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Chapter 1: Dawn and Dough
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The first pale light of December spilled over Maple Creek Village like sifted powdered sugar, dusting the cobblestones and frosting the eaves of The Sticky Spoon Bakery. Inside, Clara Hartwell kneaded dough with the rhythm of a lullaby, her hands floured and sure, the scent of yeast and honey curling through the air like a promise.

Outside, snow fell in soft, silent flakes, clinging to the windowpanes and the wrought-iron sign that swung gently in the breeze: The Sticky Spoon: Where Every Crumb Tells a Story. Clara smiled. Today, every crumb would tell a story. The Winter Honey Festival began at dawn, and her bakery was the heart of it.

Her prize-winning Honey-Lavender Babka rested in its pan, ready for the oven. The recipe was her grandmother’s, scrawled on a yellowed index card in faded blue ink: “Honey from our hives, lavender from the garden, love from the heart.” Clara touched the honeybee locket at her throat – a gift from Gran the day she’d opened the bakery. It felt warm against her skin, like a tiny, beating heart.

“Morning, sunshine!” Zoe Chen burst through the back door, cheeks pink from the cold, a box of cat-shaped cookies balanced on one arm. “The festival committee’s already setting up the ice sculpture. It’s a giant honeycomb this year. Looks like a frozen beehive threw up on the town square.” Zoe ran The Purrfect Cup, the cat café next door, and was Clara’s partner in crime-solving (and occasional mischief).

Clara laughed, dusting flour from her apron. “Charming. Did you bring the emergency honey?”

“Triple-filtered, straight from Ben Moss’s apiary.” Zoe lowered her voice. “Though I still don’t trust him. He glared at me like I’d stolen his queen bee when I picked it up.”

“Ben’s all buzz, no sting,” Clara said, though she wasn’t entirely convinced. Ben Moss, Maple Creek’s premier honey farmer, had been her Gran’s friend. But since he’d taken over the family business, he’d grown... territorial. Especially about honey. And recipes.

Clara slid the babka into the oven, closing the door with a soft click. The warmth flooded the kitchen, carrying the sweet, floral scent of lavender and caramelizing honey. “This year’s festival is going to be perfect,” she declared. “No sabotage. No scandals. Just sticky fingers and happy faces.”

Famous last words.

As if summoned by her optimism, the bakery’s bell jingled. Serena Gold stood in the doorway, clipboard in hand, wearing a tailored wool coat the color of winter frost. Her smile was as crisp as the morning air. “Clara. Ready for judging?”

“Always,” Clara said, wiping her hands on her apron. “The babka’s in the oven. Zoe brought the honey.”

Serena’s eyes narrowed slightly at the mention of Zoe. “Good. The judges arrive at nine. Don’t be late.” She glanced around the bakery, her gaze lingering on the shelves lined with Clara’s golden honey pots. “Everything looks... adequate.”

Zoe muttered, “Adequate? She wouldn’t know ‘adequate’ if it bit her on her clipboard.”

Clara nudged her. “Play nice, Zoe. Serena’s just stressed. The festival’s her baby.”

“Her baby needs a timeout,” Zoe grumbled, but she pasted on a smile as Serena swept back out into the snow.

By eight-thirty, the bakery was humming. Clara pulled the babka from the oven – a glossy, golden-brown masterpiece, its braided crust glistening with honey-lavender glaze. The scent alone made Zoe’s cats (who’d followed her next door) weave around Clara’s ankles like furry, purring tributes.

“It’s a work of art,” Zoe breathed. “Even Serena can’t deny it.”

Clara carefully placed the babka in a lined wicker basket, tucking a linen napkin around it. “Now, we just need to get it to the judging tent without Ben Moss ‘accidentally’ bumping into it.”

As if on cue, a shadow fell across the counter. Ben Moss stood there, tall and broad-shouldered, his flannel shirt dusted with snow and what looked like... pollen. His eyes, the color of dark amber, fixed on the babka.
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