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      Once again, it’s Christmastime in Moon’s Landing. Every year, without fail, our sleepy little town came alive with the magic of the season. I’d always believed that if there were one place in the world that could completely transform into Santa’s Village, it would be this town. Nestled in a cocoon surrounded by mountains and the sea, we might as well be cut off from the rest of the world. But we take Christmas seriously—no corner was left undecorated.

      Each year, my neighbors would try to outdo the other by dressing up their lawns and homes with the latest blow molds and twinkle lights. This town had everything, but one particular detail was always missing—I’ve never seen it snow here.

      Walking down my street was just a glimpse of what the rest of the town had to offer. As I crossed, I admired a house wrapped in glowing white lights threaded through tree branches, the trunk covered in red foil with a giant gold bow. Presents, carefully wrapped, sat beneath the tree, waiting.

      Next door, a grand Victorian house held wooden reindeer in the windows, while the roof was covered in painted turf to mimic snow. Faux-glass ornaments in shades of blue and gold sparkled against the white.

      And then there's my other neighbor, Mason Whiskey Moon; his home remained untouched. He must not have received the H.O.A. letter informing us that our homes needed to be decorated to show our spirit. But, knowing Mason, I don’t think he was afraid of our president, Lois Jones. Not many knew she embezzled H.O.A. funds. I couldn’t prove it, at least not yet.

      My coonhound, Butterscotch, and I barely got one final walk in this evening before I needed to go to work. As the only photographer for Moon’s News, I was sent to cover anything and everything, and tonight would be no different. The assignment is to photograph the grand opening of our local Museum of History, and I’ve been looking forward to it all day.

      I’ve always loved museums, losing myself in daydreams about the artifacts and fossils they housed. Who used these items? What were their lives like? But tonight, I had no time for such thoughts. I had a job to do.

      Leaving Butterscotch at home with a new chew toy, I hailed a cab to the museum. The streets were draped in starburst motifs and candy-cane tinsel, every building adorned with wreaths and bows. As we rode, I glanced up at the dark sky, closing my eyes for a moment to wish for something that had eluded Moon’s Landing for as long as I could remember—snow.

      “What’s it like?” The driver asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “What’s that?” Unsure about what  he asked me about, having been lost in my daydreams.

      “The party at the museum,” he clarified. “I'd never been to one of those. I heard Philip Jones is giving a speech.”

      Philip Jones, running against Deputy Brent Lomack for sheriff, was known for playing dirty, with Lois helping him run his campaign. Deputy Lomack, on the other hand, was trying to keep things fair, though I’d told him that now wasn’t the time for niceties. Another Jones in power would be disastrous for Moon’s Landing.

      “If you like, you can come in with me,” I offered. “And grab a bite to eat.”

      His eyes lit up with excitement. “You think that will be okay? I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

      I waved the concern away. “It’ll be fine.”

      We pulled up to the museum’s drop-off zone, and after paying him through my phone app, I waved goodbye. He promised to park and meet me inside.

      I had my favorite camera with me tonight, a Rolleiflex 2.8B. As I checked the settings, I nearly slipped on the slick steps leading to the museum doors. Luckily, Mason Moon caught me just in time.

      “Careful,” he said, steadying me. “The ground’s wet.”

      I gave him a grateful smile. “Thanks. That could’ve been bad.”

      “I was just on my way out,” he said. “Came by to speak with Lomack.”

      “Deputy Lomack?” I asked, surprised.

      He nodded. “Gave him a check for his campaign.”

      “I hope he wins,” I said, my concern obvious. “But why aren’t you staying for the party?”

      He gave a wry smile. “I avoid parties if I can. They involve people.”

      I laughed. “Generally, yes. But it’s Christmas.”

      Mason pulled out a gold pocket watch, an heirloom from his great-grandfather, Whiskey Moon. I’d seen it many times before, though as far as I knew, it hadn’t worked in years.

      “Did you get that fixed?” I asked.

      He shook his head and tucked it back in his pocket. “Nope. Doris Gilbert’s inside. She’s been trying to corner me for an interview. I was hoping to avoid her.”

      I glanced at the sky again. “I just wish it would snow,” I mused. “It would make everything perfect.”

      “Snow?” Mason chuckled. “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”

      Just then, Blanche called from the museum doors. “Birdie, there you are! I texted you ages ago!” She waved me over. “Hurry! I want you to get a shot of Deputy Lomack next to the Christmas tree.”

      I turned to Mason. “Blanche has been playing campaign manager,” I explained. “She’s determined to see him win.”

      The rest of the evening moved quickly as I got to work. I took a photo of Lindsay Zimmer, who was catering the event, and was surprised to see Stevie Mitche and Josh Lomack working as her event staff.

      “Hey, Birdie,” Deputy Ben Griffins waved me over. “Mind snapping a picture of my fiancée and me by the tree?”

      I hadn’t recognized him at first without his uniform. He looked sharp in a dark blue suit, his hair slicked back like a 1920s gangster. His fiancée, Ashley Oliva, was equally striking in an orange cocktail dress.

      “Of course.” I happily posed them, making sure the oversized bows on the gifts framed the shot just right. The big band hired for the night began playing a jazzy tune, and I swayed a little as I moved away, smiling.

      Across the room, Mason stood watching. He caught my eye and gave me a small smile before disappearing into the crowd. It seemed he had decided to stay after all.
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      As I stepped into a back hallway to reload my camera, I heard voices arguing nearby. Though I tried not to eavesdrop, I couldn’t help it when I realized who it was—Deputy Ben Griffins and his fiancée, Ashley. They were in an office just off the hallway, the door ajar.

      "Why did you have to mention that to my boss?" Ashley’s tone was sharp. "You know she doesn’t like you."

      "I was just being polite," Ben replied, sounding strained. "I didn’t think saying hello would offend her."

      “That’s not the point,” she snapped. “Lois wants everything perfect for her uncle’s campaign. Just being here with Lomack has her fuming.”

      I fumbled the empty film canister, which clattered loudly across the floor. “Oh!” I murmured, trying to disappear as both of them turned to stare. Ashley flushed, while Ben tugged at his collar, clearing his throat.

      “Sorry—I didn’t mean to intrude,” I stammered, gesturing to my camera.

      Ashley let out an exasperated sigh. “No worries. Actually, Lois wants you to take a photo of her and Mr. Jones with the mayor by the tree.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Ashley threw one last look at Ben before hurrying back to the party, her expression tight. I held my camera and tried to shake off the awkwardness of the encounter. Ben lingered a moment, watching her retreat.

      "Do you shoot weddings?" he asked suddenly, raising an eyebrow.

      “Not usually,” I replied with a laugh. “But I can refer you to someone.”

      He chuckled. "Thanks, but if it were up to me, we’d just elope to Vegas."

      I cleared my throat, rushing to explain what I was doing at the door. I still felt awkward about it. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I was just looking for a quiet spot to reload my camera.”

      “No worries, Birdie,” he said with a warm smile. “You probably saved me from a longer lecture.”

      “I didn’t realize Lois is Ashley’s boss.”

      “Lois is the museum director,” Ben said, surprised. “She’s been here over fifteen years.”

      “Oh, I had no idea.”

      Ben nodded toward the door. “I better head back. You should check out the silent auction in the Egyptian room—they’ve got some neat items.”

      “Thanks, I will.” As he left, I bent down to pick up my runaway film canister, which had rolled further down the hall than I’d realized.

      I found myself outside a door labeled L. Jones. Without thinking, I tried the handle—locked, of course. Maybe Ashley had a key in her office? My curiosity prickled, and I hurried back to Ashley’s office, hoping to find something useful.

      My search was cut short by my phone buzzing. It was Blanche, probably wondering where I’d disappeared. I sighed and made my way back to the party.

      Blanche zeroed in on me instantly, cocktail in one hand as she grabbed my elbow with the other. “Where have you
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