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The bride's cousin hit the floor before Brandy could catch her corsage.

Brandy had been reaching for the small cluster of white orchids pinned to Janey's display table when the woman, tall, elegant, wearing a dress that probably cost more than Brandy's monthly rent, made a sound somewhere between a gasp and a retch, then crumpled like someone had cut her strings. The orchid arrangement she'd been admiring tumbled with her, petals scattering across Petal & Promise's tile floor in a way that would have been poetic if it hadn't been terrifying.

"Call the clinic," Janey shouted from behind the counter, already moving toward the fallen woman with the kind of efficiency that came from too many years handling wedding emergencies. "Now."

Brandy pulled out her phone with shaking fingers and dialed while Janey knelt beside the unconscious guest, checking pulse and breathing with practiced calm. Around them, the flower shop's usual serenity had shattered into chaos. The wedding party clustered near the door, smartphones raised like they'd stumbled into breaking news rather than a rehearsal disaster. The bride stood frozen, one hand pressed to her mouth, mascara already starting to streak.

"She was just looking at flowers," someone whispered. "She barely touched them."

But Brandy had watched the woman lean in close, breathing deep the way people did when they wanted to savor floral scent, her fingers brushing the orchid petals with obvious delight. Whatever had happened, those flowers were involved.

The clinic dispatcher promised an ambulance in five minutes. Brandy ended the call and moved closer, studying the scattered arrangement while Janey murmured reassurances to the unconscious woman. The orchids looked wrong somehow, not wilted exactly, but their edges carried a brownish tinge that healthy blooms shouldn't have, and the scent wafting from them was off. Too sweet, with an underlying chemical sharpness that made Brandy's sinuses itch.

"Janey," she said quietly, crouching beside the florist. "Something's wrong with these flowers."

Janey glanced at the orchids, and her face went pale. "Those were part of the rehearsal display. They arrived this morning with the rest of the wedding order. I didn't arrange them myself, Tari handled the morning deliveries." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "They shouldn't smell like that."

Brandy pulled a tissue from her pocket and carefully lifted one fallen petal, studying the powdery residue clinging to its surface. It looked like fertilizer, maybe, or some kind of chemical treatment, but flowers shouldn't be this heavily coated. Not for a wedding display. Not for anything people would be handling and breathing near for hours.

The ambulance arrived with sirens that sent half the wedding party scattering to the sidewalk. Paramedics took over with calm professionalism, loading the unconscious woman onto a stretcher while asking questions Janey answered with increasing distress. Yes, the woman had been fine moments before. No, no known allergies according to the bride. Yes, she'd been handling the flowers.

When the ambulance pulled away, the wedding party followed in a caravan of luxury vehicles, leaving Brandy and Janey standing in a shop that suddenly felt too quiet. Petals still littered the floor. The orchid arrangement sat abandoned on the display table like evidence at a crime scene.

"This is going to ruin everything," Janey said, her voice hollow. "The wedding's in three days. The bride's family has been planning this for a year. And now someone's been hospitalized because of flowers from my shop."

Brandy pocketed the petal sample, her mind already racing through possibilities. Contaminated soil. Pesticide exposure. Deliberate sabotage. The last option made her stomach clench, but she couldn't ignore the timing, a major wedding, a prestigious venue, and flowers that shouldn't have made anyone sick.

"Has anyone threatened you?" she asked. "Complained about the venue choice, maybe? Tried to convince the couple to move the ceremony?"

Janey's expression shifted from distress to confusion to something that looked suspiciously like recognition. She crossed to the counter and retrieved a small envelope from beneath the register, her hands trembling as she handed it to Brandy. "I found this in the cooler two days ago. I thought it was a prank."

The note inside was typed on plain white paper, no signature, no identification: Move the wedding or watch your reputation wilt.

Brandy photographed the note with her phone, careful not to smudge any potential fingerprints, then looked at the orchids still sitting on the display table. Someone had threatened sabotage if the wedding proceeded at the chosen venue, and now a guest was on her way to the clinic with symptoms consistent with poisoning.

This wasn't a prank. This was attempted intimidation that had escalated into something dangerous.

She pulled out her phone again, scrolling to Peter's contact. He answered on the second ring, his voice carrying the easy warmth that always made her feel slightly less like she was drowning in mysteries she had no business investigating.

"Please tell me you're calling to invite me for coffee and not because you've stumbled into another suspicious situation."

"The week just got complicated," Brandy said, watching Janey pick up fallen petals with movements that looked more like shell shock than cleanup. "How fast can you get to Petal & Promise?"
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