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The Muffin Mishap
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Penelope Pumpernickel was elbow-deep in dough when the world ended. Or, at least, her world—a world that smelled of burnt blueberries, desperation, and a faint whiff of dog breath. The Crusty Crumb, her ramshackle bakery on Crumbleton’s Main Street, was having what Marge Marmalade politely called “a bad flour day.” Penny called it a catastrophe. The oven, a temperamental beast she’d nicknamed Old Smokey, had betrayed her again, turning her latest batch of blueberry muffins into charcoal briquettes that could double as hockey pucks or, in a pinch, doorstops

.“Crumpet, don’t you dare eat those!” Penny yelped, waving a wooden spoon at her dachshund, who was eyeballing the blackened tray with the enthusiasm of a gourmet critic at a Michelin-star restaurant. Crumpet, all sausage-shaped swagger and questionable judgment, wagged his stubby tail and ignored her. His tiny legs skidded on the flour-dusted floor as he lunged, crashing into a sack of all-purpose flour. The sack toppled with a whump, exploding in a white cloud that coated the bakery like a winter wonderland with an identity crisis. Flour settled on the counter, the mismatched chairs, and Penny’s auburn hair, turning her into a ghost with a bad attitude.

Penny coughed, batting at the fog with her spoon. “Great. Just great. I’m running a bakery, not a snow globe factory.” She adjusted her flour-dusted apron, which read Knead It, Love It, Eat It in faded letters, and surveyed the damage. The Crusty Crumb was her dream, her legacy, her... well, her only source of income since she’d quit her soul-sucking office job in the city two years ago. She’d traded spreadsheets for spatulas, fluorescent lights for the warm glow of Crumbleton’s quirky streets, and a boss who smelled of cheap cologne for a dachshund who smelled of regret. But dreams didn’t pay the bills, and the bills were piling up faster than Crumpet’s chew toys under the couch.

“Penny, dear, you’re scaring the customers,” came a voice from the corner, dripping with sass and the faint clack of knitting needles. Marge Marmalade, Penny’s neighbor, co-owner, and Crumbleton’s unofficial gossip queen, lounged on a stool behind the counter. Her silver hair was piled into a bun that defied gravity, held together by a pencil and sheer willpower. She was knitting what appeared to be a scarf shaped like a cinnamon roll, complete with questionable yarn icing that looked like it might unravel at any moment. “Not that we have any customers,” Marge added, peering over her cat-eye glasses. “Maybe if you stopped incinerating the inventory...”“I’m trying!” Penny snapped, then softened, wiping her hands on her apron. Marge was her lifeline, the one who’d co-signed the loan for this crumbling dream when no bank in their right mind would touch Penny’s credit score, which was less “promising” and more “please try again later.”

Marge had lived in Crumbleton forever, knew every secret from the mayor’s shoe size to the librarian’s secret cookie recipe, and could sniff out gossip like Crumpet sniffing a stray crumb. “It’s Old Smokey’s fault,” Penny said, glaring at the ancient oven, its dials rusted and its door creaking like a haunted house prop. “I swear that thing has a personal vendetta.

”Marge snorted, her needles clicking faster. “That oven’s older than my bunions, and my bunions are prehistoric. Get a new one.”“With what? My sparkling wit?” Penny gestured at the cash register, which hadn’t jingled in days. Its drawer was emptier than her dating prospects, which was saying something, considering her last date involved a guy who brought his pet ferret to dinner. Crumbleton’s annual Muffin Mania festival was three days away, the one event that could save her bakery from foreclosure. Tourists would flood the town, craving muffins, scones, and anything vaguely carb-adjacent. If Penny could nail the festival’s baking contest—and its cash prize—she might keep The Crusty Crumb afloat. If not, she’d be back in a cubicle, drowning in spreadsheets and existential dread, probably explaining to her old boss why she smelled like burnt pastry.

She shoved a strand of flour-dusted hair behind her ear and tried to salvage the dough on the counter. It was sticky, lumpy, and smelled faintly of regret, much like her life choices. “Maybe I should stick to cookies,” she muttered, poking the dough with a finger. It retaliated by clinging to her like a needy ex. “Cookies don’t hate me.”

“Cookies don’t win Muffin Mania,” Marge said, not looking up. “And neither will you if Vincent Vanilla’s got anything to say about it.”

Penny groaned at the mention of her rival. Vinny Vanilla, with his velvet voice, chiseled jaw, and infuriatingly perfect pastries, ran Vinny’s Velvet Pastries across town. His bakery was all sleek marble counters, artisanal vibes, and a menu that read like a love letter to carbs. The Crusty Crumb, by contrast, looked like a thrift store exploded in a flour mill, with mismatched tables, peeling wallpaper, and a neon sign that flickered Crusty Crum because the “b” had given up months ago. Vinny’s muffins were legendary—fluffy, golden, probably baked with unicorn tears and fairy dust. Penny’s? Well, she was still working on “edible.”

“He’s not that good,” Penny lied, kneading the dough with more force than necessary. It squelched in protest, sticking to her fingers like glue.

Marge raised an eyebrow, her knitting needles pausing for dramatic effect. “Last week, his lavender-lemon muffins made Mrs. Figgins cry. Actual tears, Penny. She said they reminded her of her childhood in Provence. She’s never even been to Provence.

”Penny scowled, imagining Mrs. Figgins, Crumbleton’s resident cat lady, sobbing into a perfectly fluffy muffin. “Mrs. Figgins also thinks her cat is psychic. I’m not worried.” She was very worried. Vinny had won the Golden Muffin Trophy two years running, and his smug smile at last year’s festival still haunted her nightmares. If he won again, The Crusty Crumb was doomed, trophy or no trophy.

She grabbed a rolling pin, intending to flatten the dough into submission, but it slipped from her flour-slick hands and clattered to the floor. Crumpet, sensing opportunity, dove for it, mistaking it for a giant bone. His tiny body skidded, knocking over a tray of day-old scones, which scattered like edible shrapnel. “Crumpet!” Penny shouted, lunging to grab him. She tripped over a stray spatula, stumbled into a shelf, and sent a jar of sprinkles crashing down, adding a rainbow of sugar to the flour apocalypse.

Marge cackled, her knitting shaking in her lap. “You’re a one-woman disaster zone, kid. Maybe you should investigate that instead of baking.”Penny righted herself, brushing sprinkles from her hair. “Hilarious. Remind me why I keep you around?”“Because I’m the only one who’ll work for coffee and gossip,” Marge said, winking. “Speaking of gossip, did you hear about Yogi Yvette? Word is she was lurking around the town hall last night, doing some weird moonlit yoga nonsense. Shady, if you ask me.

”Penny frowned. Yvette, Crumbleton’s overly cheerful yoga instructor, was known for her kale smoothies, stretchy pants, and a smile that could blind you at ten paces. Lurking didn’t seem her style, but in a town where muffins were a competitive sport, nothing was impossible. “Maybe she was just... stretching,” Penny said, unconvinced.

Marge snorted. “Stretching her alibi, more like. Mark my words, something’s off about that one.”Before Penny could respond, the bakery door flew open with a jangle of bells, and Mayor Melody Muffet stormed in like a sequined tornado. Her scarf, a glittering monstrosity that screamed “pageant queen reject,” flapped dramatically, and her eyes were wide with panic. Her blonde curls bounced as if choreographed, and her lipstick was a shade of red that could stop traffic or summon demons. “Penny! Marge! It’s gone! Stolen! Vanished into the ether!” she wailed, clutching her chest as if auditioning for a soap opera.

Penny blinked, flour still clinging to her eyelashes. “Whoa, slow down, Mayor. What’s stolen? Your dignity?” She regretted the quip instantly—Muffet’s flair for drama was legendary, but so was her temper. The mayor once banned a lemonade stand for “aesthetic crimes” because it used paper cups instead of mason jars. Penny had no desire to be on her bad side.

“The Golden Muffin Trophy!” Muffet shrieked, flinging her arms wide and nearly knocking over the scone display Crumpet hadn’t already demolished. “The pride of Crumbleton, the heart of Muffin Mania, gone from the town hall display case! This is a calamity! A travesty! A—”“Muffin meltdown?” Marge offered, not looking up from her knitting, her needles clicking like a sarcastic metronome.

Muffet glared, her nostrils flaring like a bull in a sequined cape. “This is no time for your sass, Marjorie Marmalade! The trophy is our legacy! Our heritage! Without it, Muffin Mania is ruined, and Crumbleton will be the laughingstock of the county!”Penny’s stomach sank like a poorly risen soufflé. The Golden Muffin Trophy wasn’t just a tacky, gold-plated muffin the size of a football, complete with engraved crumbs. It was the centerpiece of Muffin Mania, awarded to the baker who won the festival’s baking contest, along with a cash prize Penny desperately needed. No trophy meant no prestige. No prestige meant no tourists. No tourists meant no customers. She pictured herself boxing up the bakery’s mismatched plates, Crumpet whining as they moved back to the city, her dreams as burnt as her muffins.

“Okay, okay,” Penny said, trying to sound calm despite the panic clawing at her chest. “What’s Sheriff Bunsen doing about it?”Muffet scoffed, fanning herself with her scarf, sending a stray sequin skittering across the counter. “That donut-gobbling layabout? He’s probably napping in his cruiser, a jelly-filled in each hand. Said it’s ‘probably just kids’ and he’ll ‘look into it.’ We need action, Penny! You’re a baker, a pillar of this community—”“A wobbly pillar,” Marge muttered, her needles pausing for emphasis.“—and you must help!” Muffet finished, pointing a manicured finger at Penny, her nail polish glinting like a warning beacon.

“Me?” Penny squeaked, her voice hitting a pitch only Crumpet could hear. The dachshund perked up, tilting his head as if questioning her sanity. “I’m not a detective! I can barely keep my muffins from committing arson!” She gestured at the blackened tray, which Crumpet was now sniffing with renewed hope, as if the muffins might have improved in the last five minutes.

Muffet clasped her hands, her eyes gleaming with desperation and a touch of theatrical madness. “But you’re resourceful, Penny! You’re tenacious! And you’ve got... well, you’ve got something. The festival is in three days, and without that trophy, we’re doomed. Doomed!”Penny opened her mouth to protest, but the weight of her situation hit her like a sack of flour. The Crusty Crumb was on its last legs, and Muffin Mania was her only shot. If the festival flopped, so did her dreams. She’d be back in the city, answering emails about quarterly reports while Crumpet chewed her shoelaces in protest. Besides, how hard could it be to find a tacky gold trophy? It wasn’t like it grew legs and waltzed out of the town hall. Probably some prankster kids, like Bunsen said. She could poke around, ask a few questions, and be back in time to burn another batch of muffins.

“Fine,” Penny said, wiping her hands on her apron, leaving white streaks like war paint. “I’ll look into it. But if I end up in a ditch, you’re paying for my funeral, Mayor.”

Muffet clapped her hands, oblivious to the sarcasm, her scarf fluttering like a victory flag. “Marvelous! I knew you were the woman for the job!” She swept out, scarf trailing like a glittering comet’s tail, leaving a faint scent of lavender perfume and hysteria in her wake.

Marge raised an eyebrow, her knitting resuming its rhythmic clack. “You sure about this, kid? Last time you ‘investigated’ something, you got stuck in Mrs. Figgins’ hedge looking for her cat. Took the fire department two hours to cut you out.”

“That was Crumpet’s fault,” Penny said, glaring at the dachshund, who was now licking flour off his paws with smug satisfaction, a sprinkle stuck to his nose like a clown accessory. “He thought the cat was a squirrel. And this is different. It’s just a trophy. I’ll check the town hall, ask around, and be done by lunch.”

Marge snorted, her bun wobbling precariously. “Famous last words. Bet it’s that shifty Vinny Vanilla. Nobody’s that charming without a secret. Or aliens. I’m not ruling out aliens.”

Penny rolled her eyes. Vinny Vanilla, with his smoldering eyes, perfectly tousled hair, and muffins that could make grown women weep, was a suspect worth considering. He’d been gunning for the Golden Muffin Trophy for years, and his bakery was thriving while hers was crumbling faster than a stale scone. Could he have swiped the trophy to sabotage the festival and cement his pastry empire? Or was Marge’s imagination running wilder than Crumpet at a squirrel convention?

She grabbed a broom to sweep up the flour mess, muttering about her life choices. Crumpet, sensing another chance for chaos, made a beeline for the burnt muffin tray. His tiny body skidded, knocking over the already-toppled flour sack, which—impossibly—produced another white cloud. Penny groaned, coughing as she waved the broom like a deranged wizard. Something caught her eye in the chaos: a folded piece of paper, half-buried in the flour, peeking out like a shy secret.

She snatched it before Crumpet could turn it into a chew toy, shaking off the white dust. “What’s this?” she muttered, unfolding it with trembling fingers. Scrawled in loopy, ominous handwriting were the words: The Muffin falls at midnight.

Marge leaned forward, her knitting forgotten, her glasses sliding down her nose. “Creepy. Looks like a ransom note. Or a really bad fortune cookie.”Penny’s heart thudded. “How did this get in my bakery? I mean, Crumpet’s a mess, but he’s not writing cryptic notes.” She glanced at the dachshund, who was now attempting to drag a burnt muffin under the counter, his tail wagging like a metronome set to “chaos.”

Marge tapped her chin, her eyes gleaming with mischief. “Maybe someone dropped it during the flour explosion. Or maybe it’s a clue. You know, like in those mystery novels where the heroine finds a note and solves the case by breakfast.”

“I’m not a heroine,” Penny said, shoving the note in her pocket, where it felt heavier than a sack of sugar. “And I haven’t solved anything since I figured out Crumpet’s hiding his bones in my slippers.” Last week, she’d pulled on her favorite fuzzy slippers only to find a half-chewed rawhide wedged in the toe. Crumpet had looked so proud she hadn’t had the heart to scold him.

But the note nagged at her. The Muffin falls at midnight. Was it about the trophy? A threat? A prank? She pictured herself presenting the trophy to Mayor Muffet, saving the festival, and basking in the glory of a packed bakery. Okay, maybe not glory—maybe just enough customers to pay the electric bill. But it was a start.

“I’m going to the town hall,” Penny declared, grabbing her coat from a hook by the door. It was her old city coat, too big and slightly frayed at the cuffs, but it made her feel vaguely detective-like, which was more than she could say for her flour-covered jeans. “I’ll check the display case, see if Bunsen missed anything. You coming, Marge?”Marge held up her knitting, the cinnamon-roll scarf now resembling a lumpy bagel. “And miss finishing this masterpiece? You’re on your own, Sherlock. Take Crumpet. He’s got a nose for trouble.

”Crumpet barked, as if agreeing, then promptly tripped over his own ears, sending a rolling pin clattering to the floor. The rolling pin bounced, narrowly missing a glass jar of sugar, and Penny lunged to catch it, only to slip on a stray sprinkle and land on her knees with a thud.

Marge cackled. “You’re gonna need more than a dachshund to survive this, kid.”Penny sighed, rubbing her knees. “Great. My sidekick’s a walking disaster. Let’s go, Crumpet.”She clipped a leash to Crumpet’s collar, ignoring his indignant wiggle, and stepped into the crisp Crumbleton air. Main Street was a postcard of small-town charm: pastel storefronts with hand-painted signs, flower baskets swinging from lampposts, and the faint hum of gossip from passersby. Mrs. Figgins shuffled by, her psychic cat, Mr. Whiskers, glaring from a pet carrier. A group of tourists snapped photos of the giant muffin statue in the town square, its bronze crumbs gleaming in the morning sun. The air smelled of cinnamon, coffee, and the faint promise of chaos.
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