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Chapter 1: Mimi
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SOME MORNINGS START with a body. Most mornings start with paperwork, and this was one of those mornings, which is its own kind of crime scene if you ask me.

“You spelled his name wrong on the invoice,” Charles said, standing over my desk like he hadn’t already ruined my coffee by telling me this before I’d finished my first sip. “It’s Whitlock, not Whitlocke. There’s no e.”

“There should be an e. Whitlocke sounds like a guy who owns a castle.”

“He owes us four hundred dollars for finding his brother-in-law’s truck in a Walmart parking lot in Gilroy. He does not own a castle.”

I set my coffee down before he could find something else wrong with my morning. The Gotcha Detective Agency ran out of an old Victorian on the edge of downtown, the kind of house with too many stairs and a porch that creaked in a way clients found either charming or ominous depending on how their week was going. I’d redone the inside years ago, ripped out everything that reminded me of Dominic and his produce brokerage that maybe wasn’t a produce brokerage at all. These days it smelled like coffee and printer toner instead of whatever secrets he used to keep in the walls.

Lola lifted her head from her spot by the window, decided nothing about Charles’s tone required a guard dog’s attention, and went back to sleep. Smart dog.

“Fix the invoice,” I said. “And while you’re at it, tell me why you look like you already had four cups of coffee and I’ve only had one.”

“Because I’ve been up since five. Max had an early flight to Sacramento, some fugitive thing, and I couldn’t fall back asleep after I dropped him off. So I came in and reorganized the filing cabinet by case type instead of alphabetically, which, by the way, you’re welcome.”

“I liked it alphabetically.”

“You liked it wrong. Now it’s right.”

This was the kind of morning I could have used more of, honestly. Dull cases and dumb arguments about filing systems. Nick always said I didn’t know how to enjoy a quiet week, that I got twitchy around day three of nothing happening, and he wasn’t wrong, but I hadn’t even hit twitchy yet when my phone rang and his name showed up on the screen.

“Hey,” I said. “Aren’t you supposed to be off today?”

“I am off today.” He didn’t sound off. He sounded like a man standing in a parking lot trying to talk quietly, which, married to a homicide detective for less than a year, I’d learned to recognize fast. “I got called out early this morning, just to help secure a scene until the guys finished at their other scene and showed up. It’s already handled. I’m on my way home.”

“What’s being handled?” I’m nosy, and Nick was used to it.

“Ethan Mercer. You know, the smart-home guy, Aegis Home, his face is on billboards on Hwy 101. He died at his place last night. Fire department got the call, some kind of ventilation issue in one of the rooms.”

I sat up straighter. Charles, who has the hearing of a man twice his age when it’s useful to him, stopped pretending to fix the invoice.

“Died how?” I asked.

“Carbon monoxide, looks like. Fireplace malfunction, bad venting. It’s a mess of a house, all these automated systems, and something in it apparently decided to lock him in a room and shut off the air at the same time. Tragic, freak accident, or at least that’s the word coming down already. Detective on the case wants it closed clean and fast, and I get it. Guy like that dies, there’s going to be press outside the gate by lunch.”

“You don’t sound like you think it’s an accident.”

There was a pause, the kind Nick does when he’s deciding how much he’s allowed to say to his wife who also happens to run a private investigation firm.

“I didn’t say that,” he said. “I said it’s already handled. Two different things.”

“Nick.”

“I have to go. I love you. Don’t do anything with this.”

He hung up before I could ask him what “this” was, since as far as I knew, this wasn’t mine to do anything with yet.

“Well,” Charles said, already halfway into his jacket like he could smell where the day was headed, “that was a very specific kind of vague.”

“He’s not allowed to have opinions about a case that isn’t his. Doesn’t mean he doesn’t have them.”

“So what’s his opinion?”

“That something about a self-locking room that also stops pumping in air doesn’t sound like a malfunction. It sounds like a decision.” I looked at the invoice still sitting in front of me, at the four hundred dollars I was supposed to care about ten minutes ago. “But it’s not our case. Nobody’s called us.”

Uta buzzed the front desk line before I’d even finished the sentence, because the universe has a sense of humor about things like that.

“Mimi, there’s a Preston Mercer on line two,” she said. “He says it’s urgent, and he says he’ll hold as long as he has to.”

I looked at Charles. Charles looked at Lola, who had opened one eye like even she knew what was coming.

“Put him through,” I said.

Preston Mercer’s voice came on the line fast and a little too loud, the way people talk when they’ve been rehearsing what they’re going to say for hours and it all wants to come out at once.

“Ms. Christianson, I need to hire you. My father died last night and the police are already calling it an accident, and I don’t believe it. I need someone who can actually look into it instead of just writing a report and moving on to the next thing.”

“Mr. Mercer, I’m sorry for your loss. Can I ask what makes you think it wasn’t an accident?”

“Because my father built that house. He built the company that made everything in it. He didn’t have accidents with technology. He had control of it. All of it. Every camera, every lock, every light switch, he could tell you what any of it was doing at any moment of any day. And last night, somehow, none of it protected him. I don’t buy that. I need somebody who won’t just buy that either.”

I glanced at Charles. He was already reaching for his laptop bag, already halfway to the door in his head if not his feet, and I felt that old, familiar pull, the one that shows up whenever a case is not going to be simple.

“We’ll take a look,” I said. “I can’t promise you an answer you’ll like, but we’ll actually look.”

“That’s all I’m asking.”

He gave me the address, and hung up without saying goodbye, which told me more about the state he was in than anything he’d actually said. I was surprised he remembered to give me the address.

I set the phone down. Charles was already pulling up something on his laptop. If I had to guess, it was the Aegis Home website, probably reading the same marketing copy Preston Mercer’s father had written about a house so smart it could take care of everything.

“So much for a quiet week,” Charles said.

“You said you were up since five anyway.”

“I was hoping to spend the extra hours being smug about the filing cabinet, not driving to look at a dead billionaire’s smart house.”

“Life’s full of disappointments.” I grabbed my keys off the desk and whistled for Lola, who ignored me completely, because she also knew a real case from a fake one, and this one didn’t need a dog. “Call Nate Reyes, whoever handles security there. Tell him we’re coming and we want the logs. All of them.”

“You think Nick’s right?” Charles wanted verbal confirmation.

“I think a house that smart doesn’t get to have an accident like that and just walk away from it.” I grabbed my jacket off the hook by the door. “Something in that place knows exactly what happened last night. We just have to get it to tell us.”

Charles smiled, the smile he gets when a case is finally interesting enough to be worth ruining a good morning over.

“I do love it when a house has secrets,” he said.
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Chapter 2: Charles
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MAX SETS AN ALARM FOR four thirty when he has an early flight, which means I set an alarm for four thirty too, since sleeping through Max getting dressed in the dark has never once worked out for me. I always wake up anyway. Might as well be useful about it.

“You don’t have to get up,” he said as I walked out of the room. Same thing he says every time, buttoning a shirt that didn’t need to look this good for a middle seat to Sacramento.

“I know I don’t have to.” I walked back in and handed him a cup of coffee. “I want to. There’s a difference.”

I silently thanked him for being so anal about getting the coffee maker ready the night before and setting the timer.

“It’s a fugitive recovery briefing. I’ll be staring at whiteboards, not saving the world.”

“You say that like staring at whiteboards isn’t the most attractive thing you do.” I meant it. There’s something about Max in work mode, focused and a little terrifying, that I’ve never fully gotten over, even after this many years. “Call me tonight. Not a text. An actual call.”

“I always call.”

“You always mean to call. Then you fall asleep with your phone still lit up next to your face like a man who’s never heard of a charger.”

He laughed, and it was worth getting up at four thirty for, honestly. I drove him to the airport with the radio low, and I didn’t say anything about the case waiting for me back in Salinas, because he had enough on his plate, and because I didn’t actually know yet how much it was going to matter.

I dropped him at the curb, where his flight buddy was watching, and drove back into the fog with nothing to do but think, which is how I ended up at the office two hours before I needed to be, reorganizing a filing cabinet that had bugged me for years.

By the time Mimi got off the phone with Preston Mercer, I’d already pulled up everything public about Aegis Home. Ethan Mercer built the company on one idea: a house that pays attention so you don’t have to. Lock the doors, dim the lights, warm the room before you walk into it, all without anyone lifting a finger. The website had a picture of him standing in his own living room with his arms out like he was hugging the place. I couldn’t decide if it was charming or unsettling. Turned out it was going to be a little of both.

The estate sat up a private road, gated, gorgeous, and quiet in the specific way that money buys. A man met me at the gate before I’d even finished giving my name to the intercom.

“Nate Reyes.” He didn’t offer a hand right away, which told me something before he said a word. Mid-thirties, tired around the eyes in a way that predated last night. “Head of home systems for the estate. Mimi Christianson called ahead. You’re the tech half.”

“I prefer forensic half. Tech half sounds like I fix printers.”

He didn’t laugh, which was fine. Not everyone’s required to.

He walked me through the property like a man reciting a script he’d given a hundred times to Realtors and insurance adjusters and now, apparently, to me. Motion sensors in every hallway. Locks that recognized a phone in your pocket before your hand touched the door. Cameras angled to cover every entrance without ever pointing into a bedroom, a detail Nate mentioned twice, like it mattered to him that I understood how carefully this had all been built.

“And HAVEN runs all of it,” I said.

“HAVEN runs all of it,” he agreed. “Lighting, climate, security, entertainment, the works. Mr. Mercer liked to say the house should think so the people in it didn’t have to.”

“Sounds exhausting for the house.”

Still no laugh. Noted.

We ended up in Ethan Mercer’s study, the room where it happened, still smelling faintly of the fireplace that had killed him. The space was warm and handsome, wood shelves, a desk built for someone who wanted to be photographed at it. A small round speaker sat on a side table, unassuming, the kind of thing you’d walk past in a store without a second look.

“HAVEN,” Nate said, “this is Charles Parks. He’s assisting with an inquiry into Mr. Mercer’s death.”

“Good afternoon, Charles.” The voice was warm, unhurried, pleasant in a way that felt engineered rather than accidental, because it was. “I’m sorry for the circumstances of your visit. How can I help?”

I glanced at Nate. He gave me a small nod, permission or resignation, hard to tell which.

“HAVEN, walk me through what happened in this room last night.” I felt ridiculous, and I think HAVEN knew it and was smirking at me.

“At 11:42 PM, the study’s sound control received a command to activate acoustic isolation mode, which reduces external and internal sound transmission for recording purposes. This mode temporarily suspends the ventilation cycle in the room. At 11:44 PM, the fireplace received a command to ignite. At 11:47 PM, the room’s air quality sensor logged elevated carbon monoxide levels. At 12:03 AM, the sensor threshold triggered an automatic ventilation override, which restored airflow. At 12:06 AM, the study’s smoke and gas alarm sounded. Would you like the full sensor log in five-second intervals, a summary of the HVAC subsystem’s diagnostic report, or a breakdown of the acoustic isolation feature’s typical use cases?”

I stood there a second, letting all of that land.

“None of those,” I said. “I want to know who gave those commands.”

“The commands were issued via voice authentication matched to Ethan Mercer’s registered voiceprint at a confidence level of ninety-eight point six percent. Would you like the full authentication log, including waveform comparison data?”

“No. I want to know if Ethan Mercer said those words out loud in this room last night.”

“I can confirm the voiceprint match. I don’t have a camera in this room capable of confirming visual presence at that timestamp, per the property’s privacy configuration for private offices and bedrooms.”

There it was, the whole problem in one calm, cheerful sentence. This thing could tell me everything about what it heard and nothing about who was actually standing there saying it.

“Do you always give this much detail when someone asks you a simple question?”

“I aim to provide complete and accurate information. Would you like me to summarize more concisely in the future?”

“Yes,” I said. “God, yes.”

“Understood. I’ll adjust my response length for you going forward.”

Nate finally almost smiled at that, just barely, like he’d been waiting for someone else to get steamrolled by the house’s manners for once.

I looked at the fireplace, cold now, nothing about it suggesting it had ever done anything but sit there and look expensive. Somewhere in this house was a version of the truth that HAVEN had recorded perfectly and understood not even a little. My job was going to be teaching it, or forcing it, to tell me the difference between a voice and the person who owned it.

I texted Mimi on my way out: House says Ethan gave the orders himself. House also has no idea what a lie sounds like. We need to talk to everyone this man ever raised his voice at.

She texted back in under a minute, because she always does. Good. Start a list. I’ll bring wine.

It wasn’t going to be that easy. It never is. But it was nice to think, for about four seconds, that it might be.
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Chapter 3: Mimi

[image: ]


CHARLES WAS ALREADY pulling out of the lot by the time I locked up the office, which meant I spent the whole drive eating his dust and listening to him narrate the Aegis Home website to me over the phone like it was a nature documentary. I decided to back off a little and let him arrive a few minutes before me. It would make him happy.

“He’s got a whole page about the house learning your habits over time,” Charles said. “There’s a section called Living Intelligence. I want you to sit with that phrase for a second.”

“I’m driving, Charles.”

“Living Intelligence. Like the house is alive and smart, as opposed to just inanimate and dumb, which I guess was the old model of houses.”

“Houses aren’t alive.”

“Tell that to Ethan Mercer’s marketing team.”

The property sat on eleven acres at the edge of Salinas, close enough to Toro Park that you could see the hills from the long gravel drive, far enough from town that the traffic noise never made it up past the gate. Ethan Mercer hadn’t needed to leave city limits to feel like he owned the world. He’d just bought enough of it and built a house smart enough to agree with him.

A patrol car sat near the entrance, more for show at this point than anything else, since the scene had already been cleared and handed back to the family. I gave my name to a young officer who looked like he’d rather be anywhere else, and he waved me through without much interest. Charles’s car sat like it belonged there, and Charles stood next to it, one hand shading his eyes against the glare coming off all that glass and steel.

“You beat me,” I said, getting out.

“I had a head start and wasn’t stupid enough to get stuck behind a school bus.” He fell into step beside me as we walked up toward the house. “I’ve already been in the house, and I already talked to Nate Reyes, the head of home systems. He’s giving me the full walkthrough and access to the house’s brain. You want in on that, or do you want the family? Preston arrived only a minute or so ago.”

“I want the family. You’re better at getting a machine to talk than I am, and I’m better at getting people to slip up.”

“Divide and conquer. I love it when we’re efficient.” He paused at the base of the front steps, voice dropping out of its usual bounce for a second. “Preston seemed like he was barely holding it together on the phone earlier. Go easy, then dig.”

“Always.”

He peeled off toward a side door where a tired-looking man in a polo shirt with an Aegis logo was already waiting for him, and I climbed the front steps alone, already rehearsing the soft opening I’d use on a family that hadn’t even buried the body yet but was already circling each other like they had something to defend.

Preston Mercer met me at the door before I’d even knocked. He looked like his voice on the phone, tall, wound tight, the kind of angry that had nowhere left to go so it just sat under his skin and buzzed.

“You’re Christianson.” Not a question.

“Mimi’s fine. That’s my associate, Charles Parks, out back with your security lead. He’s going to look at the house’s systems while I talk to you, if that’s all right.”

“Fine. Whatever gets us an actual answer.” He stepped back to let me in, then added, lower, like he didn’t want it to carry, “Bianca’s inside. I want you to hear what she has to say, and I want you to tell me if you believe it, because I don’t.”

Well, Charles didn’t bother to tell me the stepmother was also here. But then it was her house.

That was a hell of a way to greet someone about his father’s death, but I filed it away rather than commenting on it. Grief does strange things to people, and so does suspicion, and sometimes you can’t tell which one you’re looking at until later.

The house itself was the kind of beautiful that makes you a little uneasy, all clean lines and soft, even light that seemed to know exactly how much of itself to give a room. Somewhere behind a wall, a system was probably tracking my footsteps as I walked through it, deciding whether I needed the lights to warm up or cool down. I didn’t like being read by a house I hadn’t been introduced to.

Bianca Mercer sat in the front room, curled into the corner of a couch that looked like it cost more than my car, dressed in soft gray that somehow made her look both delicate and completely composed. She was younger than I expected, younger than the pictures online, and she stood when I came in like she’d been raised to always stand when someone entered a room.

“Ms. Christianson. Thank you for coming.” Her voice was steady. Too steady, maybe, for a woman who’d found her husband dead less than twenty-four hours ago, but grief doesn’t come with a manual, and some people hold it together in front of strangers out of sheer stubbornness. I’d done the same thing myself once, a long time ago, in a room that smelled like hospital disinfectant.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I said. “I know this is a hard time to have someone new asking you questions.”

“Preston insisted.” She glanced at him, and something passed between them that wasn’t quite hostility, but wasn’t warmth either. “I told him the police already looked into it.”

“They did,” Preston said, dropping into a chair across the room like he needed the distance. “Then they wrote accident on a form and went home.”

“That’s not fair, Preston.”

“It’s exactly fair.”

A housekeeper came in with a tray of coffee that neither of them touched, set it down without a word, and left again, moving through the room like she’d trained herself to be furniture. I made a mental note of her too. Everyone in a house this size sees more than they’re asked about.

I sat down across from Bianca before the sniping could turn into something I’d have to referee. “Can you walk me through the last time you saw your husband?”

She told it clean and simple. Dinner together, nothing unusual, some chicken thing the housekeeper had made that Ethan barely touched because he was distracted. He mentioned he had a late session with his ghostwriter, working on the memoir he’d been picking at for over a year. Bianca went upstairs around ten. She didn’t hear anything unusual in the night, no raised voices, no alarms, nothing. She found out something was wrong when the smoke detector woke her and she couldn’t get the study door to open no matter how hard she pulled.

“You were in the house the whole night,” I said. “Not out anywhere.”

“I was here.” Something flickered across her face, quick, gone before I could name it. “I went to bed at ten. I told you that.”

“Sure. I just have to ask everyone the boring questions. It’s the job.” I let a beat pass before the next part, gentle as I could make it. “I understand there was a prenuptial agreement. That it was set to renegotiate soon.”

Her hands went still in her lap, the kind of stillness that takes effort. “In three weeks. Ethan and I were going to sit down with our lawyers and talk about updating it. That’s a normal thing married people do.”

“Okay, I guess it is,” I agreed, and let it sit there without pushing, because pushing too hard too early just teaches people to get better at lying to you.

Preston, across the room, made a small sound that wasn’t quite a laugh.

“Something funny?” I asked him.

“Not funny. Just, everybody in this house has their own version of what was normal around here.” He crossed his arms. “You want to know what was normal? My father cut me out of the will two weeks ago. Called me into his office, told me the company mattered more than family loyalty, and that was that. Twenty-eight years, and he handled it like a business meeting.”

“That must have made you angry.”

“It made me furious. I’m not going to sit here and pretend otherwise, because you’ll find out anyway and then you’ll wonder why I didn’t just say it.” He said it flatly, almost daring me to write it down. “I was angry enough to yell at him about it on camera, since apparently every doorbell in this town has a memory now. I wasn’t angry enough to kill him. There’s a difference between wanting to punch someone and wanting them dead. I have my own money, you know.”

“There is,” I said. “I’m glad you know it.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

“I’m not paid to sound convinced. I’m paid to check.” I turned back to Bianca before he could push on that. “Is there anyone your husband was having trouble with lately? Business, personal, anything that felt off?”

Bianca shook her head slowly, then stopped, like she’d remembered something and decided against saying it.

“What,” I said. Not a question, the way Preston had done it to me at the door.

“It’s probably nothing. He’d been tense about the ghostwriter lately. Ivy. He said the memoir was bringing up things he’d rather leave alone.” She smoothed her skirt with both hands, a small, precise motion. “I don’t know what he meant by that. He didn’t like to talk about work at home. So, I guess it wasn’t really her exactly, but what they talked about.”

I wrote the name down without making a show of it. Ivy. Somewhere in this house, a woman who’d spent time listening to Ethan Mercer talk about his own life was going to have heard things nobody else had.

Nobody in the room seemed inclined to smile at much of anything, which I supposed was fair, given the circumstances, except that underneath the grief and the anger, I kept catching small, careful choices in how each of them talked to me. Bianca’s stillness when the prenup came up. Preston’s speech about the will, delivered like he’d rehearsed it in the mirror. Even that housekeeper, moving through the room like she was trying not to be noticed.

Everybody in this house was performing for somebody. I just didn’t know yet who the audience was supposed to be, or which one of them was lying about something bigger than a bruised ego and an inconvenient contract.

My phone buzzed against my leg. Charles, judging by how quickly it lit up twice in a row. I didn’t check it in front of them.

I thanked Bianca and Preston both, left my card on a table nobody was going to look at until they needed it, and stepped back out into the natural light. Charles leaned against my car instead of his own, arms crossed, waiting.

“You look like you found something,” I said.

“I found a house that answers every question except the one you actually asked.” He fell into step beside me as I walked to the driver’s side. “You?”

“A widow who’s hiding something and a son who wants me to prove it’s her. And a ghostwriter named Ivy who apparently knew more about Ethan Mercer than his own wife did.”

Charles raised an eyebrow. “Now that’s a name I didn’t get from the computer.”

“That’s why you keep me around.” I glanced back once at the house, at Bianca’s shape still visible through the front window, arms wrapped around herself.
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GETTING THE FULL LOGS out of Nate Reyes took two phone calls and one visit, which is two more phone calls and one more visit than it should have taken for a man who kept telling me he didn’t think this was an accident.

I drove back out to the estate the next morning, past the same patrol car, past the same young officer who waved me through like he’d already decided I belonged there. The house looked different in the flat gray light of a Salinas morning, less like a monument and more like what it actually was, a very expensive machine somebody had died inside of. I found that thought more useful than comforting and kept it to myself.

Nate met me in the study again. Same room, same cold fireplace, same faint smell of smoke that no amount of ventilation had managed to scrub out yet. He looked like he hadn’t slept, which could have meant guilt or grief or just a bad worker’s week, and I’ve learned not to read too much into dark circles. Everybody in this job looks tired eventually.

“Do you live here?” I asked.

“Seems like it,” Nate responded, then immediately asked a question of his own. “What exactly are you looking for?”

“I need everything,” I told him. “Every camera, every sensor, every door lock, going back forty-eight hours before the death. Raw exports, not summaries. I don’t want the house’s opinion of what happened. I want the numbers underneath it.”

“That’s a lot of data.”

“I have a laptop and low expectations for my evening. I’ll manage.”

He paused a beat too long, already running the numbers on what I might find before he decided how much to hand over. I’ve sat across enough desks to recognize that look. People go quiet right before they decide how much truth you’re you’re going to get.

“I’ll need to loop in Aegis legal before I release anything outside the property,” he said.

“Nate, a man was dead in this room. Legal can catch up.”

“It’s not that simple. There’s proprietary architecture in some of these systems. Trade secrets, competitor stuff. Ethan was protective of it.”

“I don’t care how HAVEN parses a wake word. I care what time the doors opened and who the house thought it was talking to. Give me that much and keep your trade secrets.”

He gave me the export anyway, on a drive he handed over like it cost him something personal to let go of it, like he was passing me a piece of the house itself rather than a folder of files. Maybe he was. People who build things get strange about who gets to look inside them. I understood that better than most, having spent a career picking apart systems other people had built with their whole hearts and their worse judgment.

I drove back to the office turning the hesitation over in my head the whole way, past the produce trucks idling on Main Street, past the agency’s porch light Mimi always left on even when nobody was inside. Was Nate protecting Ethan’s company, or protecting himself, or just protecting the general principle that strangers shouldn’t get to see how the sausage gets made? All three were possible.

I set up at my desk with three monitors, a bad frozen meal I barely tasted, and a headache building behind my left eye that had nothing to do with the microwave meal and everything to do with staring at raw sensor exports. My phone buzzed around eight. Max, checking in between briefings, a photo of a whiteboard covered in names and arrows that looked almost exactly like the kind of thing I was building on my own screen, just with worse handwriting.

Fugitive recovery looks a lot like your job, he wrote. Minus the smart houses.

Minus the smart houses is doing a lot of work in that sentence, I wrote back. I’ll trade you. This house is a nightmare.

Gotta get back. Call when you surface.

I promised I would and meant it, and then I put the phone face down and went back to work, because the case wasn’t going to solve itself while I thought about how much I wished he were here instead of hundreds of miles away chasing a man who’d skipped bail.

The sensor data was
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