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Chapter One


The Map That Wasn’t Supposed to Matter

Emily Coleman arrived at the Juniper Ridge History Center with trail dust on her sneakers and the private belief that volunteering should legally include better snacks. She pushed through the heavy oak doors into the lobby, where mountain light sliced through tall windows and turned the dust motes into floating silver. The air smelled like old paper and pine floor polish. Perfect for a Saturday morning Trail Quest preview kickoff, eight days before the main fundraiser, and less perfect for her empty stomach.

Her friend and classmate, Quinn Becker, was already there, stationed at a folding table with a tablet and a pen that clicked aggressively every three seconds. She wore a highlighter-yellow vest over her hoodie and held a clipboard like a shield.

“Bullet point seven,” Quinn said without looking up. “Hydration stations must be east-facing to avoid afternoon glare on the laminations.”

Emily dropped her backpack next to a crate of trail maps. “Has anyone filed a complaint about the lack of muffins?”

“Snacks are in the volunteer break room. They are granola bars from 2019.” Quinn, always the practical one, tapped her screen. “Also, your left shoelace is untied.”

Emily glanced down. The lace had indeed escaped, trailing mud from the Ridge Trail shortcut she had taken through the scrub oak. She tied it while surveying the room. The History Center occupied a converted sandstone schoolhouse from the 1880s, all high ceilings and creaking floorboards. Today it served as headquarters for the final Trail Quest packet pickup and volunteer training before Juniper Ridge’s biggest fundraiser: bikes, hikes, history puzzles, digital stamps, and the annual attempt not to get altitude sickness before the barbecue.

Right now the space looked like a tornado had hit a hiking store. Folding tables buckled under hydration jugs. Laminated trail maps covered every flat surface. In the corner, a dusty exhibit case displayed old mining equipment: rusted pickaxes, a carbide lamp, and a tin plate with the word SILVER scratched into it.

Emily grabbed a stack of checkpoint packets. “Where do these go?”

“South wall by the bike racks. And don’t stack them in direct sun. The thermal paper turns black above eighty degrees.”

“Quinn, it’s October. In Colorado. It tried to snow Tuesday morning.”

“Thermal paper,” Quinn repeated, clicking her pen.

Emily moved. She liked the lifting and sorting, the sense that objects were landing where they belonged. Quinn liked the threat of chaos being bullied into submission by bullet points.

Quinn’s mom, Jo Becker, emerged from the back archive room carrying a flat archival box. Jo was the History Center’s part-time collections assistant and a full-time archive enthusiast. She wore cotton gloves and the expression of someone handling nitroglycerin. “Girls, come look at this. Carefully.”

They gathered around the main exhibit table. Jo lifted the lid to reveal a large linen-backed paper map inside a protective Mylar sleeve. A strip of blue cloth tape reinforced one sleeve hinge, and a corner of the accession label had torn away. The exposed map edges were yellowed and brittle. Brown ink lines crisscrossed the surface, annotated with cramped handwriting that looked like insect tracks.

“This is the Silver Lark survey map,” Jo said. “Drawn in 1892 for the mine district up on Coyote Peak. It shows the original ore cart routes, claim boundaries, and the correction panel the surveyors added after the ’93 flood shifted the ridge line.”

Emily tried to look interested. The map appeared aggressively boring, a brown labyrinth of topographical squiggles. “Cool,” she said, which was the universal sound of not meaning it.

Quinn leaned closer. Her breath fogged the protective Mylar sleeve. “The coordinate markings are precise. And the correction panel, you said? That’s the overlay in the upper right?”

“Exactly. The surveyors pasted a revision onto the linen-backed paper after the flood. It corrects the elevation readings and a few pieces of tram infrastructure.” Jo’s voice carried the reverent tone she reserved for documents that had survived lightning strikes and careless miners. “Clara and I decided to display it for Trail Quest to connect the old Silver Lark Mine to the modern ridge trail system.”

Clara Voss, the History Center’s collections-and-programs manager, swept into the room at the sound of her name. She wore a pressed vest with the Center logo, a bright orange scarf looped once at her throat with a little bobble on one end, and carried her staff tablet, which also ran the volunteer coordination app. Everything about her was polished, from her hiking boots to her smile.

“History needs a hook,” Clara said, arranging sponsor pamphlets into perfect fans. “When people realize they’re walking the same routes prospectors did, donations stop feeling abstract.”

Emily exchanged a glance with Quinn. Donations stop feeling abstract sounded like something printed on a tasteful poster in an accountant’s office.

“Just keep the case locked,” Jo said. The public acrylic face stayed fixed; she slid the sleeved map into the shallow conservation frame through a narrow panel on the staff-corridor side. “That rear panel takes a key, and the sensor logs every opening or maintenance pause.”

She closed the rear panel, turned the key, and pressed a clear tamper filament across the seam. The lock clicked with a satisfying snap.

Just then Trey Cavanaugh, co-owner of Switchback Coffee and Gear and Trail Quest’s biggest logistics sponsor, backed carefully through the side door with his arms full of cardboard boxes. The Switchback logo covered every surface. He had the kind of smile that made adults trust him immediately and the muscle tone of someone who actually used the climbing gym instead of just carrying the membership card for show.

“Refreshment supplies,” Trey announced, stacking boxes near the hydration station. “Clara signed me in for the staff corridor so I can hook up the espresso machine. Real caffeine is available before the crowds arrive.”

“You’re a lifesaver,” Clara said, checking an item off her tablet.

Emily helped Trey unload cups. He moved with efficient charm, asking about trail conditions and whether the checkpoint flags had been treated for UV resistance.

Near the exhibit case, Jax Reed had set up a tripod and ring light. He wore a gimbal harness over his windbreaker and filmed himself with intense focus.

“Welcome to history,” Jax narrated into his phone, voice dropping an octave. “Behind this glass lies a secret that could change everything we know about Juniper Ridge. Or kill us all.”

“Jax,” Jo called out. “Please don’t touch the case.”

“I’m not touching. I’m vibing.” Jax pivoted to capture the map from a low angle. “My followers need atmospheric content. The algorithm craves mystery.”

Emily rolled her eyes. Jax ran a local adventure channel with three thousand subscribers and a commitment to dramatic music over factual accuracy.

In the corner near the bike racks, Lia Marsh stood with her arms crossed, talking quietly with a volunteer in an orange vest. Lia’s jaw was set, her voice low and urgent. Emily caught fragments of the conversation.

“…liability isn’t the issue, it’s access… my family maintains that trail… not fair to blame us when the signage…”

Lia looked up, caught Emily watching, and turned away. Her defensiveness hung in the air like static. The Marsh family held the eastern ridge trail-maintenance contract, and people blamed them whenever a hiker got lost or a bike tire popped on loose rock.

Tessa Parker, the town’s outdoor-program coordinator and the director of Trail Quest, hurried past with a clipboard, her hair escaping from a ponytail. “We’re short on sunscreen for the aid station,” she said to no one in particular. “Also, someone moved the first-aid kits to the supply closet, but they aren’t labeled, and I have seventeen bikers registering in ten minutes.”

Clara materialized beside her. “I handled the kits. Check the green bin marked ‘Medical.’ Trey, could you assist Tessa with the sunscreen inventory?”

Trey nodded and followed Tessa toward the storage room. Most of his sponsor boxes were already empty and flattened for recycling. A flat corrugated portfolio printed with the Switchback logo - meant to hold sponsor signs - leaned behind the main exhibit table, one lower corner buckled inward.

The morning sun climbed higher. Packet-pickup families, volunteers, and early participants began arriving, filling the space with synthetic fabric and sunscreen. Emily handed out preview route packets and tried not to think about the granola bars waiting in the break room.

Then someone screamed.

Not a dangerous scream. A coffee-related scream. Near the refreshment table, a carafe had tipped, sending a brown river across the floor. A volunteer slipped, grabbed a tablecloth, and brought down a tower of cups with a crash like cymbals.

Everyone turned. Jo rushed toward the mess, gloves still on. Clara moved to intercept the crowd, hands raised in soothing gestures, guiding people away from the staff corridor. Trey darted in from that corridor with paper towels, ducked behind the main exhibit table where the flat Switchback portfolio leaned, then reappeared at the spill. For thirty seconds, the lobby was chaos of the benign, caffeinated variety.

Trey swept the fallen sponsor placards and the flat portfolio into one awkward stack and carried it toward the side door. Emily registered the Switchback logo, then the empty case pulled her attention away.

Emily stepped back to avoid the spill and bumped against the exhibit table. She looked at the Silver Lark map case.

The staff-side access panel stood open behind the case.

The public acrylic face was still closed. The narrow rear panel gaped toward the corridor like a drawer left out.

The map was gone.

“Jo,” Emily said, but her voice came out as a whisper.

Quinn heard. She followed Emily’s gaze and froze. “That was locked,” she said. “I heard the click.”

Jo returned from the coffee spill, still smiling, and saw the empty case. The smile vanished. She stopped walking so fast she rocked back on her heels.

“The map,” Jo said. “Where is the map?”

Silence spread from the exhibit table like a ripple in cold water. Jax lowered his phone. Lia stopped arguing. Tessa clutched her clipboard to her chest.

Clara moved first. She stepped to the center of the room and raised her voice. “Everyone stay calm. We may have misplaced an item. Let’s check the archive room, Jo. Perhaps it was moved for preservation?”

“I didn’t move it,” Jo said. Her voice had gone flat. “The alarm should have triggered.”

Quinn pulled out the event tablet, the one synced to the Center’s security sensors. Her fingers flew across the screen. “The log shows ADMIN MAINTENANCE from ten forty-one to ten forty-five,” she said. “Four minutes. The user field is blank.”

“A power flicker wouldn’t label itself maintenance,” Jo said. “Someone put the sensor to sleep.”

Emily knelt beside the display case. On the floor, beneath the staff-side corner of the rear panel, lay a tiny clear sliver. It looked like a clipped piece of the tamper filament Jo had pressed across the seam. It was tucked under the back lip, invisible from the visitor side unless someone crouched and looked around the frame.

Emily reached for it.

“Don’t touch,” Jo said sharply.

Emily’s fingers stopped an inch from the fragment. She stood up, pulse hammering. “There’s a piece of the seal. Under the staff-side panel.”

Jo crouched, following Emily’s gaze. She saw the sliver and went pale. “Evidence,” she said. “We need Deputy Hale. Now.”

Clara had her phone out already. “I’m calling him. Everyone else, please move to the lobby. We don’t want to contaminate the scene.”

She herded the volunteers toward the entrance with efficient, comforting gestures. But Emily noticed how Clara steered the group. She positioned herself near Jax, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“Jax,” Clara said loudly, “were you filming near the case when the coffee spilled?”

Jax blinked. “I was filming the map, yeah. For my video. But I didn’t touch anything. You saw me. I was standing right there.”

“Of course,” Clara said soothingly. “I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding. The deputy will sort it out.”

Emily watched Clara’s hand on Jax’s arm, the way Clara had redirected the room’s attention to the most annoying person present. Something about it felt… wrong.

“We should follow him,” Emily said to Quinn, keeping her voice low. “Jax. If he has the map, we can catch him before he reaches his car.”

Quinn grabbed Emily’s wrist. Her fingers were cold and surprisingly strong. “Wait.”

“Quinn, he’s getting away.”

“Irritating is not the same as felony-adjacent.” Quinn’s eyes stayed on the tablet. “Jax was filming from the public side. The cut seal is under a keyed panel on the corridor side. He couldn’t reach it without crossing the room on camera. And that four-minute maintenance pause is too neat for a grab-and-run.”

Emily wanted to argue. Her legs itched to move, to chase, to do something physical and decisive. But Quinn’s logic was a wall she couldn’t climb over. She looked at the clear fragment, then at the open rear panel. Key. Staff corridor. Planned pause.

“Fine,” Emily said. “But we keep the clue.”

“We note it,” Quinn corrected. “We don’t touch it. Deputy Hale can bag it when he gets here.”

They stood there, breathing hard, while Clara continued to comfort Jax and the other volunteers buzzed with nervous energy. The Trail Quest preview launch had dissolved into something else. A full-blown crime scene.

Two hours later, yellow tape blocked the exhibit area. Deputy Hale took statements, photographed the clear filament, confirmed the four-minute maintenance pause, and asked Jo about rear-panel keys, staff tablets, corridor access, and the flat Switchback sign portfolio that no one could now locate.

Emily and Quinn were relegated to cleanup duty. They stacked the undisturbed trail maps, broke down the empty hydration boxes, and sorted lost items into the municipal bin beside the staff-corridor door. Jo had inventoried and repacked the bin Friday afternoon - Emily knew because she had helped - so they knew exactly what had been inside it then. The plastic tub, labeled LOST AND FOUND in permanent marker, held the usual debris of public life: a single mitten, a bent sunglasses case, a water bottle with a dent shaped like a horseshoe.

Emily was looking for her brother’s water bottle. Noah had lost it last Tuesday during a school field trip, and she had promised to check. She dug through the tub, pushing aside a tangle of earbud cords and a hat that said ASK ME ABOUT GEOLOGY.

Her fingers closed around something hard and smooth.

Not plastic. Not metal. Wood, but polished. She pulled it out.

It was a palm-sized token carved into the shape of a coyote skull. Bone-white paint made the eye sockets look dark and the
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