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Chapter One




The winter wind howled outside the greenhouse, rattling the glass panes and sending gusts of fluffy snow against the walls. Despite the chill of the incoming snowstorm, spring was always in the air—or at least, close enough—inside the sanctuary of Green Haven Nursery. The air was warm, heavy with the scent of damp soil, fresh-cut herbs, and the soft, floral notes of orchids in bloom. A humidifier whirred gently in the background, its rhythmic pulse blending with the soft buzz of grow lights overhead. 

Amelia Montgomery crouched beside a Phalaenopsis orchid, carefully loosening a knot of tangled roots that clung too tightly to the potting soil. Orchids were beautiful but temperamental, always on the verge of either flourishing or failing, depending on how much attention they received. Which was the kind of delicate challenge Amelia lived for. She thrived in this space where she could foster life from the smallest seedlings to the tallest trees.

She tilted the orchid’s pot, carefully shaking loose some soil to give the roots more room to breathe. “There you go,” she murmured under her breath. “A little air, a little patience.”

She brushed a stray brown curl from her forehead and caught herself smiling, even though the weather outside was enough to make anyone miserable. The warmth of the greenhouse felt like a shield against the world—a reminder that, even in the bitter cold of a midwestern winter, life could still thrive.

“Talking to your plants again?” a familiar voice called.

Ethan Reynolds stood in the entryway. Snow clung to the dark strands of his hair, and the collar of his coat was dusted with white. 

“They’re better listeners than most people.” She brushed her hands off on her apron as she stood.

Ethan smirked as he stepped farther inside. “They probably give better advice too.”

“At least they’re not nosy," Amelia teased with a smile as she straightened the orchid’s pot and adjusted the positioning of a few other plants on the workbench. 

Ethan chuckled. For years now, Ethan had been more than just her business partner—he was her steady anchor. While she got lost in her love for plants, Ethan handled the practicalities of running their business. 

He leaned against the workbench, watching her fuss over a tray of African violets. “The snow’s really coming down out there. You think we’ll get many customers today?”

Amelia glanced toward the glass doors where snowflakes swirled like tiny white ghosts against the gray winter sky. “Not unless they’re desperate for begonias.”

Ethan shook his head with a grin. “You’d be surprised what people are desperate for.”

She laughed softly, but her gaze lingered on the snow outside. Greenfield, Iowa, wasn’t a bustling metropolis by any means. Winters here were long, cold, and quiet—just the way she liked it. But sometimes, that quietness stretched a little too far, making her wonder if she’d planted herself in the right place after all.

A comfortable silence settled between them as they worked. Amelia adjusted plants, Ethan made notes on their latest shipment orders, and the familiar sounds of the greenhouse wrapped around them like an old, favorite blanket. The plants, the warmth, and the soft murmur of their conversation were part of the rhythm they’d built together—a life filled with routines that somehow felt right.

But the moment was shattered by the sharp ringing of the office phone, a sound so jarring in the peaceful greenhouse that both of them startled.

She frowned and wiped her hands on a towel as she crossed the room to the small office nook in the back. The phone rarely rang this early in the day, especially not with weather like this. Ethan followed her, a curious expression flickering across his face.

She picked up the receiver. “Green Haven Nursery, Amelia speaking.”

“Amelia, it’s Thomas Reynolds.” 

“Oh, Ethan’s right here.”

“Wait,” Thomas said. “I was calling to speak to you.” 

“Me?”

There was a pause. The heavy, loaded silence spoke volumes.

“It’s Beatrice Thompson,” Thomas said quietly. “She’s . . . gone.” 

Amelia’s stomach dropped. She leaned against the edge of the desk. “Gone? What do you mean?”

“She passed away. She was found this morning,” Thomas said, his voice subdued. “At her home.”

The words hung in the air like a dark cloud. Amelia could hardly breathe past the lump in her throat. Beatrice Thompson—one of their most loyal customers and a dear friend—was gone. The elegant, wealthy woman had been a fixture in the greenhouse, always ready with a kind word and a curious mind. Beatrice had an unparalleled love for rare orchids and would spend hours chatting with Amelia about their care.

Tears sprung to Amelia’s eyes as she took a shaky breath. 

Ethan was quick to put his hand on her shoulder and offer silent support. “What happened?”

“Beatrice . . . she’s dead.”

His face paled as he widened his eyes. “How?

“It appears to be foul play,” Thomas said.

Amelia gasped. That didn’t make sense. Beatrice had lived alone, rarely entertaining visitors beyond her circle of gardeners and greenhouse acquaintances. Who would want to hurt her?

“If I remember correctly, Ethan has told me that you were friends with Mrs. Thompson.”

“Yes,” Amelia said with a trembling voice.

“Are you familiar with her conservatory?”

Amelia swallowed hard. “Yes, I am.” She’d spent so much time in that room with Beatrice discussing flowers and gushing over the beauty of various plants.

“I know the greenhouse is open already, but do you think you could come over to her place and answer a few questions?”

“Of course,” Amelia whispered, her throat tight. “Thomas needs me at Beatrice’s.”

“Tell him we’ll be right over,” Ethan said.

“I heard,” Thomas answered. “I’ll let the guard know to expect you.”

She hung up the phone as her mind began to reel. Ethan, who had been standing silently beside her, gave her a sympathetic look.

“I can’t believe Beatrice is dead,” Amelia said with a hollow sounding voice. The words felt heavy and wrong in her mouth. She sank into the desk chair and pressed her hand to her heart as the shock began to settle in.

Ethan’s expression darkened. “Did Thomas say what happened?”

Amelia blinked rapidly to hold back the sting of tears. “He said it looked suspicious.”

Ethan took her other hand in his and squeezed gently. “Are you okay?”

“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “I don’t know what to think.” She held his gaze. “How can this be real? How could this happen to Beatrice?”

Ethan ran a hand through his brown hair as he exhaled. “We need to find out what happened.”

Amelia swallowed hard as the weight of the loss pressed down on her like a heavy stone. She looked up at Ethan, her jaw set with quiet determination. “If it was foul play like Thomas said, we can’t sit back and wait for answers. Beatrice deserved better than this.”

He gave a small, grim nod. “Then let’s find out the truth.”

She took a deep breath, trying to steady the whirlwind of emotions swirling inside her. The snow continued to fall outside, but inside the greenhouse, everything had changed. The warmth and comfort of her sanctuary felt distant now, replaced by the cold reality of loss and uncertainty.

But one thing was clear: Beatrice’s death wasn’t going to be just another headline or closed case.

Not if Amelia had anything to say about it.








  
  
Chapter Two




The drive to Beatrice’s estate was a quiet one with only the crunching of tires over snow and the soft hum of the truck’s heater to distract Amelia from her thoughts. The sky was a dull gray, and the snow showed no signs of letting up, swirling in thick gusts that obscured the road ahead. Ethan drove with his usual calm focus, but he gripped the wheel a little tighter than usual. 

The Thompson estate sat on the far edge of town. The sprawling grounds were blanketed in pristine white snow, but the usually peaceful scene was one of chaos. The iron gates, normally open and inviting, were now closed with a police car parked outside. Blue and red lights swirled lazily, casting fleeting colors over the snow-covered driveway.

Amelia’s stomach twisted as Ethan pulled the truck to a stop. The estate, with its elegant stone façade and carefully tended gardens, had always been a place of beauty and calm. Seeing it now, marked with the signs of police presence, made everything feel cold and final.

The officer gave them a once-over, his expression unreadable as he nodded a curt greeting. “Ethan, Amelia. Detective Reynolds mentioned you might show up. Go on in. Please don’t touch anything when you get to the house.”

Amelia’s heart skipped a beat at the realization that her friend really was gone. She glanced at Ethan, but his face gave nothing away as he nodded to the officer and drove through the gate.

The driveway was long, lined with bare trees that stood like sentinels in the snow. The house loomed ahead, its windows dark and its front steps dusted with a fine layer of fresh snow that no one had yet disturbed. A few more police cars were parked along the circular drive. Ethan parked behind the last one.

They sat in silence for a moment, neither of them eager to step out into the bitter cold or face the reality of what waited for them inside.

“You ready?” Ethan asked quietly, glancing over at her.

She swallowed and nodded, though her hands felt numb, whether from the cold or the weight of what was to come, she wasn’t sure. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

He gave her a reassuring look—just a flicker of warmth in an otherwise grim expression—before pushing open the door and stepping out into the snow.

She followed, pulling her coat tight around her as the cold wind bit at her. They trudged through the snow toward the gate, where a young officer was stationed, his breath forming clouds in the frigid air.

He knocked on the front door, and after a moment, it swung open to reveal Thomas—tall, broad-shouldered, and with the same sharp gray eyes as his younger brother. His expression was cool and professional. “Thank you both for coming.”

“Of course,” Amelia said, her voice steadier than she felt.

Thomas stepped aside. “Come on in. But don’t touch anything.”

The warmth of the house was a welcome relief from the cold, but it felt strangely oppressive, as if the air itself was weighed down by the absence of its owner. The grand foyer, with its high ceilings and gleaming wood floors, was eerily quiet. The only sounds were the muffled voices of officers working in the other rooms.

“Can you tell us what happened?” Ethan asked, his voice low.

Thomas led them through the foyer and into the sitting room where a fire crackled in the hearth, doing little to chase away the chill. He motioned for them to sit, but neither Amelia nor Ethan made a move toward the plush chairs.

“She was found this morning,” Thomas said. “One of her staff came in to deliver groceries and found her in the conservatory. The initial thought was natural causes—heart attack, maybe. But there were signs that suggested otherwise.”

Amelia’s heart pounded in her chest. “What kind of signs?”

Thomas gave her a measured look. “That’s part of what we’re trying to figure out. There were no obvious injuries, no signs of forced entry. But the conservatory was a mess. Plants knocked over, soil everywhere. It looked like there was a struggle.”

Ethan frowned, knitting his brows together. “And you’re certain it wasn’t an accident?”

Thomas shook his head. “We’re not certain of anything yet. But we’re treating it as suspicious until we know more.”

Amelia’s mind raced, trying to make sense of it all. Beatrice had always been careful—meticulous, even—when it came to her plants. The idea of her conservatory being left in disarray was unthinkable.

“Did you find anything unusual?” she asked. “Something that might explain what happened?”

Thomas’s gaze flicked to her, and she could see the wheels turning in his mind. “We found traces of a powder on her hands and around some of the plants. We’re having it analyzed, but I thought you might know. She frequents the nursery, doesn’t she?”

“Yes,” Ethan answered. “But I can’t recall giving her anything like that. Do you?” he asked looking at Amelia.

Fertilizer? Pesticide? The possibilities ran through her mind like a catalog of potential toxins, each more dangerous than the last.

“No,” she said after a moment. “Not that I recall.”

“Do you think it was something from her plants?” Ethan asked, his voice grim. “Pollen perhaps? Some plants can be dangerous.”

“Could be,” Thomas said. “We won’t know for sure until the lab results come back. But if it was a toxin, it would explain the lack of obvious injuries.”

Amelia’s heart sank. Beatrice had been fascinated by rare and exotic plants—some of which were highly toxic. Could she have accidentally exposed herself to something hazardous? Or had someone else used her love of plants against her?

Thomas hesitated. “Her staff mentioned she’d been receiving strange phone calls recently. No one knows who they were from, and she never talked about them.”

A chill ran down Amelia’s spine that had nothing to do with the cool room. Strange calls, toxic plants, and a disordered conservatory . . . It all felt too deliberate to be a coincidence.

“We need to see the conservatory,” Amelia said suddenly, the words escaping before she could stop them. “If there’s something there—something the officers might not recognize—I’ll see it. Isn’t that why you called us here?”

Thomas’s jaw tightened, but after a moment, he gave a curt nod. “All right. But, again, don’t touch anything.”

Amelia nodded with agreement. Her heart pounded as she followed Thomas and Ethan toward the conservatory, terrified of what she might discover.








  
  
Chapter Three




Even now, after everything, Beatrice’s conservatory was a breathtaking oasis of color and life tucked away within the cold stone walls of the Thompson estate. Towering palms stood against the curved glass walls, their fronds reaching for the ceiling. A waterfall trickled softly into a small koi pond at the far end of the room, the water glittering under the soft glow of overhead lights. Everywhere Amelia looked, orchids bloomed in delicate sprays of white, pink, and deep violet. 

The sight should have filled her with warmth, with the same sense of peace she always felt when she visited Beatrice here. But today, everything felt wrong.

The disorder was subtle, but to Amelia, it was glaring. She easily spotted the uneven spacing between the pots on the shelves, the soil scattered haphazardly across the tiled floor, and the way the leaves of a fern lay bruised and crumpled as if someone had stumbled into it. Every plant in the conservatory had a carefully chosen spot where it could thrive. Beatrice had always been meticulous. 

“This isn’t right,” Amelia whispered, more to herself than to Ethan.

He followed her gaze, his sharp eyes taking in the small details as she pointed them out. “Something feels off,” he agreed. “Like someone’s been in here who doesn’t belong.”

She nodded. The feeling sat heavy in her chest, an uncomfortable tightness she couldn’t quite shake. Beatrice had spent years creating this space, nurturing every flower, every leaf. This was more than a collection—the conservatory was her sanctuary. And now, that sanctuary had been disturbed.

Thomas stood near the back of the room, speaking in low tones to one of the officers. The two of them exchanged glances, and the officer gave a short nod before slipping out the door, leaving Thomas alone. He glanced toward Amelia and Ethan, his expression unreadable, before making his way over to where they stood.

He crossed his arms, giving them both a long, appraising look. Thomas and Ethan were clearly brothers, but where Ethan’s expressions were open and easy to read, Thomas’s were guarded, carefully measured. It was a habit born from years in law enforcement, Amelia supposed, but it still annoyed her.

She knelt beside one of the overturned pots, brushing lightly over the spilled soil. It was dry—too dry. Beatrice would never have let it get this way. “This doesn’t make sense,” she murmured. “She was always so careful.”

Ethan crouched beside her. “Maybe she was interrupted?”

She glanced up at him, considering. “Or maybe someone else was here.”

Her gaze drifted to the rim of the pot, where a faint dusting of white powder clung to the ceramic surface. It was so light it was almost invisible, but the fine layer stood out against the dark soil. “Look,” she whispered, pointing out the substance.

He watched her, his expression cautious. “What is it?”

“I’m not sure, but it’s not fertilizer. At least, not any kind I’ve seen before.”

Before she could say more, Thomas appeared at their side, his expression tight. “Did you find something?”

Amelia stood. “There’s residue on the pots. You need to test it.”

Thomas’s gaze flicked to the pot, and for a moment, she thought he might dismiss her. 

But then he gave a small, reluctant nod. “I’ll have the lab run it.”

They moved farther into the conservatory, careful to avoid the larger spills of soil. The air was thick with humidity and the scent of damp earth and flowering plants was almost overpowering. But beneath it all, Amelia caught a faint trace of something sharp and acrid—something that didn’t belong.

Her gaze landed on a low shelf filled with orchid pots, and her heart skipped a beat. One of the pots was missing.

“Oh no,” Amelia whispered, pointing to the empty space. “Her Dendrobium is gone.”

Ethan followed her gaze, his brow furrowed. “You’re sure?”

“Positive.” Amelia’s pulse quickened. Beatrice had shown her the delicate purple and white orchid just a few weeks prior. The flower had been her pride and joy, one of the rarest plants in her collection.

She knelt beside the shelf, searching underneath for any sign of the missing flower. Her breath hitched when she spotted a fragment of a broken petal, half-buried in the spilled soil. 

Ethan crouched beside her. “Someone took it.”

“And they didn’t leave quietly,” Amelia whispered. “This wasn’t an accident.”

Her mind raced as the pieces began to fall into place. Some orchids were valuable—especially rare ones like the Dendrobium. If someone had stolen it, Beatrice might have caught them in the act. And if she had confronted the thief . . . Amelia’s stomach twisted at the thought. 

Had Beatrice’s love of rare plants cost her life?








  
  
Chapter Four




Amelia sat in the passenger seat of Ethan’s truck, her gaze fixed on the swirling snow beyond the windshield. The storm was relentless, the thick flakes tumbling from the sky like feathers from a torn pillow. But Amelia’s mind wasn’t on the weather. Her thoughts circled back to the missing Dendrobium orchid and the broken petal she had found in the conservatory. 

Why would someone steal an orchid? And, more importantly, who would be desperate enough to risk everything for it?

Ethan drove in silence, glancing at her now and then, as if sensing the storm brewing in her mind. The hum of the engine filled the cab, a soothing sound that kept Amelia grounded amidst the chaos of her thoughts. 

“It doesn’t add up,” she muttered, more to herself than to Ethan.

He shot her a sideways glance. “What doesn’t?”

“The orchid,” she replied. “Whoever took it knew what they were doing. They knew exactly which one to take. That Dendrobium was one of the rarest plants Beatrice owned.”

Ethan drummed his fingers against the steering wheel, thoughtful. “So, whoever did this wasn’t just some opportunistic thief. They knew which plant to go after.”

“Exactly.” Amelia’s mind churned with possibilities, each more unsettling than the last. “Beatrice never showed that orchid to just anyone. She kept it in her private collection. Only a handful of people even knew she had it.”

He grunted in agreement. “So, we need to figure out who had access to her conservatory.”

“And who would kill for an orchid,” Amelia added grimly.

He sighed, the lines on his face deepening with worry. “I still can’t believe it came to this. Beatrice was . . .” He trailed off, struggling to find the words.

“I know,” Amelia whispered. “She didn’t deserve this.”

The weight of Beatrice’s death pressed down on Amelia’s chest, making it hard to breathe. She had known Beatrice for years—she had been a friend, someone who understood Amelia’s love for plants and the peace they brought.

And now, she was gone.

Amelia closed her eyes, willing the memories to stop before they overwhelmed her. She needed to focus. Beatrice deserved justice, and Amelia was determined to find it—no matter what.

“We need to start talking to people,” she said, opening her eyes and sitting up straighter. “Her staff, her gardener, anyone who was close to her.”

He nodded, his gaze steady. “And we’ll need to track down that supplier you mentioned. If the orchid was stolen, maybe someone tried to sell it.”

She tapped her fingers against her knee, thinking. “There’s a place we can start—her estate manager, Lucy Parker. She handled Beatrice’s accounts and correspondence. If anyone knew what was going on in Beatrice’s life, it was Lucy.”

He turned the truck toward town, the tires crunching over the snow-packed road. “Let’s hope Lucy has some answers.”


      [image: ]Amelia and Ethan arrived at Parker Management Services, a small office tucked between a bakery and a gift shop on Main Street. The windows were frosted over from the cold, and a small bell chimed as they stepped inside, shaking the snow from their coats.

The office smelled faintly of cinnamon. Behind a polished wooden desk sat Lucy Parker, a sharp-eyed woman in her late forties with short, neatly styled hair and a no-nonsense expression. She looked up as they entered, her gaze flickering with recognition.

“Amelia,” Lucy greeted, though her smile was tight and strained. “I heard about Beatrice. It’s awful. Just awful.”

Amelia nodded, her throat tightening. “We were hoping you could help us.”

Lucy’s brow furrowed, and she motioned for them to sit. “I’ll do what I can, but I’m not sure how much that will be. Beatrice was incredibly private.”

Ethan sat beside Amelia, his steady presence grounding her as she leaned forward. “Did anything seem off with her recently? Any unusual behavior? Strange visitors?”

Lucy hesitated, tapping a pen against her desk. “She mentioned a few odd things in passing. She said she was getting some strange calls—someone asking about her plants. She thought it was just a nosy collector.”

“Did she say who it was?” Amelia asked, her pulse quickening.

Lucy shook her head. “She didn’t know. She said the person never gave a name. But she was annoyed about it—they were too persistent according to her.”

Amelia exchanged a glance with Ethan. “Did she tell you about any new acquisitions? Plants she bought recently?”

Lucy frowned, thinking. “There was something—a shipment from a supplier she wasn’t familiar with. She mentioned it because it was delayed, and Beatrice hated delays.”

“Do you have a record of the shipment?" Amelia asked.  "Who it came from?”

Lucy nodded and opened a leather-bound notebook on her desk, flipping through the pages. She found the entry and ran her finger down the list. “Here. A delivery from Brentwood Exotics, but she never said what it was. Just that it was something special.”

“Brentwood Exotics?” Ethan repeated, his brow furrowed. “That’s not a name I’ve heard before.”

“It’s a smaller supplier,” Amelia said thoughtfully. “I’ve seen their name pop up a few times on social media. They specialize in rare plants, but they’re not exactly reputable.”

Lucy glanced between them, her expression cautious. “Do you think someone from the supplier could have been involved?”

“It’s possible,” Amelia murmured. “If someone knew what Beatrice had—especially something as rare as that Dendrobium orchid—they might have wanted it for themselves.”

“And if Beatrice got in the way . . .” Ethan trailed off, the grim conclusion hanging in the air between them.

Lucy folded her hands in front of her as her expression turned troubled. “I’ll give you everything I have on the supplier and the shipment. I want to help, but please be careful. Beatrice wouldn’t want anyone else getting hurt.”

Amelia gave her a grateful smile. “We’ll be careful. Thank you, Lucy.”

As they left the office, Amelia’s mind churned with possibilities. The missing orchid, the strange phone calls, the shady supplier—it all pointed to something bigger, something more dangerous than a simple theft. 

And she had the sinking feeling that they were only scratching the surface.








  
  
Chapter Five




The snow had slowed by the time Amelia and Ethan left Lucy’s office, but the air remained sharp, cold enough to bite through their coats and sting their cheeks. Amelia pulled her scarf tighter around her neck as they made their way back to the truck. The streets of Greenfield were quiet, the snowfall muffling the usual sounds of the small-town bustle. Even the familiar warmth of her surroundings felt distant now, replaced by a gnawing unease that settled in her bones. 

She climbed into the truck beside Ethan, exhaling slowly as the heater kicked on. She stared through the windshield, watching the snowflakes drift lazily toward the ground, but her mind was spinning. Brentwood Exotics. The name stirred up vague memories—rumors about questionable dealings, whispered warnings to avoid them at all costs. Now, it seemed, Beatrice had been caught up in something dangerous. 

But why? And how?

He glanced over at her as he shifted the truck into gear, his gaze thoughtful. “What do you know about Brentwood Exotics?”

She rested her hands on her lap, twisting her gloves absentmindedly. “They specialize in rare plants, the kind collectors will pay thousands for. But their reputation isn’t great. Some say they’ve been involved in illegal trades—smuggling endangered plants, dealing with chemicals that aren’t exactly above board.”

Ethan’s brows furrowed as he turned onto the snow-packed road. “Why would Beatrice work with a supplier like that? She knew better.”

“That’s what I can’t figure out,” Amelia murmured. “Beatrice wouldn’t have done business with them unless she thought it was worth the risk. Which means whatever she ordered must’ve been important.”

“And now at least one of her plants is missing,” he added grimly.

She nodded, the weight of the mystery pressing heavily on her chest. The orchid wasn’t just rare—it was priceless. And if someone knew Beatrice had it, maybe they’d been desperate enough to kill for it.

The thought made her stomach churn. Beatrice was dead, and they were left piecing together fragments of her life, trying to make sense of something that didn’t add up. Amelia swallowed hard, fighting the rising wave of grief that threatened to overwhelm her. She couldn’t afford to fall apart—not yet.

“We need to figure out what Brentwood had to do with this,” she said, more to herself than to Ethan. “And who wanted that orchid badly enough to kill.”

Ethan gave a small nod, his jaw set with quiet determination. “We’ll find out. I promise.”

The sound of his voice—steady and sure—was a comfort, and Amelia let herself believe, just for a moment, that they could untangle this mess. That they could find justice for Beatrice.

But deep down, she knew the road ahead wouldn’t be easy.

Amelia and Ethan were halfway back to the nursery when his phone buzzed from his coat pocket. He fished it out, glancing at the screen, and she noticed the shift in his expression—a subtle tightening of his features.

“It’s Thomas,” Ethan said, his tone low. He gave her a quick look before pulling over and answering. “What’s up?”

Amelia listened as Ethan put the call on speaker. Moments later, the familiar crackle of Thomas’s voice filled the cab. Even over the phone, Thomas’s tone was sharp and efficient, with the undercurrent of exasperation she had come to expect from him. 

“Where are you two?” Thomas asked without preamble.

Ethan shot Amelia a knowing look. “On our way back to the nursery. Why?”

“I need you at the station,” Thomas said curtly. “There’s something you need to see.”

Amelia sat up straighter, her pulse quickening. “What kind of something?”

Thomas’s sigh was audible through the line. “Just get here. I’ll explain when you arrive.”

Before she could ask any more questions, the line went dead with a click. Ethan let out a low breath, slipping the phone back into his pocket. 

“Well, that doesn’t sound ominous at all,” Amelia muttered, rubbing her hands together to chase the chill from her fingers.

Ethan smirked, though the humor didn’t reach his eyes. “When Thomas gets cryptic, it’s usually bad news.”

She felt a flicker of unease. Whatever Thomas had found, it wasn’t going to make things any easier.


      [image: ]The snow crunched beneath their boots as they made their way into the small Greenfield Police Station. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed faintly, casting a sterile glow over the room. Amelia tucked her hands into her coat pockets, trying to shake the cold from her bones as she followed Ethan through the narrow hallway.

Thomas met them in the conference room. A clear evidence bag sat on the table in front of him, containing a small vial filled with a fine, white powder. 

Amelia’s stomach dropped. “Is that . . .” she whispered, already knowing the answer.

Thomas nodded, folding his arms across his chest. “The same powder we found in Beatrice’s conservatory.”

Ethan leaned closer; his brow furrowed in concern. “What is it?”

Thomas exhaled slowly, dragging a hand over his face. “The preliminary results suggest it’s a type of fungicide—one that’s been banned for years because of how dangerous it is. Highly toxic. Even a small dose can cause serious harm.”

Amelia shivered. “Why would Beatrice have something like that?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Thomas said, his tone heavy with frustration. “According to her staff, she was meticulous about following regulations. There’s no reason she should’ve had access to this stuff—let alone used it.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened. “Could Brentwood have supplied it?”

Thomas arched a brow, his gaze sharpening. “Brentwood?”

“Beatrice mentioned getting a shipment from Brentwood Exotics recently,” Amelia explained. “And now one of her orchids is missing. If Brentwood’s involved, they could’ve sent her the fungicide—either by mistake or on purpose.”

Thomas sank into a chair, his expression thoughtful. “I’ve heard of Brentwood before. There’ve been whispers about smuggling illegal chemicals and rare plants. But nothing concrete.”

The pieces of the puzzle were slowly starting to fall into place, but there were still too many unanswered questions. How had Beatrice gotten involved with Brentwood? And more importantly, had someone used the fungicide to kill her?

“We need to talk to someone at Brentwood,” Amelia said, her voice steady. “If they’re involved, they might know what happened.”

Thomas gave her a skeptical look. “You’re not detectives.”

“We’re not trying to play detective,” Ethan said calmly. “We just want answers—for Beatrice.”

“You wouldn’t know what to ask,” Amelia pointed out. “This is our area of expertise.”

“You need us,” Ethan pressed. “As consultants.”

Thomas sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Fine. But be careful. If you need help, call me. And,” he said pointedly, “I want to hear everything.”

Amelia gave a small nod, her heart pounding. “We’ll be careful.”

“Thomas,” Ethan stated. “We were told that Beatrice was getting strange phone calls.”

“Told?” his brother asked.

Ethan didn’t elaborate. “Any chance you can get her phone records?”

Thomas frowned. “I’ll see what I can do. You two keep your noses clean. Understand?”

Amelia and Ethan nodded their understanding, but neither admitted that might not be as easy as Thomas seemed to think.








  
  
Chapter Six




The unease that had followed Amelia into the police station hadn’t lessened; if anything, it had grown heavier, settling over her like a dark cloud. 

The discovery of the banned fungicide complicated everything. If someone had deliberately used it against Beatrice, it wasn’t just a robbery gone wrong—it was murder, carefully planned and executed. And whoever was behind it had covered their tracks well.

Ethan glanced at her as they climbed into the truck. “You okay?”

She let out a slow breath, trying to steady the whirlwind of thoughts swirling in her mind. “No,” she admitted. “Not even a little.”

He gave her a small, sympathetic smile. “We’ll get to the bottom of this, Amelia.”

She nodded, though the weight of uncertainty still pressed against her chest. “We have to.”

As Ethan started the engine, Amelia pulled out her phone, her fingers trembling slightly as she searched for anything she could find on Brentwood Exotics. The name itself felt ominous now, a shadowy presence lurking at the edges of the mystery. She had a feeling that whatever they found would only lead to more questions—and more danger.

She spent the first part of the drive scrolling through online articles, business directories, and forums, hoping to find something—anything—that would shed light on Brentwood Exotics. But the company was surprisingly elusive. They didn’t advertise publicly, nor did they maintain much of an online presence. Their website was sparse, with only a single contact form and a vague promise to “source the world’s rarest botanical treasures.”

“Not exactly reassuring,” Amelia muttered as she scrolled through the bare-bones site.

Ethan cast a glance her way. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking they want to stay under the radar,” she replied. “Companies that operate above board don’t hide like this. They want people to find them.”

He nodded, his expression thoughtful. “So, if they’re not interested in regular customers . . .”

“They’re targeting a different kind of buyer,” Amelia finished. “Collectors. The kind of people who don’t care how rare plants are acquired—only that they get them first.”

“Which makes them dangerous.”

Amelia pursed her lips. “We need more than just their website. We need to know who’s behind the company—who owns it, who’s managing it. Someone must have dealt with them before.”

He drummed his fingers against the steering wheel as they drove. “Any ideas on where we can start?”

“There’s a forum," she said after a moment of thought. "The Orchid Exchange. It’s a place where collectors and growers trade plants and share tips. If anyone’s dealt with Brentwood, they’d post about it there.”

She quickly pulled up the forum on her phone, scrolling through the threads. As expected, Brentwood Exotics had been mentioned several times, mostly in whispered warnings and veiled complaints. The most recent thread caught her attention.

“Anyone else have trouble with Brentwood Exotics?”

The post was short but telling. 

“I ordered a shipment from them months ago, and half the plants arrived damaged. When I tried to get a refund, they stopped answering my emails. Not sure what’s going on with this company, but something’s not right.”

Amelia clicked on the thread, her pulse quickening as she scanned the replies. Several users shared similar experiences—missing shipments, unresponsive customer service, and strange delivery delays. But one reply stood out:

“They’re not just selling plants. I’ve heard they’re smuggling banned chemicals too. Be careful if you’re dealing with them.”

This was it—the missing piece of the puzzle. If Brentwood had been smuggling banned chemicals along with their plants, it explained how the fungicide had ended up in Beatrice’s conservatory.

“They’re involved in more than just plants,” Amelia murmured, her eyes glued to the screen. “Someone on this forum thinks they’re smuggling banned chemicals too.”

Ethan’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. “So, if Beatrice ordered from them . . .”

“She might have gotten more than she bargained for,” Amelia finished, her voice grim.

They drove in silence for a few moments, both of them processing the new information. The snow-covered landscape blurred past the windows, a cold and desolate backdrop to the dark thoughts swirling in Amelia’s mind.

“We need to talk to someone who’s dealt with them,” Ethan said finally. “Maybe they can tell us more about how the company operates.”

Amelia nodded. “There’s a grower I know—Henry Bloom. He’s been in the business for decades and knows just about everyone in the plant world. If anyone’s had dealings with Brentwood, it’ll be him.”

He gave her a small smile. “Henry Bloom? That can’t be his real name.”

She chuckled despite the weight on her chest. “It’s not. His real name is Harold Blumenthal, but he insists on being called Henry Bloom. He says it sounds more poetic.”

He shook his head with a grin. “Of course he does.”

Her smile faded as the seriousness of their task settled over her once again. “Henry’s retired now, but I can give him a call. If Brentwood’s up to something shady, he might know.”

“Do it.”

She pulled out her phone, her fingers trembling slightly as she dialed Henry’s number. The phone rang three times before a familiar, raspy voice answered.

“Henry Bloom speaking.”

“Henry, it’s Amelia Montgomery,” she said, relief washing over her at the sound of his voice. “I need your help.”

Henry’s tone shifted, becoming warm and familiar. “Amelia! It’s been too long, my dear. What can I do for you?”

Amelia hesitated for only a moment before diving in. “I need to know about Brentwood Exotics. Have you ever dealt with them?”

The line went quiet for a beat, and when Henry spoke again, his voice was low and cautious. “Brentwood? That’s not a name I like to hear.”

“So you know them?”

Henry let out a long, weary sigh. “I know of them. They’re bad news, Amelia. They’ve been operating in the shadows for years—selling rare plants, sure, but also dealing in things they shouldn’t. Chemicals, pesticides . . . things that aren’t exactly legal.”

Amelia exchanged a glance with Ethan, her heart pounding. “Do you know who’s behind the company?”

“That’s the thing,” Henry said. “No one really knows. They operate under different names, different fronts. But there’s one person you might want to look into—a man named Victor Dane. I’ve heard rumors he’s tied to Brentwood somehow.”

“Victor Dane,” Amelia repeated, filing the name away in her mind. “Do you know where I can find him?”

Henry chuckled darkly. “If you’re lucky, you won’t. But if you do, be careful, Amelia. He’s not someone you want to cross.”








  
  
Chapter Seven




Amelia sat at the counter in the small kitchenette at Green Haven Nursery, her phone resting beside a notepad filled with scribbled notes. The heater hummed quietly, fighting the winter chill that crept through the glass walls. Snow continued to fall outside, blanketing the streets and muffling the world beyond the windows, but Amelia’s thoughts were far from peaceful. 

She stared down at the name she had scrawled across the top of the page: Victor Dane. It felt like a warning written in ink, a name laced with menace. Henry Bloom’s words echoed in her mind—“If you do find him, be careful.”

She tapped the end of her pen against the notepad, her mind going over all they’d learned. Victor Dane was a ghost in the world of rare plants and illegal trade—a name spoken in hushed whispers, with no clear trail to follow. If Beatrice had somehow crossed paths with him, it meant she had stepped into dangerous territory, knowingly or not.

Ethan stepped to the counter, a mug of coffee in each hand. He set one in front of her, then leaned against the edge, his gaze steady. “You okay?”

She wrapped her hands around the warm mug, grateful for the heat against her cold fingers. “Not really,” she admitted. “It feels like every time we get a piece of the puzzle, it just raises more questions.”

he nodded, his expression thoughtful. “Victor Dane’s name keeps coming up in all the wrong places. If Henry Bloom’s right about him being connected to Brentwood, it means we’re not dealing with just a shady supplier. We’re dealing with something a lot bigger.”

Amelia gave a grim nod. “Beatrice must have gotten caught up in it somehow. Maybe she didn’t realize what she was dealing with—maybe she just wanted the orchid.”

“Or maybe,” he said, his voice low, “someone used the orchid as bait.”

Her breath hitched at the thought. It was unsettling but not impossible. Collectors like Beatrice had an obsession with rare plants—an obsession that could be manipulated by someone with the right knowledge and a motive.

He glanced at the notepad, his gaze narrowing. “So, what’s our next step?”

She took a sip of her coffee as she thought. “We need to find out more about Victor Dane—where he operates, who he’s connected to. There has to be someone in town who knows something.”

“What about the auction house?”

Amelia frowned. “The auction house?”

Ethan nodded. “Beatrice mentioned it once. There’s an underground auction that happens every few months—high-end, invitation-only. People bid on rare plants, antiques, collectibles, and sometimes things that shouldn’t be sold.”

Her pulse quickened. “Do you think Victor Dane could be involved?”

“It’s possible,” he said. “If Brentwood supplies rare plants, it wouldn’t be a stretch for them to have a hand in the auction. And if Beatrice attended one of those auctions . . .” He trailed off, the implications clear.

She set her coffee down, her mind made up. “We need to find out when the next auction is.”

He gave her a wary look. “You realize that’s not exactly a safe move, right?”

“I’m not looking for safe. I’m looking for answers.”

Ethan sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Then I guess we better be careful.”


      [image: ]The next few hours passed in a blur of research and dead ends. Amelia and Ethan made calls, scoured online forums, and searched for any mention of the underground auction, but the information was scarce. It was clear that whoever ran the auction valued discretion above all else—there were no websites, no advertisements, only vague rumors whispered among collectors.

Frustration gnawed at Amelia’s nerves. Every lead felt like a closed door, and the weight of Beatrice’s death pressed heavier with each passing minute. But just as she was about to give up, Amelia’s phone buzzed on the counter, breaking the tense silence.

She picked it up, glancing at the screen. “It’s Henry.” She answered the call, putting it on speaker. “Henry? What’s up?”

Henry’s voice crackled through the line, low and cautious. “I did some digging after we talked. There’s an auction happening next week, just outside of town. If Victor Dane’s involved with Brentwood, there’s a good chance he’ll be there.”

Amelia’s heart pounded in her chest. “Do you know where it’s being held?”

Henry hesitated. “It’s invite-only, Amelia. They don’t let just anyone in. But I might know someone who can get you an invitation.”

She exchanged a glance with Ethan, her pulse quickening. “Who?”

“Her name is Eloise Carrington,” Henry said. “She’s a collector—high-end, well-connected. If anyone can get you in, it’s her.”

Amelia scribbled the name down. “Where can we find her?”

“She has a place in town,” Henry replied. “Carrington House. Just be careful with her, Amelia. Eloise isn’t known for being generous, and she doesn’t do favors for free.”

Amelia gave a grim nod. “We’ll keep that in mind. Thanks, Henry.”

“Good luck,” Henry said quietly. “And be careful. You’re playing with fire.”

The call ended, leaving Amelia and Ethan in heavy silence.

He furrowed his brow. “Eloise Carrington. That’s a name I didn’t expect to hear.”

“You know her?” she asked, her curiosity piqued.

“Not personally,” he said. “But I’ve heard stories. She’s got her hands in a lot of things like art, antiques, and rare plants. And like Henry said, she’s not exactly the friendly type.”

Amelia tapped her pen against the notepad, a flicker of excitement stirring beneath her unease. “If she can get us into the auction, we might finally get some answers.”

Ethan gave her a cautious look. “And what if she doesn’t want to help?”

Amelia met his gaze, her expression determined. “Then we’ll make her an offer she can’t refuse.”

He chuckled, though the humor didn’t reach his eyes. “You’ve been reading too many mystery novels.”

She smiled, but the weight of their task settled heavily over her once again. The road ahead was dangerous, filled with unknowns and risks they couldn’t yet predict. But one thing was certain—if Victor Dane was connected to Beatrice’s death, they were getting closer to the truth. 

And they wouldn’t stop until they found it.








  
  
Chapter Eight




Amelia adjusted the scarf around her neck as she and Ethan climbed the icy steps leading to Carrington House, a grand old estate tucked away at the far end of Greenfield. The house loomed against the winter sky, its dark windows reflecting the pale afternoon light. Snow dusted the eaves and blanketed the surrounding garden, which looked as though it had been left to wither in the cold. 

Eloise Carrington’s reputation preceded her, and not in a comforting way. According to Ethan, she was known for her cutthroat business practices, her sharp tongue, and her obsession with acquiring rare and valuable items. 

Amelia paused at the top of the steps, glancing at Ethan. “Are you sure about this?”

He gave her a small, reassuring smile. “As sure as we can be. According to Henry, if anyone knows how to get us into that auction, it’s Eloise. We have to try.”

She nodded, though unease prickled at the back of her mind. “Let’s hope she’s in a good mood.”

He reached out and pressed the doorbell, and the chime echoed through the cold air. They stood in silence for a few moments, the sound of their breaths heavy in the frigid air. Just as Amelia was beginning to wonder if anyone was home, the heavy oak door creaked open.

A slender woman in her sixties stood in the doorway, her sharp, dark eyes narrowing as she looked them over. Her hair was pulled back into a severe bun, and she wore a long, tailored coat that made her look every bit the aristocrat she fancied herself to be.

“Can I help you?” Eloise Carrington asked, her voice clipped and impatient.

Amelia straightened, offering a polite smile. “Ms. Carrington, my name is Amelia Montgomery, and this is Ethan Reynolds. We were hoping to speak with you about—”

“If this is about donations, I’m not interested,” Eloise interrupted, her tone bored. She started to close the door.

“It’s about Beatrice Thompson,” Amelia said quickly, her heart pounding as the name lingered in the cold air.

That stopped Eloise. Her sharp eyes flickered with a brief flash of interest, though her expression remained cool. “Beatrice? What about her?”

“She was murdered,” Ethan said, his voice steady. “And we believe her death may be connected to a rare orchid she acquired recently. We were hoping you might be able to help us.”

Eloise studied them in silence for a moment, her gaze lingering on Amelia as if assessing her worth. Then, with a sigh, she stepped back and motioned for them to enter.

The inside of Carrington House was as cold and grand as its exterior. The high ceilings loomed overhead, and antique furniture filled the living room, each piece carefully curated to reflect wealth and status. But it was the plants that caught Amelia’s attention. Dozens of exotic flowers were arranged throughout the foyer and living room—orchids, bromeliads, and ferns—each rarer and more beautiful than the last. She hoped the people buying those plants knew to transport them quickly in the cold weather. Most of the flowers preferred warm weather and could quickly wilt in the frigid Iowa winter.

Eloise led them into a sitting room, where a roaring fire crackled in the hearth, doing little to chase away the chill. She gestured for them to sit but did not bother offering refreshments. Instead, she sat opposite them, her dark eyes sharp and expectant.

“What do you want from me?” Eloise asked, getting straight to the point.

Amelia leaned forward, folding her hands in her lap. “We know Beatrice was in contact with Brentwood Exotics. She received a shipment from them recently—one that included a rare orchid. Now that orchid is missing, and Beatrice is dead.”

Eloise arched a thin brow. “And you think I’m involved?”

“We think you might know how to get us into the next auction,” Ethan said, his tone calm but firm. “We’ve heard rumors that Victor Dane is connected to Brentwood, there’s a good chance he’ll be there. We’d like to ask him about Beatrice’s shipment.”

For a moment, Eloise said nothing, her expression unreadable. The firelight flickered across her face, casting shadows that made her look almost regal—and threatening. 

“You’re walking a dangerous path,” Eloise said quietly. “Victor Dane isn’t the kind of man you want to cross.”

Amelia met her gaze, her heart pounding. “Beatrice was my friend. I need to know why someone would want to hurt her.”

Eloise studied her for a long moment, and then, to Amelia’s surprise, a small, knowing smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “You remind me of her, you know. Stubborn to a fault.”

Amelia blinked, caught off guard. “You knew Beatrice then?”

Eloise gave a small shrug. “We crossed paths often enough. She was always chasing the rare and the beautiful, just like me.”

Amelia’s heart tightened at the thought. Beatrice had been chasing beauty—always searching for the next rare treasure. And it had cost her everything. “Will you help us?” 

Eloise tapped her fingers against the armrest of her chair, considering. Then she gave a slow nod. “I’ll make a few calls. If Victor Dane is attending the auction, I’ll get you in.”

Relief washed over Amelia, but it was short-lived. Eloise’s smile turned sharp, her dark eyes glittering with amusement.

“But nothing in this world comes for free, my dear,” Eloise said. “When this is over, you’ll owe me a favor.”

Amelia’s stomach tightened, but she nodded. “I understand.”

Eloise’s smile deepened. “I’ll be in touch.”

As Amelia and Ethan left Carrington House, the cold air hit her like a slap, and she pulled her coat tighter around herself. Ethan walked beside her, silent but thoughtful, his breath fogging in the air.

“That went better than I expected,” he said as they climbed into the truck.

She gave a small, humorless laugh. “Better? Now we’re indebted to Eloise Carrington. That’s not exactly comforting.”

He chuckled softly. “True. But at least we have a way into the auction.”

Amelia nodded, though the weight of the agreement with Eloise sat heavily on her chest. She knew better than to trust people like Eloise—people who always wanted something in return. But if it led them to Victor Dane, it would be worth the risk.

Ethan started the engine, and the truck rumbled to life beneath them. “So, what’s the plan now?”

Amelia stared out at the snow-covered streets, her mind spinning with possibilities. “Now, we wait.”

But waiting wouldn’t be easy. The auction was their best chance to uncover the truth, but it also meant stepping into dangerous territory. And the closer they got to the truth, the more dangerous things would become.

Amelia glanced over at Ethan, her heart pounding with a mix of fear and determination. Whatever happened next, she knew one thing for certain—she was glad they were in this together.








  
  
Chapter Nine




The snowstorm had passed by the next morning, leaving Greenfield coated in a thick, glittering blanket of white. The sun struggled to break through the clouds, casting a pale light over the quiet streets. But inside Green Haven Nursery, the air was warm and fragrant, filled with the earthy scent of soil and blooming flowers. 

Amelia stood by the front counter, staring at the notebook full of notes and theories she and Ethan had compiled. The name Victor Dane was scrawled across multiple pages, circled in red ink like a target. She had found a photo online of a dark-haired man with an overly confident smile who had been identified as the man they had been seeking. They knew he was connected to Brentwood Exotics. They knew the missing orchid was somehow tied to Beatrice’s death. And now, they were one step closer to getting the answers they needed.

But the closer they got, the more dangerous it felt.

Amelia rubbed her temples, trying to push away the creeping sense of unease. The auction was still a few days away, but the anticipation was already gnawing at her. Every instinct told her that stepping into that world would be like walking into a trap. 

She and Ethan had discussed their plan with Thomas, he wasn’t thrilled but agreed that it made the most sense for them to attend the auction. There weren’t any undercover officers that would be prepared enough for dealing with exotic plants before the auction. 

Ethan appeared beside her, holding two cups of coffee. He handed one to her, his fingers brushing hers briefly. “You look like you didn’t sleep.”

“I didn’t,” she admitted, wrapping her hands around the warm cup. “Too much to think about.”

He gave her a small smile, though there was a flicker of concern in his eyes. “We’ll figure this out.”

She nodded, though the weight on her chest didn’t ease. “I just keep thinking, what if we don’t find anything? What if this whole thing leads to another dead end?”

He leaned against the counter, his gaze steady. “Then we keep going until we do find something. We owe that to Beatrice.”

Amelia’s heart ached at the mention of Beatrice. She had been so full of life, so passionate about her plants. It was hard to believe she was gone—and it was even harder to accept that someone might have taken her life over something as simple as an orchid.

“I wish we knew more about Dane,” Amelia murmured, flipping through the notebook. “All we have are rumors. No address, no contacts, nothing solid.”

Ethan took a sip of his coffee. “We’ll get more information at the auction. If he’s there, we’ll do what we can to find out what he knows.”

“Assuming we don’t get thrown out the second we walk in the door.”

“That’s why we’ve got Eloise Carrington on our side. She’ll get us in.”

She gave a soft laugh, though it was tinged with anxiety. “Hopefully we don’t end up owing her more favors than we can afford.”

He chuckled. “One problem at a time.”

They stood in comfortable silence for a moment, sipping their coffee and watching the sunlight filter through the greenhouse windows. Outside, the world was still and peaceful, but inside, Amelia’s mind churned with possibilities and fears.

After finishing their coffee, Amelia and Ethan moved to the office at the back of the greenhouse, spreading out their notes and planning their approach for the auction.

“We need to blend in,” she said. “The people at this auction are collectors and dealers. If we stand out, we’ll draw attention—and not the good kind.”

He nodded. “We’ll need to dress the part. I’ve got a suit that should work.”

She raised an eyebrow. “A suit? I didn’t know you owned one.”

“I have layers, Amelia. I just don’t wear them often.”

She rolled her eyes, but the moment of levity eased some of the tension that had been building around them. “Okay, so you’ll wear a suit. I’ll figure something out.”
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