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  Dedication


To those who seek the truth, even when the answers are buried deep.

To the storytellers who weave mysteries, and to the readers who unravel them.

And to every quiet town with secrets waiting to be uncovered—this one’s for you.








  
  Preface


Verdant Hollow is a town shaped by its past—its traditions, its people, and its secrets. What appears on the surface to be a peaceful, tight-knit farming community holds layers of history that refuse to stay buried. In Roots of Deception, I wanted to explore not only the thrill of solving a mystery but also the weight of the past on those who dare to uncover it.

This book is more than a whodunit; it is a story about legacy, ambition, and the blurred lines between progress and preservation. The characters who populate Verdant Hollow are each tied to their home in different ways—some seek to protect it, others to exploit it, and a few are caught between what they know and what they fear to learn.

As you turn the pages, I invite you to walk the quiet streets, listen to the hushed conversations, and feel the storm brewing beneath the surface. Truth is never as simple as it seems, and in Verdant Hollow, deception has deep roots.

—Mark Spencer










  
  1
Dawn
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The sky still had a faint hint of pink when Sheriff Cole Baines parked his car along the narrow dirt track that led to Lila Mae Caldwell's garden. The dawn light, soft but increasingly sharp, outlined the fence posts and the fallen heads of the early blooming sunflowers. A damp silence hung in the air, as if nature sensed the gravity of the morning's discovery. Cole glanced at the clock on the dashboard - 5.47am. This was a call no lawman expected to receive. 
He stepped out onto the tarmac, his boots crunching on the fine gravel of the walkway. The garden trellises and raised beds spread out in neat rows - a testament to Lila Mae's impeccable attention to detail. She had a reputation in Verdant Hollow for her dedication to preserving rare varieties. Cole expected to see her bending down between the vines with a cheerful wave, beckoning him to taste one of her famous Midnight Ruby tomatoes. That thought died as quickly as it came; the girl who had found Lila Mae said there was a body. And that body was almost certainly Lila Mae herself.
A single police car was parked, lights off, next to a clump of mulberry trees. Deputy John Givens, off duty but the first to arrive, was waiting in silence. He looked like he was carrying the weight of the world, pale and tired, standing on the edge of the garden, his hands stuffed in his coat pockets, as if he were seeking comfort in the midst of the tension. His surroundings reflected his emotional state, charged with an unsettling expectation, as if the air were impregnated with undisclosed secrets.
Cole approached slowly, examining the area. The smell hit him first - a mixture of morning dew and an unsettling hint of something damp, almost metallic. In the dim light of the rising sun, he saw a shape in the flowerbed closest to the fence. A figure lying half-buried under the tomato vines and the earth. Immediately, Cole's stomach knotted. Lila Mae's slight form was unmistakable, even in partial shadow.
Something about the atmosphere attracted him in a way that other crime scenes never had. He'd been next to countless bodies before - accidents, some unfortunate suicides and many others - but this was different. Perhaps it was the incongruity of the scene: a beloved local figure, found lifeless like this on his own carefully tended piece of land. Perhaps it was the way the tomatoes surrounded her, dark red fruits crushed and dripping like blood onto the ground, mixing with the real blood. Or perhaps, thought Cole with a cold feeling running through his chest, it was the secrets that always seemed to be lurking beneath the surface in Verdant Hollow. Secrets he knew all too well. He took a breath, regaining his composure. "John," he said calmly, by way of greeting.
John Givens nodded, swallowing. "Sheriff. I was returning from a fishing trip out of town. I got a call from dispatch saying that Mrs Caldwell's neighbour had phoned them in a panic. I found her... like this."
Cole put a hand on his younger deputy's shoulder. "You were right to come straight here. The crime scene is fresh, we'd better not disturb anything." He paused. "What exactly do we know so far?"
Coff Coff, John began. "The neighbour says that Mrs Caldwell was up late, as usual. She had mentioned something about finishing a new exhibition for the library - probably something with the seeds. The neighbour heard a scream at around three in the morning, but thought it might be a night creature. Around five, she noticed that the greenhouse light was still on. She went closer to check and saw... this". He gestured towards the body.
Cole nodded sombrely. "Anyone else on the estate?"
"Not that I've seen the boss," replied John. "Her house is dark, with the door locked. I didn't see any other footprints in the yard apart from Mrs Caldwell's. Although I haven't combed through everything. I didn't want to spoil any possible evidence."
Cole gave a grunt of recognition. He looked at the tomato stalks around Lila Mae's body. They were an unusually deep colour, almost black in the dim light. He moved closer, feeling his heart race as he crouched down beside the body. The tomatoes were indeed of the "Midnight Ruby" variety that Lila Mae had developed and popularised. She boasted that they were almost extinct, prized for their sweet taste and their unique colouring. Now, the broken stems and half-crushed fruit glistened with morning dew... or something more sinister. A dark liquid pooled under his torso, soaking the ground. The deputy hovered behind Cole, his breath hanging in the cool air.
He gently lifted a piece of the vine with a gloved hand. An acrid smell of decay arose, which struck her as odd - faster decay than normal, or perhaps something else? Her face, partially turned away, showed wide eyes frozen in shock. Cole felt a swirl of sadness and the beginnings of anger. Who would do this to Lila Mae?
He stood up and made a careful circle around her. "Bag and tag everything," he muttered, more to himself than to John. "We'll have the forensics unit here soon." The possibility of evidence in the immediate area was great: footprints, stray fibres, perhaps even the murder weapon. Unless, Cole thought with growing trepidation, the vines themselves were the murder weapon. That wasn't entirely unimaginable, especially in a place like Verdant Hollow, where botanical experimentation often clashed with local tradition. A rustle sounded behind him, and Cole turned round sharply, half expecting an intruder. It was just a gust of wind that was making the beanstalks snap. He exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. The sun was rising; soon the whole town would be buzzing with the news of Lila Mae's death. Verdant Hollow was small enough for secrets to travel at great speed as soon as the rumour started circulating. He was even afraid of the phone calls that would flood him. I was about to update the situation on the radio when John said: "Look at her neck, Sheriff".
Cole crouched down again. On the neckline of Lila Mae's gardener's apron, faint marks surrounded her throat - bruises, perhaps, or a rash. He pressed his lips together tightly. "It could be strangulation," he said softly, trying to maintain a neutral tone. "Or maybe a reaction to some plant toxin." Something about the shape of those marks made him shiver.
He stood up and turned round to avoid John seeing the glint of recognition in his eyes. Toxin. His mind raced. Lila Mae was an expert on seeds, on plants. She would know better than to handle a dangerous vine badly, wouldn't she? But on the other hand, he thought, it could have been a criminal action by someone who also knew how to deal with lethal plants.
Cole felt the weight of his duty pressing down on him. "Get the rest of the team," he ordered. "I want the forensic photographer and the coroner here. We're going to need the help of the state lab for a full toxicology test." John nodded and hurried off, cautiously skirting the perimeter.
Once alone, Cole took a moment to look at the unprotected body. Lila Mae's hair was disheveled, dusted with dirt, with bits of rotting tomato pulp clinging to her cheeks. She hadn't died peacefully. Cole's chest tightened at the thought of it. He reached into his jacket pocket for his pen and notepad - the usual routine for recording his initial observations. Instead, his fingers touched something cold and metallic. He paused, then carefully pulled it out.
A medallion. Silver-plated, worn at the edges. A small engraving on the back: a faint inscription in wavy writing. Cole's stomach churned. He had found the locket at the crime scene a few minutes earlier, half-buried next to the body. He hadn't announced it to John yet, nor did he intend to - at least not until he could deal with it himself. He pressed his thumb over the engraving, his mind spinning with possibilities. He recognised the drawing very well. It was closely linked to secrets of his own that he couldn't let slip.
But now was not the time to think about that. He gritted his teeth and put the locket back in his pocket. The most pressing question was how this object had ended up next to Lila Mae Caldwell's body. Could it belong to the real killer? Possibly. Was it a clue as to why she had been attacked in the first place? 
A flash of movement caught his eye as the forensics van arrived, followed by two more patrol cars. Cole straightened his shoulders, forcing himself to keep his composure. Soon, the morning would become a blur of camera flashes, evidence markers and hushed conversations about how something like this could happen in a "peaceful" place like Verdant Hollow. Peaceful, Cole thought with some bitterness, was only appearances.
He turned away as Dr Whittaker, the coroner, approached with a black bag of equipment. Whittaker's gaze went to the body. He sighed heavily. "I was always afraid I'd see the day when we'd lose Mrs Caldwell like this," he muttered. "She was too important to this town." He looked at Cole with solemn eyes. "Let's do a full examination. Check for chemical residues, anything that might indicate foul play beyond the obvious."
Cole nodded. "I appreciate that, Dr Whittaker. And keep me informed of anything you find - especially if there are any unusual plants or toxins. She had a gift for horticulture, but that could also mean..." His voice trailed off, without needing to complete the statement. They both knew the potential of lethal substances in a garden like Lila Mae's. If used maliciously, it would be child's play to put poison from an unassuming plant in someone's food or drink. If she was strangled, however, it could indicate a more personal confrontation.
The coroner knelt down and began his cursory examination while Cole circled the perimeter of the courtyard. Another deputy was cordoning off the area with caution tape. A few curious neighbours had already begun to appear along the fence, their eyes wide with concern. Cole spotted Miss Betty, the local pensioner who loved to gossip. She was standing with a pair of binoculars, paralysed, as if she were birdwatching rather than witnessing a crime scene. Cole sighed, tapping the radio to call for crowd control. The last thing they needed was random citizens stepping on potential footprints or contaminants.
While the team worked, Cole approached the greenhouse. The door was ajar, revealing a clean interior full of rows of seedlings. Pots labelled with scrawled letters - GeorgiaBlues, Morning Ember, Honey Sun Gold- covered the shelves. Everything was meticulously organised. Lila Mae always took pride in her system, explaining the specifics of each variety to anyone who showed the slightest interest. The heat lamp inside was still glowing, the hum of a small fan the only sound. He found no sign of a struggle inside. Everything was still intact, apart from a single overturned watering can.
On his way out once again, he met Deputy Paige Morris, who had arrived with the second wave of police officers. "Good morning, Sheriff," said Paige in a hushed tone, as if trying not to disturb the eerie silence of the garden. "Any leads?"
"Too soon to tell. Cole scanned the area around them. But from the looks of it, someone wanted her here, or confronted her here." Check for footprints or tracks leaving the property that suggest a hasty exit."
Paige nodded, frowning. "Right, I'll do a sweep. It could be that the killer escaped across the field behind the greenhouse. There's an opening in the fence."
Cole watched her go, then turned to look at the tomato forest again. Had Lila Mae come here in the middle of the night to take care of them? Or had she been lured? He couldn't help feeling that there was something deliberate about using her precious heirloom variety as the site of her death. As if the killer wanted to desecrate not only her life, but also her legacy.
A flash of memory: Lila Mae gave him a small basket of tomatoes a month ago, asking him to cut one up for dinner. "You've never tasted anything so pure, Sheriff," she said with her bright smile. "Verdant Hollow was built on seeds like these. Seeds that carry memory. Seeds that keep our heritage alive." Now it sounded painfully ironic.
Again he found himself fingering the locket in his jacket pocket. The coroner's team was busy, so he had a moment's rest to think. He opened his hand and studied the delicate pattern on the front of the locket. An undulating filigree, reminiscent of the tendril of a vine. On the back was a faint inscription: We grow in unity. He knew that phrase. It circulated in whispers in certain corners of the city, referring to ancient traditions and rumours of secret meetings. People like Evie Marsh, the local historian of the herbal tradition, sometimes used phrases like this. Rowan Hart, a former botanist who returned to the family estate, may also be related. Or Dr Elias Thorn, with his cutting-edge research into GMOs, could easily be involved with secret horticultural societies, for all Cole knew. He ran a hand over his jaw. So many angles.
But no - he pushed the thought away. The medallion shouldn't arouse suspicion about the sheriff himself. That was the last thing Cole needed. If people found out he'd discovered it, they'd start asking him how he recognised it, what it meant. That was a can of worms he had to keep closed, at least for the time being.
He stuffed the medallion deeper into his pocket. Another deputy approached with a camera, beckoning Cole to give him permission to start photographing the greenhouse and the perimeter. Cole nodded and stepped aside, letting him do his job. He was the sheriff, but in a small town like Verdant Hollow, he often had to play several roles in an investigation. This time, he was determined to be thorough.
Within an hour, the crime scene was silent. The crime scene unit had covered the entire length of the garden. Lila Mae's body had been carefully covered, waiting to be transported to the morgue. Cole left the garden to speak to John Givens again.
"Are you all right?" he asked calmly. John, still a little pale, nodded. He was in his twenties, new to the department and still not entirely used to seeing violent crime. That makes two, Cole thought. Although Cole had been sheriff for years, murders were rare in that corner of Georgia. Disputes were usually resolved before they got to that point. This seemed unprecedented.
"Do you want me to interview the neighbours? John asked, his voice wavering.
"Yes, that would help," Cole replied. "Concentrate on anyone who might have seen or heard anything during the night. Anyone who had a grudge against Lila Mae, no matter how trivial. Also find out if anyone heard a car, a lorry - anything. There could be a witness out there who has no idea they heard anything important."
John nodded and left, scrutinising the small group of onlookers. Cole tried not to cringe at the way Miss Betty stretched her neck, probably already telling a dramatic story to share with her knitting circle. Well, that was small-town life for you.
He walked to his car, got in and leaned his forehead against the steering wheel for a moment. His mobile phone received a message: We need to talk. There was no name, but he recognised the number. He turned the screen down. Today wasn't going to be easy.
Once the hustle and bustle of collecting evidence was over, Cole took one last walk round the courtyard. The day had already dawned, with sunlight streaming through the oak trees in golden rays. It would have been a beautiful morning under different circumstances. "There's something about this scene," muttered to himself, remembering his earlier reaction. "It smells not only of decadence, but of secrets." He hated the feeling that this was right.
He ordered two patrol officers to close the site. They would keep watch, ensuring that no evidence was disturbed until forensics gave the go-ahead. Then he got back in his car and contacted the switchboard. "On our way to the police station," he said. "Let's start the interviews. Let the mayor know and I'll inform him as soon as I have any substantial information."
As he walked away, the image of Lila Mae's lifeless eyes haunted him. She was so animated whenever they crossed paths - talking about new seed varieties, coming up with ideas to revitalise the local farming economy. Cole considered the possibility that someone from the farming community might be involved. Rowan Hart, recently returned to Verdant Hollow, had clashed with Lila Mae over the running of the library. But as far as Cole could remember, Rowan's disputes with Lila Mae were more philosophical than personal. Then there was Dr Elias Thorn, whose research with GMOs threatened the whole heritage tradition that Lila Mae defended. If she was outspoken enough to hinder his experiments, could he have taken drastic measures? And what about Evie Marsh, who was rumoured to be involved in an ancient secret society that worshipped obscure lore and plants. Perhaps Lila Mae had discovered something about her secret activities? It was all too recent to form a theory, but thinking about it helped Cole form a starting point.
Cole drove slowly through the quiet streets of Verdant Hollow, past weathered Victorian houses and tidy cottages. Spring brought out the pink azaleas and the oak trees covered in Spanish moss gave the perfect image of a Southern town. But behind these charming façades, tension simmered. Corporate land deals, the old feuds between families, the Order of the Green Veil - Cole couldn't help but remember the many conflicts that had erupted recently. He had to remind himself that Rowan, Elias and Evie Marsh were among the main suspects, although, in a small town, half a dozen others might also have hidden grudges.
Once at the police station, Cole parked at the back and entered the building with tense shoulders. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead, and the faint smell of stale coffee lingered in the corridor. He headed straight for his office, ignoring the curious stares of the few officers already present.
He sat down in his chair, closed the door and paused for a moment to breathe. Then he took the locket out of his pocket and put it on his desk. Lots of questions loomed in his mind. He couldn't pretend he hadn't seen or recognised it. But who, apart from him, knew what "In unity, we grow" meant? He was no fool. The first obstacle was to find out if Lila Mae owned this medallion, or if it came from someone else. Possibly from the killer, he thought, with a jolt of dread accompanying the thought.
Cole knew a way to find out. He took a sheet of paper and wrote a quick note - evidence label style - documenting the time and place where he found the locket. He would eventually have to record it properly. But for now, a small voice in the back of his mind urged him to keep this discovery a secret for a while longer. If the real killer didn't know the medallion was missing, he might decay. Maybe he'd come looking for him. Cole had seen this happen before in minor crimes - people returning to the scene of the crime to look for something they had inadvertently left behind.
But this was no minor crime. It was the murder of a local figure whose death would leave the entire community shaken. His desk phone rang, interrupting his thoughts. He answered it. "Sheriff Baines."
It was Deputy Givens. "Sheriff, I was talking to Mrs Caldwell's neighbour. She said that Mrs Caldwell had a heated argument last week with Rowan Hart - something about the library's seed policy. There was a shouting match in the garden. And, apparently, Dr Thorn was seen at Mrs Caldwell's house two nights ago. From what the neighbour saw, she didn't invite him in. They just chatted in the porch, but it didn't seem friendly."
Cole let out a long sigh. "Very well. Keep taking more statements. Thank you." Hanging up, he looked at the phone. Rowan and Elias, both on the neighbour's lips as potential sources of conflict. Not that this meant anything definitive, but in a murder case, all discussions were noteworthy.
He considered Evie Marsh, too. She often visited Lila Mae to cross-reference old manuscripts on seed varieties. The two seemed cordial, but who knew what secrets might have emerged from Evie's knowledge of the Order of the Green Veil. Cole's job was to investigate everyone, especially those who might be prime suspects in the eyes of the community. That was how a full investigation worked. A pang of unease ran through Cole. Lila Mae's murder had the potential to reveal secrets that would cause a lot of damage throughout the community.
After an hour, he called the head of the forensic team, Irene Parker, into his office. She came with a preliminary, albeit short, report. "We're still processing the crime scene," said Parker apologetically. "The vines around her body are definitely of the 'Midnight Ruby' cultivar, but there are also traces of an unusual residue on some of the stems. I can't confirm whether it's a toxin or something else until we do more tests."
Cole nodded. "Any sign of footprints or tyre marks?"
"Some partial footprints near the edge of the property, towards the field," replied Irene. "But the ground was damp. They're not distinct enough to identify a specific shoe or person. We can at least determine the general size of the shoe. But it looks like someone left in a hurry, and that path leads to the main road into town."
Cole's fingers tightened around the pen. "Okay. Keep me updated. This is our top priority right now."
As soon as Irene left, Cole struggled with what to do next. He needed statements from Rowan Hart, Dr Thorn and Evie Marsh, among others. He needed to know if any of them had direct involvement - or motives strong enough to kill Lila Mae. And yet, there was a part of him that resisted the usual procedure. Because with every suspect he questioned, there was a chance they would point the finger at him. A chance that they would sense something was wrong, especially if they knew about the locket.
His mobile phone lit up again with the same text message as before: We need to talk. He stared at it. Not now, he thought, switching off the screen.
By mid-afternoon, the police station was inundated with calls. Residents wanted to know if it was safe to go out, if there was a killer on the loose. The mayor left a stern voice message about the importance of resolving this investigation quickly. The reporter from the local newspaper was already outside, waiting for the statement. Under normal circumstances, Cole would give a short press conference, but something with the particular weight of this case made him hesitate. He didn't want to tell half-truths. He needed something concrete to reassure people.
She decided to check out her neighbour's statements for herself. Lila Mae's next-door neighbour lived beyond a hedge of old camellias. Cole knocked on her door. Addison, a frail woman in her sixties, answered it. She looked upset, her eyes swollen from crying. She spoke in hurried sentences about having heard the scream, about having seen Dr Thorn on the porch two nights before, about Rowan Hart's discussion with Lila Mae. "Something about the future of the seed library," said Miss Addison, trembling. "Lila Mae was convinced that Rowan was too naïve about business influences. I don't know the details. I just heard some loud voices while I was watering my azaleas."
When Cole asked about Dr Thorn's visit, Miss Addison's gaze shifted nervously. "Well, I saw them from my window. I'm not a snoop, but it was late and I was washing up. He seemed agitated. Lila Mae was pointing at the greenhouse. I couldn't hear them clearly, but I saw her slam the door after he left."
Cole thanked him kindly, gave him his card and told him to call if he remembered anything else. As he walked back to his car, he thought about how both Rowan and Dr Thorn had reasons for falling out with Lila Mae - Rowan's fierce defence of organic methods could have conflicted with Lila Mae's approach to seed preservation in the library, while Dr Thorn's entire career was based on genetically modified organisms, the polar opposite of Lila Mae's mission. But from there to murder was a big leap, even if there was a strong argument. He ran a hand through his hair. He had to talk to them soon.
After a short journey back to the police station, he got into the routine of doing paperwork, registering evidence and cross-referencing names. The day wore on until the sun set over the horizon. The official call from the coroner arrived around six in the evening, informing him that Lila Mae's body had been transported to the morgue. Cole rubbed his tired eyes and closed up the police station for the night, heading to his car for one last drive past the Caldwell residence.
The roads were quiet, with the silhouettes of pine trees hovering overhead. When he arrived, he switched off his headlights and drove around the perimeter of Lila Mae's property. The caution tape fluttered in the light breeze. He approached the greenhouse, shining a small torch inside. The gentle hum of the fan continued, although no-one had touched anything since the forensics team had left.
He stopped when he saw the moonlight reflecting off the glass walls, illuminating the rows of fragile saplings. A feeling of sadness came over him. This place meant everything to Lila Mae - her passion, her livelihood. Someone had ended her life here, tarnishing what she loved most.
He returned to the flowerbed where she had been found. The tomato vines were still broken, discoloured by the heat of the day. The soil was churned up in messy arcs, courtesy of the forensics team. The tiny flecks of fruit glistened. Cole bent down again, passing the torch over the ground. A few footprints overlapped each other, marks of the investigation. But no new footprints. On the one hand, that was good. It meant that no-one else had come snooping around.
Still, something seemed to be missing. He remembered the morning he had seen the locket. His hand went to his pocket, but he stopped himself from bringing it here. The last thing he needed was to drop it or create a new mess of evidence. This was more than enough for one day.
As he walked back to his car in the stillness, he couldn't help feeling that the killer had orchestrated everything with chilling precision. He could suspect Rowan Hart's strong opinions, or Dr Thorn's corporate ties, or even Evie Marsh's mysterious affiliations. The seeds of suspicion were well and truly planted. However, the deeper Cole looked, the more he felt that the killer knew the secrets of Verdant Hollow inside and out. And that knowledge worried him more than anything else.
He got behind the wheel and started the engine, letting it idle as he gazed at the Caldwell estate. The faint outline of the greenhouse glowed ominously in the rear-view mirror, and a single porch light flickered from the house. He made a mental note to contact Lila Mae's family - someone must be informed. The conversation was going to be brutal, but it was the bare bones. Another wave of responsibility washed over him.
As he walked away, he tried not to imagine Lila Mae's last moments. Had there been a confrontation in the garden? Did she trust the killer enough to go there in the dead of night? The possibility that she had been caught off guard by someone who knew her well tormented him.
He returned to his own farm, on the outskirts of the city, with the sky already completely dark. The silhouette of the oak tree in his front garden swayed ominously, as if it could sense his agitation. Parking on the gravelled driveway, he stopped to see if there were any lights on inside. Only the porch light, the one he had left on. He felt a pang of guilt, remembering that he had hardly been able to go home lately. His wife, Marge, had long since got used to him being late. But he'd make it up to her, he promised. Another broken promise.
Cole carefully closed the car door and stepped inside. The silence of the house greeted him - a silence so dense that he could hear the ticking of the clock in the living room. He hung his keys on the hanger, kicked off his boots and made his way down the dark corridor. A faint light shone under the bedroom door. He opened it and found Marge already asleep, still under the covers. He stood there for a moment, torn. He wanted to confide in her, to tell her how upsetting the day had been, but old habits of secrecy clung to him. For her sake, he let her rest.
He sneaked into the guest room, something he did late at night so as not to disturb her. As she sat on the edge of the bed, she took out the locket, letting it rest in the palm of her hand. The filigree vine glowed faintly in the warm glow of the bedside lamp. In union, we grow. The phrase echoed in his mind, awakening old regrets. The unspoken stories linking him to Lila Mae now came back to haunt him. And if he didn't find the real killer soon, those stories would threaten everything he had built.
He put the locket down on the bedside table and let out a tired sigh. Lila Mae's face floated through his thoughts again - her confident eyes, her unstoppable passion for seeds that carried a piece of the past. In his mind, the vines opened, revealing a cold, calculated malice behind them. He felt chilled despite the Georgian heat.
"Sort it out, Cole," he whispered to himself. "For her sake... and yours."
He went to bed, but sleep wouldn't come. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the garden in the faint, early morning light, the tomato pulp stains on Lila Mae's apron, the bruise marks on her neck. He saw the filigree of the medallion, the half-hidden inscription that provoked him. A thousand threads of suspicion ran through his head - the return of Rowan Hart, Dr Thorn's dark experiments, the rumours of Evie Marsh's connection to the old society. He spoke to himself: the community needs to believe that the killer is among one of these people, the ones who openly clashed with Lila Mae's vision. And maybe they were right. Maybe Rowan, Elias or Evie were responsible. Still, something in Cole's gut told him that the answer wasn't that simple.
It wasn't until well after midnight that he managed to fall into a brief, restless sleep, with nightmares of vines closing around his throat. He woke up at dawn, his mobile phone alarm ringing. With a groan, he sat up. The locket glinted accusingly in the sunlight. Guilt pressed down on him, urging him to register it as evidence immediately. But first, he needed some answers. He needed to be sure that the real culprit wouldn't slip through his fingers.
He straightened his shirt and headed back to his car. Another long day began, full of interviews and difficult questions. Lila Mae Caldwell deserved justice, and Verdant Hollow needed its sheriff to do it. He hoped, for everyone's sake, that he was up to the task. Because once the town found out who the real killer was, there would be no turning back.
That morning, Cole would finally talk face to face with Rowan Hart, the former botanist who had recently returned to Verdant Hollow. Her heated discussion with Lila Mae and her zeal for organic farming had been the talk of the town. If anyone else knew about the mysteries behind Lila Mae's award-winning vineyards - and the potential dangers that lurked within them - it was Rowan. Cole set off, preparing himself for what she might reveal... or hide. 
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Vines
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Sheriff Cole Baines' eyes were watery with fatigue when he opened the door of the Verdant Hollow Sheriff's Office the next morning. The memory of Lila Mae Caldwell's body among crushed tomatoes still haunted him, replaying in his mind with every hesitant blink. He had managed only a few hours of restless sleep, drifting in and out of dreams with dark vines and accusing voices. He paused in the station foyer to pull himself together. The morning light filtered through the tinted windows, giving the old reception desk a hazy glow. A pot of stale coffee stood on a side table, its aroma mixed with the ghostly tension of yesterday. 
He headed down the corridor towards the small conference room that also served as an improvised laboratory. The building was silent; only a few delegates moved around, exchanging subdued greetings. Normally, the start of a new day brought a sense of renewal, or at least routine. But the murder had changed everything. Everyone felt the weight of the loss of Lila Mae, whose ties to the local library went back generations.
Cole rubbed the back of his neck as he approached the door to the conference room. Inside was Dr Avery Morgan, a forensic botanist called in by the Georgia Bureau of Investigation to help with the plant evidence from the crime scene. She had arrived late the night before, carrying a travelling kit with sophisticated tools that looked like they belonged in a high-tech greenhouse rather than a small-town police station. The ceiling lights buzzed; tables were scattered with bags carefully labelled with plant cuttings, soil samples and photographs of Lila Mae's garden.
Dr Morgan was staring at the screen of a digital microscope, her sharp features illuminated by a pale white light. She was in her forties, with short hair and a serious air that suggested she had seen her fair share of unusual cases. At the sound of Cole's footsteps, she looked up and nodded.
"Good morning, Sheriff. I hope you know that we've been analysing some interesting samples from Mrs Caldwell's garden," she said, beckoning him to come closer. "I've already made some observations preliminary."
Cole went to her side, examining the organised chaos. "I appreciate you coming so quickly. Our resources here are limited."
"That's what I'm here for," she replied. Then she tilted the microscope screen towards him. "Take a look."
On the screen, magnified ten times, was a fragment of vine with unusual purple and black spots. The structure of the plant's stem seemed strangely thick, and faint veins ran through its core in a pattern Cole didn't recognise. Dr Morgan tapped the screen. "These vines don't match any standard heirloom varieties I've catalogued. I did a quick cross-reference with a horticultural database - nothing like it. Whatever this is, it's been engineered."
Cole's breath caught. "Engineered, as in genetically modified?" It wasn't entirely unexpected. Verdant Hollow had long been at the crossroads of ancient traditions and modern agricultural experiments. Still, seeing tangible proof added a new level of complexity.
Dr Morgan nodded. "Yes, and from what I can tell, there is evidence of a belladonna alkaloid that has been enhanced. Plants in the Solanaceae family - tomatoes, peppers, aubergines - naturally produce small amounts of alkaloids. But this is something completely different. Whoever created this strain was trying to turn it into a weapon."
Cole rubbed his jaw, his morning stubble stinging. "I knew Lila Mae had been found near her own 'Midnight Ruby' tomatoes, but... are we sure this is her vineyard?"
Dr Morgan shook her head. "No, that's the enigma. The fruit that Mrs Caldwell grew - her genuine 'Midnight Ruby' - is different. It's a rare heirloom. In contrast, these cuttings come from a nearby part of the bed that was, for want of a better term, hidden under the main vines. My guess is that someone grafted or interplanted this artificial vine with the Lila Mae variety. Possibly so that it would blend in."
A shiver ran through Cole. "That suggests planning. Someone wanted lethal plants in her garden without her knowing... or maybe she did."
"That's the question," said Dr Morgan. "I'm going to continue to analyse it. I've also sent a sample to the state lab for further genetic sequencing. But, Sheriff" - her voice lowered - "this isn't nature's doing. This is deliberate."
Cole exhaled slowly. He thanked her, leaving her to continue the meticulous process of cataloguing. The corridor outside seemed colder. The notion that someone had planted a dangerous, genetically modified vine in Lila Mae's garden opened up a world of suspects. Dr Elias Thorn immediately came to mind - NaturaGrow's leading researcher, known for pushing the boundaries of genetic science. Another suspect, Rowan Hart, favoured organic methods and despised corporate interference. If she had discovered something unethical, would she have confronted Lila Mae? But why kill her over it, especially in such a brutal way?
He returned to his office, his mind buzzing. When he sat down at his desk, he noticed a flashing light on his mobile phone. A message was waiting. He pressed the button, bracing himself for the demands of the mayor or the press. But the voice that rang out was soft, sounding older: "Sheriff... this is Evie Marsh. I heard about Lila Mae. There's something I think you should know. Please stop by my greenhouse this morning, if you can." Then a pause, as if she couldn't find the right words. "I'm sorry, Cole."
He let the silence hang before the machine switched off. Evie Marsh was the guardian of ancient herbal traditions and was rumoured to be part of an ancient secret society called the Order of the Green Veil. Lila Mae's murder might have triggered something in Evie's circle - perhaps they knew about the genetically modified vine or suspected outside interference. Cole rubbed his temples. He wanted to follow every lead, but he had to be strategic. He grabbed a notepad and scribbled: Meeting with Evie Marsh.
Before he could get up, his mobile phone beeped with a message. We need to talk. Urgent. The same unknown sender. Cole's jaw tensed. He'd received such messages before, at times that indicated the sender knew more than they should. After a moment of indecision, he typed back: Not now. He had to concentrate on the case and not his personal problems. The mobile phone went silent.
He grabbed his coat and left, almost bumping into Deputy Paige Morris. "Sorry, Sheriff," she said. "I was just about to knock on the door. We have a potential lead. A neighbour near Lila Mae's property saw a figure sneaking around at 2.30am the night she was killed. They think it might have been a woman, but they're not sure - they said the figure was small and wearing a hood."
Cole sighed. "We need more than that, but let's keep it in mind. It could fit Rowan's constitution, or any number of people in this town."
Paige grimaced in agreement, then handed Cole a folder. "Also, Dr Morgan wanted you to have these preliminary photos. It might help you interrogate people with some visual aids."
He thanked her and left the station, stepping onto the pavement. The fresh morning air carried the scent of pine sap from the nearby woods. Cole's car was parked on the pavement and, as he got in, his thoughts swirled. He would speak to Evie Marsh first, then think about looking for Rowan Hart. He had to keep the interviews discreet - the residents of Verdant Hollow were already nervous.
The journey to Evie's greenhouse took him past the town's serene main street, where the old-fashioned shop windows were closed at dawn. He turned onto a gravelled road that led to the Marsh family estate. The tall magnolia trees along the road, full of flowers, gave the feeling of entering a different season. The greenhouse was situated behind a worn-out farmhouse, its windows reflecting the morning sun. Evie Marsh was waiting outside.
He was in his fifties, with his grey hair in a braid. A long apron fluttered in the gentle breeze. Her posture conveyed welcome and concern, with one hand on her hip while the other fiddled with a small sprig of rosemary. When Cole approached, she put the herb aside and offered a soft smile that didn't reach her eyes. 
"I saw your message," said Cole, getting out of the car. "You said you might know something about Lila Mae's death."
Evie's eyes shone with sadness. "She and I were... long-time collaborators. We exchanged seeds, knowledge, old manuscripts on heirloom plants. A few days ago, she confided in me that she feared someone was tampering with her library stock. She thought she might have discovered a rogue vine in her greenhouse. I told her to be cautious, but I never imagined it..."
Cole's heart pounded. "Did she specifically refer to a rogue vine?
Yes. He said it looked like one of his 'Midnight Ruby' varieties, but it looked wrong. It grew faster and the leaves had a strange sheen." Evie gestured for Cole to follow her into the greenhouse. Inside, the atmosphere was humid, the smell of fresh earth and a mixture of herbs floated in the warm air. "Cole, you know I've studied obscure horticultural traditions all my life. Lately, I've seen signs that someone is merging ancient plant knowledge with modern genetic engineering. Possibly to create... harmful hybrids."
The words hung in the air. Cole remembered Dr Morgan's discovery about the vine genetically modified with nightshade alkaloid. "You mean the Order of the Green Veil," he said carefully, hoping to get confirmation from Evie.
She hesitated. Her expression became tense. "The Order is dedicated to preserving knowledge, not harming people. But knowledge in the wrong hands can be distorted. If Lila Mae really did find a strain that combined lethal alkaloids with inheritance traits, it could have roots beyond mere corporate research."
"Like NaturaGrow," Cole ventured.
Evie gritted her teeth. "It's possible. I'd have to talk to Dr Thorn to understand this side of the puzzle. But if there is a path linking the ancient manuscripts to the new science, it's likely that some people in the town have sold or traded secrets. I just wish Lila Mae had come forward publicly."
Cole ran his hand over a row of potted mint, feeling the soft leaves rub against his fingers. "Do you have any idea who might be behind this? Or who might want Lila Mae dead?"
Evie closed her eyes for a moment. "I can't point a finger without proof. But you know how tensions are in this town. Rowan Hart is vehement about preserving organic methods and Lila Mae has sometimes overshadowed Rowan's efforts - perhaps Rowan has felt slighted. On the other hand, Dr Thorn from NaturaGrow may see Lila Mae as an obstacle to GMO trials. Evie's voice shook: "I never thought it would go this far.
Cole watched her face. Genuine sadness was etched into every line. He believed she was frightened. "It's all right, Evie. If you think of anything else, give me a call. Maybe I also need to go through the diaries or manuscripts that you and Lila Mae worked on."
She nodded, although reluctance flickered in her eyes. "I'll collect what I can. But be careful, Cole. This is more than just seeds - there are old loyalties and family feuds deeper than this soil."
He left Evie's greenhouse, feeling a new wave of urgency. As he walked away, he repeated her words. Lila Mae had discovered a "rogue vine", perhaps the same thing Dr Morgan was studying. This vine, if transformed into a weapon, could kill quickly. The question remained: who planted it? And why was Lila Mae the target?
Cole's mobile rang again as he turned onto the county road. A message from Deputy John Givens read: Rowan Hart came by the station and asked for you. She's going back to the farm now. Perfect timing. Cole changed direction, pointing to Rowan's property on the west side of Verdant Hollow.
Rowan Hart's farm was on a gently undulating stretch of land, dotted with overgrown fields. A sagging old barn was the centre of attention, flanked by patches of fresh shoots spreading across the ploughed ground. As soon as he entered the bumpy road, he saw Rowan kneeling next to a row of tomatoes. She was wearing muddy jeans and a faded flannel shirt, her hair tied back, a fierce expression on her face. When she saw Cole, she stood up, wiping her hands on her thighs.
"Sheriff," she said. The tension was palpable, although her tone was measured. "I went to your office to talk to you. The station said you were out."
Cole nodded. "I heard you came by. I thought I'd find you here. Do you mind if we talk?"
She hesitated, then gestured for him to follow her towards a smaller bed, where tomato vines stretched out on wire trellises. "You want to ask about Lila Mae," she said. It wasn't a question.
"Yes. You had a fight with her recently, right?
Rowan snorted softly, kicking a pile of dirt. "We disagreed about the direction of the heirloom seed library. She wanted to protect the seeds strictly through heirloom curation - small-scale, local, without outside help. I wanted to preserve them with modern biological methods, perhaps even with a crowdsourcing process so that they wouldn't go extinct. We discussed it. But I wouldn't kill her, Sheriff. That's crazy."
Her eyes shone with sincerity. Cole studied her, looking for cracks. "The neighbour said it was a heated argument."
"It was. Tempers flared. But I respected Lila Mae, even if we didn't get along. She was basically the guardian of the heirloom seeds in this region." Rowan exhaled. "Someone's trying to blame me for this, I can feel it."
"Any idea who, or why?" Cole pressed.
Rowan looked away, scanning the horizon. "Not directly. I think a lot of people in this town see me as a troublemaker. I left Verdant Hollow to study botany. I used to collaborate with Dr Thorn, back when he was still working on less... controversial projects. But I split up with him when he started leaning towards GMOs. Some people might think I'm desperate to keep corporate influence out, by any means necessary. But I wouldn't sabotage Lila Mae's balls or murder her."
Cole crossed his arms. "You mentioned Dr Thorn. Do you think he might be involved in what happened to Lila Mae?" A flash of uncertainty crossed Rowan's features. "I don't know. He's able to forge new strains of plants. He has the backing of a company that demands results - fast results. Lila Mae openly opposed him, especially when rumours spread that NaturaGrow was interested in local farmland for experimental tests. Thorn didn't like obstacles." She shrugged. "But that's all speculation."Cole paused for a moment to consider Rowan's words. Her voice contained genuine frustration, not a whiff of evasion. "We found evidence of a genetically modified vine in Lila Mae's garden," he said carefully, watching her reaction. "Does that tell you anything about her expertise?
Rowan's expression darkened. "I've seen experimental genetically modified tomato vines before, some with higher yields, others with resistance to pests. But something mixed with a potent belladonna alkaloid is a step beyond typical research. If Thorn or anyone at NaturaGrow did that, they'd be playing with fire. Even small doses of certain alkaloids can be fatal if ingested or inhaled in concentrated form."
A breeze stirred Rowan's hair. For a moment, neither of them said anything; the silence was interrupted only by the rustling of leaves. Cole felt a pang of sympathy. She seemed genuinely shaken by Lila Mae's death, but the question of why still remained. "It's all right," he said softly. "I needed to ask. If you think of anything else, let me know. In the meantime, we'll continue to investigate the origins of the GM vineyard." 
Rowan nodded. "I just want the truth, Sheriff. Lila Mae didn't deserve to end up like this." Her voice faltered on the last few words, and she lowered her head, busying herself with adjusting a vine. 
Cole watched her for a moment and then returned to his car, his mind racing with the possibility that Rowan was telling the truth. Her animosity towards corporate meddling was well known, but that didn't necessarily make her a killer. If there was one thing that put her at risk, it was the fact that the big players in the agricultural world wanted Lila Mae out of the picture.
Back on the main road, Cole opened the folder Paige had given him earlier. He studied the photographs of the suspicious vine, each photo labelled with notes from Dr Morgan. In some photographs, faint white spots covered the leaves, possibly a residue of the altered toxin. Another note signalled "unnatural vascular structure", a trademark of advanced genetic modification. The deeper he looked, the more his suspicions pointed to Dr Thorn - NaturaGrow had both the technology and the motive.
He decided to stop by Thorn's research facility on the outskirts of Verdant Hollow. The facility, a low, modern building framed by steel and glass walls, was relatively new in this old-fashioned town. Pulling into the paved car park was a shock after the dusty roads, as if you were entering corporate territory kilometres away from the surrounding farmland.
Inside, an elegant reception area awaited him - bright fluorescent lights, a white tiled floor and digital screens advertising NaturaGrow's achievements. A tall, composed receptionist eyed Cole warily from behind a curved desk. "Do you have an appointment?" she asked.
"Sheriff Baines," he said, showing his badge. "I'm here to speak to Dr Elias Thorn about an urgent police matter."
Her face tensed, but she picked up the phone. "Let me see if Dr Thorn is available." A hushed conversation ensued. After a moment, she hung up. "He'll see you in Lab 2. Down the corridor, second door on the left."
Cole thanked him, walking down a corridor lined with windows that gave a glimpse of sterilised laboratories. Scientists moved between rows of plants in hydroponic installations, analysing data on tablets. The hum of air filtration systems filled the space. He reached the indicated door and it opened automatically.
Dr Thorn was standing at a laboratory bench, wearing an elegant white lab coat. He was a middle-aged man, with carefully combed dark hair and a serene demeanour - although Cole noticed signs of tension in the lines marked around his eyes. A faint chemical odour hung in the air, mixing with the sterile smell of the laboratory.
"Sheriff," greeted Thorn from a polite distance, signalling him to come in. "I heard about Mrs Caldwell's death. It's tragic. She was a respected figure in horticulture, even if she didn't appreciate modern methods. What can I do for you?"
Cole stepped forwards, examining the laboratory. He spotted rows of glass tubes containing small green seedlings. "Dr Thorn, we found evidence of a tomato vine genetically modified with a potent nightshade alkaloid in Mrs Caldwell's garden. I'm here to ask if you or anyone at NaturaGrow has carried out any experiments of this nature."
Dr Thorn's expression hesitated for a moment, but then took on a neutral, controlled tone. "Belladonna alkaloid? We have analysed variations of the solanine compounds present in tomatoes, but only in the early laboratory stages, and by no means for lethal applications. NaturaGrow focuses on improving yield, pest resistance and nutritional content. Nothing more sinister. I hope you're not suggesting that we bore any responsibility for Mrs Caldwell's unfortunate demise."
Cole watched the man's face carefully. "I'm not accusing you. But you're known for your cutting-edge work in genetics. If someone wanted to create a lethal vine, they would undoubtedly have the necessary expertise."Thorn raised an eyebrow. "Sheriff, I'm not the only scientist in the country capable of editing genes. Rowan Hart, for example, studied advanced botany at a top university before returning to her organic roots. She's quite gifted - she could easily manipulate the genetic structure of a plant if she so wished."
The attempt to transfer suspicion to Rowan was transparent. Cole replied calmly, "Mrs Hart's focus has always been on sustainable methods, not lethal toxins."
Thorn smiled thinly. "That's true. But people can surprise us. Still, if you want to see our investigative records, I'm willing to co-operate. The corporation will need a warrant if they want more in-depth data records. But I can at least show you the harmless trials we have going on at the moment."
Cole paused, looking at the lab benches. "I'd appreciate it." He walked between the rows of test tubes while Thorn explained the current project, which involved developing a variety of tomato with higher levels of antioxidants. At first glance, the scientific jargon seemed legitimate. But that didn't rule out the possibility of unofficial experiments, or even a dishonest employee.
"You have to understand," added Thorn, "NaturaGrow invests millions in safe, marketable products. A scandal like a lethal GMO vine would destroy us. We have no incentive to sabotage Mrs Caldwell, especially in such a reckless way." He pressed a gloved hand into the seat, his posture defiant. "If they find a link, I bet it's from a disgruntled individual. Someone who wants to blame us or exploit the GMO controversy."
Cole studied the man's face in search of deception. Thorn's composure was impressive; if he was hiding something, he was doing it well. "Could any of your investigators have acted on their own? Or could the data have been leaked?"
A flash of annoyance crossed Thorn's features. "We maintain tight security. But yes, theoretically, an individual could obtain enough knowledge to create something nefarious. But our files are locked. And if your suspicion is that we secretly tested lethal vines in Mrs Caldwell's garden, it makes no sense from a commercial point of view. The repercussions would be catastrophic."
Cole nodded slightly. Thorn's reasoning was logical from a business point of view, but not all crimes were rational. "Thank you for your cooperation, Dr Thorn. I may have more questions later."
Thorn forced a tight smile. "Of course, Sheriff. We all want answers about what happened to Mrs Caldwell."
Cole left the lab with the feeling that he had only scratched the surface. Thorn's denials could be genuine, or he could be covering up a side project. Either way, the tension was real and the corporate environment didn't give him immediate insight. On his way back to the reception area, he felt his mobile phone vibrate again. Another message from the unknown sender: Stop digging where you don't belong. His pulse quickened. Someone clearly wanted him to be careful.
He went outside, letting the heat of the day envelop him. On the other side of the car park, he spotted a figure in work clothes sneaking between the parked cars. The figure was wearing sunglasses and quickly disappeared from view - perhaps an employee on his way to lunch, or perhaps someone watching him. Cole's instincts kicked in. He considered chasing him down, but decided against it. He had no proof that this stranger was relevant.
Leaving NaturaGrow behind, he returned to the police station. Inside, he found Dr Morgan waiting with new updates on the plant sample. She led him into the conference room, where the ceiling lights buzzed and the microscope glowed. "We've confirmed high levels of a nightshade alkaloid in the vine," she said without preamble, pushing a printed report towards him. "A dose as small as a few milligrams can be fatal if consumed directly. However, if Mrs Caldwell was strangled, that suggests physical violence rather than pure poisoning. However, the presence of these toxins around the body is suspicious."
Cole scrutinised the report. "Can the vine secrete a toxin on contact?"
"In theory, yes, if someone modified it to exude higher concentrations through the surface hairs or sap. A cut in Lila Mae's skin could have allowed toxins to enter, or it could have been used to incapacitate her. We'll need more forensic data from the autopsy to confirm."
Cole let out a slow sigh. "Any clues about a unique genetic signature?
"We're working on it. If we can identify the genetic markers of a particular laboratory or technique, we'll have a better idea of the origin. But that will take time."
He thanked her, his mind thinking about the complexity of the case. This was no simple murder. It was a deliberate intersection of violence and biotechnological manipulation. He imagined Lila Mae struggling, caught off guard by a killer who had transported or introduced this vine into her domain. A wave of guilt washed over him when he remembered the locket hidden in his desk drawer, with the inscription In union, we grow. He wondered if the secret society that Evie Marsh suggested had deeper ties to advanced biotechnology.
Heading to his office, he found Deputy Givens handing over a stack of witness statements. "We've got about a dozen so far, Sheriff. Most don't add much. But some mention seeing Dr Thorn's car near Mrs Caldwell's house days before, and Rowan Hart's argument with Lila Mae is repeated in several accounts. In addition, people mention Evie Marsh visiting the library at odd times."
Cole nodded. "Any direct mention of a confrontation? Or suspicious activity on the night of the murder, apart from the hooded figure?"
Givens shook his head. "Just rumours. Some say they heard screams, but no-one has confirmed that it was Lila Mae. Others claim to have seen a tall figure lurking by the fence - which contradicts the earlier claim about someone small. Typical small-town confusion."
Cole's stomach rumbled - he realised he hadn't eaten since dawn. He thanked Givens and sat down at his desk, flicking through the statements. The patchwork of rumours and half-truths showed how quickly rumours circulated in Verdant Hollow. He put the papers aside when he saw an old photograph displayed on his notice board - a gift from the town's historical society. The photo showed the library building decades ago, with ivy creeping over the brick walls. Lila Mae's grandmother was in the foreground, proudly holding a basket of seeds. The sight of her was now frightening. Generations dedicated to protecting heirloom seeds, all culminating in Lila Mae's horrible death.
He was still looking at the photo when Paige Morris came in. "Sheriff, the coroner's on the line. He says it's important."
Cole picked up the phone. "This is Baines."
Dr Whittaker's voice came through, muffled but urgent. "Sheriff, I've finished the preliminary examination of Mrs Caldwell's body. She has bruising consistent with strangulation, as we suspected. But there are also traces in her bloodstream - a form of alkaloid consistent with the genus Atropa, possibly a Atropa belladonna or a derivative. Given the connection with belladonna, I think it's related to the vine they found."
Cole gripped his mobile phone tighter. "So we're talking about a combination of poisoning and strangulation?
"Potentially. It's still early days, but it's possible that the toxin weakened her or caused disorientation, making it easier to physically overpower her. I'll know more when the results of the toxicological test come back."
Cole thanked him, with a sense of sombre clarity settling in. If the killer used both poison and force, that meant someone wasn't taking any chances. A thorough and premeditated act. He put the handset back in place, his gaze drifting to the evidence folder. This crime was a carefully orchestrated effort to kill Lila Mae and suggest something bigger - a growing conflict over seeds, knowledge and power.
The night drew in before he knew it. He stayed at the police station, looking through old records of any incidents linking Dr Thorn, Rowan Hart or Evie Marsh to questionable botanical practices. Nothing definitive came to light - just minor disputes, a few local controversies over farm expansions or library acquisitions. He sighed and checked the time on his mobile phone. Another text message from the unknown sender flashed across the screen: You're chasing the wrong leads. Find out the truth or more people will suffer.
An icy dread rose in his stomach. He locked his office door and picked up the medallion from his desk. Running his thumb over the filigree vines, he felt the threat implicit in those texts. The pressure was coming from various angles - someone didn't want him to dig too deep, but who? A corporate saboteur? A hidden sect of the Order of the Green Veil? Or someone completely unknown?
He made a decision. He would register the locket as evidence in the official case file - secretly hiding the locket had crossed a moral line. He needed to do the right thing, even if it risked exposing his own connection to him. But before he could make the final decision, a soft knock sounded on his door. Paige Morris again. "Sheriff, there's a Mrs Addison on line two - Lila Mae's neighbour."
Cole replied, bracing himself for more rumours. Mrs Addison's voice shook: "Sheriff, I just remembered something from the night Lila Mae was killed. I heard a car door slam around three in the morning and then the sound of the engine. It drove off in the direction of the main road. I didn't think much of it at the time, but it could be important."
Cole took notes. "Do you remember anything about the car? A lorry, a sedan?"
"A van, I think," said Mrs Addison. "It might have been one of those older models. I'm sorry I can't be sure."
He thanked her, chewing on his pen. An old lorry near Lila Mae's house at three in the morning. He recalled the suspects: Rowan had an old pickup he used on the farm; Dr Thorn often drove a sleek SUV supplied by NaturaGrow; Evie had an older van. That detail about a van could narrow down the list - maybe Rowan's. But half the people in Verdant Hollow had older vans.
He decided to call Rowan. She answered on the third ring, her voice cautious. "Sheriff?"
"Rowan, do you drive an old lorry?"
She hesitated. "Yes, a '92 Ford. Why?"
Cole pressed his lips together. "Someone heard a vehicle of that description near Lila Mae's house the night she was killed. I need to know where it was around three in the morning."
Rowan exhaled with audible frustration. "At home, asleep, as far as I can remember. My cousin might have been awake. She's a bad sleeper, tends to wander round the house at odd hours. She'll confirm whether my van broke down or not. I certainly didn't go anywhere.
Cole felt a twinge of suspicion. "All right. I'll need her statement too. Thanks." He hung up, unsure whether she was telling the truth or covering up. Her frustration was understandable, but the evidence was starting to pile up in a way that put her at the top of the suspect list.
Darkness fell outside the station's windows. Cole realised that the day had faded, consumed by interviews, forensics and accusations. He called it a night, closing the station behind him. On the way home, the headlights illuminated the branches that swayed overhead. The chirping of crickets. The sense of normality in the surroundings clashed with the turmoil in his mind. As he parked at the farmhouse, he noticed that the living room light was on. Perhaps Marj was still awake.
He went in and found her curled up on the sofa with a blanket over her shoulders. She looked up with tired eyes. "You didn't come home for dinner again."
"Sorry," he muttered, putting down his keys. "Long day at the station.
She studied his face. "This murder has shaken the whole town. People are scared."
Cole sighed, taking a seat next to her. "They have reason to be. Whoever did this wanted to send a message."
She pursed her lips, concern etched on her features. "You seem... burdened with more than just the case."
Cole hesitated, the image of the locket flashing through his mind. But how could he confess the role he had played in ancient secrets? Instead, he confined himself to saying, "I'm doing my best to keep everyone safe."
They sat in a fragile silence. After a few minutes, she yawned and went to bed. Cole stayed on the sofa, switching off the lamp and sitting down in the faint porch light. The mobile phone rang again. Another message: Think about who profits from her death. Stop meddling. He frowned, tension building in his gut. If anyone thought intimidation would work, they didn't know him well enough.
Despite his exhaustion, his mind kept returning to the puzzle: a lethal, genetically modified vine hidden among Lila Mae's relics, a tumbleweed toxin that had contributed to her death, suspects who had friction with Lila Mae for different reasons. Rowan, Dr Thorn, Evie - and probably others less obvious. The weight of it all settled on him like a damp blanket.
Finally, he made his way back to the guest room, lying awake and his thoughts whirling. A faint memory of Lila Mae's bright laughter ran through him, as she used to say that seeds told stories of the past. He never thought his own story would end so violently. If she had discovered a dangerous secret about someone's manipulative research, it could have cost her her life.
Shortly after midnight, he fell asleep. He dreamt of twisted vines that bled black sap, pulling him to the ground while a faceless figure laughed. He woke up at dawn, his heart pounding. Brushing away the remnants of the nightmare, he dressed quickly. If the killer wanted him to stop digging, tough luck. He'd dig to the truth, no matter where it took him.
He left the house just as the first rays of sunlight touched the horizon. Another day, another opportunity to unravel the layers of mystery that covered Verdant Hollow. He had a meeting scheduled with Dr Morgan again, as well as possible meetings with Rowan and Dr Thorn. He wanted to talk to Evie Marsh one more time about that enigmatic reference to ancient manuscripts. Something told him that the key lay in uniting this ancient knowledge with modern technology. In union, we grow. The inscription on the medallion whispered to her like a riddle.
Before entering his cruiser, he paused. A figure stood at the end of his driveway - his father, Hank Baines, leaning on a cane. His father rarely visited him unannounced. He had a grave expression under his old, worn hat, his eyes shadowed by the morning light. "Dad? Are you all right?" asked Cole, his voice confused.
Hank limped forward. "I heard about the murder," he said in a low tone. "I also heard rumours that maybe you were looking in the wrong places. I thought I'd give my son a warning - sometimes you have to be careful when you're dealing with a tangle of people with old grudges and new powers. Things can get personal.
Cole frowned. "Thanks for your concern, but I have to see this through."
His father looked away, nodding rigidly. "I'm not going to stop you. But... be careful, Cole."
Before Cole could probe further, Hank turned and walked away, leaving only the sound of gravel in his wake. A strange feeling of foreboding came over Cole. Was his father trying to protect him from something specific?
He got into his car, switched on the ignition and set off down the municipal road. The air smelled of fresh dew on the grass. This could be the day we finally open something, he told himself. Dr Morgan's deeper analysis could provide a clue to the true origin of the vine, leading them to the culprit. Or perhaps Evie Marsh's manuscripts would reveal how that ancient knowledge became a lethal modern science. One thing was certain: Cole had to keep pushing, even if the unknown message threatened him and his father's warning hung ominously in the air.
Cole's first stop would be another consultation with Dr Morgan, who hinted that she had discovered a vital clue in the genetic sequence of the vine. If the results went according to a known laboratory technique, he would be one step closer to unravelling who planted that toxic variety in Lila Mae's garden. However, as he rounded a bend in the road, an unsettling thought assailed him - what if the killer already suspected he was too close to the truth and had plans to make sure he never found out?
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