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Dedication


To grandparents who do their best, even if they sometimes fall short. 




Join the Community


Books. 
We all love books, right? Join the newsletter and grab a free book. You’ll get monthly updates, including dog pictures and what I’m reading.
Want more? Join the Patreon and you’ll get access to a private Discord server where we can chat about what we’re reading or writing, updates, and stories. So many stories.
All there at your fingertips.
patreon.com/AWEichenlaub
-Anthony W. Eichenlaub




Chapter One


“Some invitations are impossible to refuse,” Ajay Andersen explained as the rusted sedan drove itself past soybean fields recently darkened by the spring thaw. It was true. Whether the invitation employed a weaponized amalgamation of targeted manners or subtle tour-de-force innuendo or the machine gun rattle of repeated offerings, there were simply some times when one’s presence was absolutely required. He sighed. “This is one of those times.” 
Kylie’s teenage scowl was partially hidden by the curls of dark hair that fell in front of her face. “What if I don’t want to meet her?”
Ajay pinched the bridge of his nose. Retirement hadn’t gone as expected. His estranged daughter had died after returning with her children, leaving Ajay to care for the youngest grandchild—a teenager now on her way into high school. He loved the kid the way a parent loves a child, and like a parent and child, that love was a source of eternal unending conflict. It made him feel his age in his joints, which, judging by his knobby knuckles and aching hip, was substantial.
“We’re going, and we need to be on our best behavior,” he said.
“You’re the boss.”
Ajay bristled. Even when he had been a superstar hacker for the NSA, he had prided himself on sticking his thumb in the eye of authority. Being the guy in charge did not make him comfortable. “I didn’t say that.”
“Got it. Reject authority.”
Yes. “That’s not what I said, either.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“Never trust authority, kid,” he said. “That’s all I said.”
“Uh huh,” she said as if it were something interesting.
Teenagers were the worst. He watched her closely for a few miles. They passed dense stands of tall pine—windbreaks on the vast plains of northern Minnesota. Her jaw was tense, her shoulders hunched the way she got when she was nervous. “It’s only dinner,” he finally said.
“Dinner and hacking,” she shot back.
Hacking had always been his talent. He’d found ways in and ways out that no other programmer had ever imagined. In his days at the NSA, he had ruined countless lives and nudged whole governments to the edge of collapse. There was little to be truly proud of from those days, but he found himself feeling proud anyway.
He had been good.
“There’s not a problem a sufficient amount of hacking can’t fix,” he mumbled.
“That’s the exact opposite of what you told me last week, Papa.”
Recently, he had taken the hobby of attempting to make the world a better place through judicious and well-researched hacking. It had, predictably, gotten him in some trouble.
“What makes you think I’m there to spy on her?” Ajay asked.
“Olexie infiltrated her staff. Your countercapitalist people have been getting pretty worked up about how close he is,” Kylie said. “I read all your notes.”
Now it was Ajay’s turn to grind his teeth. Olexie had been trying to help. The old Russian was the one who pulled Ajay into the movement in the first place. “Don’t use your ability while you’re there.”
“But—“
“No.” The authority reverberated in his voice, and he hated it. “These people. Your grandmother. If they know what you can do, they’ll want to exploit it. Best to keep it a secret.”
“I’ll be sneaky about it,” she protested.
“You don’t know how to properly defend yourself yet.” Kylie had a computer in her brain, which was as much a vulnerability as it was an asset. With the right tech, her senses, her abilities, even her identity could be altered. Her father had done the same to her sister Isabelle. “There are things they can do.”
“Maybe a summer survival camp would teach me how to defend myself.”
Ajay scowled. She’d asked about the camp before. He didn’t know where she got the idea, but it was dangerous. Ajay didn’t know what it would do to her, and he hated the idea of not seeing her for so long. Survival camp? It sounded dangerous. “We’re safer at home,” he finally said.
As good as he had been at hacking, Kylie was better. They had taken the self-driving car all the way from Bemidji to an estate on the lakes north of Duluth. Now, they sat in silence. The beautiful young lady—his ward—fidgeted nervously, tapping her painted nails against the clutch purse that matched her crimson suit. She’d done her hair—a rarity for her—and her lips were colored to match the outfit. Her child’s beauty was betrayed by the worried look in her eyes.
“It’ll be fine,” Ajay lied in an effort to avoid the growing conflict.
It didn’t work. “I don’t want to go.”
At her feet, Ajay’s bloodhound Garrison shifted to look up to her. Ajay had allowed her to bring the dog for support on this trip, and she visibly calmed when she ran a hand along his smooth fur. Maybe Ajay had made one good choice after all.
“Some invitations are—“
“I know, Papa,” she snapped. “I’m going to go. I’m just not happy about it.”
Ajay glanced out the window as the car turned onto a driveway that meandered through a tunnel of bare aspens. The brick driveway passed a wall made from large river boulders. The mansion itself was a comically enormous take on a Romanesque design, its facade dotted with enormous semi-circular arched windows overlooking Lake Superior over the top of the gray expanse of trees. The car stopped in the area specifically positioned to show off both the enormity of the mansion and the splendor of its view.
“I didn’t know she lived in a palace,” whispered Kylie.
“We’re early,” said Ajay. “We can wait a bit if you aren’t ready to go in.”
“No,” said Kylie, setting her jaw. She clipped Garrison’s leash to his collar. “I’m ready when you are.”
Ajay drew the cheaters up from their chain around his neck and placed them on the bridge of his nose. He clicked the head of his cane and brought up the digital interface in the glasses. He no longer wore the fidget interface, which would have fit on his left hand and displayed a holographic image. Not only were those devices falling out of fashion, but his old eyes were starting to have trouble with the tricky task of focusing on the smaller semitransparent images. His cheaters could laser that text directly onto this retina, which worked better under most light conditions. Plus, his cane could hold more computing power than the typical handheld device.
“You did well with this thing,” he said, tapping the knobby top of the cane.
A hint of a smile flashed across Kylie’s lips. One of the diminishing number of things that calmed her was arts and crafts. She’d helped build his new cane from the computer insert to the retractable taser tip to the detachable drone hanging from a mount on the handle.
His bones ached when he unfolded himself from the car. It took him a moment to stretch his hip until it regained its full range of movement.
Beyond the mansion, the sky was dark, even though it wasn’t yet late in the afternoon. The spring’s first real rain approached. “We should build an umbrella into this thing next,” he said.
“You look good, Papa,” Kylie said, perhaps sensing his apprehension. This wasn’t something he wanted to ever do, and over the past couple years Kylie had grown passably good at reading him, even though she often had trouble with other people. She straightened the collar of his old blue suit coat and snugged the ragged brown tie that his ex-wife had once told him complemented the light brown of his skin and the dark brown of his eyes. He felt like he swam in the outfit, as if he’d shrunk over the many years since he’d last worn it. Maybe he had. On his wrist, he wore a multicolored bracelet Kylie had made for him. She flashed a quirky grin. “Pretty good, anyway.”
He waved her off like she was an insect and focused on the text flowing past on his cheaters. The car had a memory unit that recorded all of its movements, and it wouldn’t do to leave it intact.
Hacking was one of those things that had changed immensely over the years while also staying pretty much the same. There were some universal truths that Ajay could always depend upon.
First was that people were always the weakest point of any system.
No people here. Automated cars were common, even north into the Iron Range where many still drove their old gasoline trucks out of sheer stubbornness. A fair number of people didn’t bother owning their own vehicles anymore. They just summoned an auto and took it where they needed, not even caring that the vehicles recorded their every movement.
Not that it mattered for most of them. Every device people carried with them also recorded their movement, and it was almost trivial for someone like Ajay to find the records. He and Kylie weren’t ready to be found, which was part of why engraved invitations sent directly to their little Bemidji home were so hard to refuse.
Kylie and Garrison walked up the brick sidewalk toward the large double doors.
The second universal truth was that someone always misconfigured something, especially when it came to networks. There was always a way in because some doofus left the door wide open. The car’s guest wireless login had access to a file that contained all the passwords ever entered through the system’s universal interface.
Breaking in after finding that was trivial.
He started to walk as he cracked the last layers of encryption.
People still used encryption. They still almost trusted it, even though it had been dead for over a decade. Quantum computing had cracked it wide open, and after riding a career on cracking encryption, Ajay had turned in his resignation by making the whole thing public. The world knew that encryption would never hold.
They just didn’t care.
“We’ll have our dinner,” Ajay said, catching up to Kylie. “Then we can leave. No need to linger.”
“It’s okay, Papa,” Kylie said. “I’m not nervous anymore.”
Ajay narrowed his eyes at the thirteen-year-old. Her parents had experimented on Kylie’s older sister, Isabelle, and Kylie had the same modifications that allowed her to alter her own brain in seriously disturbing ways. Many of the children that Jackson Garver experimented on later didn’t survive. It also gave her the ability to directly communicate with wireless devices, but that didn’t worry Ajay quite so much. She was getting pretty good at doing that without accidentally lobotomizing herself.
Oh, the many stresses of parenting.
“It’s not that.” Kylie pointed at her temple. “I’m not doing the thing. I’m just excited to finally meet her.”
“Good,” he said. “You’re doing well, dear.”
She scowled. “Does everything have to be a lesson?”
“Can you name the layers of an OSI network?”
“Physical, data link, network, transport, session, presentation, and application.”
Dang. “Which layer is the most vulnerable?”
Her scowl darkened.
Ajay said, “The deeper you go, the longer the tech has been around. Physical, data link, and network layers have been unchanged for decades. They’re proven technology.”
She rolled her eyes. “And applications are new every year. More potential for errors.”
Ajay sighed. The auto’s encryption popped with a flash of blue text in his left eye. He delved into the vehicle’s records and searched for its most recent journey so that he could purge the logs without leaving a trail.
Nothing.
The third universal rule of hacking, which Ajay had found frustratingly true throughout his career, was that there was always someone better.
Always. Even if she didn’t quite know everything yet.
Kylie glanced over at him in response to his grunt of frustration. “I got the car already.”
Ajay poked around in the text interface. “You left a deletion record.”
“No, I didn’t.” They were at the door, and Garrison lay down as if he thought they would be there a while.
Ajay spent another moment looking around the auto’s system as it pulled away from the mansion. Then, he removed his cheaters and let them dangle from their chain. “You’re right,” he said, allowing a proud smile to slip across his lips. “You did very well.” With that, he rapped three times on the door. “Are you ready?”
“I’m nervous again,” she whispered.
He gripped her hand in his and gave it a squeeze. She was so young, and he needed to constantly remind himself that she really was just a kid, even though she sometimes acted much older.
The door opened, and a dark-haired young woman in a black suit greeted them. She looked down her thin nose at the two visitors and rested the slender fingers of one hand on the doorframe. “You must be Mr. Andersen and Kylie?”
“Present,” said Ajay. His throat tightened, and he felt a little bit of the nerves Kylie had admitted. He drew the thick cream-colored invitation from his suit pocket and held it out. “Sorry we’re early, we didn’t know how long the drive would take.” He had known exactly how long the drive would take, but Ajay hated walking into a room full of people.
The woman raised an eyebrow at Garrison, who managed to make rising from his spot look like a tremendous effort. Sometimes Ajay understood how the old hound felt.
“He’s a service dog,” Kylie lied.
The woman stepped aside and held the door for them. “My name is Melinda. Please let me know if you need anything while you are here.”
“Are you the butler?” Ajay asked.
“The staff will do their best to attend to your needs,” said Melinda.
The foyer was an explosion of dark mahogany and shining bronze. Three high arched doorways led out from their central room into the gloomy dark hallways. The floor was covered in an elaborate rug, which muffled the clack of Ajay’s cane as he followed Melinda into a side room. One wall of the small room was dominated by a steel vault.
Melinda gestured at the vault, which looked like a solid brick of steel with an elaborate door mechanism. A box the size of a guitar was mounted to the front, beside which a console glowed. “You may place any weapons in here for safe keeping.”
Ajay cleared his throat, which did nothing to relieve the tightness in it. He gripped the head of his cane with two hands.
“We didn’t bring any weapons,” Ajay said.
“I didn’t know we were supposed to,” said Kylie.
Melinda eyed Ajay’s cane but must have decided it wasn’t enough of a threat to worry about. She scanned it and registered an exemption on the weapons safe control panel.
“Again,” said Ajay, “we apologize for being early.” As he stepped through the storage room door, a red light flashed on the control panel and an alert bell pinged.
Melinda held out a hand. “Not to be alarmed,” she said, “but if you don’t hand over your weapon, a powerful microwave pulse will make the evening significantly less pleasant for everyone.”
Ajay furrowed his brow. His palms went slick and his heart pounded. He didn’t want to leave his cane just because of some stupid scan. “I don’t—“
Images flashed across Melinda’s glasses. “A knife?”
“Oh.” Ajay removed the multitool from his pocket and handed it to her. “I’ll want that back.”
“Of course.” She placed it on the entry platform for the safe and cycled the machine. It boxed and stored his extremely dangerous three-inch blade and its accompanying array of gadgets.
A voice from the doorway connecting the west wing to the foyer said, “I’m so glad that you decided to come, Mr. Andersen.”
He turned. The woman he saw wore a golden dressing gown. Her skin was clear as ivory, offsetting the dazzling blue of her dangling earrings. She wore gloves to match her gown, but as she strolled across the wide room, Ajay noted that she was not wearing shoes.
The tightness in Ajay’s throat finally won, and he found no words with which to greet the woman. He had accepted the invitation because he had no choice. She had found him. Found Kylie. What she did with that information was entirely up to her, and the only way to influence that decision was this one night. This one party. It was his only chance.
When she finally reached them, the woman held out a hand and said, “It’s nice to finally meet you, Ajay Andersen.”
“Likewise, Jocelyn Garver.” He took the hand and, not knowing the social protocols, kissed the back of her hand gently. That was something rich people did, wasn’t it? It seemed to earn a dismissal.
Jocelyn turned to Kylie. “And you, Kylie.” She drew a long, slow breath. “I’ve heard so very much about you and your sister.”
Kylie placed a hand on Garrison’s head, as if for support. She licked her lips. “I wish I could say the same,” she said. “Dad never really said anything about you.” She swallowed hard. “Grandma.”




Chapter Two


When Jocelyn disappeared, Melinda gave them the polite equivalent of a gentle shove out the door. She placed a hand on Ajay’s shoulder, and he couldn’t help but imagine her immaculate fingernails clawing into his neck. “Mingle,” she said. 
Ajay peered out at the courtyard. “With who?”
Melinda’s glasses flashed. “The other guests are arriving now.”
The courtyard was a paradise on the cusp of a spring bloom. Lime green buds peeked from the gray branches of the crabapple trees, preparing to burst forth at the nearest hint of warmth. It wasn’t cold exactly, Ajay found. Not in the courtyard, where they were protected from the wind on three sides by the huge building. The sky still furrowed its massive brow in a hint of an impending storm, but it wouldn’t rain for hours. It was pleasant.
Kylie led Garrison away through the meandering paths, leading him on his leash as if they were searching for hidden passages or buried corpses. Ajay wondered if there was a non-zero chance of finding either.
“Dinner will be soon,” said Melinda before she left. “Ms. Garver requests that her guests take some time to peruse the garden.”
It seemed like a rude way to run a dinner party, but Ajay had to admit he was not well versed on the nuances of dining with the rich and famous. In fact, he wasn’t much for social gatherings at all. If it hadn’t been for the arrival of his granddaughters, he might still be safe and snug in a little house in Red Wing, Minnesota. Alone.
This was better, even if it took him out of his comfort zone. Even if it put him in danger sometimes. He strolled through the garden, passing hostas with hints of growth in their centers, roses with the barest nubs of green, and a wall of tall lilacs that were clearly meant to block the view to a utility shed a nine-iron’s distance from the house. When he stepped from the path, he saw a monstrous black metal rig towering above the neighboring apple trees, looming over a narrow path between the garden and the driveway.
“Huh,” he said to himself. When he returned to the path, he found the view of the construction equipment blocked. He wondered how superficial the rest of this place would be.
He returned to the center of the garden and settled his aching bones on a bench, cane clutched in both hands. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad. Jocelyn could get to know Kylie. They would have a quiet dinner, and then they could leave. He would place a tracking program on the network if he found the chance, but it wasn’t really that kind of job. Olexie had messaged him with a vague idea that there was something dodgy about the woman’s estate, but it wasn’t enough to warrant a full infiltration. Feelers. That’s all he wanted.
Plus, this was Kylie’s grandmother. She deserved something resembling the benefit of the doubt, didn’t she?
After a short time, a round-faced boy of twelve or thirteen arrived with a tray of ridiculously tiny sandwiches.
“The other guests will be here soon,” said the boy.
Ajay took a sandwich and peered at it suspiciously. “Aren’t you a little young to have a job, son?”
“I’m twenty-two, sir.”
Ajay moved his suspicious gaze from the sandwich to the boy. The boy had a mop of curly hair framing his big eyes. Yes, okay. Fine. Twenty-two. He believed it. Twenty-two got younger every year, though. Pretty soon thirty-year-olds would be in diapers and forty-year-old men would play foursquare in the parking lot.
“What’s your name?”
“Zach,” he said. “Zach Smith.”
“Thank you, Zach,” Ajay said, dismissing the boy with a wave.
Zach didn’t leave.
“What is it?” Ajay asked.
“It’s just,” the boy stammered. He pointed at Ajay’s sandwich. “It’s just you probably don’t want to eat that.”
Ajay’s suspicious gaze returned to the sandwich. “Deadly poison?”
Zach gave a quick shake of his head. “They’re just not very good, sir.”
A gentle breeze swirled through the courtyard—not enough to feel cool, but enough to carry a sharp voice that Ajay thought he recognized. He tucked his sandwich behind the glossy leaves of an alpine currant shrub. “Thanks for the tip,” he said to Zach as he hurried away.
“I’m certain I don’t know this one,” said a woman’s voice up ahead. This woman spoke with a nasal timbre, as if her nose were so high in the air she had no choice but to speak through it.
Ajay rounded an aggressive stand of viburnum to find an elderly couple arm in arm, walking along the path. The woman was as slender and stylish as the cigarette she pinched between two fingers. She wore a dress of shiny material so light it fluttered in the wind, which would have been truly ravishing on a younger woman. By contrast, the man’s thick frame was draped in an immaculately tailored suit made of the softest blue Ajay had ever seen.
The man cleared his throat. “Percival Trowbridge.” He jabbed a hand out for a shake. “And this is my beautiful wife Loretta.”
He knew them. Not personally, of course. Ajay would never have met such people in passing. He only knew them by name. Percival and Loretta Trowbridge were on Olexie’s list of the richest people in the nation, but they were recluses.
Ajay shook the hand dutifully, noticing the gruff strength in the old man’s grip. Old, of course, being a relative term. On closer inspection, Ajay decided the man was probably younger than him and certainly in better shape. The blue of his suit set off the hazel of his eyes against the gray of the cloudy sky.
“Ajay Andersen,” Ajay said, finally, when he figured out what they were waiting for.
“Of the Andersen Art Center Andersens?” Loretta asked.
Absolutely not. “Something like that.”
“Charmed.” Loretta glanced away. “I’ll let you two get to know each other. I think I see Robert now, and I’d like to speak with him before we settle on more serious topics.” She wandered away through the garden.
“Serious topics?” Ajay asked Percival when she was gone.
Percival only smiled ruefully. “An invitation to one of Jocelyn Garver’s new palaces simply must be about business.”
“Of course.” What? Ajay opted to deflect from the fact that he had no idea how Jocelyn Garver made her money. “Have you been to this kind of thing before?”
Percival nodded toward the garden—a gesture that might have been an invitation but came across as more of a command. The two started a slow walk. “Loretta is pleased to be here. These social things are all a bit much for me, but I’m told this is quite an honor.”
“I’ve never been very good at that sort of thing.”
Zach passed with a tray of wine glasses, and Ajay flagged him down. He selected a glass of the white wine without bubbles, figuring it was probably the safest option. Percival took a glass of aggressively red wine.
“Are you here with anyone?” Percival asked, sipping his wine.
“Just my granddaughter,” Ajay said. He held up the glass to Zach. “Is this safe?”
“Granddaughter?” Percival bellowed, seeming surprised. “How old?”
“Thirteen.”
“Ah!” Percival grinned. “So, it’s her and Burkshire’s kid.”
“Burkshire?”
Percival waved dismissively. “He’s the only man I know who would brag about an invitation to a secret meeting.”
“Great.” Zach had already moved on, so Ajay risked a taste of his wine. It tasted like wine.
“Rumor is his daughter has been tagging along to social events for the past several years. You know, learning the ropes.” He leaned close conspiratorially and whispered, “The girl gives people the creeps, but that’s not much of a surprise given who her father is, if you know what I mean.”
Ajay did not. “Who else is coming tonight?” He wondered if anyone else would be on Olexie’s list.
They strolled past the grasping bare branches of a hawthorn, which stood as the corner piece against the backdrop of a small apple orchard. Its tight, thorny branches extended over the path, and Percival had to duck to avoid them. As they rounded the densely packed trees, they came upon a compact man strolling at a casual pace through the garden. He wore a rumpled brown suit that fit poorly against his broad shoulders. A breeze tousled his thin black hair. He peered at them through thick-framed glasses. Ajay guessed before he heard the man’s name that he wasn’t going to be on Olexie’s list.
“Be careful with this one,” Percival whispered to Ajay conspiratorially. Then, louder, he greeted the man, “Declan Bohm, how is business.” In three long strides, he closed the distance to the other man and shook his hand vigorously.
Declan Bohm blinked, taken aback. “Percival Trowbridge.” He didn’t bother glancing at Ajay, as if he didn’t dare take his eyes from Percival. “I’m surprised to see you here.”
“Well, you know what they say about pending investigations,” said Percival.
Ajay said, “They’re best avoided?”
“It’s not that,” said Declan.
Percival clapped the younger man on the back, “Come, Mr. Bohm. Let’s call this a truce for tonight and find you a beverage.”
When they finally tracked down Zach for another drink—Percival snagged a second, even though Ajay had yet to hazard a second sip of his—Declan said, “I thought I saw a hound sniffing around here.”
“Another one?” asked Percival, raising an eyebrow meaningfully. He offered no explanation for the comment.
“A bloodhound, I think,” said Declan. “What do you suppose it’ll find if it digs in these gardens?”
“I’m sure Jocelyn doesn’t bury her bodies so close to home,” said Percival.
“More likely he’ll find snacks,” Ajay said. “Garrison is a specifically trained snack hound.”
Declan said, “Well, he can have one of those awful sandwiches.” He looked at his with distaste. “I always say a person should wear body armor to something like this, but poisoning’s not an unreasonable fear, either.”
Ajay took a sip of his wine. It was too sweet and made his tongue numb. He held it loosely in one hand and gripped the head of his cane in the other. “Maybe you should hire a taster.”
“I’ll be the taster,” Declan said, tossing the sandwich into the shrub. “This tastes like garbage. Don’t bother.”
“I should think that would be why one has children,” said Percival. Ajay wasn’t sure if it was a joke.
“Speaking of which,” Ajay said, summoning the most polite voice he could manage. “I believe I should go check in with my granddaughter.”
As he left, he tuned his hearing aid so that it picked up the two men continuing their conversation.
Declan said, “Who is that man, Trowbridge?”
“A lower class sort, I think,” said the heavy man. “Said his name was Andersen, but he didn’t seem very confident about it.”
There were a lot of things Ajay wasn’t confident about. His name was not one of them.
“Is Lee really coming to this?” Declan asked.
“Wilson?” replied Percival. “I’m sure it’ll be a surprise, but I have to say I’m looking forward to hearing what you have to say to him.”
“Yeah,” said Declan. “Me too.”
As Ajay passed a raised bed of the thorniest roses he’d ever seen, he set his wine glass down on the stone wall and strolled forward, tapping his cane lightly on the paver path.
He soon understood the layout of the courtyard. Every path meandered aimlessly, and strategically placed plantings blocked views, lending the space an almost claustrophobic quality. Yet from every location, he could see the steeple set into the center of the mansion and the jagged crenelation running along the roof three stories up. The tower stretched high above the garden, and it was topped by a wide circular room with its windows open to a view of the world in all directions.
To the west, the paths joined into a single stone walkway that plunged straight into a dense oak forest. It reminded Ajay of fairy tales where the deep, dark wood swallowed unsuspecting children.
So, at least he knew where Kylie went. He made his way into the wood and hadn’t called her name more than twice before she appeared, standing on a freshly cut stump. Garrison sat several feet away at the base of a burr oak, his leash unhooked.
“I hear there might be another girl coming,” Ajay said.
“And what? I’m supposed to be friends with her?” Her tone was a challenge.
“I expect you to be friendly.”
She pursed her lips and stared into the depths of the forest.
“What’s wrong?”
“I don’t like it here,” she snapped. “We met grandma, so let’s leave.”
“We can’t leave yet,” Ajay sighed. Sometimes her mood changes baffled him, but he understood this one perfectly. She didn’t like social situations like this, and she wasn’t confident with her ability to meet new people. “Dinner, then we’re gone. I promise.”
After several long breaths, she whispered, “There’s a dangerous person here.”
“A few, from what I’ve met.”
“Yeah.”
“Don’t wander too far,” Ajay grumbled. He didn’t think he projected the air of authority that might influence Kylie’s behavior, but it was the best he could do.
When he returned to the rose wing of the courtyard, he found Declan arguing with a man in a perfectly tailored blue suit in a language Ajay didn’t even recognize. Declan gestured wildly and hissed arguments through his teeth.
The man remained calm in the onslaught, without a fleck of emotion passing across his perfectly carved face. His blond hair caught what remained of a ray of sunshine through the growing clouds. When he held up a hand to stop Declan’s rant, Ajay noticed that it was missing the pinkie finger at the first joint.
“That’s enough, Declan,” he said. “This is neither the time nor the place.”
“I’m telling you, Robert, I can prove it. I know they were involved.” Declan asked. His rumpled suit bunched at his shoulders from all the tension he carried.
A man in black standing a short distance away, watching the two arguing men from behind the jet-black circles of a pair of tech glasses. The glasses flashed blue against the defined orbital bone of his sunken eyes. His suit blended with the shadows in the corner of the courtyard, but after spotting him, Ajay wondered how the man could possibly be missed. A shiver crept down Ajay’s back.
“Theodore Parks,” Declan said a little later. “He’s more of a bad omen than a party guest, but I suppose this isn’t your typical social gathering.”
“I’m not sure I’d be invited to a typical gathering,” Ajay said.
“No, I suppose not.” Declan drained his glass. “I’m not exactly on the standard guest list either, but, hey, we can make the most of it, right?” His smile was paper thin.
Zach appeared from nowhere, ready to replace Declan’s drink. “Just so you know, gentlemen, the party will be moving indoors soon. We will gather in the ballroom just down the central hall on the left.”
“Wonderful,” said Ajay. He glanced to the place where the man in black—Theodore Parks—had been, but he was gone. “Have you mentioned this to Kylie?”
“No, sir.” A hint of exhaustion crept into Zach’s voice. His round cheeks were rosy. “I’m on my way to notify the others right away.”
“I’ll tell my granddaughter.” Ajay nodded to Declan. “I will meet you back in the mansion.”
Declan took a glass of red wine from Zach. “Indeed,” he said in an imitation of elite snobbery. “Very good.” With that, he made his way toward the central door, almost immediately swallowed behind the low shrubs.
As Zach took his leave, too. Ajay chewed on something Declan had said. He wasn’t the sort to get invited to a normal party. Ajay wasn’t either, and Theodore Parks didn’t seem like the typical guest. What was Jocelyn Garver playing at? Why invite all these people on this night to her palace on the shore of Lake Superior? It didn’t sit right.
Ajay started back toward the forest where he had last seen Kylie. If something was strange, the least he could do was keep her close by his side.




Chapter Three


Kylie didn’t like this one bit. 
She thought she could handle it. She had dressed for it, but now her bright red outfit and lipstick made her feel fake. Her hair felt funny. It smelled funny. She wasn’t mentally prepared to meet a whole bunch of new people. That wasn’t something a person could just do.
I hate it, Kylie texted to her friend Austin.
I’m sorry, he texted back, because of course that’s something he would say. He knew just what empathic thing had to be said to disarm her anger.
Disarm it, but not dissipate.
Kylie didn’t like how the network here felt. She had learned to test digital communications using the strange modifications in her head, but this network was odd. It grasped at her. It probed her weaknesses, and it made her uncomfortable. It felt wrong.
Plus, Papa was on his way to tell her to move into the house, and she didn’t want to move into the house. The network was stronger out in the woods, which was strange. Here at the edge of the forest, she found a tiny shred of peace.
Garrison snuffled her hand the way he did when he thought she needed to be reminded to feed her.
“We fed you on the way here, Gare,” she whispered.
He indicated that he did not remember any such thing by snuffling at her purse. She didn’t have any treats there.
Kylie didn’t like the scary man who had arrived at the party after everyone else. She didn’t like the way his personal devices rejected her attempts to passively learn more about them. She got only one good look at him through the bare branches of the bone-white aspens. He wore all black and some fancy sunglasses. His lips were pressed into a thin line as if he were concentrating on something very important.
She wished she could see what that was.
What if I have to be here all night? she texted to Austin using her fidget. The message stuck for several seconds before finally going through.
He took a long time to respond, so she wandered deeper into the forest. Papa was coming to get her, and she didn’t want to go into the house. Not yet.
A voice behind her startled her out of her reverie. “Is that your dog?”
The girl was slender, but something about how she stood in her loose black blouse and matching long skirt made her look as tough as the convenience store jerky Papa had eaten on the way over. She was muscled like one of the girls who trained hard at cheerleading or gymnastics at school.
Kylie did her best to bite back the sarcasm in her response. “No, this is a bear that wandered in from the woods.”
The girl snorted a laugh, which didn’t help Kylie’s mood.
“His name’s Garrison,” Kylie said. “He doesn’t like strangers.”
Garrison padded over to the girl and sniffed her hand. Finding it devoid of treats of any kind, he licked it just in case.
“I mean, he’s not mean or anything,” said Kylie.
“I’m Gabby,” said the girl.
“Kylie.” Kylie still couldn’t tell how old Gabby was, but her eyes had an edge that made her uneasy. “Do you get dragged to a lot of parties like this?”
“My dad says I’m his protection,” Gabby said.
Kylie clipped Garrison’s leash on his collar, leaving her hands draped over the big dog’s shoulders. “Papa acts like too much social interaction might make his head explode.”
“My dad loves parties. He always needs to show off.”
Kylie stood and gave Garrison’s leash a little tug. “Come on, Gare.” The big dog followed with all the enthusiasm of a bucket of molasses. Kylie could sense that Papa was getting closer, and she didn’t want to talk to him yet, even if it meant spending more time with Gabby.
Gabby walked by Kylie’s side but didn’t say anything. Kylie wondered if the girl just didn’t have anything to say or if she’d figured out that Kylie really didn’t want to talk. Had she been subtle enough to be polite? It was so hard to tell.
Am I supposed to be nice to people when I meet them? she texted Austin.
Kinda, yeah.
Well, what did he know?
The air was heavy and dull, its humidity making her skin all bloated and warm. There would be a storm soon, she figured. All the forecasts said it would be the first really big storm of the spring, but nobody really agreed on when it would hit or how big it would be. Kylie figured that was because she was pulling information from half a dozen different weather prediction algorithms. None of them had really kept up to the climate changes of the past fifty years, so everything was just a little bit off.
Gabby drew in a long breath. “I love the smell of the leaves,” she said.
“Yeah. Rotten leaves. They’re great.”
“Better than rotten animals,” Gabby said.
Kylie didn’t ask what Gabby knew about rotten animals because she didn’t want the answer. Papa was approaching, so she veered down an extremely narrow side trail. At first, she pushed Garrison in front of her so they could walk single file, but he kept stopping and looking back at her as if she might have gotten lost. After his fifth time doing that, she squeezed in front of him and dragged him along, but then he kept stopping and sniffing her footprints.
“Come on, stupid dog.” She pulled on the leash, but he looked up at her with his big puppy dog eyes. “Fine.” Kylie crossed her arms in a huff. There wasn’t much path left, anyway.
Gabby padded through the forest like a ghost, whispering up behind Garrison. “My dad says that you shouldn’t follow deer paths. They tend to disappear.”
“This is bigger than a deer path,” Kylie said. It was probably a deer path. “Come on, Gare.” This time Garrison followed.
The air changed when Kylie pushed her way into the stand of pine. Above, the fluffy tops of white pines danced against the gray sky. They weren’t tall—maybe thirty feet. Kylie had seen much taller.
But these were white. Perfect, pure white needles hung like snow above them and dusted the ground below.
“Wow,” Gabby gasped.
Kylie picked up one of the needles. “My grandpa says these carry a genetic anomaly that they used to fight climate change.”
Gabby raised an eyebrow at that, apparently not convinced. Kylie wasn’t sure she believed it, either, but she had never seen pine trees with this modification. She’d also never seen plants this old with the change. If they were here, they must have been some of the first to have been genetically modified with this change. Or maybe this was where it first naturally occurred.
A granite boulder made for a simple seat in the center of the glade, and Kylie scrambled up atop it, followed by Gabby. It occurred to Kylie that this would be the perfect place to spend an evening alone, and that caused other girl’s presence to irritate her all the more.
Gabby lay back on the stone. “It’s very peaceful out here.”
It was peaceful
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