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      The town of Moon’s Landing had outdone itself. Every December, the square hosted the annual Christmas Market, but this year the festival seemed to sparkle brighter than ever. Strings of white bulbs crisscrossed above the cobblestones, evergreen garlands twined around lampposts, and rows of decorated stalls framed the fountain. A brass quartet played carols in the corner while families strolled with steaming cups of cocoa, their laughter rising into the crisp evening air.

      Sweetie’s Latte’s stall sat right in the heart of it all. I’d dressed the tables in red gingham and tucked sprigs of holly into mason jars. On the counter, trays of cranberry scones gleamed under the lights, peppermint mochas swirled with whipped cream peaks, and sugar-dusted cookies sparkled like stars. The scents of cinnamon and nutmeg curled through the air, drawing customers closer with each breath.

      “Perfect,” I murmured, stepping back to admire the display.

      “Perfect?” Emme teased, appearing at my side with a roll of tape. Her cheeks were flushed from the cold, and the red scarf looped around her neck made her look like she belonged on a holiday card. “You’ve got enough sweets here to fuel all of Moon’s Landing. We’ll be sold out before the tree lighting.”

      “It’s Christmas,” I said lightly. “We’re supposed to indulge.”

      Emme taped a paper snowflake to the booth’s corner and gave me a look. “You need a holiday yourself. Go visit family, let me run the café for once.”

      I smiled, shaking my head. “This is my holiday. This is family.”

      The first familiar face of the evening leaned against the counter. Jasper Cash, leather jacket zipped against the cold, tipped his head with a boyish grin. “Peppermint mocha, extra whip. You knew I’d come calling.”

      I poured his drink, chuckling. “Consider it tradition.”

      He lingered, talking about the choir’s setlist and which stalls looked the busiest, before disappearing back into the crowd.

      Not long after, Reid Caldwell appeared, carrying a crate of garland as if it weighed nothing. His wool coat was neatly buttoned, his smile thoughtful. “Need an extra pair of hands?”

      “We’ve got it—” I began, but Emme cut in with a grin.

      “You came at the perfect time. These garlands won’t hang themselves.”

      Reid set the crate down and started looping evergreen across the booth frame, his movements calm and steady. When our eyes met briefly, I busied myself with straightening the scone tray.

      The bustle paused with the sharp click of boots. Deputy Byrne appeared, crisp in uniform, cheeks pink from the cold. She grabbed a coffee and a cookie without a word, already scanning the crowd for trouble.

      “Should I—?” Emme started.

      “No,” I said quickly. “It’s Deputy Byrne. Call it goodwill.”

      Before Emme could argue, Doris Gilbert swept into the booth, her scarf trailing like a cape. She always made an entrance, and tonight was no exception. She leaned dramatically against the counter, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

      “Lindsay, my dear,” she began, lowering her voice only enough to draw more attention. “Have you heard? One of our vendors is hiding a scandalous secret. And when it comes out…” She tapped the side of her nose. “Well, Christmas may not be merry for everyone.”

      Before I could ask which vendor she meant, Doris had already floated off toward the cider stand, leaving the scent of perfume and the weight of her words behind.

      The lights above twinkled, the choir began another carol, and yet a shiver slid down my spine. Moon’s Landing sparkled on the surface—but beneath all the tinsel and cheer, something darker was already stirring.
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