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The first real snow of the season lay in a soft, glittering blanket over Main Street. Holly Ives wrapped her scarf a little tighter and pushed open the door to Misfits & Manuscripts, the bell above jingling like a tiny greeting. Inside, the shop smelled of pine, cocoa, and the faint tang of old paper—-a comforting mix she never tired of. Comet, her cat, was already perched on the counter, tail flicking with deliberate purpose.

"Well, good morning, boss," Holly murmured, scratching behind his ears. The cat purred low, almost like he was issuing a warning: Pay Attention, today might be interesting. Holly chuckled softly. Comet had a way of noticing things that no one else did, and somehow, she trusted him more than anyone else in town.

December 1st. 

The festival season officially began today, and Candlewake hummed with anticipation. Holly had spent the last week preparing for her storytime booth—-cardboard boxes filled with picture books about snowmen and reindeer, construction paper cut into snowflake shapes, jars of glitter that would inevitably end up everywhere. She loved this part of the season: the little hands reaching for stories, the wide-eyed wonder when she read about magic and miracles.

She moved through the shop, straightening stacks of books and humming a little tune. One fell from the top shelf, landing open on the counter with pages fanned perfectly. Holly tilted her head.

"Really, Comet?" 

The cat blinked slowly, tail curling in a perfect question mark. She laughed softly. A faint shimmer lingered in the air above the counter, catching the morning light in a way that made her blink twice.

Candlewake had a way of sprinkling little surprises into the ordinary mornings, and she liked noticing them.

A chime at the door pulled her attention. "Good morning, Holly!" called Faye Cedar from her bakery across the street, her voice carrying through the crisp air. The scent of gingerbread and cinnamon drifted temptingly toward the shop.

"Morning, Mrs. Cedar! Everything smells dangerous," Holly replied smiling.

"Dangerous enough to be delicious," Faye Cedar said, laughing. "The holiday season's officially here. Are you ready for the festival?"

"Almost. Just need to haul everything over to the square." Holly tucked her hands into her coat pockets and stepped outside. Main Street glimmered under the fresh snow. Garlands of pine and red ribbon draped from lamppost to lamppost. Shopkeepers adjusted wreaths and twinkling lights. A group of children already skated on the fountain ice, scarves trailing behind them, laughter ringing in the cold air.

She loaded her wagon with boxes and began the short walk to the town square. A little girl in a bright red coat spotted her and ran over, boots crunching in the snow.

"Miss Holly! Are you doing stories today?"

"I am! And we're making snow globe ornaments afterward."

The girl's eyes went wide. "Can I help?"

"Of course. I'll need all the helpers I can get." Holly winked, and the girl beamed before running back to her friends, already shouting about snow globes and glitter.

Comet trotted alongside her, tail high, pausing occasionally to sniff at a lamppost or watch a snowflake drift past his nose. Holly noticed Mr. Birch at Birch & Bale, balancing a stack of poinsettias outside.

"It's busier than usual this year," he called with a chuckle. "The

town's charming itself right off the map!"

Holly smiled. "It always does."

She arrived at the square and began setting up her booth—-a small wooden table draped with a red-and-white checkered cloth, stacks of picture books arranged by size, jars of crayons and markers in every color. A hand-painted sign was propped against the front.

​Storytime with Miss Holly 

​10 AM & 2 PM.

The square buzzed with activity. Vendors unloaded crates of hot cocoa mix and candy canes. The town council strung lights across the gazebo.

Carolers gathered near the fountain, warming up their voices with scales and snippets of "Deck the Halls."

Holly straightened a stack of books and let herself take it all in. The energy, the excitement, the way Candlewake seemed to glow just a little brighter on the first day of December. Comet leapt onto the table, settling into a patch of sunlight, eyes half-closed but still watchful.

She scratched his head. "You're on duty, huh?"

A few minutes before nine, Mrs. Klaus made her way across the square, leaning on her cane, eyes twinkling with mischief. "Holly, dear, have you heard?"

Holly looked up from arranging glitter jars. "Heard what?"

Mrs. Klaus leaned in conspiratorially, lowering her voice as though sharing a secret. "They say a new man has bought the old Winterveil Farm. Tall, quiet sort. Came in just last week. Some say he's here for good."

Holly's eyebrows lifted. "Really?" She hadn't noticed anyone new out by the farm, yet something about Candlewake made it feel as though the town was already whispering his presence.

"Mmm-hmm. Keeps to himself, from what I hear. But you know how it is, Candlewake has a way of drawing people in." Mrs. Klaus gave her a knowing look before continuing on her way.

Holly stood there for a moment, letting the words settle like snow on her shoulders. A new man. At Winterveil. She imagined him strolling down Main Street, pausing to admire the twinkling lights or the fountain frozen mid-laugh, oblivious to the little magical details only she and Comet seemed to notice.

Comet, ever her companion and confidant, twitched his ears and blinked slowly, tail curling as though affirming that the stranger's arrival would matter, though in ways she didn't yet understand.

"Well," Holly murmured to herself, straightening a jar of markers. "I suppose we'll see."

Mr. Birch wandered over, balancing two cups of steaming cocoa. "Thought you could use this," he said, handing her one.

"You're a lifesaver." Holly wrapped her cold fingers around the cup, inhaling the sweet warmth.

"So, Mrs. Klaus got to you already?" He grinned.

Holly laughed. "Does she ever miss an opportunity?"

"Never. Though this time, she's not wrong. I saw him myself

Yesterday, loading lumber into that old barn. Looked like he knew what he was doing."

"Hmm." Holly sipped her cocoa, curiosity tingling in her chest. Who was he? Where was he staying? Had he discovered Candlewake's charm yet, or was he as unsuspecting as the tourists she helped every day?

Before she could think too much about it, children began gathering around her booth, bouncing on their toes with excitement. The festival was beginning, and Holly had stories to tell.

By ten o'clock, a dozen children sat cross-legged in front of Holly's booth, mittens tucked into coat pockets, eyes wide with anticipation. Parents hovered nearby with cameras and thermoses of hot chocolate. Comet had relocated to the corner of the table, watching the proceedings with regal detachment.

Holly held up a picture book with a glittering snowman on the cover. "Who's ready for a story?"

"Me! Me!" The chorus of voices rang out, breathless and eager.

She settled onto her stool and opened the book. "Once upon a time, in a town much like Candlewake, there lived a snowman who could only come to life on the first snow of December..."

The children leaned in, captivated. Holly read with warmth and expression, her voice rising and falling with the rhythm of the story.

She loved this, watching their faces light up at the magical moments, hearing their gasps when the snowman first blinked his coal eyes.

When the story ended, a little boy in a green hat raised his hand.

"Miss Holly, do you think snowmen are really magic?"

Holly smiled. "In Candlewake? I think anything's possible." She winked, and the children giggled.

After the story, she guided them through the art project, making miniature snow globe ornaments. She handed out clear plastic bulbs, tiny figurines, glitter, and bottles of glue. "Now, the secret is to not use too much glitter," she said, knowing full well that advice would be ignored.

Within minutes, glitter covered the table, the ground, and at least three children's faces. Holly laughed, helping a girl with braids carefully position a tiny reindeer inside her ornament. Comet batted at a stray sequin, tail flicking with amusement.

"Look, Miss Holly! Mine has a snowman and a Christmas tree!" A boy held up his creation proudly, shaking it so the glitter swirled.

"That's beautiful! You're a real artist."

The parents thanked her as they collected their children, ornaments clutched carefully in small hands. Holly waved them off, brushing glitter from her apron. The square had filled with more people now; tourists snapping photos, locals chatting over cider, the carolers launching into "Silent Night."

She took a moment to wander through the festival, greeting neighbors and admiring the other booths. Mrs. Cedar's bakery stand was doing brisk business, gingerbread cookies stacked in neat pyramids. Mr. Thompson sold hand-carved wooden toys. trains, rocking horses, and tiny sleighs. Everything sparkled: the thin layer of snow on the eaves, the fairy lights strung between lampposts, the sun catching prisms in the frost.

Holly paused to help a child untangle a scarf from a lamppost and straightened a ribbon in a toy shop display. Comet trotted beside her, tail high, occasionally stopping to peer at tiny magical details only he or she noticed: a snowflake hovering longer than it should, a ribbon shifting in a gentle breeze that didn't quite exist.

By early afternoon, Holly felt the pleasant exhaustion of a morning well spent. She sipped cocoa from her thermos and let the warmth seep through her fingers. The festival hummed around her, alive and joyful. But in the back of her mind, she kept thinking about the mysterious man at Winterveil. Who was he? And why did Comet keep glancing toward the edge of town, as if waiting for something?

Around two o'clock, Holly realized she'd run out of construction paper. "I'll be right back," she told the little girl helping her organize supplies. "Watch the booth for me?"

The girl nodded seriously, as though entrusted with a great responsibility. Holly hurried back to Misfits & Manuscripts, Comet trotting ahead of her. She pushed open the door, and the familiar jingle greeted her, but something felt different. The air was warmer, as if someone had just left. A faint scent lingered, woodsmoke and pine, clean and earthy, distinctly unfamiliar.

Holly paused, frowning slightly. "Comet?" The cat was already at the counter, tail flicking with unusual intensity.

And then she saw it.

A bright red antique mailbox sat on her counter, gleaming as if freshly polished. Golden script along the side read: 

​Santa's Letters -For all ages.

It definitely had not been there before she left.

Holly approached slowly, as if the mailbox might vanish if she moved too quickly. It was beautiful, vintage, with ornate brass hinges and a small flag on the side. She ran her fingers over the smooth metal; it was cool to the touch despite the warmth in the shop.

"Where did you come from?" she whispered.

Comet sat beside it, purring loudly, clearly saying, I told you today would be interesting.

Holly noticed other small changes. A book on the shelf near the door had been moved, re-shelved in the wrong section. The stack of bookmarks on the counter sat at a slightly different angle. Someone had been here.

Someone had touched her things, moved through her space, and left this... gift?

She lifted the mailbox's small door and peered inside. Empty. But there was a tiny folded card tucked into the corner. Holly pulled it out, hands trembling slightly.

The card was simple, cream-colored, with neat handwriting in dark ink:

​"For the magic-keepers of Candlewake. 

​May your wishes find their way home."

No signature. No name. Just that.

Holly's heart fluttered. This wasn't just some random festival decoration. This was deliberate. Personal. Someone had chosen her shop, her counter, for this mailbox. And whoever it was knew about Candlewake's magic or, at the very least, believed in it.

She thought of Mrs. Klaus's words: Tall, quiet sort. L Came in just last week. Could it have been him? The man from Winterveil?

Comet meowed softly, as if confirming her suspicion. 

Holly tucked the card into her apron pocket and grabbed the construction paper from the back room. Her mind buzzed with questions as she locked the door behind her. Who was he? Why had he left this? And more importantly, when would she see him?

She hurried back toward the square, Comet padding along beside her, she couldn't shake the feeling that the festival, the whole season, had just become much more interesting.

Holly was so distracted thinking about the mailbox that she didn't notice the man until she'd already run into him. One moment, she was rounding the corner of Main Street, arms full of construction paper and ribbon. The next, she collided with something solid, someone solid, and the supplies went flying.

"Oh! I'm so sorry!" Holly gasped, stumbling back.

Strong hands steadied her by the shoulders. "No, that was my fault. Are you all right?"

Holly looked up and up into the bluest eyes she'd ever seen. The man was tall, just as Mrs. Klaus had said, with dark hair slightly tousled by the wind and a faint dusting of snow on his coat. He had a kind face, weary but warm, and a small smile played at the corners of his mouth.

"I- yes. I'm fine." She blinked, suddenly very aware that his hands were still on her shoulders. He seemed to realize it at the same moment and stepped back, clearing his throat.

"Let me help you with that." He crouched down, gathering the scattered paper and ribbon with efficient movements. Holly knelt beside him, cheeks warming despite the cold. 

"Thank you. I wasn't paying attention."

"Neither was I." He handed her the stack of construction paper, their fingers brushing briefly. Holly felt a spark, not magical, exactly, but something close.

Comet appeared then, weaving between the man's legs with a loud, approving purr. The man chuckled, scratching behind the cat's ears. "And who's this?"

"That's Comet. He's my... assistant."

"Good name for a cat." He stood, offering her a hand up. Holly took it, and he pulled her to her feet with ease. "I'm Cole, by the way. Cole Winters."

"Holly. Holly Ives." She smiled, suddenly shy. "Are you... new in town?"

His expression flickered, something between amusement and caution.

"You could say that. Just moved into the old Winterveil place."

Holly's heart skipped. So it was him.

"Winterveil? That's a beautiful property. Are you planning to—-" 

"Fix it up, yeah." He glanced toward the edge of town, where the farm sat just beyond the tree line. "It needs a lot of work, but... I think it has potential."

Holly wanted to ask more about him, about the mailbox, about why he'd chosen Candlewake, but something in his posture told her he wasn't ready to answer those questions. Not yet.

"Well," she said softly, "welcome to Candlewake. It's a special place."

Cole's smile deepened, and for a moment, his guarded expression softened. "I'm starting to see that."

He tipped his head in a small nod, then turned and walked away, hands tucked into his coat pockets. Holly stood there, clutching her construction paper, watching him disappear into the crowd.

Comet meowed, tail flicking knowingly.

"Yeah," Holly murmured, a smile tugging at her lips. "I know."

By the time the festival wound down, the sun had dipped low, casting long golden shadows across the square. The carolers finished their final song, voices blending in perfect harmony. Parents gathered sleepy children, ornaments clutched carefully in mittened hands. Vendors began packing up their booths, laughter and chatter fading into the quiet hush of evening.

Holly helped Faye Cedar stack leftover gingerbread cookies into boxes.

"Another successful festival opening," Faye Cedar said warmly. "And I saw you talking to that handsome stranger."

Holly's cheeks flushed. "We just... bumped into each other."

"Mmm-hmm," her eyes twinkled. "Well, something tells me you'll be bumping into him again."

Holly laughed softly, not disagreeing.

She packed up her own booth, folding the checkered cloth and stacking the leftover books into her wagon. Comet sat in the middle of it all, refusing to move until she gently lifted him and set him on the ground.

"You're impossible," she told him fondly.

The walk home was quiet, peaceful. Main Street glowed softly under the streetlamps, fairy lights twinkling like captured stars. A few stragglers lingered outside shops, chatting over the last cups of cider. Holly waved to them as she passed, her breath misting in the cold air.

As she reached the edge of town, she paused. In the distance, just beyond the tree line, the old Winterveil barn glowed with a soft, amber light. It wasn't harsh or electric. It was warm, inviting, almost alive. The light seemed to curl upward into the darkening sky, like smoke from a fire but gentler, more deliberate.

Holly stopped walking, transfixed. She'd seen the barn a hundred times before, but she'd never seen it like this. Comet sat beside her, tail flicking slowly, eyes fixed on the glow. He didn't seem surprised. If anything, he seemed... expectant.

"What is that?" Holly whispered, though she wasn't sure if she was asking Comet or herself.

The mailbox. The collision. The glow. It all clicked together in her mind like pieces of a puzzle she hadn't realized she was solving. Cole Winters wasn't just a man fixing up an old farm. There was something more to him. Something Candlewake had noticed. Something even Comet seemed to understand.
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