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Dedication

For curious kids everywhere
who ask questions,
notice details,
and know that even when things get messy,
it’s always worth following the clues.
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The line outside The Muffin Emporium went all the way down the street and around the corner. People bounced on their toes. Kids tried to peek through the windows. Grown-ups held their phones up like tiny cameras on sticks.

Everyone wanted one thing.

The Ultimate Muffin.

Inside the bakery, the air smelled like sugar, butter, and “I probably shouldn’t eat this many carbs.” Trays of muffins, cookies, and croissants crowded the glass cases. The ovens hummed in the back. A bell on the door jingled every few seconds as more people squeezed in.

At the very front of the shop stood a special glass display case on a little round table. A single silver plate sat inside it. On that plate, under a glass dome, sat the star of the day.

The Ultimate Muffin.

It was big. Not “planet” big, but definitely “whoa” big. It was golden brown and rounded on top, like it had been doing muffin push-ups. Little purple and red berries dotted the surface. Tiny sparkles of edible gold dust glittered on the crust. It almost looked too fancy to eat.

Almost.

Mrs. Crumble, the owner of The Muffin Emporium, bustled back and forth behind the counter. She was short and round and moved very fast, like someone had wound her up and forgotten to stop. Her gray hair was twisted into a neat bun on top of her head, and it always seemed to have at least one sprinkle in it. Today she wore a bright red apron with flour handprints on it and the words “BAKE IT TILL YOU MAKE IT” across the front.

“Careful with the cinnamon swirls!” she called to her assistant. “No one wants a crooked swirl! That’s just wrong.”

Near the door, a man in a wrinkled brown suit tried to carry a paper cup of coffee, a plate piled with pastries, and his dignity, all at the same time.

The man was Detective Buckle.

He had a thick mustache that looked like two sleeping caterpillars. His tie had tiny ducks on it and was almost, but not quite, straight. His shoes were polished, but one of his shoelaces was always untied, no matter how many times he tied it. His notebook stuck halfway out of his jacket pocket.

Detective Buckle had been hired by Mrs. Crumble “just in case.” Just in case someone tried to steal the Ultimate Muffin. Just in case something suspicious happened. Just in case muffins were more dangerous than they looked.

Mrs. Crumble wasn’t taking any chances.

Unfortunately, Detective Buckle was not exactly known for solving cases.

He was mostly known for tripping over things.

“It’s simple,” he had told Mrs. Crumble earlier. “No one has ever stolen a muffin on my watch.”

He had not mentioned that no one had ever tried.

Now he slowly turned in a circle, trying to look mysterious and professional while sipping his coffee. He narrowed his eyes at the crowd. He squinted at the muffin case. He glanced at the ceiling, just in case gravity was up to something suspicious.

He took a step backwards.

His heel landed on the edge of a tray.

The tray was covered in croissants.

The next few seconds happened in slow motion.

The tray tilted.

The croissants slid.

Detective Buckle windmilled his arms like someone trying to hug the air. His coffee went flying. The croissants launched into the crowd like buttery boomerangs.

“Aaah!” someone yelped.

“My shirt!” someone else shouted.

“My face!” cried another.

Croissants bounced off people’s shoulders and heads. One landed perfectly in an old man’s hat. Another slid down a girl’s arm and flopped onto the floor.

“Sorry! So sorry! Very sorry!” Buckle gasped, diving after them.

He scrambled around, trying to catch croissants and coffee drips at the same time. His duck tie swung wildly from side to side. His notebook fell out of his pocket and skidded under a chair.

Mrs. Crumble rushed over, her hands on her hips.

“Detective Buckle,” she said, trying to sound calm and failing. “The croissants are not dangerous. The muffin is the important thing.”

“Right,” Buckle said, popping up with a croissant stuck to his sleeve. “Of course. I was just... testing the floor. For slipperiness. Very safe. Very scientific.”

He tossed the croissant onto the nearest empty tray. It missed and landed with a sad plop.

Mrs. Crumble pinched the bridge of her nose, then took a deep breath. She smoothed her apron. She straightened her bun. The sprinkle fell out and landed on Buckle’s shoe.

“Everyone!” she called, stepping up onto a small wooden stool. She grabbed a spoon and clinked it against a glass. “May I have your attention, please?”

The crowd quieted down. Phones pointed at her. Kids leaned forward, eyes wide.

“This is it,” Buckle whispered to himself. He dusted flour off his jacket and tried to look serious again.

“Today,” Mrs. Crumble announced, “we celebrate the grand reopening of The Muffin Emporium!”

Cheers and claps filled the room.

“And,” she continued, “we also reveal, for the very first time, our newest creation...”

She paused for dramatic effect. She knew how to pause. She had practiced the pause.

“THE ULTIMATE MUFFIN!”

The crowd burst into applause. Someone whistled. A little kid shouted, “Marry me, muffin!” which made everyone laugh.

Mrs. Crumble stepped down from her stool and walked to the special display case. Light from the glass shop windows shone on the muffin dome, making the gold dust sparkle like tiny stars.

“This muffin,” she said proudly, “comes from a very old recipe I found in a very old book that I found at a very old garage sale. It has secret spices. Secret berries. And a secret ingredient I shall never tell.”

She tapped her nose. The crowd made an impressed “oooh” sound.

Detective Buckle stood a little taller. He put his hands behind his back, like important detectives did in movies. He scanned the crowd again.

The kids near the front were practically drooling. A businessman in a blue suit stared at the muffin like it was his one true love. An old lady in a purple coat clutched her purse and muttered, “I knew her when she only made blueberry.”

No one looked like a muffin thief.

Buckle squinted at the muffin itself. “Don’t worry,” he whispered to it. “I’ve got my eye on you.”

The muffin, being a muffin, said nothing.

Mrs. Crumble lifted a silver knife. “And now,” she said, “for the first slice of the—”

The lights went out.

Every single one.

The bakery dropped into darkness.

Someone screamed.

Someone else screamed because the first person screamed.

In the dark, people bumped into each other. A chair scraped. A tray clattered. An unknown object poked Buckle in the side.

“Hey!” he yelped. “Watch the mustache!”

The lights flickered once. Twice. Then buzzed back on.

Everyone blinked.

Mrs. Crumble was still standing by the display table. The knife was still in her hand, held in mid-air.

But the glass dome was tipped on its side.

And the silver plate underneath it was empty.

Mrs. Crumble’s eyes went wide. “No,” she whispered. “No, no, no.”

She lifted the dome.

Nothing.

The Ultimate Muffin was gone.

For a second, no one moved.

Then the bakery exploded with noise.

“Where did it go?”

“Who took it?”

“Check my pockets! I’m willing!”

“Is this part of the show?”

Detective Buckle’s mouth fell open. He checked under the table. He checked his own hands. He checked the top of his head, just in case the muffin had landed there during the blackout.

Nothing.

Mrs. Crumble turned slowly toward him. Her face was pale. Her hands shook.

“Detective Buckle,” she said in a tiny voice. “My muffin. My beautiful, wonderful, famous, expensive muffin. It’s gone.”

Buckle swallowed. His throat felt dry, like someone had baked it.

“Everyone, remain calm!” he shouted, which, of course, made no one remain calm at all.

People talked louder. A few tried to push toward the door. A kid started crying. Somewhere in the crowd, a small voice asked, “Does this mean no samples?”

Buckle climbed onto a nearby chair. The chair wobbled under him.

“The Ultimate Muffin,” he said carefully, “has vanished.”

He paused, letting that sink in. It sounded very dramatic in his head.

“This,” he declared, pointing his finger in the air, “is a case!”

The chair squeaked. Buckle wobbled. He windmilled his arms again and managed not to fall, which felt like a small miracle.

He pulled his notebook from his pocket. A croissant crumb fell out with it. He flicked the crumb away and licked his pencil.

“First things first,” he said. “Witnesses.”

He hopped down and marched toward the nearest people in line, a young couple who were still staring at the empty plate.

“You two!” he said. “Did you see anything suspicious?”

The woman shook her head. “We were just reading the menu,” she said. “I was trying to decide between chocolate chip and banana nut.”

Buckle wrote: TOO BUSY THINKING ABOUT BANANAS.

He moved on to the assistant behind the counter, who was nervously wiping her hands on her apron.

“And you,” Buckle said. “Where were you when the muffin disappeared?”

“Right here,” she said. “I was about to help Mrs. Crumble with the big reveal, and then the lights went out. I heard a crash, and then everyone was shouting, and then—”

“And did you see anyone near the muffin?” Buckle asked.

“No, Detective. I was trying to catch the tray you knocked over.”

Buckle’s face heated up. “Ah,” he said. “Yes. The floor test. Very important.”

He scribbled: FLOOR VERY SLIPPERY. POSSIBLE WEAPON.

He moved to a group of kids huddled near the front. They were whispering and holding something that looked like a small cage.

“And what about you?” Buckle asked. “Did any of you see the muffin vanish?”

The kids moved aside to reveal a tiny brown hamster, nose twitching, whiskers quivering.

“This is Biscuit,” one boy said proudly. “He loves crumbs.”

The hamster stared at Buckle with shiny black eyes.

Buckle stared back.

Could a hamster steal a muffin?

He leaned in closer. Biscuit licked his own paw.

“Hmm,” Buckle said.

He wrote: HAMSTER. LIKES CRUMBS. SUSPICIOUS.

Mrs. Crumble appeared at his side again. Her eyes were shiny, and not in a good, gold-dust way. “Detective,” she said, “I need you to find my muffin. That recipe is my life. People came from all over the city. If I can’t serve them the Ultimate Muffin, they’ll never come back.”

Buckle puffed out his chest. His ducks wobbled on his tie.

“Mrs. Crumble,” he said, “I will find that muffin if it’s the last thing I do.”

His shoelace chose that exact moment to come untied. He stepped on it and nearly fell over again.

He caught himself on the glass display case, smiled weakly, and added, “Step one: do not fall down.”

Mrs. Crumble didn’t smile. “Please, Detective,” she whispered.

Buckle looked around the crowded bakery. He saw crumbs on the floor. He saw flour on people’s shoes. He saw the empty silver plate and the tipped glass dome.

Somewhere in this chaos, he thought, was a clue.

He didn’t know what it was yet.

He didn’t know who had taken the muffin, or how, or why.

But he did know one thing.

This was officially his first big case.

Detective Buckle straightened his hat, tightened his shoelace, and gripped his notebook.

“The Case of the Missing Muffin,” he said quietly to himself. “I accept.”

And with that, the world’s most accidentally clumsy detective began his investigation.
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