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Dad's little drone was supposed to stay over the soccer field.

That was the plan.

Plans, Gid was beginning to discover, were very good at changing.

The morning sun warmed Bellwether Creek, Oregon, while a light breeze teased the tops of the pines around the community park. Reed Ralston stood on the edge of the field with a folding drone resting in his palm.

"Last check," he said.

Gid leaned closer. "Battery?"

"Full."

"Camera?"

"Ready."

"New mount?"

Reed smiled. "You sound like you've been waiting all week to ask that."

"I have."

Gid loved the new camera mount. Dad had built it from a few small parts so the camera would stay steadier in the air. Gid had been dying to see how it worked.

A few yards away, Pippa sat cross-legged on a picnic table, feeding apple bits to Waffles.

"One for you," she whispered.

Waffles swallowed it.

"One for me."
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Waffles stared at her.

"No. Mine."

Waffles stared harder.

Tess snorted. Bram was trying not to laugh. June had her notebook open, because June somehow managed to turn ordinary mornings into investigations.

Reed lifted the drone.

"Ready?"

"Ready," Gid said.

The drone rose with a soft electric whine.

It hovered neatly.

Gid grinned.

Dad nudged it left.

The drone moved left.

Right.

Back to center.

"Nice," Gid said.

Then the wind came.

It swept over the hill in one sudden shove.

The drone tipped.

"Whoa!" Tess shouted.

Reed corrected the controls.

The drone drifted sideways.

"Come back," Reed said.

The wind pushed harder.

The drone slid toward the trees.

"Uh..." Bram pointed. "Is it supposed to do that?"

"No," said Reed.

"Excellent," said Bram. "I prefer my robots where I can see them."

The drone shot over the edge of the field and vanished into the pines.

Everyone froze.

Even Waffles stopped chewing.

Pippa dropped the apple.
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"Did the tree eat it?"

"Not exactly," Gid said.

Reed was already moving.

"Stay here. I'll check the last signal."

Gid followed him to the edge of the woods, then stopped.

The pines rose above them in thick green columns. Branches tangled together high overhead. Somewhere inside that maze sat a drone worth more money than Gid wanted to think about.

Dad checked the controller.

"Signal's gone."

Bram peered into the trees. "We've lost a flying robot."

"It's a drone," Tess said.

"Flying robot is more exciting."

"Technically—" Bram began.

"Guys," June said.

Everyone turned.

She was pointing at the ground.

A broken pine twig lay beneath a low branch.

Then she found another.

Gid followed the trail with his eyes.

"Maybe it fell."

"Maybe it bounced," June said.

"Maybe it got stuck."

Bram lowered his voice.

"Maybe it's watching us."

Gid laughed.

A tiny buzzing answered from somewhere above them.

Bzzzz.
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Everyone looked up.

Nothing.

Bzzzz.

"There!" Gid shouted.

A black shape flashed between two branches.

The drone was wedged high in a pine.

"We found it!"

Dad looked up.

"Good."

Gid looked higher.

"That's really high."

"About twenty feet," Reed said.

"I can climb."

"No."

Gid turned.

Dad's answer had arrived so fast it almost seemed ready before the suggestion.

"But it's right there."

"And you're right here," Reed said. "That's where I want you."

Gid frowned.

He could see the drone. He could almost imagine his hands on the trunk, feet finding the branches, pulling himself higher.

"I could use that low branch."

"No."

"A ladder?"

"No ladder."

"A rope?"

"No rope."

Bram whispered, "I still think the long stick deserves a chance."

Tess elbowed him.

Gid pulled out his phone.

"Axo?"

The screen blinked. A small blue face appeared.

Axo tilted his digital head.

"Good morning. I was wondering when the heroic tree-rescue department would require my services."
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"We found Dad's drone," Gid said.

"I can see that."

"Can you get it down?"

"I can help you get it down. I cannot turn you into a squirrel."

Bram laughed.

Axo continued, "I see three possible approaches."

"Great."

"Two are terrible."

"Less great."

"And one involves an adult with the proper equipment."

Gid groaned.

"I know. Don't climb."

"Correct."

Axo paused.

"Also, I have excellent news."

"What?"

"The drone is replaceable."

Gid nodded.

"And?"

"Your knees are much harder to manufacture."

Pippa giggled.

"That is terrible," Gid said.

Axo's eyes blinked.

"Terrible and useful. A powerful combination."

They walked back a few steps from the trees.

Gid was still staring at the drone.

He hated that Dad was right.

Not because Dad was being bossy.

Because Gid really did want to climb.

A part of him kept whispering, I can do it.
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Another part, quieter but steadier, asked, What happens if you can't?

June opened her notebook.

"Let's figure out exactly where it went."

Gid looked at her.

"How?"

She tapped the page.

"We know the last place Dad could control it. We know the wind came from the hill. And we know where the branches are broken."

Axo's face brightened.

"Excellent. Evidence."

They searched the edge of the woods.

June found broken pine needles.

Tess spotted a fern bent almost flat.

Gid found three fresh scratches in the dirt.

"Here," he said.

June crouched beside him.

"The drone might have hit the ground before it bounced into the tree."

Tess pointed up.

"That branch is bent."

Bram picked up a pinecone.

"For science."

Gid gave him a warning look.

Bram threw it anyway.

The pinecone sailed up.

It missed the drone by a mile.

It bounced off a branch and landed on Bram's head.

He blinked.

"That experiment told us absolutely nothing."
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