry scrape of branches moving against stone. The wind twisted, spinning into a tight, black circle until, without warning, the lights returned, flooding the room and leaving the delegates blinded for several moments as the wind died into still air. 

The room erupted into chaos as the video ended. 

Tessa held the tablet out to Mac, fighting to keep from clicking the play button again. "Clearly, this is fake."

"What makes you say that?"

"Come on. There's nothing on there that any reasonably good magician with the right tech couldn't accomplish. Most of it was holographic, I'm sure."

"Tell that to Bjorkssen. I'm told the repairs ran into the millions."

"Cracked plaster and broken lights. Easily accomplished with some primer cord and —"

"Which would take a significant amount of time and preparation. Impossible, given the level of security required by a global summit."

"OK, but do you expect me to believe this woman is THE Gaia? The Earth goddess of Greek legend?"

"I was there, and I promise you, everything you saw in that video happened."

"OK, OK, so let's say I believe you. I don't, but just for the sake of argument, let's say I do." Tessa sat back in her chair for the first time, trying to process what she'd just seen and heard. "You're telling me we have five years to fix a planet that we've taken thousands of years to tear apart."

"To make a serious start on it, at least, yes."

"It isn't possible. Repairing the damage will take decades, if not centuries."

"Hmmm, yes, your file indicates that you are a bit of an environmentalist."

"A bit? I volunteer for three different organizations. I designed software to track worldwide environmental efforts and assess damage potential in new technologies. I spend my weekends doing beach cleanup."

"I know." He held up a blue file with a silver state department seal on the front. "Homework, remember?"

She glanced at the tablet again, frozen on the image of a devastated meeting room and with people halted mid-crouch. "You said they are going to release that today?" 

"That is my information. Officials confiscated all the video we could find at the time of the incident. The reputable news outlets came to us when the inevitable smuggled vids were brought to them. But they only agreed to hold it so long. Gave us time to come up with a reasonable response."

"And did you?"

He tilted his head to the side. "Did we what?"

She mimicked him. "Come up with a reasonable response?"

"We hope so." He shrugged. "I mean, you're here, right?"

"And what do you want me to do?"

"I've been trying to get corporate America, specifically those making the worst environmental impacts, to modify their manufacturing and other processes. We asked them to voluntarily decrease practices that harm the Earth."

Tessa's eyebrows rose. "And how did that go over?"

"About like you'd expect. Switching to green methods costs money. Money the government can't provide without raising taxes, which people won't like."

"Yeah, people love saving the environment until they have to pay the inevitable bill." 

"Understandable to a point. Hard to care about the ozone layer if you are struggling to put food on the table. No. The industrial complex created these problems by sticking to their old ways even when they could have switched to greener methods. They should bear the brunt of the cost."

She nodded and pointed in the universal symbol for 'you got that right.' "But you know they won't do it. And you'll play hell forcing them to cooperate. "

"Which is why I need your help."

"What are you going to do? Steal their nastiest secrets and blackmail them?" She laughed. 

He didn't. "Oh, I don't plan on blackmailing them. I'm just going to steal the information and release it to the public."

Her eyes widened. "You've got to be kidding. They'll sue your pants off. Literally. Their lobbies and marketing teams are experts at swaying public opinion."

"Which is why I want to take a page from their book. Where do most people get their information these days?"

Blinking at the abrupt switch in topic, Tessa answered slowly. "Social media, mostly."

"Exactly. And these days, people trust that and their own circle of influence more than they trust the news media, not to mention politicians."

Understanding lit Tessa's eyes. "Big companies have been aware of this for years—"

"And they've taken full advantage of it. Spreading false news stories, viral videos. You name it; they use it to sway public opinion. We're going to turn the tables, using similar methods."

"Only we'll be using —"

"The one thing they can't afford for us to use. The truth. We do that—we might just force them to change."

"By hitting them in the only heart they have—their wallet."

"Exactly. But there is another purpose here. Even if we get the corporate big boys on board, five years isn't enough time to fix things. We need to show Gaia a concerted effort to repair the damage we've done in the hopes that she'll extend the deadline."

"And if she won't?"

"Then, I want you onboard to help us with the cybersecurity aspects of building a space fleet and launching it, all under tight security."

"What do you mean? Why not do it all publicly?"

"Because, as you pointed out, there are several parties who do not want any of this to happen. What you don't realize yet, is that corporate America is only part of the problem. There are others, both foreign and domestic, who will do whatever they can to sabotage this project."

"Oh, come on. This is all straight out of an action/adventure vid. The next thing you'll tell me is that someone tried to kill you last week."

He didn't blink. "Are you in?"

"If what you're telling me is true, I'd be an idiot to pass on the job. But this is huge."

"Right on both counts. But will you help us?"

"You misunderstand me. I meant that it's too big a job for one person," she said.

"I agree." He leaned forward and pressed the com button on his phone. "Bridget? Can you send Mr. Michaels in, please?"

"Devon Michaels?" Tessa pushed slowly to her feet, smoothed down her skirt, and raised a tentative hand to her short, dark hair. "The Devon Michaels?"

"World Computech founder and owner, yes. But he's not that scary in real life, I promise." Mac turned as the door opened, and a man walked in, hands in his pockets, grinning broadly under a mop of sable hair. 

Devon nodded to her. "It's an honor," he said. "Meeting the incomparable Tessa Graham at last."

Tessa's heart thudded slowly in her chest. This was the man who had developed the tech behind mindlinks—the most widely used communications device in the world. Meeting him was like meeting the demi-god of the computing industry. As far as she'd come in her career, she had never so much as been in the same room with him, and now they were standing only a few feet apart.

Not only that, he was insanely hot. Midnight black hair, startling blue eyes, and a sculpted jaw. Thick brows, high cheekbones, and a mouth that made your thoughts run to satin sheets and bare skin even though you'd just met him. 

Damn. Working with him was going to be the kind of torture she didn’t have time for. But, if she refused, wasn’t she just as bad as the corporate hacks she despised? Wasn’t saving the Earth worth taking time away from her company and maybe a little... She glanced at Devon again. Torture? 

She turned to Mac. "I'm in," she said. "Just give me a couple of days to find someone to take over the day-to-day at CySec."

"If you need some suggestions, I have a short-list I created for the same reason at WC," Devon said. "I could send over a couple of resumes — save you some time." He studied her for a moment. "In fact, why don't you have dinner with me? We can go over them together in case you have questions."

"Oh, I don't eat out a lot," Tessa said, a bubble of anxiety rising in her gut at the thought of eating at an unfamiliar restaurant. 

"I understand. Why don't you pick the place? In fact, would you have an objection to joining me at my home? You would be welcome to tour the kitchen and dining areas, as well as any other part of the house you might want to see."

She glanced at Mac and the blue file still lying on his desk. "You've read my file," she said to Devon. 

“No.” Following her glance, Devon shook his head as Mac did the same. "I've been following your career for a while now, including your recent interview in TechWorld. You didn't make a secret of your entomophobia."

"No, and it's pretty well controlled these days. But I'm still careful in certain places, like unfamiliar restaurants where I haven’t checked their inspection reports. One incident involving hot soup and a cockroach across the toe of my shoe was enough for me."

"Exactly. So? Dinner at my place?"

Pushing aside the inconvenient thought that getting personally involved with a colleague might be a bad idea, Tessa allowed a slow smile to tilt her lips. "Yes. I'd like that."
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Devon whistled as he walked down the hall on the top floor of the WCU building, his company headquarters. He pressed his palm to the penthouse security scanner, and the light glowed momentarily green as the door swished open. 

"Lights currently set to level three," a disembodied female voice informed him. 

"Lights on at level four, please," he said. The interior lighting obliged, rising from darkness to shady sunlight in under ten seconds. Once inside, he glanced up at the ceiling. "Daria? I have a guest for dinner. Will you inform Joel that he'll be cooking for two this evening and that our guest is Tessa Graham? She may have some special requirements he'll want to take into consideration, and I may be giving her a tour of the kitchen."

Daria’s voice drifted down from above. "I have adjusted the number of diners, Mr. Michaels, and I took the liberty of researching Ms. Graham and passing along that information to Mr. Joel." 

"Very good. Did you mention the tour?"

"I am sorry, Mr. Michaels. I missed that one. I will inform him now."

"Thank you, Daria."

Tapping his mindlink, he entered a note of the AI prototype's successes and her mistake. It was minor. One piece of information, two direct commands, and two implied requests was a lot for an AI to handle. At the moment, AI assistants were only able to deal with up to three direct orders at a time, and implied requests were entirely hit or miss. Consistent performance in that area would be a giant leap. 

Still, Daria had done well. She would soon be ready to launch as an upgrade to WCU's current version of the AI Home Assistant app.  

He added a notation to that effect as well. Daria might not have the requisite emotional capacity to appreciate a compliment, but her programmers did. 

"Daria, I'm going to have a workout and a swim before dinner. Let me know when six pm rolls around, would you?"

"Time has no known physical shape and, therefore, cannot roll. But it seems possible that this is a metaphor. Do you wish me to set an alarm for six pm?"

"Correct. Time rolling is a reference to early clock faces, which were often round, coupled with the cyclical manner in which we mark twenty-four hours a day."

"Thank you, Mr. Michaels. I will add this data to my knowledge base. I am pleased that I was able to interpret your request correctly."

The comment was a programmed response rather than a bonafide emotional reaction, but the fact that she knew when to employ such a statement represented progress. It wouldn’t have happened three months ago.

Devon tapped his mindlink to add another note. "Daria is beginning to extrapolate new interpretations from existing data." He included a voice recording of the recent exchange and sent it off to the team, then sent a message to accounting to add a bonus to their next paycheck. 

Whistling again, Devon went into his home gym and stripped, exchanging the business casual polo and slacks he'd been wearing for exercise togs. Thirty minutes later, he'd worked up a decent sweat and was ready to cool down with a few lengths of the lap pool. He was finishing his shower when Daria interrupted. 

"Mr. Michaels, six pm will not roll over us for another thirteen minutes, but Ms. Graham has arrived at the building."

Devon laughed. 

"I am sorry," Daria said, and Devon could have sworn she sounded offended, though that wasn't possible. "Did I use the metaphor improperly?"

"No, no. You just phrased it in a way that resulted in an amusing effect."

"I apologize."

"No need. You made a joke, Daria. That is excellent progress, even if it was accidental."

"Thank you, Sir."

"Have Joel send a drink out to Ms. Graham, or, better yet, just open the wet bar and suggest she help herself. She'll probably be more comfortable with that anyway."

"Of course, Sir." 
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"Hello, Ms. Graham." The disembodied voice floated somewhere above Tessa, feminine and calm. "I am Daria, Mr. Michael's digital assistant. Mr. Michaels is finishing his preparations, but he suggested that I open the wet bar for your convenience. If you follow the guide lights in the floor, they will lead you to the great room."

Soft light bloomed at Tessa's feet, the glowing blue circles appearing and disappearing in directional sequence. "Thank you. I don’t often drink alcohol, though."

"There are a variety of beverages available in the bar. You are welcome to any that please you."

The lights at her feet pulsed through their sequence again.  Tessa followed the beacons down the hall and left into a large, plushly furnished room. 

Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panoramic view of the city skyline to her right. Three steps descended into the cozy, retro-chic conversation pit on her left, centered around a holographic fire ring. Flames danced in hypnotic, multicolored patterns, beckoning her like a storyteller. 

Between the skyline and the seating, a marble bar offered a full complement of beverages, from fruit juices to hard liquor. Tessa selected a sealed rose water and held the bottle under the UV light wash for several seconds.  Twisting off the cap, she wandered to the wall of windows to enjoy the panorama.

"One of my favorite views," Devon said as he entered the room. Stopping at the bar, he mixed himself a drink, and she took advantage of his distraction to let her gaze wander over him. Broad-shouldered and slim-hipped, he carried himself with a dancer's grace in old-fashioned denim jeans and a loose cotton shirt. 

The deep timbre of his voice sent a shiver through her.

"The original design called for three sets of windows, the middle one being sliding glass, but that felt...restrictive. So, I asked for this instead."

"Vistaglass, isn't it?" She half-turned to look out. "They make quite a thing over being responsibly sourced and manufactured. Their plants are among the most environmentally friendly in the world, with prices to match. A sheet this large must have cost the Earth."

He shrugged. "Some things are worth the expense. I'm sorry I kept you waiting." Devon pulled a highball glass from the cabinet under the bar and filled it with ice, fruit juice, and a splash of seltzer. "But I'm glad you're here. Do you like the view?"

She smiled. "I do. Did it?"

"Did it what?"

"Cost the Earth?" Tessa took a deep breath as his sapphire eyes glinted, and his full lips curved up in an amused grin.

He shrugged. "It helps to own stock in the company. Did you want to tour the kitchen?"

"No, thank you. That's not..." She gave the apartment a telling once-over. "This may sound weird, but some places have a sort of buggy vibe, so then I like to check things over.” She checked his reaction. Satisfied that he was listening but not laughing, she continued. “Here? It doesn't feel necessary."

"Not weird at all.” He gestured to the couches. "Dinner should be ready in about an hour. Would you like to sit down?"

The two seated themselves, with Tessa perching on the edge of her chair and Devon sinking into the deeper comfort of the sofa. "So, what do you think about this project?" he asked.

"I think it's necessary, and it could work. But I gotta say— Big Business isn't going to like it."

"What, us tracking and publicizing the way they do things?" He swirled the liquid in his glass meditatively. "No, I'm sure they won't. They go to a lot of trouble to keep their environmental abuses under wraps. Being outed won't be pleasant for them."

"Or cheap. Remember the hit Holt International took when that investigative reporter blew the proverbial lid off their rain forest 'reclamation project?'" She made air quotes around the last two words.

He laughed softly. "Yeah, the native peoples have been complaining for years that big corporations are clear-cutting  their lands to make way for mining, but no one was listening until that article came out."

"And that's just one company. You know most of them, even the ones who've built reputations as environmentally responsible, are doing damage."

"True, but if we can hit them hard enough in the public relations department, we might be able to put a stop to that."

"Maybe. More likely, they'll try to work around it until the uproar fades," she said. "Which won't take long. People have short memories."

"True. Which means we have to keep the pressure on long enough to incite real change. No one said this was going to be a short job. Or an easy one."

"No. But it might not be a safe one either," she said.

The lines in his forehead eased. "I wondered how long it would take you to arrive at that conclusion."

"It's only logical, given their level of ruthlessness in the past." She took a long drink from her rosewater and set the bottle on the table. "Journalists and whistle-blowers have disappeared before. If we aren't careful with our exposure, we could be next."

He picked up a tablet from the table next to him and tapped in a few commands, then handed the hand-held computer to her. "Mac left the security arrangements to me. You'll have a bodyguard and other security protocols in place twenty-four-seven starting Monday."

She grimaced. "Not sure that works for me. I'm not exactly a people person." The idea of constant companionship had her inner introvert cringing already.

"I know you've refused security details before." The frown returned. "But it's a condition of being part of this. Aside from the possible danger to you personally, once we get started, losing members could potentially damage the project." 

“I understand, but –”

“You know, I think we’ve given each other a lot to think about, business-wise. We’ve earned a break. Shall we go off the clock for now? Revisit this at our next meeting?”

“So, this dinner is personal?” Heat traveled up from her core. She’d just met him, but already talking with him was one of the easiest things she’d ever done. Would it be the same when they stopped talking about business?

“If you’ll allow it, I’d like that very much.” A soft smile played over his lips, and she felt an internal barrier give way.

She didn't respond, and they let the quiet settle over them for several minutes.

Finally, he stood. "Are you afraid of heights?"

"No," she said slowly. "Why are you asking?"

Instead of responding directly, he tilted his head, directing his voice upward. "Daria? Play a Thousand and One Nights by Strauss." 

The low strains of a violin waltz filled the room as he walked toward the transparent wall. He placed his palm on it, causing a section of the vistaglass to slide seamlessly into the floor. Turning, he held out his hand. "Do you like to dance?"

"I..." She walked toward him slowly, her heart thudding in her chest. The subtle shift in the atmosphere between them caught her off guard, and she found herself extending her hand to his without the usual first-date clutch of anxiety in her midsection. Their palms hovered, his facing up, hers facing down over it. 

He waited, the air between their two skins electric with anticipation until she settled her fingers on his. He held her hand loosely. It would have been easy to pull away if she wanted to.

Shock coursed through her as she realized she didn't want to. A gentle tug, and she was walking with him through the glass wall onto what looked like thin air. 

She glanced down, and a nervous flutter clutched at her heart.

“It looks thin, but it isn’t,” he said. “You can’t see all the special reinforcements, but they are there. Trust me.”

And somehow, she did. That, in and of itself, was a new experience for her.

The vistaglass extended beneath their feet in a balcony, barely visible but solid beneath her. It was almost like floating. 

Devon spun her into his arms, keeping a few inches between them, and led her through the steps of a waltz. The spicy tang of his cologne curled through her senses as she laid her hand on his shoulder. 

Pulse thrumming, she moved with him in time to the music. "This is a waltz, right?" she asked. 

"Yes. My taste in music is fairly eclectic. Depending on my mood, I listen to everything from modern alternative to early rock. But for dancing? You can't beat a waltz. My grandmother taught me the steps, and I've had a fondness for it ever since."

Her muscles relaxed as they danced, the clear glass floor making it as close to flight as she'd ever been. 

“This is the first time I’ve ever danced with a coworker,” she said. 

“It’s a first for me as well.” He met her eyes directly. “I surprised myself when I asked you to dinner here. I usually keep my business and private life separate.”

“What made you do it then?” Tension pulled at her, stiffening her steps. She needed to hear the answer but was afraid she would be sorry once she did. 

“You,” he said. “We’re working together, and we need to keep that professional, but the minute I saw you, I knew I didn’t want a business-only relationship with you.”

She stumbled, and he steered her through the next step until she steadied. 

“Too far?” he asked when she didn’t speak. 

She thought about it. Things were progressing much faster here than she was used to. Not that she’d had many relationships, but in general, taking things slow was a mantra for her. Now all she wanted to do was kick off her suede pumps and run toward him. It was a new sensation and one she wasn’t sure how to deal with.

“No. I, uh, you aren’t alone there.” She shifted her thoughts, focusing on the dance steps and the way he was holding her. "Most men want full body contact. You're different," she said.

He smiled at her. "Most men don't understand that conversation can be more intimate than sex." He met her gaze directly. "But in the interest of full disclosure, I have to say; I'm not at all opposed to full contact activities."

A flush traveled up from her breasts, riding high in her cheeks before it faded. What is wrong with me? I don’t date coworkers.

Another, quieter, interior voice suggested a change to that rule, and she agreed. After all, I’m a grown woman. I can have a mature, adult relationship with whoever I like. I mean, it's not like I'm a virgin, and all we've done so far is talk. 

The rapid tattoo of her pulse went beyond anything she'd felt this early in a relationship before















































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
(BOOKA

0=
(3}
=)
(==}






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





