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​Chapter 1: Midnight Approach
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The scent of cinnamon and nutmeg from Mac's winter ale mingled with the crisp mountain air drifting through the open doors of Emerald Isle Brewery. December in Hopefield had been unusually mild, and tonight's New Year's Eve celebration promised to be their biggest event yet. String lights twinkled overhead like fallen stars, and the exposed brick walls of the converted tobacco warehouse practically hummed with anticipation.

"Mac, we're running low on the Heritage Porter," Travis called from behind the bar, his voice barely audible over the growing crowd. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing the familiar sight of his forearms working efficiently as he pulled another perfect pint. Even after eighteen months of working together—and the past month of being officially together—watching him work still made Mac's pulse quicken.

"Already?" Mac glanced at her watch: 9:30 PM. "We've got two and a half hours until midnight."

"Welcome to success," he said with that dry grin that had first caught her attention back when she was still pretending their partnership was purely professional. "Should I tap the backup keg?"

"Do it. Better to run out of everything else than disappoint the Heritage Porter faithful."

The taproom was packed wall-to-wall with what looked like half of Hopefield's population, plus a healthy sprinkling of tourists drawn by their growing reputation. City council members clustered near the fireplace, their animated conversations mixing local politics with holiday cheer. The volunteer fire department had claimed the corner booth, while the Historical Preservation Initiative committee—Mac's latest community project—held court at the high-top tables.

"Mackenzie!" Dot Whitfield's voice cut through the chatter like a knife through butter. The retired bank manager navigated the crowd with the determination of a woman who'd spent forty years managing other people's money. Her silver hair was styled in perfect waves, and she wore a festive red sweater that probably cost more than most people's weekly grocery budget.

"Evening, Dot. How's the champagne cocktail treating you?"

"Divine, as always. Though I do hope you're keeping an eye on our illustrious city councilman over there." She nodded toward the fireplace where Nathan Bradshaw stood deep in conversation with Diana Frost, his fellow council member. Even from across the room, their body language screamed tension.

Nathan looked every inch the small-town politician—navy blazer, perfectly pressed khakis, and a smile that never quite reached his eyes. At forty-eight, he'd been serving on Hopefield's city council for six years, and until recently, he'd been a reliable vote for whatever development projects crossed his desk.

"Trouble in paradise?" Mac asked, though she already knew the answer. The past month had brought rumors of Nathan's dramatic about-face on environmental issues, and tonight's crowd included several people who weren't happy about it.

"You could say that." Dot's expression turned serious. "Word is he's planning some sort of announcement tonight. Something about that water rights vote coming up next week."

The water rights ordinance. Mac had been following the debate in the local paper, though the coverage had been frustratingly vague. The proposed legislation would strengthen environmental protections for Hopefield's watershed—the same water source that fed into the brewery's well system. As someone whose livelihood depended on clean water, Mac was all for it. But the ordinance would also put strict limits on new development, which had some folks worked up.

"Any idea what kind of announcement?"

"Nothing specific, but—" Dot's words were cut off as someone bumped into her from behind.

"Sorry, excuse me." The voice belonged to Dr. Lucas Pemberton, a tall, lanky man in his fifties whose wire-rimmed glasses and perpetually worried expression made him look like a college professor even on New Year's Eve. He clutched a glass of winter ale like a lifeline.

"No harm done, Dr. Pemberton," Dot said graciously. "How are you enjoying the party?"

"Oh, it's lovely. Really lovely." His eyes darted toward Nathan's group by the fireplace. "I just... well, it's been a challenging week."

That was putting it mildly. Dr. Pemberton worked as an environmental consultant for the county, and from what Mac had heard through the Hopefield grapevine, he'd been burning the midnight oil on some sort of watershed study related to the upcoming council vote.

"The environmental report keeping you busy?" Mac asked.

He nodded vigorously. "Yes, exactly. Very complex data sets. Water quality measurements, soil composition, impact assessments." He took a large gulp of beer. "Sometimes I wonder if anyone really understands how delicate these ecosystems are."

"Well, Nathan certainly seems to have developed a new appreciation for environmental issues," Dot observed.

Dr. Pemberton's expression darkened. "Has he? Or is he simply responding to political pressure? It's difficult to know people's true motivations."

Before either Dot or Mac could respond, he melted back into the crowd, leaving them staring after him.

"That man needs to learn how to relax," Dot muttered.

"Speaking of relaxation, shouldn't you be enjoying your evening instead of collecting gossip for tomorrow's coffee circuit?"

She laughed. "Mac, dear, at my age, gossip is relaxation. Besides, someone needs to keep track of what's happening in this town."

Travis appeared at Mac's elbow with two fresh glasses of winter ale. "Thought you might need this," he said, handing her one. His fingers brushed hers as she took the glass, a simple gesture that still managed to make her stomach flutter.

"Thanks. How are we doing supply-wise?"

"Holding steady for now. But if this crowd keeps growing, we might need to break into the emergency stash of Autumn Amber."

"Emergency stash?"

"The six bottles I've been hiding in the back cooler for special occasions."

"And New Year's Eve doesn't qualify?"

"New Year's Eve with my girlfriend running her first major community event definitely qualifies." He said it casually, but the word 'girlfriend' still sent a warm glow through Mac's chest. They'd only made things official four weeks ago, after dancing around their attraction for the better part of a year.

"Smooth talker," Mac said, bumping his shoulder with hers.

"I have my moments."

The noise level in the taproom suddenly spiked, and they turned to see what had caused the commotion. Near the entrance, Randall Quinn was making his usual grand entrance. The local developer never met a room he couldn't work, and tonight was no exception. His expensive suit and perfectly styled silver hair marked him as one of Hopefield's more prosperous residents—the kind of man who measured success in square footage and profit margins.

"There's our knight of capitalism," Travis murmured.

"Play nice. He's bought enough beer tonight to single-handedly fund our next equipment upgrade."

"Fair point. Though I notice he's been glued to Nathan's side all evening."

Mac followed Travis's gaze and saw that he was right. Randall had made a beeline for Nathan's group by the fireplace, and judging by Nathan's expression, the conversation wasn't entirely welcome.

"That's the third time tonight," Dot observed. "Poor Nathan can't seem to get five minutes to himself."

"What's Quinn's stake in the water rights ordinance?" Mac asked.

"Everything," Dot said bluntly. "He's got three major development projects in the pipeline, all of which would be dead in the water if the environmental protections pass. We're talking millions of dollars."

The math was simple enough. Nathan's swing vote could make or break Randall's business plans. No wonder the man was being attentive.

"And Nathan's been wavering?"

"More than wavering. Three months ago, he was firmly in the development camp. Then something changed." Dot's expression grew thoughtful. "He started asking questions about water quality, environmental impact studies, that sort of thing. Word is he's been working closely with Dr. Pemberton on some sort of independent research."

Independent research. That explained Dr. Pemberton's stressed demeanor tonight. If Nathan was planning to announce the results of an environmental study, it could swing public opinion on the water rights vote.

The crowd near the fireplace suddenly grew animated, voices rising above the general party noise. Nathan was shaking his head firmly while Randall gestured emphatically. Diana Frost stood between them, her expression caught somewhere between annoyance and concern.

"Looks like the pre-midnight fireworks are starting early," Travis observed.

"Should we intervene?" Mac asked.

"In small-town politics? Not unless you want to end up on the wrong side of half the council."

He had a point. As relative newcomers to Hopefield—Mac had only been here two years, and Travis had arrived six months after her—they were still earning their place in the community's complex social ecosystem. Getting involved in local political disputes was a fast way to make enemies.

But as the evening wore on, it became clear that something was brewing beyond normal political disagreement. Nathan kept checking his watch and glancing toward the back of the brewery, where Mac's small office was located. Twice she saw him start in that direction, only to be intercepted by other party guests.

"He's definitely planning something," Mac told Travis during a brief lull in the beer orders.

"The mysterious announcement Dot mentioned?"

"Has to be. Look at him—he's wound tighter than a fiddle string."

Travis followed her gaze. Nathan had extracted himself from the fireplace crowd and was now standing near the far wall, nursing what looked like his third glass of winter ale. His earlier political smile had been replaced by something closer to grim determination.

"You think it's about the environmental study?"

"What else could it be? Dr. Pemberton's been practically vibrating with anxiety all night, and Randall Quinn looks like he's ready to burst a blood vessel."

"And Diana?"

Mac studied Nathan's fellow council member. Diana Frost was a striking woman in her early forties, with the kind of professional polish that came from years of navigating small-town politics. Tonight she wore a navy dress that probably cost more than most people spent on groceries, and her blonde hair was styled in a way that suggested regular visits to an expensive salon.

"She's been watching Nathan like a hawk. Either she's worried about what he might say, or she's planning her own counter-announcement."

The clock above the bar read 11:45 PM. Fifteen minutes until midnight, and the party was reaching its peak energy. Someone had started a countdown chant from the far corner, though it was more enthusiasm than accuracy.

"I should check the office," Nathan said suddenly, appearing beside them at the bar. Up close, he looked even more stressed than he had from across the room. Sweat beaded his forehead despite the cool evening air, and his hands trembled slightly as he set down his empty glass.

"Everything all right?" Mac asked.

"Fine, fine. Just need to... review some notes before midnight." He attempted a smile. "Big announcement, you know. Want to make sure I get the details right."

"Nathan, you really should wait," Diana Frost materialized beside him, her voice carrying a note of warning. "We discussed this. The timing isn't right."

"The timing is perfect," Nathan replied firmly. "The community has a right to know what's been happening."

"What's been happening with what?" Randall Quinn had joined the group, his face flushed either from alcohol or frustration. Possibly both.

"I think you know exactly what I'm talking about, Randall."

The tension between the two men was thick enough to cut with a knife. Travis and Mac exchanged glances, both of them suddenly feeling like unwilling witnesses to a very public breakdown of whatever relationship these three had maintained.

"Nathan, please," Diana tried again. "At least sleep on it. Make your announcement next week, after the holiday."

"Next week might be too late."

"Too late for what?" Dr. Pemberton appeared as if summoned, his worried expression now bordering on panic.

Nathan looked at each of them in turn, his jaw set with determination. "Too late to prevent a disaster. The community deserves to know what we've discovered about the watershed. They deserve to know how we've all been played."

"Played by whom?" Mac asked, her journalistic instincts finally overriding her desire to stay out of local politics.

Nathan's answer was interrupted by a loud cheer from the crowd. Someone had started the official countdown: "Ten! Nine! Eight!"

"I'll be in your office for five minutes," Nathan told Mac, raising his voice above the noise. "Then I'll make my announcement. The truth needs to come out."

"Seven! Six! Five!"

He pushed through the crowd toward the back of the brewery, leaving the rest of them staring after him. Diana, Randall, and Dr. Pemberton all looked like they'd rather be anywhere else.

"Four! Three! Two! One! Happy New Year!"

The taproom erupted in cheers, noisemakers, and the inevitable kissing that comes with midnight on New Year's Eve. Travis pulled Mac close for a kiss that tasted like winter ale and possibilities, and for a moment she forgot all about Nathan Bradshaw and his mysterious announcement.

But the moment didn't last long. Because five minutes later, when the cheering had died down and people were starting to think about heading home, Diana Frost came rushing back from the direction of Mac's office.

Her face was pale, her professional composure completely shattered.

"Call 911," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Nathan's dead."
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Chapter 2: Midnight Hour
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The next few minutes blurred together like frames from a damaged film reel. Mac's first instinct was to follow Diana toward her office, but Travis caught her arm.

"Let the professionals handle it," he said quietly, though his face had gone pale beneath his usual calm exterior.

The professionals, in this case, meant Deputy Sheriff Alexa Carlsbad, who arrived within six minutes of Mac's 911 call. Even at midnight on New Year's Eve, Alexa managed to look crisp and alert in her uniform, her dark hair pulled back in a regulation bun that somehow never seemed to have a strand out of place.

"Where's the body?" Alexa asked without preamble, pulling out her notebook.

"My office. Back hallway, past the restrooms." Mac gestured toward the rear of the brewery, where a small crowd had begun to gather despite her attempts to keep people away from the area.

"Who found him?"

"Diana Frost. She went looking for Nathan after he'd been gone for more than five minutes."

Alexa's sharp brown eyes swept the taproom, taking in the remnants of the New Year's celebration. Most of the party guests had filtered out after Diana's announcement, but a core group remained—whether from morbid curiosity or genuine concern, Mac couldn't tell.

"I need everyone except essential personnel to clear out," Alexa announced to the room. "This is now a crime scene."

"Crime scene?" Randall Quinn stepped forward, his earlier flush replaced by a sickly pallor. "Surely Nathan just... I mean, he'd been drinking, and
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