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  Preface



The air over the tulip fields looked almost painted — endless swaths of crimson, gold, and violet stretching to the horizon. To the casual visitor, it was paradise: windmills turning slowly against the spring sky, the scent of flowers mingling with the salt of the nearby sea, and laughter drifting from festival stalls.




But Grace Whitmore knew better than to trust beauty.




Somewhere among the rows of blooms, a secret had taken root. It was buried deep — under layers of rivalry, greed, and silence — but it had already begun to sprout in whispers, in missing persons, and in quiet looks exchanged between neighbors.




She had been called here for a festival. She would stay for something far darker.




Before it ended, the tulip fields would see more than sunshine. They would see betrayal, theft, and the unearthing of truths someone had killed to keep hidden.




And Grace would have to decide just how far she was willing to go to pull that truth into the light.
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Chapter 1: Arrival in Holland







Grace sat by the small airplane window, the patchwork quilt of Dutch farmland unfolding beneath her like a vibrant mosaic. Endless rows of tulips stretched toward the horizon, their colors glowing in perfect alignment—red, yellow, pink, purple—splashes of living art so vivid they looked almost unreal from above. It was spring in Holland, and the land was waking in a blaze of floral glory.




Grace exhaled slowly, smoothing the brim of her fedora as the plane began its descent toward Amsterdam Schiphol Airport. She had been craving this trip for months—an escape from the familiar chaos of her life back in London, a break from the never-ending stream of cases and secrets she wrestled with as a private investigator. Here, amidst the tulip fields, she hoped to find calm. Maybe a chance to recharge before her next big case called.




But as the wheels touched down, an odd flicker of unease twisted in her gut. Something was wrong.




She couldn’t quite place it yet, but there was a tension hanging in the air, faint but insistent, like the subtle rustle of wind warning of an approaching storm. Grace had learned to trust that instinct. It had saved her more times than she cared to count.




After the usual bustle of passport control and luggage claim, Grace stepped out into the cool spring air. A fresh breeze carried the faint scent of blooming flowers, mingled with the crisp aroma of rain-damp earth. It was the perfect scent for a new beginning—or a warning.




Her taxi driver, a cheerful man named Johan, greeted her with a broad smile and a string of Dutch phrases she could only half-understand. He drove her out of the city toward the countryside, winding along narrow roads bordered by neatly trimmed hedges and small canals shimmering in the morning light.




“Are you visiting the tulips?” Johan asked in heavily accented English.




Grace nodded, smiling. “Yes, the festival, and the fields. I’ve always wanted to see them in full bloom.”




Johan chuckled. “Ah, the tulips. They bring pride—and trouble.” He glanced in the rearview mirror, his smile fading. “Some say this year is different. Not all is well.”




Grace raised an eyebrow. “Trouble?”




Johan shrugged, uncertain. “There are whispers… about farms being sabotaged. Strange things happening before the festival.”




Grace’s interest piqued. “Sabotage? What kind?”




“Bulbs disappearing, crops wilting overnight. No one knows who is behind it.” Johan glanced at her cautiously. “They say competition is fierce. The festival means a lot. A prize can change a life.”




Grace considered this as they drove on, the tulip fields drawing closer, rows upon rows of colors waving gently in the breeze. It was the picture of peace. But beneath that beauty, there was a current of something darker.




She checked into a charming inn just outside Lisse, the town known as the heart of the tulip region. The innkeeper, an older woman named Margriet, welcomed her warmly, though her eyes held a hint of worry.




“You’re here for the festival?” Margriet asked as she handed over the key.




“Yes. And a bit of… curiosity,” Grace admitted.




Margriet nodded knowingly. “It’s a special time, but this year there’s unease. You’ll hear stories if you listen. Some don’t want outsiders poking around.”




Grace smiled politely but felt the weight of the warning. She wasn’t here just for the festival. She had received a tip weeks earlier—a brief, cryptic message from an old friend who had disappeared without a trace. The friend, Pieter van Dijk, was one of the region’s most respected tulip growers. He had been working on something secretive, something he thought could change the tulip industry forever. And then—he vanished.




Grace’s gut told her the disappearance was connected to the whispers of sabotage. Something sinister was unfolding in these fields of beauty, and she was determined to find out what.




That evening, she wandered through the edge of the fields, camera in hand, soaking in the golden hour light. The tulips seemed to glow in the fading sun, petals soft as silk. A few workers remained, tending rows with care. She approached one, a middle-aged man with weathered hands and kind eyes.




“Excuse me,” she said gently. “I’m Grace. I’m interested in the tulips—and the festival.”




The man looked her over cautiously. “I’m Hendrik. You’re not from here?”




“No, just visiting. I heard about some troubles—sabotage, disappearances. Is it true?”




Hendrik’s eyes darkened. “Pieter… he’s missing. And it’s not just him. Strange things happen at night. Someone doesn’t want the festival to succeed.”




Grace nodded, her mind already racing. “Do you know who might be behind it?”




He shook his head. “No one talks openly. Fear, I think.”




As darkness settled, the village grew quiet except for the occasional hum of tractors returning to the barns. Grace returned to her room, her thoughts swirling like the wind outside.




She took out the letter from Pieter, worn and folded carefully. It read only:




“Grace, if you receive this, I’m in danger. Trust no one. Meet me at the edge of the fields at dawn.”




The clock ticked steadily toward midnight, but Grace didn’t sleep. Instead, she prepared for the morning, for the meeting that could change everything. The tulip fields were beautiful, but she knew beauty often hid sharp thorns beneath.




And this spring in Holland promised to be a dangerous one.








  
  
  The Missing Grower

  
  







Chapter 2: The Missing Grower







The first light of dawn crept over the horizon as Grace pulled her coat tighter around her. The air was crisp and cool, carrying the unmistakable scent of wet earth and budding flowers. A faint mist clung to the tulip fields, softening the vibrant colors into blurred pastel waves that stretched endlessly across the landscape. It was breathtaking—peaceful and serene—but beneath that calm lay a tension Grace could almost taste.




Her footsteps crunched softly on the gravel path that led from the small inn to the edge of the fields. She had barely slept; the letter from Pieter van Dijk burned like a secret promise in her pocket. She had to meet whomever awaited her at the old oak tree, just as Pieter had instructed. Her mind raced with questions: Was Pieter still alive? Was this a trap? Or a desperate plea for help?




As she approached the lone oak, its branches gnarled and spreading wide like the arms of an ancient guardian, a figure emerged from the mist. Grace slowed, then stopped, heart pounding in her chest.




“Grace?”




The voice was soft, tinged with both relief and fear.




“Yes,” Grace replied. “I’m here.”




The figure stepped forward, lowering a wide-brimmed hat to reveal a woman’s face streaked with dirt and sleepless nights. The woman’s eyes were sharp, full of worry and a desperate hope.




“I’m Anika,” she said, voice trembling. “Pieter’s sister. He sent me.”




Grace nodded, feeling the weight of responsibility settle over her. “Tell me everything.”




Anika took a deep breath, glancing around as if the mist itself might be listening.




“It’s been three days since Pieter disappeared,” she began. “He was last seen at his farm just outside Lisse. No one knows where he went, or why. The police think he might have left of his own accord, but I don’t believe it. Pieter wouldn’t abandon his work without telling me—or anyone.”




Grace’s mind replayed the hints she had heard from the locals. Rumors of sabotage, stolen bulbs, wilted crops, and hushed warnings. Pieter was not the type to run away, especially not with the festival days away.




“What was Pieter working on?” Grace asked gently.




Anika’s eyes filled with tears, but her voice remained steady. “A new hybrid tulip bulb. He called it the ‘Eternal Bloom.’ Supposed to be more resilient than anything before—disease resistant, longer lasting, more vibrant colors. If he succeeded, it would revolutionize tulip farming here. But it also meant he’d threaten some powerful interests.”




Grace’s pulse quickened. A breakthrough like that could shake the entire industry. And when money and prestige were on the line, people could do terrible things.




“Did Pieter say who might want to stop him?”




Anika hesitated. “There’s one man—Klaas Vermeer. He arrived last year with deep pockets and big promises. He’s buying up farms, making aggressive deals. Pieter didn’t trust him. They clashed often.”




Grace made a note of the name. Klaas Vermeer—soon, she’d find out everything she could.




“But Pieter’s not the type to give up easily,” Anika continued. “He believed he was close to something big. He started talking about meeting someone—someone who could help him protect his work. And then he vanished.”




Grace glanced back toward the village. The streets were still empty, save for a few early risers.




“Have you told the police?” she asked.




Anika’s lips tightened. “Yes. But they’re more interested in dismissing it as a runaway case. They don’t see the value of his research—or the danger it might bring.”




Grace sighed. The tension between locals and law enforcement was palpable—outside interference was unwelcome, and cases involving influential growers often got swept under the rug.




“We need to find Pieter,” Grace said firmly. “And we need to understand who’s behind this before it’s too late.”




Anika nodded, her resolve hardening. “Will you help me?”




Grace offered a small, reassuring smile. “I’m already involved. You’re not alone.”










They walked back toward the village, shadows stretching long in the morning sun. Grace took in the sights—the neat rows of tulips, the narrow canals glinting with fresh light, and the sturdy farmhouses that dotted the landscape. The village, with its charming facades and blooming gardens, hid a network of secrets she was determined to unravel.




At the village café, Grace ordered strong black coffee while Anika spoke quietly to a few locals she seemed to know. From snippets overheard at nearby tables, Grace pieced together more of the story: farms vandalized in the night, valuable bulbs stolen or destroyed, whispered threats made to those who spoke out.




Anika returned, sliding into the seat across from Grace.




“There’s more,” she said. “Pieter kept a journal—notes on his research, contacts, and suspicions. I haven’t been able to find it, though. It was supposed to be locked away in his farmhouse.”




Grace folded her hands. “Then that’s where we need to start.”










The farmhouse lay a short drive from the village, nestled among fields ablaze with tulip colors. As they pulled up, Grace noticed the front door slightly ajar.




“Stay close,” she whispered, slipping out of the car.




They stepped inside, the air thick with the scent of soil and fresh flowers. The house was simple but tidy, with sturdy wooden furniture and shelves lined with botanical books and jars of bulbs.




Grace moved cautiously through the rooms, eyes scanning for anything out of place. In the study, papers were scattered across the desk, and a small locked box sat beneath a stack of folders.




Anika’s fingers trembled as she examined the mess. “He was here recently. Maybe left in a hurry.”




Grace’s gaze fell on a small calendar marked with notes and reminders. One entry stood out: Meet at windmill. Trust no one.




Windmill? Grace’s curiosity deepened.




She tried the locked box. It was sealed tight.




“Do you know the combination?” Grace asked.




Anika shook her head. “No. But Pieter was meticulous—he might have hidden the key somewhere.”




They searched the house, finally finding a small brass key taped under a drawer. Grace’s heart quickened as she opened the box.




Inside were neatly folded papers, photographs of tulip fields, and handwritten notes filled with botanical formulas and cryptic warnings. Most unsettling was a list of names, some crossed out, others underlined.




Grace scanned the names until she found Klaas Vermeer’s, circled in red.




“This isn’t just about tulips,” she murmured. “Pieter was onto something bigger—something that scared him.”




Anika’s eyes shone with desperation. “We have to protect this.”










Later that afternoon, Grace and Anika visited the local flower market in Lisse. It was a bustling hub where growers and traders gathered, their voices mingling with the rustle of petals and chatter of deals.




Grace’s keen eyes spotted Klaas Vermeer across the room—a tall, sharply dressed man with slicked-back hair and a calculating smile. He spoke confidently to a group of buyers, his charm masking something colder beneath.




Grace watched him closely, noting how a few traders seemed uneasy in his presence. She approached cautiously, weaving through the crowd.




Before she could say a word, a hand touched her shoulder. It was Hendrik—the man she had met the night before.




“You shouldn’t be here,” he warned quietly. “Klaas doesn’t like strangers poking around.”




Grace smiled politely but didn’t back down. “I’m here to learn.”




Hendrik sighed. “Just be careful. This isn’t a friendly game.”










That evening, Grace and Anika returned to the farmhouse to review Pieter’s papers again. The notes revealed a hidden struggle—research grants denied, threats against his family, even attempts to sabotage his experiments.




Grace pieced together a timeline: Pieter had been under pressure for months, but recently something escalated.




Suddenly, a loud crash came from outside. Grace and Anika exchanged alarmed glances.




Grace grabbed a flashlight and stepped cautiously toward the noise.




In the garden, a wheelbarrow lay overturned, bulbs scattered across the ground—some crushed, others stolen. Footprints led away into the darkness.




“Someone’s warning us,” Anika whispered. “They don’t want us digging.”




Grace’s mind raced. Whoever was behind this was growing desperate—and dangerous.










The next morning, Grace awoke to a text message on her phone:




Stop digging, Grace. Or you’ll be next.




She stared at the screen, heart pounding.




This was no longer just about tulips.




It was a matter of life and death.










The tulip fields, radiant and serene by day, had become a battleground cloaked in shadows.




Grace was now entangled in a mystery that could shatter the delicate beauty of this land forever.




And she had no intention of backing down.
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Chapter 3: Secrets in the Greenhouse



The next day dawned clear and bright, the mist replaced by a crisp sunlight that seemed to sharpen every color in the tulip fields. Scarlet, gold, and violet petals rippled gently in the breeze like a painter’s canvas coming alive. But despite the postcard beauty, Grace felt none of its calm. She stood at the edge of Pieter’s farm with Anika, staring toward the long glass structure that glinted in the distance.


“That’s Pieter’s greenhouse,” Anika said, pointing. “If there are answers anywhere, they’ll be in there.”


Grace adjusted her scarf, the spring chill still clinging to the morning air. “Has anyone been inside since he disappeared?”


“Only me,” Anika replied. “And even then, just briefly. I was too afraid to touch anything. It felt… watched.”


Grace’s brows lifted. “Watched?”


Anika hesitated, then nodded. “Once, a few days ago, I thought I saw someone moving between the rows of glass panes. But when I went to look, no one was there. I can’t be sure, but it didn’t feel right.”


They started down the narrow dirt track toward the greenhouse. As they drew closer, Grace noticed the slight smudges of handprints on the glass panels, some higher than could easily be reached without a ladder. The frame was sturdy but weathered, painted white long ago and now chipped in places. The door hung slightly ajar.


Grace paused, scanning the area. The only sounds were the rustle of the tulips and the distant call of a lark. No one in sight.


“Stay behind me,” she said quietly.


Inside, the air was humid, thick with the fragrance of damp soil and growing things. Rows upon rows of potted tulips stretched before them, each variety carefully labeled—except for one row in the far corner. Those pots bore no names, just numbers in bold black ink. The flowers there were unlike the rest—deep, rich colors, petals edged in a faint iridescence. Grace guessed these were the Eternal Bloom hybrids.


Anika’s eyes softened as she looked at them. “Those were his pride. He spent years on them.”


Grace crouched to examine one of the pots. The soil was slightly disturbed, as if someone had recently dug around the bulb and then covered it again. A faint trace of white powder dusted the rim.


“Fungicide?” Grace murmured.


Anika shook her head. “No, Pieter avoided chemicals unless absolutely necessary. He was experimenting with organic treatments.”


Grace took out her phone, snapping photos of the powder and the mysterious row of tulips. “This could be important. If someone tampered with them, it might explain why he felt threatened.”


They moved farther down the rows, Grace’s eyes sweeping over every surface. On a workbench, she found a notebook lying open, its pages covered in sketches of bulb cross-sections and notes written in hurried script. Many entries were smudged, as though someone had flipped through it with dirty hands.


Midway through the notebook, Grace found a page marked with a pressed tulip petal. The writing there was different—tighter, more cautious:


They know.

I have to move the hybrids before the festival.

An agreement was made, but trust is fragile.

If something happens to me, Anika must find the windmill.


Grace tapped the page. “There’s that windmill reference again. Do you know what it means?”


Anika bit her lip. “There’s an old windmill near the outskirts of Lisse. Pieter and I used to play there as children. It’s been abandoned for years.”


“That may be where he hid something important,” Grace said.


Before they could discuss it further, a faint creak came from the far end of the greenhouse. Grace stiffened, motioning Anika to stay put. She moved quietly between the rows, careful not to brush against the leaves.


A shadow shifted just beyond the last pane of glass. Grace stepped quickly around the corner, but the space outside was empty except for a wheelbarrow and a stack of burlap sacks. Whoever had been watching had slipped away.


When she returned to Anika, the younger woman’s face was pale. “We should go,” she whispered. “It’s not safe here.”




Back at the farmhouse, Grace spread the photos from her phone across the table, along with Pieter’s papers from the locked box. She began linking details in her mind: the hybrids, the sabotage rumors, the windmill, and Klaas Vermeer’s name circled in red. Every thread seemed to point toward the festival as a deadline.


She was still studying the notes when the farmhouse phone rang. Anika answered, listening for a moment before her face darkened.


“It was Hendrik,” she said after hanging up. “He says Klaas has been seen buying large quantities of bulbs from smaller growers—paying far above market price. Some of those growers are the ones whose crops were ruined earlier this season.”


Grace leaned back in her chair. “Buying loyalty,” she said softly. “Or silencing them.”


Anika frowned. “What does he gain from destroying some fields while buying from others?”


Grace’s mind clicked through possibilities. “If Pieter’s hybrid is as revolutionary as you say, Klaas may want to corner the market on it—or eliminate it entirely so nothing threatens his control.”


They decided to visit the village’s flower auction that afternoon. The building, a massive hall filled with the hum of voices and the scent of fresh blooms, was a whirlwind of activity. Tulips, roses, lilies—all arranged in carts and crates—rolled past as buyers called out bids in rapid Dutch.


Grace spotted Klaas near the front, his posture confident, his expression unreadable. He spoke with a smaller grower, pressing a hand to the man’s shoulder in a gesture that seemed friendly but felt calculated.


“Do you want to speak to him?” Anika whispered.


“Not yet,” Grace said. “I’d rather watch him work.”


For nearly an hour they lingered, tracking Klaas’s movements. He rarely stayed in
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