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      The tinkling of sleigh bells filled the air as Lily Harper hung a wreath on the door of The Holiday Emporium. She stepped back, admiring the way the deep green of the pine needles contrasted with the cheerful red bow and the small gold bells surrounding the wreath. It was perfect, but then, everything about Christmas and her store was perfect. She pinched herself because after all this time she still appreciated the life she’d built catering to the festive season. Although she loved every holiday, Christmas was her favorite time of year, and the glow of the season carried her through the other eleven months until December came around again.

      She glanced down at her faithful Dalmatian. Domino gazed back at her with adoration in his deep brown eyes. As she scratched behind his ears, Domino moved closer, groaning at her touch. Then he rubbed his face against her, leaving a fine dusting of white fur on her black trousers. “I knew you’d agree with me,” she said. “Now, let’s get inside before we freeze. The weather’s colder than usual.”

      The bell over the door jingled as Lily stepped back inside. She brushed a few snowflakes from her hair and turned to admire the fresh wreath she’d just hung. Its red and white bow was a cheerful splash of color against the frosted glass.

      Inside the store, warmth met her like a welcome hug. The shop smelled of Christmas. Cinnamon and clove drifted through the air from the simmering pot in the small kitchen behind the store. The rich scent of pine from the garlands melded with the vanilla and sugar aroma from the tray of cookies she’d baked when she’d risen at sunrise. The faint citrus tang of dried orange slices, tied to the tree with ribbons, underpinned it all.

      Domino trotted in behind her, his nails tapping on the wooden floor, and shook himself, sending a few drops of melted snow into the air. He sneezed once, then padded over to his favorite spot by the heater, curling up with a contented sigh.

      Lily set her gloves down and paused. Wrapping paper, candle wax and cocoa blended into a perfect, comforting scent. Her little shop glowed. She’d been busy over the past weeks transforming the store’s theme from Halloween to a Christmas grotto. Twinkling lights draped every surface, and shelves that once held jack-o’-lanterns and witch hats now boasted an array of ornaments, tinsel, and festive figurines.

      At nine, her best friend, Zoe Foster, bustled in, her arms laden with boxes. “You’ll never guess what I discovered in the library’s attic.” Domino’s ears perked up as if he understood her words, and he gave a soft woof.

      Lily lifted her eyebrows. Zoe was a keen amateur historian and was always unearthing something, although often her finds weren’t as riveting to her friends as they were to Zoe herself. “Cemetery records?” she asked. The women had recently solved a case relating to the town’s graveyard. Maybe more evidence had turned up.

      “No, I’ve found original decorations from Hollowhaven’s first Christmas festival in 1889.”

      Lily hurried to help Zoe, clearing a space on the counter. “That’s amazing. Let’s see them…are they in good condition?”

      “Yes,” Zoe said. “They’re perfect.” She peeled back the brittle lid of the first box, then carefully lifted a layer of crinkled tissue paper. Inside lay the antique glass ornaments, soft with age and shimmer. The light from the shop’s front window caught them, scattering small glints of color across the counter: ruby reds, silvered blues, and gentle golds. A few had seasonal details: a sprig of holly, a cottage, a starburst edged in flaking glitter. She picked up a delicate silver ball with a snowflake design pressed into the surface and held it out. 

      Lily took it between her fingers, raising it up to the light. The bauble was so thin she could see her skin through it. “This is like holding a snowflake, except that it’s not melting,” she said. “It’s fragile, but still perfect.”

      Zoe nodded in agreement. “Just like Christmas should be.”

      She gave a small laugh. “Except mine ends with me burning the cookies and Domino stealing the tinsel.”

      At the mention of his name, Domino’s tail thumped once, and both women laughed.

      She set the ornament back into its tissue nest. “Where are you going to display them?”

      “We could display them at the Town Hall later. Right now, let’s keep them here so they don’t get mixed up with the newer stuff or get broken by the volunteers. We can put them in your window as part of your own Christmas display.”

      Lily unwrapped a few of them. “These are stunning, Zoe. Hand-painted, obviously. I’ll put a few of them in my window display right now.” She selected several of the most unusual pieces: the silver snowflake ball, a ruby red ornament with delicate gold filigree, and a golden bell. “They’ll be perfect in the front window, and my customers will love them.” She moved to the window display, gently arranging the ornaments among the twinkling lights, where they caught the morning sun and cast rainbow prisms across the shop floor.

       Zoe pulled out a faded photograph from the second box. It showed a group of stern-faced Victorian-era townsfolk gathered around a huge Christmas tree. 

      “This man looks familiar.” Lily scrunched up her forehead, trying to remember where she’d seen his picture before.

      “It’s Edward Blackwood, Victor and Vivian’s great-grandfather. It’s from the 1889 Christmas festival.” 

      In the background, the massive Christmas tree displayed hundreds of ornaments, many of them remarkably similar to the ones they had just unwrapped. “Did these decorations originate from that festival?” Lily asked.

      “I think so. According to the records I found, Edward Blackwood was the primary sponsor of the event. He commissioned an extensive collection of decorations.” She tapped the back of the photograph. “See this notation? The Blackwood Christmas Collection—December 1889.”

      “What happened to the collection?”

      Zoe flipped through the papers she’d brought with the boxes. “Because Edward Blackwood disappeared, his will was in probate for seven years. After that, the court distributed the collection to Hollowhaven’s founding families. Sadly, there were arguments about the distribution of the pieces.”

      “What sort of disputes?” Lily asked. The Blackwood family had brought enough controversy to their quiet town.

      “Family inheritance issues, mostly. Some relatives claimed they deserved larger shares of the collection, or that the deceased had promised them specific pieces. Eventually everything settled, and they scattered the collection throughout the town.”

      “Who are the other people with Edward Blackwood?”

      Zoe squinted at the back of the faded image. “Mayor Cornelius Hartwell, Reverend Thomas Morrison, and Mrs. Martha Sterling, collection benefactor.”

      Lily studied the elegant woman standing next to Edward Blackwood. Her posture, elaborate feathered hat, and distinctive vintage pin were typical of the Victorian era.

      “She’s wearing an ornate brooch,” Lily said. The pin was star-shaped, with intricate metalwork featuring holly leaves and berries twined around it. “It looks expensive.”

      “The Sterling family was very wealthy.” Zoe consulted her papers again. “They had textile and shipping interests. According to this, Martha Sterling was a major contributor to the 1889 festival.”

      Domino’s whining grew louder. He stood, padding over to sniff around the boxes again.

      “I wonder who has that pin now,” Lily said, still studying the photograph. “Someone would likely pass that piece down through generations. Are there any Sterlings in town?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. The family name disappeared from local records in the early 1900s. They moved away after having business troubles.” 

      Domino lifted his head and looked toward the boxes. His ears pricked forward, and he made a soft whining sound that Lily had never heard from him before.

      “What is it, boy?” Lily asked. Domino stared intently at the antique ornaments. She stroked his head until he stopped. “Celebrating Christmas seems odd when the town is still reeling from everything that happened at Halloween,” she said to Zoe.

      Her friend nodded. “I know what you mean. But Christmas is a chance for everyone in Hollowhaven to come together, to heal, be happy and proud of our town.”

      Mrs. Brown and her granddaughter, selecting iridescent glass icicles for their tree, interrupted their chat with a question about the ornaments.

      “Yes, these are hand-blown,” Lily said. “They’re from a small workshop in Vermont.”

      The morning brought a steady stream of customers. Mr. Peterson from the bakery came in for emergency replacement lights because their window display had gone dark overnight. Bridget Williams bought three colors of ribbon for decorating the church. Old Mr. Meyer had brightened when Lily had shown him the new selection of German nutcrackers, picking out one that looked remarkably like himself, complete with a miniature mustache.

      After Mrs. Brown left, with Amy clutching their bag of treasures, Lily spotted the mayor through the frosted window, making her way to the shop. Before she could comment to Zoe, the mayor swept in, looking harried. 

      Eliza Thornton, the town’s youngest ever mayor, wore a green pantsuit the shade of pine needles. If she had been standing in front of a tree, it would be hard to pick her out, except for her red scarf and matching gloves. It wasn’t surprising she was bustling about town, as she had been working overtime to restore Hollowhaven’s reputation in the wake of the Halloween scandal.

      She gave them both a wan smile as she came in. “Lily, Zoe, I’m glad I caught you both. I want to discuss the Christmas parade.”

      Lily gestured to the small chair sitting near the fireplace. “Do you want to talk about logistics?”

      As they settled into the plush armchairs, Domino moving over to curl up at Lily’s feet, the mayor sighed. “There is an issue, and it’s a big one.”

      “What is it?” Zoe asked.

      “It’s the Santa situation. Our usual Santa, Mr. Jenkins, has come down with a nasty dose of the flu. He’s totally incapacitated. We need a replacement, and fast, given the parade’s only two days away.”

      “It’s a shame about Victor Blackwood.” Zoe said. “He was very good with the children at Christmas.”

      “That’s not a useful skill in prison.”

      A few months prior, ‘ghosts’ had been haunting the graveyard. The mystery revealed Edward Blackwood, one of Hollowhaven’s founders, as a smuggler. Victor Blackwood, his great-grandson, was behind the haunting, along with his accomplice, Toby Mitchell, the Town Hall’s Records Officer. They had been attempting to frighten everyone away from the graveyard so they could steal the treasures that lay below it in a series of disused tunnels.

      “What about Dr. Holloway?” Lily said.

      Mayor Thornton made a face. “Some people still don’t trust him, since he was acting so mysteriously around Halloween. We now know he wasn’t involved, but what we need is someone above suspicion, someone the whole town can rally behind.”

      “Yes, and that’s a shame for him.” Lily felt a stab of guilt because she’d wondered herself how trustworthy the Doctor was.

      “What about George Turner from the hardware store?” Zoe asked, warming her hands on a mug of cocoa. “He looks the part with his gigantic frame, and rosy cheeks.”

      The mayor shook her head. “He’s on the committee for judging the house decoration contest. He can’t do both roles.”

      “There’s always Harold from the post office,” Lily said. “Oh, wait, no—he’s terrified of children.”

      “Exactly.” The mayor pulled out her tablet and scrolled through a list. “I’ve been through everyone obvious. Frank Mason is too young, Pete Williams works nights at the factory, and Robert Greene is spending Christmas with his daughter in Florida.” She paused, pursing her lips. “I even asked Gerald Stroud.”

      “I like Gerald, but I’m not sure the gravedigger is the right choice,” Lily said.

      “He has a naturally somber demeanor,” Zoe said.

      “He offered to do it if we didn’t find anyone else,” the mayor said. “But we don’t want Santa telling children about the importance of pre-planning their final resting place.”

      Domino sneezed, as if offering his opinion on that option.

      “Did you try the amateur dramatic society?” Lily asked, refilling the Mayor’s cup. “They’re used to performing.”

      “Already checked. They’re all involved in the Christmas pageant.” Mayor Thornton rubbed her temples. “And we need someone who can commit to the entire season—the parade, the tree lighting, visits to the elementary school, the Christmas Eve celebration...”

      “It’s not just about finding someone who looks the part,” Lily said. “They need to be trustworthy, good with children, available for all the events, and...” she trailed off as she noticed Zoe’s expression.

      “What about Charles Whitmore?” Zoe said.

      The mayor’s eyes widened. “The judge?”

      “Why not?” Zoe said, warming to her idea. “He’s admired, he loves kids…think about how he manages the library’s story time. He’s got the white beard, the round belly⁠—”

      “He’s one of the few people in town who wasn’t caught up in the Halloween incident at all,” Lily said. “He was at that judicial conference in Boston for the month.”

      Mayor Thornton stood up straighter, energy returning to her posture. “That could actually work. He’s certainly above reproach, and having a former judge as Santa might help restore some of the dignity we lost during Halloween.” She checked her watch. “I’ll talk to him right away. The parade committee meets at noon.”

      “Speaking of dignity,” Zoe said, “have either of you been to see Vivian Blackwood lately?”

      “No,” Lily said. “Is she still doing her psychic readings?”

      “She’s just started them again. She’s using Victor’s old real estate office,” the Mayor said, surprising both women with her knowledge. “I had to approve a business license renewal. She’s different now. Quieter.”

      “Poor Vivian.” Lily spoke in a sympathetic tone. “I can’t imagine being being deceived by a member of your family. She didn’t know about the tunnels, the smuggling, or the technology that produced the ghosts.”

      Zoe nodded. “Mrs. Adams from the quilting circle told me Vivian’s been visiting Victor in prison. Apparently, she told him she’s more disappointed that he didn’t trust her enough to tell her than she is about what he actually did.”

      “That sounds like Vivian,” the mayor said, with some sympathy present in her tone. She moved towards the front door. “She’s always been unconventional, but honest. Unlike some members of her family.” She hesitated. “Though I have to admit, I wondered at first if she might have been involved.”

      “We all did. But with everything that was going on, everyone seemed to act suspiciously.”

      “I saw Vivian yesterday,” Zoe said. “She said she’s been having new visions about Christmas. She said something about old sins casting long shadows, even at this special time of year.”

      They all fell silent for a moment. A flicker of worry crossed the mayor’s face.

      “Something else is bothering you, isn’t it, Mayor Thornton?” Lily asked.

      Eliza paused as she reached the door. “We’ve received anonymous notes at the Town Hall.”

      “What do they say?” Zoe asked.

      “They suggest we should cancel the Christmas celebrations entirely. That after Halloween, Hollowhaven doesn’t deserve to celebrate anything.”

      The three women exchanged troubled looks before the mayor departed into the snowy morning. Lily wondered if finding a new Santa was going to be the least of their Christmas concerns.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            LILY

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning of the Christmas parade dawned crisp and clear, with a brilliant blue sky that made everything look like a postcard. Lily stood at her shop window, watching Main Street transform into a winter wonderland. The air practically hummed with excitement, and even through the glass, she heard the cheerful chatter of people preparing for what promised to be Hollowhaven’s most magical Christmas parade yet.

      “Lily!” Zoe burst through the door, her cheeks pink from the cold and her hands full of hot chocolates. “I brought sustenance. We’re going to need it—today is going to be absolutely insane.”

      “Thanks, Zoe.” Lily gratefully accepted the hot chocolate. “Please tell me everything is on schedule. Judge Whitmore hasn’t changed his mind about being Santa, has he?”

      “Are you kidding? He’s been practicing his ‘ho ho ho’ all week. Mrs. Whitmore says he’s been trying on the suit every night to make sure it fits perfectly.” Zoe grinned, then lowered her voice conspiratorially. “Though between you and me, I think he’s more nervous than he’s letting on. It’s one thing to preside over a courtroom, but entertaining a street full of children? That’s pressure.”

      Through the window, Lily spotted the judge. Wearing his everyday clothes—a wool coat and his signature bow tie—he resembled Santa. That he’d volunteered after the Halloween scandal had endeared him to the entire town.

      “He’ll be wonderful,” Lily said, watching him stop to chat with her neighbor Mrs. Henderson, who was arranging poinsettias in front of her store. “He has a natural authority, but there’s warmth there too. Children will trust him instantly. That was a brilliant idea of yours to suggest him, Zoe.”

      The bell above the door chimed again, and John Hartwell from Hartwell Antiques stepped inside, stamping snow from his boots. He looked harried, his usually perfectly styled gray hair slightly disheveled.

      “Morning, ladies,” he said, attempting his practiced shopkeeper smile, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Lily, I don’t suppose you have any Christmas ribbon I could borrow? Red velvet, preferably? I’m running short of it for my window display.”

      John’s displays were legendary for their attention to detail. Running short on supplies wasn’t like him at all.

      “Of course,” she said, moving to her supply closet. “Is everything all right? You seem stressed.”

      He laughed, but it sounded forced. “Oh, you know how it is during the holidays. Everyone wants everything to be perfect. I’ve got a potential buyer coming to look at some pieces next week, and I’m trying to make sure everything in the shop looks absolutely pristine.”

      “A buyer?” Zoe perked up with interest. “Anyone we know?”

      “No. We have a new resident in town. She’s renovating one of the old houses. She contacted me about period pieces and antique Christmas items for her renovation, if you can believe it. Perfect timing, really.” John accepted the ribbon Lily handed him, his fingers drumming nervously against the counter. “The parade has me on edge.”

      “Why?”

      “The sleigh’s old. And those animals might be unpredictable.”

      “Marcus Webb inspected the sleigh after he restored it,” she said about the town handyman and builder, who lived on a local farm. “And he knows those reindeer well.”

      “Marcus Webb,” John repeated, and something flickered across his face—too quick for Lily to identify. “Yes, well, I suppose he would. Been working with animals all his life, hasn’t he?”

      After John left, Zoe and Lily bundled up and headed outside to check on the parade preparations. Store owners had transformed Main Street overnight. Every shopfront sparkled with lights, and red and green ribbons wrapped the lampposts. The sweet scent of roasted chestnuts drifted from a cart near the town square, mixing with the piney smell of fresh garlands.

      Organized chaos reigned at the parade staging area. Members of the high school marching band were tuning their instruments, while trying to keep their sheet music from blowing away in the breeze. The Girl Scout troops adjusted their elf costumes and practiced their routine. And in the center of it all, Marcus Webb led two magnificent reindeer towards a restored 1920s sleigh.

      The reindeer were beautiful creatures. One was dark brown with white markings, the other a lighter tan color with elegant antlers that caught the morning sun. Marcus moved around them with the calm confidence of someone who’d spent decades around animals, checking their harnesses and speaking to them in low, soothing tones.

      “They’re pretty,” Zoe said to Marcus, approaching the animals slowly. “Where did you find them?”

      His face creased into a smile. “They’re from a friend’s farm up north—they do this kind of thing professionally. Dancer here,” he patted the brown reindeer’s neck, “has been in Christmas parades for eight years. Never had a problem. And Prancer is young but steady. Sweet temperament.”

      Prancer’s ears kept swiveling toward the sounds of the assembling parade. “They’re not spooked by crowds or noise?”

      “No, but I’ll keep a close eye on them during the parade. Animals can sense things we can’t—changes in mood, tension in the air. But honestly, they’re probably calmer than half the people here today.”

      As if to prove his point, Councilman Clarke rushed past them, clipboard in hand and cellphone pressed to his ear, looking like he was coordinating a military operation rather than a Christmas parade.

      “The timing has to be perfect,” he was saying into the phone. “Santa’s entrance is the highlight of the entire event. If anything goes wrong...”

      Lily caught Zoe’s eye and suppressed a grin. Clarke took his role as parade coordinator too seriously, but his attention to detail was part of what made Hollowhaven’s events so successful.

      A woman approached Marcus, extending her hand with a professional smile. She was perhaps forty, with short blonde hair and an expensive-looking coat that marked her as a visitor rather than a local.

      “Are you Marcus Webb? We spoke on the phone. I’m Caroline Ashford, and I’m writing an article about Christmas traditions in small towns.”

      Marcus shook her hand, though his expression remained neutral. “Ms. Ashford, you mentioned you work for a magazine?”

      “I’m a freelancer, actually. I specialize in historical Christmas celebrations and antique holiday items. Your parade sounds absolutely charming—very authentic. That sleigh, for instance, is it original?”

      “It was built in 1923 by the Patterson family,” Marcus said. “They used it for transportation before anyone plowed roads in the winter.”

      Caroline’s eyes lit up. “I understand there are some wonderful antique Christmas decorations throughout the town. I’d love to feature them in my article.”

      “You should talk to Lily.” Marcus gestured toward her. “She’s got some beautiful pieces in her shop.”

      Caroline turned to Lily with the same professional smile. “Ms. Harper, isn’t it? I’d love to chat with you about the historical Christmas items in Hollowhaven. Perhaps after the parade?”

      Something about her manner struck Lily as slightly off, though she couldn’t put her finger on what. Was it the way her eyes seemed to catalog everything around her? Or was it that her questions felt more like an interrogation than a casual conversation?

      “Of course,” Lily said. “Though you should start with the historical society. Zoe is our town historian, and Fiona Finch is the librarian.”

      “I’ll definitely do that. Thank you.” Caroline smiled at Zoe and pulled out a small notebook and jotted something down. “This town has such a rich history. I imagine there are many treasures hidden away in attics and basements.”

      Before Lily could respond, Judge Whitmore appeared around the corner. He was magnificent in his Santa costume—the red suit fit him perfectly, and his natural white beard needed no enhancement. He carried himself with a dignity and warmth that would make children believe in magic.

      “Judge Whitmore! You are the perfect Santa!”

      He chuckled, the sound rich and jolly. “I feel ridiculous, but if it brings joy to the children, I’m happy to play the part.” He approached the sleigh, running an appreciative hand along its polished wood. “This is beautiful work, Marcus. She’ll carry Santa in style.”

      “She’s built to last,” Marcus agreed, checking the harness connections one more time. “Some advice, though, Judge. Keep your weight centered, so the sleigh doesn’t move around too much.”

      Judge Whitmore nodded seriously, as if Marcus had just given him crucial legal advice. “Thanks, Marcus, I understand. Safety is my number one priority.”

      Caroline Ashford moved around the sleigh, taking notes and snapping photos of the brass bells, carved wooden details, and vintage harness. “Beautiful craftsmanship,” she said, moving closer to examine the sleigh’s ornate side panels. “These decorative elements—are they original to the piece?”

      “Most of them are original,” Marcus said. “But I replaced a few of the brass fittings because of corrosion.”

      “Of course, safety first,” Caroline said, echoing Judge Whitemore’s comment. She continued to study the sleigh. “I don’t suppose you kept any of the original pieces?”

      Marcus shrugged. “Some parts might be in my workshop. Why?”

      “Professional curiosity. Authenticity is so important, isn’t it?”

      The high school band director interrupted the conversation. Lily listened to them discussing the finer points of “Jingle Bells” versus “Here Comes Santa Claus.

      Caroline Ashford moved away from their group, while still listening to every word they said. When she thought no one was looking, her friendly demeanor slipped, replaced by something more calculating.

      “Lily?” Zoe touched her arm. “You’re doing that thing where you analyze people. What’s bothering you?”

      “Does it seem odd that a freelance journalist would travel to Hollowhaven to write about our small-town Christmas parade?”

      “Perhaps she’s working on a larger article? Something about Christmas traditions across different communities?”

      Lily’s instinct told her there was more to Caroline Ashford than met the eye. Her interest felt less like journalistic curiosity and more like research with a specific purpose.

      Councilman Clarke’s voice carried across the staging area. “The parade starts in ten minutes. Santa, are you ready?”

      Judge Whitmore straightened his red coat and adjusted his black belt. “As ready as I’ll ever be. Marcus, shall we get these magnificent creatures into position?”

      As Marcus led the reindeer toward the sleigh, Prancer’s ears flattened slightly against his head. The young reindeer seemed agitated by something, pawing at the ground and pulling against his lead rope.

      “Easy, boy,” Marcus murmured, stroking the animal’s neck. “Just parade nerves. You’ll be fine once we get moving.”

      Lily hoped he was right. Animals often knew something was wrong before humans figured it out.

      The thought sent a chill down her spine, despite the warmth of the morning sun.
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