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Chapter One

The Blue Ribbon Promise
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The first Saturday in August always smelled like butter, cinnamon, and possibility.

By six o'clock that morning, Collins Bakery was already alive.

Warm light spilled through the front windows onto Main Street, where flower baskets overflowed with bright red geraniums and white petunias. American flags, left behind after the Fourth of July celebration, still fluttered gently from the antique lampposts. The mountain air drifted through the bakery's open windows, carrying the scent of pine, fresh-cut grass, and the promise of another beautiful summer day in Christmas Tree.

Inside, the bakery buzzed with familiar rhythms.

Butter hissed as it melted into copper mixing bowls.

Stand mixers hummed steadily against the tiled floor.

Fresh coffee brewed in enormous glass carafes.

Cooling racks filled with golden pastries lined nearly every available counter.

Eleanor Collins smiled to herself.

This was home.

Not just the old brick bakery that had belonged to her grandparents.

Not just the familiar recipes carefully handwritten on stained recipe cards.

Home was the comforting rhythm of flour dust floating through the morning sunlight. It was the gentle clatter of baking trays and the laughter of customers who had become family over the years.

After everything the town had endured only a month earlier, Collins Bakery once again felt like the heart of Christmas Tree.

A familiar bark echoed from beneath the display case.

Toffee.

The little dachshund emerged carrying a dish towel nearly twice his size.

"Oh no."

The dog froze.

His brown eyes met Eleanor's.

The towel remained firmly clenched between his teeth.

"You know that isn't yours."

Toffee wagged his tail.

"You've already stolen three towels this week."

More tail wagging.

"You are not helping."

The dachshund looked entirely unconvinced.

Mabel Jensen glanced over from the register and burst into laughter.

"I think he's decorating."

"For what?"

"The county fair."

Eleanor shook her head.

"He has absolutely no understanding of the difference between decorating and stealing."

Toffee proudly trotted through the bakery with the towel dragging behind him.

Several early customers applauded.

One elderly gentleman reached down to scratch behind the dog's ears.

"Morning, Sheriff."

Eleanor looked up.

Sheriff Caleb Parker stood just inside the doorway, removing his hat.

The sight of him still caught her off guard.

Not because he wore the familiar tan uniform.

Because lately, seeing him simply made her smile.

She wasn't entirely sure when that had begun.

Perhaps after dinner.

Perhaps after the investigation ended.

Perhaps somewhere in between.

Whatever the reason, she no longer questioned it.

Caleb crossed the bakery carrying a cardboard box.

"Morning."

"You're early."

"I come bearing gifts."

Mabel leaned forward.

"If that's evidence, I quit."

The sheriff laughed.

"No murder."

"Good."

"No suspects."

"Even better."

"No paperwork."

"I've changed my mind," Mabel declared. "This is my favorite morning ever."

Caleb opened the box.

Inside sat dozens of small entry forms.

Bright blue ribbons decorated the top of each.

Eleanor immediately recognized them.

"The county fair."

"The Blue-Ribbon Baking Competition."

Toffee abandoned the towel and immediately investigated the box.

Naturally.

The sheriff rescued the paperwork just before the dachshund climbed inside.

"I think he wants to compete."

Mabel nodded thoughtfully.

"Does stealing socks count as a talent?"

"It apparently does in this bakery."

Everyone laughed.

The comfortable atmosphere settled warmly around them.

Only six weeks earlier, conversations had centered on murder, forged deeds, and hidden conspiracies stretching back fifty years.

Now they discussed blueberry jam and mischievous dogs.

Eleanor preferred this version of life.

Very much.

Caleb handed her an application.

"I assumed you'd enter."

She looked down at the form.
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Blue Ribbon Baking Competition
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First Prize: $10,000

Second Prize: $5,000

Third Prize: $2,500

Her eyebrows lifted.

"The prize money increased."

"The county tourism board doubled it."

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Christmas Tree had become something of a destination after the America 250 celebration.

Not because of the murder.

Thankfully.

Because photographs of the celebration, the mountain scenery, and Collins Bakery had circulated throughout the state.

Visitors kept arriving.

Businesses flourished.

The county fair committee expected record attendance.

"The judges are coming from all over the Southeast," Caleb continued.

"They're expecting over five thousand visitors."

Mabel nearly dropped a tray of muffins.

"Five thousand?"

"The largest fair in county history."

Eleanor looked back at the application.

The grand prize would certainly help modernize the bakery's aging kitchen.

New ovens.

Better refrigeration.

A larger proofing cabinet.

Her grandfather had dreamed about expanding the bakery before he passed away.

Winning would allow her to finish what he started.

Grace Holloway hurried through the front door carrying an enormous basket overflowing with fresh wildflowers.

"I'm late!"

"You are," Eleanor agreed.

"The flower delivery truck broke down."

Grace stopped abruptly.

Then noticed Caleb.

"Oh."

The flower shop owner grinned.

"I interrupted something."

"You interrupted absolutely nothing."

Grace looked unconvinced.

Mabel looked delighted.

Caleb wisely remained silent.

Some battles couldn't be won.

Grace set the flowers onto a nearby table.

"They're beautiful."

"They're for the fair."

Sunflowers.

Black-eyed Susan.

Blue delphiniums.

White daisies.

The arrangement perfectly captured late summer in the mountains.

"The committee ordered nearly two hundred centerpieces."

Eleanor whistled softly.

"You've been busy."

"I haven't slept."

"That explains your hair."

Grace instinctively touched her ponytail.

"My hair looks fine."

"It does."

"It absolutely does not."

Mabel examined it critically.

"I've seen worse."

"Thank you... I think."

Laughter once again filled the bakery.

The familiar warmth reminded Eleanor why she loved living in Christmas Tree.

Life wasn't perfect.

People argued.

Business owners worried.

Rain occasionally ruined festivals.

But somehow the town always found its way back to community.

Back to friendship.

Back to hope.

The bakery door opened once more.

A woman Eleanor had never seen before stepped inside.

She appeared to be in her early sixties.

Elegant linen dress.

Wide-brimmed straw hat.

Pearl earrings.

The sort of woman who carried herself with effortless confidence.

Yet something about her expression felt... tired.

She removed her sunglasses slowly.

Studied the bakery.

Then smiled.

"Good morning."

Her voice carried the polished warmth of someone accustomed to speaking before crowds.

Not local.

Definitely not.

The room grew subtly quieter.

Not because anyone felt threatened.

Because strangers still attracted attention in Christmas Tree.

Especially after everything that had happened.

The woman approached the display case.

"These look wonderful."

"Thank you," Eleanor replied warmly.

"First time visiting?"

"Yes."

The woman continued admiring the pastries.

Finally, she looked up.

"I've heard quite a lot about Collins Bakery."

Interesting.

Very interesting.

"Only good things, I hope."

A gentle smile crossed the woman's face.

"Mostly."

Mostly?

The word lingered.

Not alarming.

Just... curious.

She extended her hand.

"My name is Vivian Sinclair."

Eleanor shook it.

"Eleanor Collins."

"I know."

There was something in the way Vivian said those two words that made Eleanor pause.

Not threatening.

Not unfriendly.

Simply... knowing.

Vivian's eyes drifted toward the Blue-Ribbon Baking Competition application lying on the counter.

"You should enter."

"I was thinking about it."

"I hope you do."

The woman smiled again.

Then added quietly,

"Because this year's competition is going to change someone's life."

For just a moment, the warmth inside Collins Bakery seemed to cool.

Eleanor wasn't sure why.

Perhaps it was simply the way Vivian said it.

Or perhaps it was the strange certainty in her voice.

Whatever the reason, she suddenly found herself wondering whether Vivian Sinclair had come to Christmas Tree for the county fair...

Or for something else entirely.

Vivian Sinclair ordered a raspberry cupcake.

Not a half dozen.

Not a box to take back to wherever she was staying.

One cupcake.

That alone told Eleanor something.

People who came into Collins Bakery for the first time usually lingered in front of the display cases and changed their minds three times. They debated between turnovers and cobblers, asked Mabel whether lemon butter cookies were better with coffee or tea, then eventually ordered enough pastries to feed a small committee.

Vivian chose immediately.

Raspberry cupcake.

No hesitation.

Eleanor placed one on a small white plate.

The cupcake was delicate and pretty, with pale pink frosting piped in a high swirl and a sugared raspberry nestled on top. It was one of the recipes Eleanor had been testing for the fair, although she had not yet decided if it was competition-worthy.

Vivian accepted the plate, took one careful bite, and closed her eyes.

For a second, nobody moved.

Then Vivian opened her eyes again.

“Lovely texture,” she said. “Excellent balance. The raspberry is bright without being sharp.”

Mabel stopped wiping the counter.

Grace lowered her flower basket.

Caleb looked from Vivian to Eleanor.

Eleanor smiled politely. “Thank you.”

Vivian set the cupcake down. “But the frosting needs a touch more salt.”

Mabel made a small choking sound.

Grace looked delighted.

Caleb wisely lifted his coffee cup to hide his expression.

Eleanor blinked once. “Salt?”

“Only a pinch.” Vivian smiled warmly, as if she had not just walked into a family bakery and offered unsolicited recipe advice before seven in the morning. “Sweetness needs contrast. Too much sugar can make a beautiful cupcake forgettable.”

Mabel muttered, “That cupcake has never been forgettable in its life.”

Vivian either did not hear or chose not to react.

Eleanor studied her more carefully.

“You’re a judge.”

Vivian’s smile widened. “I am.”

“For the Blue-Ribbon Baking Competition?”

“One of three.”

That explained the confidence. The precision. The way she had evaluated the cupcake as though scoring it in her mind.

It also explained why Caleb had gone slightly still.

The sheriff knew something.

He always did.

Eleanor glanced at him. “You forgot to mention the judges were already in town.”

“I was getting there.”

“No, you weren’t.”

His mouth twitched.

Vivian lifted her napkin and dabbed the corner of her mouth. “Sheriff Parker has had a busy morning, I’m sure.”

“Not yet,” Caleb said. “I’d like to keep it that way.”

“Wise man.”

The words were polite, but there was something beneath them. A faint tension. A familiarity perhaps.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Toffee trotted over and sat near Vivian’s shoes.

The dachshund looked up at her with his most tragic expression.

Vivian laughed softly. “Oh, you’re dangerous.”

“He knows,” Eleanor said.

Vivian bent and offered Toffee her hand to sniff. “What’s his name?”

“Toffee.”

“Perfect.” Vivian stroked the dog’s head. “I had a dachshund when I was a girl. Stubborn little things.”

“Toffee considers stubbornness a spiritual gift.”

Vivian smiled, and for the first time since entering the bakery, something genuinely soft crossed her face. Then it vanished, replaced by that composed elegance.

She looked toward Eleanor again. “I hope you enter the raspberry cupcakes.”

“I haven’t decided.”

“You should.” Vivian picked up the plate. “But adjust the salt.”

Mabel’s eyes narrowed.

Eleanor suspected the matter would not be forgotten.

Vivian paid for her cupcake and coffee, then stepped toward the door. Before leaving, she paused beside Caleb.

“Sheriff.”

“Ms. Sinclair.”

For a moment they simply looked at each other.

Then Vivian said quietly, “I hope this year’s fair goes more smoothly than the last time I judged in this county.”

The words landed strangely.

Caleb’s expression changed.

Not dramatically.

Enough.

Eleanor noticed.

Vivian left before anyone could ask what she meant.

The bell above the door jingled softly behind her.

For several seconds, the bakery remained quiet.

Then Mabel said, “Well, I don’t like her.”

Grace laughed. “Because she criticized the cupcake?”

“Because she criticized the cupcake accurately enough to be annoying.”

Eleanor looked at Caleb. “What happened the last time she judged in this county?”

The sheriff took a slow drink of coffee.

That was never a good sign.

“Caleb.”

“There was an incident.”

Mabel leaned both elbows on the counter. “I love incidents.”

“No, you love gossip.”

“Sometimes they overlap.”

Grace nodded. “Often.”

Caleb sighed. “Five years ago, Vivian Sinclair judged the regional baking showcase in Briar Glen.”

Eleanor knew Briar Glen. It was two towns over, larger than Christmas Tree, with a historic courthouse and a competitive streak that made even charity events feel like athletic contests.

“What happened?”

“One contestant accused another of stealing a recipe.”

Mabel frowned. “That’s not an incident. That’s a Tuesday at a baking competition.”

“It escalated.”

“How?”

“The accused contestant lost her business within a year. Claimed Vivian’s judging ruined her reputation.”

Grace’s smile faded. “That’s awful.”

“It got worse,” Caleb said. “The contestant’s husband filed complaints against the fair board. There were threats. A civil suit. Eventually it faded, but not before half the county took sides.”

Eleanor looked toward the front window, where Vivian Sinclair had disappeared into the bright morning.

“And now she’s judging here.”

“Yes.”

“During the biggest fair in county history.”

“Yes.”

“With a ten-thousand-dollar prize.”

Caleb nodded. “You see the concern.”

Oh, Eleanor saw it clearly.

Competition made people emotional.

Money made people reckless.

Public humiliation made people dangerous.

She knew that from the bakery alone. Customers could smile sweetly while arguing fiercely over whether pound cake should include almond extract.

A major contest with prize money and reputation at stake?

That could bring out the worst in people.

Mabel shook her head. “A judge like that will stir up trouble.”

“Judges are supposed to judge,” Grace said.

“Not in my bakery before breakfast.”

Eleanor slid the remaining raspberry cupcakes into the display case.

The frosting looked lovely.

Too sweet, perhaps.

She hated that Vivian might be right.

Caleb set the Blue-Ribbon application on the counter. “Still entering?”

Eleanor looked at the form.

At the prize money.

At the bakery kitchen beyond the counter, with its aging ovens and patched tile floor.

At the photograph of her grandparents hanging near the register.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m entering.”

Mabel grinned. “Good.”

Grace clapped softly. “Excellent.”

Caleb smiled. “Then I’ll see you at the fairgrounds this afternoon.”

Eleanor looked up. “This afternoon?”

“Contestant orientation.”

She stared at the form.

Sure enough, the schedule was printed halfway down the page.
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Contestant Orientation: Saturday, 3:00 p.m. Fairgrounds Pavilion
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How had she missed that?

Probably because a professional judge had criticized her frosting and hinted at past scandal before seven o’clock in the morning.

Toffee barked.

Eleanor looked down.

“Yes, you can come.”

The dachshund wagged his tail.

Caleb shook his head. “That dog goes everywhere.”

“He’s part of the bakery brand now.”

“He is?”

Mabel nodded. “Absolutely.”

Grace smiled. “Toffee sells pastries.”

Toffee looked proud.

Caleb laughed, then headed toward the door. “Try not to solve any crimes before lunch.”

Eleanor folded her arms. “There are no crimes to solve.”

“Let’s keep it that way.”

He left with a nod, but his expression as he crossed Main Street was thoughtful.

Too thoughtful.

Eleanor knew that look.

Something about Vivian Sinclair’s arrival bothered him.

Which meant it bothered Eleanor too.

By midafternoon, Christmas Tree County Fairgrounds shimmered beneath the August sun.

The fair had not officially opened yet, but vendors were already setting up booths. Colorful banners flapped from fences. Workers unloaded tables, chairs, hay bales, and crates of supplies. The scent of kettle corn drifted from a food truck. Somewhere near the livestock barn, a goat voiced a loud complaint.

Toffee immediately became alert.

“No,” Eleanor told him. “You are not investigating the goat.”

Toffee looked offended.

Grace laughed as they walked toward the main pavilion. “He heard a potential witness.”

“He heard a potential snack.”

“Probably both.”

Mabel had stayed behind at the bakery to manage the late afternoon customers, but not before giving Eleanor very clear instructions.

Smile.

Watch everyone.

Do not trust anyone who says boxed cake mix is just as good.

Eleanor found all three points reasonable.

The main pavilion stood near the center of the fairgrounds. White tents surrounded it, each labeled for different competitions: pies, cakes, preserves, breads, candy, and decorated cupcakes.

Cupcakes received their own tent this year.

That alone told Eleanor how seriously the county took baked goods.

Inside the pavilion, contestants gathered around folding tables. Some carried notebooks. Others carried sample boxes. A few looked friendly. Several did not.

Competition energy hummed in the air.

Eleanor recognized a few faces immediately.

Darla Jenkins from Briar Glen, owner of Sugar Hill Sweets, known for elaborate wedding cakes and sharper-than-necessary comments.

Nate Whitcomb, a young food blogger whose online reviews could make or break small cafés.

Pauline Ritter, a retired school principal famous for peach preserves and terrifying honesty.

And Linda Brooks, from Christmas Tree, standing near the registration table with a neat folder tucked under her arm.

Eleanor felt a flicker of surprise.

Linda Brooks had barely appeared in public since the events surrounding Thomas Whitaker’s murder and the town square scandal. Seeing her here felt unexpected.

Linda noticed Eleanor and gave a strained smile.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Grace leaned close. “Is it just me, or does this room feel like a pressure cooker?”

“It is not just you.”

Toffee sniffed the air.

The dachshund seemed fascinated by the cupcake tent.

Smart dog.

A bell rang at the front of the pavilion.

Vivian Sinclair stepped onto a small platform.

Two other judges stood beside her: a cheerful older man named Oscar Bellamy, who hosted a regional cooking show, and a younger pastry instructor named Celeste Monroe, who wore bright red glasses and looked as if she missed nothing.

Vivian smiled at the assembled contestants.

“Welcome to the Christmas Tree County Fair Blue Ribbon Baking Competition.”

Applause followed.

Polite.

Measured.

Competitive.

Vivian continued. “This year’s competition is our largest yet. The winner will receive ten thousand dollars, a feature in Southern Hearth Magazine, and an invitation to the state finals.”

A murmur ran through the contestants.

Eleanor had not known about the magazine feature.

Neither, judging by Grace’s expression, had she.

That raised the stakes considerably.

Vivian’s gaze swept the room. “We expect excellence. We expect originality. And we expect honesty.”

The final word landed heavily.

Honesty.

A few contestants shifted.

Darla Jenkins crossed her arms.

Linda Brooks looked down.

Nate Whitcomb scribbled something into his notebook.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Vivian paused, as though she wanted the word to settle.

Then she smiled again.

“May the best baker win.”

The meeting continued with rules, deadlines, sanitation requirements, judging categories, and display procedures. Eleanor took careful notes. Grace whispered observations. Toffee fell asleep under Eleanor’s chair.

Near the end, Celeste Monroe announced that all contestants must submit printed recipes with their entries.

A ripple of surprise moved through the room.

Darla Jenkins raised her hand. “Complete recipes?”

“Yes,” Celeste replied.

“Including method and ingredients?”

“Yes.”

Darla’s mouth tightened. “That seems unnecessary.”

Vivian stepped forward. “It ensures originality.”

Another ripple.

This one colder.

Eleanor felt it immediately.

Recipes were personal.

Family recipes even more so.

Some bakers guarded them like treasure.

Requiring complete submissions would create tension.

Possibly a lot of it.

As the meeting ended, contestants began gathering their things.

Eleanor bent to wake Toffee.

The dachshund opened one eye, decided the meeting remained uninteresting, and closed it again.

“Lazy assistant.”

A sharp voice cut across the pavilion.

“You have no right to judge this contest.”

Everyone turned.

A woman stood near the registration table, pointing at Vivian Sinclair.

Eleanor did not recognize her.

Mid-forties, pale face, shaking hands, anger barely controlled.

Vivian went still.

The woman continued, louder now. “You destroyed my sister’s life, and now you’re here pretending to care about fairness?”

The pavilion froze.

Caleb, who had been speaking with a fair official near the entrance, turned immediately.

Vivian’s expression remained composed, but Eleanor saw the small flicker of pain in her eyes.

The woman took one step forward.

“My sister lost everything because of you.”

Oscar Bellamy reached toward Vivian’s arm. “Vivian—”

She gently pulled away.

“Mrs. Talbot,” Vivian said quietly. “This is not the place.”

“So, you remember me.”

“I remember your sister.”

The air changed.

Every contestant watched.

Every volunteer listened.

Every friendly fairground sound beyond the pavilion seemed distant now.

The woman’s voice shook. “Then remember this. Some judges deserve to be judged.”

She turned and stormed out.

No one moved.

No one spoke.

Not until Caleb followed her.

Vivian stood motionless for several seconds.

Then she turned back to the contestants with perfect composure.

“Orientation is concluded. Good luck.”

The meeting dissolved into whispers.

Grace looked at Eleanor.

Eleanor looked toward the pavilion exit.

Toffee finally lifted his head, as if realizing he had missed the most interesting part.

Eleanor’s earlier unease returned.

Stronger now.

The county fair was supposed to be about ribbons, recipes, and friendly competition.

But as she watched Vivian Sinclair gather her papers with trembling fingers, Eleanor had the distinct feeling that this year’s contest had brought more than prize money to Christmas Tree.

It had brought old anger.

And old anger, she knew, could be every bit as dangerous as fresh grief.
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Chapter Two

A Fair Full of Secrets
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The first official day of the Christmas Tree County Fair arrived with sunshine, fiddle music, and the unmistakable smell of fried dough.

By eight o’clock the next morning, the fairgrounds were already humming with life. Vendors lifted canvas flaps on striped tents. Children dragged parents toward the pony rides. Volunteers in matching blue shirts hurried from booth to booth with clipboards, extension cords, and expressions of controlled panic.

Eleanor Collins stood behind the Collins Bakery booth and adjusted a tray of raspberry cupcakes for the third time.

Not because they needed adjusting.

Because she did.

The cupcakes looked beautiful. Pale vanilla cake, raspberry filling at the center, pink frosting piped into soft swirls, and a single sugared raspberry resting on top. After Vivian Sinclair’s comment about the frosting, Eleanor had stayed up later than she should have testing salt levels until she found the balance she wanted.

Mabel had tasted the final version and declared it “good enough to humble the proud.”

Grace had eaten two and said nothing at all for nearly a minute, which Eleanor considered an excellent sign.

Toffee had not been allowed to taste one.

He considered this a betrayal.

The dachshund sat beneath the booth table wearing a red bandana covered with tiny cupcakes. He watched every passing fairgoer with the intense focus of a dog who believed crumbs were a civil right.

“You are not starving,” Eleanor told him.

Toffee sighed heavily and rested his chin on his paws.

Grace laughed from the next booth, where she was arranging mason jars of sunflowers and wildflowers for the fair’s centerpiece contest. “He looks abandoned.”

“He had breakfast.”

“He looks emotionally abandoned.”

“He knows exactly what he’s doing.”

Toffee thumped his tail once.

Mabel appeared from behind the booth carrying a fresh coffee and a paper bag from the fair’s breakfast stand.

“I have seen four fights, one crying child, two arguing pie bakers, and a woman accuse her husband of flirting with the jam judge.”

Eleanor blinked. “It’s not even nine.”

“That’s why I love the fair.” Mabel set the coffee down. “People act like competition reveals talent. It does not. It reveals character.”

Grace leaned over. “And sometimes lack of character.”

“Especially that.”

Eleanor glanced toward the main baking pavilion.

The Blue-Ribbon Baking Competition tent stood at the center of the fairgrounds, bright white against the mountain backdrop. A line of contestants had already formed near the registration table. Boxes, cake carriers, and covered trays filled their arms.

The raspberry cupcake judging would take place that afternoon.

Eleanor’s stomach tightened.

She had entered competitions before. Small ones. Friendly ones. Church fundraisers and local bake-offs where first prize was usually a ribbon, a gift card, or bragging rights until Christmas.

This was different.

Ten thousand dollars.

A magazine feature.

A state finals invitation.

Those kinds of prizes turned friendly bakers into rivals.

And after yesterday’s confrontation between Vivian Sinclair and the furious woman named Mrs. Talbot, Eleanor no longer believed this competition was just about baking.

Sheriff Caleb Parker walked toward the booth just as Mabel opened the paper bag.

He wore his uniform, sunglasses, and an expression Eleanor recognized immediately.

Alert.

Not worried exactly.

Not relaxed either.

“Morning,” he said.

Toffee sprang to his feet and rushed to greet him.

“Traitor,” Eleanor said.

Caleb crouched to scratch the dachshund’s ears. “He has excellent judgment.”

“He has excellent manipulation skills.”

“That too.”

Mabel peered into her bag. “Sheriff, I hope you came hungry. I bought too many biscuits.”

Caleb stood. “No such thing.”

“That’s what I like to hear.”

Eleanor handed him a coffee from the booth’s small dispenser. “How did things go yesterday with Mrs. Talbot?”

Caleb’s expression shifted.

There it was.

The hesitation.

The small delay before answering.

A sign something was more complicated than he wanted to say in public.

Grace noticed too. She abandoned the flowers and stepped closer.

Mabel pretended to rearrange napkins.

No one believed her.

Caleb lowered his voice. “Her name is Denise Talbot. Her sister was Lorna Mayfield.”

“The baker from Briar Glen?” Eleanor asked.

He nodded. “The one involved in the recipe theft scandal five years ago.”

Mabel’s eyes sharpened. “The one Vivian judged.”

“Yes.”

Grace folded her arms. “What happened to Lorna?”

Caleb glanced toward the busy fairgrounds. “After the scandal, she lost customers. Her bakery closed the following year. She moved away for a while, then came back to Briar Glen. Denise says Lorna never recovered from the humiliation.”

“That’s sad,” Eleanor said.

“It is.”

“But?”

Caleb looked at her.

She knew him too well now. She could hear the unspoken part sitting beneath his careful words.

“But Denise blames Vivian,” he said.

Mabel made a soft sound. “That’s motive.”

“For what?” Grace asked.

“Trouble,” Mabel said. “Always start with trouble. Murder comes later.”

Eleanor gave her a look. “Can we not say murder before breakfast?”

“Fine. Felony.”

“That is not better.”

Caleb’s mouth twitched, but his eyes remained serious. “Denise is angry, but anger isn’t a crime. I warned her not to disrupt the competition.”

“Did she listen?”

“She said she would.”

Mabel snorted.

Caleb looked at her. “Exactly.”

The fair loudspeaker crackled overhead.

“Good morning, Christmas Tree County Fair visitors! Welcome to opening day! The Blue-Ribbon Baking Competition registration begins in ten minutes at the main pavilion.”

A cheer rose somewhere near the midway.

Eleanor looked toward the pavilion again.

Vivian Sinclair stood near the entrance speaking to Celeste Monroe, the pastry instructor with the red glasses. Vivian wore a cream-colored suit that looked impossibly crisp for a county fair. Her posture was perfect. Her smile polished.

But now that Eleanor knew to look, she noticed the strain around Vivian’s eyes.

The judge had enemies.

Possibly more than one.

Caleb followed her gaze. “Still entering?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

“Even after yesterday?”

“Especially after yesterday.”

He looked surprised.

Eleanor smiled faintly. “I’m stubborn.”

“I’ve noticed.”

Grace coughed into her hand, failing to hide a laugh.

Mabel didn’t bother hiding hers.

Caleb smiled, but something gentle entered his expression. “For what it’s worth, I think your cupcakes can win.”

The words warmed Eleanor more than expected.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t let Vivian intimidate you.”

“I’m not intimidated.”

Mabel raised an eyebrow.

“Fine,” Eleanor said. “I’m slightly intimidated.”

“Toffee believes in you,” Grace offered.

Toffee had returned beneath the table and was licking something off the grass.

Eleanor sighed. “Toffee believes in crumbs.”

The morning passed quickly.

Customers arrived in steady waves. Collins Bakery sold blueberry turnovers from Book One’s America 250 menu because people still requested them, but the raspberry cupcakes drew the most attention. Children pointed at the pink frosting. Adults asked whether they were the famous fair entry. Tourists bought boxes of four to take home.

Eleanor should have been thrilled.

She was.

Mostly.

But her attention kept drifting.

To Vivian Sinclair.

To Denise Talbot, who appeared near the quilt barn shortly before eleven and stood watching the baking pavilion for several minutes.

To Darla Jenkins from Sugar Hill Sweets, who marched past Collins Bakery without saying hello.

To Linda Brooks, who hovered near the registration table looking nervous enough to crack.

To Nate Whitcomb, the young food blogger, who seemed to be photographing everything except the food.

Every fair had rivalries.

But this fair felt crowded with secrets.

Shortly before noon, Grace returned from delivering flowers to the judging tent and leaned across Eleanor’s booth.

“I heard something.”

Eleanor set down a cupcake box. “Naturally.”

Grace grinned. “That phrase is better than the one you’re avoiding.”

“I’m trying.”

“I noticed.” Grace lowered her voice. “Darla Jenkins is furious.”

“With whom?”

“Vivian.”

Mabel appeared as if pulled by invisible thread. “Why?”

Grace glanced around. “Vivian disqualified Darla’s niece from a youth baking showcase last year.”

Eleanor frowned. “For what?”

“Using a purchased pie crust.”

Mabel gasped.

A customer nearby gasped too.

Apparently, pastry crimes had a wide audience.

Grace continued. “Darla claims it was a misunderstanding. Vivian said rules are rules. Darla says Vivian humiliated the girl in front of everyone.”

Eleanor looked toward the pavilion, where Darla Jenkins now stood stiff-backed beside a table of competitors.

Another angry baker.

Another public humiliation.

Another possible grudge.

The list was growing.

“And Linda Brooks?” Eleanor asked.

Grace’s brows lifted. “What about her?”

“She looks nervous.”

“Linda always looks nervous.”

“Not like this.”

Grace followed Eleanor’s gaze.

Linda stood near the registration table holding a white bakery box. Her shoulders were tight. She kept looking toward Vivian, then toward the exit, as though deciding whether to flee.

“Maybe she doesn’t like competing,” Grace said.

“Then why enter?”

Mabel leaned in. “Because of the money.”

That was likely true.

The $10,000 prize would tempt plenty of people.

Especially someone whose family had already been shaken by scandal in Book One.

Before Eleanor could respond, Toffee shot out from beneath the table.

“Toffee!”

The dachshund darted across the walkway with shocking speed for a dog shaped like a loaf of bread. His little ears bounced as he headed straight toward the baking pavilion.

“Oh no,” Eleanor said, already moving.

Caleb, who had been speaking with a deputy near the ticket booth, turned at the sound of her voice.

Toffee slipped through the pavilion entrance just as the first contestants began lining up for recipe submission.

Eleanor hurried after him.

Inside, the air smelled of sugar, vanilla, cinnamon, lemon, and nerves.

Contestants stood at tables with their baked goods covered and labeled. Clipboards passed from volunteer to volunteer. Judges moved through the space, speaking quietly.

Toffee ignored all of it.

He went directly to a table near the back.

Linda Brooks’ table.

Linda gasped when the dachshund sniffed her white bakery box.

“Get him away from there.”

Eleanor scooped Toffee up quickly. “I’m sorry. He slipped away.”

Linda clutched the box against her chest.

Her face had gone pale.

Too pale.

“It’s fine,” Linda said.

It obviously was not fine.

Toffee wriggled in Eleanor’s arms, nose still twitching toward the box.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Eleanor studied Linda’s expression.

Fear.

Not annoyance.

Fear.

“What’s in the box?” Eleanor asked gently.

Linda’s grip tightened. “My entry.”

“For the cupcake competition?”

“Yes.”

Eleanor glanced toward the label.

The handwriting read:
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Raspberry Cupcakes – Linda Brooks
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A competitor.

That explained some tension.

Not all of it.

Toffee gave one sharp bark.

Linda flinched.

Several people looked over.

Vivian Sinclair appeared beside them with perfect timing and a judge’s unreadable expression.

“Is there a problem?”

Linda’s face went even paler.

“No.”

Vivian’s gaze moved from Linda to Toffee to Eleanor.

“Dogs are not permitted near competition entries.”

“I know,” Eleanor said. “I’m sorry.”

Vivian nodded, but her attention remained on Linda’s box.

For one brief second, Eleanor saw something pass between the two women.

Recognition.

Not friendly.

Not casual.

Recognition with weight behind it.

Then Vivian smiled.

“Please keep the entries sealed until instructed.”

Linda nodded stiffly.

“I know the rules.”

Vivian’s expression did not change.

“I’m sure you do.”

The words were mild.

The tension beneath them was not.

Eleanor carried Toffee out of the pavilion with her mind racing.

Linda Brooks had entered raspberry cupcakes.

Vivian Sinclair clearly knew her.

Toffee had reacted strongly to Linda’s box.

And Linda had looked terrified.

Not guilty necessarily.

But terrified.

The fair had barely begun, and already the competition felt less like a celebration and more like a fuse waiting for a spark.

Eleanor carried Toffee back toward the Collins Bakery booth with one arm while balancing a tray of fresh raspberry cupcakes in the other.

The dachshund twisted in her grasp, determined to look over her shoulder toward the baking pavilion.

"You've caused enough excitement for one morning."

Toffee responded with an indignant huff.

Grace was waiting beside the booth with her arms folded.

"I heard."

News traveled faster than Wi-Fi in Christmas Tree.

"You already know?"

"I know Toffee invaded the competition tent."

"That was an accident."

"I also heard Linda Brooks nearly dropped her cupcakes."

Eleanor sighed.

"And?"

"And Vivian Sinclair came over."

Grace lowered her voice.

"People are talking."

"About what?"

"About the way Vivian looked at Linda."

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Apparently, Eleanor hadn't been the only one to notice.

Mabel emerged from the bakery trailer carrying another tray of blueberry turnovers.

"Good."

Grace blinked.

"Good?"

"I like it when people dislike each other."

Eleanor stared.

"I should clarify."

"I sincerely hope so."

Mabel carefully set the tray into the display.

"It gives the mystery somewhere to grow."

Grace laughed.

"You spend too much time reading mysteries."

"I spend exactly the right amount."

A customer approached the counter, interrupting the conversation.

An older couple from Tennessee purchased a dozen lemon butter cookies and asked for directions to the antique tractor exhibit.

Two children argued over which cupcake had the most frosting.

A grandfather insisted on buying pineapple icebox cake because his wife had declared it "the best dessert she'd eaten in twenty years."

Business remained steady.

Comforting.

Normal.

Exactly what Eleanor needed.

For almost an hour.

Then the first crack appeared.

It happened just after one o'clock.

Voices.

Raised.

Sharp.

The argument drifted from the direction of the competitors' preparation tent.

At first, Eleanor tried to ignore it.

County fairs always included arguments.

Someone believed their vegetables deserved first prize.

Someone else insisted the judges favored another county.

Competitive people competed.

It wasn't unusual.

The shouting grew louder.

Customers turned toward the sound.

Grace looked up from wrapping flowers.

Mabel sighed dramatically.

"There it is."

"What?"

"The annual fair argument."

Caleb, standing near the information booth, was already moving.

Two deputies followed.

Eleanor watched him disappear into the crowd.

Five minutes later, he returned.

Alone.

"What happened?" Eleanor asked.

The sheriff accepted a glass of iced tea.

"Darla Jenkins."

"What now?"

"She accused another contestant of copying one of her frosting designs."

Mabel nodded.

"Classic Darla."

"You know her?"

"I've competed against her."

Interesting.

Very interesting.

"And?"

"She believes every baker is stealing from her."

Grace smiled.

"Is anyone?"

"No."

Mabel didn't hesitate.

"She's simply very talented."

"And?"

"Very dramatic."

Caleb laughed.

"That matches today's report."

"So, no arrests?"

"Not unless decorating cupcakes becomes a felony."

Mabel considered that.

"It should."

The sheriff shook his head.

"I'll pretend I didn't hear that."

The mood lightened again.

At least temporarily.

Two o'clock arrived.

Contestants began carrying their official entries into the judging pavilion.

Every cupcake sat beneath a clear plastic dome.

Each recipe rested inside a sealed envelope beside the display.

Contest numbers replaced names.

Judges would not know whose desserts they were tasting.

Or at least that was the intention.

Eleanor carefully placed her raspberry cupcakes on Display Table Seven.

The frosting looked perfect.

The sugared
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