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Harper Hartford stood in the doorway of the old stone gatehouse, one hand resting on the splintered frame like she wasn’t sure she was allowed inside. The morning sun cut across the threshold and lit up the dust hanging in the air, a slow swirl of gold that made the whole place feel older than it probably was. I was already inside, running my palm along the low stone wall, feeling the cool grit of it, the way the mortar crumbled a little under my fingers.

“This is perfect,” I said. “Look at the shelves. Someone built actual shelves into the stone.”

“They’re crooked,” Harper said, but she stepped in anyway. She had her tablet tucked under one arm, the way she always did, and she kept glancing back toward the path that led to the Hartford Eco-Mansion. Her parents had moved the family up from the city a month ago, and Harper still moved through the property like a guest who hadn’t quite unpacked. “My dad said this place used to be a groundskeeper’s cottage. Before the old house got boarded up.”

“It’s a clubhouse now.” I turned in a slow circle, mapping it out. The gatehouse was one room, maybe twelve feet square, with a stone floor that had settled unevenly over the years and a single window that looked out toward the hemlock stand. A rusted rake leaned in one corner. A wooden crate sat against the far wall, half-collapsed. “We can clear out the junk, bring in some cushions, string up lights. Harper, this is going to be the best summer we’ve ever had.”

She smiled, small and quick. “You say that every summer.”

“And I’m always right.”

Benny barreled through the doorway before I could stop him, his sneakers slapping the stone. “What’s in the crate? Is there treasure? Did you check for treasure?”

“Benny, slow down.”

He didn’t. My six-year-old brother had two speeds, full tilt and unconscious, and right now he was deep in the first one. He scrambled toward the crate, kicked the rake by accident, and sent it clattering against the wall. Harper flinched. I caught the rake before it hit her and leaned it back in the corner.

“Sorry,” I said.

“It’s okay.” She was watching Benny now, her shoulders still tight.

Benny had already abandoned the crate. He’d spotted something more interesting near the back wall, a patch of floor where the stones had shifted and left a gap. He crouched down, poking at the dirt with a stick he’d picked up somewhere. “Tessa, there’s something shiny.”

“There’s always something shiny. You said that about a bottle cap last week.”

“No, this is different.” He dug harder, his small fingers working the loose dirt, and then he lost his balance. His foot caught the edge of the gap and he pitched forward, landing on his hands and knees with a grunt. But he didn’t cry. He just stared at the ground.

“Whoa,” he breathed.

I crossed the room in three steps. “What? Did you hurt yourself?”

He pointed. Nestled in the dirt where his fall had dislodged a stone was something that caught the light from the window and threw it back in a scatter of white sparks. I knelt down and brushed the soil away with my thumb. It was a diamond. Not a chip, not a sliver. A full, faceted stone the size of my thumbnail, glinting up at me from the floor of an abandoned gatehouse like it had been waiting there for someone to find it.

I picked it up. It was heavier than I expected, cool against my palm, and when I held it to the light the edges were sharp and clean. Not costume jewelry. Not glass.

“Is that real?” Harper’s voice was barely above a whisper. She’d moved closer without me noticing, and now she was standing right behind me, her tablet clutched to her chest.

“I think so.” My mind was already racing. The Riverview community app had been buzzing for two weeks about a string of jewel heists across the Hudson Valley. High-end stuff. Diamonds, sapphires, antique pieces. Mom had mentioned it at dinner last Tuesday, reading off her phone while Dad tried to get the tractor started. Susan from down the road had posted three times about a break-in over in Kingston. And now here I was, holding a diamond in a dusty gatehouse on the Hartford property.

“Where did it come from?” Harper asked.

“That’s the question.” I turned the stone over in my fingers. “Benny, did you see anything else in there?”

He shook his head, still on his knees, his eyes wide. “Just the shiny thing. Can I hold it?”

“Not yet.” I closed my fist around the diamond and stood up. Through the gatehouse window I could see the Hartford Eco-Mansion, all glass and steel and clean lines, sitting on the hill like something from a magazine. A black SUV was parked in the drive. I’d seen it earlier that morning when I’d biked over, and I’d seen the man standing beside it, a tall guy in a dark jacket who didn’t look like he belonged on a farm road. Rick, Harper had called him. Her father’s new driver. There was a groundskeeper too, someone I didn’t recognize, trimming hedges near the main house with a focus that felt a little too intense for hedge-trimming.

“Harper, how long has Rick worked for your family?”

She blinked at the shift in my tone. “I don’t know. A week? Maybe less. My dad hired him through an agency.”

“And the groundskeeper?”

“Same. They started around the same time.” She paused. “Why?”

I looked at the diamond again. A week. The jewel heists had started two weeks ago. The timing wasn’t proof of anything, but it sat in my stomach like a stone I couldn’t ignore. “No reason. Just curious.”

Harper wasn’t buying it. She was quiet for a moment, then said, “You think they’re connected. The diamond and the new staff.”

“I think it’s weird that a diamond shows up in your gatehouse right after strangers start working on your property.” I slipped the stone into the pocket of my shorts. It bumped against my thigh, a small, solid reminder that something was off. “But I don’t know anything for sure. Not yet.”

“What do we do?”

That was the hard part. I wanted to march up to the mansion and start asking questions. I wanted to pull up the news reports and cross-reference dates and figure out exactly which heist this diamond might belong to. But I was thirteen. I had no badge, no authority, and no way to get answers without tipping off whoever might be involved. If I told Mom, she’d call the police, and the police would take the diamond and ask their own questions, and I’d never know what really happened. If I told Harper’s parents, the same thing. And if I did nothing, whoever had hidden this stone might come back for it.

“We investigate,” I said. “Quietly. No adults, no police. Not until we know more.”

Harper’s fingers tightened on her tablet. “My parents get alerts from the security system. If we’re on the property too long, they’ll notice.”

“Then we’re careful. We stick to the gatehouse and the trails. We watch, we listen, we write everything down.” I met her eyes. “You in?”

She hesitated. Harper was not the kind of person who jumped into things. She thought about angles, about consequences, about all the ways a plan could go wrong. But after a long moment she nodded. “I’m in.”

Benny tugged at my sleeve. “I want to be in too. I found it.”

“You’re in,” I said. “But you have to follow the rules. No telling anyone. Not Mom, not Dad, not your toads.”

“My toads can’t talk anyway.”

“Good. Keep it that way.”

We stepped out of the gatehouse into the late-morning heat. The hemlock stand rustled in the breeze, and somewhere up the hill I heard the low hum of the Hartfords’ security drone making its rounds. I kept my hand in my pocket, my fingers wrapped around the diamond. The weight of it felt like a starting line.

I still had chores waiting at Crabapple Farm. The vegetable garden needed weeding, and Dad had asked me to help him with the fence along the east pasture. Benny had to be fed lunch. Normal things, farm things, the kind of things that didn’t care about jewel heists or mysterious diamonds or new staff with bad timing. But I was already making a mental list, sorting the tasks by speed, figuring out how fast I could get through them and still have daylight left for
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