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The First Snowfall
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Who in the world left this on the porch? A package. No name. Just sitting there in the snow like it belonged. Half-covered, glittering under the porch light as if someone had dumped crushed diamonds all over it.

That morning, the snow had been falling in the laziest way possible—flakes drifting down like they’d hit the snooze button a thousand times. It looked pretty, sure, but I was in no mood for December drama.

I was standing inside my shop—The North Pole Nook (yes, I know, it sounds like Santa’s Airbnb, but it’s my pride and joy)—holding a chipped mug of cinnamon tea. I’d piled on whipped cream and nutmeg like it was therapy. Because honestly? Another Christmas, another year of smiling while secretly wishing it didn’t feel so... empty.

From my front window, I could see the street glowing with string lights and garlands wrapped around the lampposts. Everything looked picture-perfect. The kind of scene that would make strangers stop and say, Wow, what a magical little town. But to me, it just looked like secrets hiding behind pretty wrapping paper.

Inside, though? My shop was its own little universe. Twinkle lights, wreaths, shelves packed with vintage ornaments and stockings—you name it. It smelled like cinnamon, clove, and peppermint. Basically, like Christmas threw a party and never left. It was cozy, quirky, slightly messy—basically me in store form.

“Alright, my dears,” I muttered to the shelves of toys and ornaments. “Let’s open up.”
Yep. Talking to decorations again. My dad would’ve gotten a good laugh out of that.
I unlocked the door and the little brass bell jingled. Cute, right? Except today wasn’t just any day. Today was the fifteenth anniversary of... well. The day my parents disappeared. Christmas Eve, gone in the middle of nowhere, leaving me with a broken snow globe and a lifetime of unanswered questions. I still believed in magic back then. Some days, I think I still do.

So, I distracted myself with work, rearranging antique angel figurines in the window. That’s when I heard it—the faint creak of the porch boards. I froze.

When I looked up, no one was there. Just the wind pushing snow around like it owned the place. But then I saw it.

The box.

It was wrapped in shiny red foil, tied with black velvet ribbon. A tiny sprig of mistletoe tucked under the bow. No tag. No name. Just... waiting.

I opened the door and the cold rushed in, sharp and nosy. The snow crunched under my boots as I picked it up. It was so light, I almost thought it was empty. But something about it felt intentional. Personal. Like whoever left it had been planning this for a long time.

I glanced up the street. Nothing but quiet houses, snow, and across the way—Elias Stone’s workshop. His windows glowed faintly, and I caught a glimpse of him moving inside. Tall, broad-shouldered, focused on whatever mysterious project he was hammering together. Elias wasn’t exactly the gift-leaving type. If he had dropped it off, he was doing a stellar job pretending otherwise.

Back inside, I set the box on the counter. My fingers hovered over the ribbon. “Don’t be ridiculous,” I whispered. “It’s probably from Aunt Margaret. Or one of the shop regulars.”

But even I didn’t buy that. Margaret was stuck in the library all week doing whatever it is librarians do with dusty journals. And no one in this town wrapped gifts like this. The paper was too perfect. Too... familiar.

My hands were shaking when I pulled the ribbon. It slipped away with a whisper, and I unwrapped the paper slowly. Inside was a snow globe.

Not just any snow globe. My shop.

The crooked chimney, the cracked window from three years ago, even the little wreath I’d hung on the door. It was all there, inside the glass.

And beneath it was a folded note.

The handwriting was elegant, almost old-fashioned, the kind you’d expect on wedding invitations or secret letters.

“To see the past, shake the glass—what’s buried lies beneath the brass.”

I stared at the words until they blurred. My heart thudded like it was trying to tell me something I didn’t want to hear.

The past wasn’t just lingering.
It had shown up on my doorstep—wrapped in red foil and velvet ribbon.
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The Riddle Inside
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The snow globe sat on the counter, just... staring at me. Or maybe I was staring at it. Ten minutes had passed and I hadn’t moved. My tea had gone cold, my breath fogged faintly in the air, and I kept reading the riddle in my hand over and over:

"To see the past, shake the glass—what’s buried lies beneath the brass."

Either someone had way too much time on their hands, or I was officially losing it.

Still, the words felt pointed—like they weren’t just poetic nonsense. They felt meant for me.

My fingers tingled as I picked up the snow globe again. Inside, my shop sat in a flurry of fake snow, looking far too real for comfort. Even the crooked chimney and the cracked window were there. The base was tarnished brass, dark with age. I turned it slowly, and that’s when I noticed it—a seam, barely visible.

My thumbnail pressed along the edge. Click.

I yelped, nearly dropping it. Holy crap—it actually opened.

Inside, resting in velvet like some treasure chest prize, was a brass key. Not a cheap, decorative one either. Heavy, detailed, engraved with curling vines that looked alive. When I lifted it, the weight shocked me. Warm, too, like it had been waiting for me.

Keys meant locks. And in this shop, there was only one lock that had never been opened.

The basement stairs creaked as I made my way down, heart racing. The basement was a graveyard of forgotten things—Aunt Margaret’s unfinished quilt, a broken toy horse, boxes labeled Christmas 1997. And at the back: the armoire.

Aunt Margaret always said it came from a train station in Prague. “Lovers once stored letters too dangerous to keep at home,” she’d tell me, eyes twinkling. I’d rolled mine every time. But now? Standing there with the key in hand? Yeah, suddenly it didn’t sound like just a story.

I cleared away boxes and tugged off the quilt. Dust swirled in the air like it had been waiting for this moment too. The lock looked exactly like the key—ornate brass filigree. My hands shook as I slid it in. Turned. Click.

The door swung open with a sigh, and instead of moth-eaten coats, I found a small cloth bundle and a photo.

I unwrapped the bundle first: a wooden duck on wheels. Faded red and green paint. Cracked wheel.

My breath caught. I knew this duck. I’d played with one just like it—no, this exact one—until it disappeared the winter my parents did.

I flipped it over. My initials, scratched in my dad’s handwriting. HW.

Tears burned my eyes. I shoved them down and picked up the photo.

It was my mom. Smiling. Pregnant. Standing in front of the same armoire. One hand on her belly, the other holding the wooden duck.

My mom. Who supposedly died months before I turned ten. Who had a funeral. Who had a police report. Who had a casket.

But this picture said otherwise.

“This can’t be real,” I whispered, voice shaking. “This changes everything.”

I flipped it over. No date. Just faded writing I couldn’t make out.

Upstairs, the bell over the shop door jingled—sharp and sudden, like someone smashing glass.

I jumped so hard I nearly smacked my head on the shelf. The armoire door banged shut against my elbow, and I shoved the photo into my pocket like it was contraband. My heart was doing that full-on drum solo thing as I bolted upstairs.

And then I saw him.

Elias. Standing there like he owned the place, snowflakes melting into his dark hair until they disappeared, one by one, like little vanishing stars. His jacket was dripping onto the wood floor, leaving dark spots that looked way too much like teardrops. When his eyes met mine—wild, flushed, totally guilty-looking me—his smile slipped, and that little crease appeared between his brows. The one that always makes him look like he’s carrying the weight of everyone’s problems.

“You okay?” he asked, stepping closer. Close enough for me to smell the cold air clinging to his coat. Close enough that if I reached out, I’d touch him. Not that I would.

I opened my mouth, shut it again. Why does he always make this place feel smaller, warmer, like the walls are leaning in? His eyes stayed steady on mine—he never looked away, not once, which somehow made it harder to breathe.

“I need your help,” I blurted. My fingers brushed his sleeve, and my voice sounded braver than I actually felt.

***
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He followed me down the spiral stairs without a word. Each creaky step sounded like the building’s old bones groaning, but Elias’s boots thudded steady behind me. Something about that sound kept me from spiraling completely—it was like a metronome for my nerves.

He didn’t ask anything, just waited, patient as always, until I handed him the photo. Our fingers brushed, warm and rough against mine, and for some dumb reason I lingered like it was water in the desert.

His brows pulled together as he looked at the photo. “How is this even possible?”

“I don’t know.” My voice sounded far away, like it belonged to someone else. “But I think there’s more.” Great, now I definitely sound insane. But the way he looked at me—steady, no judgment, no laughter—kept me standing.

I repeated the riddle out loud, every word etched into my brain now. Elias listened like he always does, head tilted slightly, focus so sharp it cut right through me. He didn’t laugh. Didn’t even blink. He just watched as I set the snow globe on the table, my hands trembling like leaves caught in the wind.

“Beneath the brass,” he murmured, eyes flicking up. “Could mean more than just the globe. Could mean this place.” He stepped closer, bringing that faint pine scent with him.

“Exactly,” I said, and hope bubbled up inside me like sunlight breaking through. “Something hidden. Here. Below.”

We searched the basement like wannabe archaeologists. Tapping shelves. Knocking on panels. Even smacking the floor with a broom handle like idiots. Dust swirled around us in the dim light like tiny galaxies, but nothing gave. My frustration was about to hit screaming level when Elias suddenly froze, eyes lighting up.

“Have you checked upstairs? The office?” His voice dropped low, almost a whisper, like the walls might rat us out.

We climbed back up, brushing shoulders in the doorway. The office smelled faintly of old paper and ink, my safe little corner with receipts and a cash register that hated Mondays. Elias dropped to one knee, running his fingers along the floorboards like he was cracking a safe.

“Here,” he breathed.

I crouched beside him, shoulder to shoulder. Crazy. This was crazy. But I couldn’t stop now.

There was a seam, faint and almost invisible. He pulled out a multi-tool—of course he had one—and passed me the flashlight. His fingers lingered on mine a little too long, and my chest did that annoying fluttery thing.

“If this squeals, I’m blaming you,” he muttered with a crooked smile.

The wood groaned, then gave way. Underneath: a square hole, black and secret.

I reached in, hand shaking, and touched something icy cold. Metal. I pulled out a key, old and nearly black, teeth worn smooth with time. Wrapped beside it was a bundle in oilcloth. My stomach twisted as I peeled it open.

A map.

Snowberry Hollow, but... not. Street names I’d never heard of. Some crossed out with angry ink, some circled like targets. My shop sat dead center, marked with a five-pointed star that looked like it was pulsing.

In the corner, in sharp slanted handwriting: You are not the end. You are the key.

“What the hell does that mean?” Elias asked, frown deepening.

I swallowed. “I think this isn’t just about my mom anymore. It’s about me. My family. Something bigger.” The words hit my chest like stones.

Before I could process, something silver winked from the hole. I reached in again and pulled it out. My stomach dropped.

Mom’s locket.

The one that was supposed to be buried with her.

Margaret had put it in the casket. I saw her do it. Didn’t I?

The locket was ice-cold in my hand. My fingers pried it open, heart hammering. No photo inside—just a tiny folded scrap of yellowed paper.

One word.

Elias.

I stared at him. The room tilted sideways.

His face drained of color. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” I whispered, though the words scraped like broken glass. “But maybe you’ve been part of this long before you ever set foot in my shop.”

Before he could answer, the front bell chimed. Three notes.

The exact knock my mom used.

We froze. The air was thick, buzzing with something too big for words. I shoved the locket into my pocket, its weight pressing against my heart like it belonged there. Elias stood tall beside me, solid as stone.

“Do we answer it?” he asked, voice rough.

I nodded, because what else could we do? “We have to.”

Together, we climbed the stairs toward whatever waited.
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Unwanted Memories
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Margaret Winters’ house had always felt like stepping into a library that didn’t want to give up its secrets. Heavy curtains stayed pulled tight even when the afternoon sun begged to come in. Bookshelves leaned under the weight of old hardcovers and leather-bound journals, like they’d been carrying the burden of secrets for decades. Some people would probably call it cozy. I always called it suffocating.

The locket at my chest felt cold, then warm, like it couldn’t make up its mind. And Elias—ugh, Elias—his name thumped in my head like background bass. I should’ve shown him. I should’ve told him everything. But of course, he’d bailed the second things got too real, mumbling something about a “leaky pipe” in his workshop. That man would rather wrestle with plumbing than feelings.

Before I could even knock, the front door creaked open. Aunt Margaret stood there with her gray bun pulled so tight I was surprised her face didn’t lift three inches. Apron in place, cardigan buttoned up. She looked like she’d stepped straight out of an old photograph.

“You’ve come to dig up ghosts,” she said, completely deadpan.

Yep. Same old Aunt Margaret.

I stepped inside, and the chill hit me—not from the air, but from her. “I found something,” I blurted, throat scratchy. “In the shop. Beneath the floorboards.”

Her pale eyes flickered for half a second, but her face didn’t move. “Oh?” she said, drawing it out like she was talking about the weather.

In the kitchen, I laid the photo on the table. My mom, smiling. Radiant. And very, very pregnant. After her supposed funeral.

Margaret didn’t sit. Didn’t touch it. Just pressed her lips together until they disappeared into her skin.

“That’s a very old wound you’re picking at, dear,” she said, and the “dear” stung more than if she’d yelled.

“This is dated after her funeral,” I said, crossing my arms. “Explain it.”

Silence. Long. Thick. Finally, she muttered, “She made a choice. And I honored it.”

“You mean she faked her death?” My mouth tasted like metal.

Margaret’s breath shook. “She had her reasons.”

“That’s not an answer.” My nails dug little half-moons into my palms. What I wanted to scream was: Did she even think about me?

Margaret gripped the back of a chair like she was holding herself up. “There are things you don’t understand. Things you’re safer not knowing.”

“I’m not a child,” I snapped. But I sure felt like one.

Her eyes softened for a second. “No. But you’re still her daughter.”

And then, just like that, she reached up, pulled down a tin from the top shelf, and thunked it on the counter. Inside—letters. Dozens of them. Yellowed envelopes, corners bent, secrets spilling out like confetti you didn’t ask for.

“She wrote to me,” Margaret whispered. “For nearly five years after she vanished.”
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