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“I like your house,” came the soft, feminine whisper from just behind my ear.

It’s funny how life can change in the blink of an eye. One moment, you’re walking through the front door, the next... well, let's just say, I’m about to die.

That’s not an I think I’m about to die, some stupid metaphor either. I am literally moments away from what I’m pretty sure will be a very painful and violent death.

It’s weird, I never thought in a million years that someone complimenting my home would fill me with such absolute, unbridled terror as it did now. 

I was presently standing in the entrance to my home, staring at my husband's odd smile as the smell of wine and copper puffed past my ear. To say I was terrified would be a bit of an understatement. 

But perhaps this isn’t the best place to start. For that, I think we need to rewind about a month. Back to when all the troubles started. 

You know, I look back to that day, the day before the cookie contest, and I can’t help but realize how silly it was now. How could so much trouble come from a single tray of ruined cookies?

I suppose I should start by introducing myself.

My name is Nora Vanhorn, and I’ve been a lifelong resident of Raven’s Bluff, and if there’s one thing I’m known for, it’s my cookies. 

I run Vanhorn’s Cookies and Crumble, the little shop just down by the harbor, where the air always smells like gingerbread and sugar. 

It’s the best, and only, cookie shop in Raven’s Bluff, my little corner of New England. 

I’ve been told I have that classic New England look. Dark, almost raven hair, always pulled back, and blue eyes that make me look sharper than I feel most days.

I’m not all that tall, but I make up for it in determination, especially when it comes to baking. 

I’ve lived here all my life, surrounded by the smell of saltwater and the fog that rolls in every morning like it’s on a schedule. 

It’s the kind of town where everybody knows everybody, and news travels faster than the tide. 

Some people call it sleepy, but to me, it’s anything but. Especially now, with Christmas right around the corner. 

Raven’s Bluff is one of those picture-perfect seaside villages. The kind that tourists flock to in the summer for the quaint clapboard houses.

There’s a lot of things to attract tourists here. From the lighthouses dotting the rocky coast, and the centuries-old stories of witches, shipwrecks, and pirates. 

It was founded in 1642, making it one of America’s oldest towns, but you’d think it hasn’t changed much since then, save for the cars parked along our narrow, cobbled streets, and the lack of Puritans trying to hang witches. 

Speaking of which, we’ve got our share of ghost stories, too. 

Every village around here does, but ours are special, a bit darker, though we try to keep things light for the tourists.

The people here are as much a part of the town as the sea is. Take Mrs. Claus, for instance. Yes, that’s her real name. 

She’s the widow of the late Samuel Claus, who died in a boating accident some years back. 

She’s a sweet old lady who dresses in Victorian gowns and runs the town’s historical tours. Everyone loves her, even though she’s the biggest gossip this side of Salem. 

Then there is Officer Miles Harris. Don’t ever call him Miles. Trust me, it’s not pretty. The guy hates the name, so we all just call him Harris.

He’s one of the newest residents of Raven’s Bluff, having moved here from Miami just last year. 

The poor guy doesn’t know what to make of us yet. I swear, he still thinks we’re all part of some New England version of a soap opera. 

Honestly, I can’t really disagree with the sentiment.

And then there’s the town's official resident baker and confectioner. Me. 

I’ve been baking cookies for as long as I can remember. My husband, James, takes care of the business side of things.

Thank goodness, because if it were up to me, the shop would probably crumble, just like one of my disastrous charms. 

You see, I’m a witch, or at least I try to be. I’m better with a whisk than a wand, to be honest. 

Every time I try to cast a spell, it backfires. Like today, with the gingerbread.

It's not that I can't do magick, it’s just...  it doesn’t always work out the way I want it to. 

My cookies are good, though, and people come from all over for them. 

Some folks even claim they have a bit of magic in them, and who am I to disagree? 

But when I try anything beyond baking, well, that’s when things get tricky. Because most of my spells tend to blow up in my face. 

Who knew a little gingerbread could stir up so much trouble?

But trouble, as I’ve learned, can have a way of finding you. Especially when you’re a witch living in Raven’s Bluff.

You see, all magick has a price. And sometimes that price outweighs the benefits. 

I think that is what started all the troubles. 

This little backfired spell. It was in this moment, I think, that changed everything. But perhaps I should explain it from the beginning.

There’s something comforting about this place, even when things go sideways. 

Who knows, maybe it’s just the way the mist wraps itself around the harbor in the mornings. Or how the townsfolk wave from their porches, even when they’ve heard the latest rumor about you. 

This town breathes like an old friend, full of life and secrets, especially around the holidays. 

And with the cookie contest coming up, the whole town’s buzzing.

Every December first, Raven’s Bluff residents kickoff the Yuletide season with the annual Christmas cookie contest.

The Christmas cookie contest, you see, was the highlight of the year around here. It was even bigger than the Fourth of July fireworks, and ten times more competitive than the annual fishing derby. 

You wouldn’t think a bunch of sugar, flour, and butter could bring out such rivalries, but it’s part of the town’s long list of standing traditions. 

Generations of bakers have put their hearts and family recipes into this competition, each one trying to outdo the last. 

Winning means more than just a ribbon and bragging rights. It’s like being crowned royalty for the whole next twelve months. 

Of course, this year, I was set and determined on making sure that the crown was coming home with me.  

That was before the gingerbread disaster.

I was staring at the tray of rock-hard men, wondering if I should get a hammer to break them up for disposal, when James poked his head into the kitchen.

“Are you alright in here?” He had that look on his face, half amused, half concerned. 

He was used to this. The magic mishaps. The ruined batches of cookies. The occasional kitchen fire. Though that was only once. Or twice. Okay, so three times.

I crossed my arms and sighed, shaking my head. 

“Unless you think the judges are looking for masonry in the shape of cookies this year, I’m in trouble,” I said, in complete and total irritation with myself.

He laughed, his warm chuckle filling the room like it always did when I needed it most. “Hey, babe, just relax. You’ll be fine. Just bake another batch. Shouldn’t be a big deal.”

“That was my other batch,” I grumbled.

I wiped my hands off on a hand towel and threw it down onto the counter in frustration. 

“Now I don’t have anything, and the contest is tomorrow,” I said in exasperation.

James leaned against the counter, arms crossed, giving me that supportive husband look. “You’ve still got time, hunny. Besides, it’s not like anyone in town can bake like you.”

“Yeah!” I said sarcastically, “But I doubt most of them have magical catastrophes ruining their recipes either!” I said, waving a hand at the tray. “I should have just stuck with the normal recipe.”

“Well, sometimes, the simplest things are the best,” he said with a wink. 

He had a point, but still, I wasn’t convinced. Raven’s Bluff was full of talented bakers, and if I was going to win this thing, I needed something special. 

But maybe James was right. Maybe it wasn’t the magick that made my cookies special after all.

“I guess I could just do a new batch without the charm,” I muttered, already mentally running through my pantry’s supplies. “But it’s cutting it close.”

“Close is a lot better than out of the running,” he said, kissing me on the forehead. “And hey, you always do your best under pressure.”

He left me with that thought, and I couldn’t help but smile. 

James was always my biggest fan, even when I wasn’t so sure of myself. And in Raven’s Bluff, it wasn’t just about the cookies. It was about the community, the tradition, and the way everyone came together around the holidays.

That’s what made this town special. It wasn’t perfect, far from it, but it had heart. And that’s why I loved this place.

However, I couldn’t shake this strange feeling. 

It was like deep down, I knew something else was brewing this year, more than just flour and sugar. 

It was a strange, and almost mischievously sinister energy in the air. People had been on edge lately. And to be honest, it made me nervous.

It began small, as these things always tended to. Little things would disappear from shops, decorations being sabotaged. Just a bunch of harmless pranks for the most part.

Initially, we had all thought it was just kids being kids. But then problems began to get worse, and the pranks stopped being funny.

And then there were the rumors about the “Perchten.” It was a bit of an old Christmas legend about a troublemaker dressed like an elf. 

People swore they’d seen him lurking around town. 

Personally, though, I didn’t believe in that nonsense. 

While yes, I am a witch, and sorta capable of doing magick, I still preferred common sense to superstitious fairy tales. 

However, I had to admit, things were feeling a little... well, off this year. 

And it didn’t help that with the cookie contest looming, tensions were definitely running higher than normal. 

Raven’s Bluff might be a small, quiet town most of the year, but around the holidays, it had a way of stirring up trouble. 

I just hoped this year, the trouble wouldn’t find me. 

Unfortunately, it always seemed to do just that. Little did I know, this year, things would be worse than ever.
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The next morning, I was up before dawn, determined to get a fresh batch of cookies baked without any more help. 

I wanted to stick to the basics, no gingerbread spells, no hasty rising incantations. Just me and my trusty old oven. 

As I took note of my ingredients, I couldn't help but feel that familiar twinge of nerves. 

The cookie contest might seem like a lighthearted event, but here in Raven’s Bluff, it was serious business. Veritable intergalactic wars had been started over it.

I glanced out the kitchen window. The fog had rolled in thick over the harbor, as it always did this time of year, and there was a fresh layer of clean white snow on everything. 

The lighthouse beacon cut through the mist, casting an eerie glow over the docks, which was just visible from my front window, where I loved to sit and read. 

It was one of those mornings where the line between past and present seemed to blur. The kind where you could almost hear the creak of old pirate ships or the distant whispers of long gone sailors. 

Raven’s Bluff had a way of holding onto its history, as if the town itself didn’t want to let go of the stories it had collected over the centuries.

“Okay, Nora. Focus,” I muttered to myself, kneading the dough with renewed energy.

As I worked, my mind wandered back to the strange things that had been happening in town. Everyone had their theories about the vandalism and pranks. 

Some blamed the rowdy teenagers from the next town over, others whispered about long forgotten curses tied to the sea. 

But most people seemed convinced it was the Perchten.

I rolled my eyes at the thought. The Perchten was just a folk tale, an old story meant to scare kids into behaving during the holidays. 

A mischievous imp dressed as a Christmas elf, going around causing chaos. It didn’t make any sense, but that didn’t stop the gossip.

Just last night at the bakery, Mrs. Claus had gone on about how she saw someone dressed as the Perchten creeping around her shop. 

Of course, Mrs. Claus also swore she saw a pirate ghost once, so I tended to take her stories with a grain of salt.

Still, I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something was stirring beneath the surface this year. 

Maybe it was just the holiday stress. 

Perhaps it was just nerves at the looming contest. 

Or maybe, just maybe, there actually was something strange going on in our little town. Something more than burnt cookies and broken ornaments.

Just as I was about to pop the first tray of cookies into the oven, there was a sharp knock at the front door. 

My heart skipped a beat. No one visited this early unless there was a good reason.

I wiped my hands on my apron and headed to the door, opening it to find a rather cold and serious looking Officer Harris standing on my porch.

Harris often looked serious most of the time. However, this time, he looked unusually serious, his brow furrowed beneath the brim of his police cap. 

I could tell in an instant, something was definitely wrong

It was either that or he was having an unfortunate side effect of eating at Joe McGill’s Mexican Crab Shack again. 

That’s actually how I first met Harris. Poor guy knocked on my door, hat in hand, with a look of pure desperation on his face. 

My bathroom has never been the same since that fateful day.

“Morning, Nora,” he said, tipping his hat. “Sorry to bother you so early.”

“Is everything okay?” I asked, trying to read the expression on his face.

“There’s been... an incident,” he said, pausing like he wasn’t sure how to continue. “It seems like someone broke into your shop last night and stole a bunch of your display...”

The world seemed to tilt for a moment as his words sank in, and my stomach hit the floor. “What do you mean, broke in?” 

My face flushed hot for a moment, and I stepped back, letting in Harris, as I took a seat in my front hall.

“I’m sorry, Nora. I know this is a shock,” Harris continued, his voice softer now. “We’re still trying to figure out what happened, but it’s a real mess. The whole town’s buzzing about it. I need you to come down to the shop, answer a few questions, and see what all was taken.”

I sighed, untying my apron from around my waist, and put my jacket on before following Harris to his police cruiser. 

The holidays always brought an extra layer of stress to Vanhorn’s Cookies and Crumble, but I loved it. 

Well, at least normally I did; this was the first time anything like this had happened to me.

Christmas in Raven’s Bluff was a magical time, even without the kind of magic people whisper about around here. 

The whole town transformed into a postcard with twinkling lights strung along every street and wreaths hung on every door. 

Even that old lighthouse at the edge of town, the one people swore was haunted, got a garland.

But this year had a shadow hanging over it, and it wasn’t just the broken window display. 

The Perchten, that trouble making little pest, had been up to his antics again. No one knew who he was or where he came from, but he’d been causing all sorts of problems around town these past few weeks.

Decorations had been ripped down, storefronts broken into and vandalized, Christmas displays ruined. 

Now, he had hit my shop, having smashed in the front window in the middle of the night, and had made off with the entire cookie display. 

To say that the police were not amused would be a gross understatement.

Nor was I, for that matter.

“So you're telling me,” Harris said, running a hand through his short, dark hair as he surveyed the mess, “that someone broke into your shop...  Just to steal a few cookies?”

“Seems like it,” I replied, as I swept the shards of glass into a dustpan. “But those cookies are as hard as a rock. Whoever took them is in for a sore jaw.”

“Or maybe they just wanted to cause more trouble,” he grumbled pessimistically under his breath. 

“Do you think this could have been that Perchten character?”

I shrugged, but it wasn’t hard to guess. “Do you have any ideas? I mean, who else would it be?”

Harris shook his head. “Wish I did. Most folks generally have better things to do than messing with cookie displays at four in the morning.”

“Yeah,” I snorted, “like sleeping.”

He gave me a long, skeptical look, the same one he’d been giving me since he moved here from Miami. 

Small town life like ours clearly didn’t agree with him. It was too slow, too quiet, too much history tied up in old legends like ours. 

But I could tell he was trying to make it work, even if he still thought the Perchten was just some prankster, not the walking nightmare some people swore he was.

“Well, I’ll make a report,” Harris said, pulling out his notepad and began to survey the damage. 

“But don’t expect much,” he added,  “If this really is that elf, he’s been slipping through our fingers for weeks. No one’s even caught a glimpse of him.”

I nodded, though I wasn’t sure what good a report would do. The Perchten wasn’t your average vandal, if he was even human at all. 

There was a reason people were starting to get nervous. Christmas was supposed to be a time of goodwill, but with this troublemaker on the loose, Raven’s Bluff was more on edge than ever.

I let out a soft sigh and tried to look at the silver lining of it all.

“Well, at least it wasn’t much of a loss. Those cookies would have broken teeth if anyone tried to eat them.” I said with a soft chuckle.

I gave Harris a playful smile and jokingly added, “Perhaps you should keep an eye on the local dentists for someone who tried to eat a cinder block.”

He chuckled softly in return and said, “I’ll keep that in mind before eating your next batch.”

I swatted him playfully and glanced out the broken window at the mist rolling through the snow covered streets, and I felt that same uneasy feeling again. 

Something really felt off this year.
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It was a rather cold and crisp morning as I trudged through the freshly fallen snow, the air biting at my cheeks. 

Raven’s Bluff was quiet, save for the crunch of my boots on the ground as I made my way to the local market. The narrow streets were lined with old clapboard houses dusted with frost, their chimneys puffing soft trails of smoke into the sky. 

If it weren’t for the break-in at my shop last night, it might’ve been a peaceful morning.

I pulled my scarf tighter, muttering angrily under my breath. “Stealing cookies? Really?”

The broken window was bad enough, but what kind of person breaks into a shop to steal gingerbread? 

I couldn’t help but feel like the whole town had lost its collective mind over this Perchten nonsense. 

Local folklore was one thing, but this was unacceptable. 

When we start having people smashing shopfront windows and taking things, that’s when I draw the line. That was a new low.

I was headed down Main Street when the familiar sight of my oldest friend, Tim Dawson, stepping out of the Black Dog Coffee House made me smile. 

Tim was hard to miss, with his broad shoulders and the way he carried himself like he hadn’t quite left the Army behind. 

His hair was cropped short, and he wore his usual no-nonsense expression that could turn into a grin in an instant when he saw a familiar face. Today, it seemed like I was that familiar face.

“Nora!” he called, waving a takeout coffee cup in the air. “Guess who just snagged the last cinnamon bun?”

I grinned back, despite the sinking feeling in my stomach from the mess at the shop. 

“Oh, you bugger! I wanted one too!” I called back at him teasingly.

He walked toward me, already sipping his coffee, and held up the paper bag. “Care to share? You look like you could use a pick-me-up.”

“Oh God, yes! You have no idea. Had a fun morning dealing with the police.” I replied.

Tim’s brow furrowed, and he shot a concerned look down the street toward my shop. “Seriously? What the heck happened?”

“Someone broke the front window last night and took a batch of cookies right from the display. Left the place a mess. James’s boarding up now, but I still need to figure out how to replace the window.”

Tim shook his head, concern written all over his face. “Sounds like someone’s holiday spirit needs a serious adjustment. You want me to take a look later? I’ve got a toolbox in the car.”

“Thanks, but James’s got George helping him. And you know how those two are. Won't let anyone else near a hammer after the bookshelf incident.”

Tim chuckled. “Right, the great shelf crash of twenty-nineteen. Hard to forget that one.”

I gave him a playful shove, though the memory made me cringe. 

“Hey! In my defense, the instructions were in Swedish.” I said.

“Right, a likely story from the suspect, your honor. However!” he teased in his best Perry Mason impression, “I’m pretty sure the universal symbol for 'don’t lean on this' was clear,” he teased.

“Anyway, you big meany,” I said, laughing as I tried to shift the subject, “How’s the comic book business coming along?”

“Slow and steady,” Tim replied. 

“I’m meeting with a printer next week. Just trying to finalize a few designs first. I could use a fresh set of eyes on it. That is assuming you’re up for it, of course.”

“Sure, I’d love to have a look. As long as it doesn’t involve any heavy lifting. Or shelves.”

Tim grinned. “Deal.”

We walked together down the street, past the shop windows decked out in holiday cheer and twinkling lights that had started popping up on every light post. 

The town was already in full tilt Christmas mode, despite the air still being crisp with the last traces of fall. 

There was always something about Raven's Bluff during this time of year that made it feel like a snow globe town, perfectly contained in its own little festive bubble. 

The lights, garlands, and the smell of pine all just seemed magical to me. And trust me, if there’s one person that knows magick, it’s me. 

It was like the town was determined to be as charming as possible, even with a vandalous Perchten smashing shop windows.

I tentatively glanced at him, then asked, “What do you make of this Perchten thing? ”

Tim shrugged, taking another sip of his coffee. 

“You know me. I’m not big on the whole ghosts and goblins thing. I betcha it’s just someone’s dumb kids having a laugh at the town’s expense.”

“Maybe,” I said, glancing over my shoulder as if the Perchten might be lurking in our shadows. “But I can’t shake the feeling that there’s more to it. Things have been getting weird lately.”

Tim raised an eyebrow. “Weird how?”

“I don’t know how to explain it. It’s more than just a couple of cookies disappearing or some decorations getting trashed,” I said, shrugging in frustration.

“There’s this odd energy in the air. A feeling. It’s like someone, or something, is trying to spoil the holidays.”

Tim, the ever iconic comedian that he was, chuckled and replied in an impressive Yoda voice, “Hmm...A disturbance in the Force, I sense. Like a thousand cookies cried out all at once, and suddenly, silenced they were.”

I punched him playfully in the arm.

“Seriously, Timothy!” I said sternly, “Come on, you know I have a knack for these things. I’m serious, something feels off.”

“Okay! Okay. You win. Seriously, though, if there is some jerk running around in a creepy elf costume, then I say we find him and teach him what happens when you mess with Raven’s Bluff.”

“Right,” I said, “We can string him up to the town tree!”

We both laughed, feeling the weight of the morning lighten a bit as we made our way down Main Street. 

We exchanged small talk about the town's latest issues. Nothing much really, mostly gripes about the weather and how it was affecting business. But the truth was, there was more on my mind. 

I glanced at Tim out of the corner of my eye, wondering how to bring it up delicately. 

You see, he'd been through a lot lately, adjusting to life back in Raven’s Bluff. Having just exited the Army after being deployed overseas.

Military life was a far cry from small town life. I didn’t want to push, but I knew he had seen more than his fair share of action, and it had changed him a bit. 

“So,” I started, trying to choose my words carefully, “how is Julie?”

Tim took a sip from his coffee, his expression neutral. “She’s doing good. Busy with work and stuff, you know how it is.”

I nodded. “That’s good. Sorry, I don’t mean to pry. It’s just haven't seen her around much lately. She’s been keeping to herself?”

Tim shrugged, his eyes scanning the familiar street as we walked. “Yeah, well, she’s more of an introvert. Likes her space.”

“Well, I can’t blame her for that,” I said lightly, though I couldn't help but wonder. 

“Still, I’d love to get to know her better. Maybe we could all have dinner sometime.” I said

He smiled a little. “Playing big sis again?”

I blushed a little. I couldn’t help it with Tim. We had grown up together and had been lifelong friends. We even tried dating for a while, but that had been a little too weird. So we settled for just being friends. Good friends.

“That would be fun. But try to take it easy on her. She’s just a little different. She’s not used to small-town life yet,” he said.

“That makes sense,” I replied, keeping my tone peppy and upbeat. “I guess moving to a place like this can be a bit of an adjustment.”

Tim gave me a grateful look, but he didn’t elaborate. 

I decided not to press him further, instead focusing on being supportive. If he wanted to talk more, he would. Besides, pushing too hard would only make him defensive. 

Tim had always been fiercely protective of the people he cared about, and if Julie was one of them, I wasn’t about to step on any toes.

Finally, at last, we reached my poor, shattered shopfront, where James was busy boarding up the window. The rhythmic sound of hammering was almost deafening and echoed down the street. 

James stood on a ladder, nailing a large sheet of plywood over the broken front window. George, who owns the bookshop next door to us, was helping hold it in place, his expression set in mild irritation.

“Hey, guys, need another hand?” Tim called out, his mood visibly lightening as we approached.

James glanced down at us, then at the makeshift repairs. “Could use a few more nails. We’ll need this thing to hold until the glass comes in.”

I pulled out a small box of nails from my coat pocket and handed one to James. “Here, this should help. I figured we were almost out, so I grabbed some while I was at the store.”

“Thanks, babe,” James muttered, eye-balling me with that knowing gaze. He turned back to his work, hammering the nails in with practiced ease. “What a bloody mess.”

Tim stood beside me, watching James work, but I could tell his mind was still elsewhere, and I knew where.

It happened from time to time with Tim. He had been in a few firefights in his time deployed, and the wounds still haunted him occasionally.

It hurt me to see him like this, but I knew he was coping better than other veterans with PTSD. Though I still gave his arm a gentle, reassuring squeeze.

“Everything’s going to be fine, Tim,” I said softly, keeping my voice steady. “Just take it one step at a time.”

Tim nodded without responding, but I could tell he appreciated the words. 

I was probably one of the people he allowed to see that side of him, and just be there. 

Sometimes, that’s all you could do. Just be there for the people you care about, even when you didn’t have all the answers.

“Thanks,” he said, and wrapped me in his arm, pulling me to his side momentarily for a half-hug. 

The cold bite of the early morning air had seeped through my sweater, making me shiver, so I appreciated the momentary warmth of his body. Fixing a broken window in December was not how I planned to start my weekend.

Next to him, George from the bookshop next door wrestled with the other side of the plywood sheet. He grumbled and cursed softly under his breath as he struggled, trying to hold it in place while James fought to secure it as best he could.

“I swear, it’s like these hooligans have no respect for small businesses anymore,” George said, puffing out a visible cloud of breath into the chilly air.

I nodded in agreement, though my thoughts were a jumble of confusion. Who breaks into a cookie shop? 

Of all the shops to target in Raven's Bluff, why mine? It wasn’t like I kept much cash on hand. If they wanted gingerbread, they could’ve asked; I would've happily handed over a batch or two just to avoid the mess.

“I’ll bet it was that Perchten,” James muttered under his breath, driving another nail into the board.

“Don’t start with that nonsense,” I replied, though I couldn’t help the small knot of unease that twisted in my stomach. 

The Perchten, or whoever was causing this holiday chaos, had been all anyone talked about for weeks now. 

It was one thing when it was harmless pranks, like the time someone tied all of Mrs. Claus’s Christmas lights into a giant ball. 

Now that had been hilarious. It was a mean joke, but it was harmless, and made half the town come together to help her untangle the mess. 

However, breaking my window and stealing cookies? That felt very personal and very low.

George chuckled dryly. “You two and your mythical creatures. My money’s on some bored kids trying to stir up trouble. Besides, what’s a Perchten want with gingerbread cookies?”

George is a middle-aged man, his hair mostly gray with just a hint of darker strands that could be described as more salt than pepper, and his thick, bushy mustache is almost iconic in the village. 

He’s the kind of person who always has a warm smile and a helpful suggestion for the perfect book. 

His used bookstore was a cozy, welcoming place that was filled with shelves of well-loved novels, biographies, and local histories. 

Recently, George had added a small coffee bar to his shop. Which was quickly becoming a town favorite. In no small part thanks to Julee, the cute, adorable, and ever energetic barista he hired. 

I loved how the smell of fresh coffee blends perfectly with the scent of old pages, making the shop a little haven in town. 

However, I had noticed some mild tensions with Sandra and Mitchell, who ran the Black Dog Coffee House up the street, ever since he opened his little Coffee bar in his shop.

I forced a smile. “Yeah, probably just kids,” I said, though I wasn’t entirely convinced. 

As I had said to Tim, it felt like there was a strange tension in the air this year, something that hung over Raven’s Bluff like the thick fog rolling in off the harbor. 

Tim’s Star Wars joke had actually not been far off the mark. 

People were jumpy, and while I didn't believe in elves running around smashing windows, the whole town seemed on edge.

James climbed off the ladder and brushed off his hands. 

“That should hold for now,” he said, stepping back to examine the makeshift repair. 

“I’ll call Mike later to see if he can come by and replace the glass,” he said, talking about the landlord.

“Oh, he’s going to love this,” I said, rolling my eyes. I wasn’t too keen on our landlord. He was nice enough, but I always got this weird vibe around him.

“Well, at least the damage is minimal. It could have been  a heck of a lot worse.” I said.

I tried to keep my tone light, but the truth was that I was more rattled than I cared to admit. 

The window could be fixed, but the violation of someone breaking into my shop? That wasn’t so easily fixed. It left me feeling vulnerable. A sensation I personally hated feeling.

As George picked up his tools, he gave me a small smile. “If you need anything, you know where to find me. I’ll be in the shop all day, doing inventory. Again.” 

He rolled his eyes, as if sorting through stacks of books was a never-ending battle.

“Thanks, George, we owe you. Why don’t you ask Julee to help?” I asked, waving as he headed back next door. 

He waved back, his eyes lighting up as if I had given him the world's greatest idea and said, “Not a bad idea. Oh, and no problem, but I expect you to win that cookie contest and bring home that trophy.” 

He waved again as he ducked in through his doorway.

I smiled broadly, “You know I will!” I called after him, sounding much more confident than I felt. 

I looked at the plywood covering the hole that used to be my front window, and felt a small tear roll down my cheek.  

James lingered for a moment at my side, his brow furrowed as he looked at the boarded-up window. “You sure you’re okay?” he asked, his voice softening.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said quickly, though the unease still clung to me like the December frost. “It’s just a window.”

“And the cookies?” he asked with a raised eyebrow, knowing full well how much work I’d put into the display.
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