
Death by Lemon Cream Cupcake: Book 3

A Collins Bakery Mystery
By E.J. Snow


Table of Contents

Title Page

Death By Lemon Cream Cupcake (The Collins Bakery Series, #3)

Table of Contents

Chapter One | The Woman with the Blue Ribbon

Chapter 2 | A Family Recipe

Chapter Three | The Recipe Collection

Chapter Four | The Rose Garden

Chapter Five | The Lemon Circle

Chapter Six | The Keeper of Summer

Chapter Seven | The Keeper of Autumn

Chapter Eight | The Silent Mill

Chapter Nine | The Miller's Journal

Chapter Ten | The Fourth Keeper

Chapter Eleven | The Church Bell

Chapter Twelve | The Harvest Keeper

Chapter Thirteen | The Founders' Table

Chapter Fourteen | The Final Keeper

Chapter Fifteen | The Woman in the Reflection

Chapter Sixteen | The Watcher's Secret

Chapter Seventeen | The Promise Arthur Kept

Chapter Eighteen | The Last Recipe

Chapter Nineteen | The Circle Breakers

Chapter Twenty | The Ledger of Truth

Chapter Twenty-One | The Killer's Final Move

Chapter Twenty-Two | The Forgotten Witness

Chapter Twenty-Three | The Last Living Witness

Chapter Twenty-Four | The Long Road Home

About the Author

About the Publisher

This book is dedicated to all of my children here on earth and in heaven.

E. J. Snow

Copyright © 2026 E.J. Snow

Copyright © 2026 by [E.J. Snow]. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Cover Design: [E.J. Snow] First Edition: July 2026

Dedicated to all my children whom I love with all my heart. E. J. Snow

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Table of Contents

[image: ]


Chapter One – A Sweet Beginning

Chapter Two – A Bitter Discovery

Chapter Three – The Lemon Circle

Chapter Four – Secrets in the Greenhouse

Chapter Five – The Hidden Garden

Chapter Six – Beneath the Mill

Chapter Seven – The Winter Keeper

Chapter Eight – The Rose Keeper

Chapter Nine – The Missing Ledger

Chapter Ten – The Forgotten Recipe

Chapter Eleven – The Church Bell

Chapter Twelve – The Harvest Keeper

Chapter Thirteen – The Founders' Table

Chapter Fourteen – The Final Keeper

Chapter Fifteen – The Woman in the Reflection

Chapter Sixteen – The Watcher's Secret

Chapter Seventeen – The Promise Arthur Kept

Chapter Eighteen – The Last Recipe

Chapter Nineteen – The Circle Breakers

Chapter Twenty – The Ledger of Truth

Chapter Twenty-One – The Killer's Final Move

Chapter Twenty-Two – The Forgotten Witness

Chapter Twenty-Three – The Last Living Witness

Chapter Twenty-Four – The Long Road Home

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

The Woman with the Blue Ribbon
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The first Saturday of April always smelled like lemons in Christmas Tree, North Carolina.

Long before sunrise, the streets surrounding Collins Bakery were already alive with activity. Volunteers draped yellow and white bunting across Main Street, merchants polished storefront windows until they sparkled, and children chased one another between planters overflowing with daffodils and tulips. The town's annual Lemon Blossom Festival had become one of the largest spring celebrations in the county, drawing visitors from neighboring towns eager to enjoy homemade desserts, live music, artisan vendors, and the famous baking competition that officially opened the season.

For Eleanor Collins, however, festivals meant something much simpler.

They meant baking.

She stood at the massive maple worktable in the heart of Collins Bakery, sunlight just beginning to spill through the kitchen windows. Copper mixing bowls gleamed from the hanging rack overhead while the smell of butter, sugar, and fresh lemons filled every corner of the room.

Toffee sat nearby, watching her with complete concentration.

The long-haired chocolate-and-tan dachshund rested on a braided rug beside the oven, his feathered ears framing his intelligent amber eyes. Around his neck hung the familiar blue leather collar with the little brass tag that read simply:

TOFFEE

His tail swept happily across the floor every time Eleanor reached for another lemon.

"You know," she said, grating fragrant yellow zest into a mixing bowl, "you're looking at me as though you expect breakfast before the customers arrive."

Toffee answered with one hopeful bark.

"I thought so."

Mabel Collins laughed from across the kitchen.

"You've spoiled that dog."

"I have not."

"You absolutely have."

Mabel slid two trays of freshly baked lemon scones onto cooling racks before dusting her hands on her apron.

"Your grandfather always claimed a bakery dog earned breakfast."

"He also claimed dogs could smell dishonest people."

Eleanor smiled.

"He wasn't wrong."

Toffee barked again, almost proudly.

Mabel pointed toward him.

"See? Even he agrees."

The kitchen filled with easy laughter.

It had been nearly a month since the frightening events surrounding the Summer Fair investigation, and little by little Collins Bakery had settled back into the peaceful rhythm Eleanor loved most.

The shattered trust that had once divided Christmas Tree was healing.

The historical society had announced plans for a permanent exhibit honoring Margaret Lawson, Arthur Collins, Victor Holloway, Benjamin Carter, Richard Talbot, and Vivian Sinclair.

The restored records discovered beneath the fairgrounds would remain preserved for future generations.

Justice had finally arrived.

And for the first time in weeks, Eleanor believed life might finally become ordinary again.

She should have known better.

By seven o'clock the front bell barely stopped ringing.

Families filled the café.

Festival volunteers ordered coffee by the dozen.

Visitors crowded around the pastry cases, admiring rows of lemon cream cupcakes decorated with delicate buttercream swirls, candied lemon peel, and tiny white sugar blossoms.

Grace Bennett hurried between tables arranging fresh bouquets of daffodils.

"They're beautiful."

Mrs. Harper admired the flowers.

"Grace outdid herself."

Grace smiled warmly.

"The festival deserves sunshine indoors too."

Daniel Mercer occupied his favorite corner booth, typing furiously on his laptop while balancing a cinnamon roll on one side of his notebook.

"You know," Eleanor teased as she poured his coffee, "most reporters don't begin investigations before breakfast."

Daniel grinned.

"I'm not investigating."

"No?"

"I'm covering the Lemon Blossom Festival."

She folded her arms.

"Those usually become investigations."

He looked genuinely offended.

"I resent that."

"You've said that before."

"I know."

"And every single time someone ends up dead."

Daniel sighed dramatically.

"I wish you'd stop being right."

The surrounding customers laughed.

Even Daniel couldn't suppress a smile.

The bakery had become more than a business.

It was where the town gathered.

Where birthdays were celebrated.

Where engagement announcements were whispered over coffee.

Where newcomers became neighbors.

Where loneliness rarely lasted long.

Eleanor treasured that more than she could ever explain.

The front door opened again.

A woman entered quietly.

Unlike the excited festival visitors bundled in bright spring jackets, she wore an elegant cream-colored coat despite the warming morning.

A matching hat shaded silver hair gathered neatly beneath the brim.

White gloves covered her hands.

She carried an old-fashioned bakery box tied carefully with faded blue ribbon.

Eleanor noticed the ribbon immediately.

Not because it was unusual.

Because she'd seen one exactly like it before.

A blue ribbon.

Old.

Worn.

Carefully preserved.

Her smile faded ever so slightly.

The woman approached the counter.

"You must be Miss Collins."

"I am."

"My name is Amelia Hawthorne."

Her voice carried quiet dignity, though exhaustion shadowed every word.

"I've driven nearly four hours to meet you."

Eleanor smiled warmly.

"Then let's make sure the trip was worthwhile."

Amelia looked around the bustling bakery.

"I was hoping we might speak privately."

Something in her expression gave Eleanor pause.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

More like...

Relief.

As though simply arriving had lifted a burden she'd carried for years.

"Of course."

Eleanor led her toward a quiet table near the fireplace.

Toffee followed without being asked.

The little dachshund stopped beside Amelia's chair.

He sniffed gently at the old bakery box.

Then sat.

Watching.

Interesting.

Amelia looked down at him.

"You're Toffee."

His tail wagged once.

"I've heard quite a lot about you."

Eleanor raised an eyebrow.

"You've heard about my dog?"

"I've heard about both of you."

She smiled faintly.

"People have begun telling stories."

"I'm not sure that's a good thing."

"I think it is."

Amelia gently placed the bakery box on the table between them.

Her gloved fingers rested on the faded ribbon.

For a long moment she simply stared at it.

Finally she spoke.

"This ribbon belonged to my mother."

Eleanor remained silent.

Sometimes people needed space before telling difficult stories.

Amelia slowly untied the bow.

Inside rested a single lemon cream cupcake.

It looked almost perfect.

The buttercream had been piped with extraordinary precision.

Candied lemon peel curled delicately across the top.

A tiny sugared violet rested beside it.

The cupcake looked almost too beautiful to eat.

"It was baked yesterday."

Amelia whispered.

"My mother taught me this recipe."

"It's lovely."

"She disappeared thirty years ago."

The words hung quietly between them.

Outside the bakery windows children laughed as a marching band rehearsed for the opening parade.

Inside, everything suddenly felt still.

Eleanor looked back at the cupcake.

"I'm sorry."

"So am I."

Amelia smiled sadly.

"No one ever found her."

She reached into her handbag and removed a folded recipe card.

The edges had yellowed with age.

Grease stains marked the corners.

Someone had clearly treasured it.

She handed it carefully to Eleanor.

"This is all I have left."

Eleanor unfolded the card.

Beautiful cursive handwriting filled both sides.

Lemon Cream Cupcakes

Below the ingredients appeared several handwritten notes.

Most described baking techniques.

One line, however, caught Eleanor's attention.

It had been written much smaller than the others.

Almost hidden beneath the instructions.

"Never trust anyone who asks for the second copy."

That was odd.

Eleanor frowned slightly.

"Your mother wrote this?"

"I believe so."

"Do you know what it means?"

Amelia slowly shook her head.

"That's why I've come."

She looked directly into Eleanor's eyes.

"Three different people have offered to buy this recipe."

"Just the recipe?"

"Yes."

"They've each offered more money than seems reasonable."

"How much?"

Amelia hesitated.

"The last offer..."

She swallowed.

"...was one hundred thousand dollars."

Eleanor stared.

"For a cupcake recipe?"

Amelia nodded.

"Which is why I don't believe they're buying a recipe."

Toffee gave one soft whine.

His gaze never left the recipe card.

Outside, the church bells began ringing nine o'clock.

The Lemon Blossom Festival was officially underway.

Neither Eleanor nor Amelia noticed the man standing across the street.

Hidden beneath the awning of the old hardware store.

Watching Collins Bakery through dark sunglasses.

Watching the blue-ribbon bakery box.

And waiting.

Eleanor read the hidden sentence again.

Never trust anyone who asks for the second copy.

The words had been written so small they almost disappeared beneath the recipe instructions. Most people would have missed them. Perhaps they were meant to be missed.

Amelia Hawthorne watched her quietly.

“You see it.”

“I do.”

“I thought perhaps I had imagined it at first.”

“You didn’t.”

Toffee shifted beneath the table and rested one paw gently on Eleanor’s shoe.

The little dachshund wasn’t barking. He wasn’t begging. He was simply watching the bakery box with unsettling focus.

I wonder what she meant.

Eleanor carefully placed the recipe card back on the table.

“Who offered you money for it?”

Amelia opened her handbag and removed three cream-colored envelopes.

“No names.”

“Letters?”

“Yes.”

Eleanor unfolded the first.

The message was brief.

Polite.

Cold.

Your mother’s recipe belongs in the right hands. Name your price.

The second offered fifty thousand dollars.

The third offered one hundred thousand.

None were signed.

All had been typed.

Mabel, who had been pretending not to listen while refilling coffee nearby, stopped pretending entirely.

“One hundred thousand dollars for a cupcake recipe?”

“That was my reaction,” Amelia said.

Grace sat down beside Eleanor.

“Someone wants what’s hidden in it.”

Amelia nodded.

“That’s what I think.”

Before Eleanor could respond, the bakery door opened and Sheriff Caleb Parker stepped inside.

He wore his uniform, his hat tucked beneath one arm, and the tired but steady expression Eleanor had come to know so well.

Toffee immediately ran to greet him.

Caleb smiled and reached down.

“Good morning, partner.”

The dachshund accepted the greeting like a professional.

Then returned to Amelia’s table.

Caleb noticed.

His gaze moved from the bakery box to the envelopes, then to Eleanor.

“That look worries me.”

Eleanor gave him a small smile.

“It probably should.”

Ten minutes later, they had moved into Eleanor’s office.

Amelia explained everything again.

Her mother, Celeste Hawthorne, had vanished thirty years earlier after winning a regional baking contest with the lemon cream cupcake recipe. Nobody had ever been found. No arrest had ever been made. Most people assumed Celeste had walked away from her life.

Amelia had never believed it.

“She wouldn’t have left me.”

Her voice remained controlled, but the pain beneath it was unmistakable.

“I was eight years old.”

Caleb’s expression softened.

“I’m sorry.”

Amelia nodded once.

“Thank you.”

Eleanor looked down at the recipe card.

“Why come here now?”

“Because the letters started after the story about your last case ran in the paper.”

Daniel Mercer, standing near the doorway, looked guilty.

“That would be my article.”

Amelia gave him a faint smile.

“It was a very good article.”

“Thank you.”

“It made me think perhaps someone might finally listen.”

Eleanor glanced toward Caleb.

He was already studying the envelopes.

“May I keep these?”

Amelia hesitated.

Then nodded.

“Yes.”

Caleb carefully slid them into an evidence sleeve.

“I’ll have Nina check for fingerprints and paper source.”

Mabel appeared in the doorway.

“Before anyone says anything else dramatic, Amelia needs tea.”

No one argued.

A few minutes later, they returned to the café table near the fireplace. Mabel placed a steaming cup of chamomile tea in front of Amelia and a small plate of lemon scones beside it.

Amelia smiled faintly.

“You’re very kind.”

“No,” Mabel said. “I’m practical. People tell the truth better when they’re warm and fed.”

Grace laughed softly.

“That may be the bakery motto.”

“It should be.”

For a moment, the warmth of Collins Bakery wrapped around them again.

Customers came and went. Festival music drifted through the open windows. Children pressed their faces against the display case, pointing at cupcakes decorated with sugar blossoms. The Lemon Blossom Festival continued outside as though no thirty-year-old mystery had just walked through the front door.

Then Amelia reached for the cupcake.

Eleanor noticed too late.

“Wait.”

Amelia’s hand paused.

“What is it?”

Eleanor stared at the cupcake inside the old bakery box.

“I don’t know.”

Toffee stood suddenly.

Low growl.

The sound made Caleb straighten.

“Eleanor?”

She leaned closer.

The cupcake itself looked perfect, but the candied lemon peel on top seemed slightly damp.

Not syrupy.

Not glossy.

Damp.

A faint bitter scent rose beneath the bright lemon.

Her stomach tightened.

“Don’t eat that.”

Amelia went pale.

Caleb immediately moved the box away from her.

“Everyone step back.”

The café quieted.

Mabel gently guided nearby customers toward the far side of the bakery.

Grace took Amelia’s trembling hand.

“What do you think it is?” Amelia whispered.

“I don’t know,” Eleanor said honestly.

But she remembered Vivian Sinclair.

She remembered poison hidden where no one expected it.

And she remembered that killers rarely repeated themselves exactly—but they often repeated what had worked.

Caleb called Deputy Nina Alvarez.

Within minutes, the cupcake was sealed inside an evidence container, and Amelia’s letters were marked for testing.

The Lemon Blossom Festival music outside sounded suddenly too cheerful.

Amelia sat very still.

“If I had eaten it...”

Caleb didn’t answer.

He didn’t need to.

The possibility was clear enough.

Someone hadn’t simply wanted the recipe.

Someone had tried to silence Amelia before she could explain why it mattered.

By noon, the bakery had resumed business, but the mood had shifted. Whispers moved from table to table. Visitors still bought lemon cream cupcakes, but Eleanor noticed some customers studying them a little too carefully.

Fear spread faster than butter on warm bread.

She hated that.

Collins Bakery had survived secrets, murder, and scandal. She would not let another shadow settle over it if she could help it.

Near two o’clock, Nina returned.

Her expression told Caleb the news wasn’t good.

“The quick test came back positive.”

“For what?” Eleanor asked.

Nina looked toward the sealed evidence box.

“A toxic bittering agent. Not enough to confirm the exact compound yet, but enough that eating the cupcake could have been dangerous.”

Amelia closed her eyes.

Grace squeezed her hand.

Caleb’s jaw tightened.

“Was it baked in?”

“No,” Nina said. “Applied after decorating.”

Eleanor looked at the candied lemon peel.

“That’s where it was.”

Nina nodded.

“Most likely.”

The same method as before, in a way.

A beautiful dessert made dangerous by something added after the baking was done.

Personal.

Deliberate.

Cruel.

The bakery bell jingled.

An older man stepped inside.

He wore a gray suit, polished shoes, and an expression carved from worry. His silver hair was neatly combed, and his eyes went straight to Amelia.

“Amelia.”

She stood so quickly her chair nearly tipped.

“Uncle Robert?”

The man hurried to her side.

“I heard you came here.”

“How?”

He hesitated.

Just long enough.

“I was worried.”

Caleb stepped closer.

“And you are?”

“Robert Hawthorne.”

He extended a hand.

“Celeste was my sister.”

Eleanor saw Amelia stiffen.

Not much.

Enough.

Family tension had entered the bakery.

Robert looked at the empty bakery box on the table.

“Where is it?”

Amelia’s voice cooled.

“The cupcake?”

“The recipe.”

Silence.

Mabel stopped wiping the counter.

Grace looked from Amelia to Robert.

Caleb’s expression became unreadable.

Robert seemed to realize his mistake.

“I only meant—”

“No,” Amelia said quietly. “You meant the recipe.”

Toffee moved to stand beside Amelia’s chair.

The little dachshund stared at Robert and gave one sharp bark.

For the first time all morning, Eleanor felt the mystery sharpen into something dangerous and clear.

The threatening letters.

The poisoned cupcake.

The missing mother.

The hidden message.

And now the uncle who arrived asking for the recipe before asking whether Amelia was safe.

Outside, the Lemon Blossom Festival parade began moving down Main Street in a burst of music and color.

Inside Collins Bakery, Eleanor knew the celebration had just become the backdrop for another mystery.

And this time, the first suspect had walked straight through the front door. 
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Chapter 2

A Family Recipe
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The music from the Lemon Blossom Festival floated through the open windows of Collins Bakery like nothing had happened.

Outside, children laughed as floats rolled slowly down Main Street. A high school marching band played cheerful songs while yellow streamers fluttered between old brick storefronts. Visitors carried shopping bags filled with handmade candles, local honey, fresh flowers, and homemade preserves.

Inside the bakery, however, the atmosphere had changed.

Customers still came through the door, but conversations had become quieter.

Curious glances drifted toward the table near the fireplace where Amelia Hawthorne and her uncle Robert now sat.

Word traveled quickly in Christmas Tree.

By supper, Eleanor knew everyone would be talking about the woman who had arrived carrying a poisoned cupcake.

She wished they were talking about the festival instead.

Mabel quietly placed two fresh slices of warm lemon pound cake in front of Amelia and Robert.

"Neither of you has eaten since this morning."

"I'm not hungry," Amelia admitted.

"I wasn't asking."

Mabel folded her arms.

"You'll eat."

Robert smiled politely.

"I've heard stories about Collins Bakery."

"They're probably true."

Grace couldn't help laughing.

"That's Mabel's way of saying welcome."

Mabel pointed toward the cake.

"My way of saying welcome is butter."

Even Amelia managed a small smile.

The tension eased, if only for a moment.

Sheriff Caleb Parker watched Robert carefully from across the dining room.

Years of law enforcement had taught him that people often revealed themselves during ordinary conversations.

Especially when they believed no one was paying attention.

Robert appeared to be in his late sixties.

His gray suit had been tailored professionally.

His shoes were expensive.

His posture remained perfectly straight.

Yet his hands betrayed him.

Every few moments they tightened around his coffee cup.

Not from fear.

From nervous anticipation.

Wonder what he is really thinking.

He wasn't simply worried about Amelia.

He was waiting for something.

Or someone.

Deputy Nina Alvarez entered carrying a large evidence case.

"I've sent the cupcake to the state crime lab."

Caleb nodded.

"Anything else?"

She handed him a thin folder.

"We ran Amelia's name."

Amelia looked surprised.

"I expected you would."

"You don't mind?"

"Not at all."

Nina opened the file.

"Amelia Hawthorne."

"Age thirty-eight."

"Owns Hawthorne Tea Rooms in Asheville."

Grace's eyes brightened.

"I've been there."

Amelia smiled.

"You have?"

"The lavender tea is wonderful."

"Thank you."

Nina continued.

"No criminal history."

"No lawsuits."

"No financial problems."

Daniel Mercer looked thoughtful.

"So why threaten her?"

"Good question."

Caleb replied.

"And one we're going to answer."

Eleanor unfolded the recipe card once more.

This time she examined every inch of it beneath the bright light hanging over the office desk.

The card itself looked much older than thirty years.

Perhaps fifty.

Maybe more.

The edges had softened from years of handling.

Butter stains marked one corner.

Tiny flecks of flour still clung to the paper.

Someone had used this recipe.

Repeatedly.

Lovingly.

Then she noticed something she'd missed earlier.

Tiny pinholes.

Almost invisible.

Running down the left margin.

Perfectly straight.

As though the card had once been stitched into something.

A book?

An apron?

A journal?

She looked toward Amelia.

"Was this ever kept inside a cookbook?"

Amelia shook her head.

"Not that I know of."

"What about a recipe binder?"

"No."

Robert spoke for the first time in several minutes.

"My mother kept all her recipes sewn inside cloth folders."

Everyone turned toward him.

"Sewn?"

He nodded.

"She believed paper lasted longer inside fabric."

Well that explains the tiny holes.

The holes suddenly made sense.

Someone had carefully removed the card from a stitched collection.

But why remove only one recipe?

Toffee wandered into Eleanor's office carrying something in his mouth.

It was one of his favorite toys.

A faded blue ribbon.

Grace laughed.

"He wants to help."

Eleanor smiled.

"I think he already has."

She gently accepted the ribbon.

The color matched the faded ribbon tied around Amelia's bakery box almost perfectly.

Not exactly.

Almost.

She laid them side by side.

The ribbon from the bakery box had tiny gold threads woven into its edges.

The toy ribbon did not.

Amelia leaned forward.

"My mother used to embroider those."

"The gold?"

"Yes."

"Only for family recipes."

Silence.

Family recipes.

Not contest recipes.

Not bakery recipes.

Family recipes.

Perhaps the ribbon wasn't decoration at all.

Perhaps it identified something.

Daniel had been quietly researching on his laptop.

"I found an old newspaper article."

He turned the screen toward everyone.

The black-and-white photograph showed a smiling woman standing beside a display of cakes.

Beneath the picture appeared the headline.

LOCAL BAKER WINS STATE SPRING BAKE-OFF

"That's my mother."

Amelia whispered.

Celeste Hawthorne looked remarkably like her daughter.

The same warm smile.

The same kind eyes.

The article described her famous lemon cream cupcakes as "the finest judges had ever tasted."

Then Eleanor noticed something else.

Someone stood in the background.

Mostly hidden behind the crowd.

Watching Celeste.

Daniel enlarged the photograph.

The image became grainy.

Difficult to read.

But one detail remained unmistakable.

The man wore dark sunglasses.

Indoors.

Caleb leaned closer.

"Can you sharpen it?"

Daniel tried.

The image improved slightly.

Not enough to identify the face.

Enough to notice one more thing.

A distinctive signet ring.

Large.

Gold.

Bearing what looked like...

A lemon blossom.

Robert suddenly stood.

"I should be going."

Amelia looked surprised.

"So soon?"

"I have guests arriving this evening."

His answer sounded rehearsed.

Caleb walked him toward the door.

"I'd like your address."

"Of course."

Robert wrote it down without hesitation.

"And your phone number."

"No problem."

Everything appeared perfectly cooperative.

Yet as Robert stepped outside, Toffee followed him to the front porch.

The little dachshund watched until Robert climbed into a dark blue luxury sedan.

He didn't bark.

He simply watched.

Then...

As the car drove away...

Toffee gave one low growl.

Very interesting.

Caleb noticed.

"So did I."

By late afternoon the bakery had become busy once more.

Festival visitors crowded the café after the parade.

The smell of fresh coffee mixed with butter, vanilla, and lemon zest.

Grace sold bouquets nearly as quickly as Eleanor sold cupcakes.

Mabel worked steadily without ever seeming rushed.

Watching her bake reminded Eleanor of a conductor leading an orchestra.

Everything happened with quiet confidence.

Every movement had purpose.

"Six lemon pies."

"Coming up."

"Three scones."

"Already boxed."

"Two dozen cupcakes."

"Ready."

The bakery hummed with life.

It was exactly the place Eleanor's grandfather had dreamed of creating.

A place where people felt safe.

Where strangers became friends.

Where stories were shared over warm bread.

She refused to let fear take that away.

Just before closing time, the front door opened once again.

This time a young woman hurried inside.

She couldn't have been more than twenty-five.

Her curly auburn hair had escaped its ponytail, and she looked as though she'd run halfway across town.

"Miss Collins?"

"Yes?"

"My name is Claire Dawson."

She looked toward Amelia.

"I heard she's here."

Amelia stood.

"Do I know you?"

Claire nodded nervously.

"No."

"But..."

She reached into her shoulder bag.

"...I found something in my grandmother's attic this morning."

She carefully removed a faded cloth recipe folder.

Blue fabric.

Gold stitching.

Exactly like the holes in Amelia's recipe card suggested.

Every conversation in the bakery stopped.

Claire slowly opened the folder.

Dozens of handwritten recipes rested inside.

Except...

One page was missing.

Only empty stitching holes remained.

Claire looked at Amelia.

"My grandmother always said this recipe belonged to your mother."

She swallowed.

"And someone cut it out before she died."

Eleanor looked at the empty space in the cloth folder.

Then at the matching holes running down Amelia's recipe card.

For the first time...

The mystery wasn't just about one recipe.

It was about an entire collection.

And someone had been separating the pieces for decades.

For several moments, no one spoke.

The faded blue cloth recipe folder rested in the center of the farmhouse table inside Collins Bakery's office. Afternoon sunlight filtered through the windows, illuminating every tiny stitch sewn into the aged fabric.

Grace reached out carefully.

"May I?"

Claire Dawson nodded.

"My grandmother always said someone would eventually come looking for it."

Eleanor gently unfolded the cover.

The blue fabric had faded to the color of a spring sky after rain. Tiny lemon blossoms had been embroidered around the border using delicate yellow thread, while each corner had been reinforced with careful hand stitching.

Mabel smiled softly.

"That wasn't machine work."

"No."

Amelia agreed.

"My mother embroidered exactly like this."

She ran one finger lightly over the cloth.

"I remember sitting beside her while she sewed."

For a brief moment, her voice carried warmth instead of grief.

"I thought she was simply decorating her recipes."

She looked at Eleanor.

"Now I'm not so sure."

That is interesting.

The folder contained nearly forty handwritten recipes.

Lemon pound cake.

Honey biscuits.

Orange marmalade cookies.

Fresh peach cobbler.

Blueberry buckle.

Apple spice bread.

Each recipe appeared beautifully written in the same elegant handwriting as the lemon cream cupcake card.

Every page remained stitched securely into the cloth folder.

Every page...

Except one.

The missing section sat almost exactly in the center.

Only neat rows of tiny thread holes remained.

Eleanor laid Amelia's recipe card beside the opening.

The holes matched perfectly.

"So, this really belonged here," Grace whispered.

Claire nodded.

"My grandmother called it the Hawthorne Collection."

Amelia looked surprised.

"She knew my mother?"

Claire smiled.

"They were best friends."

Silence settled over the room.

"My grandmother's name was Rose Dawson."

Amelia's eyes widened.

"I remember her."

"You do?"

"I was little."

"But she brought fresh flowers every Sunday."

Grace smiled.

"She sounds lovely."

"She was."

Claire replied quietly.

"Before she died, she made me promise to keep this folder safe."

"Did she tell you why?" Caleb asked.

"Only that someone dangerous believed one recipe was worth killing for."

The room grew still.

Thirty years ago.

Rose Dawson had already known someone was willing to kill.

Daniel Mercer looked thoughtfully at the embroidered cover.

"I wonder..."

He carefully lifted the folder toward the light.

"What?"

"The stitching."

Everyone leaned closer.

The embroidery looked decorative.

Until sunlight passed through the fabric.

Hidden beneath the flowers...

Another pattern appeared.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

Tiny raised stitches formed faint lines across the inside cover.

Not random.

Intentional.

Almost like...

A map.

Eleanor frowned.

"It can't be."

Thomas Garrison, who had stopped by the bakery after helping preserve documents from the fairgrounds, adjusted his glasses.

"It reminds me of
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