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​Chapter 1: Flour, Frosting, and a Faint
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The cinnamon twist called to Brandy Broot with the urgency of a siren song.

She pushed through the door of Butter & Bloom, breathing in the familiar perfume of yeast and sugar and butter that had been melting hearts in Maplewood for three generations. The bakery occupied a corner storefront on Main Street, its windows perpetually fogged with warmth, its display cases usually crowded with locals arguing over the last almond croissant.

But today, the shop felt wrong.

Brandy paused just inside the doorway, her detective instincts, honed over months of working at Finch & Folios and one memorable kidnapping case, prickling to attention. The usual morning chaos was absent. No cheerful chatter from behind the counter, no clatter of tongs against metal trays, no Lila Marlowe calling out greetings to regulars who'd been buying her grandmother's recipes since before Brandy was born.

Just silence, heavy and uncomfortable, broken only by the hum of refrigeration units.

The flour dust patterns on the black-and-white checkered floor looked disturbed, scuffed by hurried feet or something dragged. The display case stood half-empty, pastries arranged with less care than Lila's exacting standards usually demanded. And there, near the prep table visible through the service window, Brandy caught movement that made her heart stutter.

Someone was on the floor.

"Lila?" Brandy called, already moving toward the counter. "Are you okay?"

A muffled sound answered her, not quite a sob, not quite a gasp, but something caught between terror and exhaustion. Brandy rounded the counter without permission, pushing through the swinging door into the kitchen that was usually off-limits to customers.

Lila Marlowe sat slumped against the prep table's base, her flour-dusted apron askew, her normally rosy face pale as milk. She clutched something in her trembling hands, an index card, Brandy realized, covered in what looked like her grandmother's spidery handwriting but smeared with flour and something darker. Butter, maybe, or tears.

"Lila." Brandy dropped to her knees beside the baker, her hand finding Lila's shoulder. "What happened? Are you hurt?"

"Gone." The word came out broken, barely audible. "It's gone. The recipe, my grandmother's recipe, someone took it."

Behind them, the kitchen door burst open again. Two apprentice bakers stumbled through, their young faces creased with panic. The girl, Nora, Brandy remembered from previous visits, had flour in her dark hair and a bruise blooming purple-green across her knuckles.

"We heard a crash," Nora said, her voice high with stress. "We were in the storage room taking inventory, and then Lila screamed, and—" She broke off, seeing Lila's condition. "Oh God. Should I call an ambulance?"

"Call Peter," Brandy said, already pulling out her phone to text him herself. "And maybe Maeve. Something's happened here."

The boy apprentice, Ben's nephew, though Brandy couldn't recall his name, was already on his phone, fingers flying across the screen with the panicked efficiency of someone who'd grown up digital. Brandy turned her attention back to Lila, checking her pupils for signs of concussion or shock.

"Can you tell me what happened?" Brandy kept her voice calm, soothing. "Start from the beginning."

"I came in early." Lila's breathing was ragged but steadying. "Like always. Five a.m. The back door was locked, everything looked normal. I started the ovens, pulled the starter for today's sourdough, checked the special orders. Then I went to the office to get Grandmother's recipe card because today's the day—" She broke off, fresh tears tracking through flour dust on her cheeks. "Today's the regional baking competition prep day. I was going to make a test batch of her prized pastries, the ones that won her the state fair ribbon in 1962. The recipe that's been in my family for four generations."

"And the card was gone," Brandy finished gently.

"Not just gone. Replaced." Lila held up the index card she'd been clutching, and Brandy saw now what made it wrong. The handwriting was similar to what she remembered seeing framed on the bakery's wall, samples of Grandmother Marlowe's elegant script, but the ink was too fresh, the paper too new. And there, in the corner where flour had been smeared away, a tiny dusting of something orange-gold that didn't belong.

Saffron, Brandy realized. Or paprika. Something expensive and distinctive that Lila's grandmother's original recipe definitely didn't call for.

Brandy pulled a clean napkin from the dispenser and carefully wrapped the index card's corner, preserving the strange spice dust. Her months working with Mr. Lang had taught her about evidence preservation, about treating every anomaly like it might be the key to solving a larger puzzle.

"Who has access to your office?" she asked.

"Just me and the apprentices when they're doing inventory." Lila accepted Nora's help getting to her feet, though she swayed dangerously. "The lock is, was, secure. I'm the only one with a key."

"Except the lock isn't forced," Brandy observed, examining the office doorway visible from the prep area. The door hung open, its deadbolt intact, no scratches around the mechanism that would suggest picking. "So either someone had a key, or you left it unlocked."

"I never leave it unlocked." Lila's voice carried absolute certainty. "Never. That recipe is everything. The foundation of this bakery's reputation. My grandmother made me promise to guard it like my own life."

The front door chimed again, and Peter Pruit's familiar voice called from the shop. "Brandy? You texted 911. Please tell me you're not investigating another kidnapping."

"Just a theft," Brandy called back. "Probably."

Peter appeared in the kitchen doorway, taking in the scene with the practiced efficiency she'd come to rely on during their increasingly frequent investigations. His gaze swept from Lila's pale face to the disturbed flour patterns to the strange index card Brandy had wrapped in a napkin.

"Probably," he repeated, his tone suggesting he'd heard that qualifier before and knew it rarely meant anything good. But he crossed to help steady Lila anyway, his presence solid and reassuring as always. "Let's get you sitting properly. Nora, can you brew some sweet tea? And someone should probably call Maeve officially, not just text her cryptic messages about bakery emergencies."

Maeve Collins arrived within ten minutes, which was either impressive response time or proof that she'd been having coffee at Doris's café across the square and had recognized Brandy's particular brand of trouble. The detective pushed through the door with professional briskness, her expression cycling from concern to resignation when she spotted Brandy crouched beside evidence.

"Please tell me you haven't contaminated the scene," Maeve said.

"I preserved evidence." Brandy held up the napkin-wrapped card corner. "Someone replaced Lila's grandmother's recipe with a forgery. And they left traces of spice that don't match the original ingredients."

"That's not a police matter. That's civil theft, maybe not even that if we can't prove the original existed."

"Someone broke into a locked office and stole a family heirloom," Brandy countered. "And scared Lila badly enough that she collapsed. That seems like it warrants investigation."

Maeve's jaw tightened, but she pulled out her notebook anyway. Years of dealing with Brandy had apparently taught her that resistance was futile once curiosity took hold. "Fine. But this is a preliminary inquiry only. If there's no sign of forced entry or significant loss, this stays civil."

She began interviewing Lila with practiced gentleness while Peter helped the apprentices clean up the disturbed flour and reset the prep area for the morning's actual baking. Brandy photographed the index card and the spice traces, documenting everything the way Mr. Lang had taught
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