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H

olly Winter

I should have known the moment I saw Mrs. Gable’s face that someone was dead.

She burst through the door of The Sugar Plum Bakery like a woman fleeing hellfire, her usual rosy cheeks drained of color, eyes wild beneath her red knit cap. The bell above the door clanged so violently it nearly tore from its mounting, and a gust of December wind sent flour swirling across my workspace like a miniature blizzard.

“Holly.” My name came out strangled, desperate. “Holly Winter, you need to come right now.”

My hands froze on the piping bag, royal icing suspended mid-swirl above my gingerbread masterpiece. Three feet of Victorian mansion perfection sat before me, every shingle cut by hand, every window paned with sugar glass, every detail crafted for tomorrow’s Christmas Eve competition. The competition that would prove to everyone in Mistletoe, Vermont, that I belonged here, that coming home after my spectacular failure in the city wasn’t retreat but rebirth.

But Mrs. Gable was seventy-five, unshakeable, and had once stared down a black bear with nothing but a wooden spoon and pure Vermont stubbornness. I had never seen her afraid.

“What happened?” I set down the piping bag, pulse already quickening.

“It’s Bud Finch.” She gripped the doorframe, knuckles white. “I was walking past his house and looked through his window. The curtains were open and I saw him. Under his Christmas tree. Not moving.” Her voice dropped to a horrified whisper. “There’s blood, Holly. And broken glass everywhere.”

The words hit me like ice water. Bartholomew “Bud” Finch, Mistletoe’s most hated man. The miser who’d tried to shut down the Christmas Market. The landlord who’d evicted three families last winter. The bitter old man who had disputes with half the town and enemies among the other half.

“Did you call 911?” I was already moving, yanking my coat from its hook.

“They’re stuck at that pileup on Route 7. Thirty minutes minimum.” Mrs. Gable’s hands trembled. “But Holly, if he’s hurt, if someone broke in, thirty minutes might be too late.”

My stomach twisted. This was exactly the kind of situation I should avoid. I’d come back to Mistletoe to bake cookies and rebuild my shattered reputation, not play hero. But Mrs. Gable looked seconds from collapse, and if there was any chance Bud was alive...

“I’ll go check on him.” The words left my mouth before my brain could veto them. “Stay here. Lock the door.”

Snowball, my enormous white Persian cat and self-appointed supervisor of all bakery activities, leapt from the counter with surprising grace. He trotted toward the door, tail high, blue eyes fixed on me with eerie intelligence.

“Absolutely not.” I pointed back toward the warmth of the kitchen. “You stay here.”

He sat, stared at me with those unsettling eyes, and released a single, imperious meow. The meow that meant he’d made his decision and I was merely the human who would facilitate it.

Two years of living with this cat had taught me the futility of arguing. “Fine. But stay close.”

I stepped into the December afternoon, and Mistletoe wrapped around me like a Christmas card come to life. Snow drifted down in fat, lazy flakes, coating the Victorian storefronts that lined Main Street. Wreaths hung from every lamppost. Colored lights twinkled in windows. Carols drifted from the speakers mounted near the town square. Everything looked magical, peaceful, perfect.

But my heart hammered against my ribs as Snowball and I hurried down the sidewalk toward Bud Finch’s house three blocks away. The cat moved like a white shadow at my heels, silent and purposeful. My boots crunched through fresh snow, each step taking me closer to whatever waited inside that house.

Bud lived in a two-story colonial that had seen better decades. Paint peeled from the shutters. The porch sagged. While every other house on the street blazed with Christmas lights and inflatable Santas, Bud’s home sat dark and sullen, a black hole in the festive neighborhood.

I climbed the porch steps, wood creaking beneath my weight. Through the front window, exactly as Mrs. Gable had described, I could see into the living room.

My breath caught.

A massive Christmas tree lay toppled across the floor, ornaments shattered in a glittering carpet of destruction. And beneath the pine branches, sprawled in an unnatural angle, lay Bud Finch. His plaid shirt was dark with what could only be blood. A single, elaborate glass ornament, handcrafted and beautiful, lay shattered near his head, its pieces stained red.

“Mr. Finch?” I called through the window, knowing it was useless. No one lay that still and was okay.

Snowball pressed against my leg, his body tense.

The front door stood slightly ajar. Not kicked in. Not broken. Just open, as though someone had walked right in and walked right back out.

Every instinct screamed at me to wait for the police, to stay outside, to not contaminate a potential crime scene. But what if Bud was still alive? What if those thirty minutes meant everything?

I pushed the door open wider. “Mr. Finch? It’s Holly Winter from the bakery. I’m coming in.”

The house smelled wrong. Pine and copper and something acidic that made my nose wrinkle. I stepped carefully through the doorway, Snowball glued to my side. The living room opened before me, and up close, the scene was worse.

Bud’s eyes stared at nothing. Blood had pooled beneath his head, soaking into the beige carpet. The shattered ornament near his skull wasn’t an accident from the fallen tree. It was the murder weapon.

Because this wasn’t an accident. The toppled tree, the specific placement of the body, the way the blood spatter suggested force, not a fall. Someone had killed Bartholomew Finch.

In Mistletoe, Vermont.

Three days before Christmas.

My hand flew to my mouth, stomach lurching. I stumbled backward, desperate to get outside, to breathe air that didn’t taste like death.

My boot came down on something that crunched with a sickening sound. I looked down. A shard of the glass ornament, crushed beneath my heel.

And that’s when I heard it.

A footstep. Soft. Deliberate. Coming from deeper in the house.

I wasn’t alone.

My blood turned to ice. Every muscle locked. Snowball’s fur stood on end, his body rigid, a low growl rumbling from his chest that I’d never heard before.

Someone else was here. In this house. With a dead body. With me.

“Who’s there?” My voice cracked, too loud in the terrible silence.

Another footstep. Closer.

A shadow moved in the hallway leading to the kitchen.

I should run. I should scream. I should do anything except stand frozen like prey while a potential killer walked toward me.

But my legs wouldn’t move.

The shadow stepped into the light, and a man’s voice, cold and sharp as the December wind outside, cut through my panic.

“Step away from the body. Now.”

He moved into the living room, and I got my first clear look at him. Tall, broad-shouldered, dark hair dusted with melting snow. His face was all hard angles and colder eyes, and the badge clipped to his belt caught the weak winter light filtering through the window.

A detective. Not the local police I’d expected, but someone new, someone I’d never seen before in my life.

His gray eyes locked on mine, and I saw suspicion there, calculation, and something that made my stomach drop.

He thought I did this.

“I said step away from the body, Ms. Winter.” His hand rested on his belt, near his weapon. “And don’t move again until I tell you to.”

My mouth went dry. I stepped backward carefully, hands rising in surrender, mind racing through the implications.

I’d just walked into a murder scene. Contaminated evidence. Left my boot print in blood and broken glass. And now stood face to face with a detective who clearly believed I was guilty of something far worse than bad timing.

This wasn’t just a body anymore.

This was my nightmare starting all over again.

And three days before Christmas, standing in Bud Finch’s living room with a dead miser at my feet and a suspicious detective at my front, I realized that my fresh start in Mistletoe had just become a fight for my freedom.

If not my life.
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H

olly Winter

Detective Kade Frost looked like winter personified, and about as welcoming.

He stood in Bud Finch’s living room with the kind of rigid posture that screamed military background or serious control issues, possibly both. His dark hair was still damp with melting snow, his gray eyes the color of storm clouds, and his entire demeanor radiated the warmth of a January blizzard. The badge clipped to his belt gleamed in the weak afternoon light, official and intimidating and making my stomach churn with memories I’d spent two years trying to forget.

“I asked you a question, Ms. Winter.” His voice cut through my spiraling thoughts. “Step away from the body and explain what you’re doing in my crime scene.”

My crime scene. As if he’d already claimed ownership of Bud’s death, of this investigation, of the entire terrible situation. I took three careful steps backward, away from Bud’s sprawled form and the glittering carpet of shattered glass ornament, my hands still raised in surrender.

“Mrs. Gable saw him through the window,” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady. “She came to my bakery. The local police were tied up with the accident on Route 7, so I came to check if he needed help.”

“By contaminating evidence and disturbing a potential crime scene.” It wasn’t a question. Frost moved closer, his gaze sweeping over me with clinical precision, cataloging every detail. Flour still dusted my jeans from the bakery. My coat hung open. My boots, I realized with sinking horror, had tracked snow and probably blood across Bud’s beige carpet.

“I didn’t know it was a crime scene,” I protested. “I thought he might be hurt. That he might need help.”

“Does he look like he needs help?” Frost gestured toward the body without looking at it, his attention fixed on me.

I swallowed hard against the bile rising in my throat. “No. He looks dead.”

“Observant.” The word dripped with sarcasm. “What’s your relationship to the victim?”

“I don’t have one. I run The Sugar Plum Bakery on Main Street. Bud was a customer. Barely. He’d come in maybe three times since I moved back to town two years ago, always complained about the prices, never left a tip.” I was babbling, words tumbling out faster than I could stop them. “He wasn’t a pleasant man, but I didn’t wish him dead.”

Frost pulled out a small notebook, flipped it open with practiced efficiency. “You moved back to town two years ago. From where?”

“Boston.”

“Why?”

The question landed like a punch. Because my career imploded. Because my ex-boyfriend sabotaged me and left me holding the blame for insider trading I didn’t commit. Because even after the investigation cleared me, the whispers never stopped and my reputation was destroyed beyond repair. Because coming home to Mistletoe and my grandmother’s bakery was the only option I had left.

“Personal reasons,” I said instead.

Frost’s eyebrow lifted a fraction, the first crack in his professional mask. “Personal reasons that involved leaving a corporate job in the city?”

My pulse spiked. “How do you know I worked corporate?”

“I’m a detective, Ms. Winter. It’s my job to know things.” He made a note in his book. “What time did you arrive at this residence?”

“Maybe ten minutes ago? Fifteen at most.”

“Did you see anyone leaving the property?”

“No.”

“Did you touch anything besides the door and the floor?”

“No.” I glanced down at my boots, at the incriminating footprints. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think. I just saw him lying there and I panicked.”

Snowball chose that moment to meow, a plaintive sound from somewhere near my feet. I’d almost forgotten he’d followed me inside. He sat next to a overturned side table, his white fur stark against the dark wood floor, his blue eyes fixed on Detective Frost with unnerving intensity.

Frost’s gaze dropped to the cat, and something shifted in his expression. Irritation, maybe. Or discomfort. “That’s yours?”

“Yes. Snowball. He followed me from the bakery.”

“Of course he did.” Frost rubbed the bridge of his nose, and I caught the faintest hint of red around his eyes. Allergies. The big, intimidating detective was allergic to cats. The knowledge settled in my chest like a small, petty victory.

“You should secure the scene,” I said, unable to stop myself. “And check the back door. The front was unlocked, but there’s no sign of forced entry, which means either Bud let his killer inside or they had a key.”

Frost’s head snapped up, his gray eyes locking onto mine with laser focus. “Excuse me?”

“The door wasn’t kicked in. The lock isn’t damaged. Look at the chair by the fireplace.” I pointed, careful not to move closer. “It’s facing the window instead of the fire. Someone moved it. Recently. There’s a difference in the carpet pile where it usually sits. And the ornament near Bud’s head, the one that’s shattered, that’s not a store-bought decoration. That’s hand-blown glass, probably from Marta’s Artisan Shop on Elm Street. She’s the only one in town who makes that style with the twisted candy-cane pattern inside.”

The silence that followed my observations stretched like taffy. Frost stared at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Surprise, certainly. Suspicion, definitely. And underneath it all, something that might have been grudging respect.

“You’re very observant for a baker,” he said finally.

“Baking requires attention to detail. So does living in a small town where everyone knows everyone’s business.” I met his gaze steadily, refusing to look away first. “I notice things.”

“I can see that.” He made another note, his pen moving in quick, efficient strokes. “Unfortunately, noticing things doesn’t give you authority to investigate a homicide. This is a police matter, Ms. Winter. Not a bakery owner matter.”

“I understand that.”

“Do you?” He closed the notebook with a sharp snap. “Because in my experience, civilians who ‘notice things’ tend to insert themselves into investigations where they don’t belong. They contaminate evidence, spook witnesses, and generally make my job harder.”

Heat flushed through me, part embarrassment, part anger. “I came here because a neighbor was worried. Because emergency services were delayed. Because in a town this small, we look out for each other. I wasn’t trying to play detective.”

“Good. Keep it that way.” Frost pulled out his phone, presumably to call for backup and forensics. “I’ll need a formal statement from you. Where can I find you tomorrow?”

“The Sugar Plum Bakery. Main Street. I’m there every day from six in the morning until six at night.”

“Early hours.”

“Bread waits for no one.” The words came out sharper than intended.

Frost’s lips twitched, almost smile. Almost. “I’ll be by tomorrow morning. Don’t leave town, Ms. Winter.”

“I live here, Detective. Where would I go?”

“People run when they’re guilty. Or scared.” His gaze held mine for a beat too long. “Which are you?”

“Neither. I’m a baker who found her neighbor dead on the worst possible week of the year.” I gestured toward the window, where Main Street glittered with Christmas lights and hope and normalcy. “The Christmas Eve competition is tomorrow night. The entire town will be there. This is going to devastate everyone.”

“Murder tends to do that.” Frost moved toward the door, clearly dismissing me. “You can go. And take your cat with you.”

Snowball meowed again, this time from somewhere deeper in the living room. I turned to find him perched on the arm of Bud’s sofa, one paw extended toward the toppled Christmas tree.

“Snowball, come here.” I used my firm voice, the one that usually worked.

He ignored me completely, his attention fixed on something in the tree’s branches.

“Now, please.”

The cat stretched, luxurious and deliberate, then hopped down and trotted toward the front door with his tail high. Show off. I followed, acutely aware of Detective Frost watching my every move.

We stepped out onto the porch, and I inhaled deeply, grateful for air that didn’t smell like death and pine and broken things. Snow continued to fall in soft, fat flakes, blanketing the neighborhood in deceptive peace. Christmas wreaths hung on every door except Bud’s. Lights twinkled from every window except Bud’s. The whole street looked like a postcard, except for the murder house behind me.

“Ms. Winter.”

I turned. Frost stood in the doorway, backlit by the dim interior light.

“One more thing,” he said. “This investigation is official police business. If I find out you’re asking questions, following leads, or otherwise interfering, I will arrest you for obstruction. Are we clear?”

“Crystal clear, Detective.”

“Good.” He started to close the door, then paused. “And for what it’s worth, those were good observations. About the chair and the ornament.”

The compliment caught me off guard. Before I could respond, he shut the door, leaving me alone on the porch with Snowball and a thousand questions racing through my mind.

We walked back to the bakery in silence, my boots crunching through fresh snow. Mistletoe looked exactly as I’d left it fifteen minutes ago, all Christmas cheer and small-town charm, but something fundamental had shifted. Murder didn’t happen here. Not in this town where the biggest scandal in recent memory was when the mayor’s wife accidentally ordered two hundred fruitcakes instead of twenty for the church fundraiser.

But it had happened. Bud Finch was dead, killed in his own home three days before Christmas, and Detective Kade Frost clearly thought I was involved somehow.

The bakery came into view, my grandmother’s Victorian storefront with its sage green paint and white gingerbread trim. Golden light spilled from the windows. The “Open” sign still hung on the door, though I’d been gone longer than intended. Mrs. Gable had presumably locked up and left.

I let myself inside, and the familiar scents wrapped around me like a hug. Cinnamon and vanilla. Brown sugar and butter. The warm, yeasty smell of bread dough rising. This was my sanctuary, my second chance, my proof that I could rebuild something good after everything fell apart in Boston.

And now a murder investigation threatened to destroy it all over again.

Snowball jumped onto the counter beside my gingerbread house entry, the one I’d been so proud of before Mrs. Gable burst through the door. It looked different now, less like an achievement and more like a frivolous waste of time. Who cared about gingerbread houses when someone was dead?

“We’re not getting involved,” I told the cat firmly. “Detective Frost made it very clear this is police business, and I’m not risking my bakery or my reputation by playing amateur detective.”

Snowball blinked at me slowly, his expression radiating skepticism.

“I mean it. We’re bakers, not investigators. We make cookies and bread and Christmas treats. That’s it.”

He yawned, showing me his pink tongue and sharp teeth, utterly unimpressed with my resolve.

I grabbed my apron from its hook, tying it with perhaps more force than necessary. The afternoon rush would start soon, assuming anyone showed up after news of Bud’s death spread through town. In Mistletoe, gossip traveled faster than Santa’s sleigh, and I gave it another hour before everyone knew exactly what happened.

The oven timer dinged. My cinnamon rolls, the ones I’d started before Mrs. Gable’s interruption, were ready. I pulled them out, the scent filling the bakery with warmth and normalcy. While they cooled, I mixed powdered sugar and cream cheese for the frosting, my hands moving through the familiar motions on autopilot.

But my mind wouldn’t settle. It kept circling back to Bud’s living room. The toppled tree. The shattered ornament. The misplaced chair facing the window instead of the fire.

Why would someone move that chair? To see outside? To watch for something? Or to position Bud in a specific spot before attacking him?

And the ornament. Marta’s work was distinctive, expensive, the kind of thing Bud would never buy for himself. Which meant the killer brought it to his house. A gift? A weapon? Both?

The front door bell chimed, yanking me from my thoughts. I looked up, expecting customers.

Detective Frost walked in instead, snowflakes dusting his dark hair, his expression as severe as before. My heart kicked into overdrive.

“Detective. Did you forget something?”

“No.” He stopped at the counter, his gaze sweeping over the bakery interior with the same clinical assessment he’d used on me. “I need to ask you a few follow-up questions. Is there somewhere we can talk privately?”

“The kitchen.” I gestured toward the back. “This way.”

He followed me through the swinging door into my workspace, where flour dusted every surface and dirty mixing bowls filled the sink. I’d left in such a rush I hadn’t cleaned up.

“Sorry about the mess,” I said, suddenly self-conscious. “I was in the middle of baking when Mrs. Gable came in.”

“It’s fine.” Frost leaned against the counter, his posture deceptively casual. “Tell me about your relationship with Bud Finch. The real story this time.”

“I told you the truth. I barely knew him.”

“But he knew you.” Frost pulled out his phone, tapped the screen, then turned it to face me. “I found this in his study. Seems he knew you quite well.”

My stomach dropped. On the screen was a newspaper clipping from the Boston Globe, two years old, with my photograph above the headline: “Local Trader Cleared in Insider Trading Scandal; Questions Remain.”

The article that destroyed my career. The article that followed me even after I was cleared. The article that made every potential employer in Boston decide I wasn’t worth the risk.

And Bud Finch had a copy of it.

“Where did you find that?” My voice came out smaller than I intended.

“Tucked in his desk drawer. Along with about a dozen other articles about various Mistletoe residents. Seems Bud liked to collect information on people.” Frost’s gray eyes studied me carefully. “The question is, why was he collecting information on you, Ms. Winter? And what was he planning to do with it?”

The implications crashed over me like cold water. Blackmail. Bud had been building a blackmail file. On me. On others. Which meant...

Which meant half the town might have wanted him dead.

And I’d just become Detective Frost’s prime suspect.

I opened my mouth to defend myself, to explain, to make him understand that I’d moved past Boston, that I had nothing to hide and nothing to gain from Bud’s death.

But before I
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