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The quilters fell silent before Brandy noticed the letter.

She'd been wrestling a folding table through the doorway of Stitch & Sip when the hum of conversation died mid-sentence. The cafe occupied a renovated corner shop with tall windows that let in October light and the persistent smell of lavender sachets mixed with fresh-ground coffee. Brandy set the table down carefully, its metal legs scraping against worn floorboards, and looked up to find a dozen women staring at something on the communal worktable.

A patchwork quilt lay spread across the surface, its colors muted from age and handling. Cream calico blended into faded blue prints, the hand-stitched seams creating a rhythm of careful triangles. Someone had opened it fully for inspection, and from between two layers of fabric, a folded piece of paper had slipped free.

Brandy moved closer. The paper looked brittle, yellowed at the edges, and when one of the volunteers reached for it with trembling fingers, the ink showed through the folds. Old handwriting, deliberate and furious.

"What does it say?" Brandy asked.

The volunteer unfolded it slowly, as though handling something dangerous. Her voice came out thin when she read aloud. "You took my medal."

The room stayed frozen for a heartbeat. Then Mabel Hart, perched on a cushioned chair near the window with her reading glasses hanging from a beaded chain, made a small sound and collapsed sideways.

Brandy reached her first, catching the older woman's shoulder before she hit the floor completely. Mabel's face had gone pale except for two spots of color high on her cheeks, and her breathing came in shallow gasps.

"Someone call the clinic," Brandy said, keeping her voice calm despite the sudden spike of adrenaline. She eased Mabel into a more comfortable position while another volunteer rushed for the phone mounted on the wall near the kitchenette.

Peter appeared in the doorway moments later, carrying a stack of donated fabric bolts that he set down immediately when he saw the scene. He crossed the room in three strides and knelt beside Brandy.

"What happened?"

"She fainted." Brandy kept one hand on Mabel's wrist, feeling for a steady pulse. "The letter upset her."

Peter glanced at the quilt, then at the paper still clutched in the volunteer's hand. His expression shifted from concern to something more careful, the look he got when a puzzle presented itself unexpectedly. "Letter?"

"Sewn into the quilt." Brandy nodded toward the table. "Accused someone of stealing a medal."

Mabel's eyes fluttered open. She focused on Brandy with difficulty, her voice coming out hoarse. "I didn't. I never."

"Shh, don't talk yet." Brandy helped her sit up slowly, aware of Peter moving to support Mabel's other side. The older woman felt fragile, all sharp bones and trembling hands.

The clinic nurse arrived within minutes, efficient and brisk, and after a quick examination declared Mabel fit to go home with instructions to rest. Peter offered to drive her, but Mabel shook her head stubbornly.

"I'm not leaving until we settle this." Her voice had regained some strength, though her hands still shook when she accepted the cup of chamomile tea someone pressed into her grip. "That letter is a lie."

Brandy studied the quilt while the volunteers fussed over Mabel. The patchwork showed years of careful use, its edges frayed in places where time and washing had weakened the seams. Someone had donated it to the weekend retreat collection, part of the cafe's fundraising effort for the town's historical society.

She moved closer to examine where the letter had been hidden. The seam showed no obvious signs of tampering from the outside, but when she ran her fingers along the backing fabric, she felt an irregularity. A slight pucker where thread tension didn't quite match the surrounding stitches.

Peter appeared at her elbow. "Find something?"

"Maybe." Brandy turned the quilt carefully, not wanting to disturb evidence if this turned into something official. "This seam was opened and restitched. Different hand, different tension."

He leaned in to look, his shoulder brushing hers. "How can you tell?"

"My grandmother quilted." Brandy traced the line with one finger, not quite touching. "She taught me to read stitches before I could read books. This section was added later."

A scrap of fabric caught her eye, wedged between the table edge and the quilt's corner. Brandy pulled it free and found herself holding a torn piece of newsprint, faded and brittle. The edges showed signs of having been used as batting, stuffed between layers for warmth and weight.

She held it up to the light filtering through the windows. The print was too faded to read clearly, but a partial date showed in one corner. February something, 1943.

Peter's hand closed gently over hers, turning the scrap so he could see it better. "War years."

"Mabel said she helped with the veteran's widow." The voice came from behind them, and Brandy turned to find one of the volunteers watching nervously. The woman twisted her hands together. "Years ago. She used to mend shawls and help with quilting projects for the memorial fund."

Brandy pocketed the newsprint carefully, aware this might matter later. "Do you know which veteran?"

"Harold Whitefall. He died in the fifties, but his widow lived until the nineties." The volunteer glanced at Mabel, who sat pale and quiet in her chair. "Mrs. Whitefall trusted Mabel with family keepsakes. Everyone knew that."

The front door opened, and Detective Maeve Collins stepped inside with the purposeful stride of someone who'd been interrupted during lunch. She took in the scene with one sweeping glance, her gaze settling on the quilt, then on Mabel's stricken face.

"Someone want to tell me why I got a call about stolen medals and fainting quilters?"

Brandy held up the letter, still careful not to touch it directly. "Found this sewn into a donated quilt. It accuses someone of stealing a wartime medal that belonged to Harold Whitefall."

Maeve crossed to the table and examined the letter without picking
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