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      The Cup and Cake was quiet at four in the morning. The ovens were warm, ticking softly as they held temperature. The display cases stood empty and gleaming, waiting to be filled. Outside, Main Street was dark and still, the waterfall across the road murmuring to itself in the cool pre-dawn air.

      Lexy stood at the prep table in the kitchen, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, an apron already dusted with flour. She’d been up since three-thirty, an hour even she considered unreasonable, but the New England Regional Baking Championship was three days away, and she needed this practice run to be perfect.

      The recipe card sat propped against the stand mixer, and every time Lexy looked at it, she felt something tighten in her chest. It was cream-colored and slightly yellowed, with a faded border. The handwriting was small and precise, the kind of penmanship they don’t teach anymore, and it belonged to her great-grandmother, Rose.

      Rose had been a baker too, not professionally, not for money, but for the kind of reasons that mattered more. She baked for neighbors who were grieving. She baked for new mothers who couldn’t find the energy to feed themselves. She baked for church suppers and school fairs and Tuesday afternoons when the light was good and the kitchen was warm.

      The Lavender Honey Crème Brûlée Tart was Rose’s masterpiece. She’d developed the recipe over years, tweaking proportions by instinct, scribbling adjustments in the margins of the card until the margins were full.

      Lexy had been refining the recipe for the competition—adjusting the lavender steeping time, experimenting with different honeys, finding the exact moment to pull the custard from the oven so it set with a barely there wobble. Her adjustments were written in pencil beneath Rose’s ink, two generations of bakers on one small card.

      This was the only copy. There were no backups, no photos, no scans. Just this card, this handwriting, these notes.

      Lexy set out her ingredients with the careful precision of someone who’d done this a thousand times: butter, eggs, sugar, vanilla, dried lavender from the farm stand out on Route 4, a jar of wildflower honey from the same place. For the tart crust, she needed something specific. A high-protein French T55 flour, finely milled, the kind that gave pastry a delicate structure you couldn’t get with anything else. She’d special-ordered a ten-pound bag from a specialty store two weeks ago. Hopefully it had arrived overnight.

      She wiped her hands on her apron and walked to the back door.

      The delivery area was a small concrete step, sheltered by an overhang, where suppliers left packages in the early hours. Lexy opened the door and felt the cool air hit her face, carrying the faint mineral smell of the waterfall and the clean scent of a town that hadn’t woken up yet.

      There was a bag on the step.

      Ten pounds, plain white, with the Moulin Laurent label printed on the front. She picked it up and turned it over. No shipping label. No address. No packing slip or invoice tucked into the side. No delivery note, no receipt, nothing.

      She stood in the doorway, the bag in her hands, frowning.

      That was odd. Her regular suppliers always left a slip. Even the specialty orders came with tracking labels and packing tape and those little “fragile” stickers that nobody paid attention to. This was just... a bag. Sitting on her step. Like someone had walked up and placed it there by hand.

      But it was the right flour. The right brand. The right size. She’d ordered it, and here it was. What else could it be?

      She carried it inside, sliced the bag open with a kitchen knife, peeled back the paper, and began to pour.

      The flour streamed into her mixing bowl in a soft white cascade, and the kitchen filled with that particular smell — clean, faintly sweet, like fresh paper and wheat fields. She poured steadily, watching the bowl fill.

      Something caught the light.

      A tiny flash, there and gone, like a spark in the powder. Lexy blinked. She kept pouring, slower now. Another flash. Then another — tiny glints winking up at her from the white flour like stars appearing at dusk.

      She set the bag down and looked into the bowl.

      The flour glittered.

      Not uniformly — not like someone had added craft glitter or sugar crystals. These were scattered, random, some barely visible, others catching the overhead light and throwing tiny rainbows across the stainless steel counter. Lexy reached into the bowl and sifted her fingers through the flour, feeling for whatever was catching the light.

      Her fingertips touched something hard. Small, irregular, cool to the touch.

      She pinched it between her thumb and forefinger and lifted it out of the flour.

      It was a stone. Clear, with rough edges, about the size of a pea. Flour dust clung to its surface, but where the light hit the clean facets, it blazed — a sharp, cold fire that was nothing like glass, nothing like crystal, nothing like anything that belonged in a bag of flour.

      Lexy stared at it.

      She reached into the bowl again. Found another. And another. She sifted more carefully, and the flour gave up its secrets — dozens of stones, scattered through the powder like seeds in soil. They collected in her palm, flour-dusted, glinting, impossible.

      She held one up to the kitchen light, turning it between her fingers. The stone fractured the fluorescent glow into tiny prisms that danced across the ceiling.

      Were they diamonds? Why would diamonds be mixed into a bag of French flour?

      Lexy stood perfectly still, a diamond between her flour-dusted fingers, her mind trying very hard to make sense of what she was seeing and failing completely.

      Behind her, the back door exploded inward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Lexy spun around.

      The door was hanging off its hinges. Cold air rushed into the kitchen, and the flour on the counter stirred in the draft, tiny white particles spinning in the light.

      Two men filled the doorway.

      The first was built like a refrigerator — wide shoulders, thick neck, a leather jacket that looked like it had been through things it didn’t want to talk about. His head was shaved close, and his jaw was the kind that suggested he’d been hit in it many times and hadn’t minded much. He carried a large black duffel bag in one hand, the strap wrapped around his fist like a leash.

      The second man was his opposite — thin, narrow-shouldered, swimming in an overcoat two sizes too big. He had quick, darting eyes that moved around the kitchen like a bird checking for predators. His hands were shoved in his pockets, and he had the general posture of someone who wished he were somewhere else.

      They didn’t knock. They didn’t announce themselves. They just stepped into Lexy’s kitchen like they owned it.

      Lexy’s hand closed around the diamond she was holding. Her other hand gripped the edge of the prep table. Her brain was still three steps behind — still trying to process diamonds in the flour when it needed to be processing two strange men in my kitchen at four in the morning.

      The big one’s eyes swept the room and landed on the prep table — the open flour bag, the mixing bowl full of glittering powder, and the stone pinched between Lexy’s flour-dusted fingers. His expression didn’t change. He just said, “Give it.”

      Lexy’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. Her hand tightened on the diamond.

      The big man stepped forward, his boots leaving wet prints on the tile. “The flour. All of it. Now.”

      “I don’t — who are you? You can’t just—” Lexy’s voice came out higher than she wanted it to.

      He didn’t wait for her to finish. He moved fast for a man his size — three long strides to the prep table, and then his arm swept across the surface like a wrecking ball. Everything went into the duffel in one brutal motion. The flour bag, trailing a white cloud. The diamonds. The mixing bowl. The measuring cups, the vanilla extract, the jar of honey. The butter dish. The eggs, which cracked and oozed immediately.

      And the recipe card.

      Rose’s recipe card. It slid off the table with everything else and disappeared into the duffel bag like it was nothing. Like it was junk.

      Something broke open in Lexy’s chest. Not fear — fury.

      “Wait!” She lunged for the bag, grabbing at the strap. “I need that recipe — you can’t take that, please, it’s my great-grandmother’s⁠—”

      The big man turned. He didn’t swing at her. He didn’t need to. He put one hand flat against her shoulder while the other plucked the diamond out of her hand. Then, he shoved.

      The force of it sent her backward and sideways. Her hip caught the edge of the counter — a bright, hot flare of pain — and then her feet were gone, out from under her, and she was falling.

      The ceiling spun. The fluorescent lights streaked into white lines. She had time to think the recipe and then the back of her head hit the tile floor and the world cracked open like an egg.

      She thought she heard a car engine. She thought she heard the waterfall.

      She thought about the recipe card — Rose’s handwriting, the lavender measurements in fading ink — somewhere in that bag, crumpled between a broken jar of honey and a bunch of stolen diamonds, disappearing down a road she couldn’t see.

      Then everything went dark.
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