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The afternoon sun sat warm on my shoulders as I pedaled along the river road, my old bike creaking in rhythm with the cicadas. The air smelled of cut grass and damp earth, and for the first time in weeks, my thoughts weren't tangled up in courtrooms and custody hearings and the particular shade of desperation I'd seen in Wallace Croft's eyes when the judge ruled against him.

I let the bike coast down the gentle slope toward the mill district, one hand resting loose on the handlebar. Forty-three dollars sat in a mason jar under my bed, and I'd done the math three times that morning. At this rate, with the extra weeding money Mrs. Henderson had promised for her garden beds, I'd have enough for a used e-scooter by late September. Maybe sooner if I picked up more odd jobs after school started.

The number felt solid. Real. Not like the inheritance mess that had consumed everyone's attention for most of the summer, all those legal documents and whispered phone calls and Jake's face when he thought no one was looking. An e-scooter was the opposite of all that. An e-scooter was something you could touch.

I rounded the bend where the old access road split off toward Crabapple Farm, and that's when I saw them.

Three electric vans idled outside the riverside mill, their white panels so clean they looked wrong against the building's weathered brick. The mill had sat empty since before I was born, its windows dark and its loading dock sagging, the kind of place Benny claimed was haunted and Dad said was a fire hazard. But now the main doors stood open, and a handful of workers in matching gray jackets were unloading equipment from the vans.

I squeezed the brakes and pulled over near the old oak that marked the property line. My sneaker found the cracked pavement, and I stayed there, one foot down, watching.

The equipment came out in foam-lined cases. Not furniture. Not the kind of boxes you'd expect if someone was fixing the place up to live in it. These were narrow and black, with reinforced corners and labels I couldn't read from the road. The workers handled them the way Dad handled the new tractor battery, careful and two-handed.

Dr. Elias Rourke. The name had been all over the neighborhood app for the past week. Tech philanthropist, the posts said. Made his fortune in something called decentralized infrastructure, which Leo had tried to explain to me once and I'd nodded along without really understanding. The important part, according to Susan from three streets over, was that he'd brought millions in crypto and prototypes to Riverview, and wasn't that exciting for a town our size.

I hadn't paid much attention. Rich people moved to the Hudson Valley all the time. Harper's family had done it, and they were fine. Mostly.

But something about the way the workers moved held me there. They weren't talking. Not the easy back-and-forth of people unloading a truck on a warm afternoon. They set each case on the loading dock in silence, and another worker carried it inside without a word.

My eyes drifted up to the roofline.

The security cameras were new. I'd biked past the mill plenty of times, and those brackets hadn't been there before. Four of them, one at each corner, their black housings gleaming in the sun. But they weren't pointed at the doors. They weren't pointed at the loading dock or the windows or any of the places you'd want to watch if you were worried about someone breaking in.

They were angled outward. Toward the road. Toward the tree line. Toward the river.

I squinted, my hand coming up to shield my eyes from the glare. The nearest camera tracked slowly left, then right, its lens catching the light. It was scanning the woods. Watching everything except the building it was supposed to protect.

That didn't make sense.

Dad had installed a camera on the barn last year after a raccoon got into the feed, and he'd spent an hour adjusting the angle to cover the door. "No point watching the field," he'd said. "Nothing out there's going to steal from you."

But Dr. Rourke's cameras weren't watching the mill. They were watching anyone who came near it.

A worker glanced up from the van and noticed me. He didn't wave. He didn't nod. He just looked at me for a long moment, then turned back to his case and carried it inside.

I pushed off from the pavement and kept pedaling, my legs moving on autopilot while my brain turned the image over and over. The cameras. The silent workers. The foam-lined cases. None of it fit the story the neighborhood app was telling about a reclusive philanthropist looking for a quiet place to retire.

By the time I reached the turnoff for Crabapple Farm, the mill was out of sight behind the bend, but the feeling stayed with me. Not fear, exactly. More like the prickle of recognition I'd learned to trust over the past few months. The same instinct that had made me check the attic door twice after Jake first showed up in the Frayne house. The same quiet voice that had told me Wallace Croft was lying before anyone else believed it.

I parked my bike against the toolshed and stood there for a minute, listening to the familiar sounds of home. Benny was singing something off-key from somewhere near the toad bucket. Mom's radio drifted through the kitchen window, tuned to the oldies station she liked. Normal sounds. Safe sounds.

But the image of those cameras wouldn't settle.

I pulled out my phone and opened the group chat with Harper and Jake. My thumbs hovered over the screen while I tried to figure out how to say it without sounding paranoid.

Something weird at the old mill, I typed finally. Rourke's cameras are pointed the wrong way.

I hit send and slipped the phone back into my pocket. Harper would respond when she saw it. Jake would probably ask three questions before he said anything else. That was how we worked now. The Wallace Croft situation had done that to us, sharpened our attention in ways I was still getting used to.

Inside the house, the floorboards creaked under my sneakers, and the mason jar sat where I'd left it, its bills curled against the glass. Forty-three dollars. I knelt beside the bed and added the five from Mrs. Henderson's weeding job, smoothing the bill flat before I screwed the lid back on.

Forty-eight now. Tangible. Real.

But the cameras kept turning in my mind, their lenses sweeping the woods while the mill stood unguarded behind them. Dr. Rourke wasn't worried about what might get into his building.

He was watching for something coming toward it.
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The morning sun had already burned off the river mist by the time I finished weeding the vegetable patch, my knees pressed into the damp earth and my thoughts three days behind me. The cameras at the mill had not faded from my mind the way ordinary town gossip did. I had replayed the image so many times that it had become something I could summon without effort: four dark lenses angled outward, scanning the tree line while the building itself sat exposed and unguarded. It made no sense, and the not-knowing had settled into a low, constant hum beneath every chore I did.

I tugged a stubborn dandelion from between the carrot rows and tossed it into the bucket. Forty-eight dollars sat in the mason jar under my bed. Mrs. Henderson had promised another five if I helped her turn over the flower beds on Saturday, which would bring me to fifty-three. The e-scooter I had been eyeing at the sporting goods store in Kingston cost two hundred and forty, and at this rate I would be riding it sometime around never. Still, the math was comforting. Numbers behaved. They did not install cameras that pointed the wrong way.

Benny burst around the corner of the barn with his toad bucket swinging, its contents sloshing audibly. "Tessa, I found another one. He's huge. He's the king of all toads."

"You said that about the last three."

"This one's different. Look." He thrust the bucket toward me, and I leaned over to peer at a lumpy brown amphibian that looked exactly like every other toad he had ever captured. It blinked once, slowly.

"Very regal," I said. "What's his name?"

"I haven't decided. It has to be something important." Benny set the bucket down with exaggerated care and crouched beside it, his face serious. "Maybe Rourke."

I straightened. "Why Rourke?"

"Because everyone's talking about him. Mom said he's the most interesting thing that's happened here since the Hartfords moved in. Dad said he's probably just another rich guy who wants to play farmer." Benny poked a blade of grass through the mesh lid. "I think he sounds like a wizard."

"He's not a wizard."

"You don't know that."

I opened my mouth to argue and then closed it. I did not, in fact, know that. What I knew was that Dr. Elias Rourke had arrived in Riverview with a convoy of electric vans and enough equipment to fill a mill that had stood empty since before I was born, and that he had pointed his security cameras at the woods like he was expecting something to come out of them. That was not wizard behavior. That was something else.

I was still thinking about it when Harper appeared at the edge of the yard, walking fast along the access road that connected her family's property to ours. She was not walking the way Harper usually walked, which was carefully, deliberately, as though she were measuring each step against some internal
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