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      The smell of cinnamon and espresso filled Sweetie’s Latte like a promise. Outside, Moon’s Landing was glittering under strings of fairy lights, but inside the café the air was all laughter, chatter, and the sound of Stevie humming off-key to a New Year’s playlist.

      “Okay,” Stevie said, balancing a tray of sugar cookies shaped like clocks. “We have approximately eight hours until midnight, three hundred cookies left to frost, and a catering van that needs to be loaded. On a scale of one to disaster, how are we doing?”

      I sprinkled gold sugar over a tray of cupcakes and tried to sound calm. “I’d say we’re at mild panic with a chance of caffeine overload.”

      “Perfect.” Stevie grinned, her strawberry-pink hair tucked under a Sweetie’s Latte cap. “That’s our brand.”

      She wasn’t wrong. Our little café had somehow become the heart of every Moon’s Landing holiday event, from the Halloween carnival to the Christmas market. Tonight, we were catering the town’s New Year’s Eve celebration at the marina, complete with cocoa, champagne cupcakes, and a late-night coffee bar. I was proud—exhausted, but proud.

      The door jingled, and a gust of winter air followed Evelyn Harrow inside. She wore her usual wool coat and a silver crescent-moon brooch. Her smile was soft and knowing, the kind that always made me feel like she’d just read the last line of my thoughts.

      “Good evening, dear,” she said, setting a small paper bag on the counter. “I brought you something for the new year.”

      “Oh no,” I said, smiling. “You’re supposed to let us give you something.”

      She waved me off. “Nonsense. You’ve kept this town in coffee and kindness all year. The least I can do is add a little sweetness.”

      Inside the bag were a tin of homemade lemon shortbread and a cream-colored envelope sealed with gold wax. The handwriting on the front read: To Lindsay. Open at Midnight.

      I looked up. “What is this?”

      Evelyn’s eyes twinkled. “My New Year’s resolution. Well—part of it.”

      “Should I be worried?” Stevie asked, sliding beside me with a towel over her shoulder.

      Evelyn smiled at her. “Not at all. It’s just a small tradition. I write one truth I’ve been afraid to say out loud. Then I give it to someone I trust.”

      That caught me off guard. “Why me?”

      “Because you listen,” she said simply. “And you notice what others don’t.”

      Before I could answer, the bell jingled again. Doris Gilbert bustled in, cheeks red from the cold and gossip. “Do you two realize the entire marina is out of paper lanterns? Absolute chaos! Oh, Evelyn, there you are! I heard you’ve been holding secrets again—care to share them before midnight?”

      Evelyn laughed softly. “Some things are better left sealed, Doris.”

      Doris groaned. “That’s not the spirit of New Year’s!”

      Stevie leaned toward me, whispering, “That woman’s going to haunt the afterlife with her nosiness.”

      I hid a smile. “I think she already does.”

      As Doris and Evelyn drifted toward a table, I slipped the envelope into my apron pocket, not realizing then just how heavy those few ounces of paper would soon feel.

      Outside, the first fireworks test lit up the harbor, painting the night in gold. Stevie pressed her nose to the window. “Here’s to a drama-free New Year,” she said.

      I lifted my mug of caramel latte in mock salute. “Famous last words.”
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      By the time we loaded the catering van, the sky over Moon’s Landing had turned from pale gold into navy. The whole town was already gathering at the marina, bundled in scarves and New Year’s optimism.

      “Are we sure this is enough coffee?” Stevie asked as she balanced the drink dispensers.

      “There’s no such thing as enough coffee,” I said. “Especially when people start making resolutions about cutting back on caffeine tomorrow.”

      She groaned. “Don’t even joke about that.”

      The marina glittered under strings of fairy lights. Booths lined the boardwalk—handmade candles, spiced nuts, and tiny face painting kits for kids. Across the water, the stage crew was testing the speakers for the midnight countdown. The air smelled of cocoa, cinnamon, and just a hint of the sea.

      “Need a hand?”

      I turned to see Reid Caldwell carrying a crate of glass mugs like it weighed nothing. His dark hair caught the glow of the nearby lanterns.

      “You’re officially my favorite person,” I said. “But be careful. Those mugs are our emergency stash.”

      He smiled, soft but genuine. “I’m better with fragile things than I look.”

      Stevie’s eyes flicked between us. “There you are. I was beginning to believe you weren’t going to make it.”

      “You sent me a text telling me what time to be here,” he reminded her with a smile. “It’s nice to be useful again.”

      “Ah,” Stevie said, smirking. “We can always use your ‘usefulness’ at the cafe.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Ignore her. She’s fueled entirely by sugar and mischief.”

      Reid chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Before I could say more, Evelyn Harrow arrived at our booth, cheeks rosy from the cold. “It looks beautiful,” she said, admiring the pastry display. “You’ve really outdone yourselves.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “You made it just in time.” I handed her an elegant champagne flute. “These are nonalcoholic. They have a hint of cherry blossoms for a touch of magic.”

      “Thank you,” she said, taking the champagne flute and pointing to a group of glass mugs. “What’s in those?”

      “Oh,” I smiled as I picked one up and poured a bottle. “Sparkling cider.”

      Evelyn hesitated, her gaze drifting toward the water where the reflections of the lights shimmered like ghosts. “It’s funny,” she whispered. “Some years feel like beginnings. Others… more like goodbyes.”

      Something in her tone gave me pause, but before I could ask what she meant, Doris Gilbert swooped in, bundled in an oversized scarf, and holding a microphone. “Evelyn! Lindsay! Don’t stand there looking sentimental—the town’s ready for your champagne toast!”

      Evelyn smiled faintly. “I suppose I can’t avoid tradition.”

      As she followed Doris toward the stage, Reid adjusted the coffee urns and gave me a sidelong glance. “Everything okay?”

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Evelyn’s usually the life of these things. She seemed… off.”

      Reid studied me for a moment, then said softly, “Maybe she’s carrying something she’s finally ready to set down.”

      It wasn’t until later that his words would feel prophetic.
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      The crowd gathered near the stage as the clock ticked closer to midnight. Sheriff Lomack stood near the fireworks crew, talking with Deputies Ben Griffins and Joe Murphy, who both looked far too serious for men holding paper cups of cocoa.

      Stevie elbowed me. “Ben’s working on New Year’s Eve? Ashley’s going to kill him.”

      I laughed. “I think she’s here helping with the light show. That’s practically a date night for them.”

      At the countdown booth, Evelyn lifted her champagne flute, her smile gentle but distracted. Doris chattered beside her, oblivious.

      “Five! Four! Three⁠—”

      The fireworks burst into life above the harbor, bright gold and white, painting the sky like spilled stars. I turned to hand Reid a drink just as the first cheer went up—then froze.

      My eyes locked on Evelyn. I didn’t know why, but I couldn’t take them off her. A group moved in between us, blocking her. But they cleared just as Evelyn’s glass slipped from her fingers, shattering on the boardwalk.

      She swayed once, then crumpled to the ground.

      For a split second, no one moved. The fireworks thundered overhead, hiding the sound of my cup hitting the ground. Then Reid was beside her, already kneeling, checking for a pulse.

      “Lindsay,” he said quietly, voice steady but grim, “call the sheriff.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      For a few heartbeats, no one moved.

      The fireworks still bloomed above the marina, the crowd cheering until they realized Evelyn Harrow wasn’t getting back up.

      Then everything blurred.

      Reid had his jacket spread over the icy boards as he placed her on top. “She’s not breathing,” he said, steady but low. “Call it in.”

      I dropped to my knees beside him, fumbling for my phone. My hands were shaking so hard I nearly dropped it twice. “Sheriff Lomack!” I yelled to the gathered crowd. “Someone get the sheriff!”

      Deputy Joe Murphy appeared out of the crowd first, his expression transforming from confusion to alarm. “Everyone, back up! Give her space!”

      He crouched beside Reid, feeling for a pulse. His dark eyes met Reid’s. “Nothing?”

      Reid shook his head. “Nothing.”

      The music sputtered to silence. Somewhere behind me, I heard Doris Gilbert whisper, “Oh, heavens—Evelyn,” before someone gently guided her away.

      Then, Sheriff Brent Lomack pushed through the crowd, tall, composed, and grim. The man had a way of quieting chaos without saying much. He glanced down at Evelyn’s still form, then up at me. “Miss Zimmer, what happened?”

      I swallowed hard. “She was fine—she was laughing, talking—and then she just—” I gestured helplessly. “Collapsed.”

      Deputy Ben Griffins arrived next, his fiancée, Ashley Oliva, right behind him, face pale in the light of the fireworks still popping over the harbor. Ben’s hand went to his radio as he signaled to Joe
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