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Chapter One – Arrival in Munich







The snow was falling in small, deliberate flakes as the train curved into Munich’s Hauptbahnhof, the great glass-roofed central station that had welcomed travelers for more than a century. Grace Whitmore pressed her forehead lightly against the cool windowpane and felt the shiver of anticipation ripple through her. After weeks of planning, several changes of itinerary, and a long stretch of anticipation on the overnight journey from Paris, she was finally here: Munich, the city she had dreamed of visiting during Christmastime ever since she first read about its famed Christkindlmarkt as a girl.




The train hissed to a halt. Porters moved along the platform with brisk precision. A man carrying a cello case brushed past a young mother shepherding two children in wool hats and scarves. From the high ceiling above, the echoes of announcements in German mingled with the scent of strong coffee drifting from a kiosk near the concourse. Grace gathered her bag, adjusted the strap of her winter coat, and stepped out into the swirl of steam and snow.




Munich at Christmastime was said to be a fairy tale come alive, and Grace, though not naïve to the world after her adventures in mystery-solving back home, wanted very much to believe it. The last year had brought her more puzzles, secrets, and brushes with danger than she might have liked to admit aloud. A holiday visit to Germany, she told herself, would be restorative—a time for history, friendship, and the comforting rituals of the season. Still, even as she took her first steps into the city, a flicker of awareness—call it intuition, or simply the habits of a seasoned observer—made her eyes linger on certain faces, certain gestures, that others might overlook.




She noticed, for instance, a tall man near the arrivals board who wasn’t looking at the trains at all but rather scanning the travelers with an intensity that seemed oddly out of place for such a festive scene. His coat was neat, his scarf carefully knotted, but he kept his hands thrust deep into his pockets and turned slightly away whenever someone’s gaze met his. Then there was a woman balancing a paper-wrapped parcel on one arm while speaking urgently into a mobile phone. She appeared nervous, glancing behind her more than once before hurrying toward the exit. Grace filed the impressions away without comment. Old habits died hard.




“Frau Whitmore?”




The cheerful voice brought her back to herself. Turning, Grace saw a familiar figure weaving through the crowd with an enthusiastic wave. It was Anna Bauer, her former colleague from a cultural exchange project several years earlier, who had insisted that Grace come to Munich this season and stay with her. Anna’s cheeks were pink from the cold, her blonde hair tucked under a knitted hat the color of holly berries. She carried herself with the brisk competence of a lifelong Münchner but greeted Grace with warmth that crossed any cultural divide.




“Anna!” Grace exclaimed, embracing her. “It’s so good to see you again.”




“And you, meine Freundin! Welcome to Munich. I hope your journey was not too tiring.”




“Long, but delightful,” Grace assured her. “I had the entire night to imagine gingerbread stalls and twinkling lights. Now I can hardly believe I’m actually here.”




“You will see for yourself soon enough,” Anna said, lifting Grace’s suitcase. “But first, we’ll get you settled. The market is best in the evening, when the lights glow and the carolers sing. Tonight, we’ll walk through Marienplatz together.”




They left the station and stepped into the crisp air of the Bavarian capital. Snowflakes dusted the shoulders of Grace’s coat and softened the sound of traffic. Beyond the square, the towers of the Frauenkirche rose against the cloudy sky, their onion domes capped in white. Shop windows glittered with wreaths, nutcrackers, and golden stars. The scent of roasted chestnuts drifted from a nearby vendor’s cart. Grace drew a deep breath, savoring the mingling aromas of cinnamon, pine, and cold stone.




The taxi carried them through streets already alive with holiday bustle. Banners of evergreen garland arched overhead, strung with white lights that seemed to float in the gathering dusk. Children tugged at their parents’ hands, pointing toward toy shops filled with miniature trains and plush bears. Musicians on a corner played violins beneath an awning, their cases sprinkled with coins. Grace felt as though she had stepped into a snow globe, its glass walls enclosing a world devoted entirely to warmth and wonder.




Anna’s flat was in a quiet district not far from the center, a graceful old building with tall windows and polished wooden stairs. Inside, the air smelled faintly of beeswax and fresh bread. A Christmas wreath hung on the door, its red ribbon a cheerful welcome. Anna led Grace to a guest room decorated with crisp linens and a small bowl of marzipan candies.




“You must rest a little,” Anna said firmly, placing the suitcase by the wardrobe. “Later, we will go to the market. You will see the Christkindlmarkt in all its glory.”




Grace smiled, touched by her friend’s hospitality. “I may rest, but I doubt I’ll sleep. The excitement has caught hold of me. I feel like a child again.”




Anna laughed. “Then perhaps you will nap just long enough to dream of angels and gingerbread.”




Left alone, Grace unpacked a few things, set her notebook on the bedside table, and gazed out the window. Snowflakes tumbled past the glass, softening the outlines of rooftops and chimneys. Somewhere in the distance, a bell tolled the hour. She thought of home, of familiar streets and friends waiting there, and felt a pang of wistful gratitude for the chance to be here instead, in a city whose history and traditions had long fascinated her.




Her rest was brief, but when she emerged into the sitting room Anna was already waiting with two scarves and a pair of thick mittens. “Come,” she said. “We’ll take the tram. It’s part of the experience.”




The tram clattered through the city streets, each turn revealing more decorations, more shop windows, more evidence of a people who cherished their season of light. Grace watched through the frosted glass as families streamed toward Marienplatz, the central square where the largest market was held. A sense of anticipation hummed in the air.




At last, they arrived. Grace stepped from the tram and her breath caught. Before her stretched a scene of dazzling beauty: rows of wooden stalls trimmed with evergreen boughs, each stall aglow with lanterns and fairy lights; the soaring spires of the New Town Hall rising like guardians above the square; the great Christmas tree in the center, its branches laden with lights that twinkled against the night. Carolers sang in clear voices, their harmonies echoing through the crisp air. The scent of mulled wine, spiced almonds, and grilled sausages mingled into a perfume that was both comforting and intoxicating.




Grace’s heart lifted. This was what she had imagined all along. And yet, beneath her delight, a subtle current of awareness remained. As Anna guided her through the stalls—past hand-carved wooden figures, delicate glass ornaments, embroidered linens—Grace noticed small things: a man slipping quickly into a side street after making eye contact with another; a vendor who seemed to watch the crowd more intently than his own wares; a brief, hurried exchange of words in a language Grace couldn’t place. None of it was overt, nothing that would have caught the attention of someone less inclined to observe—but Grace had trained herself to notice patterns. And patterns, once seen, were difficult to ignore.




She said nothing to Anna, not wanting to cloud their festive evening, but as they paused near a stall selling gingerbread hearts strung with ribbons, Grace found herself glancing back over her shoulder. For the briefest instant she thought she saw the same tall man from the station, his scarf pulled high against his face. Then he turned and melted into the crowd, leaving only the faintest impression of a watcher among the celebrants.




Grace tightened her scarf and resolved to keep her eyes open. Munich at Christmas was indeed a fairy tale—but fairy tales, she knew, often contained shadows.


The great Christmas tree in Marienplatz towered above the square like a cathedral of light. Hundreds of bulbs twinkled in steady rhythm, reflecting off the snow-dusted cobblestones and the windows of the New Town Hall. A choir of children in matching blue cloaks sang “O Tannenbaum,” their clear voices carrying above the chatter of the crowd and the clink of mugs. Grace pulled her scarf tighter around her neck, smiling despite the cold. If this was her first evening in Munich, she thought, it could hardly be more perfect.




Anna tugged at her sleeve. “Here, you must try Glühwein. It is tradition.”




They queued at a wooden stall where steam rose from copper cauldrons, carrying the scent of mulled wine spiced with cinnamon, cloves, and orange peel. The vendor handed them each a heavy ceramic mug decorated with a painted image of the Marienplatz Christmas Market. Grace cupped hers gratefully, the heat sinking into her fingers.




“One euro deposit for the mug,” Anna explained. “You can return it or keep it as souvenir.”




Grace inhaled deeply before taking a cautious sip. The wine was hot, fragrant, slightly sweet with a sharpness that warmed her throat and chest in an instant. “This is marvelous,” she said.




Anna laughed. “But careful—two mugs and you will forget how to find your way home.”




They wandered slowly between the rows of stalls. Each was trimmed with evergreen garlands and lit with warm yellow bulbs. Carved wooden figures of shepherds, angels, and wise men peered from one booth, while another displayed delicate glass baubles that shimmered like frozen drops of rain. Grace lingered at a stand selling gingerbread hearts decorated with white icing and phrases in looping German script.




“What do these say?” she asked, pointing at one.




Anna translated with a grin. “ ‘I am yours forever.’ And this one—‘Sweetheart.’ Lovers buy them for each other.”




Grace chuckled. “Perhaps I should wait until I have someone to give it to.”




“You can buy one for yourself,” Anna teased. “Why not?”




They laughed together and moved on. Grace felt the warmth of companionship mingling with the glow of the lights and the joyful noise of the market. Yet, as they walked, she noticed again what she had seen at the station: certain figures whose energy did not quite match the merriment around them.




Near the base of the Christmas tree, two men stood too close, their heads bent together in intense conversation. They wore ordinary winter coats and hats, but their expressions were taut, unsmiling. One of them passed a small parcel, no bigger than a deck of cards, into the other’s pocket with the quick, practiced motion of someone exchanging contraband. When they noticed Grace looking, they separated at once—one melting into the crowd near the choir, the other disappearing behind the stalls.




Grace told herself it was none of her business. People conducted all sorts of transactions in big cities. Still, her instincts stirred. She had not come to Munich to seek a mystery—but mysteries, it seemed, had a way of finding her.




“Grace, look.” Anna pointed toward a stall draped with garlands. “Wooden toys. Hand carved. My nephew will love these.”




They paused as Anna chose gifts: a small painted train, a jointed marionette with a bright red cap. Grace admired the craftsmanship, the smooth polish of the wood, the care in every brushstroke. The vendor, an elderly man with a kindly face, wrapped the toys in brown paper and tied them with twine.




“Danke schön,” Anna said warmly.




The man inclined his head, then leaned closer to Grace. “Careful, Fräulein,” he murmured in accented English. “The market is not always what it seems.”




Grace blinked. “I beg your pardon?”




But he only smiled and turned to the next customer.




She carried his words with her as they strolled on, weaving between families and tourists, past a brass band playing carols beneath the Rathaus balcony. It was all enchantment—the air filled with roasted almond sweetness, the stalls glowing like lanterns against the snowy night. Yet beneath the charm, she felt the undercurrent of something hidden, a shadow behind the light.




They stopped at another booth where a young woman in a green cloak sold ornaments of blown glass. As Anna admired the delicate shapes, Grace noticed a small commotion a few stalls away. A man brushed against a woman, apologized, and hurried off. The woman, flustered, patted her handbag, then cried out in distress. A pickpocket, it seemed. Several bystanders turned, but the thief had already vanished into the press of the crowd.




“Is that common here?” Grace asked quietly.




Anna sighed. “Unfortunately yes. The police try, but with so many people….” She shook her head. “One must be careful.”




Grace’s gaze swept the square. Somewhere among the thousands of revelers, a thief moved unseen. Perhaps the same thief who had been watching the arrivals board at the station? Or were these coincidences? She reminded herself not to invent connections too quickly.




“Come,” Anna said, touching her arm. “I want you to see the nativity scene. It is very famous.”




They crossed to the front of the Town Hall, where a large Krippe—nativity—was displayed. Life-sized figures of Mary, Joseph, the shepherds, and Magi stood within a stable, crafted with intricate realism. Children pressed against the railing, pointing at the donkey, the ox, the angel suspended above. Grace felt the hush of reverence in the air, a momentary stillness amid the bustle.




“It’s beautiful,” she whispered.




Anna nodded. “Every year they add something new. Last year, it was the star. This year, the angel.”




Grace studied the angel’s carved face, serene yet watchful. She thought again of the parcel exchanged, the pickpocket, the vendor’s warning. Watchful angels, watchful men. The season of light had its shadows indeed.




They lingered until the choir began another carol. Then Anna guided Grace to a stall selling Bratwurst in crusty rolls. They ate standing beneath a garlanded arch, the sausages hot and savory, the mustard sharp. Around them, voices rose in laughter, children tugged at mittens, and snow continued to drift down in lazy spirals.




Grace felt both exhilarated and oddly alert, her senses sharpened by more than the cold. She wanted to record everything—the scents, the sights, the stray impressions of faces and gestures. Later, in her notebook, she would write it all down. For now, she let herself drift with the tide of celebration, all the while noting what others might not.




As the evening deepened, they turned toward the side streets leading away from Marienplatz. Here the crowds thinned, and the stalls were smaller, more intimate. Candlelight flickered on hand-bound books, knitted scarves, and painted tin soldiers. Grace paused to admire a set of miniature houses, each with tiny windows glowing from within.




It was then that she heard it: a murmur of voices just beyond the row of stalls, half-hidden by the shadows of a narrow alley. She glanced over and saw two figures standing close, one holding a parcel, the other whispering urgently. The parcel changed hands.




Grace stiffened. The same quick, deliberate motion as before.




Anna, intent on a display of Advent calendars, hadn’t noticed. Grace hesitated, torn between curiosity and the desire not to spoil the evening. But as the two figures separated, one brushed past her, nearly colliding with her shoulder. Something fell to the ground with a soft thud.




She bent instinctively, reaching into the snow. Her fingers closed around a small object—round, metallic, cool to the touch. A coin, perhaps, though not like any she had seen before.




When she looked up, the man was gone.




“Grace?” Anna called. “Are you coming?”




Grace slipped the object into her glove. “Yes,” she said lightly. “Just a moment.”




They continued through the market, but Grace’s mind was elsewhere. She felt the weight of the coin in her pocket, the echo of the vendor’s warning in her ears.




The lights, the carols, the laughter—they were all real. And yet, in the folds of the night, something else moved: secrets, whispers, exchanges unseen.




She resolved to examine the coin later, when she was alone. For now, she smiled at Anna, accepted another mug of steaming Glühwein, and let the music wash over her.




But she knew, with the certainty that had guided her through so many mysteries before, that her arrival in Munich was no simple holiday visit. Something had begun this evening, something that would draw her further into the shadows behind the Christmas lights.




And Grace, though she had not come seeking adventure, was not one to turn away when a mystery beckoned.
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Chapter Two – Old Friends, New Problems







Morning came quietly in Munich. Grace stirred in the guest bed, blinking at the pale winter light that slipped through lace curtains. The muffled sound of a tram bell floated up from the street below, mingled with the rhythmic crunch of footsteps on snow. For a moment she lay still, listening, and let herself savor the sense of being both far from home and warmly welcomed.




Her first thought was of the coin.




She reached to the bedside table where she had placed her handbag. Drawing the object from its pocket, she held it up to the light. It was indeed a coin, though unlike any she had seen. Slightly larger than a silver dollar, it bore no denomination, only an embossed symbol: a star inside a circle, surrounded by script she could not decipher. Not German, not Latin—something older, perhaps. She turned it over. The reverse side was blank except for a tiny groove, as though it had once been fitted into something.




What had it been doing at the Christmas market? Why would someone guard it so carefully, only to drop it in the snow?




She slipped it back into her purse, resolving not to mention it to Anna—not yet. She would need more context before turning idle curiosity into worry.




The smell of coffee lured her to the sitting room, where Anna had set a table with a cheerful red cloth. A plate of fresh Brötchen rolls, butter, and jam waited beside slices of cheese and ham. Anna, in a blue sweater and apron, turned from the stove with a smile.




“Guten Morgen, Grace. Did you sleep well?”




“Wonderfully. I think the snow itself soothed me.”




“Good.” Anna poured steaming coffee into mugs decorated with Bavarian edelweiss. “Eat plenty. We have a busy day ahead.”




Grace buttered a roll and asked, “Busy in what way?”




Anna’s smile faltered just slightly. “Ah, well. The market is always lively, but this year… there have been small troubles. Some stalls broken into, ornaments stolen. Nothing catastrophic, but enough to make people uneasy.”




Grace looked up. “Stolen? From the vendors?”




“Yes. Small things mostly. Hand-carved figures, jewelry, a few antique ornaments. Everyone says it is only petty thieves. But…” She hesitated, then shook her head. “It feels different. More deliberate. Some vendors whisper of collectors, or even smugglers. I do not like such talk, but it unsettles people.”




Grace listened closely. She remembered the hurried exchange of the parcel, the dropped coin, the vendor’s warning. Perhaps these were not isolated impressions after all.




“Are the police investigating?” she asked.




Anna nodded. “Yes, but they say nothing openly. They do not want to spoil the holiday atmosphere. Of course, I agree—one must not frighten visitors. But those of us with stalls must be cautious. I keep my best stock at home until the busiest days.”




Grace reached across the table, covering her friend’s hand with her own. “You’re wise to be careful. Still, I hope it doesn’t dampen the joy of the season.”




Anna smiled again, though her eyes held a trace of worry. “No, no. We will not let it. Come, you will see. After breakfast, I will take you to my friend’s stall—she sells hand-painted ornaments. She has been very nervous. Perhaps your company will cheer her.”




The morning unfolded gently. They bundled in coats and scarves, the snow crunching beneath their boots as they walked to the tram. Grace admired the quiet beauty of side streets lined with pastel buildings, each window decorated with candles or stars. Children dragged sleds across patches of ice. A baker swept snow from his stoop, the smell of pretzels drifting from his doorway.




The tram carried them once again toward the heart of the city. Grace watched the rooftops glide by, her mind lingering on Anna’s words. Theft. Nervous vendors. Whispers of smugglers. Munich wore its festive face with grace, but somewhere beneath lay unrest.




At Marienplatz the market was quieter than the night before, the morning crowd thinner and more purposeful. Vendors arranged displays, shook snow from awnings, polished ornaments until they gleamed. The choir balcony was empty, but strains of recorded carols floated from hidden speakers.




Anna led Grace to a stall trimmed with gold ribbon and evergreen. Behind the counter stood a petite woman with dark hair tucked under a wool hat, her face brightening when she saw Anna.




“Claudia,” Anna greeted warmly. “This is my dear friend, Grace, visiting from America.”




Claudia extended a hand. “Ah, willkommen! You come at the right time. See?” She gestured proudly to the rows of glass ornaments: spheres, bells, angels, all painted in delicate colors and edged with glitter. Each seemed to catch the winter light in a different way.




Grace admired them sincerely. “These are exquisite. I’ve never seen such careful detail.”




“Thank you,” Claudia said, though her eyes betrayed fatigue. “It is much work. But lately…” She glanced around, lowering her voice. “There are problems. Someone tries to frighten us. Last week, I found my stall unlocked at dawn. Nothing gone, but everything… touched. Moved. As if someone searched.”




Anna clucked in sympathy. “I told you to speak to the police.”




“I did,” Claudia replied, “but they only say to be careful. What more can I do? I keep the most valuable ornaments at home.” She shrugged, but her hands twisted nervously.




Grace studied her. “Did you notice anything unusual? Anyone lingering near your stall?”




Claudia hesitated. “A man, tall, with scarf over his face. Twice I saw him watching. When I looked directly, he vanished.”




Grace’s mind quickened. The same description matched the man she had glimpsed at the station and again at the market. Coincidence—or not?




Before she could ask more, another customer arrived, and Claudia turned to assist them. Grace and Anna moved aside.




Anna sighed. “You see? People are anxious. It should be a season of joy, not worry.”




Grace nodded. “Yes. And yet…” She did not finish the thought.




They continued to browse, Anna greeting friends, Grace absorbing the atmosphere. She purchased a small ornament shaped like a dove, its wings spread in peace, thinking it might bring comfort in uncertain days.




As the morning wore on, clouds thickened, and snow began to fall again, heavier this time. The crowd swelled with tourists, their chatter in many languages filling the square. Grace felt both part of the holiday tide and apart from it, her senses tuned to undercurrents. She caught sight once more of a familiar figure near the edge of the square—the tall man, scarf pulled high, hands thrust deep in pockets. He turned away swiftly, disappearing into the side streets.




Grace’s pulse quickened. Whoever he was, he moved through the city like a shadow.




She resolved that tonight, when she returned to Anna’s flat, she would examine the coin again, more carefully, perhaps even sketch it in her notebook. For now, she followed Anna to a bakery stall for warm apple strudel, savoring the sweet comfort even as questions gathered like snowflakes in her mind.




Munich was beautiful, enchanting, full of light. But beneath the light, Grace sensed, the shadows were growing longer.


The afternoon passed in a gentle whirl of sights and sounds. Anna insisted on showing Grace the smaller alleys branching from Marienplatz, where fewer tourists wandered and the stalls catered more to locals. These corners held a quieter charm: hand-woven scarves stacked in tidy heaps, candles perfumed with cinnamon, gingerbread hearts iced with messages of love in looping script.




Grace lingered at each, enjoying not only the crafts but the warmth of the vendors, who seemed to know Anna well.




“Frau Stein!” a man at a woodcarving stall greeted with a broad smile. “Your usual order is ready.”




Anna accepted a wrapped bundle and explained, “He carves nativity figures for me each year. My collection is almost complete now.”




Grace admired the delicate shepherds and angels on display. Their smooth lines and polished finish spoke of long hours of patient work. “It must be wonderful to build a collection piece by piece, knowing the hands that shaped them.”




“Yes,” Anna said softly. “And it gives the market its true meaning. These are not trinkets but labors of love.”




They moved on, past stalls selling wool mittens, paper stars, steaming mugs of Glühwein. Grace breathed in the mingled scents—mulled wine, roasted almonds, spiced cookies—and felt wrapped in the holiday itself.




Yet the memory of Claudia’s unease clung to her. She noticed, too, how Anna’s gaze flicked now and then toward shadows, as though half expecting to find someone watching.




And someone was.




Grace saw him again near the corner where the market spilled into a narrow lane: tall, broad-shouldered, scarf concealing half his face. He leaned against a lamppost, apparently studying the display of tin toys. But when Grace glanced back a second time, his eyes were on her.




She looked quickly away. When she dared another glance, he was gone.




A shiver prickled her neck.




“Cold?” Anna asked.




“Yes, a little,” Grace lied.




They turned toward Sendlinger Tor, where Anna said a friend’s workshop awaited them. The streets grew quieter here, lined with shops whose windows glowed warmly against the gray afternoon. They stopped at a small painted door, above which hung a wooden sign shaped like a star.




Inside, the air smelled of pine and varnish. A craftsman in his sixties worked at a bench, brushing lacquer over a carved ornament. He looked up with a genial nod.




“Anna! And who is this guest?”




Grace introduced herself. He was Herr Meier, a maker of wooden stars and miniature crèches. Anna admired a few finished pieces while Grace wandered the shelves, enchanted by the tiny detail—barns no larger than her palm with animals, shepherds, and kings no bigger than thimbles.




Herr Meier spoke in a low voice while wrapping Anna’s purchase. “You must take care, Fräulein Stein. Twice this week I found my shutters unlatched in the morning. Someone tries doors, windows. Always leaving no trace. We are not safe.”




Anna’s brow furrowed. “The police—?”




“They say there is no evidence. But many of us feel it.” His eyes slid toward Grace. “And sometimes there are strangers among us. Watching.”




Grace inclined her head politely, but her pulse quickened.




By the time they left, dusk had begun to gather. Snow fell steadily, blanketing rooftops and muffling the city’s usual clamor. Streetlamps glowed through the flurries, haloed in light.




The tram ride back to Anna’s flat was quiet. Grace kept one hand on her purse, where the coin lay hidden, as if the weight of it could anchor her thoughts.










Anna’s flat welcomed them with warmth and the comforting smell of cinnamon tea. After shaking off coats and scarves, Anna busied herself with a box of decorations.




“Tonight,” she said cheerfully, “we make the tree ready. It is tradition to prepare in Advent, little by little.”




Grace smiled. The tension of the market ebbed away in the familiar coziness of domestic rituals. Together they strung lights, hung paper stars, placed carved figures on shelves. Grace unwrapped one of the delicate ornaments Anna had bought years ago, holding it as though it were glass spun from light.




“It reminds me of my mother’s tree,” she said softly. “Every ornament had a story. When we decorated, she would tell them all over again.”




Anna’s eyes softened. “That is how traditions live—through memory. We do not only hang objects; we hang pieces of our lives.”




They worked until the tree shimmered, its branches heavy with gold and crimson glass, straw stars, little wooden toys. At last they sat with mugs of steaming tea, gazing at the lights that cast gentle shadows on the walls.




For a while, peace reigned. Grace almost believed the unease of the day had been no more than imagination.




Then came the knock.




It was soft, almost tentative, but it broke the quiet like a bell. Anna rose, frowning. “Who could that be?”




Grace followed her to the door. No one stood in the hall. But on the floor lay an envelope.




Anna bent to pick it up, turning it over in her hands. “No address. No name.”




With a glance at Grace, she opened it. Inside was a single card. On it, drawn in black ink, was a symbol: a star inside a circle.




Grace’s heart jolted. The same emblem as the coin.




She and Anna exchanged a look, the cozy glow of the tree suddenly edged with shadow.
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Chapter Three – A Whisper in the Market



The bells of the Frauenkirche rang clear and bright through the frosted air, waking Grace from a light sleep that had been filled with restless images of shadows, coins, and a tree glittering in candlelight. She rose slowly, pushing aside the thick quilt Anna had laid over her the night before, and crossed to the window.


Munich stretched beneath her, rooftops dressed in white, the streets already stirring with early trams and bundled figures hurrying toward their errands. The morning light had a bluish cast, softened by a haze of fresh snow that had fallen silently overnight. For a moment, she pressed her palm to the cold glass and tried to hold onto the sense of peace that the scene offered.


But then her eyes drifted to her handbag on the small chair near the bed. She knew what rested inside. The coin. The folded note. Both carried symbols that had now appeared twice in as many days. Neither belonged to the warmth of Anna’s home or the laughter of the Christmas market. They felt like intrusions from another world entirely—one that whispered secrets instead of carols.


When she joined Anna in the kitchen, the air smelled of strong coffee and butter warming on the stove. Anna had braided her hair neatly and was spooning batter onto a hot pan, frying small golden pancakes dusted with sugar.


“You must try these,” Anna said, setting a plate before her. “We call them Apfelküchle. My mother made them every Advent.”


Grace smiled, trying to keep her mind steady. “They look wonderful.”


As they ate, Anna chattered lightly about the day ahead, about which vendors might join them for lunch, and about a new choir scheduled to perform at the square. Grace listened, nodding where she could, but her thoughts were drawn continually to the envelope left at the door and the cloaked figure in the market.


When at last they bundled in scarves and coats to leave, Grace slipped the note and coin into her inner pocket, telling herself she did so for safety. She did not yet know if she meant her own safety—or Anna’s.




The tram to Marienplatz was crowded that morning, filled with commuters, tourists with guidebooks, and children clutching mittened hands of their parents. Grace found herself standing close to the window, watching the city roll by. The buildings were stately, their painted facades softened by snow, each balcony strung with greenery or candles. The closer they came to the square, the more festive the air became.


Anna, pressed beside her, leaned close. “You will see—it is busiest in the mornings before noon. Shoppers come to buy, then linger later to eat and listen to music.”


Grace nodded, but her eyes were already scanning faces, noting strangers who lingered too long, men whose gazes slid quickly away when she looked their direction. Twice she thought she saw the same tall man from the day before—once on the tram platform as they departed, again vanishing between two stalls as they approached the square.


Anna didn’t seem to notice. She moved with ease among the vendors, greeting each with warmth, kissing cheeks, exchanging small parcels and words of encouragement. Grace admired the easy rhythm of her friend’s life here—this circle of neighbors bound by craft and tradition. It made the shadows all the more jarring.


They reached Anna’s stall, which glowed with its garlands and candles, and began setting up for the day. Grace helped unpack wooden toys and lay them in neat rows, then spread hand-embroidered linens across the table. Customers soon arrived, cheerful and eager, and for a time Grace lost herself in the rhythm of sales, wrapping packages in brown paper and tying them with twine.


But then it came again.


A voice. Low, urgent, spoken just behind her shoulder as she bent to retrieve another length of ribbon.


“Beware the star.”


She spun, heart leaping, but saw only a man walking past with his child perched on his shoulders, both laughing. A group of students strolled by in the opposite direction, singing snatches of a carol. No one looked as though they had spoken to her.


Grace forced her hands to steady as she tied the ribbon. The words rang in her head, echoing too closely the warning she had received the day before.


She waited until Anna was engaged in conversation with a neighboring vendor before slipping away from the stall, her steps quick. She scanned the crowd, weaving among shoppers and tourists, searching for the source of the voice.


It was then she felt it—the brush of a hand against hers. A small, swift pressure, something pressed into her palm before she could react. She looked down to see a folded scrap of paper, already damp from the snow that clung to her glove.


Her head snapped up. A cloaked figure, hood drawn low, was moving swiftly away into the crush of people. Grace started after them, her boots slipping on packed snow, but the crowd swallowed them whole, leaving only the bobbing heads and jostling elbows of strangers.


Breathless, she ducked into a narrow alcove between two stalls and unfolded the paper. The words were written in a hurried, jagged hand:


“The star hides all.”


Grace’s pulse hammered. Her fingers trembled as she folded the note again, sliding it deep into her pocket beside the coin. Whoever had written it knew about the symbol, knew enough to seek her out again. But why her? What did they expect her to do?


When she returned to Anna’s stall, she forced her expression into calm. Anna looked up from wrapping a purchase. “All well?”


“Yes,” Grace said, her voice steady despite the storm inside her. “All well.”




The hours passed with a blur of transactions, but Grace’s mind was elsewhere. She caught sight of the tall man twice more, once lingering near a food stall, once vanishing into the crowd just as she turned to look directly at him. Each time her unease grew sharper.


At noon, Anna suggested they break for lunch. They left Claudia to watch the stall and slipped down a quieter lane where the air was filled with the scent of roasting meats and sweet pastries. Anna ordered bratwurst and sauerkraut for them both, and they sat at a small wooden table under a canopy. Snowflakes drifted lazily through the air, melting into their hot mugs of spiced tea.


Grace tried to relax, but her gaze scanned the crowd constantly. Families bustled past, children clutching gingerbread hearts, couples sipping mulled wine. Yet she couldn’t shake the feeling of eyes on her.


Anna noticed her distraction. “You are quiet. Does the noise tire you?”


Grace forced a smile. “Just taking it in. It’s all so alive.”


Anna seemed satisfied and began speaking about the evening’s choir performance. Grace nodded along, though her mind turned again and again to the cryptic warning.


When they returned to the stall, the afternoon passed much as the morning had. The market grew busier, voices louder, music swelling as choirs took the stage near the great tree. Grace wrapped and sold, smiled and greeted, but all the while she listened for whispers, scanned for the tall man, and kept her hand near the pocket that held the note.


It was just as the sky darkened and the first lights of evening flickered on that it happened again.


A woman, her face half-hidden by a wool scarf, leaned close as if examining a row of wooden toys. Without lifting her gaze, she whispered:


“They will come for it soon.”


Grace’s heart lurched. Before she could respond, the woman straightened, set down the toy, and melted into the press of shoppers.


Grace stood frozen, the words ringing in her ears. They will come for it soon.


She glanced at Anna, who was cheerfully wrapping a candle for another customer, unaware.


The market lights twinkled, carols rang, snow fell gently. But for Grace, the world had 

Chapter Three – A Whisper in the Market



Evening fell like a curtain over Munich, soft but absolute, as though the city had been wrapped in velvet and pinned with stars. The market, however, refused to dim. Lanterns blazed along the rows of stalls, the great Christmas tree shimmered with golden light, and the square was alive with music. A choir in dark coats sang from the steps of the Rathaus, their voices rising into the cold air like threads of silver.


Grace stood at Anna’s stall, the last of the day’s customers drifting away with their parcels. She kept her hands busy folding linens, but her mind replayed the words again and again. They will come for it soon.


Her pulse quickened each time she slipped her hand into her coat pocket to feel the folded note and the heavy coin pressed together. They seemed warmer than the air, as if holding some secret heat.


Anna sighed as she tied the last bundle of toys with twine. “A good day, yes? Busy, but full.”


Grace forced a smile. “Yes. Full indeed.”


They packed the remaining goods into wooden crates, locking them carefully with small brass padlocks before pulling down the stall’s shutters. Anna worked with practiced ease, humming faintly as though nothing were amiss. Grace admired her calm, but she couldn’t match it.


When the work was finished, Anna slipped her arm through Grace’s. “Come. Tonight you must see the square by lantern light. It is another world.”


Grace allowed herself to be led, though her eyes flicked constantly to corners and alleys. The crowd pressed around them, voices cheerful, scents of mulled wine and roasting chestnuts wafting through the air. A brass band played near the fountain, their horns shining in the glow of torches.


Anna steered her toward the great tree, where children gathered wide-eyed to watch a storyteller in a red cloak recite a tale of Saint Nicholas. Grace tried to focus on the warmth of the moment—the bright faces, the laughter, the flicker of candles—but each shadow seemed to move too quickly, each stranger’s glance lingered too long.


And then she saw him again.


The tall man, scarf high across his face, standing beyond the circle of light. His eyes were fixed on her, unmistakable even from across the square. For a breathless moment they held one another’s gaze. Then he turned, disappearing into the press of people with long strides.


“Grace?” Anna’s voice pulled her back. “You are pale. Shall we go home?”


“Yes,” Grace murmured. “Home sounds wise.”




The tram ride back to Anna’s flat was quieter than the morning’s. Snow blurred the city lights into hazy orbs, and the windows fogged with warmth. Anna chatted lightly about the choir’s harmonies, about which neighbor she might invite to share Stollen later in the week, but Grace barely heard her. Her fingers played unconsciously with the edge of the note in her pocket.


At the flat, Anna set about lighting candles and warming soup. Grace excused herself, retreating briefly to the guest room. She closed the door, sat on the edge of the bed, and drew out both the note and the coin.


Side by side, the resemblance was undeniable. The star within a circle—inscribed on the coin, scrawled on the card left at the door, whispered now in words that spoke of urgency. She traced the grooves of the coin with her fingertip, noting again the small slot as though it had once fit into a larger mechanism.


What did it unlock? And why did strangers in the market seem to know she had it?


Her mind flitted to darker possibilities. Smuggling. Espionage. Secrets hidden among the garlands and music. And she—Grace, a visitor from Boston, drawn here only by friendship—was standing in the middle of it.


Anna’s knock startled her. “The soup is ready, Grace.”


Grace slipped the items back into her pocket, forcing her features calm before stepping into the warm light of the sitting room. The tree they had decorated glowed softly, and the smell of cinnamon and onions filled the air.


They ate in companionable silence, Anna sipping her soup with contentment. Grace answered when spoken to, but her thoughts wandered. Afterward, Anna set out a plate of Stollen and poured them each a small glass of mulled wine.


“To Advent,” Anna toasted.


Grace raised her glass. “To Advent.”


They clinked, the warmth of the wine spreading through Grace’s chest. For a while she let herself sink into the coziness, listening to Anna recount small stories of her neighbors and childhood holidays. The world felt safe again, wrapped in the glow of friendship.


But safety lasted only so long.


A sudden rustle at the door broke the spell. Not a knock this time—just the sound of paper sliding against wood.


Anna frowned, rising quickly. She opened the door to find another envelope lying on the floor. No footsteps echoed in the hall. She picked it up, closing the door firmly before tearing it open.


Inside was a single slip of paper. This time the message was even briefer, the ink smudged as though written in haste:


“Midnight. The Glockenspiel.”


Anna looked up, her eyes wide. Grace felt her stomach twist.


The city bells would ring again tomorrow, tourists would
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