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Snow-Covered Beginnings

The first snow of the season fell on Evergreen Pines the way a whisper settles on an old book: soft, deliberate, and with an unmistakable sense of ritual. It began as a gentle hiss, a fine glitter that brushed the pine-covered roofs and the crooked wooden sign that read “Evergreen Pines Christmas Market – Established 1923.” By mid-morning, the town square was a white-washed tableau, the market stalls a kaleidoscope of reds, greens, and golds peeking through the frosted veil.

Clara Beaumont pulled the leather strap of her worn messenger bag closer around her shoulder, the scent of pine needles and hot cinnamon drifting into her nostrils. The air was crisp, each breath a tiny cloud that vanished as quickly as it appeared. She halted for a moment at the edge of the square, allowing the snow to melt into a thin sheen on the cobblestones, and lifted her gaze to the town's familiar silhouette. The old clock tower, its face frozen at eleven o’clock, loomed above the church spire, its bell silent, as if still holding its breath for the first chime of Christmas.

Beside her, Pierre, her diminutive French Bulldog with a coat as sleek as polished ebony, trotted in a series of short, eager steps. His ears perked at every distant laugh, every clatter of a cart, every soft gasp of a child discovering a sugar-coated treat. When a stray snowflake landed on his snout, he flicked it away with a delicate nose, then turned his head, eyes bright with anticipation, towards the bustling market.

“Ready, old boy?” Clara asked, her voice warm despite the chill. She had always believed that Pierre understood more than most could imagine, though he would never confess it. He only responded with a soft, satisfied grunt and a wag of his stubby tail.

She adjusted the scarf that her mother had knitted for her ten years ago—a deep violet that matched the winter sky just before sunrise. The scarf smelled faintly of lavender and old paper, a reminder of the countless afternoons she had spent between the stacks at the town library, cataloguing donations and rescuing overdue books from the clutches of mischievous children.

Evergreen Pines seemed to have paused, caught in a moment between two breaths of winter, its residents moving with a leisurely resolve as they set up stalls, adjusted ribbons, and arranged twinkling lights. The market was the town’s heartbeat, pulsing yearly with a rhythm of sugar plums, mulled cider, handmade ornaments, and stories that folded into the very fabric of the community.

Clara’s first stop was the stall where the “Holiday Hearth” gingerbread house—a towering confection that had become the centerpiece of the market for a decade—was to be displayed. It was a masterpiece of caramelized sugar panes, spiced dough, and delicate icing, each window glowing with a tiny LED that flickered like candlelight. The house was more than a treat; it was an emblem of the town’s unity, a symbol of the shared whispers of winter recipes passed down through generations.

The stall was a modest wooden structure draped in holly garlands, its roof slanted to shed snow, the sign above it painted in swirling gold letters: “Holiday Hearth – The Heart of Evergreen Pines.” The gingerbread house sat perched on a platter of crystal sugar snow, its roof dusted with powdered sugar that glistened under the morning sun.

Clara approached, her boots crunching quietly over the freshly fallen snow.

“Good morning, Ms. Beaumont!” called a voice from behind a pile of orange-scented candles. It was Mrs. Harlan, the market’s organizer, a plump woman with rosy cheeks who always seemed to have a silver spoon tucked behind her ear. “You’re just in time for the unveiling. Pierre will love it—so many new smells!”

“Morning, Mrs. Harlan,” Clara replied, bending down to pat Pierre’s head. “The market looks wonderful. I can already smell the cinnamon and pine.”

Mrs. Harlan chuckled, her laugh a soft rustle that blended with the wind. “That’s the spirit we need! And look—” She gestured dramatically toward the empty platter. “—the star of the show! Is that missing a cookie? Oh dear, where is it?”

Clara’s eyebrows rose as she scanned the area. The gingerbread house was gone. In its place lay only a crisp, white patch of snow and a small, crumpled piece of parchment tucked under a wooden beam. She crouched, picking it up with the tip of her fingers, careful not to soil the delicate paper with the melt of her breath.

The note was handwritten in a hurried, almost trembling script: “Don’t let the past melt away.”

A shiver—not entirely from the cold—ran down Clara’s spine. Her heart, accustomed to the steady rhythm of cataloguing dust and ink, now hammered a quick, uneasy tempo. She glanced at Pierre, whose ears had perked up, his eyes flicking from the note to the empty space where the gingerbread house should have stood.

“What—?” Mrs. Harlan’s voice trembled. “Did you... was it stolen?”

Clara stood, smoothing the snow from her coat. “It looks that way. Someone took it. The note... it’s strange. Is there any chance someone was playing a prank?”

Mrs. Harlan shook her head, her eyes wide. “Clara, the whole town has been looking forward to this. Maeve and Victor spent weeks perfecting it. It’s not a joke. It’s a part of our tradition.”

Clara nodded, absorbing the gravity of the situation. The market was more than a collection of stalls; it was a thread that wove the townsfolk together each year. The sudden absence of the gingerbread house felt like a missing stitch—one that could unravel the entire tapestry if not addressed.

“Do you know who had access to the display?” Clara asked, moving her gaze around the stall. “Anyone could have slipped in before the market opened—maybe someone working late?”

Mrs. Harlan bit her lip, considering. “The stall was locked last night after we set everything up. Only a few of us have the key—myself, Mr. Halbrook, the mayor’s assistant, and the lighting crew. I... I think the lighting crew left early because of the storm forecast. I can’t imagine anyone else being near.”

Clara took a breath, feeling the familiar calm that came from cataloguing clues. “Let’s talk to them. And Pierre...” She knelt again, pulling Pierre’s leash gently. “I think we might need a nose for more than just sniffing out treats.”

Pierre gave a soft bark, as if acknowledging his new role in this unfolding mystery. He nudged his nose against Clara’s hand, a small, reassuring gesture.

Clara’s mind drifted back to the countless evenings she had spent in the library’s quiet corners, surrounded by the scent of old paper and the soft ticking of the grandfather clock. She remembered the first time she discovered her love for puzzles—while sorting through a donation box of crossword books, she had found a cryptic clue tucked between two volumes. Solving that puzzle had given her a thrill she had never experienced while shelving books. That thrill had nudged her toward the role of amateur sleuth, something she had kept as a secret hobby, especially after the town’s last “mystery”—the missing town hall key that turned out to be a misplaced pocketknife.

Now, that thrill, that hidden part of her, was being called upon again.

“Okay,” she said, standing tall. “Let’s start with the lighting crew. Where can we find Gus ‘Glitter’ Malone?”

Mrs. Harlan glanced at her watch, then tapped a finger against her cheek. “He’s usually in the workshop by the old mill. He’s been working on those new solar lanterns for the holiday lights. I’ll give him a call.”

“Thank you,” Clara replied, pulling a pocket notebook from her bag. She’d never carried a notebook on a personal outing, but today felt different. She opened it, pen poised.

The small wooden bench near the stall creaked under Clara’s weight. She scribbled a quick sketch of the empty platter, the note’s words, and the title “Holiday Hearth” underlined in bold.

Pierre hopped onto the bench, his small paws making faint indentations on the cold wood. He looked up, his dark eyes reflecting the glimmer of the snow-covered market.

“What do you think, Pierre?” Clara said, half-joking. She knew the French Bulldog didn’t understand the words, but she imagined his keen sense of smell could pick up something she could not.

He gave a soft whine, his tail thumping the bench lightly. As if on cue, a gust of wind sent a flurry of snow spiraling across the plaza, catching a metal hook dangling from the nearby stall. The hook clanged against the iron frame, a metallic sound that cut through the murmur of market chatter.

A man in a wind-blown coat hurried past, his cheeks flushed from the cold. He paused by the bakery stall, glancing at his watch, then checked the empty space where the gingerbread house should have sat. His eyes—dark, scanning—settled on Clara, momentarily, before he turned away. He had a scar on his left cheek, a faint one that made the skin look as if it had been gently rubbed over something rough.

Clara’s heart thudded.

She rose, smoothing the folds of her coat, and approached the bakery stall. Behind the counter stood Maeve O’Connor, a woman whose presence seemed to command the entire market. Maeve was middle-aged with copper-red hair pulled back into a neat bun, her face lined with soft laugh lines that hinted at years of early mornings and late nights kneading dough.

“Maeve!” Clara called, pulling her scarf tighter around her neck.

Maeve turned, shoulders shedding flour from the previous night’s baking. “Clara, dear, what brings you back so early? I thought you’d be still at the library that’s still... empty without you,” she said, smiling in a way that hid any hint of nervousness. Snow fell in soft, silent clumps onto her apron, catching on the sugary glaze of a fresh batch of mince pies.

“I’m afraid the holiday hearth went missing,” Clara said, laying the crumpled note on the counter between them. “It seems someone took it, and there’s this... message. ‘Don’t let the past melt away.’”

Maeve’s eyes widened for a split second, then softened as she traced the words with a fingertip. “That’s... odd. I don’t recall leaving any notes. Who would do something like this?”

“You were supposed to unveil the gingerbread house today, weren’t you?” Clara asked. “The whole town has been looking forward to it.”

Maeve sighed, wiping a speck of flour from her cheek. “We built that house together with Victor Langley. He’s retired now, but he offered to help, and we thought it would be a way to bridge the old and the new. The recipe is... well, special. The secret ingredient actually comes from his late wife’s diary—her signature spice blend. It’s a family secret.”

Clara felt the weight of those words. ‘Past’—the note may be referring to that very secret, a secret that the market had inadvertently exposed.

Maeve glanced out the window, where the snow-covered market bustled.

“Victor spent most of his mornings at the library, digging through genealogy archives,” she said. “He likes to keep his mind sharp, you know. He’s a bit of an old-school gentleman, always with a notebook and a magnifying glass.”

“And the lighting crew?” Clara asked. “Did anyone else have access?”

Maeve’s brows knit. “Well, Gus ‘Glimmer’ Malone—he’s the town’s ‘lighting wizard.’ He designed the chandelier that’s going to hang over the fireplace tonight, and he was supposed to install tiny LED lights inside the gingerbread house. He leaves a lot of his work in the workshop attached to the old mill, but he usually comes over to help set things up a few hours before closing. He might have had a chance.”

Clara noted the new detail. She could already see the faces forming a puzzle: Mae’s culinary passion, Victor’s genealogical obsession, Gus’s work with lights. And then there was the cryptic note—what past did it refer to? Family secrets? Old grievances?

Pierre, ever the attuned companion, nudged his nose against the note, then lifted his head, ears pricked. He looked toward the back of the stall, where a narrow walkway led beyond the market’s edge, hidden behind a canopy of evergreen boughs.

Clara’s eyes followed his gaze. A figure stood partially concealed—a silhouette barely visible against the snowy backdrop. The figure wore a thick coat, a woolen hat pulled low over the ears, and stood there for only a heartbeat before disappearing into the crowd.

“The wind is getting stronger,” Maeve muttered, wrapping a dish towel around her shoulders. “You should get warm, Clara. The market will be opening in an hour, and they’ll need help setting up the stage. If you don’t mind, could you... would you... help with the decorations?”

Clara considered. Though her instincts were pulling her toward the mystery, a part of her loved the familiarity of community, of being useful. She nodded, and with that simple agreement, she stepped into a role she hadn’t anticipated.

“Of course,” she said
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