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      Moon’s Landing Brewery looked like Christmas had wrapped it in a hug and refused to let go. Garlands looped from beam to beam, fat with pinecones and hidden bells; strings of warm fairy lights pooled like honey across the exposed brick; and barrels had been turned into tables with red plaid runners and miniature poinsettias perched like little crowns. Someone had tucked sprigs of mistletoe in the most inconvenient places: door frames, the corner by the flight of stairs, directly above the coat check, where a giggling couple pretended they hadn’t noticed.

      Butterscotch noticed everything. My coonhound’s red velvet bow was already cocked at an angle from too many hellos, and her ears kept lifting at the sound of every new laugh and clink of glasses. The scents here were irresistible: cinnamon and orange peel, roasted malt, sugar, pine, and the faintest whisper of wood-smoke from the patio firepit. She stood tall, tail swishing the way it did when she was trying to look dignified and still ask for a bite of something.

      “I know,” I murmured, giving the bow a quick straightening. “It smells amazing.”

      I slipped my Rolleiflex 2.8B from its case and felt that familiar calm settle in. The square viewfinder framed a hundred small moments: mittens hung to dry on a line behind the bar, wreaths on the windows catching tiny stars of light, townspeople with cheeks flushed from the cold and the first sips of Noel Nog Ale. I was here for Moon’s News, officially, but I’d be lying if I said my stomach didn’t do a small, traitorous flutter as I scanned the room for one person in particular.

      I smoothed the skirt of my emerald green velvet dress; the fabric caught the soft glow of the Christmas tree lights. The tea-length hem swayed with every step, the swing of the skirt promising a dance even if I never made it to the floor. Gold embroidery shimmered at the sweetheart neckline and along the waist, delicate as tinsel against pine. Capped sleeves framed my shoulders, while black seam stockings and glossy pumps grounded the look in classic elegance. My hair, set in perfect victory rolls, was pinned with a small velvet bow that echoed the richness of the dress. But it was my signature red lipstick that finished the ensemble—bold, festive, and entirely Birdie.

      “Birdie.” Mason’s gaze lingered on me. “Birdie,” he repeated, his voice low, almost reverently, “you look beautiful.” He’d traded his usual buttoned-up look for rolled shirtsleeves and a green knit tie with tiny snowflakes stitched into it. Somehow, the man could make brewery chic look like something you’d see on a vintage poster in a train station.

      “You made it,” he said, and Butterscotch swayed straight onto his hip like she belonged there. She didn’t hesitate around Mason. She never did.

      “I promised your marketing team I’d send them photos for the website,” I said, lifting my camera just enough to catch the way the fairy lights caught in his hair. “And I’m here on assignment for the paper.”

      “And here I thought you came for the company.” He reached behind the register and produced something with a flourish: a candy cane–shaped pen. “For interviews,” he added, almost solemn, which only made the dimple in his cheek more dangerous. “It writes in red. Festive, but also⁠—”

      I smiled, taking it. The plastic was warm from his hand. “Perfect for circling suspects.”

      He laughed under his breath, the sound low. “I was going to say ‘editorial use,’ but sure—keep me on my toes.”

      Butterscotch stretched her nose toward the bar where someone had set out a tray of frosted gingerbread dog biscuits in the shape of bones. “You’re spoiling her,” I said as she snagged one with a decisive chomp.

      “She’s a celebrity,” Mason said. “Besides, Nora insisted.”

      As if summoned, Nora Devlin swept in from the stockroom, carrying a tray of tasting pours like a tightrope walker balancing a city. Tall, auburn hair twisted up with a sprig of holly, she looked every inch the head brewer and none of the elf someone had tried to cast her as with the overly embellished green apron. But when she saw me watching, something flickered across her expression, a shadow that didn’t belong at a Christmas party.

      “Birdie,” she said, genuine warmth lighting her face, though it took a beat too long to arrive. “Please tell me you’re getting photos of the barrel tree before somebody decides to dance on it.” She angled her chin toward the corner where a tower of empty barrels had been stacked into a cone and wrapped in ribbon. “Also, keep your dog from stealing the cinnamon sticks again. We’re short as it is.”

      “She swore she was holding them for a friend,” I said, and Nora’s mouth tipped, amusement fighting discipline. She set the tray down and slid me a small glass. “Mulled beer?”

      “Spiced winter ale,” she corrected. “Orange peel, clove, and the tiniest kiss of vanilla. It tastes like a postcard.”

      I lifted the glass and let the scent brush my face. The sip was warm and bright, like biting into a clementine by a fireplace. “You’ve outdone yourself.”

      “That’s my job,” Nora said. Then something flickered across her expression again—that same shadow, deeper this time. A wind at the door let in a pocket of cold. She looked toward it reflexively, shoulders tensing the way people’s do when they hear news before the words arrive. “Excuse me.”

      She disappeared into the crowd, but not before I caught her glancing back—not at me, but at the door, as if waiting for something she dreaded.

      “Was it something I said?” I asked.

      Mason’s gaze had shifted to the entryway too. “Probably something I should’ve.”

      “About what?”

      He didn’t answer. Butterscotch did—her ears pricked, a low, curious whuff in her throat as the big double doors swung open and winter spilled across the threshold.

      A tall, slim man stepped in like he owned the place and was considering buying the town for a souvenir. Dark coat, scarf loose at his throat like he’d just been photographed for a magazine and told not to look at the camera. He shook snow from his hair with one practiced sweep of his hand and smiled, a slow, cat-sharp curve that made several conversations in the room forget what they’d been doing.

      “Moon’s Landing,” he said, as if greeting an old flame. “Did you miss me?”

      I leaned in close to Mason and whispered, “Who is that?”

      You could feel the room change, the subtle long inhale of a collective chest, the way laughter thinned into curiosity. We like our routines in Moon’s Landing. We like knowing who’s behind the bar and who will bring the carrot cake to the bake sale and which street Butterscotch prefers on rainy days. This man carried the opposite of that. He carried a key to a door that everyone wasn’t sure they’d locked.

      Mason’s jaw tightened. It wasn’t dramatic, just a fractional shift, a tiny muscle going hard near his ear, but I saw it. Everyone saw him, but I was watching Mason.

      Near the bar, Luke Ryan fumbled a tray of glasses, the crystal chiming against itself like tiny alarm bells. His usual easy smile had vanished, replaced by something rigid and pale. He glanced toward the back exit, then forced himself to keep working, but his movements were sharp now, efficiency masking something that looked suspiciously like panic.

      “Silas Theron,” Mason said.

      “Who’s he?” There was something in the way Mason said Silas’ name that told me this man was not a welcome sight. “Should I…?” I asked, lifting my camera.

      “Excuse me, Birdie,” Mason said softly, and there wasn’t a hint of frost in it, only a steadiness.

      I moved, skirting the edge of the party as the crowd rearranged itself around its new center of gravity. Sheriff Brent Lomack had been standing near the tree of barrels, of all places, keeping half an eye on the cocoa station and half an eye on a group of teenagers who believed in loopholes. The sheriff’s presence at a party could go either way, but tonight he’d been in decent spirits—until Silas. Now his attention sharpened like a knife drawn a notch from the sheath, but there was something else there, too. Something that looked like guilt.

      Blanche found me before I could reach the doorway. She materialized in a cranberry dress with a black fur collar that was almost certainly synthetic and absolutely dramatic, her blonde hair rolled into perfect waves. She held her mask—the smallest suggestion of a masquerade, just for fun—on a slim stick and used it like a pointer toward the mistletoe above the staircase landing.

      “If you don’t get a photo of sweetheart kisses under that sprig,” she said, “I’ll snatch one of you with Mason.”

      “What?” I whispered, nearly dropping my camera in surprise.

      Blanche winked at me as she took a sip of her drink. “Do you have any idea what’s in here?”

      “I’m sure it’s not eggnog,” I said. I pointed to the mistletoe perched on the doorway nearby. “How about you and our mysterious newcomer?”

      “I came here for news,” she said, then leaned close, her breath warm with nutmeg. “And possibly to encourage the right matchmaking. I’m not here for the Christmas ghosts.” She pointed at Silas, watching as he moved around the guests.

      “Ghosts? You know him?”

      “Everyone knows of him,” she took another sip, and then glanced at me. “That’s right, you wouldn’t know who that man is or what he did.”

      “Blanche.” Would she get to the details? I couldn’t handle much more of this back and forth. Who is Silas Theron? And why did Mason react the way he did?

      “I’m toying with you, Birdie,” she said. “Mostly.” She slid a glance toward the man, and her brows arched skyward. “Silas Theron is what’s known around here as the prodigal son. But in his case, partner.”

      “Partner? Masons? What do you know about him?”

      “I didn’t know him personally,” she said, lips flattening a fraction. “He wasn’t technically his
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