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Prologue: A Legacy in the Walls

––––––––
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The oak tree that housed the headquarters of the Oakhaven Junior Detectives seemed to hum with the satisfaction of a case well solved. Inside, the case board for "The Cryptographic Chronicle" was a masterpiece of connected threads: photos of the carved owl, the decoded cipher, and a copy of the first library ledger took pride of place.

"It still gives me chills," Mia said, carefully straightening a diagram of the keyword cipher. "A whole secret society, right under our noses."

"All that for a story," Jake mused, though not unkindly. He was meticulously organizing a new stash of sour gummy worms by color and flavor intensity. "A good story, but still. I was half hoping for a chest of gold doubloons."

Sam, polishing his magnifying glass on his shirt, shook his head. "Jake, the story ‘was’ the treasure. Understanding how our town began... that's better than gold." But even as he said it, a part of him, the part that loved a tangible clue, a physical map, wondered what else might be hidden in Oakhaven's past.

Their answer came sooner than expected. The following afternoon, they were in the library, basking in the quiet glory of their recent victory, when Mrs. Shush found them. Her usual calm demeanor was replaced by a flurry of nervous energy.

"Children, there you are! I have tremendous news," she began, wringing her hands slightly. "The library has been awarded the Hemlock Grant! A substantial sum for a complete renovation!"
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