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      The Renaissance carnival arrived in Moon’s Landing like it had every right to be here. By the time Butterscotch and I reached the fairgrounds, the whole place was already alive; wagons creaking into position, canvas tents being yanked upright by teams of workers, and strings of lanterns swaying overhead like a thousand captured fireflies. The breeze coming off the coast carried the scent of salt and sun-warmed grass…and something else, too.

      Smoke.

      Roasting meat.

      Spiced cider.

      Butterscotch’s nose lifted toward the air, her ears perking. She liked this already. Her tail began to wag with the kind of hope that only a coonhound could hold—that somewhere nearby, a stranger would drop a turkey leg and fate would finally reward her patience.

      “Don’t even think about it,” I murmured, tightening my grip on her leash.

      She glanced up at me with complete innocence and then immediately turned her attention back to the crowd, as if she’d never heard me speak in her entire life.

      The entrance to the carnival sat just beyond the gravel access road, where the land shifted from public path to the stretch of property that belonged to the Moon family—adjacent, at least. Close enough to feel personal. Close enough that Mason had been grumbling about it all morning when I told him where I’d be.

      And it wasn’t hard to see why.

      A massive wooden archway had been erected at the entrance, taller than the welcome sign at Town Square and decorated with painted vines, faux stonework, and bright banners that snapped sharply in the wind. The centerpiece was so large that it made my eyes want to squint.

      A banner featuring a man in gleaming armor. Not just any man.

      Garrison McPherson.

      His face took up most of the entrance as though it belonged there. Like he’d been carved into the very idea of Moon’s Landing itself.

      The banner showed him in a heroic stance: chin lifted, jaw strong, the kind of smile that said he knew he was being admired and had never once felt uncomfortable about it. One hand rested on the hilt of a sword. The other held a helmet tucked under his arm like it weighed nothing.

      Beneath the image, in bold letters:

      SIR GARRISON MCPHERSON, THE KNIGHT OF MIDSUMMER

      Butterscotch let out a low whuff and tugged toward the entrance as if she wanted to meet the man on the banner personally. I had to plant my shoes and brace myself so she didn’t drag me right under his painted gaze like a sacrificial offering.

      “Okay, girl,” I said under my breath. “We’ll go in. But we’re not starting our day by tackling a celebrity.”

      My camera bag bumped against my hip as I stepped forward. The familiar weight of my Rolleiflex 2.8B inside it reminded me why I was here. Photograph the event for Moon’s News. My boss, Tennessee Langford, planned a huge spread in the paper.

      The crowd was bigger than I expected for the first day. People lined up at the entrance with wide smiles and sunhats. Kids ran ahead with wooden swords already in hand, their parents trailing after them with the resigned expressions of adults who had already accepted they would spend real money on fake gold coins.

      A pair of teenage girls squealed as they posed in front of the banner, trying to capture the perfect angle with their phones.

      And just beyond them, I spotted Mason Moon.

      He stood near the fence line, arms crossed over his chest, looking like he’d wandered into someone else’s event by accident. The wind ruffled his light hair, and the expression on his face wasn’t the usual easy confidence I was used to seeing on him. But even scowling at property lines, Mason Moon managed to look like something worth photographing.

      I caught myself thinking it and shook my head slightly. We’d been back from Foxglove Bay for a few weeks now, and I still wasn’t entirely used to this—whatever this was.

      This wasn’t brewery Mason.

      This wasn’t dinner-and-a-walk Mason.

      The one who’d kissed me in a haunted inn and then carried my suitcase home as if nothing had changed—except everything had.

      Butterscotch noticed him, too. She let out a happy little huff and pulled hard, as if she’d just spotted the person most likely to sneak her snacks.

      Mason’s gaze flicked to me, and something in his expression shifted—not just softened, but settled, the way a person looks when the thing they’ve been waiting for finally arrives. It lasted half a second before his eyes darted back to the fairgrounds behind the entrance. But I’d seen it. I was getting better at catching those moments.

      “You made it,” he said as I approached, his voice warm but distracted.

      “Tenn made sure I did,” I replied. “I got an email with three bullet points and a reminder that ‘photographs are the lifeblood of community engagement.’”

      Mason’s mouth twitched. “Sounds like him.”

      I nudged my camera bag higher on my shoulder. “I’m supposed to get opening shots. Turnout. Activities. The whole sparkling storybook experience.”

      Butterscotch leaned into Mason’s leg like she owned him. He absentmindedly scratched behind her ears, though his eyes were still scanning the placement of tents, wagons, and fencing.

      “She’s excited,” he said.

      “She’s excited because she thinks there’s going to be food,” I corrected.

      He gave Butterscotch’s head one last pat, his hand brushing my elbow as he straightened—the kind of touch that used to feel accidental but didn’t anymore. Neither of us acknowledged it. We were still learning the choreography of this—when to reach, when to hold, when to let a touch speak for itself.

      Then he lowered his voice, and the warmth left his expression. “Birdie…do you see how far back they’ve set this up?”

      I followed his gaze.

      From the entrance, the main path cut into the fairgrounds like a vein. Booths lined both sides, and beyond them were larger tents—jousting stands, a makeshift stage, and what looked like a temporary wooden structure being assembled near the tree line.

      It was close. Closer to the brewery property line than I expected. “It’s a fair,” I said gently. “They need space.”

      “They need permits, too.”

      I blinked. “Do you think they don’t have them?”

      “I think someone’s confident enough to assume they’ll get away with whatever they want,” he said. His eyes lifted to the banner again, landing on Garrison’s face. “And people are so distracted by the show that they’ll forget to ask what the show is costing.”

      That didn’t sound like a complaint about traffic. I started to respond, but the crowd suddenly surged—voices rising, camera flashes popping, excitement cracking through the air like sparklers.

      A chant rolled through the entrance: “GARRI-SON! GARRI-SON!”

      And then he appeared. Not on the banner. In real life.

      Garrison McPherson stepped onto the path like he’d been born for the moment. The sunlight hit the polished armor, casting bright reflections across the crowd. His cape was dark—deep forest green, edged in gold trim—and it moved behind him with every step, as if it had its own personality.

      He held his helmet under one arm, just like the banner. And when he smiled, it wasn’t forced. It was practiced. It was perfectly effortless, and the crowd practically melted.

      Children squealed. Adults laughed. Someone shouted his name again, as if it meant something important. A woman in a flower crown pushed forward with a notebook and pen, eyes wide, cheeks flushed.

      Garrison leaned down, signed it, and then kissed her hand like he was starring in a romantic comedy about a knight who saves a modern woman from her boring life.

      She looked like she might pass out.

      “Wow,” I muttered.

      Mason didn’t laugh. He didn’t even look amused. He looked…annoyed.

      I raised my camera instinctively to waist level, looking down into the Rolleiflex’s viewfinder and framing the scene perfectly. In the square of the lens, the crowd turned into composition and light.

      I took one photo.

      Garrison moved through the people as if he belonged to them. He touched their shoulders. Shook hands. Lifted a little boy onto his hip for a photo and called him “young squire,” which made the kid grin so hard I thought his face might crack.

      It was charming, and he didn’t miss a camera.

      Not a single one.

      Mixed in with the crowd, I noticed a man watching Garrison with an expression that didn’t match the celebration. He was broad-shouldered, rough-handed, wearing a leather apron stained with oil and metal dust. While everyone else leaned forward, this man stood back, arms folded, his jaw set with something that looked less like admiration and more like inventory. As if Garrison were equipment to be maintained rather than a person to be celebrated.

      I filed the observation away and adjusted my stance to capture Garrison from a different angle—something striking for the paper.

      The sun shifted.

      And suddenly his armor caught the light in a way that made the breastplate shine like a mirror.

      I didn’t think.

      I just snapped.

      Click.

      The reflection shot was perfect.

      Garrison’s torso filled the frame, sunlight glinting off metal. The banner behind him blurred into a colorful backdrop. And in the curved surface of the armor—something else.

      A shape.

      A figure in the background that didn’t match the movement of the crowd.

      Too still. Too close. But I didn’t study it. Not then. I just lowered my camera and smiled to myself, pleased with the shot. “That one’s going to look incredible,” I whispered.

      Butterscotch tugged my leash hand sharply, pulling my attention away. She was staring at the base of the banner posts.

      Her body had gone rigid, tail held still, nose twitching.

      “What is it?” I asked softly, crouching beside her.

      She sniffed once, then twice, her ears tilting back as if the scent made her uncertain.

      It wasn’t a turkey leg. It wasn’t funnel cake. Before I could lean closer, someone shouted Garrison’s name again, and the crowd surged forward. Butterscotch’s focus broke as bodies pressed in and voices rose.
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