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      I was supposed to spend Thursday morning listening to a history lecture, not helping uncover evidence of stolen land. To be fair, nobody mentioned stolen land at first. They called it the Fox Hill Homeschool History Walk, which sounded harmless enough—a little boring, maybe, but harmless. The mayor’s office had organized it as part of the lead-up to Founders Day, which meant there were banners hanging from every lamppost downtown, flower boxes freshly watered under every storefront window, and exactly three too many people wearing name tags.
    

    
      
    

    
      Founder’s Square looked like it had been scrubbed for company. The brick sidewalks were swept clean, and the old-fashioned streetlamps had little green-and-gold ribbons tied around them. The bakery had set out a chalkboard sign that said 
      FOUNDERS DAY COOKIES COMING SOON
      , which was probably the only part of the morning that interested the younger kids. Above all of it, the Clock Tower rose six stories over downtown like it was supervising the rest of us. It always did that. You could see the Clock Tower from almost anywhere near the square. It was dark red brick with pale stone edges, a copper roof gone green with age, and four big clock faces that stared out in every direction. The buildings around it were mostly two stories—old brick shops with awnings and flower boxes—which made the tower look even taller than it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      Below the tower, near the center of Founder’s Square, stood the bronze fox statue. The fox sat on a stone pedestal in the middle of a round fountain, one paw lifted slightly, head turned toward the Clock Tower as if it had just heard something suspicious. Its tail curled around its feet. The bronze was dark from age except for the tip of the tail, which was polished bright from years of kids touching it for luck. According to Fox Hill legend, if the fox pointed at you, you were about to learn a secret. According to my dad, most local legends were either warnings, advertisements, or things people invented when they had too much free time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad had sent me to the history walk with a stack of old maps tucked into a canvas tube and strict instructions not to argue with Arnold Whitaker unless Arnold was “catastrophically wrong.” That was Dad’s phrase. The problem was, Arnold Whitaker had a talent for sounding right even when he was shaving the truth down to fit his preferred shape. He stood near the fox statue in a tan suit, polished brown shoes, and a green Historical Society badge pinned to his lapel. He had silver hair combed back from his forehead and the kind of smile adults used when they were about to explain something obvious to people they considered less informed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Around him stood about twenty homeschooled kids, a few parents, my father’s map display, two folding tables with paper cups of lemonade, and Mayor Helen Tanaka. Mayor Tanaka did not look like she belonged near paper cups of lemonade. She owned Tanaka Row Boutique on Bell Street, and she dressed like every sidewalk in Fox Hill might become a stage at any moment. She lifted one hand, and the crowd quieted.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good morning, everyone,” she said. “Thank you for joining us for this special local-history walk. Founders Day is more than a festival. It is a reminder that Fox Hill did not happen by accident. It was built by people with vision, courage, and a belief that a small town could still matter.” She paused exactly long enough for the parents to nod. I had seen Mayor Tanaka do that before; she knew how long silence should last. “Today,” she continued, “you’ll hear from Mr. Arnold Whitaker of the Fox Hill Historical Society, whose family has been part of our town’s story from the very beginning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold dipped his head modestly, which was impressive considering he looked deeply pleased.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mayor Tanaka turned her smile toward us. “You are the next generation of Fox Hill. Our history belongs to you too.” It was a good line. I could tell because one of the mothers near the fountain whispered, “That’s nice.” Mayor Tanaka stepped back, her part complete but her attention still fixed on the group. She liked being finished almost as much as she liked being watched.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold moved forward. “Thank you, Mayor. It is always an honor to speak about Fox Hill’s founding.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “Now, many towns have stories. Few towns have a legacy as carefully preserved as ours.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That was when I noticed the boy standing near the edge of the group, not looking at Arnold at all. He was tall and lanky, maybe a little younger than me, with messy dark hair falling into his eyes and rectangular glasses sliding down his nose. He wore a dark hoodie even though the morning was warm, and he had his head tilted toward the plaque at the base of the fox statue like the bronze animal was more trustworthy than the man talking. I knew who he was, generally: Alan Dixon. His mom homeschooled him. People said he was brilliant and impossible to beat at chess, though they usually said it in the same tone they used for complicated weather—useful to know about, but difficult to deal with directly.
    

    
      
    

    
      A few feet away from him, Byron Davis leaned against a lamppost and made a playing card vanish between his fingers. Two younger kids stared at him with open amazement. Byron was seventeen like me, tall, athletic, blond, and so composed he made standing still look rehearsed. The card reappeared behind one little boy’s ear. The boy gasped. Byron smiled faintly, but his eyes flicked past the kids to Arnold Whitaker. That was interesting.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold, meanwhile, had begun the official story. “Fox Hill began as a small rail settlement,” he said, gesturing toward the Clock Tower, “but it became a true town because of the generosity and foresight of its founding families. Families who gave land, labor, and resources so that future generations could gather in places like this.” His gaze swept across the square as if he personally had donated the bricks. “The Whitaker family, I am proud to say, played a central role in securing this very square for public use.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at the map tube tucked under my arm. That sounded familiar, but too polished. My father had a whole shelf of Fox Hill histories at Rich’s Books, and the older ones had a habit of disagreeing with each other—especially about land.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold continued. “The Fox Statue was later added to honor the unity and courage of those early families.”
    

    
      
    

    
      As Arnold talked, my attention drifted to the plaque at the base of the fountain: 
      DEDICATED TO THOSE WHO KEPT FOX HILL'S FIRST MEASURE.
       I frowned. That wasn't unity. It wasn't courage. It wasn't even families.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan, still studying the plaque, said quietly, “That’s not what it says.” He did not say it loudly. He did not even seem to be speaking to anyone in particular, but I heard him because I was standing close enough. Arnold heard him because Arnold stopped smiling for half a second.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What was that?” Arnold asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan looked up, but not directly at him. His eyes shifted somewhere near Arnold’s shoulder. “The plaque,” Alan said. “It doesn’t say unity.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A few people looked down at the stone plaque set into the fountain base. Alan was right. It did not say anything about unity or courage or founding families. It said 
      first measure
      . That was a strange phrase.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, well, inscriptions from that era often use poetic language,” Arnold offered. “The meaning is clear enough.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is it?” Alan asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      One of the mothers coughed. I almost smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold turned away from him. “As I was saying, the statue represents the spirit of Fox Hill, watching over the square and reminding us where we began.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron slid the playing card into his jacket pocket. His eyes were on Arnold now, fully. “Interesting,” he murmured.
    

    
      
    

    
      I glanced at him. Before I could ask what he meant, Arnold clapped his hands once. “Now, if everyone will gather a little closer, we’ll continue with the story of the Clock Tower restoration.”
    

    
      
    

    
      At the edge of the fountain, a man in a gray work shirt knelt beside an open maintenance panel. He had a toolbox, a coil of hose, and the general expression of someone who had been promised a simple repair and had already discovered that promise was a lie. I recognized him vaguely from public works: Mr. Barton. He was trying to reach something inside the fountain base while the history walk gathered too close around him.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Careful there,” Mr. Barton said as two younger kids drifted near his toolbox. “Unless one of you knows how to fix a pump older than your grandparents.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The kids backed up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold frowned. “Mr. Barton, perhaps this work could continue after the educational presentation.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton did not look up. “Pump’s not scheduling itself around education. This has got to be working before Founder’s Day.”
    

    
      
    

    
      One of the parents laughed under her breath. Mayor Tanaka’s smile did not change, but I saw her eyes move to the open maintenance panel. She was calculating whether a repairman in the background improved or damaged the charm of the event.
    

    
      
    

    
      I kept looking at the inscription. 
      First measure.
       The phrase bothered me because it sounded less like a dedication and more like a clue.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton reached deeper into the pedestal. Something scraped—a low metallic sound, not like plumbing and not like stone. It made Alan’s head turn sharply. Mr. Barton paused. He tapped the inside edge of the pedestal with his wrench. 
      Tap. Tap.
       Then he tapped a different section. 
      Thunk.
       His eyebrows pulled together.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s not right,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold stepped toward him. “What isn’t?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton tapped again. 
      Thunk.
       The sound was hollow. Everyone heard it that time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton sat back on his heels. “There’s a compartment in here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold stepped forward. "Please be careful with that." Everyone looked at him. The sharpness of his voice surprised everyone; even Helen looked at him. Arnold quickly adjusted his tone. “I mean, if there is some structural feature in the pedestal, it should be examined properly by the Historical Society before anyone tampers with it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton stared at him. “I’m fixing a fountain,” he said. “Not robbing a museum.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Nevertheless—”
    

    
      
    

    
      The panel shifted under Mr. Barton’s hand. A small piece of inner stonework, or maybe a false backing, slid loose with a grinding whisper. Behind it was a narrow dark space. Mr. Barton reached in slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a moment nobody moved. Even the fountain seemed quieter, though that was probably because the pump was off. Then Mr. Barton pulled out a small metal cylinder. It was about the length of my forearm, dark with age, capped at both ends, and wrapped in something that might once have been oilcloth. On one side, barely visible beneath the grime, was the outline of a fox.
    

    
      
    

    
      The square erupted.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Is that a time capsule?”
    

    
      “Was that supposed to be there?”
    

    
      “Get a picture!”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mayor Tanaka stepped forward at once. “Well,” she said, her voice warm and carrying beautifully, “this is a wonderful Founders Day surprise.” She said it like she had planned the whole thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold did not move. His eyes were fixed on the capsule in Mr. Barton’s hands. For the first time since the history walk began, he did not look proud. He did not look annoyed. He did not even look like a man whose presentation had been interrupted. He looked afraid.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton held up the cylinder. "Anybody want to tell me why there's a box inside the fox?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Nobody answered. I looked at Arnold Whitaker. For the first time all morning, he looked genuinely concerned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Above us, the Clock Tower ticked toward the hour while the bronze fox stared toward it, one paw raised. Whatever was inside that capsule, Arnold wished it had stayed buried.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter II
    

    
      The Capsule That Wasn’t Supposed to Exist
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      For three seconds after Mr. Barton asked why there was a box inside the fox, nobody moved. Then everyone moved at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      Parents leaned forward, and kids tried to squeeze between adults while someone lifted a phone to take a picture. A little girl in a yellow cardigan whispered, “Is it treasure?” in the same tone she might have used for buried pirate gold or a dragon egg.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton held the capsule away from the crowd. “Back up. This thing’s old, and I’m not explaining to my supervisor why a fourth grader dropped history on the sidewalk.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That got the parents moving faster than the treasure comment had.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mayor Helen Tanaka stepped forward with her hands raised slightly, palms open and smile bright. “All right, everyone. Let’s give Mr. Barton some room. This is exactly the kind of unexpected discovery that reminds us how rich Fox Hill’s history truly is.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That was fast. She had turned a rusted metal cylinder found inside a statue into a sentence suitable for the newspaper in under ten seconds. Arnold Whitaker did not seem impressed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This should be secured immediately,” he said. “Handled only by proper historical preservation authorities.” He reached for the capsule.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton did not give it to him. Arnold’s hand hovered in the air for an awkward moment before he lowered it.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The Historical Society has procedures,” Arnold said, as if procedures were sacred and plumbers were not.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton looked down at the capsule, then at Arnold. “So does public works. Mine says if I find something weird inside city property, I don’t hand it to the first guy wearing a badge from a club.”
    

    
      
    

    
      A few people made small noises—not quite laughs, but more like laughs that had decided halfway out to pretend they were coughs. Arnold’s jaw tightened. “It is not a club.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mayor Tanaka slid smoothly between them before the entire history walk turned into a debate. “Mr. Barton is quite right to be careful, and Mr. Whitaker is correct that historical materials should be handled responsibly. I think we can all agree this is an exciting moment best managed calmly.” She turned toward one of the parents. “Would someone call Chief Dalton, please? This is town property, and I’d like everything documented properly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That was Mayor Tanaka’s talent. She could make calling the police sound like part of a ribbon-cutting.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold did not object, but he did not relax either.
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at Alan. He had stepped closer to the fountain—not close enough to interfere, but close enough to study the capsule. His eyes moved over the metal cylinder, the cloth wrapping, and the fox mark. His expression had changed—not excited, exactly, but focused, like the rest of the square had gone quiet inside his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron stood beside the lamppost, no longer doing card tricks. He watched Arnold—not the capsule or the mayor, but Arnold.
    

    
      
    

    
      I moved closer to him. “You think he knew it was there?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s gaze did not shift. “No. If he knew, he would have stopped the maintenance before this morning.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked back at Arnold, who was speaking quietly to Mayor Tanaka now, his gestures small and sharp.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd settled into a restless half-circle. Mr. Barton placed the capsule on one of the folding tables after Mayor Tanaka produced a clean white cloth from somewhere. I had no idea why she had a clean white cloth available, but she did. That was probably part of being mayor.
    

    
      
    

    
      The capsule looked older on the table. Away from Mr. Barton’s hands, it became less like a strange repair problem and more like an artifact. It was dark gray, maybe steel or tin, with sealed ends and a narrow seam around the middle. The cloth wrapping had protected it, but age had still left its mark. The fox symbol was stamped near one end: simple, angular, and barely visible through the speckled rust.
    

    
      
    

    
      The younger kids whispered guesses.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Coins.”
    

    
      “Letters.”
    

    
      “Bones.”
    

    
      “Why would it be bones?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. Old people did weird stuff.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My father would have objected to that as an unfair generalization. He also would have admitted, under pressure, that old people did occasionally do weird stuff.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold stood with his arms folded, watching the capsule like it was personally insulting him.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fox symbol bothered me. It wasn't decorative; it looked deliberate, like a marker.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan moved to my side. “It’s not a normal time capsule.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I glanced at him. “How do you know?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Wrong location.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It was hidden under a statue. Isn’t that kind of the point?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head. “Public time capsules are buried publicly. Cornerstones, dedications, plaques, records, ceremonies—they want people to know something was preserved.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “This one was secret.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes.” He said it like that answered everything. I waited, but he did not continue. Apparently, that was everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron leaned slightly toward me. “You’ll get used to that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at him. “You know him?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Know of him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan adjusted his glasses without looking at either of us. “That’s not the same thing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s mouth twitched. “See?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Before I could decide whether that was funny, a police cruiser pulled up along the curb beside Founder’s Square. Chief Colm Dalton got out holding a paper coffee cup.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chief Dalton always seemed to appear with coffee; I had never seen him without it. Rainstorms, parades, bookstore visits, minor traffic accidents—coffee. My mother once said the man had probably replaced half his bloodstream with dark French roast.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was tall and broad-shouldered, with short dark hair heavily streaked with gray and a face that looked tired in a kind way. Not weak-tired—more like he had been awake for twenty hours because someone in Fox Hill needed him, and if someone needed him for twenty-one, he would manage that too.
    

    
      
    

    
      He took in the crowd, the open fountain panel, the capsule on the cloth, Mr. Barton’s toolbox, Mayor Tanaka’s polished smile, and Arnold Whitaker’s rigid posture. Then he sighed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s brilliant,” he said slowly. His Dublin family gave his voice a gentle Irish rhythm, but he spoke like every word had to pass inspection before leaving his mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mayor Tanaka moved toward him. “Chief Dalton, thank you for coming so quickly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Hidden metal box inside the fox statue,” Dalton said. “Hard to ignore.”
    

    
      
    

    
      One of the parents near the refreshment table lifted a cardboard box. “Chief, we have donuts if—”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No,” Dalton said. It was not loud or rude, but it was final.
    

    
      
    

    
      The parent blinked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton closed his eyes for one second, as if gathering patience from somewhere deep and overused. “Thank you. No.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton muttered, “Told you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton gave him a look. “You didn’t tell me anything.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ve seen people offer you donuts before.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And yet they persist.” Dalton took a drink of coffee. “Now. Someone tell me properly what happened.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mayor Tanaka began, naturally. “During a routine fountain maintenance connected with Founders Day preparations, Mr. Barton discovered what appears to be a historical time capsule inside the pedestal of the Fox Statue. We have not disturbed it beyond necessary handling.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton raised one hand. “I disturbed it exactly enough to find it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton nodded. “Fair enough.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold stepped forward. “Chief, the Historical Society is prepared to take custody immediately.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No,” Dalton said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold blinked. “No?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No,” Dalton repeated, still calm. “It was found in town property. I’ll document it first. Then we’ll decide who gets custody.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s face reddened slightly. “If paper survived a century in there, careless handling could destroy it. With respect, Chief, historical preservation requires expertise.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “With respect, Mr. Whitaker, so does chain of custody.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron leaned close enough for only me to hear. “I like him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I did too.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton set his coffee on the far end of the table, well away from the capsule, then took out his phone and photographed it from several angles. He asked Mr. Barton where exactly it had been found, photographed the open panel, made Mayor Tanaka step back when she drifted too close, and made Arnold step back twice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he looked at the capsule. “Do we know if it opens?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton pointed to the seam. “Looks like it unscrews. Maybe.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold immediately said, “Chief, I strongly advise against opening it here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked at him. “Noted.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I mean it may contain fragile paper, contaminants, historically significant—”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Mr. Whitaker.” Arnold stopped. Dalton’s voice was gentle, which made it firmer somehow. “I said noted.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mayor Tanaka folded her hands. “Perhaps a brief look under your supervision would reassure everyone that the item is safe and authentic.” Translation: perhaps a brief look would give her enough information to make a public statement before rumors did it for her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton considered the capsule, looked at the crowd, and then looked at Mr. Barton. “You got clean gloves?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton stared at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton nodded to himself. “Right. Why would you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mayor Tanaka produced a small packet from her bag. “Would these work?” They were white cotton gloves.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron whispered, “I bet she carries a museum in there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton put on the gloves, then carefully turned the capsule. The seam resisted at first. Mr. Barton offered a tool, but Dalton shook his head and worked slowly until the cap shifted. A few people held their breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      The end came loose with a dry scrape. Inside was a roll of yellowed paper tied with a faded green ribbon, a small round token dark with tarnish, and something like a strip of old cloth. No coins. No bones.
    

    
      
    

    
      The younger kids looked disappointed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton removed the paper first and unrolled it just enough to see writing. “This is old. Nobody touch anything.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That instruction made everyone lean forward, including me.
    

    
      
    

    
      The handwriting was faded but readable—dark brown ink on brittle paper. Dalton held it flat with two gloved fingers. Mayor Tanaka read silently over his shoulder. Her public smile stayed in place, but the muscles around her eyes tightened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold went pale. That was the moment I stopped thinking of the capsule as interesting. Interesting was safe; Arnold’s face said this was something else.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton read aloud carefully:
    

    
      
    

    
      “The first capsule belongs to the town. The second belongs to the truth.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The phrase pulled at something in my memory—
      first measure
      , the plaque on the fox.
    

    
      
    

    
      A murmur moved through the crowd.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton continued:
    

    
      
    

    
      “Follow the streets as they were named, not as they are praised. Main remembers First. Bell answers Brigid. Ashe points the way. Count from the fox to the rails. The true cornerstone never moved.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He paused. At the bottom, he read the signature: 
      “Jordan Ashe, 1911.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The square went quiet. Not completely quiet, since Founder’s Square was never completely quiet—there was still traffic on Main Street, birds near the bakery awning, and water dripping somewhere inside the disabled fountain. But the human noise stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then everyone started talking at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      “A second capsule?”
    

    
      “Who is Jordan Ashe?”
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      “Ashe Street? There isn’t an Ashe Street.”
    

    
      “Did he say truth?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mayor Tanaka lifted her hands again. “Everyone, please. This is a fascinating historical discovery, and I know we all have questions. Jordan Ashe left behind accusations. That doesn't make them true.” She looked at Dalton, then at Arnold, then back at the crowd. “What matters now is that the item is handled responsibly and interpreted carefully. We should not jump to conclusions based on one old note.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold seized on that. “Exactly. Jordan Ashe was a minor figure at best—a survey assistant, if memory serves. These sorts of personal writings often exaggerate. The Historical Society will need to authenticate every word before anyone assumes significance.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan spoke before I could stop him. “You already know who he was?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold turned toward him slowly. “Excuse me?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan’s eyes dropped to the pavement near Arnold’s shoes. “You said ‘survey assistant.’ Chief Dalton only read his name. You knew the name already.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The air changed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s expression hardened. “Because I know the difference between official history and private dramatics.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s voice was smooth. “That’s an interesting distinction.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold looked at him. “And you are?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Byron Davis.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was not an invitation to participate.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron smiled slightly. “I know.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mayor Tanaka stepped in again, but her smile had to work harder this time. “I think everyone is understandably excited. Chief, perhaps it would be best to secure the capsule now and allow the Historical Society and your office to coordinate next steps.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked at the note for another second before rolling it carefully. “Aye. That is what’s going to happen.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold relaxed just a fraction. Dalton noticed—I could tell because his eyes flicked toward Arnold’s face, then away.
    

    
      
    

    
      “But before anyone coordinates anything,” Dalton added, “I’ll make a full record.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s fraction of relief disappeared.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton secured the note and the token back inside the capsule, then closed it without tightening the cap all the way. “Miss Keene.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I blinked. “Me?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You’re George Keene’s daughter.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your father loaned the maps?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did you see the note clearly?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I glanced at Mayor Tanaka, then Arnold, then Alan and Byron. “Yes,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton nodded. “Good. If I need clarification on what was visible at the scene, I may ask you later.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold immediately objected. “Chief, surely a teenager’s recollection is not necessary.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton picked up his coffee. “Mr. Whitaker,” he said, very slowly, “right now I’m collecting facts, not preferences.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I decided Chief Dalton was my favorite adult in the square. Arnold said nothing else.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd gradually loosened. Parents began herding younger kids away from the fountain. Mayor Tanaka spoke softly to two women who were already taking notes on their phones, probably making sure the first social media posts used words like 
      discovery
       and 
      heritage
       instead of 
      secret
       and 
      truth
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton packed his tools with the grim satisfaction of a man who had found history and still had a pump to clean.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton took the capsule to his cruiser. Arnold watched every step, and I watched Arnold.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Byron appeared beside me. “He’s not surprised by the second capsule.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at him. “You keep saying things like that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Because he isn’t.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How can you tell?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron tilted his head slightly. “Surprise moves outward. People look around, ask questions, try to catch up. Fear pulls inward. He got smaller.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I glanced at Arnold. He did look smaller now, even though he was standing stiffly upright. His face had gone controlled in the way people look controlled when they are trying not to show panic.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan came over from the fountain. “The note is structured.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned to him. “You mean the street names?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not just street names. Sequence: Main, First, Bell, Brigid, Ashe, fox, rails, cornerstone. It’s directional.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “There is no Ashe Street,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan looked at me finally, or almost at me. His eyes landed somewhere near my shoulder. “Now,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      That one word made the back of my neck prickle.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s smile faded. “What do you mean, 
      now
      ?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      I thought of the canvas tube Dad had sent with me—old Fox Hill maps, older than the neat tourist versions printed for Founders Day. The tube was still leaning against the folding table where I had left it.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Street names change,” Alan said. “If the note says follow the streets as they were named, then the current map is the wrong map.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold saw me look. His eyes narrowed.
    

    
      
    

    
      That settled it. Maybe a reasonable person would have waited for Chief Dalton. Maybe a responsible person would have let the Historical Society and mayor’s office coordinate next steps. But I had just watched Arnold Whitaker try to take a capsule before anyone else could read it, dismiss a dead man before asking why he had hidden a note, and look terrified at the words 
      second belongs to the truth
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Also, I was George Keene’s daughter. In our house, old maps and books were practically a food group.
    

    
      
    

    
      I picked up the canvas tube.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron noticed. “Are we going somewhere?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m going to Rich’s Books,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan adjusted his glasses. “Good.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at him. “You’re coming?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I want to see the old maps.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron slid his playing card out of his pocket and turned it once between his fingers. “And I need to know why the Mayor wants to control the rumor mill and why Arnold Whitaker looks like someone just unlocked the wrong door.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I should have said no. I should have asked why two boys I barely knew were suddenly part of my morning. Instead, I looked across Founder’s Square at Arnold. He was speaking to Mayor Tanaka now, his face composed again, his hands moving in small, urgent motions. Whatever he said, Helen’s expression became more careful—not worried, exactly, but managed. It bothered me that they were talking to each other about this.
    

    
      
    

    
      I tucked the map tube under my arm. “Fine. But if my dad asks, this is educational.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron smiled. “Isn’t everything?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan was already walking. I followed, and Byron fell into step beside us.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind us, the bronze fox watched from its pedestal, one paw lifted, its hollow secret finally pulled into daylight. For the first time all morning, the history walk felt honest.
    

    
      
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter III
    

    
      The Map That Lied
    

    
      
    

    
      
        [image: ]
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Rich’s Books sat three storefronts down from the bakery, between a florist with striped green awnings and an antique shop that always smelled faintly of cedar, dust, and someone else’s attic. The wooden sign above the door had been painted so many times that the letters had a slightly raised edge: 
      RICH’S BOOKS
      . Below that, in smaller gold lettering, was my mother’s addition: 
      NEW, USED, RARE, AND PROBABLY MISPLACED
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad said it was bad business to admit we misplaced things. Mom said it was honest branding.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bell over the door jingled when I pushed inside, and the smell of paper, coffee, and old wood closed around me like a familiar coat. Sunlight spilled through the front windows and landed in bright rectangles across stacks of books that were absolutely not supposed to be on the floor. A ladder leaned against the local history shelves. The long front counter was crowded with bookmarks, receipt rolls, three mugs, a stack of customer orders, and one copy of 
      The History of Fox Hill County
       with seven sticky notes on the cover.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad looked up from behind the counter. He had ink on the side of one hand and reading glasses balanced on top of his head, which meant he had spent at least ten minutes looking for them already.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Well,” he said, taking in me, Alan, Byron, and the canvas map tube under my arm. “That was fast.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The history walk ended early,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad glanced toward the front windows, where Founder’s Square was still visible past the awnings and streetlamps. “Did Arnold finish talking?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not exactly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That explains the improvement.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s eyebrows lifted, just slightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan had already stopped near the front display, where Dad had arranged several old Fox Hill postcards beside a framed copy of a 1932 streetcar route. Alan was studying the display like it had personally challenged him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad noticed. “Alan Dixon, yes?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan looked up, but not quite at Dad. “Yes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Your mother came in last month for a book on mechanical clocks.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “She said your index cards were useful.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad looked pleased. “High praise from Michelle Dixon.” Then he looked at Byron. “And you must be Amanda Davis’s son.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron gave him one of those small, polished smiles. “Depends on what I did.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad laughed. “Nothing yet.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then yes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew I'd seen the name Ashe somewhere before—not on a street sign, but in the bookstore. I set the map tube on the counter. “Mr. Barton found a capsule inside the Fox Statue.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad’s expression changed. Not dramatically—Dad did not do dramatic unless someone cracked the spine of an antique book. But his attention sharpened. “Inside the statue?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Inside the pedestal,” I said. “Chief Dalton took it, but there was a note.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad came around the counter slowly. “What kind of note?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The kind that makes Arnold Whitaker look like he swallowed a nail,” Byron said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad looked at him with a raised eyebrow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron shrugged. “Accurate.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan stepped away from the postcard display. “It referenced a second capsule and a sequence of street names.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad reached for the canvas tube. “Tell me exactly what you remember.”
    

    
      
    

    
      So I did. I closed my eyes for a second and saw Chief Dalton’s gloved hands holding down the old paper: faded ink, narrow lines, the name at the bottom.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The first capsule belongs to the town,” I said. “The second belongs to the truth. Follow the streets as they were named, not as they are praised. Main remembers First. Bell answers Brigid. Ashe points the way. Count from the fox to the rails. The true cornerstone never moved. Signed Jordan Ashe, nineteen eleven.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I added, “We need older maps.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad nodded in agreement.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan moved closer. “Arnold called Jordan minor.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That sounds like Arnold, though he usually has a reason for what he does.” Dad removed a ring of keys from the drawer and headed toward the back of the store. “Come on.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron looked at me. I followed Dad.
    

    
      
    

    
      The local history section of Rich’s Books was in the back left corner, partly because those shelves were tall and deep and partly because Dad said local history should require some effort. It occupied three bookcases, two filing cabinets, a map chest, and several boxes labeled with things like 
      RAILWAY
      , 
      PROPERTY DISPUTES
      , 
      FOUNDERS DAY
      , and 
      UNSORTED BUT PROBABLY IMPORTANT
      . Mom hated the last label.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad unlocked the broad, flat map chest. “This,” he said, “is where responsible research begins.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron leaned against a shelf. “And irresponsible research?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad opened the first drawer. “Usually social media.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I liked watching Dad with maps. He handled them the way some people handled birds: carefully, with respect for how easily something delicate could be damaged. He pulled out a laminated modern walking map first and spread it across the research table. It showed downtown Fox Hill in bright, friendly colors. Founder’s Square was marked with a green fox symbol. The Clock Tower had a little illustrated clock. Rich’s Books was represented by an open book icon, which Mom had once said made us look like a school supply store.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan was beside the table before the corners stopped curling. He pulled a notebook from his hoodie pocket and wrote the street names in a vertical list:
    

    
      
    

    
      MAIN
    

    
      
    

    
      FIRST
    

    
      
    

    
      BELL
    

    
      
    

    
      BRIGID
    

    
      
    

    
      ASHE
    

    
      
    

    
      FOX
    

    
      
    

    
      RAILS
    

    
      
    

    
      CORNERSTONE
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he crossed out FOX, RAILS, and CORNERSTONE. “Not streets,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Fox could mean the statue,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Rails means depot,” Byron added.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan nodded once. “Likely.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad tapped the modern map. “Main Street. First Street. Bell Street. Brigid Lane. No Ashe.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe Ashe is a person, not a street,” Byron said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan shook his head. “The line says follow the streets as they were named.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then Ashe should have been a street,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      I studied the map. Main Street ran along the north side of Founder’s Square. First Street crossed it two blocks east. Bell Street angled down past the boutique district. Brigid Lane curved behind the old church and toward the train depot district. But the sequence did not make a clear path. It hopped awkwardly, doubled back, and ended near nothing useful.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan frowned—not a regular frown, but a problem frown. “It almost works,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Almost is not the same as works,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.” He said it sharply, but not at me—at the map.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron looked amused. “Do maps offend you often?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Only when they’re wrong.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad leaned against the table, arms folded. “Maps are wrong more often than people think.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan looked up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad smiled. “Every map says, ‘This is what matters enough to show.’ It also says, ‘This is what I chose to leave out.’”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s depressing,” Byron said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s history,” Dad said.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was watching Alan’s list. 
      Ashe points the way.
       The line had bothered me from the beginning—not just because there was no Ashe Street, but because of how deliberate it was. 
      Ashe points.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dad,” I said, “how old are the maps in the bottom drawers?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked pleased. “Very.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Older than the Clock Tower?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Some of them.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Older than the Fox Statue?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Definitely.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I reached for the map chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad put one hand gently over the drawer. “Carefully.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You say that like someone who once tore the corner off a 1926 trolley map.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I was nine.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The map remains torn.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron glanced between us. “Family history?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Tragedy,” Dad said.
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened the next drawer. Inside were older maps: not laminated, not colorful, and definitely not designed for walking tours. Some were folded into protective sleeves. Others were flat, thin, and yellowed, with handwritten corrections along the edges.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad selected one with a brown label: 
      FOX HILL TOWN PLAN, 1911 COPY
      . He set it on the table. The paper crackled softly as he unfolded it.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was not as neat as the modern map. The streets were thinner, some names handwritten. The depot district was larger, the roads around Founder’s Square less regular. Several lots were marked but not built. The Clock Tower was sketched only as 
      TOWN CLOCK SITE
      , which made it feel unfinished, like Fox Hill itself was still deciding what it wanted to be.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan leaned over the map. I did too. Byron stayed back, watching us and the front of the store at the same time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad pointed. “Main. First. Bell. Brigid.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My finger landed on a narrow street. “There.”
    

    
      
    

    
      ASHE ST.
       A thin street crossing the modern location of King Street.
    

    
      
    

    
      “King Street used to be Ashe Street,” Alan said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad’s face was thoughtful. “Apparently.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did you know that?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I knew some streets had changed names. I didn’t remember that one.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan was already drawing the sequence in his notebook. “Main to First. First to Bell. Bell to Brigid. Brigid to Ashe.” He shifted the old map slightly to align it with the modern one. “Ashe points the way... King points the way,” he murmured. His pencil moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched the line appear. It did not wander randomly now. The path began at the square, angled through older downtown, touched the missing Ashe Street, and then turned toward the depot—not the front of the depot, but behind it, toward a blank area near the old rail spur.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan drew another line from the fox statue to the rails. Then another. Then he stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron came closer. “What?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan turned the notebook around. The lines made an angular shape: not perfect, not obvious at first, but once I saw it, I could not unsee it. Two pointed ears. A narrow snout. A slanting jaw.
    

    
      
    

    
      “A fox,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad leaned in. “Huh.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron smiled faintly. “That’s either very clever or deeply unnecessary.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It could be intentional,” Alan said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You say that like you and Jordan Ashe were close.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The symmetry would be unlikely by accident.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron looked at me. “Translation?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s a fox,” I said. “On purpose.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan pointed to the final end of the sequence. “It terminates near the depot. But not at a building. There’s no label.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad traced the area with his eyes. “That might have been open rail property in 1911.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The note said the true cornerstone never moved,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad nodded slowly. “Cornerstone may not mean a building stone.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What else would it mean?” Byron asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “A starting point,” Alan said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad looked at him with interest. “Exactly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I studied the blank area near the depot. “A survey marker?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan nodded. “Or boundary stone.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Jordan Ashe was a surveyor,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Survey assistant,” Dad corrected gently. “According to Arnold.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “According to Arnold,” Byron said, “who looked like he wanted to eat the note before anyone read it again. Hundred-year-old paper probably wouldn’t taste very good.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad’s expression cooled slightly. “Arnold Whitaker has always been selective.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That was a careful sentence. I recognized careful sentences—adults used them when the whole truth was too inconvenient for the room they were in.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What does that mean?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad looked toward the front windows, as if he could see Arnold from here. “It means the Whitakers and Tanakas have been telling parts of Fox Hill’s story for a long time. And families who tell stories long enough sometimes forget which parts they inherited and which parts they improved.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s eyes sharpened. “
      Improved
       is an interesting word.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad looked at him. “You notice word choice.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “People hide in it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      For a second, Dad and Byron just looked at each other. Then Dad smiled, small and approving. “Yes. They do.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The bell over the front door jingled. All four of us went quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      From where we stood in the back, I could see the front of the store through a narrow gap between shelves. Arnold Whitaker had entered Rich’s Books. He was alone. His tan suit looked too formal among the uneven stacks and handwritten shelf labels. He paused near the front counter, scanning the room. His eyes landed on the map tube, then moved toward the back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad straightened. “Let me handle this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron did not move away from the table, but he did shift slightly so his body blocked part of the old map. Alan looked down at his notebook and covered the fox-shaped path with one hand. I suddenly understood that neither of them needed instructions.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad walked toward the front. “Arnold.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “George.” Arnold’s voice was pleasant—too pleasant. “I thought I might find you here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It is my store.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, of course. I meant after the excitement in the square.” Arnold glanced past Dad. “Quite a surprise.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Very.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I wanted to make sure any Historical Society materials loaned for the event were returned properly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad’s eyebrows rose. “The walk ended ten minutes ago.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “One can never be too careful with archival items.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron leaned close to me and whispered, “He came for the maps.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I already knew.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold stepped farther inside. “I also hope the teens are not being encouraged to speculate irresponsibly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad’s voice stayed mild. “Speculation is what happens before research. The trick is not stopping there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The trick,” Arnold said, “is knowing when something is beyond one’s expertise. Half the trouble in local history comes from people finding one document and deciding they understand everything.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan’s fingers tightened slightly over his notebook. I felt heat rise in my face.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad glanced back at us. “Cori, why don’t you three check the rear shelf for the depot binder?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew that tone; it meant move, but do not actually leave. Arnold never once asked about the capsule, only the maps.
    

    
      
    

    
      I picked up the 1911 map carefully. Byron gathered Alan’s notebook before Alan could object, and Alan grabbed the modern map with visible reluctance. We moved toward the rear shelf, partly hidden by a tall case of county records.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold watched us. His eyes dropped to the edge of the old map in my hands. For one second, he lost the pleasant expression, then it came back.
    

    
      
    

    
      “George,” he said quietly, “some histories do more harm opened than closed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad did not answer right away. When he did, his voice was calm. “That depends on who was harmed by keeping them closed.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The silence that followed was thin and sharp.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Arnold smiled. “Always the philosopher.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bookseller,” Dad said. “Occupational hazard.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold gave a small laugh that did not reach his eyes. “Do let me know if the Historical Society can assist with proper interpretation.” He turned and walked out, the bell jingling behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nobody spoke until his footsteps faded from the sidewalk outside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Byron looked at me and Alan. “Well,” he said, “that was subtle.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan took back his notebook. “He knows the old map is important.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And he does not want us using it,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad came back to the table, his face more serious than before. “I should tell you to leave this to the adults,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You should,” I agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      He sighed. “But I have met the adults.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron grinned.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad pointed at him. “Do not make me regret being honest.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I would never.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad looked unconvinced. He turned to me. “Cori, you do not remove anything from this store without telling your mother or me. You do not trespass. You do not confront Arnold alone. And if Chief Dalton asks what you are doing, you answer him truthfully.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s a lot of conditions. Do I need to write them down?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was not the full list.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan had gone still again, staring at the old map.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What is it?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The path forms the fox,” he said. “But the fox is pointing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron leaned over. “Toward the depot?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.” Alan drew a line from the snout shape toward the blank area beyond the depot. “Past it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at the map. At first I saw streets and lots and rail lines, but then Alan’s pencil made the old shape clearer. The fox’s pointed nose aimed behind the train depot, past the covered platform, toward an unlabeled service path that was not on the modern map at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad frowned. “That area should be fenced off now. Old rail property.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is it dangerous?” Byron asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not if you stay on public paths.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That sounded conditional.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It was.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I stared at the blank spot on the map: a hidden capsule beneath the Fox Statue, a note from Jordan Ashe, a street that had changed names, a fox-shaped path that pointed toward the rails, and Arnold Whitaker walking into my family’s bookstore to warn us away from history. The morning had officially stopped being educational in the normal sense.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan wrote one final phrase beneath his street list: 
      TRUE CORNERSTONE = ?
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he looked at me—almost at me.
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked down at the map. Jordan Ashe had hidden a message. The fox pointed toward the depot, and the survey marker meant something.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What was the first measure?" I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan looked at the map, then nodded. "That's the right question."
    

    
      
    

    
      The bell over the door had stopped swinging, but I could still hear it in my head—a warning, or maybe an invitation. I looked down at the old map again. The path did not end at the Train Depot’s front doors; it ended behind them, near a mark no modern map bothered to name.
    

    
      
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter IV
    

    
      The True Cornerstone
    

    
      
    

    
      
        [image: ]
      
    

    
      
    

    
      There are two kinds of silence in a bookstore.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first kind is comfortable. It is the soft, ordinary quiet of people reading, pages turning, chairs creaking, and someone trying not to sneeze in the poetry section.
    

    
      
    

    
      The second kind is the silence after Arnold Whitaker walks out and leaves everyone staring at an old map like it might explode.
    

    
      
    

    
      We had the second kind.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad stood at the research table with his arms folded, looking down at the 1911 map. Alan had his notebook open beside it. Byron leaned against the end of the table, one ankle crossed over the other, pretending to be relaxed. He was not relaxed; I knew because his playing cards had stopped moving. He usually turned them between his fingers without looking, but now they were held still against his palm.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The true cornerstone,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan wrote the words again, slower this time: 
      TRUE CORNERSTONE
      . Then he underlined them once.
    

    
      
    

    
      The word bothered me. Everyone kept talking about buildings, but the note didn't sound like it was talking about a building.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cornerstone. Everyone assumes building because that is what cornerstones usually are,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ceremonial cornerstones,” Alan said. “But the note says count from the fox to the rails. It is directional. It points away from Founder’s Square, so the cornerstone is not a building dedication.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron slipped the card into his jacket pocket. “Then what is it?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad nodded. “Possibly a survey marker?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked from Dad to Alan. “You both said that too fast.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad smiled faintly. “Surveyors use fixed points. A town has to begin somewhere physically.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Roads, lots, boundaries,” Alan said. “Everything depends on the first measured point.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Right,” Dad said. “A bad marker, a moved marker, or a disputed marker can change the way land is recorded.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s expression sharpened. “Land.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That one word changed the air. I thought of Arnold telling the group that the Whitakers had helped secure Founder’s Square for public use. He had said it with pride—not ordinary pride either, but family-story pride.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad must have seen my face because his voice became careful. “Cori.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s why Arnold got scared,” I said. “Not because of a second capsule, but because of what kind of truth would be in it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Possibly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dad.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      Possibly
       is an honest word.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan did not look up from the map. “The note uses ‘truth’ in opposition to ‘town.’ 
      The first capsule belongs to the town. The second belongs to the truth.
       That implies the town version is wrong.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron glanced at Dad. “He does that a lot?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alan?” Dad asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The thing where he makes the uncomfortable part sound like math.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Apparently.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan looked mildly puzzled, but only for half a second before returning to the map.
    

    
      
    

    
      I leaned over the old paper, careful not to touch it with my bare hands. The fox-shaped route still pointed toward the blank area behind the Train Depot. The old street names made sense now, but the phrase 
      true cornerstone
       still sat in the middle of the mystery like a locked door.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We need more than the map,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad’s eyes moved toward the filing cabinets. “Yes.” He sounded like he had been hoping I would not say that.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He sighed. “There may be a copied journal.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “
      May be
      ?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “In local history, ‘may be’ is what we say before opening boxes we should have sorted twenty years ago.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron smiled. “That sounds promising.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It sounds dusty,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad crossed to the filing cabinets and opened the second drawer from the bottom. It stuck halfway, so he braced one foot against the cabinet and pulled until it groaned open. Inside were folders, envelopes, photocopies, and two small notebooks tied with string. Dad removed a thick folder labeled 
      FOUNDERS - EARLY SURVEY / TOWN PLAT
      . The label was in Mom’s handwriting, which meant the folder was probably more organized than the rest of the cabinet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad laid it on the table. “Before you ask: no, this is not all original material. Some of it is photocopies, some of it is typed transcripts of handwritten documents, and some of it is notes from people who liked to summarize things without saying what they were summarizing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “History sounds exhausting,” Byron said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Only the honest historians,” Dad said.
    

    
      
    

    
      He opened the folder. There were photocopied pages, a few typed excerpts, an old newspaper clipping, and several handwritten index cards. Dad sorted through them, lips pressed together in concentration. Alan watched every movement, I watched Dad, and Byron watched the front door. That was becoming a pattern.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Here,” Dad said, pulling out a photocopied journal page. The handwriting was hard to read—slanted and cramped—but someone had typed a transcript beneath it. At the top of the page was a note: 
      EXCERPT FROM JOURNAL OF THOMAS BELL, 1912. PRIVATE COLLECTION COPY.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Bell,” Alan said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “As in Bell Street?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad nodded. “One of the early shop owners. Not quite a founder, despite what his descendants sometimes claim, but close enough. Remember, Bell wasn’t neutral either.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I bent over the typed transcript. The passage began harmlessly enough with complaints about mud, rail men, lumber costs, and arguments over where the square should sit. Then one sentence caught me, and I read it aloud: “
      Jordan Ashe kept the first measure by the rail bed. Whitaker kept the paper measure at the square. Only one was true.
      ”
    

    
      
    

    
      No one spoke. I read it again, silently this time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Jordan Ashe kept the first measure by the rail bed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Whitaker kept the paper measure at the square.
    

    
      
    

    
      Only one was true.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron was the first to break the silence. “Well, that sounds bad for someone named Whitaker. Or it could mean that Bell thought Ashe was right.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad took the paper from me and studied it as if hoping the sentence would rearrange itself into something less serious. It did not.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan wrote the sentence in his notebook. “
      First measure.
       Same phrase as the Fox Statue plaque.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I pictured the inscription: 
      DEDICATED TO THOSE WHO KEPT FOX HILL’S FIRST MEASURE.
       Not unity. Not courage. Not founding families. The first measure. The fox statue had been telling the truth the whole time; we just had not known the language.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Does that mean Whitaker moved the marker?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad answered slowly. “It means there may have been two versions of the starting point. One physical, one on paper.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That does not sound legal,” Byron said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It may have been legal enough at the time,” Dad said. “Or ignored enough. Early town records were not always clean.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Convenient word,” Byron said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad looked at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron did not smile this time. “People write self-serving journals all the time.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad looked back at the transcript. “Yes. That word is convenient.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan tapped the old map. “If Jordan Ashe kept the first measure by the rail bed, and the note says the true cornerstone never moved, then the second capsule should be near the original survey point.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Behind the depot,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The blank area,” Alan said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad turned another page in the folder. “There’s more.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The next transcript was shorter, taken from what looked like a letter rather than a journal. Dad read it silently first, his expression tightening.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hesitated. That made me nervous. Dad believed in context, accuracy, and letting people read above their grade level. If he hesitated, it meant the exact words were important. He set the page down, and I read it before he could summarize:
    

    
      
    

    
      Let Whitaker keep the stone he moved. The true one remains by the rails. If the town prefers the story that shines, let the fox remember the one that holds.
    

    
      
    

    
      The name at the bottom was not fully visible on the copy, but the initials were clear: 
      J.A.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan’s pencil stopped moving. Byron’s face went still.
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt something settle in my chest. It was not excitement now—not exactly. A hidden capsule was exciting, a cipher was exciting, and an old map shaped like a fox was definitely exciting, but this was heavier. Someone had known the town was lying, not about a festival date or a plaque's wording, but about where Fox Hill began, about who deserved credit, and maybe about who got land. Instead of being believed, Jordan Ashe had hidden the truth under a statue and trusted strangers a hundred years later to care.
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at Dad. “If Jordan mattered this much, why don't people remember him? Why isn’t Jordan Ashe in the official founding story?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad did not answer quickly.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dad.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know.” That was one of the few answers he hated giving.
    

    
      
    

    
      “But you suspect something,” Byron said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad looked toward the window again. “I suspect the Ashe name disappeared from public memory more thoroughly than names usually disappear by accident.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan looked up. “King Street.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes,” I said. “If Ashe Street became King Street—”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then the name was removed from the map,” Alan finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s voice was quiet. “People don’t erase names they don’t care about.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The words sat there. From the front of the store came the ordinary sounds of Fox Hill going about its morning: a car passed, someone laughed near the bakery, and the bell over the florist door jingled. The whole town continued being charming, bright, and decorated for Founders Day. Inside Rich’s Books, the official history of Fox Hill had started to peel at the edges.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad gathered the papers carefully. “You need to understand something.” I did not like his tone. “This may not change anything legally. Old land records are complicated. Even if Jordan Ashe was right, that does not mean there is some simple correction waiting to happen.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We’re not trying to file a lawsuit,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No, but Arnold or Helen may still act like you are.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron nodded once. “Because reputation works faster than law.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad looked at him. “Exactly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan pointed to the map. “If Arnold knows the second capsule exists, or might exist, he will try to retrieve it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “He may already be trying,” Byron said.
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at him. “You said that before.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Because when Arnold left here, he was not finished. He came to see what we knew; now he suspects we have the old map.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad’s mouth tightened. “You cannot just run to the depot.” That was such a parent thing to say that I almost smiled—almost.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We can walk,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Cori.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It’s public property around the depot, right?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Parts of it are.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That means parts of it aren’t.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, and that’s the difference.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan nodded. “We can avoid restricted areas.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron looked at him. “Can we?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan paused.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad pointed at Byron. “That was the correct question.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I crossed my arms. “We are not sneaking into anything. We just need to look at the marker.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “If it is still there,” Dad said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “It is,” Alan said.
    

    
      
    

    
      We all looked at him. He turned the 1911 map slightly and placed the modern map beside it. “The modern path behind the depot curves around an obstruction. See?” He pointed.
    

    
      
    

    
      I leaned closer. On the modern map, a service walkway behind the depot bent awkwardly, as if avoiding something not shown. On the 1911 map, the same place contained a tiny mark near the rail bed.
    

    
      
    

    
      “They built around it,” Alan said. “Or paved around it. The marker is probably still there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad studied the maps; I could tell he was annoyed that Alan made sense. That happened sometimes when good sense was inconvenient.
    

    
      
    

    
      Before Dad could answer, the bookstore phone rang. We all jumped. Dad gave us the kind of look adults give when they want to pretend they did not jump too. He went to the counter and picked up.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Rich’s Books, this is George.” His posture changed almost immediately. He looked toward us, then toward the front window. “Yes. The materials are secure.” A pause. “No, Mayor Tanaka, I do not think an old map qualifies as a public-relations emergency.”
    

    
      
    

    
      My eyes widened. Byron mouthed, 
      Mayor?
       Alan’s brow furrowed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad listened for another moment. “I understand the desire for responsible messaging, but I am not in the habit of surrendering bookstore inventory to the mayor’s office because history became inconvenient before lunch.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I had never loved my father more.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another pause. Dad’s voice became gentler, which meant he was now more serious. “Helen, if Arnold is concerned about accuracy, he can start by being accurate.” He listened again. “I will let you know if we find anything relevant.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He hung up. No one said anything. Dad came back slowly.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was Mayor Tanaka,” he said unnecessarily.
    

    
      
    

    
      “She wants the maps?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “She wants coordination.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron nodded. “That means yes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad sighed. “It means she wants to avoid rumors.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “By controlling facts,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “By controlling timing,” Dad corrected. “Helen is not Arnold.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No,” Byron said. “She is better at it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad gave him a sharp glance, then seemed to decide he was not wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan was packing his notebook into his hoodie pocket. Dad noticed. “Alan.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan stopped.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are not to take original maps out of this store.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. “I took pictures.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad stared at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan added, “Without flash.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad closed his eyes briefly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron looked impressed. “Efficient.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Necessary,” Alan said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad pointed at all three of us. “If you go to the depot, you stay in public areas. You do not force open anything. You do not touch rail equipment. You call me if Arnold appears. You call Chief Dalton if anything looks unsafe. You call your parents if this stops being a research walk and becomes something that would make your mothers angry.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That last category is broad,” Byron said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Intentionally.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded. “We’ll be careful.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad looked at me for a long moment. “You are curious,” he said. “That is good. But curiosity is not a permission slip.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      The question landed harder than I expected because the truth was, I did not completely know—not yet. The morning had pulled me forward one strange step at a time: plaque, capsule, note, map, journal. Each answer opened another question, and each question felt like a door. I wanted to know what was behind the next one. Maybe that was not the same as being careful, but it also did not feel like something I could ignore.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’ll remember,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad studied my face, then nodded. “Take photocopies. Not originals.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We made copies of the 1911 map section, the journal transcript, and the note I had reconstructed from memory. Dad added a small pencil mark where the modern service path bent behind the depot.
    

    
      
    

    
      While the copies printed, Byron stood near the window. “Arnold’s gone.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “How do you know he was out there?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I did not say I knew.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You implied it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He smiled faintly. “You’re starting to pay attention.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan took the fresh copies from the machine and laid them in order. “The question is not whether Arnold is going,” he said. “He is going.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s not a question,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.” Alan folded the copies with careful precision. “The question is whether he knows the exact location.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And if he does?” Byron asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan looked toward the door. “Then we are already late.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I slid the photocopied map into my satchel. Outside, Founders Day ribbons fluttered from the lampposts. The Clock Tower rose above the shops, steady and watchful. Somewhere beyond it, behind the old Train Depot, a forgotten stone might still be waiting where Jordan Ashe left the truth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron opened the bookstore door and held it with one hand. “After you,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan had already stepped onto the sidewalk. I followed them out, the bell jingling behind us like a warning we were choosing not to hear.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron whispered in my ear, “We don’t have to force our way in. I know how to pick locks.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Across the street, near the corner of Bell and Main, Arnold Whitaker’s tan suit disappeared in the direction of the Train Depot.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter V
    

    
      The Train Depot Marker
    

    
      
    

    
      
        [image: ]
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The walk from Rich’s Books to the old part of the Train Depot usually took seven minutes. That morning, it took forever. Not because the depot was far—nothing downtown was far from anything else. Fox Hill was the kind of town where adults said things like “all the way across town” when they meant “three stoplights and a left turn.” It took forever because Arnold Whitaker was ahead of us. We had seen him turn toward Depot Road. We had the old map, the copied journal page, and Alan’s certainty, but Arnold had something we did not have: a head start.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do we run?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan looked horrified by the idea, which was not encouraging.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron glanced at me. “We walk fast enough not to look suspicious.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who are we trying not to look suspicious to?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Everyone.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That was fair.
    

    
      
    

    
      So we walked quickly past the florist, past Tanaka Row Boutique, past two Founders Day volunteers hanging bunting from a lamppost, and down the slight hill where the brick sidewalks gave way to older concrete.
    

    
      
    

    
      The closer we got to the depot, the less polished Fox Hill became. Founder’s Square was clean, bright, and decorated for photographs, while Depot Road looked like it remembered work. The storefronts were narrower here, the brick darker, and old warehouse windows stared down from second floors with half their panes wavy from age. A delivery truck rattled behind the bakery, and somewhere nearby, someone was cutting wood or metal in short whining bursts.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Train Depot sat at the end of Depot Road: low and long, with a red brick chimney, green-trimmed windows, and a covered wooden platform that ran along the tracks. The passenger trains were long gone, but the building still looked like it was waiting for one. A faded sign hung under the platform roof: 
      FOX HILL DEPOT
      . Below that, someone had added a newer historical plaque with polished brass lettering and just enough words to make the past sound tidy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind the depot, weeds pushed up through gravel near an unused rail spur. A narrow service path curved around the back of the building toward a chain-link fence and a line of old utility poles. On the modern map, that path bent for no reason; on the 1911 map, that bend sat near an unlabeled mark.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan stopped at the edge of the platform and pulled out the photocopy. “Here,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      I leaned beside him. He had circled the blank mark in pencil and drawn a line from the fox-shaped route’s pointed nose, aiming directly behind the depot.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron scanned the area. “No Arnold.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s worse,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sometimes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We moved along the platform, the boards creaking under our feet as the depot windows reflected the sky and the Clock Tower in warped pieces. I could see the tower above the rooftops from here—smaller than it looked in Founder’s Square, but still impossible to ignore. The fox had pointed toward the rails, and the rails pointed toward everything Fox Hill did not talk about.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan counted under his breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What are you doing?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Paces.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You know paces aren’t exact.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know my pace stride.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course he did.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron looked almost delighted. “You have calibrated walking?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan answered, “Orienteering merit badge in Scouts.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We reached the back corner of the depot where the public platform ended and the gravel service area began. A small sign on a post said: 
      AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY BEYOND THIS POINT
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      I stopped, Dad’s voice immediately appearing in my head: 
      You stay in public areas. You do not trespass.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan stopped too, which reassured me until he crouched down and examined the signpost.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Reading.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The sign says no.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It says 
      beyond this point
      .” He pointed to the ground. “The marker might be before the boundary.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron walked a few steps to the side, keeping carefully on the public side of the sign. “He is technically correct, and as you can see, no lock. So I don’t have to pick it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I am not sure that makes me feel better.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan moved along the edge of the gravel, comparing the map to the curve of the service path. The path bent around a patch of weeds and a low clump of old stones near the depot wall. Most people would have walked past without noticing it, which was probably the point.
    

    
      
    

    
      “There,” Alan said, pointing to a half-buried stone near the base of a rusted metal post. It was about the size of a shoebox—gray and rough, with one corner visible above the dirt. Ivy had crept around it, and someone had once tried to pour concrete near it, but the concrete curved away, leaving the old stone untouched.
    

    
      
    

    
      I knelt carefully. At first it looked like ordinary rock, but then I brushed away some loose dirt with the edge of a folded paper from my satchel. A mark appeared—not words or numbers, but a shallow carved line and a small shape like a fox’s head.
    

    
      
    

    
      My mouth went dry. “Alan?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He crouched beside me, and Byron stepped closer, still watching the service path.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is it,” Alan said, his voice quieter than usual—not excited, but certain.
    

    
      
    

    
      I touched the air just above the mark without touching the stone itself. “The true cornerstone.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Survey marker,” Alan said automatically.
    

    
      
    

    
      “For once,” Byron said, “let her have the dramatic version.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan considered that. “Fine,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      That was when Arnold Whitaker’s voice came from behind us: “I would strongly advise all three of you to step away from that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I stood so fast my satchel banged against my hip.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold stood at the far end of the platform, between us and the street. His tan suit looked wrong back here among gravel, weeds, and old rail dust. He had one hand gripping the top of his walking cane, though I had not noticed him carrying it earlier—maybe for the uneven ground, or maybe for looking authoritative. Either way, it worked less well behind the depot than it had in Founder’s Square.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s expression became mild. “Mr. Whitaker,” he said. “What a coincidence.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold ignored him and looked at me. “Cornelia Keene, your father would not approve of this.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That was a mistake. First, nobody called me Cornelia unless they were reading a form or trying to sound superior. Second, dragging Dad into it made me less cooperative, not more.
    

    
      
    

    
      “My father told us to stay in public areas,” I said. “We are.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s eyes flicked to the sign.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan said, “The marker is before the boundary.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s mouth tightened. “This area is historically sensitive.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “So is Founder’s Square,” Byron said. “You seemed comfortable talking there.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold turned on him. “Young man, you would do well to speak less.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s smile did not change, but something behind it sharpened. “I’ve been told.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold stepped closer. “You have no idea what you are disturbing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I glanced at the stone. “What are we disturbing?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “History,” Arnold said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s vague.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It is nevertheless completely accurate.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not usually the same thing,” Alan said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold took a breath through his nose. For the first time, I understood something about him: his anger was real, but it was not the only thing moving underneath it. He was afraid. Byron had been right—fear pulls inward. Arnold’s shoulders had drawn tight, his hand gripped the cane too hard, and he kept glancing at the stone as if it might start speaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron saw it too. “You are not worried we will damage the marker,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s eyes snapped to him. “Of course I am.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No,” Byron said. “You’re worried we’ll recognize it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The words were quiet, but they landed hard. Arnold stared at him, and even Alan stopped looking at the stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron continued, his voice still smooth: “When the capsule came out, you wanted it private. When Jordan Ashe’s name was read, you called him minor before anyone asked. When the note mentioned Ashe, you reacted. When we looked for old maps, you came to the bookstore. Now you’re here.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s face had gone pale around the mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron tilted his head. “That’s not preservation. That’s panic.”
    

    
      
    

    
      For one second, Arnold looked like he might say something honest, but then pride returned like a door slamming shut. “You are children,” he said. “Bright, perhaps, but still children. You have no sense of what old accusations can do to a town.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Is it an accusation if it’s true?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s eyes moved to me. “You think truth is simple because you have never had to protect anything larger than yourself.”
    

    
      
    

    
      That stung more than I wanted it to, and I stepped forward. “I think people use the word 
      protect
       when they mean 
      hide
      .”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s face changed—not much, but enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan, who had been quiet, spoke from beside the marker: “The stone has a cavity.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold turned sharply. “What did you say?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan pointed to the ground beside the survey stone. “There’s a fitted plate. Covered with dirt. Not natural.” He had cleared a little more soil from the base, revealing a narrow, rusted metal edge flush with the ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold moved toward him. “Do not touch that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan froze—not because Arnold scared him, I realized, but because he had been told not to touch something, and technically, touching it might violate Dad’s conditions.
    

    
      
    

    
      I pulled out my phone. “I’m calling Chief Dalton.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s expression flashed. “No,” he said. That was all—not “that isn’t necessary,” not “please wait,” just 
      no
      . Which meant calling Chief Dalton was exactly the correct thing to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold moved faster than I expected, stepping past Byron toward the stone and reaching down as if to cover the metal plate or pull something free before I could make the call.
    

    
      
    

    
      Cori, do not do anything reckless,
       Dad had said, or something close to that. I did not hit Arnold, grab him, or shove him; I simply stepped between him and the stone, using the stance I'd practiced in years of Tae Kwon Do training.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold stopped so abruptly his cane clicked against the platform edge. “Move,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes widened, as if the word itself offended him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s voice came from behind him, conversational: “I would not try pushing her. She has extremely good balance.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan added, “And you are on uneven gravel.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold looked from one of us to the other. For one ridiculous second, I almost laughed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then my phone connected. “Fox Hill Police Department,” a woman said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This is Cori Keene,” I said, trying to sound calmer than I felt. “We’re behind the Train Depot near the public platform. We found something connected to the capsule from the Fox Statue, and Arnold Whitaker is here trying to interfere.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold flinched at the word 
      interfere
      . Good.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a pause, then the woman said, “Chief Dalton is still nearby. Stay where you are.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m planning on it.” I ended the call.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold straightened slowly, his composure gathering itself piece by piece, though it no longer fit quite right. “You have made a serious mistake,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No,” Byron said. “I think you did.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold looked at him. “You know nothing about it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Then tell us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The offer was simple, which made it more effective.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s eyes moved to the stone. For a moment, he looked older than he had in Founder’s Square—not important, not polished, just tired. “My grandfather spent his life preserving this town’s dignity,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “By hiding Jordan Ashe?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s jaw tightened. “By protecting Fox Hill from disputes that should have stayed buried.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Land disputes,” Alan said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold did not answer, which was an answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked down at the stone. “What happened?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s face hardened again. “You would not understand.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “You keep saying that,” I said. “Maybe try us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The wind moved along the depot platform, and somewhere nearby, a loose metal sign creaked. Arnold looked toward the square, though we could not see it from here.
    

    
      
    

    
      “You are making assumptions from incomplete records,” he said at last. “Early surveys often were. Boundaries shifted. Families disagreed. It was a long time ago.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s the public version,” Byron said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s grip tightened on his cane. “The public version allowed Fox Hill to move forward.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan said, “Because it benefited the Whitakers.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold turned on him. “My family gave everything to this town. Not everyone agreed with Jordan.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Or took credit for what the Ashe gave first,” I said, the words coming out before I softened them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold looked at me as if I had slapped him. For a second I almost apologized, then I remembered the note: 
      The second belongs to the truth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold swallowed. “You think one old capsule can undo generations of service?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No,” I said. “But maybe it can correct one lie.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The silence after that was different from the bookstore silence—this one had wind, gravel, rails, and the old depot watching us with dark windows.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan crouched again beside the stone, careful not to touch the plate. “There are two screws,” he said. “Both rusted. We should wait for Chief Dalton.” That was the most Alan sentence possible.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron let out a short breath. “Probably wise.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold looked briefly relieved, then we all heard the police cruiser. Chief Dalton’s car turned onto Depot Road and pulled up near the platform. He got out with his coffee in one hand and the weary expression of a man who had known, deep down, that the Fox Statue situation was going to get worse before lunch.
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked toward us slowly, taking in the scene: me standing between Arnold and the stone, Alan crouched near the marker, Byron leaning with misleading casualness against a post, and Arnold looking furious and pale.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton stopped. “That’s brilliant,” he said. No one answered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked at me. “Miss Keene.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “We stayed in public areas.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at the sign, then at the stone, then at Arnold. “I see.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It is before the boundary,” Alan said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked at him. “That your professional legal opinion?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No. Geometric.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron coughed into his hand, and Dalton’s mouth twitched once before going serious again. “What have we found?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I pointed to the marker. “We think this is the true cornerstone—or survey marker. The one Jordan Ashe meant.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked down at the carved fox mark, half-cleaned but still old and shallow. He crouched with more effort than Alan had and studied it. “Mr. Whitaker,” he said without looking up, “were you aware of this marker?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold hesitated too long.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold said, “I knew of several old markers in this area.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was not what I asked.” Arnold’s face reddened again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton stood. “Nobody touches anything else until I say so.” He put his coffee on the platform railing, took a pair of practical blue gloves from his coat pocket, and put them on.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton examined the rusted plate, then used a small tool from his pocket to clear dirt around the edge, working slowly as he had with the first capsule. The screws were badly rusted, but the plate itself was not sealed tightly; one corner lifted after Dalton worked dirt from beneath it. Inside was a narrow cavity lined with old brick, and within it sat another metal capsule—smaller than the first, darker, wrapped in oilcloth, and stamped with the same worn fox symbol.
    

    
      
    

    
      No one spoke; even Arnold seemed to stop breathing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton lifted it carefully, the old cloth crackling. For a second, all I could hear was the distant, faint tick of the Clock Tower carrying across downtown.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton set the capsule on the platform railing. “Well,” he said quietly. “There it is.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold sat down on the edge of the platform as if his legs had stopped working. Byron watched him without satisfaction, looking almost sorry instead. That made me understand Arnold a little better, though I did not want to: he was not scared because the capsule might contain treasure, but because it might contain himself—or at least the version of himself he had spent his life defending.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton photographed the capsule, the marker, the cavity, and the surrounding area before opening the outer cloth just enough to check its condition. Something slipped against the inside: a folded paper, a small brass token, and beneath them, the corner of a map.
    

    
      
    

    
      I leaned closer before I could stop myself. The map was old and brittle, but one visible word had been written in dark ink near the edge: 
      SERVICE WAYS
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan saw it too, his whole body going still. Dalton noticed and gently folded the cloth back over the capsule. “That is enough for now,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      But it was not enough—not for Alan, not for me, and not even for Byron, who was staring at the hidden cavity beside the stone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Service ways.
       Not streets, not lots, not Founder’s Square, but 
      ways
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked from the old survey marker to the Train Depot, then toward the distant Clock Tower rising over Fox Hill. The fox had not pointed us to the rails because the rails were the answer; it had pointed us here because this was where the next question began.
    

    
      
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter VI
    

    
      The Second Capsule
    

    
      
    

    
      
        [image: ]
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chief Dalton did not open the second capsule right away. That was extremely responsible, but it was also extremely inconvenient. He stood on the old depot platform with the smaller metal cylinder in his gloved hands, looking at it the way adults look at things they know are important enough to create paperwork.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We are going to do this properly,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold Whitaker sat on the platform edge, one hand resting on the head of his cane. He had not moved much since Dalton lifted the capsule from the cavity beside the survey stone. His face had settled into a gray, distant look, as if some part of him had stepped backward from the day and was watching from somewhere safer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron stood a few feet away, quiet now. That worried me more than his usual half-smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan, meanwhile, could not stop looking at the capsule. Not in a greedy way—Alan did not look like he wanted to own it. He looked like the world had presented him with a chess puzzle and then asked him not to solve it.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Chief Dalton,” Alan said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan blinked. “I did not ask yet.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Aye,” Dalton said. “But you were going to.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s mouth twitched.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan adjusted his glasses. “I only wanted to say that if the visible word is ‘service ways,’ then the contents may relate to the town’s early infrastructure, not just property records.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan added, “That could affect how quickly it should be documented.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton took a long drink of coffee. I had no idea where the coffee had come from again. He had set it down on the railing, but somehow it was back in his hand. Chief Dalton and coffee had their own physics.
    

    
      
    

    
      “That,” Dalton said slowly, “was almost a question.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It was a procedural concern.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That’s worse.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite myself, I smiled.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound of a car door closing turned us all toward Depot Road. Mayor Helen Tanaka walked toward us from a dark blue sedan, moving carefully over the uneven pavement but somehow still looking polished. Her cream blazer had not wrinkled, her gold earrings caught the sun, and her smile was in place before she reached us.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind her came Mr. Barton, which surprised me until I saw the tool bag in his hand. “I was told there was another thing,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked at him. “Who told you?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Dispatcher said you might need someone from public works.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked at the rusted plate, the opened cavity, the old marker, then back at Mr. Barton. “That was sensible of her.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton gave the capsule a tired look. “Please tell me there’s not another fox statue inside that one.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No promises,” Byron said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton stared at him for half a second, decided not to ask, and turned toward the exposed cavity.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mayor Tanaka arrived at the platform, slightly breathless but fully composed. “Chief Dalton,” she said. “I came as soon as I heard.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton glanced at me.
    

    
      
    

    
      I raised one hand. “I called the station. Not the mayor.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I called her,” Arnold said, his voice flat. We all looked at him. Arnold did not raise his head. “She needed to know before this became gossip.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen’s smile did not move, but I saw the calculation behind it. She took in the scene: the teenagers, the chief, the public works worker, the exposed survey stone, Arnold sitting too heavily on the platform edge, and the second capsule wrapped in oilcloth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she turned to Dalton. “Has it been opened?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Not yet.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Good.” Helen’s voice warmed, expanding to fill the space like we were still in Founder’s Square. “Then we still have an opportunity to handle this carefully. This is clearly an extraordinary day for Fox Hill’s heritage.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron leaned slightly toward me. “There it is.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The packaging.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen continued. “The public will be excited, of course. But we need responsible messaging. Context matters. We should avoid speculation until the Historical Society and appropriate town officials can determine—”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone looked at Dalton. He had not raised his voice; he did not need to.
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen paused. “Chief?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No,” he repeated. “The Historical Society is part of the context, not the authority over it. Not today.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s eyes lifted. Helen’s smile finally thinned.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Chief, I’m not suggesting anything improper.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I know.” Dalton set the second capsule on a clean cloth Mr. Barton had spread over the platform railing. “You are suggesting control. That is not the same as care.”
    

    
      
    

    
      For a moment, no one spoke. Then Mr. Barton muttered, “That’s going on a mug.” I liked him more every time he talked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen drew herself up slightly. “The town has a responsibility to prevent misinformation.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad had said something similar, in a different way. Helen was not Arnold; she did not seem afraid of the truth itself, but rather of the truth arriving without a schedule, a press release, and a committee. I understood that, maybe, but understanding did not make me trust it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked from Helen to Arnold, then to us. “We are going to make a record,” he said. “Here. Now. Before this object goes anywhere.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen’s eyes moved briefly to Arnold, who looked away. That was new.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton photographed the second capsule from every angle. He documented the survey marker, the carved fox mark, the rusted plate, and the cavity. Mr. Barton stood by with tools, but Dalton did most of the careful handling himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      When he finally unwrapped the oilcloth, it made a dry crackling sound that seemed too loud. The smaller capsule was better preserved than the first. Its metal was dark but not badly corroded, and the same angular fox symbol had been stamped into one end and could be seen easily.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton worked the cap loose slowly. Nobody interrupted him. Even Alan was silent, though I could practically feel his impatience from five feet away.
    

    
      
    

    
      The cap opened. Inside were several folded papers, a small brass token, and a brittle clipping pressed between two thin pieces of wood.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton removed the top paper first. It was a note, the handwriting matching the first one—narrow, slanted, and precise. Dalton looked at it for a long moment before he read aloud:
    

    
      
    

    
      “To whoever found the fox and followed the measure: I am Jordan Ashe, surveyor by labor if not by title, and I set this record where the first true line of Fox Hill was drawn.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold closed his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton continued:
    

    
      
    

    
      “The stone by the rail bed marks the first measure. The stone in the square marks what Whitaker chose to claim. Let no one say they were confused by weather, mud, or honest error. The marker was moved in record, not in earth.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen’s expression lost some of its polish. Byron was watching Arnold, but not with triumph—he watched like someone trying to understand the exact shape of a lie.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton read on:
    

    
      
    

    
      “I write this not to strip any man’s descendants of roof or bread, but because memory is land of another kind. Steal it long enough, and children will grow up thanking the wrong names.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The words hit me harder than I expected: 
      Memory is land of another kind.
    

    
      
    

    
      I thought of Ashe Street becoming King Street, of Arnold’s speech in Founder’s Square, of the fox plaque saying 
      first measure
       while everyone pretended it meant unity, and of Jordan Ashe hiding his truth under bronze and stone because nobody had listened to him when he was alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton’s voice slowed at the final lines:
    

    
      
    

    
      “The town may prefer the shining story. The fox will keep the true one. If the first capsule is ever found, let the second answer it. Let the old ways show what the new maps forgot.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He lowered the page. No one said anything. For once, not even Mayor Tanaka had a prepared sentence ready.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan’s gaze had dropped to the remaining papers in the capsule. “Old ways,” he said softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton gave him a warning look. “Careful.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m only repeating the text.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is often how trouble begins.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton made a sound suspiciously close to a laugh.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton removed the next item: the brass token. It was round, about the size of a large coin, but thicker. One side had the same fox symbol; the other side had a tiny marking that looked like a clock hand pointing to an open doorway.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan leaned forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton said, “No.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan leaned back—barely.
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at the token. “What is it?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold answered before anyone else could. “A survey token,” he said, his voice hoarse.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton turned toward him. “You know that?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold swallowed. “My grandfather had one. In a case.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen looked sharply at him. “Arnold.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He gave a small, humorless laugh. “It was displayed in our front hall when I was a boy. He said it proved the Whitakers helped mark the town.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Did it?” Byron asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold did not look at him. “I believed him.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The simplicity of that answer made the whole thing sadder—not better, just sadder.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton set the token beside the note and removed the protected clipping. The paper inside was brittle and yellowed, but the headline was still readable: 
      SURVEY DISPUTE DELAYS SQUARE DEDICATION
      . Below it, parts of the article were faded, but certain names were clear: 
      JORDAN ASHE
      , 
      MALCOLM WHITAKER
      , 
      RAIL BED MARKER
      , 
      DISAGREEMENT OVER PUBLIC SQUARE BOUNDARY
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad had warned us it might not change anything legally, and he was probably right. But it changed the story, and sometimes stories were the thing people were most desperate to keep.
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen took one slow breath. “Newspapers get things wrong all the time. This will require careful review.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron looked at me, I looked at Alan, and Alan looked at the last folded paper still inside the capsule.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton noticed all three of us noticing it. “None of you are subtle,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Technically,” Alan said, “we are standing quietly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That was not a defense.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton removed the last paper. It was not a note; it was a map, smaller than the one from Rich’s Books, drawn on thin paper that had darkened with age. At first, I thought it was another street plan with lines, corners, marks, and labels, but after a few seconds, the familiar shape of downtown failed to appear. Main Street was not there, nor was First, Bell, or Brigid. Instead, there were narrow lines marked beneath or beside known locations: 
      DEPOT WAY
      , 
      FOUNTAIN ACCESS
      , 
      CLOCK SERVICE
      , 
      OLD DRAIN
      , 
      NORTH RELAY
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      And at the top, in Jordan Ashe’s careful hand: 
      FOX HILL SERVICE WAYS - PARTIAL
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      A strange feeling moved through me—not fear, exactly, but more like standing at the edge of a room I had lived beside my entire life without knowing it existed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan’s face changed, everything in him going still and sharp.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      He did not answer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s voice was quiet. “Alan.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan pointed, not touching the map. “This line runs from the depot toward Founder’s Square.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked, as did Helen.
    

    
      
    

    
      “So?” Mr. Barton asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan’s finger moved through the air above the paper. “It does not follow the street. It cuts under the block.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton leaned in. “Could be drainage.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan nodded once. “Maybe.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      He traced another line. “This one goes toward the Clock Tower.”
    

    
      
    

    
      At the words 
      Clock Tower
      , everyone looked up. We could see it from where we stood, rising above the depot roof and downtown storefronts, its clock face gleaming pale in the sun—the same tower that watched Founder’s Square, the same tower the fox statue faced, the same tower Arnold had tried to redirect us toward before the first capsule was found.
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen saw us looking and seemed to remember herself. “This map is clearly fragile,” she said. “And until we know what these markings represent, we should be careful with assumptions.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That is true,” Alan said. Everyone stared at him, but he seemed not to notice. “We should be careful. But it is not random.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton folded the map back only enough to protect it, then placed it with the other items. He turned to Arnold. “Mr. Whitaker.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold looked up slowly. Dalton’s voice stayed kind, which made it worse somehow. “Were you aware of this second capsule?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold looked at the note, the token, the clipping, and the partial map before looking past us toward the old survey stone. “No,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron’s expression shifted; he believed him, and so did I.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton waited.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s shoulders sagged. “But I suspected there was something. My grandfather spoke of a second record once. Only once. He had been drinking; I was fourteen. He said if the fox ever opened, the ashes would climb out of the ground and call us thieves.”
    

    
      
    

    
      No one moved. Arnold’s mouth twisted.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I thought it was drunken ravings. I didn’t think he was talking about a family named Ashe.” He looked at the clipping. “Later, when I joined the Historical Society, I searched. Not openly. I found references to the Ashe family—missing files, changed labels. Enough to know there had been a dispute.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “And you buried it deeper,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes came to mine. For once, he did not look superior. “Yes,” he said, the word barely audible.
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen closed her eyes briefly. “Arnold,” she said, and this time there was no polish in it.
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head. “You think I did it for myself.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron answered before anyone else could. “You did.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s face tightened. Byron did not soften his voice, but he did not make it cruel either. “You also did it for the town, and your family, and the version of both you needed to be true. People usually have more than one reason.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold stared at him. For a moment, he looked like he hated Byron for understanding him, then he looked away.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I spent my life preserving Fox Hill’s history,” Arnold said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “No,” I said, the word coming out sharper than I intended. Everyone looked at me. I thought of Dad’s local history shelves, the old maps, the copied journals, the plaque beneath the fox, and Jordan Ashe’s handwriting. “You preserved the parts that made your family look good. That’s not the same thing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold’s face went pale again. "You think history comes with labels attached."
    

    
      
    

    
      I almost wished I had not said it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton picked up the papers carefully and returned them to protective layers. “This will be secured and reviewed. Properly.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen nodded, her face composed again, but quieter. “The mayor’s office will cooperate.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      She added, “Without interfering.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That would be best.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Mr. Barton cleared his throat. “And the hole?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked at the cavity. “Can you secure it temporarily?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Finally,” Mr. Barton said, picking up his tool bag. “Something normal.” He knelt near the marker and began placing a temporary cover over the exposed cavity, muttering about old stonework, surprise history, and how nobody appreciated pumps until they got clogged.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton placed the capsule contents into evidence sleeves from his car. He did it slowly, naming each item aloud for his own recording: “Handwritten statement signed Jordan Ashe. Brass token marked with fox and clock-door symbol. Newspaper clipping referencing survey dispute. Partial service ways map.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Service ways.
       The phrase stayed in my mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen moved closer to Arnold and spoke quietly to him. I could not hear every word, but I caught enough: 
      formal review
      , 
      step back from Society duties
      , 
      until records are examined
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold looked smaller with every sentence. I did not feel sorry for him, exactly, but I no longer felt the sharp satisfaction I had expected. Maybe truth did that—maybe it solved one thing and complicated everything else.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron came to stand beside me. “He really believed part of it,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The lie?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The need for it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched Arnold. “That might be worse.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sometimes it is.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan was still staring at the protected map. I moved beside him. “You okay?”
    

    
      
    

    
      He blinked, as if returning from somewhere far away. “Yes.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “That did not sound convincing.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “The map is incomplete.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Most old maps are.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “No.” He shook his head. “It is labeled partial. Deliberately. Jordan Ashe wanted someone to know there were more pieces.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron joined us. “More capsules?”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Maybe. Or more maps.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked toward Founder’s Square, though the buildings blocked the fox statue from view. The morning had started with Mayor Tanaka talking about vision, courage, and a small town that mattered. It had led us to a hidden capsule, a changed street name, a stolen story, and now a map of routes that might run beneath the town itself. My satchel felt heavier even though all I carried were photocopies—maybe that was because I now understood what they meant. History was not only what happened; it was what survived, and sometimes what survived had teeth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chief Dalton finished packing the evidence and turned toward us. “You three.”
    

    
      
    

    
      We all straightened in different ways: Byron looked innocent, Alan looked attentive, and I probably looked guilty, which was unfair because I had called him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked at each of us slowly. “You did the correct thing calling me.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I relaxed slightly.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Do not make me regret saying that.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I stopped relaxing.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Yes, sir,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron placed one hand over his heart. “Deeply committed to not causing regret.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton looked at him. Byron lowered his hand. “Mostly,” he said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dalton sighed. “That’s brilliant.” This time, I was almost sure he meant all possible meanings at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen walked over, her smile softer now and less public. “Cori, Alan, Byron.” It felt strange hearing all three of our names together. “I know today has been unusual,” she said. “And I appreciate your interest in Fox Hill’s history. But until the town has had time to review these materials, I ask that you be careful what you repeat.”
    

    
      
    

    
      There it was again: control. But this time, I heard something else beneath it—not Arnold’s fear, but Helen’s caution. She did not want the town to splinter into gossip before the truth had a chance to stand upright. I understood that, maybe.
    

    
      
    

    
      “We will be careful,” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Helen looked at me for a moment, perhaps deciding whether that meant obedient. It did not, but it was still true. “Good,” she said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Arnold did not say goodbye. Dalton eventually drove away with the capsule contents secured, and Helen drove Arnold back toward Founder’s Square, probably to have a conversation he would enjoy less than anything that had happened so far. Mr. Barton stayed behind to finish covering the cavity and to complain to no one in particular about being asked to repair history without hazard pay.
    

    
      
    

    
      That left the three of us near the depot platform. For a few minutes, none of us spoke. The sun had shifted, the Clock Tower’s face glowed above the rooftops, and a breeze moved through the weeds beside the old rail spur. The service path curved around the survey stone as it had for years, quietly avoiding the truth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron broke the silence. “So,” he said, “are we pretending this was a one-time thing?”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at him. He had a playing card out again, flicking it between his fingers.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan did not answer; he was looking toward the Clock Tower.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alan?” I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      He unfolded one of the photocopies from his pocket—not the service ways map, since Dalton had taken that, but his rough sketch, made from the few seconds he had studied it before Dalton protected it. He had drawn lines from memory; of course he had.
    

    
      
    

    
      I leaned closer. The sketch was rough, but I recognized the labels he had managed to copy: 
      DEPOT WAY
      , 
      FOUNTAIN ACCESS
      , 
      CLOCK SERVICE
      , 
      OLD DRAIN
      , 
      NORTH RELAY
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      “You memorized it?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “I think so.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “Alan.”
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked almost apologetic. “I notice patterns.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron smiled. “Useful habit.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan turned the sketch sideways, then upside down, then sideways again.
    

    
      
    

    
      “What are you doing?” I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      “The map orientation is wrong.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It had a top.”
    

    
      
    

    
      “It had an assumed top.” He pointed toward Depot Way. “If this line begins at the survey marker and this one goes toward the fountain, then Clock Service is not beside the Clock Tower.” He turned the page one more time. “It is under it.”
    

    
      
    

    
      The words moved through me like cold air from a door opening. I looked across downtown. The Clock Tower stood tall and steady, its four faces watching Fox Hill from above. Tourists took pictures of it, kids used it as a meeting point, and adults checked it even though they had phones. Everyone trusted it because it had always been there. But Jordan Ashe’s map suggested something else had always been there too: something beneath.
    

    
      
    

    
      “This isn’t a street map,” Alan said, his voice quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      Byron stopped turning the card.
    

    
      
    

    
      I stared at the sketch. “Then what is it?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Alan folded the edge back carefully, like even his copy might object to being touched. “I think,” he said, looking toward the Clock Tower, “it’s underneath us.”
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at Alan Dixon, who saw patterns where everyone else saw history. I looked at Byron Davis, who watched faces until lies started showing through. Then I looked down at the rough sketch in Alan’s hands and felt the first real edge of the town beneath the town.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Fox Statue secret was solved. Fox Hill’s secrets were not.
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