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“... ‘INVENTOR FIGURES out a thing, consequences ensue’... This novella gives that premise a very modern, compelling twist... It’s a very cool little book that you should be warned ends on a bit of a cliffhanger.”

Rachel A. Rosen, Author of Cascade (Always On)
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“MUST READ. ...GRIPPING and inspiring ...exploring humanity’s quest for multi-planetary life ...scientific concepts and technical terms that add authenticity to the story without overwhelming the reader. This impressive worldbuilding will ensure that readers are fully invested in Rai’s quest.”

Discovery (5 stars) (Threshold)
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“...IF YOU’RE A FAN OF sci-fi that has heart and complexity, Threshold is a must read. It’s a powerful story about overcoming personal limitations, pushing the envelope of innovation, and daring to dream big. I couldn’t put it down!”

Reader (Threshold)
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Chrissy, Gianpiero, Hope, John, Natalie, & Daniel. Writing is my passion, but first there’s you and your dad, always and forever.
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Limited Time Bonus Story
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<< NEW SKIN >>
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TECH ARRAY STORIES are stand alone, shorter fiction with important characters from the main series. Find the link at the end of this story. Join Helena’s newsletter or follow Helena in-store and never miss out on an early bird bonus.
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INJUSTICE OVERLOAD
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“The correct combination of sensors for the prototype shower’s internal water regulation for each user, tested many types of sensor. An anomaly was noted with combinations of electrostatic sensors, however this was beyond the scope of this research.”

Cartwright, A. (2025) “Sensor Combinations for Human Presence and Behaviour Detection in Applied Scenarios” (dissertation)
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EK ME, SOUTH ATLANTIC, W. AFRICA

––––––––
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ULRIKA LANDVIK STIFFENED the instant a hand clamped over her mouth. In the darkness, her calloused fingers found the crude metal locket at her neck and hid the blue sheen. How in hell did he get past my alarm?

In the dim light, Wawa’s face loomed over her. Landvik cupped her free hand ready to strike if need be. I’m ready.

“I’m here to warn you,” Wawa whispered. He placed his finger on his lips. “Stay quiet. You ready?”

When she nodded, he slowly uncovered her mouth.

Wawa kept his voice low. “Your kinsmen are a useless deterrent.” He glanced at the outline of her two fellow Norwegian crewmen in their bunks asleep between her and the door. “Those proximity sensors are shit, get rid of them.” She nodded. “It’s now or never. Erikson’s rounding up any opposition.”

“Erikson wouldn’t dare touch me.”

“Quick,” Wawa said. “Two of his men are checking cabins.”

“Why now?”

“He’s tossed the other two women overboard with a few others. Shark bait.”

“Shit!” She ran her fingers through her hair. “He’s on a witch hunt for anyone who might threaten him.”

Landvik blinked to moisten her smart contacts. Since Erikson had confiscated all NETcells, the patterned lenses only purpose was to make the male mariners wary of her.

“Yes, but Loan Man’s initial instructions were clear,” Wawa said. “You were meant to be captain.”

Gil, Wawa, and Erikson had been her team to take over the tanker.

Slipping from her bunk, Landvik readied herself. The tilting of the ship was quite natural now. “That was over a year ago.”

“Nothing’s changed. Gil’s still with us; he’s monitoring the situation on deck.”

She shook Toov and Jensen awake. Both men wiped sleep from their eyes, having been part of the night watch with her.

“I want you two to stay out of the way,” Landvik said. The shanghaied Norwegian crew were hardworking but not warriors. Since coming aboard, she felt protective of her kinsfolk as they had been of her. “Erikson’s men are being crazy. Wawa is ex-Nigerian special ops. Gil is with me too. Don’t get involved. When Erikson’s men know we’re attacking, they’ll come at us hard.”

“They will,” Jensen said to his best friend Toov. “We’d need to pick them off, one by one. Even our chances up a bit.” 

“I’m in,” Toov said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Like being in the middle of the butter eye. Eh, Jensen?”

“It is,” Jensen replied.

“Sure,” Wawa said.

Startled, Landvik glared at Wawa. “No. They don’t know how to handle themselves in battle.”

Toov tightened his belt. “I’m a mean shot.”

“Erikson’s men fight dirty,” she said to Wawa. “I doubt Toov or Jensen have killed before.” She caught Jensen staring at her in disbelief. No, I’m not who he thinks I am. His questioning silence stung.

“Understood,” Wawa said. “Jensen, Toov you’re lookouts. We do any fighting.”

“Hell will freeze over before I carry on working for Erikson,” Toov said. “I’ve taken a life before.” Jensen stared at his best friend.

Toov has secrets even from Jensen. Poor Jensen, my straight arrow.

“They’re here.” Jensen peered out of the door into the brightness. “Two of them.” He retreated from the light outside rubbing his eyes.

Wawa pressed himself to the wall alongside the door and gestured for the others to disperse as best they could in the small cabin.

Toov took the other side of the door, flexing a scarf as his weapon. Jensen stepped into the darkest corner of the room.

Landvik waited in the centre. In her peripheral vision she saw Jensen wave for her to clear out of sight. She shook her head. I’m not letting Erikson keep on making this mission hell on earth. It’s me or him.

The door was flung open, missing Toov by a lean whisker.

“You take next door—get them out here,” came a yell. A lean man in cut-off jeans and a stained t-shirt appeared in the doorway. White light surrounded him.

Landvik willed her eyes to focus on him.

Blanden tightened his grip on his weapon. “What have we here?”

“Blanden, isn’t it?” Landvik folded her arms, waiting. He made a grab for her, but Wawa and Toov were on him. “You know your problem? You’re on the wrong side.”

Toov wrapped his scarf over the man’s mouth to stifle his yelp of surprise.

Wawa held his upper arms tight. Blandon struggled to pull the scarf from his nose. His taser dropped to the deck. Landvik kicked the weapon to Jensen, while Wawa secured Blandon’s hands behind him.

“What’s Erikson up to?” Toov asked.

Jensen emerged from the shadows with weapon. He held it at the man’s gut.

Blanden’s gaze locked onto the taser at his stomach. Toov let the scarf sag around his chin but ready to silence him again.

“You’re too late. He’s on deck and all the opposition will soon be gone.” Blanden pulled at his bonds. “Erikson is done with decenters. Why can’t any of you just tow the line?”

“We’re not Erikson’s serfs,” she said. “Those that have stood against him are heroes. We’re ship hands like you. You don’t have to keep betraying us.”

The door of the next cabin banged.

Landvik eyed her friends. “Hurry.”

Wawa tightened the man’s bonds and left him to Toov taking up sentry duty at the entrance.

Jensen pressed the taser into the man’s gut. “How many of the crew are his?”

“Six of us.” Blanden struggled against his bonds. His lithe strength almost freed him.

Toov pulled Blandon into a tight neck lock. Wawa kept a watch at the door.

Blanden thrashed. “Both of the other women challenged him.” He spat to the side. Toov tightened his grip. Blanden gritted his teeth. When he tried to speak, Toov slackened his grip as needed. “He had no choice but to make an example of them.”

“Neither of them wanted to be his pet, you mean.” Landvik stepped closer, but not so close that he could spit at her. She kept her voice low. “They were well respected. How many more are dead?”

“Four.” Blandon jolted at his bonds.

“How could you allow that to happen?” Landvik said.

“I want to live, not die like a dog.”

“Then join us.” Her best offer. “Erikson’s reign of terror is about to be over. Do you really want to go down with him?”

Landon laughed.

She sank her dagger into his gut and thrust upward under the man’s ribs to the hilt. She held it there until his laughter stopped. Her other hand still clutched the lump of metal around her neck. I will have justice for my friends.

Blanden gaped and his eyes stared at nothing.

She withdrew the blade, cleaned it on his shirt, and replaced it in her boot, avoiding Jensen’s glower. Last thing I need is his judgment.

“Boss,” Wawa said to her. “Time to go!”

Wawa and Toov dragged Blanden from the cabin. A distant splash told Landvik of his final resting place.

Jensen raised an eyebrow. “Boss?”

“If that’s what it takes,” Landvik said, pushing past him. “Surprise is all we’ve got left.”

Others rushed past them for the stairs to the deck where everyone was assembling.

“Get Erikson’s other henchman,” she said to Wawa and Toov as they returned. “He joins us or he’s overboard. Erikson’s mine. Jensen lookout for me?”

“Sure.” Jensen paused her, his hand on her arm. “The Ek me is short handed as it is.”

“Understood.” He’s right. Single combat it is. Landvik took the stairs at a run.

Erikson’s hollering carried on the wind. Once on deck, she remained out of sight behind the stack of water barrels, three high. Peeking around them at intervals, she took in the scene before her.

Erikson’s strutting resumed across his personal stage of crates, studying those arriving at the back of the crowd. He had called every hand to this meeting.

He probably wonders where Blanden is. Stragglers were still arriving. Not until Erikson looked away could she mingle into the crew.

“You’re a fool if you think he has six men helping him,” Jensen said. “I’m thinking, there’s no telling how many are loyal to him. It’s got to be at least half of the remaining crew for him to be so cock-sure.”

She nodded and caressed the sudden itch at the back of her neck. No time for self-doubt, I don’t have any choice.

Jensen shook his head. “Hey, you’re making it angry.”

“My tattoo gives me trouble sometimes.” That was what she always said when someone referred to the mark that had appeared once she had uploaded the worm script, that would nibble at Loan Man’s comms network. Justice for her lover, Peter, required action, something slow to take hold so that she could be far away when access to the satellites failed. That’s when the irritation had first showed up. She had taken an image of the back of her neck, but while red, the mark was not infected. Now, when her anxiety got the better of her, it itched.

Jensen knocked her hand away. “It looks more like an old scar than a tattoo.”

Landvik’s hand scuffed her metal locket, triggering a distant reminder.

The hot breeze blew Ben’s soft curls as he lay in her arms. A baby so beautiful. She looked again. Older now, he slept, a high colour in his cheeks. He was almost too big to fit snug in her arms anymore. Next minute, Ben lay lifeless. No pain will ever be so great. Colour drained from his face and tinges of blue touched the edges of her infant’s lips.

A poke on her upper arm brought her back to the present. Suddenly, her arms looked scrawnier than she remembered, and so empty. Her pain raged behind a wall of numbness. I’ll have justice if it’s the end of me.

“You okay? You’ve got that strange faraway look again.”

She met Jensen’s gaze. “I need...” She stopped, mindful of her rapid breathing. “We need justice.”

Wawa and Toov appeared on the other side of the crew a good distance apart. Wawa was hard to miss, as he was head and shoulders above the rest of the crew.

She studied Gil as he made eye contact with Wawa across the gathering. Erikson had already seen him. This was the chance she needed and melted into the gathered crew. Gil and Wawa are close friends. Do they have a different agenda? Does Erikson think they’re on his side? Toov intercepted Jensen and her in the crowd. Not one word of their conversation reached her ears. She dared not remove her eyes from Erikson, but glimpsed exasperation on Jensen’s face.

Jensen approached and whispered. “The other guy didn’t join us. He’s overboard. Where is this all going to end?”

Landvik’s fingers found the make-do locket filled with fine hair. Soon, I may hold you again little one. She removed the lump of gunmetal from around her neck. “Keep it safe for me. My heart is within.”

When Jensen nodded, she looped the leather lace over his head and tucked the locket inside his shirt. As usual, he had the collar turned up to keep the sun from the fair skin of his neck.

She turned her attention to Erikson’s leadership performance on his makeshift stage. Without another word, she moved through the central maelstrom of crew before her.

Erikson signalled for the crew to come forward. He cleared his throat and continued his cry of control. “I’m the captain here,” he said, jabbing his chest with his thumb. “I get us regular work. Me! And I’ll continue to.”

“Fine words, but we’re still prisoners,” a man shouted from the crowd. “When do we get to go home and see our families?”

Many voices joined in agreement, another yelled, “When do we get paid?”

“Home’s gone. Forget it!” Erikson called above the thrum of discord. “Your families moved on when they heard of our deaths. I provide you with work, food, and a bed. The alternative is the cruel sea.”

“Wait!” Landvik’s voice cut through the jeering. “We have each other. We don’t need him.” She pointed at Erikson. “He’s telling you the only way is his way, or we’re overboard. He wants us to believe we’re on our own, but we have each other.”

A whip of fine ocean spray whipped over them all.

Erikson glared at her. His eyes narrowed. With one swift gesture his stooges moved around the perimeter of the crowd.

Landvik smeared droplets of sea water from her cheek, leaving saltiness on her lips. She was all too aware of Erikson’s men.

The crowd parted as she pushed to get through and allowed her to approach the captain’s improvised stage.

“Landvik!” Erikson cried. He jumped down to her level. The crew encircled them. “It’s good to see you; at least, you are with me,” he said, his voice low and conspiratorial. He went to embrace her, a cruel sneer on his face.

She stepped back. “No more throwing people over the side,” she said, loud enough for the crew to hear.

“You’ve killed more.”

A chill ran through her. “Not innocent people.”

Some of the crew nodded. Others shouted their agreement, and murmuring broke out around Landvik.

“Quiet,” Erikson yelled never taking his eyes off her. “Innocence? Here, in among this lot?” Erikson burst into maniacal laughter. “You all work for me,” he said, a deep growl in his voice.

Her aggressive fighting stance was automatic. She beckoned him forward, a wild emotion welling in her chest, begging for release. She sensed the opposition close in behind her and shifted out of their reach.

She gestured for the crowd to form a perimeter.

“What’s this, single combat?”

She relaxed her posture, rolled her neck, and beckoned him forward again. His ridicule gave her the opening she needed. Her boot hit him square in the chest and the crowd about them was a soft distant buzz.

The crease on his neanderthal brow deepened, and he staggered under the force of the blow.

Landvik stepped back and readied herself, her open claw fists raised to protect her face.

Regaining his balance, Erikson lumbered forward, sneering at her. He hunched with his arms outstretched for balance. He held a small weapon in his left hand, not a blade, but some kind of new tech.

He attacked and reality slowed.

Landvik reacted with ease, her movements fluid, and planned. She dodged his weighty right hook and each subsequent blow, waiting to retaliate.

He predicted the attack and tripped her. Scrambling behind her, he caught her in a headlock.

“You and me, then,” he whispered. “Finally, one on one. Not how I imagined it.”

Spittle flecked across Landvik’s cheek. She leaned back to avoid more of his saliva. His feral stench filled her nose and his hot breath played on her skin. You or me. I’m not afraid to die.

A glint caught her eye from the tech Erikson threatened her with. Its point aimed under her chin ready to impale her or shoot her with it. She struggled to keep it from touching her. What is it?

“No!” Jensen yelled, pushing through the crush into the clearing.

Then Landvik heard him groan. Erikson’s men believed in rough treatment. They dragged him closer, his yells to be let go louder. Oden, keep him safe. He will always be my straight arrow.

Erikson held her close; only the sun’s reflection made the weapon, not quite touching her throat, noticeable to the crew.

“Don’t move,” Jensen yelled at her, his voice strained.

“Know what this is?” he said in her ear like a lover.

The soft hum of the device, the warm vibration on her skin. It’s charging whatever it is.

“A couple more seconds,” he said, smirking. “Just one pulse. You won’t feel a thing when it happens.” He angled the weapon under her chin, ready to hit the trigger—its trajectory toward her brain. “Instant aneurysm. A secret death of natural causes,” he whispered. “Loan Man can get anything.”
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[image: ]


PRESENT DAY, DOWNTOWN TORONTO

∞ ∞ ∞

THE BLADE’S SHARP POINT hovered at the soft part of her neck. Athena Cartwright raised her chin.

The frozen wall behind blocked her exit. The two hovering drones pinned her in place. If they can threaten, can they kill?

The cold penetrated her core and her face stung. Her scarf had fallen at her feet on the sidewalk when the junkers had sprung their attack. Christopher Columbus! How’d I get in this mess?

The temperature with lake effect had to be around minus thirty-two Celsius. That meant covering skin and keeping on the move. Got to get away. I need an opening.

“Answer our questions and no harm will come to you,” the floating he-drone said, inching closer.

Standing on tip toes, she raised her chin to full height, making it impossible to attract the attention of any Torontonian passer by.

“Are you Athena Cartwright?” The she-drone sang.

How the hell did their ethics chip get turned off? A chink of light hit the blade pointed at her neck. A nod, not an alternative. Even too large a breath would draw first blood. Fear raised an extensive wall for her voice to vault. She forced her words over it. “Yes?”

The she-drone dropped pincers from beneath its flying saucer-like body.

“A complaint has been lodged,” the higher pitched drone said. It opened and closed its pincer. A behaviour clearly programmed in, to intimidate. “You are not to return. Is that clear?”

“Yes.”

“Give me your NETcell,” the she-drone sang. The other kept the blade under her chin. A small Better Telecoms insignia beneath its arm confirmed who had sent them.

Heat blossomed in Athena’s chest. How dare they threaten me? The burn surged up her neck, flushing her cheeks. They said they didn’t want my chip and new power source. Ridiculed me. Adrenalin suffused her. “No.”

The she-drone grasped the strap of Athena’s purse with its pincer.

No one came to her aid. One drone maybe, but two?

She pushed backward, sandwiching her purse between her body and the freezing wall. She flexed her cold fingers in her gloves getting the blood moving. No point punching metal.

Better Telecoms said her chip was another table-top cold fusion, type scam. All because her chip made a NETcell fully rechargeable by drawing electromagnetic power naturally expelled by humans. No one believed her. Security had thrown her out of the building. And now this. There’s no way on this planet I’ll do business with Better Telecoms, not ever.

The he-drone switched to cutting the strap held by its companion. 

I may be a failure at pitching but I won’t be bullied. Athena ducked out of her purses long strap and wound her hand in it for a firmer hold on the small bag. Then she darted a few strides along the sidewalk, dragging the airborne drone clamped to the strap. She aimed and swung the attached drone at the other with the blade, knocking it into the ground. She stomped her boot into the saucer body until the weaponized arm went limp. “Broken junk!”

“We mean no harm,” the remaining drone sang. “Give me your NETcell.”

She sent the clinging drone hurtling into the office building’s wall. A big ding appeared in its casing. 

“Let go!”

“Give me your NETcell,” the female drone said.

“If you want one, buy one yourself.” She swung her purse and thrust the drone into the wall. “Let go!” The drone remained silent. “I warned you.”

Athena slammed the drone into the wall until its pincer arm came free and the rest of the body crashed in a heap on the sidewalk. The clamp on the strap slid free and she threw the long strap of her purse across her body. Her teeth chattered. She reclaimed her scarf from the sidewalk, wrapping it around her neck and face for warmth. A shiver coursed through her. She shook it off. I have to get home and I can’t leave those junkers on the street.

Each pile of scrap metal she deposited in the nearest garbage can. A few Torontonians giving her a wide berth. Athena straightened her coat and with a deep breath, her wits. “I’m buying slash proof again,” she said to one man staring at her. “No one steals from me.”

Athena reoriented herself to the nearest GO station. Once at Union, she took the stairs into the basement for the light railway and the Hamilton train. The GO train express was in. On the platform, she tapped her payment, boarded and settled down in an isolated seat.

When the train moved out of Toronto, she rested a bit easier. Each pitch to NETcell companies had been a disaster. This one had been a new low. They’ve got a cheek. Her hands shook in her lap.

Athena put on her audiobook, Dec Tech’s Launch Window, for the remainder of the hour-long journey home to her family. The intelligent bone conductors let her focus on the intricacies of the thought-provoking story but paused if anyone interacted with her.

At her stop, she stepped onto the pristine platform bathed in white light. She tapped the exit bar and left the station, emerging into a dark parking area. Sensing her proximity, the sidelights of her car lit up. She summoned it on her NETcell. The sheer sight of the car elicited a smile. It puzzled her how people avoided electric cars for gas guzzlers. People clung to old dogma about them being unreliable and the batteries expensive. My favourite present from my perfect guy, she thought, and sooooo beautiful. Although she did wish he was in some other kind of business. Why did it have to be oil? Well, the car shows he doesn’t hold my eco-warrior beliefs against me, at least at Christmas.

The seven-seater pulled up before her and the door handles appeared. An extravagant gift. While hers to him had been homemade. He had been delighted with his own personalized NETcell prototype. That allowed her to enjoy the car. She settled herself inside and plugged in Home as her destination. 

How could she face them? Her credibility was dead. Her inability to pitch had killed her prototype. Perhaps she could go the long way... I’ll have to face the music sometime, it may as well be now. 

All she had to do was press the start button. Instead, she glanced at her prototype and studied the symbol in the top right-hand corner. The battery icon was red. The lightning bolt appeared. Her new Always-On chip handling the automatic recharging before her eyes. The public will want this, I know they will. Her eyes moistened, and she smothered a sob at the injustice. I can’t give up now. I’ve started so I’ll finish. For Columbus’ sake, my chip works. Automatically, she touched the sensitive skin under her chin where the drone’s metal point had been. “Another way will present itself, and I’ll be ready.” She spoke aloud to make the sentiment more powerful.

She drove toward the motorway. How can I tell James and the kids? Better still, how can I avoid having to?

Athena had insisted on a steering-wheel model and rudimentary controls so she could intervene if her self drive did something crazy. Tired, she allowed the car to take care of the driving, always keeping a gentle grip on the wheel. Her coding and security background fed her fear of a hacked vehicle event. She monitored the road ahead. I’ll never get in without being seen. I could just tell them. Stuff the embarrassment. Okay, what do I say? It’s all been for nothing? No. I could say I’ve decided on my next project and announce I’m working on that in future. In the background continue with my chip. Tell them when it works out. But what next project? I don’t like the idea of lying to James or the kids. Christopher Columbus, I need a plan before I get home.
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UNDERBURY, AN HOUR OUTSIDE TORONTO

––––––––
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THE HOUSE APPEARED dark as she approached. Her resolve to fess up died. Strange no one’s home. Oh no. A shudder ran through her. Heaven help me, not a surprise party?

She took another loop of the neighbourhood and parked two houses up. Any closer might trigger the garage door and announce her arrival. Instead, she tiptoed along the side of the house and peered around the corner. The frosted, barren back garden was bathed in light from the kitchen. I was right. Christopher Columbus, no.

Without a word, she backtracked to the front and quietly let herself in. Happy chatter came from the kitchen, and someone waited for her in the small boot room from the garage as she tip-toed past.

In order to leave no evidence of her arrival, she carried her shoes upstairs, avoiding the creaky steps. Once inside her dark bedroom, she waited for her sight to adapt.

Someone sat on the edge of the bed. She studied the outline as it resolved.

“There’s only one reason you’d creep in like this,” James said. “If they’re too stupid to take you seriously, that’s their problem.”

“I’d rather not talk about it,” she said, hanging her coat over the arm of the chair.

“Come on, it can’t be that bad?”

“They won’t touch it because I’m rubbish at explaining why it works.”

“Scientifically, it probably shouldn’t work,” he said, pulling her closer. “I agree that’s a tough one, but there’s no denying it.”

She sighed and retrieved her prototype from her bag. “I really don’t want to talk.”

“I get it, you’re disappointed. Who wouldn’t be, sitting on such a find?”

“Disappointed doesn’t begin to describe it.”

He pushed a few strands of her hair from her face. “So pitching isn’t your thing. You’re an inventor, not a marketer.”

He ran his finger down her face as he studied her. “Darling, not getting a result this time doesn’t pass the so-what test. You can’t let one bad pitch be your dream-killer.”

James took her hand and pulled her to the door. “Come on. The kids are waiting for you in the kitchen.”

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore tonight.”

“No problem.” He squeezed her hand. “Just remember, things don’t always go the way we want them to. Life still goes on and we’re still proud of you. Eating cake might be just what the doctor ordered.”

“They’ve been baking?”

“Yes, a team effort.”

“Oh,” she said, amused. “I think I hear my hips groaning already.”

James chuckled and ushered her downstairs. “I’ll get your car in later.”

She pressed her screen and drew her finger in an inverted ‘L’ shape. “No need,” she said. She rushed past Alf in the boot room to hit the garage door opener. As the door opened, she raised her arm to shield her eyes from the lights. One more careful movement of her finger and the car parked in its usual tight space.

James closed the garage door. “Hmm, geek!” he said. “Glad you like it.”

“Did you see how the connector auto snaked to recharge it?” she said with a grin. “Admit it, Mr. Oil, you’d love one too.”

“No way. I couldn’t be seen in an electric car. Imagine the headlines. And I wish she’d stop calling me that.”

Athena stifled her amusement. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t resist. You know Beth only calls you that because of your reaction. Now what’s for dinner?” she said as she approached the kitchen table at which she liked to work on her inventions. “Something smells good.”

“Spaghetti and veggie meatballs,” Beth said, appearing in the kitchen.

“Sounds lovely. And yummy, there’s cake.”

“Surprise!” the kids said in chorus, jumping out at her. Beth, Alf, and Sam appeared from under the table. Viv from behind the breakfast bar and Victor from behind the turn in the room.

The rectangular cake was an exact replica of her prototype. The five happy faces transfixed on her. She marvelled at the cake from different angles and took a few pictures. 

“It’s beautiful,” she said. “Thank you.”

“Well?” Viv asked. The youngest boys fired all sorts of questions at her, but Beth stared at her, studying her face. Only James’ proximity and his hand on her waist kept her steadfast.

“Hey,” he said, “let’s eat and then we can talk, if your mom wants to.”

Viv shared a glance with her older brother, Victor. “NETcell providers are idiots!” She slammed two bowls on the table in front of her teenage brothers, Alf and Sam, who were still in their school clothes. “I told you both to change.”

“Now, now. That’s enough.” Athena took a bowl from Victor, as did James.

The cake was a huge reminder of her less than successful day. All the same, each detail was a signature of which kid had done it. That’s what happens when five kids share the same mother, much better than five cakes. The uneven frosting had been done by Sam, the youngest teen. Viv arranged the printed icing image of her prototype. The strange way the top image sloped meant Alf had placed it on the cake. Which meant the deep layers of sponge had been made by Beth. Victor and Viv had taken care of the meatballs and spaghetti. A great team effort by my beautiful kids. She shared a smile with James. And no doubt managed by... the only cute guy in the room.

Viv returned with her bowl to sit next to her younger sister, Beth. 

As everyone tucked into their spaghetti, Athena twisted the pasta on her fork. Spicy tomato exploded in her mouth. Yes, I was right. “Delicious.”

The school aged teens scrapped their empty bowls and eyed the cake. Athena finished next. The drone attack had made her hungrier than usual. “Thanks for this lovely surprise, yummy.”

Beth continued to study her between mouthfuls. “I was sure you’d succeed today,” she said. “I love the version you made me. A NETcell that lasts longer is the way to go.”

“Trouble is, it’s not a great business model,” Athena replied, clearing away empty dishes. “Phone organisations want people to upgrade or change their device more often, not less.”

“Why don’t you make it then, Mum?” Beth said. “Make it better than they do. Make it greener!”

James’ raised eyebrow begged the same question.

Alf had already sliced up parts of the cake and handed them around with Sam’s help.

Athena set aside her slice. “Inventing and manufacturing are different skill sets. Selling is another. I thought organizations would see the worth in my chip. Nothing’s turned out as I’d expected. I just want to get on with another invention.”

“I think you’re right,” James said. “But maybe the demand has to be there first. Get orders and then go back to the manufacturers. They can’t ignore you then.”

“I wanted a self-charging NETcell so badly,” she said, and picked up her cake fork. “I thought everyone else would too.”

All hunger had left her. She ate anyway, in the hope it shielded her from more questions, which it did. James, Victor, Viv, and Beth discussed how much they loved their prototypes. While Alf and Sam chatted about the cake.

The sound of Sam’s lips slapping cut through the silence for the next ten minutes or so.

Athena glanced sideways at James. His taut jaw and twitching brow told her he was dealing with the sound, but it took all of him. He wanted to correct Sam eating with his mouth open, but they had agreed she would take the lead on the children. She overlooked the behaviour as he was on his last mouthful.

Sam was first to finish. He wiped his mouth. “Today was a great day.” He nodded to Athena. “The first real settlers have landed on Mars, many of them miners and their families. Isn’t that cosmic?” He looked from face to face. Unlike Beth and Alf, Sam had decided on what he was going to do even though he was only fourteen and in his first year at High School. “It’s happening, really happening. This is an exciting time to be alive. Maybe I’ll be an asteroid miner one day.”

James winked at Athena.

“I’d have thought they’d mine using robots mostly,” Alf said.

“That’s true,” Sam replied, “but I’d be on the spaceship that deploys the robots.”

Beth giggled. “Only if you get fantastic grades and get into the right university programmes. Even then you’d need a ton of luck.”

Athena glared at her daughter.

“You make your own luck,” Victor said to Beth, finishing his bowl. “I’m working in a team on chemical spill cleanup and my dissertation. This way I can infuse my thesis with my experiences too, as is relevant.”

“No, that’s not enough.” Viv shook her head. “It’s tenacity that’s the game changer.”

“Yes!” Beth grinned at her stepfather. “I love doing extra NET courses—like you did, Viv. High school alone won’t equip me with what I need. I want science and coding skills. I don’t want to rely on AI to do it for me.”

“Mars is important,” Sam said. “Humans need an alternative home in case a planet killer smashes into Earth.”

Beth pointed at James. “If we stopped fossil fuel production, we wouldn’t need an alternative planet, eh Mr. Oil?”

“Don’t be rude,” Athena said, shaking her head. “Dad or James, but Mr. Oil is unacceptable.”

Sam screwed up his nose at his sister. “There’s lots of things that can make a planet uninhabitable, not just climate change—isn’t that right, Dad?”

“Yes, but we still need this planet,” James said. “A proper colony could take two hundred years to become stable. The exciting thing is how fast they’re moving on this. The Beyond Earth Corporation’s plans are awesome.”

Beth scowled at her mother. She looked between her brother and James. “They’re going to be living underground for a long time. And that’s what we’ll have to do here if we don’t get our climate under control.”

Athena stopped herself from groaning. She’s like a rottweiler sometimes. “You’re right but stick to clearing up your own footprint first. Change what you buy. How far has it travelled? What’s the packaging made of?”

“What point is there?” Beth said. “It’s the big corporation’s fault. All of this.”

“Right,” Athena said. “But they have a weakness—supply and demand to make profit. Don’t give them the demand, and they’ll change to whatever will make their profit. We have the power. Ordinary people.”

Sam glared at Beth. Athena was pretty sure he was about to declare war on her. He disliked confrontation, but most of all he hated anyone taking pot shots at James.

“See this,” Beth said, pointing at the cake. “No Alf, I don’t mean the cake—I mean the prototype. How much of it is a byproduct of oil? Plastic, gum, and lots more? Same goes for all our devices. Manufacturers and packaging companies are as much of the problem as fossil fuel producers. If they chose to, they could significantly downsize the demand on oil. For example, using clear plastic made from corn husks or food wrapping from pea products. All those are biodegradable.”

“Instead of a recycle, they could use a no plastic symbol,” Athena said. “Not sure I’d trust it though.”

“Why don’t you help her?” Beth glared at James. “You could. And make new jobs at the same time. Then you could be sure the product was totally green.”

“Sure, I’d love to.”

Athena picked up the cake knife. “Don’t you think I can do it on my own?”

“Of course, but...”

Athena stabbed the phone cake repeatedly. Why can’t I get my prototype seen by the right people? The silence and shocked faces of her teenagers and James made her stop. She switched the knife to a less aggressive handhold. 

“Now it’s dead,” she said brightly. “Who’s for more cake?”
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TROY STUDIED DOWNTOWN Toronto and its delightful skyline through the window of the NET Café on King and Bay. While he waited, suited execs avoided the growing numbers of cardboard-city residents and activists. Of course, the activists’ target was often his building. He searched out his favourite sign, a game his mentor and boss often played. He chuckled as he skim-read them, but then one sign made him stop.

“Big oil—shrivel AND die, before we all do.”

The other signs were as bad. Do the ‘blamers’ think we’ll cut our own throat? And then we’d be ‘blamed’ for the loss of their jobs. We can’t win.

“Garcia of CAP, your order’s ready,” the woman behind the counter yelled. “One chicken tikka masala salad and a plant version, both on malted whole wheat, all marked up and ready to go.”

He thrust out his hand for the neat parcels. As he was surrounded by plant-based eaters at home, chicken was a treat for James Troy found the idea of his boss being a secret meat eater amusing.

“Hey Troy, enjoy!”

“Looking forward to it as always,” he said over his shoulder.

When he stepped outside the eatery, the new larger cardboard city across the street was hard to miss. When did it get this big? They blame climate change, but it’s the unemployment causing this. The true destroyer of humanity. Can we do more?

Suddenly serious, he gazed at the paper wrapping of his lunch without really seeing it. James is right. All we can do is walk the path to no oil and save as many people’s jobs as we can.

Ignoring the homeless, he fixed his gaze on the paving slabs, stepping over the cracks. Remembering such a simple yet somewhat silly habit from his childhood gave him instant comfort. Winters now could be cold but not like they used to be. Only a few squalls of snow a year made living outside more attractive to the homeless. When it was least expected a storm showed up that was worse than anything ever experienced. Would they ever get out of the extinction era? He wanted to deny its existence, but that time had gone. Even if all the oil companies stop pumping oil will the weather ever go back to what it was?

He neared his office building. “Troy!” a female voice called from within the group of activists.

Cam says never make eye contact, he reminded himself. He scanned the paving ahead to the base of the nearest building. The palatial entrance door to CAP was in sight.

Ten more strides.

“Troy!”

A chill ran through him at being singled out. He kept his eyes fixed ahead. Five more steps.

The door was held open for him. He sped up.

“I need work, not cuts,” a man in his forties yelled, bashing his sign into another’s.

“No more drilling will save our climate,” the woman pushed back with her sign. “If we can’t survive, then there’ll be no jobs—loser.”

Oh no, it’s kicking off. Troy ducked, shielding his head, as half a sign skimmed his shoulder.

“I don’t want to live in boxes,” the man said, from the jobs before climate group.

“No,” she said, from the climate first group. “But there’s a chance at least.”

Holy shit. Troy watched every step, closing the gap to the door, he chanced a glance from under his shielding arm.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” The man thumped the woman in the face. Troy gasped in shock. The butt of her sign thrust into her assailant’s gut breaking the sign into firewood. Multiple yells joined in. The upsurge in yelling came as two women barrelled into Troy. Wrong footed, Troy stumbled. Back on his feet pieces of card and splinters of wood were distributed all around. Homemade signs used as weapons. Whatever next?

Two children screamed and their mother threw away her sign in front of him, grabbing their hands. Troy almost tripped. She spoke instructions to the kids, the sound lost in the intensity of the skirmish. She dragged both her kids straight at the CAP doorway ahead of him. Blood dripped from her nose. Troy opened his arms and ushered them ahead of him. This helps no one. And in these freezing temperatures too. Damn fools.

Inside, an old man staggered, a gushing cut low to his left eye. When did that happen?

The rush of warm air hit him. Individual voices came into focus. His hands trembled and his heart pounded as he longed to push past the woman with her kids blocking the way.

A man shoved past him rushing outside into the melee. What’s he thinking? “James?” It’s bitter cold out there without a coat? His mentor waded into the crowd. Troy following his boss’ every move through the wall of windows. James seemed transfixed by a single protester, the owner of the voice that had called to Troy earlier. Who else knew his name? He’s going to get himself killed.

“Shit, not on your own,” Troy called. He turned to the reception guards. “Get Cam,” he said stuffing his sandwiches into his coat’s pockets. “Oh hell, now what’s he doing?”

James was head and shoulders above most of the crowd, stalking his way past people with unusual ease, heading toward a young woman standing on a crate.

“Get the police and medical assist asap!” Troy shouted to the reception staff. He beckoned two more of the CAP security guards. “Clear a safe area. One by one, get anyone in need inside, innocent bystanders first. Oh, and hold these,” he said, handing over the lunch parcels. “I’m helping Mr. Laurent. Open the door as we get back.”

I hope the rest of his new kids aren’t this much trouble. Troy rushed outside to help pluck James’ daughter from the situation. 

Five minutes later he was at James’ side. Together, they pushed through the protesters to where Beth was shaking her sign and shouting, “You’ll die of old age, I’ll die of global change.”

Not a gram of gratitude. I guess that’s teenagers. Troy spotted them first. “Drone cops,” he shouted into James’ ear. “We have to get her out of here now. RCMP will be here.”

“How many drones?”

Most in the crowd readied themselves for defensive action. Troy scanned the sky and raised four fingers. He knew what it meant—once the drones encircled the crowd ready for the RCMP’s arrival in full riot gear, fear would prevail. A violent encounter was imminent. Not something James would want for his daughter.

“This is a disperse announcement,” the drone cops said in unison. “It is not a drill. There are women and children in the area.”

A flicker of panic flashed over Beth’s face at James’ hand on her arm and she pulled free.

The crowd thrummed like a sea battered by waves of pushing, notes of panic in their shouts.

“This is a disperse announcement,” the drone cops repeated, surfing above the heads of the crowd. “It is not a drill. Walk away and no one will get hurt. The RCMP will arrive shortly.”

“We have to go,” James yelled back at her, his tug more urgent. “Things are out of hand.”

Troy deflected a sign that was about to strike James. Troy groaned as it slid off his forehead instead.

James took firm hold of Beth’s sign. “I’ll put you over my shoulder if I have to. Go inside.”

Got to get James out of this. Troy made a fist.

The sirens would be deafening once the RCMP arrived.

Beth took in the screaming mass. She jumped from the makeshift podium and her father nudged his youngest stepdaughter in front of him.

Close call. I’d have been fired for sure. Stupid kid. Troy kept his fists ready to protect both of them, ducking as appropriate.

“That way,” James yelled to Troy, pointing, his other arm guiding Beth.

They headed toward the safety of CAP.

Before James could step through the doorway with Beth, a reporter stepped into their path.

“Mr. Laurent, tell me, which side of this are you on—maintaining jobs or saving the planet?” The young man shoved his NETcell towards James’ face.

“Hey,” Troy said pushing the reporter’s arm away.

“And you—Troy Garcia, is it? What do you think?”

And he knows my name. We are so fucked. “No comment,” Troy said, catching a glance from James. Before he could push the man back, James turned, placing his hand on the reporter’s NETcell.

Ah shit, he’s going vigilante on me. “Someone from Communications can handle this,” Troy said.

“You will die of old age,” Beth shouted at the reporter, “but I will die of climate change.”

James held the reporter’s gaze. “It’s alright, Troy, I’ll take this. Would you take her out of danger please?”

Damage limitation on this is not going to be pretty. “For sure,” Troy said. “I’ll get reception organizing hot drinks if they’re not already. But do this at the door, it’ll be safer there.”

They all moved inside. Beth joined some of the hurt demonstrators, checking to see who she could help.

“Foyer now,” Troy said into his NETcell to Cam Robson, Head of Internal Protection. “We have an aggressive reporter situation and taking in hurt pedestrians.”

“Where’s James?” Cam asked.

“He’s decided to handle the interview. I’m babysitting his bratty teenager.”

“Stay close to him. I’m almost there.”

Beth was helping. Troy made eye contact with one of the receptionists and nodded toward Beth. The receptionist rushed to Beth’s side. Troy rejoined James and the reporter. He hung back from the interview, remaining in earshot. Come on Cam.

James snatched the reporter’s NETcell to him and spoke into it. “It’s a no-brainer—we need the planet and we need employment. Without jobs, human beings don’t value themselves, and that’s if by some miracle they can survive on the government’s minimum living initiative. That’s a fact, not a criticism.”

“What do you think about the constant stream of protesters?”

The noise level had risen in the past few minutes with so many in the foyer and tracking the questions the reporter asked became important. Troy read his lips and listened hard. Cam tapped Troy’s shoulder. Startled, Troy indicated the interview taking place.

“I brought help,” Cam whispered.

Troy nodded.

“Every citizen has the right to free speech. They’re doing what they think is right. Good for them. Likewise, so am I. Jobs versus saving the planet splits families, friend groups, and all manner of communities. Many that work for me are passionate about the planet, but they need to work. I ask everyone to be respectful to one another, even if their views differ. World energy issues should unite us, not be used to cause animosity.”

“Some say we’ve passed the point of no return on climate,” the reporter said. “Isn’t it a money grab for you now?”

“No proof of that and yes, I’ve heard it called a money grab too,” James said. “For myself, I think of it as the world needs energy. This decade, many third-world countries have ensured every home has electricity. For urban areas, their lack of pipeline infrastructure made green energy a better prospect. The growing cities get energy from oil and gas. As privileged as we are, could we really have stopped that? For rural areas without pipeline infrastructure their energy most likely came from renewables. The world is in transition. Then came the proliferation of AI and that means power hungry data centres. The concentrated compute power demands state of the art cooling systems. I’m just saying, that has caused another major layer of power demands.”

“So it’s not your fault. Is that it?”

“We need to focus not on blame but on making jobs and killing the demand for oil and gas. That also means powering AI computer centres by other means. Those centres are hungry bastards. It would be good if we were a part of the green solution for powering those centres. Let’s stay on that. Shutting everything down helps no one and many businesses rely on AI as part of their team.”

“That’s just not true, is it?” the reporter said. “You need to do more.”

“Yes, it’s true. We all need to do more,” said James. “As long as there’s a reasonable market for the goods, someone else will pick up the slack. Eastern Canadian oil dominated because the oil sands closed. The need for oil didn’t go away, because the need for energy is growing on the world stage. However, I can tell you we are meeting and going way beyond the government’s requirements to downsize and be cleaner, every chance we get. Thank you.” James pushed the device into the man’s hand. “Get going.”

“Intervene, now,” Cam said returning the two packs of sandwiches into Troy’s hands.

The man snapped a picture. “It’ll have to do.” He pocketed his NETcell. “What I want to know is, if there’s so many wind farms and solar farms how is it our home heating bills are even higher? God given energy should be cheaper, lots cheaper.”

“No time,” Troy said stepping between James and the reporter, who looked about to give his opinion. “Here.” Troy handed him the pack of chicken masala sandwiches.

The reporter retreated, shutting the door between them, then moved around the crowd to meetup with his photographer busy taking pictures of the melee. The sound of sirens came from all directions, closing in.

“Cynthia from Reception’s overseeing Beth help out,” Troy said, drawing James away from the entrance.

“I need a word with my daughter,” James said and left to find Beth chatting with the group of injured.

He soon returned to Troy’s side. “I gave her the option to go home now or wait for me.”

James peered beneath the wrapper on his lunch and inhaled. “Oh, that smells good. Thanks, Troy, thanks for everything.”

“I thought you handled that well,” Troy said following James into the elevator. “But I’d have refused the interview.”

“What, and miss the chance to put across our side?”

“Let’s hope it’s not edited so much it looks even worse for us,” Troy said.

“I Air Dropped it to myself before I handed it back.”

“Might help, but are you really going to litigate over it?”

“I’ll certainly think about it,” James said. “The situation isn’t going away. We have to deal with it. If I wanted easy, I’d walk away. But our kids, and their kids, are worth the fight for this planet.”

In the elevator, James tucked into his sandwich. Troy watched James’ boyish enjoyment shaking his head, as his boss savoured the chicken, mouthful by mouthful. 

“Things are tricky at home, then?” Troy said. “Food and the kids?”

When James finished his mouthful, he chuckled. “I just miss not having meat for every meal. I want to help set a good example—what’s wrong with that?”

Cam’s right, he’s got it bad for this chick. Troy grinned.

“Athena’s quite right, the kids are not going to die of climate change while we have air in our bodies. Now, that brings me to the government targets for this year. I need the list of the platforms in order of those making the least profit. Let’s see who’s on the chopping block first. And that meeting we’re going to shortly—I want you to lead that, moving forward.”

“You mean the environmental contributions group?”

“Yes. What the group achieves, we can counter bad press with. Let’s make a difference, no green washing, let’s really lessen our impact on the environment.”

“And there’s bad press almost daily,” Troy said with a serious nod.

“It’s going to be the basis of CAP’s future. That’s why I want you leading it.” James sighed. “But if you don’t want to, that’s fine too. In this meeting, we have new talent on board, and we must consider their requests for resources.”

Cool, I’ll have a chance to make a difference. “Especially if it creates jobs,” Troy said rubbing his hands together. “You’re right, it’s our future. I’m in. Thanks.”

The way James savoured every mouthful of his chicken masala sandwich made Troy chuckled.

The elevator reached the executive floor. James’ secretary, Prema, passed them in the richly attired hallway. A heavy oak door entered into James’ corner office.

James perched on the edge of his desk as he finished his lunch, while Troy messaged Jason, his executive colleague for oil production. Scribble pad in front of him, he jotted down a few details with his index finger. The screen converted them and produced a typed list.

“Time to go,” Troy said, checking his device. Here’s the list you wanted. Jason says there’s one anomaly.”

“Oh yes, what is it?” James asked, reaching for the door handle.

“The Boa Sorte.”

“Ah, that one I know about. It’s the farthest offshore rig ship in Angola’s grid fourteen. We’ve been monitoring it for some time.”

“We have? Why?”

“The Boa Sorte’s a conversation for another day. Now let’s get to that meeting.” James checked his device. “One minute... Beth’s on the train home. Good. I’ll keep the bargain I made with her.” He tapped the side of his nose and smiled.

“You are known for your negotiating. I’m guessing, I won’t tell your mother if. . ,” Troy said. James hooted with laughter.
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IS SHE EVER GOING TO stop doing that thing. It’s driving me crazy. Troy grabbed Tamara’s fist from across the table and received a slight static jolt.

In that instant, she met his gaze, her eyes wide for a fleeting moment. What the heck, she felt it too.

He scowled. “Do you have to knock on the table every time you make a good point?”

“I didn’t think you found them good points. I meant only to reinforce them. Allah knows, my many good ideas and field of study are why CAP requested the inter-transfer,” she said without breaking eye contact. Raising her chin, she pulled free her hand and continued, “You wanted my research into reusing oil assets and new energy storage methods. It’s why you brought me onto this team. What can we accomplish without a reasonable budget?”

Gradually, he detached his gaze from hers and straightened. A bit unusual, he thought rubbing his hand. “You made excellent points. CAP needs you on this team, for sure. Just no need to. . ,” he said in a calmer voice, glancing at the table.

The rest of the team watched politely, and Benjie, his best friend, shot him a grin.

“This kind of brainstorming is awesome,” James said, checking his NETcell. “We need to challenge each other’s ideas. Circumstances right now and for the foreseeable future are difficult. We have to tackle the uncomfortable questions. Keep going, we’re on the right track. I’m leaving you to wrap this up with Troy—I’m afraid I have to go.”

“Walk me to the door,” James said. “I need a quick word before I go.”

Before they stepped outside, James put his hand first on Benjie’s shoulder and then on Summer’s shoulder, the PR and Community Outreach department head. “This is the team to create employment. Great job. And Tamara, welcome to CAP.”

When the door closed, James put his arm briefly around Troy’s shoulder, turning their backs to the glass door. “You’re my right hand, but you speak to her like that again, and I’ll fire your arse.”

Firing my arse? Troy met James’ gaze, speechless, his legs shaky. It didn’t get to him?

“You touched her hand without permission, that’s nonconsensual and disrespectful.”

“I meant no disrespect.” Troy stared at the floor.

“I know,” James said. “I gave you the lead on this because fossil fuel is our present not our future. Explore our options. She’s new here and you may well have turned the team against her. Anyone else and I would have fired them.”

He’s taking her side? Come on. No wait. He rarely disagrees with me. He ran his hand through his hair. “I didn’t mean to do that. I’m sorry.”

“Hey, I feel the same when my boys eat. The sound. It gets to me. Don’t make that mistake again.”

I’ll be on my guard next time... be prepared. Troy nodded. “But repurposing oil platforms. The cost would be insane.”

“You don’t know that. That’s what Benjie is on this team to help with. Let the accountant sort that out. Then work out how to minimize costs.”

“For sure.” Troy took a deep breath. Okay, just tell him what you think. “Our people aren’t property managers.”

“Eventually, they won’t be in oil or gas either.” James held his gaze. “The last decade, we’ve made our practices as clean and efficient as we can. I want you and your new team to determine what’s next. And right now, nothing’s off the table.”

“I’m sorry, the knocking thing was impossible,” Troy said. “She got right under my skin.”

“I noticed. And so did Benjie. He’s her cousin, isn’t he?”

“Yes.” I hate upsetting Benjie. Shoot, I’ll apologise to him too. “He brought her along to the Christmas party. He introduced us, but she was different then, somehow.”

“She brings an energy to the discussion,” James said. “It’s exactly what we need. Her tenacity is good to see. Encourage her and keep an open mind about any potential streams of income.”

“I have to go,” James said, checking his messages again.

Don’t let him leave on that note, say something. “Nice NETcell. Looks new?”

The NETcell had an inscription and black gemstones. “A Christmas present from Athena. Her new prototype and the gems on the case stop it slipping from my hand. Most thoughtful present ever.”

“Are the stones onyx?”

“No. Black diamonds,” James said, slipping his NETcell into his inner jacket pocket and patting the outside.

Oh my, he’s got it bad. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so happy. James’ admiration for the sleek device made Troy smile. “I didn’t see the inscription.”

James tapped the side of his nose. “Now go back in there and give her the funding,” James said, and pointed at the door. “Have the team test out repurposing platforms for threatened communities. I think ships converted from fossil fuel to solar is worth pursuing as well. Large scale battery storage has never been greener. Research getting it sent ashore.”

I’m going to make this an important think tank for us. “Got it,” Troy said as James headed for the stairs.

When he rejoined the team, they were in mid-discussion. Troy addressed Summer. “You have your additional funding for a repurposed coastal rig and a test ship conversion to renewables. Benjie will collect the data and keep control of the costs, then we’ll have something to discuss.” Everyone nodded, their eyes studying him. Heat crept past his collar into his face. “Is that okay?”

“I’d like to work on the research side, if possible,” Tamara said, looking between Troy and Summer, distracting everyone from Troy being focal. Ease crept into his shoulders. “My expertise lends itself to the storage of energy on the converted ship. Methods of getting the energy to shore will need analysis and costing.”

“I thought you’d want to lead a project,” Summer said. Troy was equally as surprised.

“No thank you,” Tamara said. “Research is my passion.”

Troy nodded, wanting to escape the meeting. The pile on his desk called before he could go home. “I’d like a copy of the minutes, the teams, and their main contact.”

“No problem,” Summer said.

“James made it clear to me,” Troy said to Tamara, “that he wants to know what the research on energy storage will include and what budget it will require. Can you get me that breakdown by the end of next week? You’re the lead contact for this new research think tank as a resource for Summer. You name the think tank and coordinate volunteer members from any part of the organization.” He surveyed the rest of the meeting members. “Feed your ideas to Tamara. Anyone that submits ideas will get a mention and some incentive if Summer or Tamara selects it for research.”

Tamara and Summer nodded.

“Good, book a monthly update with me Tamara and bring Benjie for the financials concerned. We’ll start by discussing the budget proposals for your research. Benjie’s staying to help refine the budgets for the two new projects. Keep brainstorming ideas,” he said to the wider group. “The work you’ve been doing on restoring habitats has been awesome, but I have to admit I’m looking forward to bigger solutions.”

“Do we know this year’s closures yet?” Dave asked from the end.

I hope I’ve fixed things. “Not yet,” Troy said, itching to leave, his face still feeling flushed from his obvious change in direction since he left the office with James. “I’ll pass on the details as soon as I have them. For now, get some meat on the bones of these projects. That’s it—I have to get to my in-tray before I can leave tonight, but if you need me, I’m in my dungeon.” Cooling the heck down.
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ATHENA PEERED AT JAMES through one sleepy eye. A delicious coffee aroma wafted through the air. Her mouth watered in anticipation. She had no words yet. It was still dark and one eye had yet to commit to wakefulness. What unearthly hour is it?

He set his coffee on the bedside table. “The whole idea,” he said, helping her place her hands around the mug, “that I made up with Uncle Jean-Pierre over a week ago doesn’t seem real. Watch out it’s hot.” She held the mug and unsteadily brought it to her lips, blowing on the hot liquid. “I mean, Christmas feels like months ago.”

I think I missed the start of this conversation. Did I? Through bleary eyes she attempted to focus on his way-too-cheery face. “Thanks,” she said and rested against the headboard, her eyes shut again. She sipped her coffee as he returned to bed with his.

She took another mouthful, readying herself for whatever was coming next. He’s so... so chipper for... seven on a Sunday.

“I’m really glad we’re talking again.”

He means with his uncle, right. “Twenty-four years is a long time,” she said. “I must admit I was a little worried how it might go. You both handled the situation really well.”

“Exactly,” he said. “It startled me how much he’d aged. Not frail, just less argumentative.”

“He probably thought the same thing about you. I mean, you were between Beth and
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