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      The snow had barely stopped when Clara woke to the quiet.

      It was that fragile, blue-gray hour before sunrise when Brindle’s Wood still dreamed.

      The bakery’s hearth, with a soft red glow, and the river whispering somewhere beyond the square, and the stillness made her heart ache in the best way.

      She wrapped a shawl around her shoulders and padded downstairs, humming under her breath.

      The space was lightly scented with the smell of beeswax alongside cinnamon, as the remnants of the previous evening’s candle production were cooling on the counter.

      She loved mornings like that, when she could set her own rhythm before the rest of the village stirred.

      Upon entering the shop’s front room, however, she froze in place.

      Something lay across the counter: a folded bundle of cloth, pale as morning mist and threaded through with silver.

      Because she believed she had dreamt about it the previous night, her expression turned to a frown.

      The doors were bolted; the windows latched, yet the fabric looked… deliberate, neatly placed, as if someone had set it down with the utmost care.

      Upon touching it, she registered its warmth, which was unexpected since it should have been cold to the touch.

      Once she unfolded it, the fabric produced a soft sighing sound, not unlike the gentle passage of breath through a collection of leaves.

      Colors rippled faintly beneath the surface, not dyed, but alive, sliding between shades of rose and amber, moonlight and moss.

      The threads shimmered, shifting until they took shape, and then an image bloomed.

      Clara’s breath caught because what she glimpsed was her and Leo standing in the village square. It hadn’t been a dream after all.

      The tilt of her head and the bright gleam in his eyes were clear signs they were laughing.

      The tapestry caught their joy like sunlight trapped in a jar.

      Her hand trembled. “Oh, Aunt Elara… what have you sent me now?”

      The bell over the door startled her.

      “Morning!”

      It was Bram Tully, the new postmaster, his cheeks ruddy from the cold. A man built like a doorframe but with the gentlest hands, he always brought extra parchment scraps for Clara’s deliveries.

      “You’re up early,” he said cheerfully, stamping snow from his boots. “Saw your chimney smoking and thought I’d drop the week’s letters before the frost bites through me.”

      Clara blinked, the tapestry still clutched in her hands. “Oh — thank you, Bram. I didn’t expect anyone yet.”

      He dropped a small stack of envelopes on the counter and paused. “That’s a fine bit of weaving you’ve got there. " I didn’t know you took up sewing.”

      “I didn’t,” Clara said. “It was… here when I came down.”

      Bram frowned, leaning in to squint at the shifting image. “Looks near enchanted, if you ask me.”

      Clara laughed a little too quickly. “Let’s not start that rumor again, please.”

      He grinned, unoffended. “Fair enough. But I’d monitor it; cloth that pretty comes with stories.”

      Once he was gone, stillness descended upon the store. The tapestry’s colors deepened, gold and copper pooling like sunlight through stained glass.

      Clara traced the edges with one finger. The threads were impossibly fine, softer than silk, and warmer than wool. When she leaned closer, she swore she could hear something faint: a hum beneath the fibers, like distant music, then the picture shifted once more.

      Her reflection warped in the thread's sheen. The laughter between her and Leo faded, replaced by motion that was frantic as it spread.

      It was a flame.

      A lantern toppled, and the fire leapt, devouring the bunting across the square. With the smoke billowing upwards, a mass of figures ran from it.

      Clara jerked her hand back, her heart pounding. The shimmer dulled, then the image stilled with only a faint smell of singed air lingering, though the fabric remained cool.

      “No,” she whispered. “No, no, no.”

      She clutched the cloth, folded it tight, and tucked it beneath the counter as if to smother the vision.

      Her pulse drummed in her throat. It was just light, a trick of nerves, maybe even leftover candle magic. She’d been tired lately; perhaps that was it.

      When she faced the window, the dawn’s light hit the counter, and a small piece of gold thread appeared, shining like a hidden danger.

      By the time Leo arrived, the morning had fully broken. Frost clung to his scarf, his curls dusted white. In the chilly air, his breath created a mist, and he held the customary two mugs of cider.

      “You’re up early,” he said, his smile warm enough to thaw the air between them. “I thought I’d beat you to the first pot of coffee for once.”

      “You’d need to arrive before the sun for that,” Clara teased, grateful for the distraction.

      He glanced toward the covered counter. “What’s that?”

      “Oh—it’s something strange that turned up.” She tried to sound casual but failed. “A bit of cloth. I think someone left it by mistake.”

      Leo raised an eyebrow. “Left it inside your locked shop?”

      Her stomach knotted. “You make it sound ominous.”

      “I make it sound like Brindle’s Wood,” he said lightly, setting the mugs down. “You’re the only person I know who could run a bakery, a candle shop, and a curiosity cabinet all in one.”

      Despite herself, Clara smiled. “I didn’t plan it.”

      “Neither was finding magic in pastries,” he pointed out.

      “Fair,” she admitted.

      She hesitated, then reached beneath the counter and pulled the folded tapestry free. “All right, you can see it, but promise you won’t laugh.”

      He held up a hand solemnly. “Scout’s honor.”

      She spread it out on the table. The fabric caught the morning light, and the threads shimmered back to life — though not as vividly as before, but still moving faintly, like ripples on water.

      Leo leaned in. “That’s… remarkable.”

      “It showed something earlier,” she said quietly. “First, us in the square. Then…” She faltered.

      “Then what?”

      She shook her head. “I must have imagined it.”

      He gave her a long, steady look. “Clara.”

      She sighed. “Fire. The square was burning.”

      Leo’s easy warmth faded. “You’re certain?”

      “No, and that’s the problem.” She brushed a loose thread, watching the color shift beneath her touch. “It could’ve been nothing. Candlelight, or a reflection. I don’t want to jump to conclusions.”

      He was silent for a moment, then reached out, covering her hand with his. “You don’t imagine things, Clara. You notice them before the rest of us do.”

      The words steadied her more than she wanted to admit.

      She took a breath. “Maybe it’s just… a message. Like Aunt Elara’s recipes, only stitched.”

      “Could be.” Leo studied the cloth again. “Could also be someone’s way of warning you.”

      “About what?”

      He glanced toward the window, where the first villagers were sweeping snow from their doorsteps. “That,” he said softly, “might be what we’re meant to find out.”

      Later, after Leo left to fetch supplies for the day, Clara stood alone once more while the tapestry lay folded, silent. The shop was warm again, the world peaceful, as though nothing had changed.

      But in the quiet between heartbeats, she thought she heard it: a faint, rhythmic whisper from beneath the counter.

      Thread brushing thread, almost like breathing.

      Right before she blew out the lamp, she could have sworn that a gentle gold light pulsed from the bundle, as soft as the beginning of a new day, but as strong as a warning, barely visible.
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      The tapestry didn’t like being folded and hidden. It seemed to mumble against the cupboard doors, restless and waiting, until Clara finally gave in.

      She hung it in the back room that morning, pinning its corners between two wooden beams.

      The cloth unfurled like a held breath, shimmering in the soft winter light. Its surface wasn’t flat, not really. Threads moved beneath one another, sliding gently, like fish beneath clear water.

      She stood back with her arms folded and watched the way colors bled and settled again.

      At first, the pattern showed the village square: tidy, harmless, with children chasing each other around the old fountain, but when she turned to light the fire and looked back, the image had changed.

      A gray cat balanced on a shelf instead, tail flicking.

      “Well,” she murmured, “I suppose that’s one way to redecorate.”

      As if on cue, a muffled crash came from the front of the shop.

      Clara hurried out, and there, exactly as the tapestry had shown, was a cat: sleek, striped, and guilty-looking atop a toppled stack of recipe books.

      “Oh, you’re kidding me,” she said, hands on hips.

      The cat blinked, unimpressed, and hopped down. A new face in town - she’d seen it darting near the baker’s alley the past week. It padded to the door, tail high, as if proud of its prophetic debut.

      Clara glanced toward the back room, heart thudding. “Coincidence,” she told herself firmly. “A timely, furry coincidence.”
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