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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 it up. Her expression gave nothing away. "And Mrs. Hart fainted because?"

      "Because the whole town knows I handled Mrs. Whitefall's estate items." Mabel's voice came out stronger now, edged with anger. "Someone put that letter there to make me look guilty."

      "Or," Maeve said mildly, "someone put it there because you are guilty."

      The room erupted in protests, but Maeve held up one hand for silence. "I'm not accusing anyone. I'm stating possibilities." She pulled out her phone and took several photos of the quilt, the letter, and the general scene. "This is now part of an investigation. Nobody touches anything until I've documented it properly."

      Brandy stepped back, letting Maeve work. Peter moved with her, his presence solid and grounding beside her. She could feel the familiar pull of curiosity tugging at her thoughts, the same impulse that had led her into five previous mysteries whether she'd meant to or not.

      "Don't," Peter said quietly.

      "Don't what?"

      "Don't start investigating. Let Maeve handle it."

      Brandy pulled the newsprint scrap from her pocket and held it out. "Someone hid evidence in this quilt. Someone wanted that letter found exactly when and how it was. That's not random."

      Peter took the scrap, studied it, then looked at her with resigned understanding. "You're already in, aren't you?"

      "Mabel didn't steal anything." Brandy watched the older woman accepting comfort from her friends, her face still pale but her spine straight. "Someone framed her. And whoever did it knew exactly how to make the accusation stick."

      Maeve finished her documentation and turned to face the room. "I'm taking the quilt and letter as evidence. If anyone has information about where this quilt came from or who donated it, I need names and dates."

      One of the volunteers raised her hand tentatively. "The donation slip said it came from Whitefall House. But there was no signature."

      Brandy felt pieces clicking together in her mind, the way they always did when something interesting presented itself. The Whitefall name, the wartime medal, the carefully planted letter. Someone had orchestrated this reveal, and they'd done it during a weekend retreat when the maximum number of witnesses would be present.

      Maeve caught Brandy's eye and gave her a warning look. "Stay out of this, Broot. I mean it."

      Brandy smiled innocently. "Wouldn't dream of interfering."

      Peter made a sound that might have been a laugh or a groan. He knew her too well to believe that.

      The volunteers began gathering their things, the cheerful anticipation of the retreat weekend replaced by uneasy whispers. Mabel remained in her chair, staring at the quilt as Maeve carefully bagged it for transport. Her hands had stopped shaking, but her expression held something Brandy recognized from her own reflection: the look of someone accused unfairly and determined to prove their innocence.

      Peter touched Brandy's elbow gently. "Walk you home?"

      "In a minute." She moved to Mabel's side and crouched down so they were eye level. "I believe you."

      Mabel's eyes filled with tears she blinked back stubbornly. "Thank you. But believing and proving are different things."

      "Then we'll prove it." Brandy kept her voice low enough that Maeve wouldn't overhear. "Someone went to a lot of trouble to make you look guilty. That means there's evidence, and evidence can be found."

      "Brandy," Peter warned from behind her.

      She ignored him. "Do you remember anything unusual about the donations this week? Anyone asking questions about the memorial fund or the Whitefall family?"

      Mabel considered this, her forehead creasing with concentration. "Lottie Finch came in late one evening. Said she wanted to repair a seam on something. I didn't see what she was working on."

      "Lottie?" Brandy filed the name away. Doris's niece, perpetually broke and looking for quick work. "When was this?"

      "Tuesday. After closing." Mabel's voice strengthened. "I was here late organizing supplies, and she knocked on the door. Said she'd been hired to do some mending but couldn't work at home."

      Peter had moved closer to listen, his pragmatic mind already sorting through implications. "Did she say who hired her?"

      "No. And I didn't ask. People pay cash for that sort of work, and I didn't want to pry." Mabel looked between them. "You think Lottie sewed that letter in?"

      "I think Lottie might know who did." Brandy straightened, aware of Maeve watching them from across the room. "Don't mention this to anyone else yet. Let me ask some questions first."

      Maeve approached before Brandy could say more. "Whatever you're plotting, stop. This is a police matter."

      "I'm not plotting anything." Brandy kept her expression neutral. "Just offering Mabel some moral support."

      "Right." Maeve didn't sound convinced. "Peter, take Brandy home before she decides to break into someone's sewing room looking for clues."

      Peter caught Brandy's hand and tugged gently. "Come on. We can talk about this later."

      Brandy let him guide her toward the door, but not before she caught the thread she'd noticed earlier, dangling from where the letter had been hidden. She palmed it smoothly, the burgundy color distinctive against her skin. Evidence. Small, overlooked, but potentially crucial.

      Outside, the October air carried the scent of fallen leaves and wood smoke from someone's chimney. Peter kept hold of her hand as they walked, his grip warm and familiar.

      "You're going to investigate anyway, aren't you?"

      "Mabel didn't steal that medal." Brandy studied the thread in her palm. "And whoever framed her made mistakes. People always do."

      Peter sighed but didn't argue. He knew her well enough to understand that once her curiosity latched onto something, no amount of warnings would stop her. "Just promise me you'll be careful. And that you'll let me help."

      "I promise." She smiled up at him, grateful for his steady presence. "Besides, you're good at the practical things. Like breaking into sewing rooms."

      "I am not breaking into anything."

      "We'll see."

      Peter laughed despite himself, and they walked home together while Brandy's mind raced ahead, sorting through threads both literal and metaphorical, already planning her next move.
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      Maeve arrived within twenty minutes, which meant someone had called her directly instead of waiting for the clinic to make the report. The detective pushed through Stitch & Sip's door with her usual economy of motion, dark eyes sweeping the room before settling on the quilt spread across the worktable.

      "Nobody touch that," she said, though everyone had already backed away from it like the fabric might bite.

      Brandy stood near the kitchenette where Mabel sat with a glass of water clutched between trembling hands. Peter had pulled up a chair beside the older woman, his presence steady and calming in the way that came naturally to him. The clinic had sent someone over to check Mabel's vitals, pronouncing her shaken but medically stable before departing with instructions about rest and hydration that nobody expected her to follow.

      "Tell me what happened," Maeve said, pulling out her notebook with the practiced efficiency of someone who'd taken statements in stranger places than quilt cafes.

      The volunteer who'd first unfolded the letter stepped forward. Her name was Rita, and she'd been quilting at Stitch & Sip longer than most people in town had lived here. "We were inventorying donations for the retreat. The quilt came in yesterday, left in the collection box out front. No note, no name, just wrapped in brown paper."

      "And you opened it because?" Maeve's pen hovered over the page.

      "Because that's what we do with donations." Rita's voice carried a defensive edge. "We inspect them for damage, sort by size and pattern, decide which ones get displayed and which ones get stored. This one looked old but well-maintained, so we spread it out to examine the stitching."

      Brandy moved closer to the table, studying the quilt without touching it. The fabric showed its age in the way colors had softened and edges had frayed slightly despite careful handling. The triangular pattern created a rhythm across the surface, each piece fitted with the kind of precision that came from years of practice. Someone had put real skill into this work.

      "The letter was sewn inside?" Maeve asked.

      "Between layers," Rita confirmed. "Right near the center panel. When we opened it fully, the paper just slipped out like it had been waiting."

      Maeve photographed the quilt from multiple angles before carefully lifting the letter with gloved hands. Brandy watched her read it, and saw the detective's expression shift from professional neutrality to something more complicated.

      "You took my medal." Maeve read aloud, then looked at Mabel. "What medal?"

      Mabel's face had regained some color, but her voice still came out thin. "I don't know. I never took anything from anyone."

      "But you recognize the accusation?" Peter asked gently. "Someone thinks you did."

      "Someone thinks wrong." Mabel set the water glass down with enough force that liquid sloshed over the rim. "I've sewn for this community for forty years. I've made quilts for fundraisers, mended clothes for people who couldn't afford new ones, taught classes to anyone who wanted to learn. I would never steal."

      Brandy believed her. The raw indignation in Mabel's voice carried the weight of genuine offense, not the performance of someone trying to deflect suspicion. But someone had gone to significant trouble to hide an accusation inside donated fabric, which meant either they believed the claim or wanted others to believe it.

      "Tell me about the medal," Maeve said. "Any context that might help narrow this down."

      Mabel pressed fingers to her temples, thinking. "There was a wartime medal years ago. Bronze, belonged to a veteran named Thomas Whitefall. He died maybe twenty years back, and his widow kept it displayed in their front room. I remember because I helped organize items for the memorial service, and she showed me the case."

      "And where's the medal now?"

      "I have no idea. After the widow passed, the house got cleared by family. Estate sale, I think. I never saw the medal again."

      Brandy caught Peter's eye, noting the way his attention had sharpened at the mention of an estate sale. Things went missing during estate liquidations with depressing regularity, either through honest confusion or deliberate theft. Tracking provenance for small valuable items became nearly impossible once they entered the secondhand market.

      "Who handled the estate?" Peter asked.

      "I don't remember the company name," Mabel said. "But Thomas's niece supervised everything. June something. She moved away after the house sold."

      Maeve made notes, her pen moving steadily across the page. "I'll need to see the donation records. Who had access to the collection box, when items typically get logged, that kind of thing."

      Rita pulled out a three-ring binder from the shelf behind the register. "We keep everything documented. Donors can remain anonymous, but we note the date, time if we see it happen, and general description of items. The quilt came in yesterday between noon and three. That's when the box gets emptied."

      Brandy examined the brown paper still crumpled near the worktable. Plain kraft paper, the kind anyone could buy at any shipping store. No distinguishing marks, no address label, nothing that might identify who'd wrapped it. Whoever had donated the quilt had been careful about anonymity.

      She knelt beside the table, studying the quilt's backing without touching it. The fabric there showed the same careful stitching as the front, but near one corner she noticed something that made her pause. A faint ring, circular and slightly darker than the surrounding material, like something damp had rested there briefly.

      "Peter," she said quietly. "Coffee?"

      He crouched beside her, following her gaze. "Could be. Or tea. Some kind of liquid that soaked in and dried."

      "Recent?"

      "Hard to say. But it's localized. If the quilt had been stored somewhere damp, we'd see more widespread staining."

      Maeve joined them, photographing the mark from multiple angles. "Good catch. Might help establish a timeline or location if we can identify the substance."

      Brandy stood, brushing dust from her knees. The quilt held secrets beyond just the sewn letter, she was certain. Fabric absorbed history in ways people didn't always recognize, and this particular piece had traveled from someone's careful hands to a donation box with deliberate intent. Understanding why meant understanding who'd benefit from Mabel's reputation taking damage.

      "I need to see the volunteer roster," Brandy said. "Who's been working the donation station this week."

      Rita produced another binder, this one filled with handwritten schedules and initials marking completed shifts. Brandy scanned the pages, noting familiar names and a few she didn't recognize. One entry caught her attention, a name crossed out in red ink with cancelled written beside it in different handwriting.

      "Who's this?" She pointed to the crossed entry.

      "Lottie Finch," Rita said. "New volunteer, only been with us about three months. She was supposed to work yesterday afternoon but called in sick last minute."

      Brandy filed that information away, uncertain whether it meant anything but unwilling to dismiss it. People called in sick for legitimate reasons all the time. They also called in sick when they wanted alibis for activities better done without witnesses present.

      Mabel had recovered enough to look angry now, which Brandy took as a positive sign. Fear gave way to indignation when people felt steadier, and indignation was easier to work with than shock.

      "Someone did this deliberately," Mabel said. "Planted that letter to make me look like a thief."

      "Maybe," Maeve agreed. "Or maybe someone genuinely believes you have their medal and thought this was the right way to get attention. Either way, I'm treating it as harassment until we know more. Nobody threatens members of this community without answering for it."

      Brandy appreciated Maeve's protectiveness, even as she recognized the detective's careful neutrality. Maeve wouldn't automatically assume Mabel's innocence just because the older woman had earned decades of goodwill. But she also wouldn't let someone weaponize accusations without investigation.

      "I'm going to look into this," Brandy said, meeting Mabel's eyes. "Whatever's happening, we'll figure it out."

      "You don't have to," Mabel started, but Peter cut her off gently.

      "She does, actually. This is what Brandy does. And you'd be doing the same thing if someone you cared about got accused of something ugly and untrue."

      Mabel managed a small smile. "You're right. Thank you both."

      Maeve closed her notebook with a decisive snap. "I'll run background on the medal and Thomas Whitefall's estate. Brandy, if you're going to poke around, do it carefully. And if you find anything concrete, you call me immediately."

      "Always do," Brandy said, which was mostly true and close enough to count.

      After Maeve left, taking the letter and multiple photographs of the quilt, the cafe slowly returned to something resembling normal. Volunteers resumed their work with quilts and coffee, though conversations stayed subdued and glances kept drifting toward Mabel's corner chair. Peter helped Rita fold the problematic quilt carefully, preserving its condition while removing it from general view.

      Brandy pulled out her phone and photographed the volunteer roster page with the cancelled name. Then she photographed the coffee ring on the quilt's backing, the kraft paper wrapping, and the way Rita had documented the donation timeline.

      Small details mattered. They always did, in the space between innocence and accusation.
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      The quilters gathered the next morning at Stitch & Sip like birds returning to a tree after a storm, hesitant but determined. Brandy arrived with two cups of coffee from Doris's café and found the room humming with nervous energy. The quilt lay spread across three tables, its patchwork squares catching morning light that filtered through lace curtains. Someone had smoothed the fabric, but the space where the letter had fallen out remained visible, a darker rectangle where batting had been exposed to less sun over the years.

      Brandy approached slowly, cataloging faces. Mabel sat in the corner with a cup of tea she wasn't drinking, her expression hollowed out by sleeplessness. The other quilters moved around her with careful politeness, the kind that came from not knowing how to comfort someone accused of theft.

      "You came back," Mabel said when Brandy settled into the chair beside her.

      "I promised I'd ask questions. I keep my promises." Brandy set one coffee cup down within reach. "Tell me about the donation process. How does someone give a quilt without leaving a name?"

      "During the memorial fair, we set up a donation box in the community center." Mabel's fingers worried the edge of her cardigan, pulling threads loose. "People drop off quilts, afghans, handmade items. We log them for the auction but sometimes donors prefer anonymity. Tax purposes, or they don't want recognition."

      "And the quilt with the letter? When did it arrive?"

      "Three weeks ago." One of the other quilters, a woman named Iris with silver hair and gentle eyes, joined the conversation. "I remember because it came with a donation slip that just said Whitefall House.  Nothing else. No contact information, no signature."

      Brandy pulled out her phone and made a note. The Whitefall family had deep roots in Maplewood, going back generations. The wartime veteran mentioned in the letter had been a Whitefall, if she remembered her local history correctly. "Was that unusual? Just listing a house name?"

      "A bit." Iris settled into a chair, her knitting needles clicking softly as she worked. "But old families sometimes do that. Pride, I suppose. They want credit without fuss."

      Peter appeared in the doorway, his presence steady and grounding. He caught Brandy's eye and moved to examine the quilt, his attention focused on the seams and backing fabric. She knew that look. He'd found something.

      Brandy turned back to Mabel. "You mentioned yesterday that you sewed for the veteran's widow. What was her name?"

      "Dorothy Whitefall." Mabel's voice cracked slightly. "She was lonely after Edgar died. I made her lap quilts, throw pillows, and mended clothes. Small things to keep her company." She paused, swallowing hard. "I never touched that medal. I swear it."

      "I believe you." Brandy squeezed Mabel's hand briefly before rising to join Peter at the quilt. "What did you find?"

      He pointed to the backing fabric, where a small patch had been reinforced with what looked like old newspaper. But when Brandy leaned closer, she realized it wasn't newsprint. It was a receipt, torn and faded, the paper yellowed with age and handling.

      "Can we remove this?" Peter asked Iris, who had followed them over.

      "Carefully. The backing's already compromised where the letter was hidden." Iris produced a seam ripper from her apron pocket and began working with the precision of someone who understood fabric the way Brandy understood mysteries. Within minutes, she'd freed the scrap and laid it flat on a side table.

      The receipt was from a tailoring shop. Brandy could make out part of the business name: Stitch & Hem, Riverside. The date was barely legible but appeared to be from three months earlier. The amount listed was forty-seven dollars, and beneath that, a handwritten note in pencil: "Quilt repair, rush order."

      "Riverside," Peter said quietly. "That's the next county over. About an hour's drive."

      Brandy photographed the receipt from multiple angles, capturing the tears in the paper and the water stains that suggested someone had handled it carelessly. "Did any of you visit a shop in Riverside recently? Or know someone who might have?"

      Silence answered her. The quilters exchanged glances, but no one spoke.

      "What about Hattie Crane?" Mabel's voice cut through the quiet, sharp with an emotion Brandy couldn't quite identify. "She had family in Riverside. Her sister married someone from there."

      Iris frowned. "Mabel, don't. That old business with the competition was years ago."

      "What competition?" Brandy sensed threads connecting, the kind that led somewhere important if she could just follow them properly.

      Mabel's jaw tightened. "Ten years ago, Hattie and I both entered the state fair quilting contest. I won. She accused me of stealing her pattern." She met Brandy's eyes, her gaze steady despite the tremor in her hands. "It wasn't true. I designed my quilt myself. But Hattie never forgave me. She spread rumors, made my life difficult for months."

      "And Hattie's family was connected to the Whitefalls?" Brandy could see the shape of something now, still blurry but gaining definition.

      "Her aunt married Edgar Whitefall's brother." Mabel's voice dropped. "When Edgar died, Dorothy inherited everything. The house, the savings, the medal. Hattie's family got nothing. She was bitter about it."

      Peter pulled out his phone and started typing. "I'm going to search for records on Stitch & Hem. See if it's still operating."

      "Thank you." Brandy turned back to the quilters. "Did anyone here have contact with Hattie recently? Phone calls, visits, anything?"

      More silence. Then one of the younger volunteers, a woman with dark curls and nervous hands, raised her hand slightly. "I saw her at the memorial fair. She was near the donation box. I didn't think anything of it at the time."

      "When was this?"

      "Three weeks ago. The day before we started sorting donations for the auction."

      The timeline clicked into place. Someone had dropped off a quilt with a hidden letter three weeks ago, timing it perfectly to surface during the sorting process. Someone with knowledge of how the fair worked, access to the donation box, and motivation to frame Mabel for a decades-old theft.

      Brandy's phone rang. Peter had sent her a link to a local news article about Riverside businesses. She scanned quickly and found what she needed. Stitch & Hem had closed six months ago, but the article mentioned the owner, an elderly seamstress named June Porter, who had retired after forty years in business.

      "Found something," Peter said, looking up from his phone. "June Porter is listed in the Riverside directory. She's still alive, living at an assisted care facility."

      "Then we need to talk to June Porter." Brandy glanced at Mabel, who looked exhausted but hopeful. "Stay here. Rest. I'll call you as soon as I learn anything."

      "Be careful," Mabel whispered. "Hattie can be vindictive when she feels wronged."

      "I'm always careful." Brandy ignored Peter's quiet snort of disagreement as they headed for the door. Outside, Maplewood was waking properly, shops opening and residents moving through their morning routines\\]=with the comfortable rhythm of small-town life. The October air smelled of wood smoke and fallen leaves, and somewhere nearby a dog barked at a passing delivery truck.

      Peter unlocked his car and they climbed in, the familiar leather seats and dashboard clutter feeling like an anchor to normalcy. "You think Hattie planted that letter?"

      "I think someone wanted Mabel to suffer. Someone with access, knowledge, and a grudge." Brandy buckled her seatbelt and watched the town slip past as they headed toward the highway. "And I think June Porter knows exactly who paid for a rush repair on a quilt three months ago."

      The drive to Riverside took fifty minutes through countryside that gradually shifted from farmland to small industrial parks and then to the modest downtown where June Porter had once run her tailoring shop. The assisted living facility sat on a quiet street, its brick exterior warm in the morning sun.

      Inside, the reception area smelled of potpourri and floor polish. Peter handled the introductions with his usual calm competence while Brandy studied the residents visible in the common room, their routines orderly and peaceful.

      June Porter turned out to be a tiny woman with steel-gray hair and hands gnarled by arthritis. She sat in a sunroom overlooking a garden, working slowly on a cross-stitch project that featured a cardinal perched on a branch. Her eyes were sharp despite her age, and when Brandy explained why they'd come, recognition flickered across her face.

      "The Whitefall quilt," June said, setting down her needlework carefully. "I remember. Woman came in three months ago, wanted rush work. Said it was a family heirloom that needed repair before a memorial."

      "Do you remember her name?"

      June's mouth tightened. "She paid cash. Said her name was June, same as mine. I remember thinking that was odd, like she was trying too hard to be memorable." She paused, studying Brandy's face. "But I wrote down her license plate. Force of habit from running a business. People who pay cash and rush work sometimes cause trouble later."

      Brandy's pulse quickened. "Do you still have that information?"

      "In my records." June gestured toward a filing cabinet in the corner. "Help yourself. Top drawer, folder marked 'Summer Repairs.'"

      Peter retrieved the folder while Brandy waited, barely breathing. Inside were receipts, notes, and at the bottom, a small piece of paper with a license plate number scrawled in June's careful handwriting.

      "That's it." June nodded when Peter showed her. "Virginia plates. The woman was fiftyish, blonde, nervous. Kept looking at her watch like she had somewhere else to be."

      "And the quilt? What did you repair?"

      "A seam along the backing. Someone had opened it, stuffed something inside, then tried to sew it closed again. Messy work. I redid the whole section properly." June's expression suggested she took pride in fixing other people's mistakes. "She was very specific about making it look authentic. Aged thread, matching stitch patterns. I charged extra for the attention to detail."

      Brandy felt pieces falling into alignment, the pattern emerging like shapes in fabric held up to light. Someone had taken a quilt, hidden a letter inside, then paid for professional repair to make the alteration undetectable. Someone who knew Mabel's history, who understood how the memorial fair worked, who had access to both the quilt and information about the missing medal.

      "Thank you," Brandy said. "You've been incredibly helpful."

      "That woman was lying about something." June picked up her cross-stitch again, her gnarled fingers moving with surprising dexterity. "I could tell. Fifty years in business teaches you when customers aren't being honest. Whatever you're investigating, I hope you catch whoever did it."

      "We will," Peter said quietly.

      They left June to her stitching and drove back to Maplewood with a license plate number and a clearer picture of what had happened. Peter ran the plates through a contact at the DMV while Brandy called Maeve to update her on their findings.

      "Let me guess," Maeve said when Brandy finished explaining. "You want me to investigate Hattie Crane based on a receipt and a license plate number."

      "And motive. And opportunity. And a history of holding grudges." Brandy watched the countryside roll past through the car window. "Someone framed Mabel deliberately. Someone with knowledge and access. Hattie fits."

      "I'll look into it." Maeve's sigh carried through the phone. "But Brandy, if you confront her yourself, I will personally arrest you for obstruction. Clear?"

      "Crystal clear." Brandy ended the call and turned to Peter. "Well?"

      "Plates belong to Hattie Crane." He kept his eyes on the road, but satisfaction edged his voice. "Registered to an address in Maplewood, same one listed in the phone directory."

      "So we have proof she took the quilt to Riverside for repair. That's not quite proof she planted the letter, but it's close." Brandy chewed her thumbnail, thinking. "We need to find the original accusation letter. If it's in Hattie's handwriting, or if we can tie her to the ink or paper, Maeve can build a case."

      "One step at a time." Peter's hand found hers briefly, warm and grounding. "We're getting there. Mabel will be cleared. Just be patient."

      "Patience isn't really my strength."

      "I've noticed."

      They drove home through autumn countryside while Brandy's mind raced ahead, sorting through evidence and connections, already planning her next move. Somewhere in Maplewood, Hattie Crane thought she'd gotten away with framing an innocent woman. But Brandy had threads to follow now, literal and metaphorical, and she intended to unravel every single one until the truth was impossible to ignore.
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      Brandy spread the volunteer roster across the table at Stitch & Sip, her index finger tracing names while Peter leaned over her shoulder. The café smelled like chamomile and cotton batting, a combination that should have been soothing but only made Brandy's restlessness worse. Mabel sat in the corner with her sewing kit, sorting through spools of thread with the kind of mechanical precision that came from avoiding eye contact.

      "Three people who had access to the donation table the week before the retreat," Brandy said, tapping the paper. "Hattie Crane's granddaughter, Nora. The thrift coordinator, Elaine Moss. And this woman, Lottie Finch."

      Peter studied the list. "Lottie's Doris's niece, isn't she? The one who's always looking for quick cash work?"

      "The same." Brandy pulled the burgundy thread from her pocket, holding it up to the light streaming through the café's front window. The color was distinctive, almost wine dark, with a subtle sheen that suggested quality fabric. "Mabel said someone came in late asking to repair a seam. Said she couldn't work at home."

      Mabel glanced up, her face pinched with worry. "I didn't think anything of it at the time. Lottie's always been a decent seamstress when she puts her mind to it. I let her use the back table after closing."

      Brandy walked over and crouched beside Mabel's chair, keeping her voice gentle. "Did you see what she was working on?"

      "No." Mabel's hands stilled on the thread spools. "She had it wrapped in muslin. Said it was private."

      Peter straightened, already pulling out his phone. "I'll see what I can dig up about Hattie Crane's family connections. If they felt cheated by something related to the veteran, there might be records."

      "Good." Brandy stood and turned back to the table, where the quilt still lay carefully preserved under a clear protective sheet. The patchwork pattern told a story in fabric: mismatched squares from different eras, some worn smooth from use, others still crisp with newness. But it was the subtle triangle pattern of moth repairs that caught her attention now. Three triangles arranged in a constellation, each one reinforced with tiny, almost invisible stitches.

      She'd seen that pattern before.

      Brandy moved closer, her fingertips hovering just above the protective sheet. The triangles formed a mark, an identifying signature used by quilters to claim their work. She'd noticed similar markings in a photo at the community center, part of a display honoring the town's quilting heritage.

      "This pattern," she said, mostly to herself. "It's from the Foxbridge Quilting Guild. They used these triangle repairs as a way to identify pieces that needed restoration."

      Peter looked up from his phone. "You think the quilt came from the guild?"

      "Maybe. Or someone who wanted it to look like it did." Brandy straightened, her mind racing through possibilities. The guild's membership list was public record, posted on the community center's bulletin board. She'd walked past it a dozen times without really looking.

      She turned to Mabel. "Do you know who's been active in the guild recently?"

      Mabel hesitated, her fingers twisting a length of green thread. "It's mostly the same people who've been sewing together for years. Hattie used to be a member before her arthritis got too bad. Her granddaughter, Nora, joined about six months ago. Said she wanted to learn the old techniques."

      "And Lottie?"

      "Lottie came to one meeting. Maybe two." Mabel's voice dropped. "She was looking for paid restoration work. Said she needed the money."

      Brandy exchanged a glance with Peter. Lottie Finch, perpetually broke and showing up to sew something private just days before the quilt appeared at the retreat. It wasn't proof, but it was a thread worth following.

      Peter's phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen, his expression tightening. "Found something. There's a record from fifteen years ago, a dispute over the veteran's estate. Hattie Crane's mother filed a claim saying she was promised a family heirloom, but the widow denied it. The case was dismissed for lack of evidence."

      "What kind of heirloom?"

      "Doesn't specify. Just says wartime memorabilia."

      Brandy felt the pieces starting to align, though the picture they formed was still incomplete. Hattie's family had felt cheated. Mabel had been trusted with the widow's belongings. And now, decades later, someone had stitched an accusation into a quilt and let it surface at exactly the right moment to cause maximum damage.

      "I need to talk to Lottie," Brandy said, already heading for the door. "See if she remembers what she was sewing."

      Peter caught her elbow. "Not alone. If someone's trying to frame Mabel, they might not appreciate you poking around."

      "I'll be careful."

      "You always say that."

      "And I'm always fine."

      Peter's mouth quirked into something that wasn't quite a smile. "Fine is relative. Let me come with you."

      Brandy nodded, grateful despite her instinct to charge ahead solo. Peter had a way of keeping her tethered when her curiosity threatened to pull her into dangerous territory.

      They found Lottie at the flea market on the edge of town, manning a stall crammed with secondhand clothes and mismatched dishes. She looked up as they approached, her expression shifting from boredom to wariness in the space of a heartbeat.

      "Brandy. Peter." Lottie straightened, wiping her hands on her jeans. "What brings you out here?"

      "Just had some questions about the retreat," Brandy said, keeping her tone light. "Mabel mentioned you came by to do some sewing work. Private job?"

      Lottie's gaze darted sideways. "Yeah. So?"

      "So I'm curious what you were working on. Might help us figure out where that quilt came from."

      "I don't know anything about that quilt."

      "I'm not saying you do. But you were there, and you're good with a needle. If someone hired you to sew something, even just a repair, it could be relevant."

      Lottie crossed her arms, defensive now. "I was hired to reinforce some seams on a patchwork piece. Cash job, no questions asked. That's all."

      "Who hired you?"

      "Didn't get a name. Just a woman who left an envelope with cash and instructions at my aunt's café. Said to bring the finished work back to the same place."

      Peter stepped forward, his voice calm and reasonable. "Do you still have the envelope?"

      "Threw it out." Lottie's jaw tightened. "Look, I didn't ask questions because I needed the money. That's it. I don't know who the woman was, and I don't know what happened to the quilt after I dropped it off."

      Brandy studied her, trying to read the truth beneath the defensiveness. Lottie seemed genuinely rattled, but whether from guilt or fear was harder to parse.

      "Do you remember anything about the fabric?" Brandy asked. "Colors, patterns, anything distinctive?"

      Lottie hesitated, then sighed. "It was old. Patchwork with a lot of mismatched squares. One section had these little triangle repairs, real fine work. I reinforced the stitching like I was told and didn't look too close at the rest."

      The triangle repairs. That confirmed it. The quilt had been deliberately marked with the guild's signature pattern, a detail only someone familiar with local quilting history would know to include.

      "Thanks," Brandy said, already turning to leave. "If you remember anything else, let me know."

      Lottie nodded, but her expression stayed guarded. Brandy could feel the woman's gaze on her back as they walked away, a prickle of unease that followed them all the way to Peter's car.

      "She's scared," Peter said once they were inside.

      "Yeah." Brandy buckled her seatbelt, her mind still churning through the new information. "Someone used Lottie to do the sewing, kept their identity hidden, and made sure the quilt ended up exactly where it needed to cause the most damage."

      "Which means we're looking for someone who knew about the guild's patterns, had access to old fabric, and wanted Mabel blamed for stealing that medal."

      Brandy pulled out her phone and opened the photo she'd taken of the veteran's family tree at the community center. Hattie Crane's name was there, along with her mother's and her granddaughter Nora's. But there was another name too, one she'd glossed over before: a cousin who'd moved away years ago but still had ties to Foxbridge.

      She showed Peter the screen. "What do you know about flea market vendors and wartime memorabilia?"

      Peter leaned closer, reading the name beside her finger. His expression shifted, something clicking into place. "You think someone's been trading in stolen heirlooms?"

      "I think someone's been collecting grudges and waiting for the right moment to cash them in."
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      The burgundy thread lay coiled in Brandy's palm like a secret waiting to be unraveled. She turned it over under the lamp at her kitchen table, watching how the fiber caught the light with that distinctive wine dark sheen. Peter sat across from her, his laptop open to property records and genealogy databases, the kind of background research that required patience Brandy didn't naturally possess.

      "Lottie's lying," Brandy said, though she'd already said it twice before.

      "Probably." Peter didn't look up from his screen. "But lying about what specifically matters."

      Brandy set the thread down and pulled out her phone, scrolling through the photos she'd taken at the flea market. Lottie's stall had been cramped and disorganized, heaps of secondhand clothing mixed with chipped dishes and tarnished jewelry. Nothing that suggested someone making decent money from restoration work.

      "She said she threw out the envelope with the instructions." Brandy zoomed in on one photo, studying the background. "But look."

      Peter leaned closer. Behind Lottie's shoulder, barely visible, a bulletin board hung crookedly on the stall's back wall. Pinned notes and receipts overlapped in chaotic layers, but one edge showed the corner of what looked like kraft paper, the same brown wrapping that had covered the quilt.

      "Could be anything," Peter said, but his tone suggested he didn't believe that any more than Brandy did.

      "Or it could be the envelope." Brandy set her phone down and reached for the thread again, running it between her fingers. The texture felt expensive, the kind of material someone invested in when quality mattered. "Whoever hired Lottie paid cash but gave her a good thread to work with. That's not random."

      Peter's laptop chimed softly. He studied the screen, his expression shifting from neutral curiosity to something sharper. "Found something. Hattie Crane's mother filed that estate claim in 2009, but there's more. The dispute wasn't just about the medal. There was a whole collection of wartime memorabilia. Letters, photographs, service records. The widow kept everything, said Harold wanted it preserved for the historical society."

      "But?"

      "But the collection never made it to the society. When the widow died, her niece June supervised the estate sale. Most items went to private buyers. The historical society only received a small donation of duplicates."

      Pieces shifted, not quite settling but moving closer to where they belonged. "So Hattie's family felt cheated twice. Once when the widow refused to acknowledge the claim, and again when June sold everything instead of honoring Harold's wishes."

      "That's one interpretation." Peter closed the laptop. "Or June sold what she had legal right to sell, and Hattie's family has been nursing a grudge based on promises nobody could verify."

      "Either way, someone waited fifteen years to do something about it." Brandy stood and moved to the window, looking out at the street where October leaves gathered in drifts against curbs. "Why now? What changed?"

      Her phone buzzed before Peter could answer. A text from Mabel, brief and worried: Police questioned Nora Crane today. She says I promised to return the medal years ago.

      Brandy showed Peter the message. His jaw tightened, that subtle tell that meant he was angry but containing it carefully. "Nora's escalating. Trying to build a narrative."

      "We need to talk to June." Brandy grabbed her jacket from the back of her chair. "If she supervised the estate, she'd know exactly what was sold and to whom. Maybe she can verify whether that medal even existed."

      "June moved away after the house sold," Peter reminded her. "It's been years. She might not remember details."

      "Then we'll help her remember." Brandy pocketed the burgundy thread, that small evidence of careful work and hidden intentions. "Because someone's building a frame around Mabel that's getting tighter every day, and I'm not letting them finish."

      Peter stood, reaching for his own jacket with the resigned patience of someone who'd learned that arguing with Brandy mid investigation was pointless. "I'll drive. And we're stopping for coffee first because interrogating potential witnesses on your level of caffeine is inadvisable."

      They found June Whitefall in the next county, living in a modest duplex with a garden that suggested someone who cared about roots and growth. She answered the door wearing soil stained gloves and an expression of cautious welcome that shifted to wariness when Brandy introduced herself.

      "You're here about Uncle Harold's things." June pulled off her gloves slowly, studying them both. "I wondered when someone would come asking."

      "You expected this?" Peter's voice stayed neutral, but Brandy caught the edge of interest.

      "The Cranes never let it go." June stepped back, gesturing them inside. "Even after the courts dismissed their claim. Hattie's mother was convinced Uncle Harold promised her the medal, but there was never any documentation. Just old arguments between families who'd known each other too long."

      The duplex's interior smelled like coffee and potting soil, comfortable in ways that suggested June had built a life deliberately separate from whatever drama Foxbridge still nurtured. She led them to a kitchen table covered with seed catalogs and gardening notes.

      "Mabel Hart's being accused of stealing that medal," Brandy said, deciding directness would serve better than careful circling. "Someone sewed a letter into a quilt claiming she took it during the estate settlement."

      June's face went pale. "Mabel? That's insane. She helped my aunt with mending for years. She was trustworthy to a fault."

      "Can you verify the medal existed?" Peter pulled out his phone, ready to take notes. "And what happened to it after your aunt passed?"

      "It existed." June stood and moved to a cabinet in the corner, returning with a photo album bound in cracked leather. She opened it to a marked page, revealing a black and white photograph of Harold Whitefall in uniform, the medal visible on his chest. "Bronze Star. He earned it in Belgium, winter of 1945. My aunt wore it on a chain after he died. Said it kept him close."

      Brandy studied the photo, committing details to memory. The medal looked exactly as Mabel had described it, distinctive and impossible to mistake for something else. "And after your aunt died?"

      June's hesitation lasted long enough to matter. "I gave it to Mabel."

      The words hung in the kitchen's quiet air. Peter looked at Brandy, his expression carefully controlled, while Brandy tried to reconcile this information with everything she thought she'd understood.

      "You gave it to Mabel," she repeated slowly. "Why?"

      "Because my aunt asked me to." June closed the album with deliberate care. "Three days before she died, she told me the medal should go to someone who'd remember what it meant. Not someone who'd sell it or stick it in a display case. Mabel had been kind to her, and had listened to stories about Harold when nobody else wanted to hear them anymore. So I gave it to Mabel after the funeral. Privately. No witnesses."

      "Did you tell the Cranes?"

      "No." June met Brandy's eyes. "I knew Hattie would make trouble. She'd been circling my aunt for years, trying to establish claims to family heirlooms. I did what my aunt wanted, and I don't regret it."

      Peter leaned forward. "But Mabel never mentioned having the medal. When the letter accused her, she seemed genuinely confused."

      "That's because I told her to keep it quiet." June's voice dropped. "I was worried about exactly this kind of accusation. The Cranes have long memories and short patience. I thought if Mabel kept the medal safe and private, eventually the whole dispute would just fade away."

      Brandy felt the investigation's shape changing again, pieces she'd thought were significant sliding sideways to reveal different patterns beneath. "So the medal isn't missing at all. Mabel has it, legitimately gifted, and someone's trying to frame her for stealing something she actually owns."

      "Unless..." Peter trailed off, thinking. "Unless Mabel doesn't have it anymore. June, when did you last confirm Mabel still had the medal?"

      June's silence was answer enough. She hadn't checked. She'd given the medal away and assumed it stayed where she'd placed it, safe in Mabel's keeping. But assumptions and certainty weren't the same thing, and somewhere in the years between gift and accusation, the medal might have traveled to places none of them knew.
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      Shelter volunteers reported someone was in the quilt room late at night the week before, claiming to fix a seam. The log time matched Lottie Finch's entry.

      Brandy sat cross-legged on the floor of Stitch & Sip's back room, sorting through volunteer logs while Peter leaned against the doorframe watching. The cafe had closed an hour earlier, but Mabel had given them permission to investigate after hours. Overhead, fluorescent lights hummed their monotonous drone, casting harsh shadows across fabric bolts stacked along the walls.

      "Here." Brandy tapped the entry she'd found. "October second, ten forty-seven PM. Lottie Finch signed in to repair a loose seam on a donation quilt. Signed out at eleven thirty-two."

      Peter crouched beside her, scanning the handwritten log. "That's less than a week before you found the letter. Convenient timing."

      Brandy pulled out her phone and scrolled to the photos she'd taken of the burgundy thread and the stitched letter. The seam repair didn't match Lottie's usual style, not from what Brandy had seen of her work at the cafe. Lottie was competent but utilitarian, her stitches functional rather than decorative. The letter's thread work was deliberate, calculated, meant to look aged.

      "I need to see Lottie's stitching myself," Brandy said, standing and brushing dust from her jeans. "Compare it directly to what's in that quilt."

      "She's going to know why you're asking."

      "I'm aware." Brandy grabbed her jacket from the chair where she'd draped it. "But she's the only link we have right now between the quilt room and whoever actually planted that letter."

      Peter followed her out through the darkened cafe, past tables still scattered with fabric scraps and empty teacups left from the afternoon's sewing circle. Outside, the October air carried the scent of chimney smoke and fallen leaves turning soft underfoot. Streetlights painted amber pools across the sidewalk.

      Lottie lived above Doris's cafe in a cramped apartment that smelled perpetually of coffee and cinnamon. When Brandy knocked, it took three tries before Lottie answered, her hair twisted into a messy bun, her expression wary.

      "Brandy? It's late."

      "I know. I'm sorry." Brandy offered what she hoped passed for an apologetic smile. "I need to ask you about the quilt you repaired last week. The one from the donation box."

      Lottie's face went carefully neutral. "What about it?"

      "Can I see the repair work you did? Just to understand the technique."

      For a long moment, Lottie just stared at her. Then she stepped back, opening the door wider. "Come in. But I don't know what you're hoping to find."

      The apartment was small, cluttered with thrift store furniture and piles of mending projects stacked on every available surface. A sewing machine sat on the kitchen table beside a half-eaten sandwich and a mug of tea gone cold. Lottie gestured toward the couch, but Brandy remained standing, her attention caught by a basket near the sewing machine filled with thread spools.

      "The quilt's not here," Lottie said. "I brought it back to the cafe the
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