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A Thornridge Herald Mystery
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Sleuth Profile:

Camilla “Cami” Bell,24, junior reporter, observant but underestimated. She compulsively notes sensory details in the margins of her reporter’s pad—weather, smells, fabric textures—which makes her unusually good at detecting inconsistencies. She restores fountain pens as a calming hobby, linking her emotionally to Thorn ridge’s print history and giving her practical knowledge of ink, paper, and archival habits. She is allergic to wool, a recurring inconvenience during historical events, and stress-bakes rosemary shortbread, which townspeople readily trade for gossip. Her arc: moving from timid note-taker to confident truth-finder without losing her gentleness.

Setting:
Thorn ridge is a river-hugging mill town with brick storefronts, a white-steeples church, and a courthouse square strung with festival bunting. The Herald office smells of dust, hot copier toner, and old paste. During Founders’ Day, horse sweat, kettle corn, damp canvas tents, lamp oil, and metallic printing ink mingle in the summer air. The reenactment village includes a recreated print shop with clacking presses, waxed wood counters, and costume racks smelling of lavender sachets and age.
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By nine o’clock, Thorn ridge had begun dressing itself in memory.

Bunting fluttered from the courthouse railings in red, cream, and faded blue, stirring in the mild river breeze as if the town were breathing a little deeper than usual. On Main Street, vendors were still setting out baskets of apples and jars of pear preserves, while the church ladies at the pie table arranged their wedges with the solemn concentration of jewelers. Somewhere near the bandstand, a fiddle was being tuned in bright, complaining notes. The day smelled of kettle corn, trampled grass, horse leather, and coffee roasted too long on a hot plate.

Cami Bell paused at the edge of the square with her reporter’s notebook pressed against her ribs and tried not to look as nervous as she felt.

This was not, technically speaking, her first assignment for the Thorn ridge Herald. She had covered school board meetings, library fundraisers, church rummage sales, and one unfortunate week of sewage repairs on Alder Street. She had, in six months, written fourteen community briefs, three weather-related notices, one earnest profile of a retired dentist who carved songbirds from driftwood, and more obituaries than she cared to count.

But this—Founders’ Day—was different.

This was the story everyone in Thorn ridge actually read.

The annual historical reenactment drew visitors from neighboring towns, former residents who came home for the weekend, and locals who argued all year over whether the militia uniforms should be slate blue or ash gray. It was Thorn ridge at its most theatrical and most self-admiring, a pageant of origin stories stitched into waistcoats and petticoats and performed with a level of civic commitment that bordered on devotional.

And Martin Bellows had assigned it to her.

Not the sidebar. Not the weather contingency. Not “festival attendance expected to increase.” The actual feature.

“Color and charm,” he had said that morning, handing her the assignment sheet with two nicotine-yellowed fingers. “Give me atmosphere. Give me why people still care.”

He had not said, and please, for the love of circulation, do not make it dull, but the sentiment had been there all the same.

Cami adjusted the strap of her canvas satchel and moved into the crowd.

She had a habit, one she’d never quite explained to anyone, of noticing a place first by its smallest details. Not the obvious centerpiece, but the edges: candle wax dried in brass holders, the loose thread on a shop awning, the scent that clung to old wood after rain. It was the way her mind settled itself. And so, as she crossed the square, she took Thorn ridge in by fragments. The white chalk curls on a menu board outside Mabel’s Tea Room. A child with a ribbon slipping from one braid. The sticky gloss of candied pecans in a paper cone. The dry scratch of straw scattered near the reenactment fence.

She wrote quickly in the margin of her notebook.

Bunting snapping in breeze. Fiddle under children laughing. Kettle corn sweet enough to taste in the air.

The reenactment village had been built on the green beside the river: a row of temporary facades and canvas tents arranged to resemble Thorn ridge in the1870s. There was a cooper’s stall, a blacksmith demonstration, a dressmaker’s corner, and, at the center of this year’s event, a recreated printing office honoring the town’s first newspaper. The facade was painted brick red, with gilt lettering over the door: The Thornridge Gazette, Est.1874.

Cami smiled despite herself. The historical society had outdone itself.

Inside the print shop, the air changed. It was cooler under the shade of the canvas extension, and smelled of waxed wood, dust, and something thrillingly metallic: printer’s ink. A handpress stood near the rear, its iron body black and elegant as a church railing. On a side table, fresh broadsides hung to dry on clips, each one announcing the afternoon duel between town founder Gideon Thorn and his political rival, Asa Wren.

“Miss Bell!”

Cami turned to find Evelyn Pike bearing down on her with the determined glide of someone who had never merely walked anywhere in her life. Thorn ridge’s chief archivist and the reigning empress of the historical society, Evelyn wore dove-gray silk with a cameo at her throat and a bonnet trimmed so precisely it looked measured with a ruler. Even in costume, she managed to suggest that she disapproved of modernity as a category.

“I do hope,” Evelyn said, not waiting for a response, “that if you quote the signage, you’ll note that this is a reconstruction of the Gazette office, not the Herald. People constantly collapse the distinction, and it does violence to the chronology.”

“Of course,” Cami said, pen already ready. “A reconstruction of the Gazette office.”

Evelyn gave a brisk nod, satisfied less by agreement than by accuracy. “We’ve sourced every visible object according to period inventories or equivalent regional records. Even the composing sticks are authentic. Well—authentic adjacent.”

“Authentic adjacent,” Cami repeated, smiling.

Evelyn did not smile back, though something in her expression softened by half a degree. “That may be your quote.”

Cami jotted it down.

Beyond Evelyn, volunteers in rolled shirtsleeves inked type and demonstrated the press to a knot of fascinated tourists. The clack and pull of the machine created a steady mechanical rhythm under the festival noise outside. An elderly man in suspenders held up a printed handbill still damp at the corners. A little boy reached for it and was gently told not to touch until the ink set.

“Miss Pike!” someone called from behind a curtain.

Evelyn exhaled through her nose. “If they have pinned the mourning trim to the wrong century again, I shall lie down in the road.” She turned back to Cami. “The founder’s letter will be unveiled after the duel. Be present for that. It changes everything we know about Thorn ridge’s early press history.”

Before Cami could ask what that meant, Evelyn was gone.

That sentence—It changes everything—went into the notebook too.

Outside, the green had grown fuller. Visitors drifted from stall to stall with lemonades sweating in their hands. A pair of horses hitched to a wagon stamped impatiently at flies. From the bandstand came the first real tune of the morning, fiddle joined now by a guitar, jaunty and old-fashioned enough to please everyone. Cami scanned the crowd for her next interview and spotted him at once.

Julian Vale was impossible to miss even without the high-collared black coat and polished boots of his role. He had the kind of face that seemed naturally lit from within—mobile, handsome, expressive in a way audiences trusted instinctively. Offstage he taught history at Thornridge High, but at festivals he was the town’s favored leading man, always placed at the glowing center of whatever version of the past Thornridge most wanted to admire.

At the moment, he was standing with one foot on a crate, reciting something to two teenage volunteers who looked halfway between entertained and overwhelmed.

“—and if you’re going to die for the republic,” Julian was saying, “do try to project from the diaphragm. No one remembers a muffled martyr.”

The volunteers laughed. Julian glanced up, saw Cami, and placed a hand over his heart.

“Ah,” he said. “The press arrives. Should I look grave, visionary, or modestly immortal?”

“Whichever is least work for me to describe,” Cami said.

He grinned. “Then grave. It’s slimming.”

She introduced herself properly, though they had met before in passing, and asked for a few minutes. Julian gave them at once, waving her toward a quieter patch behind the print shop where a stack of timber and folded canvas offered partial shade. Up close, he smelled faintly of shaving soap, wool, and the chalky sweetness of clove.

“You’ve drawn the prime assignment,” he said. “Congratulations.”

“I’m trying not to ruin it.”

“Nonsense. Festivals are ideal for young reporters. People are vain, overexcited, and dressed in ways that inhibit escape.”

That earned a laugh from her, which settled her more than she expected.

She asked what Founders’ Day meant to him, expecting some polished line about heritage. Instead, Julian considered for a moment, one hand resting against the fence rail.

“I think,” he said, “small towns rehearse themselves. Every year we put on the same stories and hope they still fit. Sometimes they do. Sometimes the seams strain a bit.”

Cami looked up from her notebook. “That’s not very official.”

“No? Good.” His expression shifted into one of playful solemnity. “Write this instead: history only matters if someone survives to print it.”

She underlined the sentence at once.

Before she could ask him what he meant by seams straining, a woman emerged from the costume tent carrying a bundle of cream-colored fabric over one arm and exasperation over both shoulders. Tessa Vale was lovely in a severe way, all dark hair pinned smooth and cheekbones sharpened by irritation. Her own costume—a rust-colored day dress with narrow sleeves—made her seem not quaint but formidable.

“Julian,” she said, “if you lean on that fence any harder, you’ll split the coat. Hold still.”

He obeyed with the reflex of long acquaintance. Tessa brushed lint from his lapel, then noticed Cami and gave a brief nod.

“Reporter,” she said.

“Costume general,” Julian replied.

Tessa ignored him. Up close, Cami could see tiny bite marks in the thread wound around her fingers and a pin cushion strapped to her wrist like armor.

“How’s the day going?” Cami asked.

Tessa’s mouth tilted. “Depends whether you ask me before or after three men tell me bodices are ‘basically all the same.’”

Julian winced in sympathy. “A violent misunderstanding.”

“Indeed.” She straightened his collar with more force than tenderness. “And if you lose this cravat to theatrics, I’ll invoice your estate.”

It was a sharp line, but familiar rather than cruel. Still, something in the air between them felt tightly woven. Not affection exactly. Not hostility either. The remains of intimacy, perhaps, folded into habit and not yet put away.

Cami noted the exchange without pretending to understand it.

As Tessa moved off, another figure entered the clearing from the far side: Ned Quill, already in partial costume, sword belt slung low and expression stormy enough to threaten weather. Broader than Julian and less graceful, Ned carried himself like a man who had once expected to be admired and had adjusted poorly to disappointment.

“They’ve changed the spacing again,” he said by way of greeting. “If I’m forced any closer to the stage edge, one of us will end up in the daisies.”

Julian’s tone stayed light. “Then do avoid realism.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I. The audience likes survival in its principals.”

Ned’s jaw worked. “Maybe the audience likes fairness too.”

There was enough weight in the sentence to make Cami glance between them.

Julian’s smile cooled by a degree. “If this is about last year—”

“It’s about not making me look a fool.”

“Ned,” Tessa called from across the yard, not looking up from the garment she was adjusting on a mannequin, “if you split another cuff with all that sulking, I’m mending it with fishing line.”

For one beat, no one spoke. Then Ned huffed and stalked away, muttering something Cami couldn’t catch.

Julian watched him go. “Founders’ Day,” he said. “Where old grudges wear decorative buttons.”

“Should I quote that too?”

“Please.”

She did.

By late morning, the sun had climbed high enough to flatten shadows and warm the canvas roofs until they gave off the dry smell of sunbaked cloth. Cami made her rounds: the pie table, the cider stand, the schoolchildren rehearsing a hymn by the church steps. She spoke with a retired mill worker who attended every year because his grandmother had once played a founder’s widow; with a pair of sisters from Darlow who came chiefly for the preserves; with a volunteer blacksmith who admitted his forge was propane-assisted “but don’t print that, for mercy’s sake.”

Everywhere, Founders’ Day moved along on cheerful machinery. Tickets clipped. Programs folded. Ice replenished. Smiles performed and felt in equal measure.

At noon she ducked into the shade behind the main stage to drink warm lemonade and sort her notes. This area, less polished than the public square, showed the event’s seams: plastic coolers tucked behind barrels, extension cords snaking under burlap, a volunteer in sneakers beneath a hoop skirt carrying bottled water to the musicians. The smell here was different too—less sugar, more canvas, powder, and human nerves.

Martin Bellows stood near a folding table; suspenders stretched over his stomach despite the heat. He was not in costume beyond a token straw boater, which gave him the look of a man who had agreed to festivity only under editorial protest. His broad face was damp and faintly pink around the cheeks.

“You’ve got enough?” he asked.

“I think so.”

“You think or you know?”

Cami capped her lemonade. “I know enough for color.”

“Good. Give me families, tradition, local pride. People buying pies. Not a lecture on municipal mythmaking.”

She blinked. “I wasn’t planning one.”

Martin grunted. “Just saying. Festivals read best warm.”

Before she could answer, someone behind the costume curtain said, low and urgent, “You can’t keep burying
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