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The bell over the door chimed just as I bent to sweep a fallen leaf off the shop floor. I straightened, brushing a strand of hair behind my ear as Monica ushered in a blast of cool morning air and a box of pastries from the café next door.

“I brought cinnamon twists,” Monica called, locking the door behind her with the easy confidence of someone who already considered the place half hers. “And there’s a delivery. Fancy envelope, too.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re more excited about the envelope than the sugar.”

“It’s heavy,” Monica said, setting the box on the counter. “And your name’s in calligraphy. Not print. Not pen. Real calligraphy. Like... wedding-invite calligraphy.”

I brushed soil from my apron and approached the counter warily. The envelope lay on top of the stack of mail—bills, flyers, the usual assortment of paper clutter—but this one stood out. Cream-coloured. Thick. Hand-addressed in sweeping, confident strokes: Ms. Dana McIntyre. The return address was embossed in gold foil—Toronto.

My stomach tightened.

I ran my thumb under the flap and slid out a folded card, elegant and stiff as a pressed flower. The logo at the top confirmed it: The Toronto Garden & Floral Trade Show, invitation only. I scanned the words twice. Then again.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered.

“What? What does it say?” Monica leaned in, already grinning.

“They want me to exhibit.” I handed her the card. “Apparently someone saw the spring window display online and nominated me.”

Monica's jaw dropped. “Dana, this is huge! This is—this is real industry stuff. Do you know how hard it is to get into this show? Big-name designers. International vendors. People who think roses should come with a certificate of pedigree.”

“I do know,” I said quietly, returning to my spot behind the counter. I flicked open the laptop, more for something to do than any real purpose.

“And they want you. You, Dana.”

I shrugged. “They want the shop. Not me.”

“That’s not what the note says,” Monica replied, tapping the handwritten insert. “‘Your innovative use of native plants and unconventional textures marks you as one of the rising voices in Canadian floral design.’ That’s you, not the shop. That’s Dana McIntyre.”

I focused on rearranging the receipts pile.

“You have to go,” Monica insisted. “Come on. This place is great, but you didn’t leave Bay Street just to drown in hydrangeas.”

I flinched at the word. Bay Street. It still had the sting of a slap, even after a year. I could hear it in customers’ voices sometimes—subtle, careful: Weren’t you that woman? The one with the bank?

Monica caught the shift in my expression and softened. “I’m not trying to push. I just think... it might be time.”

“Time for what?” I asked, forcing calm into my tone. “To go back to the city that spat me out and pretend nothing happened? To dress up in corporate florals and smile through gritted teeth while I stand two booths down from someone I used to audit?”

“You're not that person anymore,” Monica said. “But you're not just this person either.”

I didn’t answer.

The day wore on in predictable rhythms—orders to fill, customers to greet, petals to sweep. I liked the simplicity of it, the control. The worst surprises were wilting tulips or last-minute wedding edits. People in Elliot Lake didn’t ask too many questions about where you’d been before you came back.

But the invitation sat on the counter all day, drawing glances. By midafternoon, one of the regulars, Mrs. Hastings, pointed at it and said, “You going to that Toronto show, Dana? I saw it on the news last year. Swanky stuff.”

I nodded politely. “Still thinking about it.”

“Bet they remember you on Bay Street,” the woman added with a wink, as if it were a compliment. “You always did have a sharp mind.”

I smiled thinly, then excused myself to the back to water the orchids. The familiar scent of damp moss should have calmed me, but my hands trembled slightly as I turned the watering can.

It had taken everything to leave Toronto. The long hours. The corporate sharks in silk suits. The case that ended it all—the one no one would talk about out loud. I didn’t miss that life. 

I didn’t want that life, not anymore.

But still.

At closing time, the shop fell into quiet, the kind of silence I usually found comforting. Today, it pressed in like fog.

I turned the invitation over once more in my hands, the embossed lettering cool and smooth under her fingers. The note had been written by someone named Caroline Levesque. A name I didn’t recognize, but the elegance of the script and the personalized tone made it clear—someone had been paying attention. Someone in Toronto still remembered me.

I tucked the envelope into her satchel without another glance and turned off the lights.

The street outside was bathed in gold light, the kind of summer evening glow that made even the aging storefronts of Elliot Lake look magical. I paused on the stoop, my key still in the lock.

This was the life I had chosen. Quiet. Simple. Safe.

But in the pit of my stomach, something unsettled twisted.

I pulled the door closed behind me and started walking home, the envelope a quiet weight in my bag—like a flare shot into the sky from a city I’d sworn to leave behind.

And deep down, I already knew.

Toronto wasn’t done with me yet.

*
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I STEPPED OUT OF THE cab and into a wall of reflected glass and exhaust fumes. The city pressed in at every angle—steel towers, pulsing traffic, a sidewalk thrumming with pointed heels and Bluetooth murmurs. I barely had time to adjust my grip on the handle of my flower carrier before a man in a suit brushed past, muttering a half-hearted apology and disappearing into the sliding doors ahead.

I exhaled. 

Toronto.

The hotel loomed overhead, a sleek monument to expensive taste and engineered charm. It wasn’t the kind of place I would have chosen on my own—too bright, too polished, too full of people who thrived on speed and surface. But the organizers of the Garden & Floral Trade Show had made the arrangements, and saying no hadn’t felt like an option after I’d finally said yes to the invitation.

I pulled my bag tight to my shoulder, wheeled the crate of delicate arrangements behind me, and stepped through the revolving door.

Cool, perfumed air swept over me. The lobby opened up in glass and chrome, with minimalist lounge chairs and a living wall of orchids climbing up one entire section. I paused for a beat to let my eyes adjust—and to suppress the sudden urge to bolt back to Elliot Lake.

A concierge with perfect posture greeted me with a practiced smile. “Welcome to the Callisto. Checking in?”

I nodded and fished the reservation email out of my phone, handing it over. As the clerk clicked away, I couldn’t help but notice the people around me. Immaculate suits. Designer heels. Lanyards bearing glossy name cards and words like Sponsorship Director, Lead Designer, Founder.

And here I was, with windblown hair and compostable ribbons around my bouquet boxes.

The clerk handed back my ID. “You’re on the thirty-second floor, Ms. McIntyre. Here’s your key. The Garden Show has its own hospitality suite on fifteen, and your welcome materials will be delivered shortly.”

“Thanks,” I murmured, pocketing the keycard and steering my crate toward the elevators, trying not to bump into a man in a three-piece suit who looked like he'd never seen a flower that hadn’t been genetically optimized for fragrance retention.

In the privacy of my room, I breathed easier. It was nicer than I expected—sleek, understated, expensive. A wall of windows looked out over the glittering sprawl of downtown Toronto, and for a moment, the view held me. It was the same skyline I’d stared at from my old office tower back when I had a corner cubicle, a well-worn badge, and a phone that never stopped ringing.

Now the skyline just felt... distant.

I didn’t linger. I unpacked, fluffed the arrangements, and checked the schedule in the welcome folder. Tonight was a mixer—casual drinks in the hotel bar for exhibitors and industry sponsors. I hesitated, one hand on the zipper of my garment bag. If I stayed in, no one would notice. I didn’t owe this show anything. But then again, I’d promised herself I’d try.

Twenty minutes later, dressed in a simple black wrap dress and a pair of earrings that hadn’t seen daylight in over a year, I rode the elevator down to the bar.

The mixer was already buzzing. Conversations clicked like champagne flutes—industry gossip, sales pitches, subtle one-upmanship disguised as small talk. I took a slow walk around the perimeter, pretending to look for someone, but mostly scanning for a quiet place to perch.

I was just about to make my escape when a familiar voice cut through the crowd.

“Well, if it isn’t the Queen of Bay Street gone botanical.”

I turned. “Melissa Harding.”

Melissa raised her glass in a mock-toast, her eyes sparkling under expertly winged eyeliner. “It is you. I thought maybe I hallucinated your name on the guest list.”

I let myself laugh. “What are you doing here? Thought you were strictly numbers and NDAs.”

Melissa gestured broadly. “Corporate sponsor. The firm’s wooing some boutique growers with vertically integrated capital models.” She leaned in with a grin. “Honestly, I think the managing partner just wanted an excuse to put ‘floral economy’ on a slide deck.”

We moved toward a quieter corner, drinks in hand. The conversation flowed easily enough—who married who, which firm merged with what, how ridiculous it was that Darren from compliance still wore boat shoes in the office. For a few minutes, I almost forgot where I was.

But then Melissa lowered her voice and tilted her head. “You heard about Ben?”

I blinked. “Ben Logan?”

Melissa nodded. “It’s hush-hush, but people are whispering. Rumours of internal investigations. Some shady audit trails. A few off-the-record conversations suggesting he’s either covering something up... or being set up.”

I stared at my glass. “Ben’s not stupid. Or reckless.”

“No, but he’s also not bulletproof.” Melissa’s smile faded. “You worked with him. You know how clean he used to run things. Lately? Not so much. I don’t know—maybe it’s nothing. Maybe it’s politics. But something’s off.”

I tried to brush it off. “Ben’s weathered worse. He’ll land on his feet.”

But the unease was already there, coiling in my stomach like wire. I hadn’t spoken to Ben in months, but I knew the tone Melissa used. It was the same tone people had once used about me, just before everything fell apart.

Melissa’s phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen and groaned. “Ugh. I’m being summoned. Enjoy the show. We should catch up again—off the clock.”

I nodded as Melissa vanished back into the crowd.

Left alone, I wandered to the edge of the bar and stared out the floor-to-ceiling windows. The city sparkled, alive with its own ambition. Somewhere out there, Ben was navigating some corporate nightmare, and now it was bleeding into my world, too. The Garden Show was supposed to be my escape—my reset.

But maybe escape was never really an option.

I finished my drink slowly, fingers tracing the condensation ring on the glass. The bar noise faded around me, replaced by the hum of traffic and the weight of my own thoughts. The past never really stayed buried. And Toronto? Toronto remembered.

The skyline blinked back at me, silent and waiting.

Tomorrow, the show would begin.

And something told me it wouldn’t be about flowers for long.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The pre-show networking event pulsed with energy, the soft clink of glasses and low hum of conversation echoing through the atrium of the ArtHaus Conference Centre. The space was all glass and chrome—an urban greenhouse decorated with lush centerpieces, vertical gardens, and experimental displays that blended art and botany. I moved cautiously through the crowd, a flute of sparkling water in one hand and my name badge clipped crookedly to her blouse. Dana McIntyre. McIntyre Flowers & More, Elliot Lake.

Most people didn’t read it. They were too busy eyeing the logos, the sponsorship lanyards, the flash of expensive watches and manicured presentations.

I offered polite nods, smiled when spoken to, and kept my tone breezy. I had no intention of standing out. I wasn’t here to win clients or land media features—I was just a small-town florist trying not to look too small-town. The truth was, I’d almost talked myself out of coming at all. But now, here I was, weaving through a crowd of people who all seemed far too comfortable under the bright lights.

A woman with a headset darted past me, muttering something about a projection screen glitch. Behind me, a tall wall of orchids flickered as if someone had wired LEDs into the stems. I frowned. Maybe they had.

I was halfway through scanning a display of calla lilies shaped into a high-heeled shoe when I heard my name.

“Dana?”

My stomach clenched. I turned.

Ben Logan stood just a few feet away, holding a tumbler of amber liquid that caught the light. He looked... older. Not drastically, but enough to show the years. The soft creases around his eyes were deeper. His once perfectly-coiffed hair had given up the fight and gone fully silver at the temples. But his expression—surprised, cautious, relieved—was unmistakably Ben.

“Wow,” he said, smiling slowly. “I wasn’t sure it was you.”

“It’s me,” I said, stepping in for an awkward half-embrace. “Hi, Ben.”

We stood close enough for me to smell the cologne I remembered—something warm and herbal—but also something else, a faint note of stress beneath it.

“You look great,” he said, pulling back.

“You look... busy.” I tilted my head toward the badge on his chest. It bore the name of a major Toronto firm I recognized from my past life.

He gave a dry chuckle. “Isn’t everyone in this room?”

I laughed, but the sound felt off. Too loud in her own ears. “So, what brings you to a flower show?”

Ben lifted his glass slightly. “Corporate sponsorship. Our firm has a stake in one of the logistics companies handling sustainable imports. I’m here to shake hands, smile for cameras, pretend I know what peonies need.”

I smiled again, easier this time. “That tracks.”

He glanced around the room. “Can we... talk for a second?”

I nodded, and we drifted toward a quieter corner near an elaborate trellis display draped in creeping vines and misting nozzles. The sound of trickling water almost covered the edge in his voice.

“I shouldn’t say much,” Ben began, lowering his voice, “but... things at the firm? They’re off. Audits being delayed. Red flags buried. Someone’s been playing fast and loose with transactional records.”

My pulse ticked up. I sipped my water, carefully neutral. “That sounds... concerning.”

Ben frowned. “They’re calling them ‘internal anomalies,’ but there are too many to be accidental. Someone’s covering something. Or setting someone up.”

A silence stretched between us.

“You’re still good at this,” he added, his gaze sharp now. “You caught that tone in my voice before I even said a word.”

“I haven’t done that in a long time, Ben,” I said. “I arrange flowers now. That’s my edge these days—pairing lilacs with freesia, not uncovering financial crimes.”

He didn’t laugh. “Yeah. But you still see the patterns.”

I wanted to deny it, to retreat behind my neutral smile, but something in his eyes made it hard.

“I can’t talk about it here,” he said suddenly, looking over my shoulder. “Just... be careful who you trust while you’re in town.”

Before I could respond, a woman in a sleek black blazer glided up beside Ben, her expression cheerful and corporate. “There you are! We’ve been looking everywhere. You’re up next with the CFO.”

Ben stiffened. “Right. Sorry.” He glanced at me, his smile returning like a mask snapping into place. “We’ll catch up.”

Then he was gone, swept away into the current of the evening.

I stood frozen, the mist from the trellis dampening the air around me. My grip on my water glass tightened.

I turned back toward the main floor of the event. The buzz of conversation now seemed sharper, the lights too bright. Laughter from a nearby group struck me as forced. I scanned the crowd, my mind tumbling through the pieces Ben had dropped.

Audits delayed.

Transactions buried.

Be careful who you trust.

None of this had anything to do with flowers.

I took a slow breath and headed toward the exit, already knowing I wouldn’t sleep tonight. My plan had been simple: smile, network, focus on the business of blooms. But Toronto had other ideas.

And now, so did I.

*
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THE scent hit me before the door even swung shut behind me.

Cinnamon, espresso, steamed milk—and underneath it all, something sharp and citrusy from the morning pastries. Bean & Ledger hadn’t changed in the three years since I had left Toronto. Same pendant lights over the counter, same too-loud indie playlist, same blackboard menu written in the same impossible-to-read cursive. I felt like I’d time-travelled into a version of myself I wasn’t sure still existed.

“Dana?”

The barista’s eyes went wide as he looked up from the espresso machine. “Holy hell—it is you!”

I blinked. “Hey, Jules.”

“You disappeared on us! You used to be here every morning at 7:10. Dirty chai, one raw sugar. Always said it was your only vice.”

I smiled, but it came out sideways. “I moved. Small town. They only do normal coffee up there. With, like... drip pots.”

“Brutal.” Jules winced in mock sympathy. “Your usual?”

I hesitated. In Elliot Lake, I’d adjusted to black coffee with two milk and one sugar. Efficient. No frills. But something about this place—the way it still smelled like ambition and deadlines—dragged me back. “Sure,” I said finally. “Why not.”

Jules beamed. “On the house. It’s so good to see you again.”

I gave him a grateful nod, took the familiar paper cup with its hand-drawn lid doodle, and slid into the window seat I always used to claim. A few minutes passed before Ben arrived.

He spotted me immediately and moved through the room with a kind of stiff, polite urgency, like he’d been trying not to be seen. He looked better than he had the night before—pressed shirt, clean shave—but his eyes were still tired, his shoulders tight beneath his coat.

“I wasn’t sure you’d actually come,” I said, sipping my chai. The sweetness and spice hit hard, jolting old neurons. It was like drinking a ghost.

“Yeah. Sorry about last night.” Ben slid into the chair across from me. “Things got... interrupted.”

“So I gathered.”

For a moment, we just sat, letting the hum of the café fill the space between us. I glanced toward the window, where people in lanyards and suits moved briskly down the sidewalk, heading toward the second day of the Garden & Floral Show. The city didn’t pause for anything—not even unease.

“I checked out your exhibit this morning,” Ben offered. “The wreath work? Really beautiful.”

I gave him a half-smile. “Thanks. It’s the only reason I came.”

He nodded. “I didn’t realize how much I missed your designs until I saw them again.”

That softened me a little. Ben could be evasive, but rarely insincere.

“I didn’t come here for compliments, though,” I said gently. “Last night... you were off. More than just ‘office stress.’”

Ben didn’t answer right away. He leaned back in his chair and looked past me, out the window. “Things are messy,” he said finally. “Internally. Layers of it. Audits being shuffled, reports altered after review. It’s not... normal.”

I kept my voice low. “You’re not just talking about corporate screw-ups.”

“No.”

He sipped his coffee—black, no sugar—and winced slightly. Maybe he wasn’t sleeping either. The coffee gave it away. Normally he’d have never stepped foot in a coffee shop let alone drank a coffee. It was one of the reasons I had always buried my espresso in chai tea.

He could never even handle the smell of it.

“I might disappear for a bit,” he said next. “Take some time. Maybe a vacation. Maybe longer.”

Mypulse ticked up. “Disappear?”

He waved a hand, vague. “Just to clear my head. Step away. Some distance would help.”

“Ben.” My voice sharpened. “Are you in danger?”

His eyes flicked to mine—fast, then away. His mouth worked like he might speak. Instead, he reached for his phone and tapped the screen, checking something, avoiding me.

“I can’t talk about it.”

“You already are talking about it,” I said. “You’ve warned me twice now. Last night, and again today. That doesn’t sound like someone on vacation. It sounds like someone scared.”

Ben dropped his voice. “If anyone from the old firm reaches out to you—anyone—be polite. Be vague. And don’t trust them.”

My gut twisted. “That’s not nothing, Ben.”

He looked at me, really looked. “You’re not part of this. Stay out of it.”

“But I’m already in it, aren’t I?” I said, quiet but firm.

He started to answer but stopped, catching sight of the time on his phone. “Shit. I’ve got a panel in ten minutes.”

Ben rose quickly, leaving his coffee barely touched. I stood too, but before I could press him again, he gave me a look—some mix of gratitude, guilt, and fear—and placed a hand briefly on my shoulder.

“Just... be careful, Dana. Please.”

And then he was gone.

I sat back down slowly, my chai now lukewarm in my hands. Through the window, I saw Ben crossing the street, disappearing into a sea of polished shoes and structured blazers.

He hadn’t answered my question. Not really. But I could see it in his posture, in the way his voice tightened at the edges. Something was seriously wrong.

I took a long breath, then another sip of my drink.

The sweet, spicy chai no longer tasted like nostalgia. It tasted like a warning.
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The Garden & Floral Trade Show opened with a fanfare that felt more like a corporate launch than a celebration of plants. Spotlights swept across velvet-draped entryways. A string quartet played something vaguely classical in the corner. Waiters glided by with flutes of sparkling water and biodegradable hors d'oeuvres. I felt like I’d stepped into a perfume ad—if the perfume were made of moss, ambition, and a touch of money laundering.

Still, I had a job to do.

I ran a hand over the edge of my booth, making sure every stem was precisely placed, every loop of wire tucked and hidden. The arrangements were mine, but they were also a tribute. My mother’s foundational style—layered, romantic, a little wild—anchored everything. I’d added structure. Geometry. A kind of precision I hadn’t realized I’d missed until I started building with flowers instead of spreadsheets.

People lingered.

A woman with purple glasses leaned in close, snapping photos of the funeral wreath with the twisted steel core. A man in an impeccable charcoal suit asked if I shipped to Vancouver. Someone else left a business card in my hand, saying, “I love the mood of this—like it’s telling a story.”

For the first hour, it was going well. Better than I’d dared hope.

But I couldn’t stop scanning the room.

The showroom floor was enormous—rows of exhibitors, brand reps, vertical garden demos, and sleek tech companies claiming to revolutionize indoor growth cycles. Somewhere near the center was the feature exhibit everyone had been buzzing about: the Blood Rose.

I hadn’t gone to look yet.

And then I saw him—Ben.

He stood near the northeast corner, half-shadowed by a modernist installation made entirely of aluminum piping and orchids. He hadn’t seen me, and I didn’t call out. He was deep in conversation with a man I didn’t recognize—tall, sharp suit, posture that screamed private equity or intelligence agency. Their body language wasn’t friendly. Ben’s hand clenched briefly into a fist at his side, then released. The other man leaned in, said something close to Ben’s ear, then walked away like nothing had happened.

Ben didn’t follow. Just stared after him, like he’d swallowed a grenade.

I turned away before he could spot me watching.

It was time.

A slow hush began to roll over the showroom, the kind of hush that only happens when something very expensive and dramatic is about to be revealed.

The Blood Rose unveiling was scheduled for midmorning, and the organizers weren’t going to let anyone forget it. The lights dimmed. A mist machine hissed. From the center of the floor, a circular glass case rose from beneath a stage—crimson light flooding up from beneath it.

Inside stood a single rose.

It was almost too perfect.

Deep, velvet red. Layered petals that spiraled inward with a hypnotic symmetry. Its stem was long and sleek, but not smooth—lined with precise, evenly spaced thorns that looked more like decorative daggers than anything organic.

Whispers rippled.

“That can’t be real.”

“I heard the DNA’s been patented.”

“Didn’t someone get arrested over this back in 2022?”

“My friend says the original donor vanished. Never gave a real name.”

Urban legend? Probably. But the fascination was real, and I couldn’t quite shake the chill that crept up my spine as I stepped in closer.

The rose felt theatrical. Too cultivated. Like it wasn’t just bred—it was built. Engineered not only for beauty but for spectacle.

I watched it glitter under the curated light for another moment, then peeled away and headed back to my booth. I didn’t belong at the center of anything. Not anymore.

A man stepped in front of me just as I reached my display. Tan trench coat, notebook in hand, press badge around his neck.

“Dana McIntyre, right?”

I blinked. “Yes?”

He smiled easily. “I’m doing a piece on the show’s more controversial elements. Would you say the Blood Rose’s history makes it more intriguing—or more troubling to industry veterans?”

That set off every alarm in my body.

Industry veterans. Like I’d been part of this world for decades instead of just inheriting a flower shop and muddling my way through grief.

“I’m not sure I’m the right person to ask,” I said carefully. “My focus is more on arrangement technique and environmental impact.”

He chuckled like we were sharing an inside joke. “Right, of course. Still, you’ve made quite the impression today. Any thoughts on the rumors that the Blood Rose was part of a failed biotech acquisition? Or that it’s connected to the Arcadia scandal?”

I forced a laugh. “I think someone’s been spending too much time in Reddit comment threads.”

He shrugged, scribbled something, and moved on without another word.

I watched him walk away, a sick feeling settling low in my gut.

This was supposed to be about flowers. About legacy. About finally stepping into something I could own.

But already, it felt like the floor was shifting beneath me.

Ben’s warning echoed in my ears. Be careful who you trust while you’re in town.

And suddenly, the rose didn’t seem like the only thing designed to draw blood.

*
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THE message came through just after noon, while I was restocking brochures at the booth.

Come now. West greenhouse. Don’t trust anyone. –B

It wasn’t like Ben to be dramatic. Or cryptic. Or abrupt. Even when we were both knee-deep in a blown case and half a second from career collapse, his messages had a kind of precision. This was not that. This was... wrong.

I didn’t even stop to explain to Monica, just muttered something about a supply issue and slipped out into the corridor, my badge swinging from my lanyard like a metronome counting down to something awful.

The greenhouse complex was tucked behind the main exhibit halls—technically off-limits unless you were part of the staging or logistics crew. I’d wandered by earlier in the week during set-up and peeked through the glass: humidity tents, industrial fans, curated soil bins. Like an alien biosphere had been dropped in the middle of downtown Toronto.

Now it was nearly silent. Too silent.

I pushed open the side door marked “Authorized Personnel Only” and was hit with a wave of heat and floral perfume so thick it nearly masked the coppery tang underneath. Nearly.

“Ben?” I called out.

Nothing.

The air felt heavy, still. Rows of rare orchids and engineered roses lined the walls, shadows stretching under the high arched glass ceiling. Everything about it screamed staged beauty—too perfect, too calm.

And then I saw him.

Crumbled near the back, half-hidden by a hedge of dark-leafed roses, Ben lay sprawled on the concrete floor. One leg awkwardly twisted. One arm across his chest. The other—

Oh god.

The other was clenched around the stem of a Blood Rose, its thorns sunk deep into his palm. Blood seeped around the cuts, staining the petals like bruises blooming in reverse.

“Ben!” I dropped to my knees beside him. “Hey. Hey, stay with me.”

His eyes fluttered open—barely. Slits of pain and panic.

“D-Dana...” His voice was thin, slurred.

“Don’t talk. You’re going to be okay. Just stay with me.”

He tried to lift his head and failed. I grabbed my phone, hands shaking.

“911, what’s your emergency?”

“I need an ambulance. Now. Toronto Garden Show. West greenhouse. Man injured—possibly stabbed or assaulted. He’s losing blood.”

As I rattled off details, I pressed the heel of my hand gently against Ben’s chest, trying to slow the bleeding. His shirt was damp and sticky.

“Files...” he rasped. “They’re not... safe.”

“What files?” I bent closer, desperate to hear him. “Ben, what files?”

“They’ll come for you too.”

That stopped me cold.

Before I could ask more, his eyes rolled back. His grip on the rose loosened, the stem clattering softly to the floor like a dropped syringe.

I knelt there, my knees soaked in blood, counting the seconds. Somewhere in the distance, sirens howled their way closer.

Hold on. Please hold on.

When the paramedics arrived, it all became noise.

Flashlights. Shouts. Barked orders. Hands pulling me back as others moved in with stretchers and gear. I tried to follow, tried to keep talking to him, but a woman in a green uniform blocked me.

“He’s unconscious. We’ve got it now.”

“He said he was being followed—he said files—”

“We’ll let the officers handle that,” she said, too gently.

The greenhouse doors opened again, and suddenly the room was full of lights—red, white, blue—spilling over the plants like a dystopian Christmas.

A police officer approached me, notebook in hand. Young, sharp-edged, all business.

“You found him?”

“Yes,” I
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