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      Seeking refuge from her bustling city life, artist Isla Beaumont arrives at Wren Cottage—where a working holiday is supposed to reignite her creativity.

      But the tranquil escape turns into a cozy mystery when local legends and hidden clues begin tugging at something buried… and the people in town—especially the ones who “just happen” to know too much—won’t let her walk away from unravelling the truth.

      In Sketchy Business, Isla must decide what she wants most: answers… or a life finally guided by her own heart.
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            A Fresh Canvas

          

        

      

    

    
      Isla Beaumont’s first impression of Wren Cottage was the cold, abrupt thunk of her car’s tires striking gravel. She braked harder than intended, and pebbles spit out from under the tires like confetti at a surprise party. There was no one in the small driveway—not even a stray cat, which felt almost like an oversight for a cozy village—but she was certain her arrival was accompanied by the settling engine ticks and the brisk morning wind slicing in through her window with a cheeky chill.

      She sat, hands wrapped tight around the steering wheel, and studied the house she’d spent weeks Googling from her cramped city flat. Wren Cottage stood just as the agency photos had promised: a single-storey, sand-colored stone facade softened by decades of moss, small-paned windows glistening like they were ready for the village ball. The air around the cottage felt impossibly clean—no undercurrent of city exhaust, only the distant hum of bees, and somewhere up the hill, a mischievous magpie testing its song.

      Isla popped the boot, and a puff of damp canvas and pencil shavings escaped into the crisp air. With a comedic grunt worthy of a well-rehearsed audition, she wrestled out the first box, performing an impromptu toe ballet as she narrowly avoided a disastrous clash between her foot and the gravel below. She nudged the boot closed with her elbow, awkwardly balancing her satchel on top of the box as she made her way to the front door. Every step was punctuated by the squeak of her sensible boots and the awkward shuffle of a woman determined to carry her life in bulky, unwieldy chunks.

      Inside, the cottage was even smaller than she’d imagined, but cleaner. Whitewashed walls reflected the pale light, making the main living room feel less like a shoebox and more like an artist’s palette—blank, but promising. Just as she dropped the box, she rubbed her hands together to restore blood flow, surveying the space like a critic at an art gallery. There was a squat wood stove in the corner, its black pipe snaking up through the ceiling. Across from it, a battered two-seater couch wore a faded tapestry throw, as if the real furniture was running late. The kitchen was visible through a half-wall, the benchtop lined with mismatched ceramic canisters hastily labeled FLOUR, TEA, and COFFEE in marker pen rather than print—which, she noted, was far more charming and honest.

      With renewed determination, she returned to the car for the other boxes, each trip adding to the smudge on her jeans and the tension in her shoulders. By the third run, her breath fogged in front of her face, and the sun had finally cleared the ridge, kissing the nearby eucalypts with a pale gold brushstroke. She caught her reflection in the narrow window beside the door: curls escaping her bun, a smudge of graphite on her left temple. Typical. She considered cleaning herself up before the inevitable meet-and-greet with the property owner, then shrugged. Let the village have its first impression of a distracted artist.

      “Charming,” she muttered to herself, chuckling as a rhythm of oddly-shaped pebbles formed underfoot. “How to make a glamorous entrance.”

      Her supplies soon scattered across the old farmhouse table, each item crammed into cardboard boxes as if vying for attention. The first box held sketchbooks, loose sheets of heavy cotton paper, jars of watercolors sealed with blue painter’s tape, and a battered tin pencil case—her faithful companion from years gone by. She lined these up on the table, then hovered her hand over each, checking for any casualties of the trip. None—her city’s postal system had proven to be more hazardous than the hour’s drive out of Melbourne, it seemed.

      The second box revealed her collection of books: notebooks, field guides, a thick binder of reference photos, and a couple of battered library books she’d promised to return someday. She stacked these on the low shelf under the window, angling them to face the light. The titles ranged from native flora to invasive species, fungi, and lichen—an eclectic mix, much like herself, whose slow migration from second-hand shops and friends’ bookshelves formed the backbone of her botanical ambitions.

      The third box was practical: clothes, toiletries, two bottles of supermarket chardonnay, and a bag of mixed nuts she’d bought in a fit of optimism at the airport. She crammed the wine in the tiny fridge, stuffed the rest in the sagging wardrobe, and drawn a shaky breath. It was all here. She was here. The suddenness of the transition—the roaring acceleration of the city, then the full stop of arrival—made her feel as if she might vibrate out of her own skin.

      Isla left her phone plugged in by the kitchen counter, where it could serve as a clock and an emergency anchor. She stepped out the back door and into the garden, bracing herself for the cold.

      It wasn’t a garden so much as a deliberate masterpiece of controlled chaos. A tumble of English roses arched over old wire trellises, their late blooms tinged with autumn blush. Clusters of lavender and rosemary ran rampant along the garden beds, threatening to overtake the neat squares of native bushland tucked between. Banksias towered over beds of correas and grevilleas, the latter still luring a stubborn cohort of bees despite the chill. The air had that heavy, vegetal sweetness that came after a night of rain.

      The view from the back gate was the real showstopper. The ground sloped down sharply, past a broken picket fence, to a bowl-shaped stretch of land now filled with water. The sign at the end of the lane named it “Lake Birralee,” but Isla recognized it from her research as the former quarry pit, refilled and landscaped into something approximating nature. The edges were raw in places, red earth exposed like a healing wound, but the water shimmered blue beneath a fringe of reeds. She could see, even from here, a pair of black swans gliding past a buoy, their necks arched into perfect question marks.

      “She probably likes to come here for the dramatic angles,” Isla mused absently, smirking as she thought of the local wren’s sudden disappearing act. They were right to call it a ‘charming village’ if the birds had their share of mystery, too.

      She took a minute to adjust. In the city, she’d become so attuned to noise that silence made her anxious; out here, the quiet felt fragile, as if one wrong word would shatter it. But the longer she listened, the more she heard—the soft crunch of leaves underfoot, tiny clicks of beetles in the woodpile, and the muted rush of cars zipping along far in the distance.

      Her eyes went to the lavender hedge, drawn by a quick, bright movement. A family of fairy wrens darted among the branches, blue males hopping and flaring their tiny wings while drab brown females followed in their wake. She watched, heart suddenly light, as the birds flitted from stem to stem, then—without thinking—dashed inside for her sketchbook.

      Her fingers were already smudged with pencil by the time she sat on the garden bench, sketchbook balanced on one knee, cold seeping through her jeans. She worked quickly, blocking out the shape of the hedge, then the branch, then the singular posture of the nearest wren as it cocked its head, inspecting a bug. Her hands moved with a practiced economy: quick, light lines for the wings, a heavier touch for the curve of the tail. She made mental notes on color—Ultramarine, with flecks of Cerulean, and a startling white just under the beak—then wrote it in the margin in cramped, hurried capitals.

      She’d drawn hundreds of birds in her life, but the urgency was new. For the past year, every commission had been a struggle, as if her hands couldn’t quite keep up with the exacting standards she set for herself. Friends had called it a rut, but Isla knew better: it was a slow, patient suffocation. The offer by the publisher to illustrate a field guide to local flora and fauna—here, in this place—was the first spark in months. She needed this. Not for the money, though the check would cover at least half a year’s rent, but for the validation. Proof that she could still do the work she once loved.

      Absorbed in her work, she barely noticed when the birds moved on, only realizing it when an ant skittered beneath the bench. She paused, delving into her environment again. There was something in the air—savory, maybe, with hints of butter and caramelized sugar. She looked up and saw, through the gaps in the hedge, the outline of a figure approaching along the path.

      Isla closed the sketchbook, wiped her hands on her jeans, and stood. Her heart thudded with a mixture of anticipation and a tiny pulse of social dread. She was not, by nature, a people-person.

      The woman emerged fully: late sixties, silver hair pinned up with a gardening fork, a battered wicker basket balanced on one hip. Her clothing was a riot of linen and bright colors, a scarf in every hue of autumn wrapped around her neck. She moved with a lightness that suggested she’d spent her whole life in gardens and didn't intend to stop for the inconvenience of age.

      “Good morning!” the woman called, voice warm and round enough to soften the edges of the air.

      “Morning,” Isla replied, quieter, already retreating into polite shyness.

      The woman stopped in front of her, eyes bright with familiar appraisal—the way a seasoned gardener might examine a fresh seedling, curious but cautious. She offered a hand, sturdy and earth-stained.

      “I’m Ada Hargreaves,” she said. “Owner of this little patch of madness, and, I suppose, your reluctant landlady. You must be Ms. Beaumont?”

      “Isla. Yes.” She accepted the handshake, surprised by the strength in the older woman’s grip.

      “I baked some scones,” Ada said, holding up the basket like a treasured trophy. “To bribe you into liking the cottage. I realize the house is rather… compact, but the oven works miracles.”

      Isla smiled, genuinely this time. “I could be bribed… as long as there’s chocolate involved,” she joked.

      Ada led the way to the bench, tucking her scarf into her coat as she sat. The two women faced the garden, legs angled toward the sun. Ada unpacked the basket, laying out a cloth and arranging four impossibly golden scones. She produced, seemingly from nowhere, a glass jar of homemade marmalade.

      They ate in companionable silence for a moment, Isla savoring the light, airy texture of the scones that seemed to defy gravity. After finishing one in mere bites, she paused, noticing the sticky smear on her thumb.

      “I hear you’re here for some important work,” Ada said, her keen, blue-grey eyes watching her. “A book, is it? I only ask because word gets around fast here. Very fast—like, the-last-bus-left-five-minutes-ago fast.”

      Isla flushed. “It’s an illustrated guide to local flora. For a publisher in the city.” She hesitated, the old reluctance swelling. “They want someone with an eye for details. I suppose that’s me.”

      “It’s a rare gift,” Ada said, and there wasn't a hint of sarcasm. “Most people only notice the big things. The showy ones. But the magic’s in the quiet, isn’t it?”

      Isla looked down at the sketchbook resting in her lap, where the wren’s silhouette seemed to glow against the white page. “I’d like to think so.”

      Ada nodded, then turned her attention back to the garden, as if she could sense every living thing nearby. “I keep this place up myself, mostly. There’s a fellow who helps with the trees, but he’s not much for flowers. Plants can be difficult. Uncooperative. Sometimes I think they have a sense of humor.”

      Isla chuckled, the sound rusty but real. “My last place had a windowsill cactus. It died of spite. Or maybe it’s just a cactus thing?”

      Ada laughed, as if this confirmed her secret theory. “Cacti can be particularly vengeful. Just NO patience for human error.”

      They sat together for a while, watching the breeze shuffle the leaves and the lavender bush swaying slightly with the gentle push of wind. A family of wrens returned to the lavender, now bold enough to land just a few feet from their shoes. Isla resisted the urge to reach for her pencil, not wanting to break the moment.

      “You’ll like it here,” Ada said at last, softer now. “The village can be nosy, but the views are spectacular. And there’s an antique fair this weekend, if you fancy seeing how people amuse themselves when there’s no shopping center for a hundred kilometers.”

      Isla nodded, but inside, she felt the familiar prickle of caution. She was here for work—not to be charmed by the countryside or its well-meaning inhabitants. The city had taught her to keep a buffer, to remain a little out of reach, but here, with scone crumbs still stuck on her shirt and gusts of wind tussling her hair, it felt oddly nice.

      Still, as the sun crept higher and the scones vanished, she found herself oddly content, composing herself into the rhythm of the village. Ada packed up the basket, brushed crumbs off her lap, and stood.

      “I should let you settle,” Ada said, and Isla recognized the gentle exit of a woman who’d been both guest and host too many times to count. “If you need anything, just call up to The Birches. I’m always around. Or, at least, the local grapevine will find me.”

      “Thank you,” Isla said earnestly. “I appreciate it. I’m excited to explore.”

      Ada smiled and left down the path, scarf trailing behind, quickly hidden from view by the blooming roses at the garden’s edge.

      Alone again, Isla felt the absence not as relief but as a faint ache, unfamiliar yet somehow comforting. She listened to the wind rustling the leaves, the muted splashing of water from the nearby lake, and the idle clicking of her pencil as she tapped it rhythmically against her sketchbook.

      She looked at the wrens on her page—unfinished projects brimming with possibility—and thought about what Ada had said. Every garden’s a biography. Perhaps, in three months, she’d manage a paragraph of her own.

      She bent her head to her work, letting the morning air sharpen her focus. The horizon shimmered with promise, and for the first time in a long while, so did she.
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      Isla set off down the lane with her satchel pressed close and her sketchbook clutched in both hands. The air was sharp and clean—proper autumn, not the city’s perfumed imitation. Each shadow had a crisp edge in this light; even the stones beneath her boots looked scrubbed and purposeful, as if someone had polished the village overnight just for this particular Saturday. She imagined the townsfolk engaging in a nightly deep-clean of every cobblestone.

      She skirted the edge of the antique fair, sticking to the back streets and narrow lanes rather than the main square, where crowds gathered in dense, cheerful knots. Above the rooftops, blue bunting zigzagged from eave to eave, stirring slightly in the wind as if it were gesturing hello. The ancient church bell tolled the hour, its peal accompanied by the echoes of laughter and the distant bark of a food vendor hawking pumpkin fritters. Isla kept her head down, eyes alert for a likely place to escape the festival’s overzealous charm.

      She passed two whitewashed shops with pressed-tin signage—one a bakery, the other some hybrid of post office and newsagent—before finding herself at the edge of the village green. From here, she could see almost the entire layout: a central square shaped by shops and a pub, a row of cypress trees dividing the green, and beyond that, houses with gardens still beaded with overnight dew. The antique fair had colonized the green with a sprawl of tents and tables. People milled, haggled, and gestured at baroque clocks, odd bits of costume jewelry, and rusted farming implements elevated to “sculptural” status by a gifted chalkboard signwriter.

      She steered away from the throng, taking a sidestreet lined with bluestone curbs and tightly clipped hedges. The shops here were smaller, their traffic predominantly pedestrian. A dog—some sort of terrier, barrel-chested and self-assured—ambled past her without so much as a glance. She found herself envying its ease, the way it occupied the world with a total lack of expectation. If only she could waltz through the day with the same nonchalance!

      Two blocks down, she spotted a shopfront that took her breath away: Cartwright’s Curiosities, according to the sign, though the lettering was half-hidden by the vibrant blooms of a riotous hanging basket. The window display was an enticing tangle of old maps, glassware, and what appeared to be a stuffed platypus. But front and center was a shallow vitrine of botanical prints. Some were pressed flowers mounted on linen; others were stark black-and-white lithographs with hand-painted flourishes—a riot of blue and purple orchids, kangaroo paw with its flame-colored bracts, and even a sprig of saltbush that reminded Isla of the wild beauty sprawled just outside Wren Cottage.

      She was through the door before she consciously made the decision to enter. Inside, the shop was warm, close, the air thick with the scent of paper, polish, and that faint metallic trace of old coins. The lighting was soft, filtered through the lace of a yellowed curtain. It felt less like a shop than a uniquely curated hoard. Stacks of books tottered on every surface, while curios and fossils nestled in drawers that looked stolen from a hundred years of discarded desks. A narrow path threaded through the chaos, leading to a battered sales counter at the far wall.

      A man stood behind the counter, methodically sorting through a folder of loose prints. He was tall, almost gangly, with close-cropped dark hair and a shock of silver at the temples. His shirt sleeves were rolled up, showing arms marked with faint, pale scars of a hands-on trade. Wire-framed glasses perched on his nose, and he wore them with the resigned air of someone who had given up searching for alternatives.

      He looked up as Isla entered, offering a nod rather than a greeting, which Isla awkwardly mirrored as she settled in.

      She hovered by the prints in the window, trying to appear absorbed and not at all like someone who had ducked into the first available hiding spot. The prints were even lovelier up close than she’d imagined—one in particular caught her eye, a hand-colored study of Diuris sulphurea, the Tiger Orchid. The detail was extraordinary; every vein in the leaf was rendered in minute strokes, the colors laid out with a restraint that was rare and beautiful.

      “Victorian-era,” the shopkeeper said, voice low and even. “Watercolored from field sketches, not from dried specimens. They’re the real thing, not the tourist knock-offs.”

      She glanced up, startled at being addressed, then nodded. “The accuracy is… unusual. Most botanical art gets lost in sentimentality—a little too rosy around the edges.”

      “Don’t I know it,” he replied, a wry smile breaking through his composure. “Miles Cartwright.” He offered his hand across the display. She took it, surprised at the gentle dryness of his grip.

      “Isla,” she replied, then caught herself, “Isla Beaumont.”

      “From Ada’s cottage.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement of familiarity.

      Isla blinked, slightly embarrassed by her own predictability. “Word gets around?”

      “Word’s got nothing better to do out here,” he replied, returning to his papers with a casual flick of his wrist. “You’re the one illustrating the flora guide for that publisher up in Carlton, right?”

      She considered lying, but remembered Ada’s encouragement to use her as a reference. “That’s me,” she said. “Just trying to get the lay of the land before I dive into the serious work.”

      “Good choice. The rare things turn up in winter when no one’s looking.” He nodded at the orchid print she’d admired. “That’s the best of the lot. The rest are repeats or sun-faded. I’d let it go for forty if you want.”

      She shook her head. “Tempting, but I’m already over my baggage allowance, and I haven’t even been here a week.”

      He grinned at that, his teeth very white against the shadow of stubble on his jaw. “Suit yourself. You can look all you want.”

      She lingered over the print, taking mental notes on the layering technique, the interplay of green and ochre in the stems. She glanced down at her sketchbook, then—half out of habit, half out of compulsion—opened to a blank page and made a quick study of the flower, capturing its delicate sweep and the way the color faded toward the petal tips.

      Suddenly the bell over the door jangled. She didn’t look up; her hand was moving, eyes darting between the print and her page, absorbed in the chase of accuracy.

      A sudden presence crowded her elbow. “I knew I’d find you here!” a voice exclaimed, bright and almost unnervingly direct.

      Isla startled, graphite skidding across the page. Next to her stood a man maybe her own age, possibly younger, with unruly dark hair and a wind-reddened face. He wore a blue field jacket with a multitude of pockets and sported a camera slung crosswise over his chest. A battered leather messenger bag bulged at his hip, and the zippers looked ready to burst. He radiated energy, suggesting he might physically burst if made to stand still for too long.

      “You’re Isla Beaumont!” he declared, eyes wide with the glee of a birder spotting a lifer. “I have your guide to Victorian native ferns on my bookshelf. Didn’t expect to see you out here in the wild.” He set his notebook down—atop her sketchbook, she noted, slightly annoyed—then fumbled with the camera strap, as if preparing to document the occasion.

      “I—” Isla started, but he barrelled ahead.

      “Jonah Reyes,” he said, extending a hand, which she shook on autopilot. “I’m working on a travel piece for the magazine; supposed to be about hidden gems in the spa country, but honestly, it’s an excuse to hit every bakery and second-hand shop within two hundred kilometers. You’re on assignment, right? I saw your post about the project, and I thought, what are the odds?”

      “I’m starting to feel like I’m part of a scavenger hunt.” Isla chuckled nervously, trying to navigate his enthusiasm amidst the chaos.

      In a flurry of excitement, she was derailed by the sight of her own pencils and eraser tumbling out of her open satchel, knocked loose by Jonah’s exuberance. She knelt to gather them, only to bump foreheads with him as he did the same.

      “Sorry!” he exclaimed, then: “Nice pencil case. Wow, is that pen a Lamy 2000?”

      She nodded, embarrassed at how rapidly he’d disarmed her. She scooped up the last of her belongings, tucking the sketchbook to her chest as if it were a shield against the chaos.

      Behind the counter, Miles observed the spectacle with mild amusement. “Careful, or you’ll trigger the security system,” he remarked dryly, his voice lightening the air.

      “There’s a security system?” Isla asked, caught off guard by the effortless camaraderie brewing around her.

      Miles held up a rusty old bell with a missing clapper. “Depends on how you define ‘system.’”

      Jonah laughed—loud and genuine, as if he was delighting in a private joke. “Small towns are where civilization keeps its sense of humor, you know?”

      Isla found herself smiling, even as she receded somewhat, letting Jonah fill the available conversational space with his oddball stories of far-off places—how he’d been to a million little towns, how this one had the best bakery so far, how he had “a sixth sense for finding rare books and also, apparently, rare botanists.”

      She tried to tune it out, focusing on the print and her messy sketch, but everything Jonah touched seemed to sparkle with an energy she couldn’t quite appreciate. He was infectious in a way, and soon enough, her resolve began to slip.

      When he turned back to her, she met his eyes with polite curiosity. “What about you, Mr. Cartwright? Do you get many naturalists in here?”

      Miles considered for a moment. “Not many. There’s Dr. Menon—she consults for the wildlife sanctuary—and a few weekenders who care more about the aesthetic than the taxonomy. But Ada’s the expert. Or was, actually.” He hesitated and added, “Her eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

      Isla nodded, feeling a sudden pang of kinship with the unseen Ada. She could already sense the horror of losing her own hand-eye precision, the world shrinking as her own work faded into smudge and blur.

      A palpable silence settled in the shop, not uncomfortable but thick with potential.

      Miles broke it. “Speaking of rare things, do either of you know about the old diary Ada’s been fussing over? Found behind the skirting board when she had the cottage rewired.”

      Isla’s ears perked up. “No. What kind of diary?”

      “Turn-of-the-century. Leather-bound, half-moldy by the look. Most of it’s in spidery cursive, but what caught Ada’s eye were the illustrations—pressed flowers, a few birds, some mushrooms. She said it reminded her of your style, actually.” He gestured at Isla’s sketchbook.

      Jonah leaned in, eyes sparkling. “That’s got to be fate. Or at least a narrative hook.”

      Miles ignored the quip. “Ada’s trying to trace the provenance. She thinks it belonged to a local—maybe a visiting artist or an early botanist. Could be worth something to the right collector, but she’s more interested in the story.”

      Isla felt her skin tingle with anticipation. “Has anyone digitized the contents?”

      Miles shook his head. “No one’s even photographed it yet. Ada’s old-school about these things. Likes to handle the evidence personally before letting outsiders near.”

      Jonah grinned as if to say he couldn’t believe his luck. “You’d be the obvious candidate, though. Professional courtesy—or you, if you were less shy about it.” He winked, playful mischief dancing in his eyes.

      Isla felt her cheeks heat up, but the prospect of that lost journal—one that likely mirrored her sensibility, maybe even her obsessions—was intoxicating.

      “Maybe I’ll ask her,” she said, surprising even herself with her boldness.

      “Do,” Miles encouraged. “She’d be chuffed to know you’re interested.”

      Jonah pushed back his chair. “Well, I guess that means you’ve got a date with destiny.” He leaned in, voice conspiratorial. “If you want a second opinion, I’m free after three. Or, you know, we could grab coffee at the Copper Kettle and gossip about rare diaries and impossible deadlines.”

      Isla glanced at the clock—barely noon. “I have to catalogue some reference samples. But thanks.” She said it neutrally, hoping he’d take the hint.

      He did, but not before slipping his card—which felt almost like a love note—into the spiral binding of her sketchbook with practiced sleight-of-hand. “No pressure. Just in case you get curious,” he said, and his smile was quick, lopsided, and gone before she had a moment to object.

      She watched him leave, noting the way he navigated through the cluttered shop without knocking into a single display. The confidence radiating from him made her envious.

      When the door finally closed, the air seemed to settle. Miles returned to sorting prints, and Isla allowed herself a lush sigh of relief.

      She tapped the edge of her sketchbook against the counter. “Thanks for your help. And for keeping this safe,” she said, holding up the recovered pencil.

      He nodded. “Anytime. And, Isla? If you do get to see that diary, let me know what you think. Ada trusts your eye.”

      She nodded, feeling surprisingly buoyed by the expectation.

      Outside, the village green was still in full swing. She walked back along the lane, sketchbook tucked tight under her arm and head buzzing with possibilities. She realized she hadn’t eaten since morning, but the idea of food felt less compelling than the need to put pencil to paper, to sketch out what her own hand might do with those long-lost pages.

      As the fair’s music drifted behind her, she thought she heard the rasping call of a wattlebird, sharp and familiar.

      She quickened her pace. There was work to do.
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      It was only during her walk back, with her mind ticking through the details of the day—Jonah’s card, the promise of Ada’s journals, the battered orchid print wrapped carefully in her satchel—that Isla realized she’d unintentionally taken a shortcut through the far end of the village green and onto a street she hadn’t walked before.

      Here, the houses fell away, replaced by a low fence and a sign painted in cheerful blue: Tranter’s Native Nursery. The “T” sprouted a flourish of gum leaves, rendered with the loving inaccuracy of someone who drew from memory rather than reference. A string of bunting crisscrossed the entryway, limp from last night’s rain. Beyond the fence, rows upon rows of seedlings—paperbarks, acacias, and grevilleas—marched in ragged order toward the back of the lot, their leaves beaded with droplets of morning dew. The ground was thick with the smell of damp earth, and a light mist clung to the closest beds, softening the outlines of the shadehouse and the battered shipping container pressed into service as an office.

      She almost walked past, but a flash of vibrant red caught her eye: a woman at the far end, bent over a crate of seedlings, her hair tied back in a kerchief the color of old bricks. She wore mud-stained overalls rolled to mid-calf, and her boots had been through at least a dozen winters. Isla hesitated, then drifted closer, the draw of unfamiliar plants too strong to resist.

      The woman looked up, eyes sharp despite the faint purpled shadows beneath. “Need something?” The accent was local—Australian rural, no patience for embellishment.

      “Just looking,” Isla replied. She glanced at the racks, then back to the woman, who returned her gaze with measured suspicion, assessing her.

      The woman straightened, rubbing a gloved hand against the other palm. “You’re from Ada’s, aren’t you? The new one at Wren Cottage.”

      Isla managed a nod, feeling a slight relief. “Isla Beaumont. I’m⁠—”

      “Botanical artist,” the woman supplied, her tone brooking no argument. “Heard about you from Ada. And the book.” She gestured toward the nursery sign, then continued, “Evie Tranter. Family business.”

      Isla relaxed a fraction. “You have some unusual seedlings here.”

      Evie’s suspicion
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