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The First Snow

The first snow of December arrived quietly, settling over Willow Creek like a promise kept.

Emma Carter stood outside Carter's Books & Café with a steaming mug of cinnamon coffee warming her hands, watching the flakes drift down over Main Street. Fresh snow softened the familiar brick storefronts, and strings of white lights stretched from lamppost to lamppost, still dark in the pale morning light. Across the square, volunteers laughed as they hauled evergreen garlands toward the town square, where the annual Christmas Market would open in three days.

The festival was more than a holiday tradition. For the businesses lining Main Street, it was the busiest week of the year — the week that made January's quiet stretch bearable. Visitors came from neighboring towns for handcrafted ornaments, warm cider, homemade pies, and the sense that, for one weekend, the world slowed down enough to notice itself.

Emma loved every minute of it. She always had, even as a kid trailing her grandmother between the stalls with frozen fingers and a candy cane clamped in her teeth.

A bell jingled behind her.

"Admiring your kingdom?"

Nora Finch stepped onto the sidewalk carrying two paper bags overflowing with ribbon and pine branches, her wool scarf wound twice around her neck. Snowflakes clung stubbornly to her auburn curls, refusing to melt even in the warmth of her breath.

Emma smiled. "I was admiring everyone else's hard work."

"You mean while avoiding your own?"

"I prefer the word *observing*."

Nora laughed, the sound carrying down the quiet street. "The decorating committee would disagree."

Inside the shop, shelves of mysteries, classics, and children's books glowed beneath warm golden light. The scent of fresh coffee mingled with pine wreaths hanging in every window. Emma had spent the previous evening arranging a display of holiday mysteries near the fireplace, complete with tiny wooden reindeer carved by Mr. Peterson, the retired carpenter who insisted every Christmas needed "at least one unnecessary wooden animal." She'd argued with him about it for ten minutes before giving up and putting them on the shelf anyway. He'd been right, of course. They were perfect.

The front door opened again, and this time the bell rang with more urgency.

Mayor Helen Brooks hurried inside, brushing snow from her navy coat, her cheeks flushed from the cold or from something else entirely.

"Emma, Nora — I hoped I'd catch you both."

Emma noticed the folded envelope clutched in the mayor's gloved hand before she noticed anything else about her.

"You look worried."

"I wasn't," Helen replied, her smile a shade too careful, "until this arrived."

She held out the envelope. No stamp. No return address. Just three words written neatly across the front: *For the Market Committee.*

Emma unfolded the single sheet inside and read it once, then again, as if a second reading might change the words.

Cancel the Christmas Market. Some secrets should remain buried. This is your only warning.

Silence settled over the bookshop, broken only by the soft crackle of the fire.

Nora finally spoke. "Well... that's cheerful."

Helen sighed, pressing two fingers to her temple. "I assumed it was someone's idea of a prank."

Emma looked up from the note. "You don't sound convinced."

"I've served as mayor for eleven years. We've had complaints about parking, music, snow removal on Maple Street that one terrible winter." She paused, and something flickered behind her eyes. "But never anything like this."

Emma read the note a third time. The handwriting was careful. Deliberate — each letter formed with a patience that felt almost calligraphic. Whoever had written it wanted to remain anonymous. But more than that, they wanted to be taken seriously.

* * *
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BY AFTERNOON THE TOWN square buzzed with preparation. Wooden stalls lined the pathways around the enormous Christmas tree, still waiting for its lights. Bakers delivered trays of gingerbread that filled the cold air with warmth. Local artists unpacked paintings and handmade ornaments from crates lined with straw. Children chased each other through the falling snow while parents called after them with little success and less conviction.

Emma helped Nora hang signs above one of the empty booths, her fingers stiff with cold despite her gloves.

Across the square, Deputy Ben Lawson carried folding tables from the community hall, his breath fogging in the air with each trip. He spotted her and waved.

"Emma."

She crossed over, stepping carefully around a patch of ice. "You've heard?"

He nodded, setting the last table down with a grunt. "The mayor showed me the letter."

"And?"

"We're treating it as a nuisance unless we find reason not to."

"That's reassuring."

"It isn't meant to be." Ben lowered his voice, glancing toward the crowd of volunteers. "I'd rather investigate quietly than alarm the whole town before we know what we're dealing with."

Emma appreciated his honesty, even when it wasn't comforting. "Do you think it's connected to someone here?"

"I don't know." He looked around the square — at the stalls, the tree, the old stone monument standing sentinel at its center. "But anonymous threats rarely appear without a reason."

As Emma turned back toward the market stalls, something caught her eye. An elderly man stood at the edge of the square in a long gray coat and a dark felt hat, his posture too still for the bustle around him. He wasn't watching the decorations. He was watching the old stone monument.

For a moment, his expression seemed troubled — the kind of look Emma associated with grief, or its close cousin, guilt.

Then he noticed her looking.

He tipped his hat politely, and walked away into the gently falling snow, leaving no trace behind but a line of footprints already filling in.

* * *
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THAT EVENING, WILLOW Creek gathered for the annual tree-lighting rehearsal. Music drifted across the square as volunteers tested strings of lights, and children practiced Christmas carols near the gazebo, their voices thin and sweet in the cold air.

Emma stood beside Nora with cups of hot chocolate warming their hands, steam curling up between them.

"I think the market's going to be beautiful," Nora said.

"It always is."

The first notes of "Silent Night" floated through the crisp evening air, and for a moment Emma let herself simply listen, the note in her coat pocket forgotten.

Then — a loud crash echoed across the square.

Everyone turned. One of the large wooden display boards had collapsed beside the old stone monument, sending up a spray of snow.

People rushed toward it. Deputy Lawson arrived first.

"It's all right!" he called, raising both hands. "Nobody's hurt."

Emma started to relax. Until she noticed something lying beneath the fallen board, half-buried in snow and splintered wood.

A small antique silver key.

Attached to it by a faded red ribbon was a handwritten tag. It contained only four words.

Find it before Christmas.

Emma stared at the message, the cold suddenly reaching past her coat.

The anonymous warning. Now the mysterious key. Whatever secret someone wanted hidden, it had already begun to surface — and Willow Creek's quiet December was about to get a great deal louder.
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The Key Without a Lock

The news of the fallen display board spread through Willow Creek before the snowplows had finished their evening rounds. By the next morning, Carter's Books & Café was buzzing with speculation, every table occupied by someone with a theory and an opinion about someone else's theory.

Emma set a fresh tray of cranberry scones on the counter as customers exchanged whispers over steaming mugs of coffee.

"I heard someone tried to sabotage the market," Mrs. Harper whispered, not quietly enough.

"Nonsense," replied Mr. Peterson, without looking up from his newspaper. "That board was old enough to collapse on its own."

"What about the note?"

"What note?"

Emma smiled politely and kept her hands busy, avoiding the conversation entirely. Rumors had a way of growing larger than the truth in Willow Creek — by lunchtime, no doubt, the sabotage theory would involve at least one masked figure and possibly a getaway sleigh.

The silver key rested safely inside a small velvet pouch in the pocket of her coat, a small, cold weight she was aware of every time she moved.

She couldn't stop thinking about it.

* * *
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JUST AFTER NINE O'CLOCK, Deputy Ben Lawson stepped into the shop, stamping snow from his boots with more force than necessary.

"Morning."

Emma poured him his usual black coffee before he could ask for it.

"You look like you've had a long night."

Ben accepted the mug with a grateful nod, wrapping both hands around it. "The display board wasn't pushed."

"It
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