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Chapter 1: Tour de Force
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The first crisp hint of autumn in the Blue Ridge Mountains always brought two things to Hopefield: the sweet scent of fermenting apples from the local orchards, and busloads of tourists ready to sample every craft beer within a fifty-mile radius. Mac O'Brien watched through the brewery's front windows as yet another charter bus rumbled down Main Street, its passengers already peering out eagerly at the colorful "Blue Ridge Craft Trail" banners strung between the lampposts.

"That's the fourth one this morning," Travis Blake observed, appearing beside her with two steaming mugs. He handed her one without being asked—coffee with just enough cream to turn it the color of their Autumn Amber Ale. "Mountain Vista Tours, if I'm reading the side correctly."

Mac accepted the mug gratefully, inhaling the rich aroma before taking her first sip. Perfect temperature, as always. When had Travis started paying such close attention to her coffee preferences? "Vanessa Kingsley's outfit. They've been running tours through here twice a week since Labor Day."

"The one with the... creative storytelling approach?" Travis's diplomatic phrasing made Mac smile. He had a gift for finding polite ways to describe what others might call outright fabrication.

"That's putting it kindly. Last week I overheard her telling a group that our building used to be a speakeasy where Al Capone himself came to hide out." Mac shook her head, watching the tour bus passengers file into Mountain View Diner across the square. "She's got quite the imagination."

"Well, at least she's bringing people to town," Travis said, though his tone suggested he shared Mac's reservations about Vanessa's methods.

The morning rush at Emerald Isle Brewery had been steady but manageable—a mix of locals grabbing their usual breakfast porter and early tourists getting a head start on their brewery crawl. Mac loved this time of year, when the summer heat finally broke and the mountains began their spectacular color show, but the increased tourism meant constantly balancing their commitment to authentic brewing education with the entertainment expectations of visitors who sometimes preferred tall tales to truth.

The brass bells above the front door chimed as Dot Whitfield bustled in, her silver hair perfectly coiffed despite the September humidity. At sixty-seven, Hopefield's unofficial information hub rarely missed anything happening in town, and the gleam in her eyes suggested she had news worth sharing.

"Morning, you two," Dot called out, making her way to her usual spot at the end of the bar. "I suppose you've seen all the tour buses rolling in today?"

"Hard to miss them," Mac replied, already reaching for Dot's preferred mug—the blue one with the shamrock that matched the Emerald Isle logo. "Let me guess, Vanessa's been entertaining them with more of her historical fiction?"

Dot's laugh held a sharp edge. "Oh, honey, you have no idea. I was at the farmers market when her nine o'clock group came through. She had them all convinced that the old courthouse was built by Irish immigrants who paid for it with moonshine profits during Prohibition."

Travis raised an eyebrow. "That's... specific."

"And completely wrong," Dot continued, accepting her usual Saturday morning flight of four different ales. "The courthouse was built in 1895, twenty-five years before Prohibition even started. But did that stop her from spinning a yarn about secret tunnels and hidden stills? Not for a minute."

Mac felt the familiar irritation that came with hearing their community's actual history twisted for entertainment value. Her grandfather's brewing recipes and the stories behind them were real, earned through generations of craftsmanship and tradition. Vanessa's approach to "history" felt like cheap theater performed at the expense of authentic heritage.

"Speaking of which," Dot lowered her voice conspiratorially, "I heard she's planning something special for today's tour. Something about revealing 'hidden secrets' that the local families have been keeping for decades."

"What kind of secrets?" Travis asked, glancing toward the brewing room where he'd need to check on the day's batch of Heritage Porter soon.

"The kind that are nobody's business but the families involved," Dot said firmly. "That woman has been poking around, asking questions about old property deeds, immigration records, business partnerships from back in the day. Making people uncomfortable with her nosiness, then turning whatever she digs up into entertainment for strangers."

Mac's grip tightened on her coffee mug. After three murder investigations that had forced the community to confront its buried secrets and face uncomfortable truths about corruption and cover-ups, the last thing Hopefield needed was someone exploiting their hard-won honesty for tourist amusement.

"Has anyone talked to her about it?" Mac asked. "Explained that there's a difference between sharing genuine history and turning family stories into gossip?"

"Lacy Ringwold tried," Dot replied, referring to one of the local families whose roots went back several generations. "Her great-grandfather's immigration story got twisted into some tale about fleeing criminal charges in Ireland. Completely false, but Vanessa claimed it made for better storytelling."

The bells chimed again as Travis's brewing timer went off in the back room. He glanced toward the sound, then at Mac. "I should check on the fermentation temperatures."

"Go ahead," Mac said, noticing how Travis's hand briefly touched her shoulder as he passed—a casual gesture that somehow felt more significant than it should have. "I'll handle things up here."

As Travis headed toward the brewing area, his presence seeming to linger even after he'd disappeared through the doorway, Mac turned her attention back to Dot, who was studying her with the keen interest of someone who noticed everything.

"That young man certainly has settled in well," Dot observed, her tone carefully neutral but her eyes twinkling with mischief.

"He's a good brewer," Mac replied, aiming for the same neutral tone and probably missing by a mile. "The Heritage Porter wouldn't be nearly as successful without his expertise."

"Mmm-hmm," Dot hummed, clearly unconvinced by Mac's attempt at casual deflection. "And I suppose it's just professional courtesy that he knows exactly how you like your coffee and has your favorite takeout places memorized?"

Before Mac could formulate a response that wouldn't give Dot even more ammunition for her matchmaking theories, the front door burst open with enough force to make the bells sound more like an alarm than a welcome. Bryce Richmond stumbled in, his usually neat appearance disheveled and his face flushed with anger.

"Has anyone seen Vanessa Kingsley this morning?" he demanded, scanning the brewery as if she might be hiding behind one of their fermentation tanks.

Mac exchanged glances with Dot. Bryce ran Blue Ridge Heritage Tours, a smaller operation that focused on actual historical accuracy rather than sensationalized entertainment. His business had been struggling lately, though Mac hadn't realized the situation was serious enough to put him in such a state.

"She's probably at Ridgeline Brewing by now," Mac said carefully. "Her tour group was heading that direction after breakfast."

"That woman is going to destroy everything we've worked to build here," Bryce said, his voice carrying the frustration of someone who'd reached his breaking point. "Do you know what she told her group yesterday? That my great-grandmother was a madam who ran a brothel out of what's now the historical society building."

Dot nearly choked on her ale. "Good Lord, that's Margaret Henley's grandmother she's talking about! The woman who founded the ladies' auxiliary and taught Sunday school for forty years!"

"Exactly," Bryce said, running his hands through his hair. "But the truth doesn't matter to Vanessa. All she cares about is getting reactions from tourists, even if it means destroying reputations and twisting family legacies beyond recognition."

Mac felt a familiar prickle of concern. In her experience, when someone's livelihood was threatened and emotions ran this high, dangerous decisions often followed. "Have you considered talking to her directly? Maybe explaining how her stories are affecting other businesses and families?"

Bryce laughed bitterly. "I tried that last month. She told me that if I couldn't compete with 'creative marketing,' I should find a different line of work. Said the tourists want entertainment, not boring facts."

The brewing room door swung open as Travis returned, immediately picking up on the tension in the room. His eyes met Mac's with the kind of silent communication they'd developed over months of working together—he was ready to help however she needed, no questions asked.

"Well," Dot said, draining the last of her flight and standing up with the decisive air of someone about to take action, "I think it's time some of us had a word with Miss Kingsley about the difference between tourism and exploitation."

"Dot—" Mac started, recognizing the dangerous gleam in the older woman's eyes.

"Don't you 'Dot' me, Mackenzie O'Brien. That woman is turning our family stories into cheap entertainment, and someone needs to remind her that these aren't fictional characters she's playing with. These are real people with real histories that deserve respect."

Before anyone could respond, the sound of sirens cut through the morning air—multiple vehicles heading toward the east side of town where Ridgeline Brewing sat nestled against the mountain slope. Mac's stomach dropped with the sickening certainty that came from too much experience with unexpected emergencies.

Travis was already moving toward the window, his expression grim. "Those are heading toward Ridgeline."

Mac grabbed her keys from behind the counter, her legal training and investigative experience overriding any thought of staying safely at the brewery. "Dot, call Alexa. Tell her we're headed over there."

"Mac," Travis caught her arm as she headed for the door, his fingers warm against her skin. "Whatever's happening, we go together."

The concern in his voice went beyond professional partnership or even friendship. For a moment, Mac found herself caught in his steady gaze, aware of how naturally he'd said "we," how his touch seemed to anchor her even as her mind raced with possibilities.

"Together," she agreed, and they ran for the door as the sirens grew louder and more insistent against the peaceful September morning.

Behind them, Dot was already on her phone, and Bryce Richmond stood frozen in the middle of the brewery, his face pale as he stared in the direction of Ridgeline Brewing where, Mac suspected, they were about to discover that Vanessa Kingsley's talent for creating dramatic stories had finally led her into the most permanent kind of trouble.
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Chapter 2: Dead Tour
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The scene at Ridgeline Brewing looked like something out of a disaster movie. Three sheriff's department cruisers, an ambulance, and the volunteer fire department's rescue truck crowded the gravel parking lot, their red and blue lights painting the weathered brick building in urgent, shifting colors. A Mountain Vista Tours bus sat abandoned near the entrance, its door hanging open and passengers clustered in anxious groups around the picnic tables.

Mac pulled her Jeep up behind Deputy Alexa Carlsbad's cruiser, noting the way Travis automatically scanned the crowd as they climbed out—looking for threats, escape routes, anything out of place. His months in Hopefield had taught him that when Mac got involved in investigations, danger usually followed.

"There's the tour group," Travis said, nodding toward a collection of middle-aged tourists who looked like they'd been expecting nothing more dramatic than a tasting flight and some local color. Instead, they huddled together with the shell-shocked expressions of people whose vacation had just taken a very dark turn.

Alexa spotted them approaching and walked over, her expression grim but unsurprised. After three murder cases, she'd learned to expect Mac's arrival at crime scenes with the resignation of someone who'd given up fighting the inevitable.

"Body's in the fermentation room," Alexa said without preamble. "Vanessa Kingsley, just like you're probably thinking. Mick Richards found her about twenty minutes ago when he went to check on his latest batch."

Mac felt the familiar tightness in her chest that came with violent death in their small community. No matter how many times it happened, she never got used to the way murder shattered the peaceful illusion of small-town safety.

"How?" Travis asked, his voice carefully controlled.

"Drowned," Alexa replied. "In Tank Three—the one they use for their seasonal porter. But there's a head injury too, looks like someone knocked her unconscious first."

The implication hung heavy in the morning air. Vanessa hadn't simply fallen into the tank during a routine tour stop. Someone had deliberately put her there.

"Any witnesses?" Mac asked, automatically shifting into the analytical mindset that had served her well as both a corporate lawyer and amateur investigator.

"That's where it gets interesting," Alexa said, pulling out her notebook. "The tour group arrived right on schedule at nine-thirty. Vanessa did her usual spiel in the tasting room while Mick set up the brewery walk-through. But when it came time for the production area tour, Vanessa was nowhere to be found."

Travis frowned. "She just disappeared?"

"According to the tourists, she excused herself to use the restroom about ten minutes into the tasting. Said she'd catch up with them for the brewing demonstration. That was the last time anyone saw her alive."

Mac studied the building's layout, mentally cataloging the sight lines and access points. Ridgeline Brewing occupied a converted barn that had been carefully renovated to house both the production equipment and a small tasting room, but the original structure meant plenty of blind spots and secondary entrances.

"Who had access to the fermentation room during that window?" Mac asked.

"That's what I'm trying to figure out," Alexa said. "Mick was with the tour group the whole time, demonstrating the milling process and explaining his grain bill. The tourists were all accounted for—I've got their names and contact information. But the brewing area was supposedly off-limits during active tours."

"Supposedly?" Travis caught the qualifier.

"Well, that's what Mick claims. But the fermentation room door wasn't locked, and anyone familiar with brewery operations could have accessed it without being seen from the tasting area."

Mac felt the familiar puzzle pieces beginning to arrange themselves in her mind. "What about the tour bus? Was the driver with the group?"

"Jimmy Flores has been driving for Mountain Vista for three years," Alexa said. "He stayed with the bus, said he never left the parking lot. But I'll be verifying that."

The sound of raised voices drew their attention back to the tourist group, where a red-faced man in a polo shirt was gesticulating angrily at one of Alexa's deputies.

"We've been sitting here for almost an hour," the man was saying. "Our wives are upset, we're missing our next brewery stop, and nobody's telling us anything. This is supposed to be a vacation, not an episode of some crime show."

"Sir, I understand your frustration," the deputy replied with admirable patience, "but this is an active investigation. We'll have you folks processed and on your way as soon as possible."

Travis shook his head. "Nothing like a murder to put a damper on the brewery tour experience."

"Speaking of which," Mac said, "where's Mick? I assume he's not exactly thrilled about having his fermentation tank turned into a crime scene."

"He's inside with the medical examiner," Alexa said. "Pretty shaken up, as you'd expect. This is his busy season—losing a day of production and having his brewing area treated as a potential crime scene isn't exactly good for business."

Mac nodded, understanding the precarious economics of craft brewing all too well. A small operation like Ridgeline lived on narrow margins, and any disruption during peak tourist season could have serious financial consequences.

"Can we see the scene?" Travis asked. "Maybe the brewing setup will tell us something about how someone could have accessed the tank without being detected."

Alexa hesitated, then nodded toward the building. "Just don't touch anything. And try not to contaminate the scene any more than it already has been."

They followed her through the tasting room, past tables still set with half-finished flight glasses and abandoned tour brochures, and into the production area where the real work of brewing happened. The space smelled of grain and hops with an underlying metallic tang that Mac recognized from her own brewery, but here it was overlaid with something more ominous—the scent of death and disrupted fermentation.

Tank Three sat in the corner like an accusing finger, its normally gleaming stainless steel surface now marked with chalk outlines and evidence tags. The tank stood about seven feet high with a removable top that currently lay on the floor nearby, surrounded by more evidence markers.

"She was found floating face-down," Alexa explained. "The head wound suggests she was unconscious when she went in, which rules out accidental drowning."

Travis studied the tank's position relative to the rest of the brewing equipment. "You'd need to climb up to get her in there. These tanks aren't exactly ground level."

"There's a platform and ladder system," Mac observed, pointing to the metal framework that allowed brewers to access the tank tops for cleaning and monitoring. "But you'd need to know how to operate it."

"Or just be strong enough to manhandle an unconscious woman up there," Alexa said grimly.

Mac walked carefully around the scene, her legal training helping her compartmentalize the human tragedy while focusing on the evidence. "What about the tasting samples? Did anyone check if her drinks were tampered with?"

"We bagged everything from the tasting room," Alexa confirmed. "But the logistics are tricky. Vanessa was pouring her own samples from the same taps everyone else used. If someone drugged her, they'd have had to do it after the pour or somehow target just her glass."

"Unless they knew which glass she'd choose," Travis said thoughtfully. "If someone familiar with her routine could predict her behavior..."

The implication hung in the air as they continued examining the scene. The fermentation room was separate from the main production area, accessible through a
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