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  Dedication


For the artists, crafters, and makers who preserve traditional skills one careful stitch, coil, and creation at a time.

For the grandmothers who taught with their hands, the students who learned with their hearts, and the communities that recognize masterpiece work when they see it—

And understand that some things are worth more than ribbons.
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  Introduction


Some people think craft fairs are gentle community events where neighbors gather to appreciate handmade beauty, support local artists, and buy things their grandmothers would have made if their grandmothers had owned better tools. 
Those people have never witnessed craft competition.
When Molly Kemp's prize-winning pine needle basket disappeared from the Harvest Craft Fair judging tent just hours before the awards ceremony, it wasn't just theft.
It was sabotage.
Because in the world of traditional crafts, where techniques take years to master and masterpieces take months to create, competition isn't just about ribbons, it's about recognition, reputation, and respect for the kind of patient artistry that most people will never attempt.
Welcome back to Maple Grove, where Sherry and her merry band of mystery-solving neighbors discover that missing artwork can generate just as much drama as missing sourdough, stolen kombucha, or vanishing rugelach.
Maybe more.
Because when someone steals months of careful work from a master craftsperson, they're not just taking property, they're taking heritage, technique, and the particular satisfaction that comes from creating something beautiful with traditional methods and infinite patience.
And in Maple Grove, that's the kind of theft that brings out the full force of community investigation, neighborly protection, and the particular justice that emerges when people who care about creativity decide that art theft is absolutely unacceptable.
Whether the thief intended sabotage or just made really poor choices about other people's masterpieces.
No matter how local the motives or how petty the competition.
Especially then.






  
  Chapter 1

The Morning the Masterpiece Vanished


Molly Kemp believed that pine needle basketry was a form of meditation that occasionally produced something beautiful enough to win ribbons. 
She had been wrong about the "occasionally" part.
Over the past five years, Molly's baskets had won seventeen blue ribbons, twelve "Best in Category" awards, and one "Judge's Choice for Exceptional Traditional Technique" that she'd had professionally framed and hung in her workshop where she could see it while working.
This year's entry, 'Autumn Memory,' was going to make eighteen, thirteen, and two. She was sure of it.
'Autumn Memory' represented everything she'd learned about traditional pine needle basketry: perfect coiling technique, authentic materials gathered from the same North Carolina grove her grandmother had favored, and a design that honored traditional methods while expressing her own artistic vision.
It was, without false modesty, a masterpiece.
Which made the phone call she received at 7:23 Saturday morning particularly devastating.
"Molly?" Janet Morris, the Harvest Craft Fair coordinator, sounded like someone delivering news that would ruin several people's entire weekend. "I'm at the judging tent. We have... a situation."
"What kind of situation?" Molly asked, though her stomach had already dropped toward the vicinity of her slippers.
"Your basket," Janet said quietly. "It's not here."
Molly sat down heavily on her kitchen stool. "Not where?"
"Not anywhere," Janet said. "The station is empty. Your entry card is still there. The description placard is properly positioned. But 'Autumn Memory'... isn't."
"That's not possible," Molly said automatically, because her brain refused to process that three months of careful work could simply disappear overnight.
"I know," Janet said. "I've checked everywhere. Storage areas, setup tables, security office. I've called the other judges. I've reviewed access logs. Your basket was properly positioned yesterday evening when I locked up. This morning, it's gone."
"Gone," Molly repeated.
"I'm so sorry," Janet said. "I've never had anything like this happen before. Fair property theft is... extremely rare."
"Fair property theft," Molly said, testing the words. "Someone stole my basket."
"Someone stole your basket," Janet confirmed.
Molly closed her eyes and pictured 'Autumn Memory' as she'd last seen it: golden pine needles coiled into perfect spirals, sweet grass accents positioned with mathematical precision, the subtle variations in needle color creating patterns that suggested autumn light filtering through Carolina forests.
Three months of daily work.
Years of accumulated technique.
Her grandmother's teachings translated into contemporary expression.
All of it sitting in someone else's possession.
"What do I do?" she asked.
"I've called park security," Janet said. "They're starting an investigation. I can delay judging until this afternoon if you want to file a police report."
"Police report for a missing basket," Molly said.
"Police report for theft of valuable artwork," Janet corrected firmly. "Molly, your baskets sell for eight hundred to twelve hundred dollars. This isn't small theft."
"It's not about the money," Molly said automatically.
"I know," Janet said gently. "It never is. But the police need dollar values for proper case classification."
After she hung up, Molly sat in her quiet kitchen, staring at her coffee cup and trying to understand how someone could walk away with months of her life.
Her workshop, visible through the kitchen window, contained dozens of baskets in various stages of completion. Works in progress, teaching samples, experimental pieces, and the occasional masterpiece that achieved everything she'd been trying to express through traditional techniques learned from her grandmother, refined through decades of practice, and applied to contemporary artistic vision.
None of them were 'Autumn Memory.'
None of them represented three months of her best work using materials she'd traveled six hundred miles to collect from the specific grove where her grandmother had gathered pine needles in the 1940s.
None of them were ready for state competition.
At 7:47, she called the first number in her emergency contact list.
Riley Martinez.
"Riley," she said when the call connected, "I need to borrow your neighborhood investigation skills."
"Mrs. Kemp?" Riley's voice was alert immediately, carrying the tone of someone who had learned to recognize community crisis and respond accordingly. "What happened?"
"Someone stole my competition basket," Molly said. "Right from the judging tent. Before the awards ceremony."
"'Autumn Memory'?" Riley asked, clearly recognizing the significance. "Your masterpiece? The one with the North Carolina pine needles?"
"Yes," Molly said, her voice thick. "And I need it back before three o'clock, or my entire year of preparation for state competition becomes meaningless."
"I'll call Sherry," Riley said immediately. "And Boone. People who steal art from traditional craftspeople obviously don't understand the seriousness of creative heritage."
"Thank you," Molly said. "And Riley?"
"Yeah?"
"This isn't just about winning," she said quietly. "Someone walked into that tent and took months of my life. I need them to understand what they've done."
"We'll find them," Riley said with the confidence of someone who had participated in multiple successful neighborhood mystery investigations. "And when we do, they're going to get a very thorough education about respecting other people's artwork."
"Community education through appropriate consequences," Molly said hopefully.
"Exactly," Riley replied. "Community protection for traditional artists."
"Thank you," Molly said again.
Twenty minutes later, her doorbell rang.
Molly opened the door to find Sherry Winestein carrying a coffee travel mug and wearing jeans, sneakers, and the alert expression of someone who had been activated for community investigation.
Behind Sherry stood Stan with his inevitable notebook, Riley with their investigation materials, and Boone, small and determined and clearly prepared for another case involving missing creative work.
"Molly," Sherry said without preamble, "show us the workshop. Explain the basket. Help us understand exactly what we're looking for and exactly what it means to you."
Relief flooded through Molly so completely that her knees wobbled.
Someone understood that this was serious.
Someone was prepared to treat craft theft with community investigation competence.
Someone believed that traditional artwork was worth recovering through the same systematic approach that had been successfully applied to sourdough theft, kombucha sabotage, and rugelach mystery.
"Thank you," she managed. "Thank you for coming. Thank you for taking this seriously."
"Traditional crafts are community heritage," Sherry said matter-of-factly. "Heritage theft is community theft. Community theft requires community response."
"Plus," Riley added, "anyone who steals months of careful work obviously doesn't understand traditional craft values. They need education."
"Through recovery investigation and appropriate consequences," Stan added, opening his notebook to a fresh page labeled "CASE FILE: MOLLY'S MASTERPIECE."
"Community education through systematic problem-solving," Sherry said. "Our specialty."
"Are you sure?" Molly asked. "This isn't food-related. Different kind of creative work. Different community dynamics."
"Theft is theft," Riley said. "Technique is technique. Heritage is heritage."
"Community protection is community protection," Sherry added.
"And missing masterpieces," Stan concluded, clicking his pen, "are still worth systematic investigation by neighbors who don't tolerate creative crime."
Boone barked once, as if to say: Ready when you are.
"Then let's begin," Molly said, leading them toward her workshop. "And let's find out who thought stealing traditional artwork was an acceptable way to handle craft fair competition."
"Educational investigation," Sherry said approvingly.
"With appropriate community protection outcomes," Riley added.
"Perfect," Stan said, prepared to document another neighborhood mystery that would probably teach everyone involved more about community dynamics than they'd expected to learn.
"Perfect," Molly agreed, opening her workshop door and preparing to help her neighbors understand what traditional crafts meant to traditional artists.
And what theft meant to communities that protected creative work.
And what consequences looked like when communities decided that art mattered enough to defend.
One recovered masterpiece at a time.






  
  Chapter 2

The Fairground Sweep


By the time Sherry and her crew reached the Harvest Craft Fair grounds, the parking lot was already full of minivans decorated with bumper stickers like HANDMADE MEANS HEART‑MADE and BUY LOCAL, BUY LOVINGLY. Sunlight glinted off canning‑jar displays and macrame booths, and the air smelled faintly of kettle corn and beeswax, suspiciously wholesome for a crime scene.
Janet Morris, still looking pale from her morning discovery, waved them over.
“I’ve posted a handwritten ‘Delay due to judging issue’ sign on the tent,” she said quickly. “We’re keeping the area clear until you… do whatever it is you do.”
“Neighborhood investigative best practices,” Sherry said, setting down her coffee mug with the air of someone who took municipal etiquette as seriously as police procedure. “Step one: establish timeline.”
Stan flipped to a new page in his notebook. “We call it the sweep,” he announced, writing the word in block letters.
Molly tried to smile but it came out tight. Around them, other exhibitors were whispering in that careful way small‑town people did when both sympathy and glee were involved.
Tessa Park, young, efficient, and perpetually surrounded by admirers, leaned against her table of “Modern Heritage Baskets.” Each looked like something designed by both a pioneer grandmother and a Scandinavian minimalist. “Molly, I am so sorry,” she said, sounding about eighty percent sincere. “I mean, I can’t even imagine. Did you check maybe under the display table? Sometimes judges move pieces—”
“Janet already looked everywhere,” Molly said evenly. “My table was number twelve. Empty.”
Tessa shifted. “That’s awful. I…I hope it turns up before the awards.”
Riley glanced at the pile of pine needles in Tessa’s basket‑making box. “Fresh needles?” they asked casually.
“Imported from Florida,” Tessa said brightly. “Too long and blond for local work, but they coil faster.”
Molly’s eyes flicked to them. “That’s not traditional length.”
Tessa flushed. “Well, traditions evolve.”
Sherry stepped smoothly between them. “And competition rules prefer authenticity,” she noted, almost cheerfully. “We’ll just make a note.”
Stan obediently wrote: Tessa, modernist, imported materials. Possible tension about rules.
Boone sniffed a strand of the long blond needles, sneezed once, and stared at the pile as if filing evidence.
They moved on to Gordon Abbot, the security coordinator, who stood near the tent flap holding a clipboard and apologizing to every passerby.
“Had cameras pointed at entrances,” he told them, tapping the clipboard. “But overnight we lost power due to the generator reset at midnight. Missed about forty‑five minutes.”
“So,” Sherry said, “a window of perfect opportunity?”
Gordon winced. “Technically. But who’d steal a craft project?”
Molly folded her arms. “Someone who knows what they’re worth.”
He looked abashed. “Fair point, ma’am. We’ve never had a theft before. Closest thing was a fudge swap at the bake booth.”
Stan murmured, “Potential pattern of nocturnal snack activity.”
Riley nodded gravely. “Fudge today, baskets tomorrow.”
At the far edge of the fairgrounds, Lydia Kemp, Molly’s cousin, was arranging dried‑flower wreaths on a lattice stand. She looked up, startled. “Oh, Molly. You poor thing! Janet told me. I said to her, it’s time Molly invests in an inventory system.”
“An…inventory system,” Molly repeated.
“You know, photographs, item tags, online listings. I could help you set it up, modernize a little. Heritage is lovely, but recordkeeping is eternal.”
“Lydia,” Sherry said in her most diplomatic tone, “did you happen to be near the judging tent last night?”
“Oh goodness, no! I left before closing. I did see someone tall carrying a covered crate near there, though. Could’ve been setup crew.” Lydia adjusted a wreath. “Or maybe that pottery fellow. What’s his name, Emmett?”
Stan scribbled: Lydia K. — family. Suggests modernization. Mentions crate, Emmett (pottery).
They circled back to the judging tent. The grass bore faint scuff marks that didn’t match wagon wheels; Riley crouched to examine them.
“Round boot print with slant tread,” they said softly. “Probably male, size eleven.”
“Potter’s boots?” Sherry asked.
“Or vendor setup shoes,” Riley said. “Or anyone tall carrying a crate.”
Molly bent to pick something up: a tiny fragment of pine needle coil, not her usual tight stitch, but familiar enough to hurt. She handed it to Sherry. “This isn’t mine.”
Sherry held it like sacred evidence. “Then it belonged to whoever handled the baskets last.”
Stan drew a careful box around Evidence A: Coil fragment, wrong
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