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Chapter One
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Lee  Akawa, a fifteen-year-old sophomore at a Half Moon Bay high school, took advanced coursework in university-level computer sciences, and read academic papers that graduate students struggle with. 

In one class, he met Kim Navarro, a science fiction nerd who belonged to the robotics club in school. “I’m building the ram truck from ‘Mad Max Beyond Thunderdome’,” Kim said as the bell rang. “We meet after school. You should come.”

Lee thought about it. He had no idea what movie Kim was talking about, but it was better than going home. 

“I just need to let my mother know,” Lee said as he pulled out his phone to send her a text.

After school, Lee walked around and saw what the others were building. One looked like it had all had all the components of a wrecking machine and a ball, and another looked like it might become a bulldozer, while others looked he couldn’t tell other than horrifying and dangerous.
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Lee thought about it. He had no idea what movie Kim was talking about, but it was better than going home. 

“I just need to let my mother know,” Lee said as he pulled out his phone to send her a text.

After school, Lee walked around and saw what the others were building. One looked like it had all had all the components of a wrecking machine and a ball, and another looked like it might become a bulldozer, while others looked he couldn’t tell other than horrifying and dangerous.

“What’s the purpose?” Lee asked once he stood by Kim again.

Kim grinned, “Our bots fight to the death!” he said as if Lee should have known.

Lee looked at Kim’s remote, and studied the rules. Then he read all the parts Kim had listed. 

“Want my help?” Lee asked low enough so no one could hear.

Kim stopped what he was doing. “What are you thinking?”

As Lee looked around the room, he asked Kim, “What was your plan?”

“Speed and maneuverability,” Kim whispered. “I increased the torque.”

Lee shook his head, “It’s too basic,” he said, while examining what Kim had put together so far. “You need an upgrade.”

Kim looked apprehensive. “There’s only six weeks left.”

Lee nodded, “That’s enough to rebuild and practice,” he told Kim with assurance.

Two weeks later, Kim and Lee challenged Mr. Saunders, the teacher, by bringing the truck to his desk. As Lee looked him in the eye he asked, “The guidelines don't prohibit autonomous navigation or sensor-driven steering."

“It’s heavily implied,” Saunders answered as he kept his eyes on Lee. 

Kim stood his ground, and pointed to the Engineering Notebook. 

Saunders, now focused on Kim, “Alright,” he said, “Are you willing wait three seconds at the start of the match before it can move, giving the other drivers a head start to simulate "boot-up time."

“Give us four,” Lee insisted with confidence.

The Friday after-school event at the high school stadium felt like the Coliseum in Rome, with the students, teachers, and parents as the spectators and the bots as the gladiators.

The stadium lights flooded the arena floor. The crowd roared. Saunders’ voice boomed over the PA system, echoing through the bleachers.

"Welcome, ladies, gentlemen, and faculty, to the final exam! Thirty bots enter, one bot leaves! Drivers ... power on!"

Across the starting grid, twenty teenagers white-knuckled their controllers, sweating under the lights. Kim simply stepped into the drivers' circle, folded his arms across his chest, and left his hands completely away from his remote.

"Three ... Two... One... GO!" Saunders yelled.

Instantly, the arena erupted into mechanical fury.

"And they're off!" Saunders shouted into his mic, his voice electric. "Right out of the gate, we've got Miller’s wrecking ball swinging wide, taking the armor right off a smaller wedge bot! And look at that bulldozer—Apex Predator—it's already clearing the left flank, shoving two spinners straight into the arena wall!"

While the crowd screamed and gears ground to pieces, Kim’s Ram Truck sat dead silent on the starting line. One second. Two seconds. Human-driven bots were already colliding, tangling in wires, and panicking. Three seconds. A rogue spinner bounced off the plexiglass wall, throwing sparks.

Four seconds.

Deep inside the Ram Truck, the neural network initialized. The onboard camera lens pulsed with a faint green status light, instantly mapping the chaotic battlefield. It didn't see classmates; it saw data points, vectors, and targets.

"Wait a minute," Saunders’ voice crackled over the PA, a note of pure disbelief creeping in. "Kim’s Thunderdome truck is finally moving—and folks, Kim isn't even touching his controller! His hands are crossed! The Ram Truck is driving itself!"

The crowd surged forward in the bleachers, straining to see.

The onboard computer locked onto its first target: the heavy, lumbering bulldozer that was currently dominating the center of the ring. The bulldozer’s driver was frantically looking left and right, trying to track three opponents at once. The AI didn't have that problem. It calculated a flawless intercept angle in milliseconds.

The Ram Truck’s high-torque motors roared. It didn't hesitate, it didn't panic, and it didn't miss.

SLAM.

"Good night, Apex Predator!" Saunders shouted, leaping out of his chair. "The Ram Truck just delivered a cinematic t-bone strike right to the bulldozer's drive-train! The dozer is high-centered! It's tracking out!"

Before the crowd could even finish cheering, the Ram Truck’s camera pivoted. A piece of flying debris from a broken robot clipped its front cowcatcher, scraping off some of the faux-rust paint, but the AI didn't care about aesthetics. It spotted the wrecking-machine bot, which was currently swinging its heavy steel ball in wild, unpredictable arcs.

To a human driver, that swinging ball was a terrifying deterrent. To the neural network, it was just a timing variable.

The Ram Truck paused for a fraction of a second, letting the steel ball swing past its front bumper by a matter of inches. The moment the ball cleared the zone, the AI engaged 100% throttle. It accelerated like a shot, driving its heavy, sloped aluminum cowcatcher straight underneath the wrecking machine's chassis.

"He timed the swing!" Saunders yelled, his professional teacher demeanor completely melting away into pure fanboy excitement. "Kim’s autonomous truck just undercut the wrecking machine! It's lifting it ... it's pushing it ... and YES! It just drove it straight into the hazard gears! The wrecking ball is down!"

In the drivers' circle, the other students were yelling, frantically mashing their thumb sticks, their faces pale as they realized a relentless, unblinking predator was systematically clearing the floor.

Lee and Kim stood beneath the stadium lights with their arms crossed, watching Lee's code finish the fight.

The stadium went absolute gladiator-pit loud. Half the bleachers erupted into cheers, jumping up and slamming their feet against the aluminum floorboards, totally captivated by the cinematic violence of the Thunderdome truck. But the other half—mostly the tech-savvy parents and the friends of the kids who had just watched their three-month builds get reduced to scrap metal—started a loud, rising chorus of boos.

"Whoa, hold on now!" Saunders’ voice cracked through the PA system, trying to ride the wave of the noise. "We have a massive mechanical upset on the field, but we also have a major brewing controversy in the drivers' circle!"

"He’s not even driving!" Miller, the kid who owned the shattered wrecking-ball bot, yelled over the barrier, his face bright red as he slammed his controller down onto the wood. 

"It’s an automated weapon system!" another student shouted, frantic thumbs still trying to steer an endangered wedge bot away from the Ram Truck's perimeter. "That’s completely against the project guidelines!"

Saunders didn't cut the power. Instead, the teacher leaned over his desk, his microphone picking up his heavy sigh of realization. "They’re not technically violating a single written parameter. The rules don’t state a 'remote-controlled payload.' It doesn't say the remote has to be guided by human fingers. He's sending data packets from an onboard processor."

"That's a total loophole!" Miller barked back, but his voice was completely drowned out by a fresh roar from the crowd.

Kim went home with the trophy. All Lee asked for was the tech. 

He had proven his new autonomous decision architecture worked. Now it was time to file a patent. 

Things became difficult at school for Kim and Lee because of their victory. Their school lockers were graffiti with spray paint calling them cheaters, someone had hung a dead rat from Kim’s locker, while another spread feces over Lee’s. They got knocked into walls as they walked between classes. 

The principal and the school board wouldn’t do anything about the bullying. At a private meeting, they had decided that Lee and Kim should have asked permission from Saunders first, instead of embarrassing him the way that they did, and that Saunders should have insisted to remove the tech, because the class wasn’t about tech.

The private meeting didn’t remain private for long. The teachers union found out about it. 

At a public meeting the head of the union spoke, “We can not dismiss a teacher for incompetence, the district has to go through a rigorous, multi-year legal process involving formal evaluations, improvement plans, and union hearings. It costs the district tens of thousands of dollars, and they rarely win unless the teacher did something explicitly illegal.”

“Then our children won’t be prepared for the careers they want,” a parent from the back yelled. “You’re telling us that because a legal process is too expensive, our kids have to sit in a classroom with a teacher who doesn’t understand the technology they need for their futures?”

“Madam,” the union president said turning slightly toward the back, voice dripping with condescension, the union’s job is to ensure due process and contract enforcement. Curriculum management is the district's responsibility.”

“Then let’s talk about the district's responsibility.” Mr. Martinez, a parent, said. “The union is right about one thing—they have a contract. But this district has a contract with the state of California to maintain its accreditation.

“During our next WASC review this October, the committee will interview these parents and students confidentially. If students like Lee and Kim report a culture of fear, academic retaliation by staff, and an administration that ignores documented bullying just to avoid a union fight ... this school will fail the 'School Culture and Systems of Support' metrics.

Mr. Superintendent, the union just told you a lawsuit costs tens of thousands of dollars. Now you do the math on what it costs this community when WASC puts this entire high school on public probation. When our diplomas lose their value, our enrollment tanks, and property values drop because you let a labor contract dictate the quality of our kids' education.

You can side with the union's lawyers tonight to save a buck, but WASC is coming in October, and the students will have the final say.”

“THIS IS FUCKING BULL SHIT!” a parent yelled. 

The board president banged his president gavel frantically, “Sir! Maintain decorum! Watch your language or you will be removed”

The parent stepped out into the shouting over the gavel, voice vibrating with raw fury, “No, you listen to me! The kids aren't old enough to vote! They can't vote out a school board that refuses to protect them, and they can't vote against a union that's trapping them in an obsolete classroom! They have zero power, and the adults in this room are using that to screw them over!”

The Union President steps back from the microphone, arms crossed, face tightening into a defensive mask. The Principal stares fixedly at the floor.

The parent pointing a shaking finger at the dais said, “Lee and Kim built something incredible. They won! And because they proved a tenured teacher doesn't know what the hell he's doing, you let the losers bully them, and you sit in your private meetings deciding the kids are the problem? You're hiding behind legal fees because you know a teenager can't sue you, and they can't vote you out of office!”

The board president was pounding the gavel with both hands now, “Security! Clear the aisle!”

Someone else spoke, standing firm at the center microphone, amplification carrying over the chaos, “Don't touch him. He's right.”

The security guards hesitate, looking at the crowd of parents who have all stood up in solidarity with the yelling father.

The same speaker looked dead at the Superintendent, “The kids can't vote, Mr. Superintendent. But their parents can. And more importantly, the WASC accreditation committee doesn't give a damn about district politics or union timelines. When those inspectors sit down with Lee, Kim, and every other kid who has been told to slow down so an adult doesn't look stupid, the kids are going to tell the truth. They will report a culture of fear, retaliation, and an administration that ignores systemic bullying just to protect its own optics.

“Go ahead and hide behind your contract tonight. But come October, when WASC fails this school on its 'School Culture' metrics and puts this entire district on public probation, the parents will be at the ballot box. And you won't have enough lawyers in the state of California to save your seats.”

By the end of the week, Saunders handed in his resignation effective the end of the school year. 

On the last day of school, Kim turned to Lee and said, “I’m going to get screwed,” he said sadly. “With what happened in Saunders ... ,”

"Why?" Lee asked.

"No college is going to want the kid who embarrassed a teacher." Answered Kim.

Lee looked at him for a moment. "You built a good machine."

Kim laughed bitterly. "You built the brain. I just put the pieces together."

Lee reached out and caught Kim's arm before he could walk away.

"Then intern at my father's company this summer." Lee suggested. 

Kim applied for a summer internship. His résumé was thin: Student. Robotics Club. First Place, Smash Up. He left the "Referred by" line blank. Kim didn't want special treatment.

Instead, he was given an aptitude test to determine where, if anywhere, he would be a good fit.

After the test, someone from Engineering said, "Your mechanical aptitude scores are exceptional. We'd like to place you in the Prototype Engineering Lab."

Every day he built something different. 

Monday, Kim built a robotic arm. Watching it reach, grasp, and release with almost human precision, he couldn't help wondering how long it would be before someone built the rest of the body.  The engineers were amazed at how naturally it moved.

Tuesday, he redesigned a broken gearbox.

Wednesday, was a modified drone frame.

On Thursday, he got to test a new wheel assembly.

Come Friday, the machine department wanted a custom aluminum bracket because the AI engineers changed their board layout again.

Kim notices something. Every department keeps changing the hardware because "If they'd quit changing their minds, I'd quit rebuilding the mounts."

A senior engineer said, "If it breaks, give it to Kim."

By the end of his summer internship, Kim toyed with the idea of not returning to high school and staying where he was. The head of Engineering pulled him aside.

"You're good," he said. "Good enough that we'd hire you tomorrow if we could. But finish high school. Then go to college. You'll spend four years learning what took the rest of us twenty to figure out on the job."

The new school year had begun, and the students felt a different energy as soon as they entered the building. 

"Good morning, students and staff. Please freeze where you are and give me two minutes of your undivided attention.

I am Dr. Philip Spencer, your new principal. Yes, Doctor. My background is in clinical adolescent psychology, which means two things for you this morning: First, I understand exactly how your brains work. Second, you cannot lie to me. Don't waste your energy trying.

I accepted this position because this school has a recent history of a specific behavioral contagion: bullying. Some of you have spent the summer dreading walking through those front doors today. Some of you have spent the summer planning how you will maintain your social dominance through intimidation.

To those who are afraid: Your fear ends today. My office is a safe harbor, and the weight you’ve been carrying is now my responsibility to handle.

To those who intend to intimidate: I know the mechanisms you use. I know the blind spots in this building. I know how you use your phones to alienate your peers. You do it because it gives you a rush of control. But as of 8:00 am this morning, that currency is worthless here. If you choose to engage in that behavior, I will not just suspend you; I will systematically dismantle your social standing in this school until the reward of bullying no longer outweighs the consequences.

To everyone else: If you watch it happen and stay silent, you are an accomplice.

Let's have a productive, intelligent year. Teachers, you may begin your first period."

The P.A. clicks off. Silence fills the hallways.

When Kim entered the classroom, he stopped in the doorway.

The old benches were gone. In their place were new workstations, 3D printers, upgraded computers, and tool cabinets that hadn't been there the year before.

The teacher had written on the whiteboard in giant letters: ROBOTECH.  

“Good morning, class, I am Dr. Alyce Parker, with a Ph.D. in Electrical Engineering and Computer Sciences from MIT,” she said as she walked around the room. “I grew up in a career military family, and married a career military officer. As such, I expect teamwork from each one of you.” Parker glossed over the bully’s. “You will be learning tech and incorporating into your builds this year,” she continued. “When the ‘Robotech’ club begins in a few weeks, you may bring in another student from another class in this school.” Parker stood by Kim’s desk, “For those unfamiliar with tech, and how to create their robotech ... don’t hesitate to ask me,” she said while her fingernail tapped Kim’s desk.

Kim took a deep breath as exhilaration and dread filled him at the same time. 

As soon as Kim saw Lee in the hall during breaks between classes, he said with excitement, “New teacher with new ideas!” then he looked around, “Will you help me with the tech stuff?”

“Didn’t she say to go to her?” Lee asked.

Surprised that he knew, Kim asked, “What?!”  

“Some of your classmates already told me,” Lee said. “But I’ll help you in the club.”

“Learning 3D printing, comes with a curve,” Parker said.  “You are about to learn mechanical engineering, computer science, and material science all at once. Prepare to fail 80% of the time."

She made each student take a piece of paper, slide it under the nozzle, and manually turn four screws on the corners of the bed until they felt any resistance. 

Then Parker taught them how to open the raw code files and manually edit lines of text to change the printer's speed or temperature because the software didn't have a button for it.

The students left the printer running overnight, expecting a custom robotic gear in the morning. When they walked into the classroom the next day and find a giant, tangled, birds-nest explosion of wasted plastic filament because the part unsticks from the bed two hours in. Kim laughed, calling it a ‘spaghetti monster’.

Every mistake, Kim learned something new. He learned the hard way that 3D modeling isn't just about drawing a cool shape—it's an exact science. Because plastic shrinks slightly as it cools, he can't make the bracket hole exactly 35mm to match the motor. He had to deliberately design a 35.3mm tolerance into his CAD model so the physical parts actually slide together without cracking the plastic. Kim sat hunched over a laptop running Fusion360, sliding a pair of digital calipers along a steel motor casing. 

The next mistake Kim’s team needed a custom ultrasonic sensor mount by the end of the period. The first print is too loose. He tweaked the code in his CAD software, hits print again, and tests version two—only to find it blocks the sensor's field of view. Instead of throwing his hands up in frustration, he realizes the beauty of the tech: he can burn through three iterations in a single afternoon for literally pennies.

As Kim looked at the shattered remains in his third mistake of the robot's intake mechanism, which just snapped under stress during a test run. He realized standard PLA plastic is too brittle for high-impact parts. He had to analyze the physical forces his robot will face and make a strategic Material Science pivot. He cleans the printer bed and swaps the roll out for PETG or a heavy-duty Nylon filament, calculating how the tougher, more flexible plastic layers will absorb the shock of grabbing the game balls.

Kim gets a harsh lesson in physics when his complex claw design comes out of the printer sagging and deformed. He forgot that a 3D printer can't build bridges in mid-air. He goes back to his CAD software to redesign the part for DFM, sloped at a 45-degree angle so it supports itself layer-by-layer. At the same time, he changes the internal settings from 100% solid plastic to a 20% honeycomb infill density—ensuring the part is structurally rigid but light enough that the robot stays fast.

In the meantime, there was the after school ROBOTECH club, and another change: no smash ups. This year, it was all about Science Technology Engineering, and Mathematics.

Kim walked in with a box full of industry-grade hardware from the Prototype Lab in the Engineering Department from the summer, with Lee close behind with another box full. 

"Where'd he get that?" Miller asked.

"Those aren't hobby servos." Hendrix answered.

As Parker read over the list of parts and schematics, Kim explained his summer internship, which in turn explained the unusual parts. 

“And you’re calling these ‘Borgs’?” Parker teased.

Kim smiled. “You’re a ‘Trekkie’.” He said, caught red-handed. 

“Was,” Parker confessed as she signed off on Kim’s and Lee’s project. 

During the next sixteen weeks, the robotics lab became a second home. While the other teams built practical machines, Lee spent his afternoons writing code, as Kim machined aluminum, routed wiring, and fabricated parts that had never been seen in a high school classroom.

At the end of the sixteen weeks, Parker didn’t ask for the stadium. The school’s auditorium was big enough. 

The teams sat together on the stage as they presented their Robotechs.

Miller’s team presented something that looked like a dog, but it had a hard time walking. 

Hendrix’s team demonstrated a warehouse robot capable of identifying, lifting, and stacking boxes of different sizes. 

Ramirez introduced a search-and-rescue rover equipped with thermal imaging and environmental sensors designed to locate survivors after disasters. 

Brooks presented a compact pollination drone that hovered from flower to flower, using onboard cameras to identify blooms.

Lee and Kim sat in their chairs on the stage with Dr. Philip Spencer and Dr. Alyce Parker in the center when the auditorium lights flickered.

Someone in the back laughed.

"You will be assimilated." A mechanical voice echoed through the darkness said. 

Every head turned toward the center aisle.

Dr. Parker smiled as a five-foot cyborg robot walked down the center aisle towards the stage, pausing, looking around and repeating, “You will be assimilated,” when it fixed on someone. 

Then it climbed the steps and focused on Miller, “Resistance is futile,” it said.

The audience explodes with laughter because everyone remembers Miller accusing them of cheating the previous year.

That’s when Kim it down.

The audience went from quiet to curiosity to laughter and applause. 

As the applause died down, the person who the Borg had fixed on in the audience made his way the aisle and then the stage. 

“Great work, Kim,” he said as he shook Kim’s hand.

“Mr. Richards, what are you doing here?” Kim asked.

“When my best summer intern asked about spare or broken parts, I had to find out what he was up to,” Richards answered.

Parker caught the tail-end of the conversation. “Was it worth it?” she asked.

Richards looked undecided. “It was until that thing said I will be assimilated!” he laughed. "Then I started wondering what I'd helped create." 

“Mr. Richards, this is my teacher, Dr. Alyce Parker,” Kim said.

“Don't lose this kid," Richards said to Parker. "He's got real talent."

“Don’t I know it!” Parker answered with a smile. “When he told me about the project, I had my doubts,” she admitted. “But then I saw his class work and how he corrected his mistakes,” she paused without her eyes leaving Kim’s, “that’s when I saw his talents.”

Richards grinned. “I always told everybody if it’s broken, give it to Kim to fix.”

“That got old, fast,” Kim interjected.

Parker answered, “That’s a compliment. Take them when you can.” Turning back to Richards, she said, “It was a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Richards.”

“Likewise,” smiled Richards as they watched her walk away. 

As she did, Lee joined Kim and Richards. 

“Sorry about the facial-recognition, Steve,” Lee said as he carried the Borg with him.

Richards smiled, “No big deal. Your father knows I’m here.” He answered. “But, I do need to get back. Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me.” He shook both of their hands and left.

“‘Borgie’ is my biggest yet,” Kim said, “Good thing his parts won’t take up much room in my parents garage.”

Lee laughed, “You named it?” 

“That slipped out,” Kim said as he turned red. 

Lee and Kim loaded Borgie into the back of Kim’s beat-up van and took it to his house to store it in his parents’ garage. 

“Want to strip your tech out?” asked Kim as they stood Borgie in the corner.

As Lee looked around the crowded garage he said, “We need to take ‘Borgie’ apart to make room.”

Kim stepped up and started removing the lightweight outer shell composite shaped to resemble a Borg that he painted and weathered. Then he removed the back access panels using the quick release latches. 

When he stepped back, he signaled to Lee, “He’s all yours.”

Lee knelt beside the open chassis and carefully unplugged the processor, camera module, and custom circuit boards one connector at a time. 

When the last piece was packed and labeled, Lee asked, “How did you get into science fiction?”

Kim shrugged his shoulders, “Television, I guess,” he answered. “There were a lot of science fiction series, and of course movies,” he added. “Then I just started building things from plastic model kits.” As he looked at Lee, he said, “They were my entertainment. What did you have?”

“Books and discipline,” Lee answered. “And not always in that order.” He looked over at Kim. “This is me rebelling.”

“How is this rebelling?” Kim asked with an eyebrow arched.

Lee let out a short breath through his nose, “Because my mother would consider it fun if it didn’t get graded.” A beat. “Can you give me a lift back to school, so I can call her to come and get me?”

“I can take you home,” Kim offered.

“Just school, please,” Lee answered in a far-away voice.

Kim didn’t pursue it any further, nor did they speak on the drive to the school. 

By the time Lee shut the door behind him, he was on the phone calling his mother. 

An hour passed, Lee called again when a sleek, black corporate town car pulled up to the curb. 

The driver’s window rolled down. The driver looked at Lee with a heavy, somber expression and says: "Lee. Your father sent me. Get in the car."
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Lee didn't know what to expect when he got home. The driver had little information. All he knew was that Lee's mother hadn't been able to pick him up and Mr. Akawa had been delayed at the office. 

By 5:30, he started to find the answers, but they only led to more questions. Her credit cards were on the kitchen counter next to her car and house keys. Her closet was empty except for the hangers that once held her clothes.

His father’s tech meetings usually ran past seven, leaving Lee alone to stew in a brand-new kind of panic. He kept waiting for his dad's Mercedes to pull into the garage, prepared for the inevitable, stoic confrontation.

By 6:00 pm., his father was had pulled into the garage. It was Lee who confronted his father.

“Dad,” Lee said, trying to keep it together, “she’s gone.”

His father put an arm around his son’s shoulder, and said, “I know, son, I know.” 

He gently guided Lee into their living room, where they sat opposite from each other. 

“I asked your mother to leave,” his father admitted with a steady voice, keeping his eyes on Lee. “Our marriage had been broken for years,” he took a breath, “and I know she played you against me.” 

Lee looked over at his father, “How? I never went to you.”

“Things get blurted out in arguments. Truth. Lies. Hateful things,” he said.

Lee looked at his father, “Are either one of you having an affair?”

Shocked, his father asked, “Why would ask that?”

Slightly embarrassed, Lee answered, “Because mom was left alone so much, and wanted more.” A beat. “And with your hours,” his voice trailed off.

His father just looked at Lee for a while. “I won’t say answer about your mother,” his father said.

Lee nodded his head. “That tells me she did,” Lee said as he stood up.

“Wait just one second!” His father said as he stood up and took hold of Lee’s arm. “How did you come up with that conclusion?”

“She moved out too quick,” Lee said, looking at his father’s hand on his arm. “She either told you, or you hired someone.”

“Both,” his father said while releasing Lee’s arm. 

For the rest of the evening, they talked about Lee and school and the possibility of him working with his father in the future. 

The following morning, Jon, the house manager, was preparing breakfast when Mr. Akawa walked in dressed  in his robe and slippers.

“Good morning, Jon,” Akawa greeted as he pulled out his chair, “there’s only Lee and myself in this household now.”

There was a slight pause as Jon  poured Akawa’s coffee, “Understood, sir. Would you like to make any changes to the menu?”

As Jon was asking, Lee walked and was sitting himself, “Can I ask for changes?”

“What would that be?” his father asked out of curiosity

Lee looked up at Jon and asked, “Can we have pancakes, or waffles, or anything besides noodles and meats?”

Jon looked at Akawa for permission who was smiling and nodded. “I can’t this morning, but I can do a savory omelet.” As he poured Lee’s orange juice he added, “I’ll add more breakfast choices when I go shopping this afternoon,” he smiled and returned to the kitchen.

“You’ll be sixteen next week, son,” Akawa said. “You going to get a driver’s license?” 

After Lee finished his orange juice, he answered, “I need one, but I also need a car now.”

Akawa looked puzzled. “Where’s the problem? I’ll buy you a car.”

“No, dad, I want to earn it ... and I don’t want to earn it by working for you,” Lee said sincerely.

Akawa curled his lower lip, and answered, “Then start charging your friends for your tutoring sessions,” his father suggested. “That’s what I did in college.” A beat. “Or you can have your mother’s car.”

Lee took a serious look at his father, “She left it?” he asked softly.

His father nodded.

“Dad?” Lee asked, “Her car reaks of her perfume ... could you trade it in for a different car and take it out of my college funds?”

His father sat back in his chair as Jon served the omelet and asked, “And you’re going to pay back the funds?”

“Yes,” Lee agreed.

His father nodded. “What do you want to look at?” he asked.

After a few bites of the omelet and thinking, Lee answered, “I don’t need a status symbol, or sporty.” He paused to take another bite. “Maybe an SUV since our bots are getting bigger?”

His father laughed. “Steve told me it. He was very proud of the both of you ... as am I,” he said looking at Lee in the eye while taking a sip of his coffee.

Lee sat there and basked in the glow of the moment. 

Things felt different. Not only between Lee and his father. He saw it in Jon’s body language when he stood in the kitchen after his father said there was only the two of them. Even the house seemed to have settled and breathe differently.

When Jon came back in to clear the plates, Lee said, “That was delicious! My compliments to the chef!”

“Thank you, Lee,” Jon said with a smile.

“Couldn’t agree more,” his father said. “Jon, if I might ask ... I know it’s not the usual day for laundry, but could you change the sheets? I slept in a different room last night.”

“Of course, I understand. Do you want the same comforter?” Jon asked.

“No.” Akawa said instantly. “Lee and I are going to have a father and son day. I’ll find something to my liking.”

Jon smiled. “In that case, are you going to replace all the floral printed sheets?” he asked.

Akawa again looked puzzled, “How many were there?”

“Too many,” Jon began laughing. “Just get four sets for your room.” He suggested as he turned towards the kitchen.

“Why did you sleep in a different room?” Lee asked.

“For the same reason you don’t want your mother’s car,” his father answered. 

Lee smiled at the answer. “When I got home yesterday and saw her clothes were gone ... she still left her things on the dresser,” he told his father. “You want me to throw them away?”

“There should be a plastic bin in the garage,” his father answered, “put them in there for her.”

Lee pushed himself away from the table to search the garage for the bin.

Jon was pouring another cup of coffee for his father when he passed through with the bin. 

Lee opened all the windows in his father’s bedroom and then put everything he saw of his mother’s inside the bin. He double checked the shelf inside the closet and all drawers, and inside their bathroom including the medicine chest. For some reason, he checked under her side of the bed before leaving the room. He saw something else she left behind. A picture of a man, partially covered by a sheet, smiled at the camera as if he hadn't a care in the world, lying on his father's side of the bed.

His father was walking toward him when Lee handed it to him. “Is this him?” Lee asked with a cold tone in his voice.

“Oh ... God,” his father moaned leaning against the wall. “I need to sit down.”

“JON! I NEED HELP WITH MY FATHER!” Lee yelled.

Jon ran to them and helped Akawa sit on the floor. 

“Do you need a doctor?” Jon asked as he took Akawa’s pulse.

Akawa shook his head and gulp. “I just need to relax,” he said as he tried to calm down.

After a minute, he looked up at Lee and asked, “Where did you find this?”

“Under her side of the bed.” Lee said calmly.

“Have you ever seen this man coming or leaving this house?” he asked Jon showing him the picture.

“Not that man, sir,” Jon admitted.

Akawa closed his eyes, “There were  more?” he whispered.

“Sir ...” Jon hesitated.

“It’s okay,” Akawa assured him. “I know there were,” he gulped. “I hired a detective.”

“You okay to stand now?” Jon asked with concern.

“Yes.” Akawa said in a strong voice. “I have an important engagement with my son today!”

Astonished, Lee said, “It can wait, Dad.”

“Nonsense!” his father retorted, “It’s waited too long as it is!”

Lee and Jon bent over to help Akawa stand, but he waved them off and stood on his own. 

As they watched Lee’s father walk toward the bedroom, Lee turned to Jon and asked, “Did you and ...,”

“Stop right there,” Jon insisted. “Because right now, I don’t care who you are. I respect and owe your father more than you can imagine. I put up with your mother’s shit for years and kept my mouth shut! Your father did what he thought was right and got answers. That’s enough! Get me?!” 

Lee froze as Jon drilled him as a Marine Sergeant, “Yes,” he answered with a weak voice.

Jon squinted at Lee and then returned to the kitchen to finish what he was doing. 

After Lee shook it off, he got ready for his day with his father. 

Watching his father wheel and deal at car dealerships was exhausting for Lee. Especially with having to get in and out his mother’s ‘perfumed’ car. But he finally decided on a Honda CR-V LX. 

It didn’t take long to fill the back with a new bedspread, and the four sets sheets. Then his father decided he needed more shirts now that he more closet space. 

Back at home, Jon had already remade the bed and was waiting for the finishing touch. 

“No extra pillows?” Jon teased.

“Fuck no,” Akawa answered in derision.

“Dinner’s almost ready,” Jon said before leaving the bedroom.

In the kitchen, while Jon was about to start gathering the plates and utensils, Lee walked up to his side.

“I need to apologize for this morning,” Lee said.

“It’s forgotten,” Jon said softly. “Did you have a good day with your father?”

A slow smile crossed Lee’s face. “I’ve always known he was a workaholic,” he said, “but today I saw a shopaholic ... from a car, to bed linen, and then to clothes! The man wore me out!” Lee laughed. 

“That’s a lot of years in one day,” Jon said as he brushed by Lee to set the table.

“Come Monday it’ll probably start all over again,” Lee said with some regret. “I don’t have your number in case I’m not going to be home for dinner or going to be late,” Lee said with urgency as he reached for his phone.

Jon took his phone and entered his information. “If you can’t it’s okay. I can cover two separate dishes and leave instructions for reheating.” 

“Thanks,” Lee answered looking at his phone.

After dinner, Lee spent the rest of the evening studying. He picked right back up where he left off the next morning, hitting the books from breakfast until lunch.

At that point, he did a different kind of studying. He turned on the television and started watching a few science fiction series and old movies, while his father was working in his home office.

“This is new for you,” Jon observed as he cleaned around Lee.

“I’m studying,” replied Lee with his eyes glued to the television screen.

“Ah!” chuckled Jon, not believing Lee.

“I have a friend that’s into sci-fi. And lately, we’ve teamed up and built bots.” Lee explained.

“Want me to be your cheat sheet?” asked Jon.

Lee slowly turned his head towards Jon, “I’m listening.”

Jon grinned. “Check some of the dates on when these shows aired, or the movies premiered,” Jon suggested. “Take ‘Star Trek’ for example. Somebody wrote about a gadget, then their prop department made a model. A few years later, some tech company made it a reality.”

“So, a writer writes ... prop creates ... tech makes reality?” Lee asked trying to put the puzzle together.

“You got it.” Jon said. “How much ‘study’ time did I save you?” he teased. 

Lee shut the television off. “Of this ... who knows?” he answered. “My other studies are done.” He paused. “Maybe I’ll call my friend and see if he’s come up with an idea yet for the next project.”

“They’re not assigned?” a confused Jon asked.

“Not in the ROBOTECH club,” answered Lee.

Jon lifted his head as if he understood, while Lee went to his room.

“Hey Kim!” Lee said, “I watched a few sci-fi things today.” 

“You hooked?” Kim joked.

Lee let out a short chuckled. “Not like you. Anyway, you have any ideas for the next project?”

“Oh, man,” Kim said, with a disappointed tone in his voice. “This year is going to be tough,” he admitted, “adding tech, getting bigger. And everybody’s bringing their ‘A-game’.”

“True,” Lee agreed, “the school finally has a teacher that knows what’s it about and how to bring it out in the students.”

“Kim ...” Lee started to say, “are you up to building two bots?”

A beat.

“You still there, Kim?” Lee asked.

“The question is, are you all there?” Kim asked.

“Hear me out,” Lee said. “I saw an ad for sci-movie called ‘Tron’.”

“I know them,” Kim said.

“Can you build two miniatures with riders, and I add the tech?” Lee suggested. 

“That was all done by CGI.” Kim said.

“We’ll do the same as the ram truck, but add ramps as tricks for the flips,” Lee said with excitement. “The timing is the math!”

Another beat.

“I don’t know how we can pull it off ... but let’s do it!” Kim said with equal excitement.

Lee drew a deep breath as he closed his eyes, and said, “As soon as you draw it up ... give it to me so I can plan the tech.”

“You know it!” Kim answered.

Lee came bounding out of his room to look for Jon. When he found him, he was hanging up his father’s new shirts in the closet. “We have a plan!” he announced.

“And?” Jon asked.

“The two bikes and riders from ‘Tron’.” Lee said like an excited schoolboy.

Jon turned and faced Lee. “You’re serious.” 

Lee just nodded his and smiled.

“I will definitely want to be there to see that competition.” Jon said with pride. “And you make sure you tell your father the date well in advance,” he added.

While Lee was telling Jon, Kim was on the phone with Richards.

“Which one of you is the craziest?” He asked.

“It can’t be done?” Kim asked.

“I didn
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