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A Stitch in Time

The first light of spring slipped through the lace curtains of the Finch Boutique, painting the polished pine floorboards with a soft amber glow. Maya Finch stood behind the polished oak counter, her fingers wrapped around a steaming mug of chamomile tea, the steam curling like a lazy cat around the edge of the porcelain. She inhaled, savoring the faint scent of bergamot and the comforting hum of the shop coming alive. Outside, Willowbrook was still a sleepy whisper—a town of brick walkways, pastel storefronts, and a sky that seemed to stretch forever in gentle blue.

Maya’s boutique, a snug alcove sandwiched between an antique bookshop and a flower stall, had been her dream for six years. She had started with a single hand-sewn dog shirt—soft, breathable cotton, printed with tiny paw prints—that quickly became a favorite at the town’s monthly pet parade. Word spread, and soon she was running a small but thriving line of custom-fit dog apparel, each piece stitched with a love for animals and an eye for fashion. Today, however, the shop felt unusually thin.

She set her mug down and reached for the ledger that sat to the left of the register. The thick ledger was a relic, its pages yellowed with use, but it was the only place Maya trusted to keep the figures straight. She turned to the most recent entry, her eyes narrowing as she saw a glaring blank space where a large shipment of “Sunset Sprinkles” shirts should have been recorded.

“Where’s the July order?” she muttered, tapping the empty line with a fingernail. The shipment in question was crucial—twenty-four hundred shirts, each emblazoned with a tiny embroidered bone and a reflective strip for night walks. The town’s dog-owners had ordered them in droves for the upcoming “Biscuit’s Birthday Bash,” a charity event that raised funds for the local animal shelter.

Her phone buzzed on the counter, breaking the quiet. It was a text from Sam, the owner of “Bean & Whisk,” the coffee shop next door: “Maya, could you swing by? Something weird is happening with the espresso. Might need your eye.” The message was accompanied by a string of emojis—a coffee cup, a question mark, and a pink heart.

Maya frowned, but before she could reply, the glass door at the front of the boutique swung open. A gust of cool March air rustled the display of pastel scarves and wafted in the familiar smell of fresh bread from the bakery across the street. In walked Mrs. Eleanor Whitaker, a regular client, her silver hair pinned back in neat buns, and a golden retriever named Duchess perched obediently at her feet.

“Good morning, Maya,” Eleanor said, her voice warm despite the chill that still clung to the morning. She carried a small basket filled with a half-dozen blueberry muffins, the aroma of which made Maya’s stomach grumble.

“Morning, Eleanor,” Maya replied, pushing a smile onto her face as she set the mug aside. “What brings you in so early? The muffins look wonderful—are those fresh?”

Eleanor chuckled, a light, airy sound. “Baked this morning, dear. I’m on my way to the town council meeting about the new dog park. Thought I’d stop by for a quick coat fitting for Duchess. She’s getting a new shirt for the parade—something breezy, you know?”

Maya knelt to greet Duchess, who wagged her tail, her pink collar jingling softly. “Of course. Let’s see what we’ve got.” She gestured to a rack where rows of light-blue shirts with tiny white clouds dangled.

Eleanor perched on the stool opposite the counter, crossing her legs. “And how’s the new line coming along? I heard you were working on a fabric that keeps dogs cool in the summer heat.”

Maya’s smile widened. “The ‘Cool-Down’ fabric is finally ready for a test run. It’s a blend of bamboo fibers and a patented micro-vent system. It’s breathable, moisture-wicking, and it has a subtle scent that repels fleas. I’m planning to launch it next month, but there’s a little snag—”

She glanced at the ledger again, her brow furrowing deeper. “The shipment that should have arrived yesterday never showed up. The truck was supposed to pull in early this morning, but there’s been no word. And now,” she added, gesturing toward the empty space in the ledger, “the order is missing. No invoice, no delivery note, nothing.”

Eleanor’s eyes narrowed. “That’s odd. The courier always sends an email when they’re on the way. Did you check your spam?”

“I did,” Maya replied, a hint of irritation creeping into her tone. “Nothing. I called the shipping company, but they claim they never left the depot. I think someone might have intercepted it.”

Just then, the bell above the boutique door jingled again, and Sam himself stepped in, his dark curls slightly disheveled, a faint scar of caffeine etched across his forehead. He wore a navy apron embroidered with steaming coffee beans, and his hands were still stained with the dark roast he’d been handling.

“Morning, Maya,” Sam said, his voice low but urgent. “You’ve got to see this.”

Maya stood, brushing off her cardigan. “What’s the matter, Sam? Is it the espresso again?”

Sam glanced over his shoulder, as if checking he wasn’t being overheard. “It’s not just the espresso. The latte art. It’s... it’s turned pink. Everyone’s asking why, and I’m getting a few angry looks. I think someone purposely added something to the milk.”

Maya frowned, more curious than alarmed. “Pink? Like, artificial coloring?”

“More like... a tint. It’s not the usual raspberry syrup. It’s brighter, almost neon. I’ve never seen anything like it. And there’s a smell—bitter almond, almost like cyanide, if you know the old stories.”

Maya’s heart thudded. Bitter almond was the hallmark scent of cyanide, but also of bitter almond extract, a common flavoring used in pastries and occasionally in certain crafts. She glanced at Eleanor, who seemed to be listening intently despite the rustle of muffins.

“Did anyone else notice anything odd about the shipments or deliveries lately?” Sam asked, leaning in closer.

Maya shook her head slowly. “Only this missing truck. I called the courier, but they insist the vehicle never left the depot. No one’s called me about a delay.”

Sam’s eyes flickered to the back of the shop where the storage room lay, a small door marked “Employees Only”. He pressed a hand to his chin, the gears in his mind turning. “Is there any chance the coffee could have been contaminated at the source? The beans come from the same distributor that supplies the local bakery, right?”

“Yes,” Maya replied, “the beans are from Sunrise Roasters, a family-run operation on the outskirts of town. They’ve never had any issues. I think it’s something happening right here, in Willowbrook.”

At that moment, the bell above the boutique’s door jingled again, and a lanky teenager slipped in, his hoodie tucked into his jeans, a skateboard tucked under his arm. He looked around, eyes flicking between the shelves and Maya’s face, then made a beeline for the back of the shop.

“Yo, Maya,” he said, voice husky, “I need to borrow a charger. My phone’s dead. You still got that spare you kept for emergencies?”

Maya stared for a beat, trying to place the boy. “I’m not sure I have one left. Did you say you needed a charger?”

The teenager’s eyes widened, a flash of panic crossing his features. “No, sorry—my mistake. I’m just— I heard something about the shipment missing and thought maybe you needed an extra power strip or something. My cousin’s a tech guy; he told me to swing by if anything weird was happening.” He shifted uncomfortably, on the edge of the counter. “Sorry for the interruption.”

Sam’s brow furrowed. “You sure you’re not one of the employees? The back door’s locked, remember? No one should be wandering in there unless they have a key.”

The teen glanced at Sam, then at Maya, his eyes darting. “I’m just a customer. I mean... my mom works at the post office down the road, and she told me there was a... uh, a rumor about missing packages. I thought maybe something similar... I don’t know. I’m just trying to help, I guess.” He shuffled his feet, looking for an escape.

Eleanor raised a brow at Maya, as though waiting for a response. Maya could feel the tension in the air, thick as the steam rising from her tea. She took a deliberate breath, trying to separate the suspicion that prickled her skin from any real threat.

“Maya,” she said softly, “do you think this could be more than a missing shipment? Something... intentional?”

The teenage boy’s eyes flicked to the door, then back to Maya. He hesitated for a second before confessing, “Honestly, I heard a rumor in the cafeteria that someone’s been tampering with the espresso machine. Like, putting something in the water tank. I didn’t think it was real, but... I’ve seen the pink swirls myself, and I thought maybe it was... I don’t know, a prank? Maybe someone’s trying to get people to stop coming here.”

Maya’s mind raced. The connection between the missing dog-shirt shipment and the pink latte art seemed too coincidental. She glanced down at Duchess, who was now shifting her weight from one paw to the other, tail thumping in anticipation. “Did you see anyone near the espresso machine? Anything strange?”

The teenager shook his head. “Just the usual staff. Sam, maybe... I don’t know. I’m sorry, I didn’t think—”

Sam’s jaw tightened, a bead of sweat glistening at his temple. “Maya, you’re not thinking of a prank. This is serious.” He leaned over the counter, voice dropping to a whisper. “If someone’s laced the espresso with anything toxic, it could affect the dogs that come in after a cup of coffee. Some dogs are allergic to almond extract. If that’s what’s in the espresso... it could be dangerous.”

Maya’s eyes widened. “Dogs that come in after coffee? Do we have many? I mean, the shop is pet-friendly, sure, but—”

Sam chuckled, a nervous sound. “Pet owners love their lattes with a side of cuddle. Duchess likes an extra shot of oat milk, and most of my regulars bring their pups along. If someone slipped a harmful chemical into the espresso, the dogs could get sick. And the pink... is it even food-safe?”

Maya slid the ledger across the counter toward Eleanor, tapping the empty line with a finger. “I need to figure out what happened to the shipment. If someone’s intercepting deliveries, maybe they’re getting their hands on the fabric and doing... something. And this poisoned... pour at the coffee shop? It could be linked.”

Eleanor placed a gentle hand on Maya’s wrist, her eyes softening. “Maya, you’ve always been a good detective, even before you opened this boutique. You’ve got an eye for detail. Let’s start by checking the delivery logs. Maybe the courier left something behind, a clue.”

Maya nodded, grateful for Eleanor’s steady presence. She turned toward the back door, her mind already mapping out a plan. The boutique’s storage room was a small, dimly lit space stacked with boxes of fabric, rows of neatly folded shirts, and a solitary worktable cluttered with threads, patterns, and a half-finished prototype of the “Cool-Down” shirt. She could hear the faint hum of the coffee shop’s espresso machine through the thin wall, a metallic growl punctuating the morning silence.

Before she could open the door, Sam stepped forward, his expression earnest. “Maya, I’ll stay here. If there’s anything you need—”

“Don’t,” Maya interrupted, a faint smile forming. “You’ve got your own shop to run, Sam. I’ll need you to keep an eye on the espresso machine. If anything else happens, call me immediately. And make sure you don’t let anyone else touch the tank without checking it.”

Sam nodded, a grim determination setting his shoulders. “Consider it done.”

Eleanor glanced at the door, then at the teenage boy. “Are you staying, Luca? You might want to help me find a place to store these muffins. They’ll go stale if you leave them out.”

The boy—Luca—forced a smile. “Sure, Mrs. Whitaker. My mom says I should help out around the house; I guess I’ll do that here.”

Maya closed the back door gently and pulled the storage room key from her necklace. As the lock clicked, a soft clank resonated through the room. Light filtered in through the small frosted window, casting a pale glow over the stacks of shipments waiting to be sorted. She moved to the far corner, where a large cardboard box stamped with “SUNSET SPRINKLES – 2400 - TO BE DELIVERED – 4/15/2026” stood untouched. Her breath caught in her throat.

She reached out, fingertips brushing the corrugated surface, then glanced at the box’s seams. Something was off: a faint smear of pinkish residue lingered near the lip, like a dried ink or a spilled liquid that had seeped into the cardboard. She knelt down and carefully peeled back the top flaps, half expecting to find a torn fabric or a missing batch of shirts. Instead, she found a shredded piece of teal fabric—the same colour as the new “Cool-Down” prototype. It was torn, frayed, and bore a strange, unfamiliar logo embossed in silver: a stylized paw intertwined with a leaf, encircled by a thin border.

Maya lifted the fragment, turning it over in her hands. The logo was crisp, modern—nothing she recognized from her own branding or the boutique across the street. Beneath the logo, in tiny embroidered letters, she could make out the word “Verdant”. Her mind whirred, trying to recall any recent interactions with a “Verdant” brand. She frowned, feeling a chill despite the warmth of the shop.

She placed the fabric carefully back into the box and took out her notebook. She wrote: Torn teal swatch with unknown logo – possible clue. Then, she slipped the notebook into her coat pocket, her thoughts already leaping ahead.

A sudden clatter echoed from the front of the boutique. Maya's head snapped toward the sound, and she saw a sudden flurry of movement—Duchess bolted toward the glass, barking, as a small, trembling dog—the new puppy that Sam often let sit in his shop while his owner was at work—dashingly ran through the doorway, its ears flopping.

“Maya! The espresso machine! It’s... it’s spitting foamy pink,” Sam called out, his voice tight, as if he were holding his breath.

She raced to the front doors, only half-seeing the pink foam that bubbled up from the espresso spouts like the froth of a mermaid’s breath. She could see the barista, Leo, a lanky twenty-something with a mess of dark curls, leaning over the machine, his eyes wide in disbelief.

“Leo! What’s happening? Did you add something?” Maya demanded, her heart pounding.

Leo stared at the pink foam, then at his colleague Sam. “I... I didn’t put anything in. I followed the cleaning schedule, flushed the machine this morning. Only the milk-frothing wand had... something. The froth is pink, and there’s that... bitter almond smell. I thought it was some new flavor, but... it’s not supposed to be like this.”

Maya tasted the air, detecting a faint note of almond—sharp, chemical, unmistakable. She forced herself not to cough. “Someone’s been tampering with the espresso machine. Maybe they put extract directly into the water reservoir?”

She turned to Sam, and he nodded gravely. “We have a few regulars with dogs, Maya. If they’re drinking the coffee or just picking up foam on their paws, they could be in danger. This could be more than a prank; it could be a sabotage.”

Maya’s mind ran a hundred miles per minute. The missing dog-shirt shipment, the torn fabric with an unknown logo, the pink latte... something in Willowbrook was being targeted. And whoever was behind it seemed
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