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Chapter 1: New Year, New Problems
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The January wind bit through the brewery walls like it had a personal grudge against anyone fool enough to be working in the Blue Ridge foothills during ice storm season. Mac Blake pulled her wool sweater tighter and glared at the thermostat reading. Sixty-two degrees. In a building that housed thousands of dollars’ worth of temperature-sensitive brewing equipment.

"The heating bill's going to be brutal this month," she muttered, making another note on her clipboard. Three years of running Emerald Isle Brewery, and she still hadn't figured out how to keep the converted tobacco warehouse warm without bankrupting them.

"Could be worse." Travis appeared from behind the fermentation tanks, his breath visible in the chilly air. Even after six months of marriage, the sight of him still made her stomach do a little flip. Especially when he wore that particular combination of flannel shirt and knowing grin. "Remember last January? We had icicles forming inside the building."

"Don't remind me." Mac shuddered at the memory. "Though I have to admit, watching you chip ice off the brew kettles in your long johns was entertaining."

"My long johns are perfectly respectable thermal underwear, thank you very much." Travis wrapped his arms around her from behind, and she leaned into his warmth gratefully. "Besides, this year we've got the new insulation and the backup heating system. We're prepared."

Mac surveyed their domain with satisfaction. The brewery looked cozy in the winter light filtering through the tall windows, all gleaming copper and warm wood. The taproom glowed with soft lighting, ready for the handful of brave souls who ventured out for beer in January. Most importantly, the fermentation tanks hummed contentedly at their optimal temperatures.

"Speaking of prepared," she said, consulting her notes, "how's the Winter Warmer coming along? People are going to need something strong to get through the next few months."

"Conditioning beautifully. Rich, malty, eight percent alcohol—perfect for nights when the power goes out and you need internal heating." Travis moved to check the temperature readings on tank three. "Though I'm thinking we might want to brew another batch of the Porter. Cabin renters have been asking for it specifically."

"Cabin renters in January?" Mac raised an eyebrow. "Who comes to the mountains in the middle of winter?"

"You'd be surprised. Some folks like the peace and quiet. Plus, the rates are cheaper." Travis made a notation on his own clipboard. "Jessi Piper's been renting out her place pretty regularly. Says city people pay good money for the 'authentic mountain winter experience,' whatever that means."

Mac snorted. After three years in Hopefield, she'd learned that city people had some interesting ideas about authentic mountain living. Most of them involved a lot more flannel shirts and hot cocoa than actual mountain folks bothered with.

The bell over the taproom door chimed, and they both looked up to see Dot Whitfield bustling in with her usual hurricane energy. At sixty-seven, Dot moved faster than most people half her age, especially when she had gossip to share.

"Y'all need to hear about our new visitor," she announced without preamble, unwrapping a scarf that could have doubled as a small blanket. "Just met him over at the post office. Name's Greg Kelley, freelance journalist from Richmond. Says he's here to write about authentic mountain winter experiences."

Mac and Travis exchanged glances. In their experience, when journalists showed up in Hopefield, trouble usually followed.

"What kind of authentic mountain winter experiences?" Mac asked carefully.

"Oh, you know. The usual nonsense about simple mountain folk and traditional ways and all that." Dot rolled her eyes as she settled onto her favorite barstool. "Asked me about local customs and whether we still make our own soap and preserve our own food. I told him I buy my soap at Dollar General like everyone else, but I don't think that's what he wanted to hear."

Travis poured Dot her usual—a half pint of their Heritage Porter—without being asked. "Where's he staying?"

"That's what's interesting. Jessi's renting him her cabin for the whole month. Paying cash, too, which she likes well enough. But she says he asked some odd questions when he checked in."

Mac felt her lawyer instincts prickle. "What kind of odd questions?"

"Wanted to know about heating costs, whether the cabin met all the housing codes, how much she charges local folks versus tourists. Like he was conducting some kind of investigation instead of just planning to write a nice travel article."

"Maybe he wants to be thorough," Travis suggested, though his tone suggested he didn't quite believe it himself.

"Maybe." Dot took a sip of her porter and gave them both a meaningful look. "Or maybe he's one of those journalists who comes looking for a story about poor mountain folk living in substandard conditions. You know the type—poverty tourism disguised as human interest."

Mac's jaw tightened. She'd encountered that attitude plenty during her corporate law days in Charlotte. The condescending assumption that rural communities were somehow more authentic because they were presumed to be more desperate.

"Well, if he wants authentic mountain winter experiences, he picked the right month for it," she said grimly. "Weather service is calling for a major ice storm this weekend. Nothing says authentic like losing power for three days straight."

"Lord, don't even joke about that," Dot said. "Remember two years ago when the whole county was out for a week? At least y'all have the generator now."

"Speaking of which," Travis said, "I should probably test it this afternoon. Make sure it's ready if we need to open the brewery as a warming center again."

The door chimed again, and this time a stranger entered. Average height, thin build, expensive winter coat that screamed city dweller. He had the kind of pale complexion that said he spent most of his time indoors, and his eyes moved around the brewery with the calculating assessment Mac recognized from her law firm days—the look of someone evaluating assets.

"Excuse me," the man said, approaching the bar with what was probably supposed to be a friendly smile. "I'm Greg Kelley. I'm staying at Jessi Piper's cabin, and she mentioned this place serves the best beer in the county."

"That's because we're the only brewery in the county," Mac replied dryly. "But we'll take the compliment. What can we get you?"

"Something local and traditional, if you have it. I'm writing an article about authentic mountain winter experiences, and I want to really immerse myself in the culture."

Mac glanced at Travis, who was already reaching for a glass. "Our Heritage Porter is based on traditional Irish brewing methods. My grandfather's recipe, actually."

"Perfect!" Greg pulled out his phone and started typing notes. "Irish heritage, family recipes—that's exactly the kind of authenticity I'm looking for. How long has your family been brewing in these mountains?"

"I'm actually the first generation," Mac said, accepting the twenty he held out. "I inherited the recipes and converted this old tobacco warehouse three years ago."

Greg's enthusiastic expression faltered slightly. "Oh. So this isn't a generations-old mountain tradition?"

"Nope. Just a burned-out corporate lawyer who decided to try something different." Mac made change and slid his beer across the bar. "Though if you want generations-old traditions, Dot here can tell you about her great-grandmother's cornbread recipe."

"Now that," Dot said firmly, "is actual mountain heritage. Not that I'm giving away family secrets to just anybody."

Greg laughed, but Mac noticed he didn't take notes about the cornbread recipe. Instead, he seemed more interested in looking around the brewery, taking in details with that same assessing gaze.

"This is a beautiful space," he said. "Very rustic. I bet it's challenging to maintain these old buildings, especially in winter."

"Every old building has its quirks," Travis replied diplomatically. "But we manage."

"I'm sure you do. And I imagine tourism helps supplement income during the slower months?" Greg sipped his beer, watching them over the rim of his glass.

Mac felt that familiar prickle of irritation that meant someone was fishing for information she didn't want to give. "Tourism's year-round here. Different seasons bring different visitors."

"Of course, of course. I'm just curious about the economic realities of rural business ownership. For the article, you understand. Readers are always interested in how traditional communities adapt to modern economic pressures."

There it was—the condescending tone that set Mac's teeth on edge. Traditional communities. As if Hopefield was some kind of living museum instead of a functioning town full of people who chose to live here.

"We adapt just fine," she said, her voice cooling several degrees.

Greg either didn't notice or didn't care. He finished his beer quickly and left a tip that was exactly fifteen percent—calculated, not generous.

"Well, this has been illuminating," he said, gathering his coat. "I'm sure I'll be back. I want to really get to know the community during my stay."

After he left, the three of them sat in silence for a moment. Finally, Dot spoke up.

"City folk don't come here in January for fun," she said flatly. "And they sure don't pay cash for month-long cabin rentals to write travel articles about winter in the mountains."

Mac nodded grimly. Her instincts were rarely wrong about people, and every instinct she had was telling her that Greg Kelley wasn't here for what he claimed.

"He's not here for what he says," she murmured, already dreading whatever story he was really planning to write.
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Chapter 2: Questions and Concerns
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The next morning brought the kind of brittle cold that made every breath visible and turned car engines into reluctant, wheezing protests. Mac hurried from the parking lot to the brewery, already mentally calculating how much propane they'd burn through if the weather kept up this pattern.

She was barely through the door when her phone buzzed with a text from Pete Hawkins: Can you swing by the shop when you get a chance? Need to talk.

Pete owned Hawkins Antiques on Main Street, three doors down from the brewery. In the eighteen months since Mac had helped clear him of suspicion in a previous murder case, they'd developed an easy friendship built on mutual respect and Pete's encyclopedic knowledge of local history.

"Everything okay?" Travis asked, looking up from the morning temperature readings.

"Pete wants to see me. Probably wants to complain about the heating bills too." Mac grabbed her coat again. "I'll be back in a few minutes."

The walk to Pete's shop was bitterly cold, but mercifully short. She found him standing behind the counter looking thoroughly irritated, which was unusual. Pete had the kind of steady temperament that came from decades of dealing with people who wanted to buy his grandmother's furniture for fifty cents.

"Morning, Pete. What's got you wound up?"

"That journalist fellow," Pete said without preamble. "Greg something. He was in here yesterday afternoon asking the strangest damn questions."

Mac felt her stomach sink. "What kind of questions?"

"Started off normal enough—wanted to know about local crafts, traditional woodworking, that sort of thing. So I showed him some of the locally made pieces I carry. Beautiful work from mountain craftsmen going back generations." Pete gestured toward a corner display featuring hand-carved chairs and a stunning walnut chest of drawers. "Real heritage pieces, you understand."

"Sounds reasonable so far."

"That's what I thought. But then he started asking about my pricing. Whether I charged more for pieces because they had 'rustic charm.' Whether city buyers specifically requested furniture that looked old and worn. Like maybe I was deliberately selling them beat-up furniture and calling it authentic mountain crafts."

Mac's jaw tightened. "Please tell me you told him to go to hell."

"I tried to stay professional. Explained that I only sell quality pieces, that rustic doesn't mean shabby, that mountain craftsmen take pride in their work." Pete shook his head. "But he kept pushing. Asked if I thought it was ethical to exploit urban fascination with 'poverty aesthetics' for profit."

"Poverty aesthetics?" Mac's voice rose dangerously.

"That's what he called it. Like somehow selling genuine mountain crafts was the same as profiting off people's misery." Pete's hands clenched on the counter. "Mac, I've been running this shop for twenty-three years. Every piece I sell is honest work by honest people. I pay fair prices and I don't misrepresent anything."

"I know that, Pete. Anyone with half a brain knows that."

"Well, this Greg fellow seemed mighty interested in implying otherwise. Kept taking pictures of price tags and asking me to explain why a 'simple wooden chair' costs three hundred dollars." Pete's voice turned bitter. "I tried to explain about craftsmanship, about the time and skill involved, but he just kept scribbling in his notebook."

Mac felt the familiar surge of protective anger she got whenever outsiders tried to diminish her adopted community. "Did he say what kind of article he was writing?"

"Same story he's telling everyone—authentic mountain winter experiences. But Mac, I've dealt with plenty of travel writers over the years. They ask about local attractions, seasonal events, where to get good food. This guy was asking about exploitation and poverty tourism."

Before Mac could respond, the shop door opened with its familiar chime. Reverend Sandra Mitchell stepped in, stamping snow off her boots and looking troubled.

"Morning, Pete. Mac." Sandra unwound her scarf, revealing the worried expression that had been hidden beneath her winter wrapping. "I hope I'm not interrupting, but I was hoping to catch you both."

"What's wrong?" Mac asked, though she was beginning to suspect she already knew.

"That journalist who's staying at Jessi's place came by the church yesterday. Said he wanted to learn about community traditions and how we support each other through the winter months." Sandra's usually calm voice carried an edge of frustration. "I was happy to talk about our food pantry, the heating assistance program, how neighbors look out for each other during ice storms."

"Let me guess," Pete said grimly
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