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​Chapter 1: Red, White, and Brew
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The problem with patriotism in a small town is that it usually involves a concerning amount of polyester and enough bunting to suffocate a whale.

I stood behind the counter of my mobile coffee cart, which I had parked strategically near the gazebo in the Steeplechase Town Square, and tried not to squint against the aggressive glare of red, white, and blue that covered every available surface. The Fourth of July had arrived in Steeplechase with the subtlety of a cannon blast, transforming the usually quaint square into a chaotic tableau of Americana. There were flags on the lampposts, streamers on the benches, and a inflatable Uncle Sam that looked suspiciously like he was leaking air near the popcorn stand. The heat was already rising off the pavement in shimmering waves, carrying the scent of funnel cakes, gunpowder, and the distinct, metallic tang of community tension.

I adjusted my apron, which I had swapped for a festive star-spangled version that Mavis had insisted upon, and turned my attention to the line of customers that stretched past the dunk tank. I was serving my holiday special, the "Star-Spangled Iced Coffee," a beverage that was an affront to coffee purists everywhere but a hit with the tourists. It involved a layer of strawberry syrup at the bottom, cold brew and milk in the middle, and a thick, unsettlingly blue cap of spirulina-infused cold foam on top. It looked like a liquefied flag and tasted like sugar shock, but at six dollars a pop, I wasn't going to argue with the free market.

"One Patriot Punch, hold the punch," a man in a bald eagle t-shirt said, slapping a ten-dollar bill on the counter. "And make it snappy. I don't want to miss the speech."

"Coming right up," I said, forcing a smile that felt tight on my face. "Enjoy the festivities."

I pumped the syrup, poured the brew, and spooned the blue foam with mechanical precision. My mind, however, was not on the drinks. It was on the note I had found in the back of the slushie machine just weeks ago. Look to the place where sparks fly on the Fourth. Elias Thorne’s riddle was burning a hole in my pocket, a constant reminder that while everyone else was here for the fireworks, I was here for a ghost hunt. I scanned the square, looking for sparks, looking for clues, looking for anything that didn't fit the picture of small-town celebration.

"Madison! Look at me! I am a symbol of liberty!"

I looked up to see Mavis marching toward the cart. She was dressed as Betsy Ross, if Betsy Ross had decided to hem her skirt six inches above the knee and accessorize with a pair of red glitter combat boots. She was carrying a musket—a prop, I hoped—slung over her shoulder with casual disregard for gun safety, and her bonnet was askew, revealing a shock of grey hair that had been dyed a patriotic blue streak for the occasion.

"You look like a symbol of something," I agreed, handing her a black coffee. "But I am not sure liberty is the word. Are those boots regulation for the Continental Army?"

"They are tactical," Mavis said, taking a sip and grimacing. "And they offer ankle support. I am part of the militia today, Madison. I have been drafted. General George said they needed more women on the line to show diversity. I think he just wants someone who knows how to reload faster than the men. Their fingers are too sausage-like."

"General George," I repeated. "Gary the insurance agent? The one who wears the tricorn hat to the grocery store?"

"He is a visionary," Mavis insisted. "He takes his reenactment very seriously. We are going to fire a volley during the grand finale. It will be magnificent. Loud noises, smoke, the smell of revolution. It is very invigorating."

She leaned against the cart, scanning the crowd with a critical eye. "Although, the competition is stiff. Look at that man over there. He is wearing a full wool coat. In July. He is going to heatstroke himself into a coma before the first rocket launches."

I followed her gaze to the group of historical reenactors gathering near the bandstand. They were a dedicated bunch, I had to give them that. They were sweltering in layers of wool and linen, carrying muskets and flags, their faces red and shiny with sweat. General George—Gary—was barking orders, trying to organize them into a straight line, which was like herding cats that were also suffering from dehydration.

But the reenactors weren't the only show in town.

On the bandstand, testing the microphone with a series of loud, feedback-inducing thumps, was Councilman Carl.

Carl was a man who looked like he had been born frowning. He had a face that naturally settled into a scowl, and he wore a grey suit that seemed designed to drain the color out of any room he entered. He was running for re-election on a platform of "Quiet Streets," a campaign that was thinly veiled code for shutting down anything that made noise past 8:00 PM, including, specifically, coffee roasters who operated early in the morning.

"Testing," Carl boomed, his voice echoing off the brick buildings surrounding the square. "Testing. Is this thing on? Can you hear me? I said, CAN YOU HEAR ME?"

The crowd murmured, a collective sigh of resignation. Carl’s speeches were legendary for their length and their lack of joy.

"He is going to ruin the vibe," Mavis predicted. "He is a vibe assassin. He wants to ban fun. He told me last week that my wind chimes were a noise violation. Wind chimes, Madison! They are powered by nature!"

"He wants to ban my roaster," I said, watching Carl wipe his forehead with a handkerchief. "He says the smell of roasting beans is an 'olfactory nuisance.' He is literally running against coffee."

"He is a monster," Mavis declared. "And he is about to speak. Brace yourself."

Carl stepped up to the podium. He adjusted the microphone stand, cleared his throat, and glared out at the crowd as if they were a disappointment to him personally.

"Citizens of Steeplechase," Carl began, his voice flat and nasal. "We gather here today to celebrate independence. But what is independence? Is it the freedom to make noise? Is it the freedom to clutter our streets with..." he gestured vaguely at the reenactors, "...costumes? No. Independence is order. Independence is quiet. Independence is a good night's sleep."

A few people clapped politely, mostly his campaign staff who were wearing "Keep Carl Quiet" t-shirts that seemed ironically loud.

"I have a vision for this town," Carl continued, his voice rising. "A vision of peace. A vision where businesses respect the sanctity of silence. Where we don't have..." he looked directly at my coffee cart, his eyes narrowing, "...machines grinding and hissing at all hours of the day."

I felt the eyes of the crowd turn to me. I stood straighter, refusing to be intimidated by a man who considered decaf a lifestyle choice.

"And don't get me started on this," Carl said, sweeping his arm toward the group of reenactors who were standing at attention near the stage. "This... display. Grown men playing dress-up with toys. Pretending to be soldiers. It is childish. It is a waste of municipal resources. We spend thousands of dollars on permits for black powder and permits for parades, and for what? So a bunch of insurance agents can play pretend?"

The crowd gasped. The reenactors stiffened. General George turned a shade of purple that matched Mavis’s bear. He gripped his musket so hard I thought the wood might splinter.

"They are honoring history!" a voice shouted from the crowd. It was Mavis. She waved her own musket in the air. "You are honoring boredom!"

"Quiet!" Carl shouted back. "See? This is what I mean. Disorder. Disrespect. If I am re-elected, I will put an end to this nonsense. No more reenactments. No more cannons. No more noise. We will have a silent Fourth of July. A dignified Fourth of July."

He slammed his hand on the podium.

"Vote for Carl," he finished. "Vote for peace."

He stepped back, looking smug. The applause was scattered and thin.

I looked at the reenactors. They were furious. General George was shaking. The other men were muttering, their hands tightening on their weapons.

"He just poked the bear," I whispered to Mavis. "And the bear is armed with muskets."

"He poked the wrong bear," Mavis corrected. "He poked history. And history bites back."

The tension in the square was palpable. It wasn't just the heat anymore. It was anger. Carl had managed to insult half the town in five minutes.

And as I looked at the angry faces in the crowd, I realized that Elias Thorne’s note about sparks flying might have been more literal than I thought. The fireworks were scheduled for dusk, but the fuse had already been lit.

And Carl was standing right on top of the powder keg.
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