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TWENTY-SIX YEARS AGO

“It’s done,” the short, balding man said into the black pay phone. “Heart attack ... while driving.”

“Okay, that’s that. Good riddance. Car accident?” the man at the other end of the line asked. 

“Yes ... in Harrison. There was some collateral damage.”

“Explain.”

“Two kids in the car. We thought he would be alone. One kid dead, one injured.”

“What would the survivor have seen?”

“Nothing, just the heart attack. She’s ten. She tried to take the wheel and drive the car when he keeled over. She drove it off the road. It was actually very clean.”

“A dead kid and a witness don’t sound clean to me.”

“She wasn’t supposed to be there. She witnessed a heart attack. That’s it. I did what you asked.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll get full payment.”

“By midnight tonight.”

“Once verified, yes.”

“I’m not a patient man.” 

“Once, verified!” he restated and hung up.

“You got trust issues,” the man said into the dead line.
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TEWNTY-ONE MONTHS AGO

Gillian tapped on the door frame next to the nameplate. The mahogany framed bronze plate read Marija Kovac, President, directly below the iRoc company logo. The door was half open.

“Gillian, come in. What can I do for you?” Marija Kovac’s eastern European accent was subtle and pleasant.

Gillian never bothered to research her new employer and CEO. She was just happy to have a good job with a promising new tech company. 

“You’re busy, so I’ll get to the point, Ms. ...”

“You know me better than that,” Marija waived her hand. “It’s Maria.” The long, dark-haired woman sat tall in her high-back black leather chair, behind her tidy mahogany desk. She remained focused on the computer monitor off to the side, revealing her stern profile. 

After a few more taps on her keyboard, she looked up toward Gillian. “So, what can I do for you?” She repeated.

“I heard a rumor,” she replied. “The rumor was you were looking for money, like we might be in financial trouble?”

“Close the door,” Marija said.

Gillian did.

“That stuff should not be spreading through the hallways,” she continued. “It’s actually quite the opposite. You can’t repeat this. Promise?”

“I promise,” Gillian raised her hand as if to offer an oath.

“Klaus’s department came up with a ground-breaking innovation that can really revolutionize current AI development. AI is really starting to take off. You know that of course. I can explain the details later, but I would need you to sign off on a confidentiality agreement first.”

“I already have one,” Gillian replied.

“This is more restrictive, I’m afraid. There is just too much at stake,” Marija said. “Yes, I am looking for money. We need investors to develop this. It’s going to be a tenfold return or more, but we need sixty to ninety million to develop and test it.”

“Well, that wouldn’t be me.”

“No, not many have access to that kind of money, but if I can get twenty to twenty-five or so smaller investors, that can get us where we need to be. That’s probably what you heard.”

“Wow, that’s great. All I could offer is a part of my paycheck.”

“Oh, no, your paycheck is small enough as it is. Besides, everyone who works here gets a piece of the action as part of their pay. I also have to be concerned about insider impropriety.”

“Like insider trading?”

“That only applies to public companies, but similar,” Marija replied. “This keeps it fair and equitable among everyone sacrificing to grow our company. Of course, if you have any rich friends ... just kidding.”

“Unfortunately, no,” Gillian replied. “How long will it take to develop this?”

“Klauss says six to nine months. He is probably a little overly optimistic but it’s a good start.”

“That’s sounds exciting. I wouldn’t mind being on his team.”

“I’ll let him know,” Marija said. “So, to dispel these rumors, we are solvent. Cash flow is good. I’m just looking for more seed money to fuel iRoc’s growth.”

“Good to hear,” Gillian said. She turned toward the door. “Thanks for the update.” 

“Anytime.” Marija's attention returned to her computer monitor.
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THREE DAYS EARLIER

Agents Conover and Knight sat back-to-back, focused on their oversized computer monitors. Their subterranean office in the bowels of Albany, New York, is nowhere to be found on any map or floor plan. 

The musty hallway, twenty-three feet below the I-787 on-ramp, led to an unmarked steel door with a keypad and fingerprint entry screen. The stark white room, with no wall hangings, plants, or family photos, offered little distraction from the live images on the array of monitors. 

“Yes sir,” Conover spoke into his headset. “I have a team working on data sent from Blackbird.”

Conover nodded a few times. “Yes, I know, that’s why we have her doing this stuff. She has a knack for finding these things.” He paused and nodded. “Okay, will do.”

Jim Conover, also known as Kiwi, turned to Jenny Knight. “The boss, obviously. He wants you to look into this as well. If we can’t patch this vulnerability quickly, we may need to shut down some things.”

“Another shutdown, huh? Can you say lead balloon?”

“You said it. Nobody will be happy about ...” Conover’s desktop beeped. “It’s Blackbird calling. She never calls. She shouldn’t be calling.”

“I don’t know why they insist on these code names. We all know who she is. I’ll bet a week’s salary she knows who you are.”

“No doubt. Yes, Blackbird, this is unusual. Why are you calling?” he said into the microphone.

“I was looking, following the hole, if you will?”

“Wait, what? You’re not supposed to do that. Once you find something, you report it, stop, and purge your data.”

“I know. But I noticed something else.”

“Noticed what?

“I’m sending a detailed report, but this couldn’t wait. I think someone is already inside.”

“In where?”

“Through the breach. Somebody has already slipped in. I don’t think they can go very far, but they are in.”

“How can you tell? Send me the data ASAP,” he demanded. 

He turned to Knight and muted his microphone, “I’ll forward this to you as soon as it comes through. Start shutting down pathways that might be suspect.”

“We could be shutting down safe routes as well,” Knight replied.

“I know, I know. Once we verify which ones are safe, we can reopen them.” Unmute.

“Blackbird, I’ll give you an hour to nose around. Send me everything you know right now, and again an hour from now. Then you purge. Got it? You know the rules.”

“Got it.”
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Chapter 1 – Northern New York
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THURSDAY EVENING

“Chapter Three - The Bowling Pin”, Dennis Corning tapped on his newish laptop. The laptop was courtesy of Tara Kaneko, his next-door neighbor, to replace the one resting on the bottom of Lake Kornish. 

Denny wanted to toss his ancient laptop into the lake many times in frustration over his writing, or lack thereof.  In this case, it was less dramatic. In an attempt to stimulate creativity, he thought it would be a good idea to take his boat out to the middle of the lake to write. It wasn’t. 

“Captain Roscoe ducked his stocky, almost six-foot frame behind the Azalia bush and drew his 45, waiting for Johnny Jigsaw to show.” Denny typed and frowned. All he needed to add was “it was a dark and stormy night” to round out the cliché fest. 

Denny pushed to keep writing, no matter how uninspired it was. He did like using the murder weapon as the chapter title.

He modeled Captain Roscoe after himself, down to his short dark hair. Okay, maybe embellished was a better word for it. One hundred seventy-five pounds hardly qualified as stocky, and Denny couldn’t handle a gun any more than he could handle a date with a supermodel.

Loud, but familiar footsteps clomped across the wooden planks of his lakeside porch, startling Denny. He wasn’t going to get much further on Chapter 3. Denny was facing a major case of writer’s block, but was fine with blaming it on the interruption. 

“Come in, Dana,” he said. 

She froze her knuckles inches from the screen door. “You must have eyes in the back of your head.”

“Your clogs, or whatever you call those things on your feet, make a racket.”

“That’s what Tara says.”

“Snakes under the porch have been complaining.”

“Don’t go giving me that snake bit again,” Dana replied, “I see one snake and you go on and on about it.”

“Snake bit? Don’t you mean snake bite?” 

“That would be ... Yukon Jack and lime juice, right? I’ll take one of those. So how is John Dickson doing?”

“John Dickson is only up to chapter three, and Denny doesn’t know what to do about it.”

“You’re sexy when you talk about yourself in the third person.”

“You’re twenty and my neighbor’s daughter, you shouldn’t be talking about sex and booze ... at least not with me.”

“I’m almost twenty-one, and in college,” Dana replied. “FYI, that’s ALL we talk about.” 

“So, what brings you to my palace today?” Denny’s palace was a 900-square-foot cabin on the shores of Lake Kornish. About an hour from the St. Lawrence Seaway, Lake Kornish was one of the more developed Adirondack lakes. The water was clean and clear, sort of, with a weak tea-like hue. With no state land, the lake was surrounded by cabins and vacation homes of all types and sizes. 

“May I borrow a cup of sugar?” she said in her Marilyn Monroe voice.”

“Bull shit.”

“What’s a ten-forty?” Again, with her Marilyn Monroe voice.

“Yes, I live for doing other people’s taxes.” His sarcasm was coupled with the reality that preparing other people’s tax returns paid the bills. “I bet you just torture all those naïve college boys.” 

“Boys?”

“Okay, men,” he said in a deep voice. “Better?”

“Better.” Dana was back to her natural, firm tone. “Hey, your boat is on the verge of coming loose.” 

“Thanks, I’ll check on it later,” Denny said.

“I’ll get it on my way home.”

“Leaving already?”

“No. I’m bored,” she said. “Summer finals wrapped up last week, everyone from school has gone home and Tara’s shut in her IT room dealing with another IT crisis.”

“That’s how she makes the big bucks.”

“I guess, although she can’t be bothered with the money. She makes it, gives it to me, and I put it into an index fund and look like a genius.”

“You have a Midas touch with money.”

“That was Mom ... a master with finances. Of course, investment banking wore her down, which is why we are now three hundred miles from Wall Street. As for me, I’m just an index fund girl.”

“I miss Abby. What a great spirit your mom had. You have that great spirit.”

“Don’t make me cry.”

“Sorry. I’m just glad the three of you got out of that rat race and moved up here. I assume Tara is too.”

“Oh yeah. Too many bad childhood memories, you know, her father and brother.”

“Yup.”

“Even though it all happened in Rye, or Harrison, I guess, Manhattan is still too close  for those memories.” 

Denny nodded. 

“And now with mom gone, she mostly just hides away to do her IT stuff. Too much so, if you ask me.”

“You have no idea what she does, do you?” Denny asked.

“She’s a PhD. She does, you know, PhD-level IT stuff,” she said.

They both chuckled. Nobody knew, not even her adopted stepdaughter, and Tara was not big on explaining. “She’s a bit secretive, isn’t she?”

“Private, not secretive. She says it’s client confidential. She doesn’t even want me in her office except for ....”

“Except for what?”

“Why don’t I let you get back to your John Dickson best seller?” Dana changed the subject.

Denny took the hint. “You can hold your sarcasm. I’m a little sensitive about that right now.”

“Sorry. For the record, I liked them.”

“Compared to a textbook, I suppose, but I appreciate it anyway. I hope the other hundred-twenty-three buyers pretend to like them as much as you do.”

She smirked. “I did NOT pretend. You could do with a different title, though... or titles for that matter.”

“They all go together, First Time, Two Times Two, Third Time’s a Charm and now Four at a Time, or something similar. I’m still thinking about it.”

“Four at a Time sounds like some sort of sexcapade.”

“I hope that’s not college life talking.”

“I live at home. There’s only so much a college girl can get away with while living at home,” Dana defended. 

“Don’t you have a place on campus?”

“It’s a futon in my friend’s apartment ... for late classes, you know that.”

“Whatever you say, Dana.”

“You make it sound so nefarious.

“You were the one who brought up sex and booze.”

“All talk, no play, I’m sorry to say. Hey, don’t you need to get past chapter three for a title?”

“May the fourth be with you, how about that?”

She shook her head in dismay.

“I need to get past chapter three for a book!” Denny continued. “A sexcapade, huh, not a bad idea. Sex sells, right?”

“Sure. Speaking of the opposite sex, have you been to the hardware store lately?” She said with a not-so-subtle segway.

“Hardware store?” Denny was used to Dana’s revolving topics, but being used to them and following them were two different things.

“Everyone knows you have a thing for the former Mrs. Kelly Anderson.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Everybody knows. Every time you need a paper clip, you run to the hardware store.”

“It’s on my morning walking route,” Denny defended, “and who is everybody?”

“Everybody I’ve talked to,” she replied.

“I suspect ‘cause that’s what you’ve been telling them.”

“Well yeah, you know I like to share.” Dana winked. 

“Your mother would be proud.”

“Kelly thought it was amusing.”

“Oh shit! What did you say to her?”

“She wasn’t repulsed by it, so that’s a good sign.”

“Yes, not being repulsive is the high bar I’ve set for myself.”

“It’s a start. I haven’t seen that lumber yard heiress lately, so why not?”

“She was hardly an heiress.”

“Maybe not, but she was rockin’ it.”

“I can’t believe I am having this conversation with my neighbor's twenty-year-old daughter.”

“Oh, not that again. What does my age have to do with anything?”

“Nothing, I guess.”

“By the way, we never got to thank you for that in-the-buff diving show you two put on a couple weeks ago.” 

“Oh no!”

“Oh yes. I bet if you could blush, you would be bright red about now. As opposed to the pasty white bottoms you were flashing along with Miss Lumber Yard.”

Denny dropped his face into his hands. 

“Tara didn’t want me to say anything, but I couldn’t keep this in any longer.”

“Lucky me. That was after eleven, where were you?”

“My summer classes were done, except for finals, and Tara and I were relaxing by the firepit with a couple of glasses of wine. The firepit went cold, but the floor show, or should I say the rickety rockin’ dock show, heated up just in time. It was all we could do not to cheer you on, but we didn’t want to scare away your date.”

“How thoughtful of you.”

“I thought so,” she offered. Rod Stewart’s Forever Young crooned from Dana’s phone. 

“That’s loud.”

“That’s Tara’s new ringtone. She’s not fond of it.”

“Selected by you, no doubt.”

“I gave her a choice of any Rod Stewart song,” she said to Denny before pivoting to the handset. “What’s up, doc?” she spoke into the handset.

Denny smiled. Dana’s mother, Abby, used to call Tara “doc.” Tara wasn’t too fond of being called doc, but that all changed when Abby died two years ago.

“Yeah, Mexican is good,” Dana continued. “Put me down for a beef burrito platter, extra spicy, and some guac on the side.” 

“Thanks,” she continued after a few nods, “I’ll be home in a few. Hey, do we have any ice cream left?” She paused for Tara’s reply. “Okay. Should I go get some?” She paused again. “Okay, maybe after then. Bye.”

“More Mexican food, huh? Never Japanese food?”

“Stereotype much?”

“Sorry.”

“Kidding! With her father and brother gone when she was so young, she didn’t have much Japanese influence. Somehow, she got hooked on Mexican food. Besides, it’s quick, it’s good, and it will most likely be delivered by Kyle.”

“Ahh, something for both of you.”

“How about this ringtone?” Rod Stewart’s Da Ya Think I’m Sexy blared from Dana’s phone. “That was Robbie’s very appropriate ring tone ... before we ended things of course.”

“Right.”

“At least it wasn’t Tonight’s the Night, eh?”

“I think we are getting into TMI territory,” Denny replied. “You know, if you frizz up your hair and die it blond, you sort of have a young Rod Stewart profile going for you.”

“Wow, that hurts. At least you said young.”

“No, on second thought, I’m going with Barbara. Of course, you’ll need to change your ringtone.

“Hey, it’s a proud Native American nose, well, half anyway.” She turned her head to the side, raising her chin, lowering the tips of her long, black, straight hair below her shoulder blades. “Memories,” she sang off-key, waiving, on her way out the door. 
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“Kyle, you have another message from you-know-who. I said you were out on a delivery.”

“Thanks, Corrine, I’ll call when I get back.” Kyle Molen replied.

“I’m not your secretary. Where’s your cell phone?”

“Out of minutes, and out of juice.”

“You need to get your act together. You still seeing that girl?”

“It was just a fling, for both of us.”

“Well, we have another delivery tonight to your lakeside girlfriends.” 

“Right. You think every woman I associate with is a paramour.”

“Potentially.”

“Including you?”

“You never stop flirting, do you?” Corinne handed the Diego’s delivery bag to Kyle. Kyle’s athletic build and naturally blond hair matched his big smile and ski bum lifestyle.

What was a ski bum doing hanging out on the west side of the Adirondacks? She could not figure it out. Why not Placid, North Creek or Burlington, she wondered. “That’s it for tonight,” she said. “You can go home or wherever after this.”

“Ten-four,” he took the bag and left.

––––––––
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A page and a half, and what seemed like hours later, faster and lighter footsteps squeaked on Denny’s porch floorboards. A firm three knocks followed. 

The light filtering through the screen and the closed glass door glimmered off the visitor’s straight, neck-length black hair, confirming it was not Dana. Denny could tell from the footsteps. Tara peered through the door window.

“Come in, it’s open.”

She did. “I’m looking for Dana. Did she get sidetracked with you? She’s not still here, is she?”

“No place to hide in here. She left,” Denny checked his watch, “about an hour ago.”

Tara frowned, accentuating the faint scar on the left side of her neck. 

“She must have gone for ice cream. If I had known, I would have placed an order for my chocolate chip mint,” Denny added.

“Her car is still here. She wouldn’t walk for ice cream, right? Not this time of night.”

“No, I doubt it. It’s pretty dark.”

“I didn’t see your boat by the dock. She wouldn’t have gone out, would she?”

“No. She did say she was going to snug up the lines for me, though,” Denny replied.

“Huh.” More curious than worried, Denny made his way down to his dock.

Tara followed.

Denny’s boat was a twelve-foot aluminum rowboat with an electric trolling motor and a dead battery. It was gone.

“She took the boat out.” Tara was not big on emotional displays, but was clearly annoyed. “Why would she do that?”

“Maybe she saw something floating out in the lake. Maybe she went after one of my oars,” Denny answered. 

“They're up there by the house,” Tara said. “At least one of them is.”

“She always brings them up. Hey, I see something.” He spied an object in the water and walked to the end of his shaky wooden dock. He leaned over the left edge. The dock leaned with him and his one hundred seventy-five pounds. 

There it was... his row boat mostly submerged with the bow sticking above the water line and the transom wedged under the dock. The stern of the boat, including its electric motor, was submerged.

“Is that your boat?” Tara rushed onto the dock, nearly overrunning the end of the dock. “It’s sunk.” She grabbed Denny to keep from going in, pulling Denny onto one foot, nearly dragging them both into the lake. The dock rocked under the shifting three hundred pounds between the two of them.

“Hold on, it’s just the boat,” Denny said. “It’s empty, she’s fine, she’s a great swimmer, she’s too smart to swamp my boat, or fall in for that matter.” Until now, Denny had never seen Tara as anything but calm, cool, and collected.

“So where is she?” 

“She must’ve gotten sidetracked or met up with somebody. Maybe she went to pick up your dinner, or ice cream, maybe.”

“No, Diego’s should have been delivered by now.”

“Where’s Kyle?” Denny said. “Did she go somewhere with Kyle?”

“She would’ve said something. I’ll check the house in case she came back while we’re down here.”

“Maybe call Diego’s and Jolly’s.” Jolly’s was the ice cream shop. Denny grabbed the rope from the bow of his boat and wrapped it around the cleat at the end of the dock, and said to his boat. “I guess you’re not going anywhere anytime soon.”

He followed Tara up to the house, rushing to keep up with her brisker-than-normal pace.

The closer to the house she got, the faster she moved, running the last few steps. Be there, he kept saying to himself. His mind rambled. What the hell happened to my boat? No way that was Dana. She wouldn’t leave it like that.

Tara rushed through the house yelling, “Dana, are you home? You’re in trouble. Dana?”

Denny followed as she barged into every bedroom, the den, and each of the three baths. Tara wiggled the locked door of her office. It was still locked.

“You don’t want to check in there?” he asked.

“She wouldn’t go in there,” Tara replied

Tara called Diego’s and Jolly’s. No one had seen her. Diego said the burritos should be there already. 

“Not here yet,” Tara replied.”

Tara retreated to the living room and plopped on the sofa. “I don’t get it.”

Denny took out his cell phone and flashed it to Tara. Cautiously, he said, “too soon for police, right?” It wasn’t even close to twenty-four hours since she was last seen. The police would probably assume she ran off with Kyle to do whatever twenty-year-olds do, Denny thought. The police might not do anything, but the sunken boat might prompt them to come sooner rather than later.

Tara looked up and shrugged. “She wouldn’t go off like that without telling me.”

No, Denny answered in his head. It was time, Denny thought. He called the police.​
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Chapter 2 – The Interrogation 
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LATE THURSDAY

The County Sheriff, or Deputy in this case, took an agonizing fifty minutes to arrive. Tara and Denny continued to walk the two properties. They repeated their trek through both houses and reluctantly scoured the shoreline for signs of what may have happened to Dana. 

On any other day, it would be an embarrassing contrast between Denny’s cabin and Tara’s spacious lake house. Tonight, it didn’t matter.

Little was said. They just kept walking and looking.

They looked under the crawl spaces of their two houses. For Denny’s, it was easy, as the cabin was supported on a series of stubby masonry block columns or pylons supporting the floor joists. The underside was open except for a wood lattice enveloping the perimeter.

The concrete foundation under Tara’s house had several impenetrable walls and angles from the multiple additions, with a single, two-foot-square opening to access the expansive crawl space. A padlocked wood door protected the opening.

Tara, ever efficient, trotted to her kitchen and back with the key and two flashlights.

“It’s already unlocked,” Denny said, holding the lock in his hand.

––––––––
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By the time the Deputy arrived with his young officer by his side, Denny and Tara had covered every place they could think of, and a few places that made little sense to check. 

They looked anyway. Their knees and elbows were caked in dirt. Tara’s black hair and Denny’s front and back picked up a noticeable dusting and a mosaic of webs from crawling under both houses.

Deputy Tom Asher and Officer Henry Clayborn quickly introduced themselves. Asher was a stocky five-foot-ten, similar to Captain Roscoe. Denny made a mental note of Asher’s appearance.

Clayborn was a tall, skinny twenty-something, straight out of high school, or so he appeared.  

Deputy Asher quickly asked. “What’s with all that dirt?”

“Looking,” was Tara’s stern reply. She looked at her watch and back to the Deputy, making no attempt to hide her annoyance with the delay.

“Right,” Asher said. “Okay, who saw her last, and when?”

Denny raised his hand. 

Tara and Denny detailed the last few hours since Dana left Denny’s cabin.

“Can you describe how she looked tonight. You know clothes, hair, shoes, jewelry, etc.?”

“Yes,” Tara jumped in. “She’s about five-seven, 130 pounds. She has long black hair down to her shoulder blades and Lady Gaga’s nose. Isn’t this all on her driver’s license?”

“Lady Gaga?”

“You know, an above-average size nose. She wore blue jeans with a black belt, a light blue T-shirt, and Reebok running shoes. She also has an old Rolex from her mother’s Wall Street days. It’s not a fancy one with diamonds or anything, but it’s a Rolex nonetheless. She likes to wear it to honor Abby.”

“Okay, got that, Henry?”

“Got it.”

“He’ll be looking around.” Asher pointed to the area around the two houses.

“We looked everywhere,” Denny said.

“Did you look there?” Asher pointed toward the lake. It wasn’t so much a question as it was the grim next step in their search. “Let's get a couple of divers out in the morning. Henry!”

“Yup, I’ll set it up,” Henry replied. “The Kendal brothers are excellent divers. They probably need the work.”

“She’s not in the lake,” Tara said. “She was very smart about the water.”

“We need to look just the same.”

“I need to ask you two some personal questions. Can we go inside?” Asher wisely pointed to Tara’s house, not Denny’s. “Henry, you keep looking around outside. And pull that boat out of the water and check it over.

“Check it for what?”

“Anything. Anything you can find.”

“Got it.”

As they walked toward the house, Asher turned to Denny, “You can wait outside. I need to talk to each of you privately.”

“To compare our stories?”

“It’s just the way we do it.”

To compare our stories, Denny concluded. 

Why do I feel under suspicion? Denny asked himself. A person of interest, I think they call it. How is this going to find her?
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Tara and Deputy Asher settled into the living room.

“Miss, uh, what was your last name again?”

“Kaneko, that’s K A N E K O. Dr. Kaneko,” she added. “I’m a PhD.” 

“In what?”

“Computer science.”

“How long have you known Dana Shelly?”

“She’s my stepdaughter. Fifteen years. I met her
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