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      It was a beautiful night for a party—and an even better one for a masquerade. The kind of evening when secrets felt alive in the shadows and the moon itself seemed in on the mischief. It wasn’t every day I received an invitation to a ball at the Bellrose Estate, and I didn’t take the honor lightly. Naturally, I couldn’t help but wander into hidden corners, hoping to uncover a few mysteries of my own.

      The mansion, perched like a brooding sentinel atop the hill overlooking Moon’s Landing, had fascinated me for as long as I could remember. Over a hundred years old, Bellrose was equal parts whimsical and gothic. The iron gates at the foot of the drive were tall and twisted with ivy, as if the very vines were trying to keep the estate’s secrets locked inside. But the gardens told another story—roses blooming even in the cool night air, trimmed hedges forming quiet alcoves, and fairy lights strung from tree to tree like floating stars. They cast a soft, golden glow that led guests down the path toward the old labyrinth at the edge of the grounds.

      Tonight’s masquerade was in celebration of Iris Fontaine—a widow not quite forty, recently returned from a “whirlwind tour” of South America, though the word around town was that she’d been encouraged—firmly—to leave after some sort of diplomatic… misunderstanding. The mystery surrounding her only made the evening more intriguing.

      The ballroom itself looked like something torn from the pages of a gothic romance novel. Chandeliers dripped crystal from the arched ceiling, casting fractured light across the black marble floor. Velvet drapes, the color of crushed wine, were tied back with golden cords, revealing tall windows that overlooked the garden maze. A quartet played something slow and haunting in the corner, the notes rising like mist around the masked dancers. Every detail—the flickering candelabras, the gilded mirrors, the scent of roses and woodsmoke—felt like a secret waiting to be unraveled.

      Still, the crowd and the perfume and the way my mask pinched behind my ears eventually drove me to step outside for a breath of fresh air. Butterscotch, my ever-curious coonhound, took the opportunity to stretch her legs, sniffing along the edges of the rose-lined paths like she expected to find a squirrel wearing a cape and a disguise of its own.

      “What is that dog doing here?” a woman whispered sharply as she swept past us, her peacock-feathered mask glinting under the garden lights.

      “Well, don’t you know?” came the hushed reply from her companion. “That’s Mason Moon’s date.”

      I bit back a grin. I was here as Mason’s date—but I’d also made a promise to my boss to get photos for Moon’s News, the paper I worked for. Between the flick of silk skirts, the glint of masks, and the hint of scandal in every laugh, I had a feeling I wouldn’t leave empty-handed.

      I smoothed the skirt of my midnight blue gown, the satin catching the light like a pool of ink under moonlight. The dress was vintage—of course—borrowed from a friend who swore it had once belonged to a starlet in a 1940s melodrama. It clung to my waist before flowing into soft, dramatic folds that brushed the ground with every step. Tiny beadwork along the sweetheart neckline shimmered like constellations.

      My mask, a delicate creation of silver filigree and navy velvet, sat snugly across my face, framing my eyes with just enough mystery to make people wonder. I’d pinned my hair into a soft twist at the nape of my neck, a few curls escaping in a way I liked to think looked artfully undone. And of course, I’d applied my signature red lipstick—just in case I needed to make a lasting impression.

      Butterscotch wore a matching satin ribbon on her collar. She didn’t seem to mind the fashion statement, though she was far more interested in the scent of hors d'oeuvres and the possibility of something juicy dropped underfoot.

      “There you are,” Mason said, his voice low and warm, like velvet in the dark.

      I turned to see him descending the stone steps, the candlelight from the ballroom casting a golden glow around his tuxedoed form. His mask was simple—black, sleek, elegant—and it suited him far too well. He held two champagne flutes, offering one as he joined me beneath the fairy-lit branches.

      “I figured you’d sneak off,” he added with a crooked smile.

      Butterscotch wagged her tail as he neared.

      “I needed air,” I said, taking the glass. “And she needed a stretch. We make a good team.”

      “You make a striking pair,” he said, his gaze drifting briefly over me before he added, quieter, “You look… incredible.”

      I smoothed the folds of my midnight blue gown, suddenly aware of the way the beads caught the garden lights like stars strung along the neckline. “You’re just saying that because you needed a last-minute date for the night.”

      He laughed under his breath, eyes lingering on mine above the mask. “No, Birdie. I’m saying that because you walked out here looking like every moonlit wish I’ve ever made.”

      My heart did a little flip, the kind it wasn’t supposed to do at work functions—even ones that involved masks and mansions and champagne under fairy lights.

      “You keep saying things like that,” I said lightly, “and I’m going to start quoting you in tomorrow’s paper.”

      He leaned in, brushing his shoulder against mine, casual but charged. “You wouldn’t dare. You’d lose your source.”

      “True. And then who would invite me to mysterious masquerade balls full of gossip and questionable guest lists?”

      Mason tilted his head, the smile never quite leaving his lips. “Guess you’ll just have to stick with me.”

      And for a moment, I did. The ballroom behind us shimmered with music and candlelight, but the garden felt like it belonged only to us—two figures just slightly out of place, standing on the edge of something neither of us could quite name yet.

      “Are you feeling adventurous?” I asked, raising my eyebrows and tilting my head toward the entrance of the labyrinth. “Care to try your luck?”

      “As long as we bring Butterscotch,” Mason said with a grin, “I think we’ll manage just fine.”

      I smiled. He wasn’t wrong. Butterscotch could sniff out trouble—or snacks—better than anyone I knew.

      Just over Mason’s shoulder, a flicker of movement caught my eye. A man stood in the shadows, still as a statue. He wore a black cape and the mask of a wolf, and though I couldn’t see his eyes, I felt them on me. Watching. Waiting.

      I leaned in and murmured, “Do you know that man?”

      Mason turned to look, but the figure had vanished.

      I scanned the dark edges of the garden, but there was no sign of him. Just the whisper of wind through the trees and the faint hum of laughter from the ballroom.

      “Mason Whiskey Moon!” a woman’s voice rang out from the terrace behind us. “How have you not come to say hello to me? After all, it’s only my party you were invited to.”

      Iris Fontaine. Draped in scarlet silk with a gold mask that shimmered like firelight. She stood with one hand on her hip and a flute of champagne in the other, looking every bit the star of her own stage.

      Mason took my hand and started toward her. “We’d better say hello before she starts throwing roses and curses.”

      But Butterscotch pulled hard on the leash, her nose locked on the very spot where the masked man had stood.

      “I’ll catch up,” I said quickly, slipping from Mason’s grasp as he turned to greet Iris.

      Butterscotch led me past a hedge wall and into a narrow path, quiet and shadowed. I didn’t see him—but I felt him.

      The air shifted. A presence behind me, close. Too close.

      “Not all ghosts stay dead, Miss Lopez.”

      The voice was low, deep, and far too close to my ear.

      I spun around, heart thudding, but the path was empty. Silent. As though no one had ever been there at all.

      But ghosts weren’t real… right?
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      “Birdie, are you all right?” Mason asked, stepping into the garden. His face was hidden in the shadows, but his concern came through loud and clear.

      I nodded, breath still catching in my throat. “There was someone else here,” I said quietly. “He was right behind me.”

      Butterscotch sniffed the ground with quiet determination, nose twitching as she searched for a trace of the man who had vanished like smoke.

      “I don’t understand,” Mason said, glancing around. “What happened?”

      I cleared my throat, trying to steady the tremble in my voice. “That man I saw earlier—he followed me. And he said…” I hesitated. “He said, ‘Not all ghosts stay dead.’”

      Mason took Butterscotch’s leash and gave it a gentle tug. “What did he look like?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t get a good look at his face. But I’d recognize him if I saw him again.” I had only seen him for a moment, standing beneath the tree, but I knew. I knew I wouldn’t forget him.

      “Why don’t we go inside?” Mason offered, his voice soft but firm.

      I followed him back toward the ballroom, even though every part of me wanted to turn around and start searching. But instead of the masked stranger, I spotted Felicia Pierce deep in conversation with Iris Fontaine. Their voices stopped as we approached, both of them turning to look at us.

      “Is everything okay?” Felicia asked with a smile that didn’t quite reach
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