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The Hartfords’ guest room smelled like new paint and something floral I couldn’t name. I’d been staying there for two nights, ever since Mom agreed I could join Harper and Ms. Torres on the trip, and I still wasn’t used to how clean everything was. No dust on the windowsill. No scuffed baseboards. The sheets didn’t smell like the dryer at the farmhouse, where the vent coughed lint into the rhododendrons every cycle.

I zipped my duffel bag and set it on the floor beside the bed. My mason jar sat on the nightstand, forty-three dollars in crumpled bills and quarters pressed against the glass. The e-scooter fund. I’d been adding to it since March, a dollar here, two dollars there, every time I helped Dad with the fence posts or pulled weeds from the vegetable beds. The jar had felt important for months. Now it just looked like a jar.

Jake Grayson was out there somewhere, and forty-three dollars wasn’t going to find him.

The door swung open. Harper stood in the hallway with her tablet tucked against her chest, her pale hair pulled back in a clip that kept slipping. She was wearing a navy hoodie with a compass embroidered on the sleeve, a gift from her mother for the trip. Her eyes moved to the duffel, then to the jar, then back to me.

“You’re packed,” she said.

“Mostly.” I nudged the jar with my thumb. “Just deciding whether to bring this.”

“You won’t need it. My dad gave Ms. Torres a card for expenses.” Harper stepped inside and lowered her voice, even though no one else was upstairs. “Did you look at the list I sent?”

“The summer jobs.” I nodded. “The apple orchard in Ulster County. The marina near Lake George. The campground in the Adirondacks. All places Jake mentioned before he disappeared.”

“Three locations. He talked about them like they mattered.” Harper tapped her tablet and the screen brightened. “I pulled the forum posts. He asked about seasonal work last spring, right before his stepfather pulled him out of school.”

Wallace Croft. The name settled in my chest like a splinter I couldn’t work loose. I’d never met the man, but I’d heard enough from Harper and from the fragments Jake had shared before he vanished. A sales manager who traveled constantly. A stepfather who pressured Jake about money, about property, about things a fifteen-year-old shouldn’t have to worry about. Mr. Hartford had called him “the boy’s stepfather” in that careful tone adults use when they’re trying not to say something worse.

“We’ll find him,” I said. “We have the RV, we have the clues, and we have Ms. Torres.”

Harper smiled, small and quick. “And we have you. You notice things.”

I shrugged, but the words landed. Farm life had taught me to pay attention. A fence post leaning two degrees off plumb meant the ground was shifting. A chicken that stayed on the roost past dawn was sick. Dad called it “reading the small print,” and I’d gotten good at it without trying. Whether that skill would help me find a missing friend, I didn’t know yet. But I wanted to find out.

Footsteps sounded in the hall. Benny burst through the doorway with his toad bucket swinging from one hand, the plastic handle creaking under the weight. “Tessa! I caught a new one. He’s got spots on his back like little eyes.”

I knelt and peered into the bucket. A fat toad blinked up at me from a bed of damp grass. “He’s impressive. What’s his name?”

“Commander Warts.” Benny pulled the bucket back and hugged it. “Mom says you’re leaving for a whole week. Who’s gonna help me check the garden?”

“Dad will help. And you know what to look for.” I stood and ruffled his hair, which was the same sun-streaked brown as mine. “Keep an eye on the tomato plants. The hornworms are bad this year.”

Benny nodded solemnly, as if I’d assigned him a sacred duty. Then he turned and ran down the hall, the toad bucket banging against his knee with every step.

Harper watched him go. “He’s going to miss you.”

“I’ll be back before he notices I’m gone.” I grabbed my duffel and the mason jar, tucking the jar into the side pocket where it wouldn’t rattle. The money could stay. The jar itself felt like a piece of home.

We walked downstairs together. The Hartford Eco-Mansion hummed around us, a quiet symphony of smart systems and solar panels and glass walls that adjusted their tint based on the angle of the sun. I’d grown up in a farmhouse with creaking floorboards and a diesel tractor that needed three tries to start on cold mornings. This house was a different world.

Ms. Torres waited in the grand foyer, her posture straight and unhurried. She was dressed in practical khakis and a linen shirt, her dark hair pulled into a low bun. A clipboard rested in the crook of her arm, though she didn’t seem to need it. Ms. Torres was the kind of person who remembered everything.

“The Silver Stream is fueled and ready,” she said. “I’ve plotted our route to the first location. We’ll stop at the orchard in Ulster County tomorrow morning.”

“Did you tell her about Wallace Croft?” Harper asked me, quiet.

Ms. Torres answered before I could. “I’m aware of the situation. Mr. Hartford briefed me. Jake Grayson’s stepfather has been attempting to access funds that belong to Jake. An inheritance from his great-uncle. Our job is to locate Jake before Mr. Croft does and ensure the assets are secured.”

She said it plainly, without drama, as if we were discussing a grocery list. I appreciated that. The stakes were high enough without someone wringing their hands about them.

“Does Wallace know we’re looking?” I asked.

“Not yet.” Ms. Torres opened the front door and sunlight spilled across the marble floor. “And I’d prefer to keep it that way.”

The Silver Stream sat in the circular driveway, gleaming like something from a magazine. It was larger than I’d expected, a luxury RV with curved solar panels on the roof and panoramic windows that wrapped around the sides. The Hartfords’ logo, a stylized silver tree, was painted near the rear bumper. I’d seen RVs before, the boxy kind that rumbled through Riverview in summer, but this was different. This was a vehicle with a purpose.

Harper climbed the steps first, her tablet already out. I followed, my duffel bumping against my hip. The interior smelled of leather and coffee, and the dashboard looked more like a cockpit than a steering column. A small kitchenette sat to the left, a seating area with a foldout table to the right. Sunlight poured through the windows and caught the dust motes floating in the air.

I dropped my bag onto one of the bench seats and looked at Harper. She was scrolling through her notes, her brow furrowed in concentration.

“We’re really doing this,” I said.

She looked up. “We’re really doing this.”

Ms. Torres settled into the driver’s seat and adjusted the mirrors. The engine turned over with a low, steady hum. Through the window, I could see the hemlock stand at the edge of the property, the dark green branches swaying in a breeze I couldn’t feel. Beyond them, somewhere, was the Frayne Victorian House where Jake had hidden for days before he disappeared again. I thought about the attic with its dormer window, the half-eaten can of beans, the backpack slumped against the wardrobe. Evidence of a boy who’d been surviving on his own.

Harper reached over and squeezed my hand once, quick and firm. A promise. We would bring him home.

Ms. Torres shifted into gear and the Silver Stream rolled forward, tires crunching over the gravel drive. I watched the Hartford Eco-Mansion shrink in the side mirror until it was just a glint of glass among the trees. Then I turned forward, toward the road, toward the orchards and marinas and campgrounds waiting upstate, toward a boy who didn’t know we were coming.

The highway opened ahead of us, pale and empty under the late morning sun.
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