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The Last Slice

Willowbrook never seemed to sleep. Not in the way cities did, with neon lights blinking over traffic and the constant hum of sirens. It was a small town that lay in a valley, cradled by rolling hills of pine and the occasional farmhouse that still smelled of fresh hay. In the evenings, a gentle mist rolled in from the river, wrapping the old brick storefronts in a soft, silvery veil. The most conspicuous of those storefronts was the Midnight Bakery, a modest, pastel-painted shop with a copper sign that swung lazily in the night breeze.

Mara Sinclair pushed the heavy oak door open, the bell above it chiming a low, welcoming note that seemed to echo beyond the shop’s low ceiling. She stood in the doorway for a beat, inhaling the mixture of flour, butter, and warm sugar that always seemed to linger longer than the last customer’s footsteps. The bakery was her kingdom, a place she had inherited from her grandmother a decade ago, and she ran it with a precise, almost forensic attention to detail that made the townsfolk both love and respect her.

The bakery’s interior was a well-kept secret. Shelves lined with copper pans, rolling pins stacked like disciplined soldiers, a vintage glass display case that reflected the soft glow of the single pendant lamp hanging over the preparation table. The walls were plastered in a comforting cream, adorned with framed photographs of past town fairs and the occasional handwritten recipe scrawled in a looping, elegant hand—Mara’s hand.

Tonight, as always, the shop was closed to the public. Midnight Bakery had a single hour of business each night, from twelve to one a.m., a tradition dating back to her grandmother’s era when the town’s main street was a hub for travelers heading east after the night train’s arrival. Mara liked the quiet; the night shift gave her a chance to experiment without the pressure of gawking eyes. It also gave her the privacy she needed to think, to untangle the little mysteries that peppered the town like crumbs on a countertop.

She set her coat on the peg, slipped off her shoes, and padded over to the central workbench. The stainless-steel bowl in front of her was already filled with a thick, ivory batter, waiting for the evening’s batch of lemon–blueberry scones. She lifted a spoon, tasted a fingertip of the mixture, and smiled. It was perfect. The burnt-sugar tang of the caramelized blueberries sang against the bright citrus. She set the batter aside and turned to the flour bin.

The flour bin was an old metal container, newly painted a soft ivory, perched high on a shelf. It held the bakery’s most precious stock—unbleached, stone-ground flour from a mill two counties over. Mara lifted the lid, the fine white powder spilling out in a silken cloud that glittered in the dim light. She was about to sift a scoop when her fingertips brushed against something crumpled, something that didn’t belong.

A receipt, faded and twice-creased, lay partially buried in the flour. Mara’s brow furrowed. She pulled it out delicately, careful not to scatter the fine dust. The paper, once cream, now yellowed with age, bore the distinct logo of the bakery—a moonlit croissant, its layers silvered against a midnight sky. Beneath it, typed in a hurried, clumsy font, were the details of a purchase:

Midnight Bakery

12:45 a.m. – 03/03/2024

Order #: 0147

L. Moretti – Signature:

Mara stared at the empty signature line. A customer’s name she recognized, but not their signature. Luca Moretti was a name that still hung in the town’s whispers. The same name that had graced the cover of The Gourmet Gazette three months prior when his chocolate-cinnamon croissant had been hailed as a culinary revelation. He had been in Willowbrook for a brief visit, lecturing at the community college’s culinary program, and the buzz around his presence had been palpable. He vanished soon after, leaving behind a trail of unfinished interviews and a promise to share his secret recipe—the recipe, as the townsfolk called it.

Mara traced the ink with a finger, feeling the slight dent the pen must have left. The receipt was for a “single slice,” presumably of a croissant, though the exact item was not listed—just the cryptic “single slice.” She glanced at the time of the order—12:45 a.m., a quarter of an hour before the bakery usually closed its doors. The piece that would normally be signed—none. The receipt was abandoned as if someone had abruptly left it behind.

She set the receipt on the countertop, her mind already racing through the possibilities. Who had taken the slip? Who had asked for just a single slice? And perhaps most importantly—why had they never returned for it?

The sound of the front door jingling announced a customer. Mara turned just in time to see a woman in a navy cardigan and faded denim jeans push the door open. She was small, perhaps in her late fifties, her hair a silver bob that fell neatly around her shoulders. The woman’s eyes flickered with fatigue, as though she’d been up all night, and she clutched a worn leather satchel close to her chest.

“Mara,” the woman said, voice soft but edged with a strange urgency, “could you—could you spare a single croissant? I’m... I’m on a special diet. It’s really just one, please.”

Mara smiled politely, “Of course, Evelyn. You know we only have one hour, but let’s see what we can do.”

Evelyn Hart—Mara recognised the name from the town’s directory. Evelyn was a regular, someone who often came in early for a cup of coffee and a pastry before heading to her job at the post office. She was known for her meticulous nature, her love of stamps, and her penchant for keeping a diary of everything that happened in Willowbrook. Yet her eyes, tonight, seemed to hold a different sort of turbulence.

Mara slipped a fresh, still warm croissant from the cooling rack—a perfectly laminated butter croissant with a delicate glossy finish. She placed it on a small porcelain plate and set it before Evelyn.

“Here you go,” Mara said, sliding a tiny napkin onto the plate. “One croissant, just as you asked.”

Evelyn took the croissant, her fingers trembling ever so slightly. She lifted the edge, inhaled the buttery aroma, and then set it down, almost reverently. “Thank you,” she whispered, and then something caught her eye—a small, familiar glint. She turned her head toward the counter, where the receipt lay.

“Mara,” Evelyn breathed, her voice barely a murmur, “is this...?”

Mara looked at the receipt again, surprised to see the woman pointing at it. “Yes, it’s a receipt,” she said, her tone gentle. “Do you recognize the name?”

Evelyn’s eyes widened for a heartbeat. “Luca... Luca Moretti?” she asked, her voice a mixture of curiosity and a tremor that had nothing to do with the cold night air. “I thought... I thought he never came back. He—he vanished after that pastry competition. I heard rumors, but...”

Mara took a gentle step closer, her detective instincts kicking in despite the seeming ordinariness of the visit. “Did you write this? Or perhaps you saw someone else leave it?”

Evelyn shook her head, a small smile breaking through the tension. “No, I didn’t write it. Someone must have dropped it in the flour with a hurried hand, I guess.” She looked down at the croissant she was holding. “I’m... I’m supposed to write a note about the person I see in the bakery every night. I thought it would be a simple thing for a diary... but maybe it’s more than that.” She paused, as if weighing each word carefully. “Mara, have you ever... ever wondered why someone would make a single order and never claim it?”

Mara’s mind churned. The strange nature of the receipt, the missing signature, the fact that the order was placed just before closing—all of it hinted at a story. She glanced around the bakery, noting the empty aisles, the gleaming countertops, the small table by the window where a single candle burned low. Outside, the mist thickened, turning the streetlights into hazy halos.

“Evelyn,” Mara began, her voice low, “there’s something about this that feels... unfinished. Like a puzzle missing a piece. Let me ask you—what brings you in at this hour?”

Evelyn sighed, setting the croissant down carefully on a napkin. “I—well, I work night shifts at the post office. The town’s a small place, and when I’m not sorting letters, I like the quiet of the night. The bakery is one of the few places that stays open. I come here to watch the world slow down, you know? And, I keep a journal. I write about the people I see, their habits, their secrets—if I’m being honest.” She laughed softly, a sound tinged with vulnerability. “I guess I’m a little nosy.”

Mara’s smile softened. “I understand that. And that’s why this... receipt caught my eye. Something feels off. I’m glad you mentioned Luca. Maybe there’s a connection we haven’t considered.”

Evelyn looked up, eyes glistening in the low light. “If he’s really gone, maybe the bakery should honor his memory. He was so talented—so passionate about his pastry. Have you ever thought about holding a tribute night? A bake-off? Maybe that could bring closure to the town.”

Mara tapped her chin, weighing the idea. “A tribute could be wonderful. But I’d need to be sure that his...recipe, if any, is safe.”

Before Evelyn could respond, the shop’s vintage clock on the wall chimed twelve—its low, resonant sound reverberating through the quiet space. Mara glanced at the display case; the glass showed rows of pastries, each meticulously arranged: almond croissants, raspberry danishes, a freshly glazed apple turnover. The scent was sweet, buttery, and carried a faint note of something deeper—perhaps the lingering top note of toasted cinnamon from previous batches.

She reached for the receipt once more, her eyes scanning the tiny details. Beneath Luca’s name, a faint line of ink—a research code, perhaps? 4-21-G-92. It could be a batch number, a reference to a laboratory, a fraction of a recipe’s formulation. What did it mean? The more she looked, the more questions arose.

Mara had been a detective before she inherited the bakery. She’d left the police force after a personal tragedy—a fire that took her mother’s life and left the old family home in charred ruins. Baking became her therapy, a way to rebuild not just a business but a sense of control, of nurturing life from simple ingredients. Yet her former instincts never fully faded. The recipe they said “unrivaled” by Luca Moretti was as much a legend as a secret, an icon of culinary craftsmanship, an intangible thread connecting Willow’s residents to a broader world.

She set the receipt down next to the flour bin, line by line, as if the paper itself could speak. “Evelyn, I’m going to keep this with me for now. I need to see if there’s any connection between this receipt and the missing chef.” Her voice bore a calm yet determined edge.

Evelyn nodded, taking a bite of the croissant. “I’ll be here tomorrow night. Same time, same place,” she said with a faint smile. “And maybe, just maybe, I’ll find something else in the flour.”

Mara laughed, a soft sound that seemed to melt the tension in the room. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like. This place does get lonely after the townsfolk go to bed. The night is our canvas.”

Evelyn tucked the empty croissant plate into her satchel, rose from the table, and headed toward the door. As she stepped outside, the mist swallowed her silhouette, turning it into a wavering gray shape against the amber glow of the streetlamp. She paused, looking back at the bakery’s warm interior, then turned and disappeared into the night, the bell above the door chiming a soft farewell.

Mara closed the shop’s back door, securing the lock with a turn of the key. She walked to the small office at the back of the bakery—a modest room with a wooden desk, a filing cabinet filled with invoices and handwritten notes, and a bulletin board bristling with clippings from the local Gazette. Above the desk hung a framed photograph of her grandmother, arms crossed, apron dusted with flour, smiling proudly at a batch of freshly baked loaves.

She sat down, the chair creaking under her weight, and spread out the receipt on the desk. The small, handwritten code on the bottom edge caught her eye again. Luca’s last known address was a loft above the Riverside Café, a place where aspiring chefs and artists liked to gather. Her mind whirled back to the first interview Luca gave after his appearance at the community college. He had mentioned a dedication to “preserving the integrity of flavors,” and that his “family’s secret had been passed down through generations, never to be commercialized.”

Mara recalled his nervous smile, the way his eyes lit up when he spoke about his grandmother’s croissant recipe, a secret that combined the “warmth of a hearth with the sharpness of a winter’s spice.” He’d hinted at a hidden “key”—not an actual literal key, but a metaphorical one. “The key is in the memory,” he’d said, half-laughing. “Just like a pastry rises with the right touch and left to rest in the right place.” He had paused then, looking at the window as if he saw something beyond the glass. Mara had wondered at the cryptic nature of his words then, perhaps now she understood that he meant something else entirely.

She turned back to the receipt. The blank signature line seemed like an invitation—a gap needing to be filled. She fetched a pen, hovered over the line, and then pulled her hand back. It was too soon to sign for anyone but herself. She set the pen down gently. “You’re not done, Luca,” she whispered, more to herself than to the paper. “And we’ll find you.”

She pushed aside the black wool coat draped over the back of her chair, revealing a set of old keys—a keyring Marcus, the town’s long-time locksmith, had given her when she first opened the bakery, for the back-door and the pantry. She retrieved the smallest one, the one that fit the freezer door—a massive, industrial unit she used for storing bulk flour and the occasional bulk cheese for her savory
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