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    For the quiet walkers and note-takers,
who draw the margins and still step past them.
For the friends who carry flashlights,
and the mentors who say, "Show your work."
For the families who make room for detours,
and the towns that keep forgotten bridges.
For every hand that traced a "safe route"
and then chose one brave line farther.
May your blank quadrant read: Here Be You.
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Chapter 1 — Paper Towns, Real Edges
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The first time Kira Hale drew Northbridge, she left out the cafeteria on purpose.

Her pencil worried the page into thin, soft places as she sketched the rail trail curve and the sag of telephone wires over Maple Street. She added the fast way from the front doors to the back stairs, the corridor where the trophy case stuck out like a hip, the two exact floor tiles you could step on without squeaking. In the corner of her notebook she boxed the words safe route in tiny capitals, then shaded the box until it became a small square lake.

“Five minutes,” said Mr. Devaney, glancing at the clock and then back at thirty ninth-graders who were pretending to read a poem taped to their desks. “We’ll share observations.”

Kira pretended to underline a line about tides. She could feel the cafeteria two floors below like a weather system, the roar that always rose at 11:40 a.m. and found the seams of the building. If she didn’t plan the route, it would swallow her. If she did, she might slip past it, a quiet fish in a quiet current.

Her phone buzzed in her bag. One vibration. Mom. She let it go and drew the rust spots on the trophy case frame from memory, mapping by touch more than sight. On the page, the case became a boulder to slide around. She added a dotted line for the detour that avoided the band room when the brass kids were practicing. The tuba’s low note had a way of going through her ribs and knocking something loose.

“Okay, observations,” said Mr. Devaney. “We’re noticing how place and feeling overlap. June?”

A girl near the windows started talking about the poem’s shoreline and the way the town’s canal echoed it. While she spoke, Kira’s pencil added a line down a stairwell that ended at a side door—one that opened into a narrow strip of parking lot where nobody ever seemed to be. She wrote wind chime sound here because in September someone had hung a chime on the custodian’s closet and the smallest breeze made it sing.

When it was her turn, Mr. Devaney didn’t call on her, which was fine. She wasn’t sure how to explain that places had noise prints as distinct as fingerprints. Or that some corners were crowded even when no one stood there. The bell rang; paper shuffled; chairs scraped.

“Before you go,” Mr. Devaney said over the movement, “announcement from the community arts council. For the Northbridge Centennial, we’ve been invited to contribute to a ‘Story Atlas’—student-led maps of overlooked places. We’ll talk about it more tomorrow, but they asked for names of volunteers.”

Kira bent over the notebook. The word Atlas pulled at her like a small tide. She bracketed a paragraph about how to avoid the back entrance when a particular group of athletes held court there. Someone’s elbow bumped her shoulder; she looked up and found herself eye-to-eye with Miles Cabrera—runners’ hoodie, camera strap, hair that never quite behaved. He’d been in her lab group once and said exactly eight words to her: “Can you hold the light like this?”

“You’re good at the map thing, right?” he asked, nodding at her notebook.

“It’s just... routes,” she said.

“Same thing,” he said. His smile jumped and then steadied. “You should do the atlas. For real.”

“I—” The hallway wave swept past, and he was already moving, long strides pulling him away.

At home, the kitchen smelled like the end of coffee and pencil shavings. Finn was at the table with a math sheet, tongue between his teeth. Mom’s new blazer hung on the back of a chair, sleeves cuffed twice to make them shorter. A stack of resumes fanned out under a mug ring.

“You have a delivery,” Mom said without looking up from her laptop. “From some storage unit in Derry? They called me because you weren’t picking up. Front hall.”

Kira put her bag down quietly, like setting a sleeping animal on a couch, and went to the door. A flat box leaned against the umbrella stand. Someone had written 

HALE, K in black marker. She could tell from the tape job that a careful person had wrapped it.

“Can we do fractions with Lego?” Finn asked as she dragged the box into the living room. “Like if I break the red one in half, is it still one?”

“If you break it in half, Mom will cry,” Kira said.

“I cry when the coffee ends,” Mom said from the kitchen, not joking, not exactly not joking. “Two interviews tomorrow. The morning one’s at the insurance office; the afternoon is a regional manager thing. I need you to grab Finn at dismissal and keep him until six. Got it, Ki?”

Kira nodded and peeled back the tape.

The box smelled like dust warmed by light. Inside, wrapped in a rag that might have been a shirt years ago, lay a brass compass the color of old coins and river water. Beneath it: folded maps—real ones, the kind with creases and pencil marks. The top map looked like Northbridge from a slightly wrong angle. A small envelope sat on the corner with her name in a tidy, square hand: KIRA.

Her hands went shaky. She sat back on her heels.

“My God,” Mom said softly from the doorway. “Is that—”

“From Gramps,” Kira said. “The storage unit must’ve been his. The one after he—”

Mom pressed two fingers to the bridge of her nose in a gesture Kira knew meant a wave of something was going to break and she was telling it to wait.

“I didn’t know there was anything left,” Mom said. “He...” She stopped, then tried again. “He loved you. You know that, right?”

Kira nodded. Her throat felt like the tightest part of a knot.

She slipped the compass into her palm. It was heavier than it looked, the glass scratched into a galaxy of tiny arcs. When she lifted it, the needle quivered and found north with a little sigh. The feeling that climbed her arm wasn’t electricity, exactly. It was recognition, like touching a place you’d dreamt about and finding it real.

Finn slid closer on his knees. “Does it tell you where pirates hide stuff?”

“It tells you where you are,” Kira said. “And where you’re not.”

“That’s less cool,” he decided, but he reached out anyway, and she let him feel the glass with his fingertip.

She opened the envelope. One sheet of thick paper. No letter. Just a map—Northbridge and the canal and the rail bed, the locks, the old iron footbridge that always rusted early. The lines were sure and kind. In the lower right quadrant he’d left an open box of blank space and written three words beneath it, in that same tidy hand: Here Be You.

The words went right through her. She could hear the cadence of his voice from when she was little, when he’d set her on his lap and show her tiny symbols that meant rocks and marsh and things you couldn’t walk through no matter how brave you felt. Maps are promises, he’d say. I’ll learn you.

“Can we order pizza?” Finn asked, oblivious to the way time had tilted. “Because fractions with pizza makes sense.”

“After homework,” Mom said automatically. Her eyes were still on the map. “I have to... call your aunt, actually. She might know why this showed up now.”

Kira carried the maps to her room. She spread them on her bed like thin quilts: parcels and plats, a survey of a town that was mostly the one she knew and partly something else, the past or a memory or a better day. Under the third map, she found a small metal key on a string. No tag. The key had a feel, though—dented, familiar. She held it next to the compass and tried to imagine her grandfather’s hands putting them side by side. Here, those hands seemed to say. These two. You’ll need both.

Her phone buzzed again. This time it was an email from the school listserv, subject line shouting in cheerful caps: CALLING ALL STORY-ATLAS VOLUNTEERS! In the body: Students interested in mapping overlooked places will meet in Room 118 tomorrow during advisory. Names have been provided by your teachers—if you’re receiving this, thank you for volunteering!

Kira blinked. She hadn’t volunteered. She had smiled at a map inside an envelope. Those were not the same thing.

She scrolled. At the bottom, a list of names. Hale, Kira. Cabrera, Miles. Chen, Ivy. She didn’t know Ivy, but she knew the name from the announcements—the girl who made the morning show sound like a real station.

“Uh,” she said to the maps, because they were the only ones in the room who might understand. “No?”

The next morning, the building felt extra loud. On the stairs, she counted steps under her breath—twelve to the landing, nine to the second floor—and stepped only on the ones that didn’t squeak. In English, when Mr. Devaney walked past her desk, she whispered, “I didn’t volunteer.”

He pretended to grade a paper, his pen making checkmarks that probably weren’t real. “Sometimes,” he said, “we volunteer by being the person holding the right kind of notebook.”

“That seems non-consensual,” she said.

“Sorry,” he said, and looked genuinely sorry. “If it’s too much, tell Ms. Ortiz you’re out. But I thought—” He gestured toward her open page, where the day’s route diagram had already started without her permission. “—you might regret not trying.”

At advisory, she stood in the doorway to Room 118 and made her body small. Inside, a whiteboard read CENTENNIAL STORY ATLAS: FINDING WHAT WE MISS. A woman in a denim jacket stood at the front, talking with her hands. “I’m Ms. Ortiz from the arts council,” she said. “We want the maps that algorithms ignore. The places your feet taught you. The small, stubborn routes that matter.”

There were twelve students, give or take. She found Miles because of the camera. He caught her eye and tilted his head, a hey that asked if she was in on the joke. Kira moved to the edge of a table and sat.

“Overlooked doesn’t have to mean old,” Ms. Ortiz said. “It can be a place that’s loud in your body, even if everyone else walks by. Think about the first corner you learned at this school. Or the place your breath changes without your say-so.”

Kira’s heart did that bird thing it did when a classmate turned around too fast. She breathed into her hands and felt the ridges of her palms, the map unfurling there whether she wanted it to or not.

“Names in, responsibilities out,” Ms. Ortiz said briskly. “You’ll form teams of three. We’ll provide digitization help and a small stipend for supplies. Projects due in eight weeks. Ready?”

No one was ready. But the room nodded anyway. Kira kept her eyes on the compass shape she’d absent-mindedly traced in the margin. When Ms. Ortiz said teams, chairs scraped, and the fluid dynamics of group work took over. Ivy Chen—a girl with a sweatshirt that said SOUND IS A PLACE—planted herself beside Kira and grinned.

“I’ve wanted to map the town’s noise forever,” Ivy said by way of hello. “Like an audio contour map. But I need a visual person. You draw, right? I’ve seen your routes in English. They’re... neat.”

Kira’s default response to compliments was to hide in her hoodie, but a small, treacherous thrill warmed her chest. “I... draw.”

“Miles takes pictures like a spy,” Ivy went on. “He’s in.”

Miles slid onto the third chair like he’d been magnetized. “Team Quiet Footprints,” he suggested.

“Terrible name,” Ivy said cheerfully. “We’ll fix it.”

Ms. Ortiz passed around sign-up sheets. “Your first job is to pick a working title,” she said. “Titles help your brain aim.”

Kira wrote what her hand wanted and then didn’t cross it out fast enough. Paths You Only Learn By Walking.

Ivy leaned over. “That’s good,” she said softly, like it was a secret. “It’s like... you’re letting the town teach you.”

The rest of advisory dissolved into logistics. There would be two training sessions on scanning fragile maps down at the decommissioned lockhouse, a lecture from a retired ranger about reading the land’s memory, and a clear warning about trespassing. “We’re mapping overlooked,” Ms. Ortiz said. “Not forbidden.”

On her way out, Kira slowed by the whiteboard. Someone had drawn a small compass rose in the corner, a simple north star that knew which way to point even with the room full of teenagers and fear.

“Kira,” Ms. Ortiz called gently. “You’re Hale’s granddaughter, right? The surveyor?”

Kira’s throat did its knot thing again. “I... was.”

“He was good,” Ms. Ortiz said. “The kind of good that comes from paying attention. He donated some plat books to the lockhouse years ago. I always hoped someone with his name might come look.” She smiled, not unkindly. “No
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