The star of Evergreen Creek

The whistle of the afternoon train was Lily’s least favourite sound these days. It signalled her arrival in Evergreen Creek, a town so aggressively festive it made her teeth ache. Baubles hung from every streetlamp, the snow seemed fluffier than in the city, and the air smelled overwhelmingly of cinnamon and pine—synthetic, probably.
Lily trudged through the front door of Grandpa Joe’s cozy farmhouse, dropping her heavy duffel bag with a dull thud. “I’m here,” she announced to the empty hall.
Grandpa Joe emerged from the kitchen, flour dusting his red plaid shirt, a wide, genuine smile spreading across his face. “Lily-pad! Welcome to the North Pole.” He wrapped her in a fierce, warm hug that smelled of gingerbread.
“Hey, Grandpa,” she mumbled into his shoulder, attempting a smile. It had been two years since her parents’ divorce, two years since Christmas had stopped feeling like Christmas and more like a carefully scheduled custody exchange. The magic, if it had ever existed, had long since faded into a dull, grey practical reality.
“Well, come on in, get warm. Your mother will be here tomorrow afternoon, but we’ve got a job to do tonight.” He winked, his eyes twinkling in a way that used to thrill her, but now just made her feel a little sad for the child she used to be.
“A job?” Lily sighed, kicking off her boots. “Please tell me it doesn’t involve carolling.”
“Better than that.” He led her into the living room, where a magnificent, albeit undecorated, fir tree stood tall. “It involves the Star of Evergreen.”
Lily raised an eyebrow. "The 'Star of Evergreen'?"
Grandpa Joe nodded seriously. "Legend has it, it's the most magical ornament in the whole town. Every year on Christmas Eve, we find it, put it on the town tree, and the magic of the season shines for everyone." He leaned in conspiratorially. “Only problem is, I’ve forgotten where I put the clues this year. And we need to find them before tomorrow night.”
Lily rolled her eyes. “Grandpa, you always ‘forget’ where the clues are. It’s part of the game.”
“Maybe so,” he admitted with a chuckle, handing her a small, parchment scroll tied with a red ribbon. “But this year, I need your help. The magic won’t work without it.”
Lily unfolded the scroll, rolling her eyes internally. She didn’t believe in magic anymore, not in a world of schedules and sadness and missing traditions. But she couldn't say no to Grandpa Joe. She read the first riddle aloud:
"Past the place where the sweet dreams rise,
Look to the light with sleepy eyes.
Where storybooks and comfort keep,
The next small secret lies in sleep."
Lily looked up, a reluctant spark of curiosity pushing past her practiced cynicism. "Okay, Grandpa," she said, a small, genuine smile touching the corners of her mouth for the first time that day. "Let's find this 'star'."

Lily finished reading the riddle and looked around the familiar living room, her eyes landing on the cozy reading nook near the fireplace. The "place where sweet dreams rise" and "storybooks" had to be near the bookshelf and the old armchair where Grandpa Joe always nodded off reading his mysteries.
"In your armchair, maybe? Under a cushion?" she guessed, already moving towards the worn, floral fabric.
"Could be, could be," Grandpa Joe said, his eyes bright with amusement as he followed her.
Lily knelt down and plunged her hand between the cushions, retrieving a small, smooth, wooden heart painted a deep crimson. Tucked into a tiny slit in the back was a folded piece of paper.
"Found it!" she announced, unfurling the paper. This one was shorter:
"Where icy waters dance and gelatine,
A frozen moment, yours and mine.
Beneath the white, a memory bright,
A reflection found in winter's light."
Lily paused, a flicker of genuine excitement warming her cheeks. "Icy waters," she murmured. "The pond."
"Bingo!" Grandpa Joe clapped his hands together. "Better bundle up, Lily-pad. It's brisk out there."
She quickly pulled on her heavy coat, hat, and gloves. The snow outside was pristine and deep. The air bit at her nose and cheeks as she stepped out into the twilight of the backyard. The path to the pond was clear, having been recently, shovelled, leading past the old, unpainted barn and through a small grove of birch trees.
As she walked, the familiar sights began to stir old memories. She remembered ice skating on this very pond with her mom and dad years ago, her father teaching her how to glide backward, her mother cheering them on from the bank with hot cocoa. The sharpness of the cold air seemed to carry faint whispers of laughter from those days, making her heart ache with a bittersweet pang.
She reached the edge of the frozen pond. The surface was a sheet of glass under the dusky sky. “Beneath the white, a memory bright.” She scanned the snowy bank. Something silver caught her eye near an old, gnarled willow tree they used to use as a landmark.
She rushed over and knelt down, brushing away the snow. There, tucked carefully into the exposed roots of the tree, was a tiny glass vial stoppered with a cork. Inside was the next clue.
Lily pulled it out and held it up. Through the glass, she could make out the neat handwriting. But before she could open it, the softest sound drifted through the air—a faint, clear jingle of bells. She looked around the empty field and bare trees. There was no sleigh, no car, nothing moving. The sound seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once.
Magic, her childhood self whispered. Lily shook the feeling off. Wind and snow creating tricks of sound, probably.
She hurried back inside, stamping the snow off her boots. Grandpa Joe was pouring hot chocolate into two large mugs.
"Find it?" he asked.
"Yep." Lily uncorked the vial with a pop and pulled out the rolled note.
"In warming light and sugary air,
Where sweet creations banish care.
The secret rests in a place of heat,
A festive scent that can't be beat."
Lily grinned. "The kitchen! The oven, maybe?"
"You're a natural detective, Lily," he praised.
They moved to the bright, warm kitchen. The scent of gingerbread was strong here. Lily opened the oven door and peeked inside—empty, save for a few baking sheets. "Not here."
"How about behind the heat?" suggested Grandpa Joe, pointing to the space between the oven and the counter.
Lily squeezed into the narrow space. Her fingers brushed against something metallic taped to the wall. She peeled it off. It was a small, ornate key, tied with yet another red ribbon, and a tiny tag: "To unlock the silent voice."
Just then, the front door opened, bringing in another rush of cold air and the sound of frantic sighs.
"Mom!" Lily exclaimed, surprised to see her mother a day early.
Sarah, bundled in a sleek city coat, looked exhausted. Her face was tight with stress as she wrestled her luggage through the door. "Hi, Grandpa Joe. Hi, Lily. My flight was canceled, so I drove all night. I am wiped out."
"Sarah, dear, sit down, have some cocoa," Grandpa Joe fussed, taking her bag. "You look like you need some Christmas spirit."
"I need sleep, Grandpa," Sarah said tiredly, pushing a hand through her hair. She looked at Lily. "What are you two up to? A scavenger hunt?" she asked, noticing the key in Lily’s hand.
"We're finding the Star of Evergreen," Lily said, holding up the key. "We have to put it on the town tree tomorrow night. Come help us."
Sarah managed a weak smile. "Oh, honey, I can't. I have calls to make. Work never stops, even for Christmas." She headed for the guest room, already pulling out her phone.
Lily watched her go, the flicker of magic from the pond quickly fading. The grey practical reality was back. She looked at the key in her hand, feeling a familiar disappointment.
Grandpa Joe put a hand on her shoulder. "Don't you worry, Lily-pad. The magic is patient. It'll get her when she's ready. For now, we have a silent voice to unlock."

Lily stared at the key in her hand. "A silent voice," she repeated, turning it over. "What talks but has no mouth, Grandpa?"
He just winked. "You're the detective, remember?"
Lily thought hard. They had already been to the pond and the living room. "Okay, what's something that’s always here, but we don't always hear?" She paced the kitchen, her eyes darting around until they landed on the grandfather clock in the hall. It stood tall and stately, having been silent for years ever since the mechanism broke.
"The clock!" she exclaimed.
Lily ran to the hallway and inserted the little key into a small, hidden lock on the side panel of the clock face. With a satisfying click, the panel opened. Inside, nestled on a soft velvet pad, was a beautiful, small, wooden music box.
"A music box," she whispered, lifting it out gently. "The silent voice." She cranked the handle. A delicate, tinkling version of "Silent Night" filled the hallway.
Grandpa Joe smiled warmly. "Go on, open it."
Lily lifted the lid. Inside, where a tiny ballerina should have been, was a simple silver ring and the final clue, printed on slightly thicker cardstock.
"To find the light the town holds dear,
Forget the 'where,' just hold the 'near'.
Go to the square when the sun goes down,
And share a wish for all the town."
"It doesn't give a location," Lily frowned. "It just says the town square. And to share a wish?"
"Maybe the ornament is already there," Grandpa Joe suggested.
Just then, Sarah came down the stairs, looking slightly better but still holding her phone. "Hey, I'm heading out for some coffee. Need a break from these spreadsheets."
"Mom!" Lily called out, holding up the music box. "We found the last clue! We have to go to the town square tonight and make a wish. It's Christmas Eve!"
Sarah paused at the door. The sight of the music box seemed to soften her expression momentarily. "Oh, the old 'Star of Evergreen' game," she said, a hint of her former self in her voice. Then the stress returned. "Lily, I really can't tonight. I have to finish this report or I'll be in trouble Monday."
The disappointment was sharp and heavy this time. "It’s Christmas Eve, Mom! Don't you care about anything but work?" The words came out sharper than she intended.
Sarah stiffened. "That's not fair, Lily. I'm trying to provide for us." She left, closing the door quietly behind her.
Lily felt tears welling up. The magic was stupid. The clues were stupid.
"She cares," Grandpa Joe said gently. "She just forgot how to show it. Come on, we still have a wish to make."

The town square was beautiful. Snow-laden trees wrapped in lights twinkled in the dark. A large crowd had already gathered around the massive town Christmas tree, buzzing with anticipation.
Lily and Grandpa Joe found a spot near the front. The mayor was giving a speech. Lily felt empty inside. She was supposed to share a wish with her family, and half her family was missing.
Suddenly, a hand touched her shoulder. She turned around. Sarah was standing there, her phone tucked into her pocket, her eyes red-rimmed but clear.
"I finished the report," Sarah whispered. "And I realised I was missing the most important thing."
Lily threw her arms around her mother. "I'm sorry I said those things," she mumbled into her mother's coat.
"I'm sorry I made you feel that way," Sarah replied, holding her tightly.
The mayor finished his speech. "And now, as tradition dictates, let us all share a wish for our beloved town, our families, and for the spirit of Christmas!"
Sarah looked at Lily and Grandpa Joe. "Ready to share a wish?" she asked.
They joined hands in a circle right there in the snow. Lily closed her eyes and made her wish, not for presents, but for this feeling—this warmth, this closeness—to last.
Just as the wishes finished, the entire town tree, which had been unlit until that moment, suddenly burst into blinding, brilliant light. A cascade of what looked like pure golden magic, tiny glowing sparks, rained down over the crowd. The sound of real, deep-throated sleigh bells rang out across the square, louder and clearer than before.
It wasn't a physical ornament; the light itself was the Star of Evergreen.
Lily looked up at the cascading glow, then at her mom and Grandpa Joe. Sarah’s eyes were wide with genuine awe, the stress gone, replaced by a radiant smile.
The magic was real. It hadn't come from a hidden box or a specific star. It had been there all along, waiting for them to open their hearts to each other. In that moment, surrounded by family under the shower of golden light, Lily finally felt that old, familiar Christmas warmth bloom in her chest. She was home, and the magic was brighter than ever.

