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Chapter 1
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Helen hit the bend too fast, her neat red car doing an outstanding job of staying on the road.

I slid her a glare as I gripped the handle on the car door and balanced my cell phone against my knee as we listened to Josie from Prestige Recruitment Agency on the loudspeaker.

“When I got this job from Fleur de Bloom, it had your names written all over it,” she said. “It’s short-term, so you won’t be away from home for long. It’s a perfect match for your skills. Lorna Shadow planner extraordinaire to handle the fancy party, and Helen Holiday to provide heavenly treats and help with a few costume alterations.”

“My needle might have to stay packed if everyone turns up for the party,” Helen said. “This will be the biggest catering job I’ve ever handled.”

“You’ll be great at it,” Josie enthused. “And you’ll have helpers at the party.”

I nodded as I flicked through the paperwork the agency had sent last night. It was unusual for us to take on a last-minute, short-term job like this, but with our situations changing and having a permanent base of our own with Zach and Gunner, Helen and I were open to trying something new. Short-term gigs also paid better because the clients were desperate and needed help fast.

“They do know how little time there is until Halloween?” I asked. “Getting everything organized in ten days is a huge task.”

“You’re not starting from scratch. I emailed you the party planner’s progress. The silly woman flaked at the last minute. But the hard work is done. Everything is booked, and the guests have been invited. It’s just loose ends to tie up, and that’s it. The two of you love a challenge,” Josie said. “You can do anything when you set your minds to it. And a Halloween party will be such fun.”

“It might not be fun if we have to race around getting everything done because the old party planner hasn’t been honest about what she’s done.” I was a little worried. Maybe there’d been a huge problem and the original party planner had ducked out to avoid getting in trouble, or the boss was a tyrant and had scared her away.

“You’ll both do splendid jobs. And Fleur de Bloom has added a generous bonus to the package because you’ll be working long hours.”

“Exactly how long will these hours be? I can’t function without my beauty sleep.” Helen’s blue eyes narrowed as she navigated another sharp bend.

“Don’t worry. Zara Patella is a lovely woman. I’ve spoken to her several times. I don’t get the impression she’s a slave driver, but she does expect top quality results.”

“It should be fine. We can organize a party,” I said.

“And you’ll have your own accommodations off-site from the house,” Josie said. “When you have spare time, you can relax. You don’t need to be on duty all the time. I promise you won’t regret taking this on.”

“We’re on our way, so we can’t back out now.” I reached behind me and ruffled Flipper’s gray fur. He was sound asleep on the backseat of the car, oblivious to the chaos we were about to enter.

“I knew you wouldn’t let me down,” Josie said. “They’re a bit out of the way in the countryside, so you’ll have time for lovely walks with Flipper. How is my favorite doggie?”

“Asleep, as usual. He’ll enjoy himself no matter where he is.” Flipper was nothing if not adaptable when it came to fitting into a new place. I took him on every job, and he loved exploring the new places we traveled to for work.

“I must dash,” Josie said. “Any questions, you pick up the phone. I imagine you won’t need any help, though.”

We said our goodbyes, and I stuffed my cell phone into my purse. I looked out the window at the gray clouds that scudded overhead. Autumn was almost a distant memory as we hurtled toward winter. This was my favorite time of year, when I got to wear my long boots and snuggly sweaters.

“Give me the details,” Helen said. “I couldn’t concentrate yesterday when it all came through, what with Gunner heading off on his big secret case and not telling me anything. It’s almost like he has a mistress; he was being so cagey.”

I laughed. Gunner Booth, Helen’s new husband, was high up in the police and often disappeared on top-secret missions. Helen always tried to winkle information out of him, and she was always unsuccessful, no matter how many brownies she bribed him with.

“Gunner wouldn’t dare have a mistress. He knows what you’d do to him if he did.”

“Quite right. I’m all the woman he needs.”

“And there is the small matter of him being head over heels in love with you.” Gunner and Helen were perfect for each other. Married life suited them, and they’d been blissfully happy since their wedding.

“Naturally. I am irresistible.” Helen grinned at me. “Come on. Tell me everything about Fleur de Bloom.”

“The Halloween party sounds extraordinary. We just need to pull everything together, double check the bookings, and confirm the guest numbers and any special requirements. Oh, and you have to cater to two hundred hungry mouths.”

“It’s so exciting. I have dozens of ideas for themed Halloween treats. I’m going to wow these party guests with so many spooky surprises, they’ll be talking about it for months. It’s a product launch party, isn’t it?”

“That’s right. Fleur de Bloom is launching a new range of hybrid flowers.” Fleur de Bloom was the country’s most exclusive developer of rare and exotic blooms. They were proud of developing their own produce and ensuring the survival and cultivation of plants on the verge of extinction. 

Helen’s brow wrinkled. “Flowers and Halloween. I don’t see the connection. Shouldn’t they launch new blooms in spring or summer, when everyone is thinking about their gardens, not snuggling on the couch in front of the fire, sipping hot chocolate?”

“Apparently, these are special. They’ve created hybrid flowers that look like skulls, among other things.”

“Skulls! Who wants something creepy like that peeking out at them? Do they think that will be a bestseller?”

“Apparently so. Their botanists have also created flowers that give off a distinctive smell. I haven’t got any more information than that. I was focused on the party details and making sure we can pull this off in ten days. The Fleurs are something special when it comes to plant hybrids.”

“Didn’t Josie mention the name Zara?” Helen asked.

“Zara Patella is our new boss. She jointly owns the business. She’s the one who’s handling the party.”

“It’s a shame their party planner let them down at the last minute,” Helen said. “What a mean thing to do.”

“I hope it’s not because the business owners are awful to work for.”

Helen shrugged. “We’ve handled awful before. And because she bailed, it means we get the jobs and the bonus stress payment that goes along with it.”

I nodded as I skimmed through the information Josie had sent again. A half-planned Halloween extravaganza should be fixable. I was looking forward to it. I enjoyed Halloween. It gave me a chance to hang out with lots of ghosts who needed nothing more than their bags filled with candy. No murders to solve, no puzzles to figure out, just lots of sweet treats and fun fancy dress costumes.

“What about this neo-gothic house?” Helen asked. “It sounds creepy to me. It also sounds old. We both know what old means.”

“You’re right. It is an old place. I looked it up online last night. The original structure was built in the thirteen-hundreds and used as a place of worship. But we’ll be working in the fancy new offices in the grounds. They’ve been purpose built, so we don’t have to go near any creepy old house that has things going bump in the night.”

“That’s a relief,” Helen said. “I know I can’t see the ghosts, but they still give me the chills when they’re hovering round you, demanding you help them. You know I hate the cold. I’ve packed some cute sweaters just in case we have to hang out with the house ghosts.”

“With a bit of luck, the only ghosts we’ll see on this job are the ones people dress up as. Fake ghosts are not a problem.”

“And a few witches and werewolves, I’ve no doubt.” Helen flung the car around a corner as we headed deeper into the Hampshire countryside.

Hampshire was one of my favorite counties, with its lovely seaside resorts and national parks, but it was hellishly expensive if you wanted to buy property there. That was a part of the joy of this work. I got to experience the life of the wealthy and privileged without facing their outrageous tax bills every year.

As Helen zoomed along the country lanes, past more bare trees and empty fields, I looked at a picture of the neo-gothic house the family lived in. It had a spooky vibe. I was half-expecting a gothic Addams family to reside there. I’d do my best to stay away from the house. Helen was right; old places always meant ghosts. The more ghosts there were, the harder it was for me to concentrate, and I’d need my focus for this job.

“This is our final turn,” Helen said. “The house should be right in front of us.”

The sat nav directed us to the left, and we were soon pulling up outside the house. Formerly an ancient church, the enormous building had been transformed into a vast, three-story dwelling. The stained glass and gothic stone work created an imposing facade as I stared up at the building. I hadn’t mentioned it to Helen, but there was even an old graveyard tucked away somewhere. I would not be visiting that. As cliché as it sounded, ghosts did lurk around their final resting place from time to time.

As soon as Helen switched off the car engine, Flipper woke from his slumber and was eager to jump out and explore his new surroundings.

As I let him out, I continued to stare at the building. I only had to glimpse at a couple of windows to see we were being watched and not by anyone who was living. I shivered and turned away from the house.

“This is something else.” Helen pulled our bags from the trunk. “It’s like something out of a gothic novel. Look at that spire.”

I focused on the trimmed lawn instead. “It’s a perfect setting for the Halloween party.”

I turned as the front door opened. A slim, dark-haired woman wearing a black pantsuit stepped out. She smiled as she hurried toward us.

“I hope you’re my new party planners.” Her heart-shaped face held a hint of anxiety. “I wasn’t able to sleep last night worrying that you might think the job is too big for you.”

“That’s right. We’re the planners. I’m Lorna Shadow,” I said as I shook her hand. “And this is Helen Holiday.”

“Zara Patella.” She shook both our hands. “I’m so grateful the agency found somebody to step in at such short notice. When our old party planner walked out on me the other day, I thought I’d have to call the whole thing off. It would be such a shame. We’ve worked so hard to get this right, and for everything to fall apart at the last minute would be a tragedy.”

“We’ll do everything we can to make sure the party goes off without a hitch,” I said to Zara.

She surprised me by giving me a hug. “You’re my party planning angels. Let me give you a quick tour, and I can fill you in on what we’ve done. A lot of the outside decorations have already gone up, especially in the barns. It’s the admin I’m stuck on and, of course, the food.”

“I can help with that,” Helen said. “And if you need your Halloween outfit tailored, just ask.”

“My outfit!” Zara’s cheeks paled. “I hadn’t even thought about a costume. What shall I wear? I can’t go to my own Halloween party without an outfit.”

“We can sort something out.” As I studied Zara’s face, I could tell she was a little overwhelmed by everything on her plate. “How about we look around and then talk costumes?”

“Oh, yes! You’ll want to see your new home.” Zara smiled.  “Leave your bags here for now. Your car will be safe, too. You have your own parking space, which I’ll show you.” She set off at a quick trot, and I hurried along with Helen, Flipper not far away as he explored the large, manicured grounds.

“I understand the flowers you’ve bred for the party launch are something special.”

“They’re such fun. They were my former business partner’s idea. She always had a knack for coming up with something unique, something to capture the public’s imagination.”

“They’re really designed to look like skulls?” Helen asked.

Zara chuckled. “Exactly that. They’re remarkable. And you have to try the zombie scented flowers.”

Helen wrinkled her nose and lifted her eyebrows as she looked at me. “They must be a niche product.”

“You’d think so. But we’ve got twenty-five thousand pre-orders. I almost fell off my seat when I saw the latest numbers come in. I can’t imagine anything more unpleasant than something that smells of zombies around your house. But it’s the trend, you see. The zombie movies, books about zombies, and zombie series on TV. Why not zombie flowers? I’m hoping no one gets me one as a gift, though. I’ve scent tested enough of them to never want to see another, or should I say sniff another, one again.”

As we walked along, Zara pointed out the greenhouses and barns. “We’re using some barns for spooky experiences at the party. A sort of walk-through of terror experience. I’m getting actors to do some interactive scaring. I want this to be a party to remember.”

“The main party will be held outside?” I asked.

“That’s right, in marquees.” Zara slowed outside a single-story building with pale blue paint on the window frames. “This is your accommodation. It’s set back from everything and recently renovated. The long-term plan is to let these out to nature lovers. I think we’ll draw a crowd of keen amateur botanists and garden lovers. But if these won’t do, there are rooms in the house.”

“No! This will be perfect.” I glanced over my shoulder at the house. Something about that place set my teeth on edge. It could be its age or the fact there were lots of bodies buried not far away, but I was keen not to spend any time inside.

Zara smiled. “Some people get uncomfortable about sleeping in a former church. That’s why we had these units built. They’re very comfortable and quiet. You won’t be disturbed.”

“Are the offices away from the main house, as well?” I asked.

“Yes, and I’m glad for it. The house is lovely to look at but too drafty for me. I only go in there to sleep and eat. That was one of the first things I decided when there was enough money, get some purpose-built, state-of-the-art offices. There’s no need to sit shivering in the cold. Come and see them.”

I followed Zara along a path to a dark green door. She opened it and flicked on the lights.

I stepped inside with Helen. There were several desks, filing cabinets, computers, and bookshelves. Everything we needed.

Flipper bounded in and sniffed around.

“I expect this is where you’ll spend most of your time,” Zara said. “I do.”

“It looks perfect.” I watched as Flipper ran to the back of the office and whined.

Zara looked over, and concern filled her eyes. “Is your dog friendly with other animals?”

“Yes, he gets on with everyone.”

Zara let out a relieved sigh. “That’s good. I forgot that Miltonia was in here.”

“You have a pet?”

“No, well, she’s sort of mine. I’m looking after her for now.” Zara ducked down. “Miltonia, come here.”

“Who’s Miltonia?” Helen asked. “It’s an unusual name.”

“She’s a dog. She’s named after an orchid. Miltonia’s been a bit down. She spends all her time here. I can’t even get her to go for a walk. When she needs the toilet, she goes out but comes straight back in again and huddles in her bed.”

“Is she friendly?” I asked.

Zara tilted her head from side to side. “She’s not unfriendly.”

I walked over slowly, not wanting to spook Miltonia. Flipper stood next to a small dog bed, covered in a checked blanket. A small, quivering lump was underneath the blanket.

“Flipper, heel.” He walked over and sat by my feet.

I inched up the edge of the blanket. Two beady black eyes stared at me, a tuft of pale fur sticking up on top of her head. Other than a few tufts of fur on the dog’s legs and tail, she was bald. Her brown, blotchy skin quivered like a gone off jelly.

Helen peered over my shoulder. “Oh dear. What’s wrong with her?”

“Nothing,” I said.

“Where’s her fur?”

“She’s a Chinese Crested dog. They often come with little fur. At least, some do. You get powder puff Chinese Crested, and then this breed, which has very little fur. Their skin is similar to ours. You have to make sure they don’t get sunburned and keep their skin moisturized.”

“She looks miserable,” Helen said. “I guess I’d be just as glum if I looked so odd.”

I held out my hand, but Miltonia ducked down and closed her eyes as if wishing I would vanish. “She’s beautiful in her own way.” I lowered the blanket and backed away, not wanting to stress her out.

“Miltonia’s never been a people person,” Zara said. “I’m hoping she’ll get used to company now you’re here. And when I heard you came with a dog, I thought that would help get her out of her shell.”

“If anyone can charm her, Flipper can. He’s great with other dogs. I can bring him to work, and they can spend time together.”

“He sounds like just what Miltonia needs. She gets lonely. I’m often out at meetings or have my head buried in work and forget she’s here; she’s so quiet.”

“We’ll have her bounding around in no time. I bet she’ll be the star of the party with her quirky looks.”

“She won’t need a scary costume,” Helen muttered. “Did you see her tongue sticking out the side of her mouth?”

“Don’t be mean,” I whispered. “We can’t all be as gorgeous as you.”

Helen batted her eyelashes at me before turning to Zara. “Are you planning on decorating the house for the party?”

“No, I don’t think so. Providing the weather holds, we’ll have everything in the marquees. Oh, there’s so much I have to tell you. Actually, I can show you some of it. The spooky barn is almost set up.” Zara hurried out of the office and led us to a large set of wooden double doors. She pulled them open and stepped inside.

As we walked into the barn, a mist drifted around our feet. The barn was strung with fake cobwebs and realistically scary looking giant spiders, along with angry-faced bats.

Zara laughed and clapped her hands. “Everything looks to be working. You need to watch out; some of these displays have lives of their own. This way.”

Helen grabbed my hand and squeezed tightly. “Do not let go of me. You know I’m not fond of being scared.”

I smiled at her. “You do remember how much of our time we spend being surrounded by ghosts.”

“Yes, I know you’re a ghost magnet, but that’s different. They leave me alone unless they’re mean. This place is too realistic for my liking.” She shrieked. “Look at that werewolf. I’m sure he moved.” Helen peered at the seven-foot furry werewolf whose eyes glowed.

“Keep up,” Zara called. “You don’t want the ghosts to get you. I want everyone who comes to the party to have a super spooky experience in here.”

“It works for me.” Helen raced past the werewolf, dragging me along with her.

“So long as I don’t have a super spooky real-life experience, that’s all I care about,” I whispered to Helen.

“Me too,” Helen said. “I don’t mind making Halloween themed treats for this party, but I do not want to be covered in ghostly spider webs or cursed by a witch.”

I turned to see where Flipper was, but he was nowhere to be seen. I took a few steps back. “Go on without me. I’ll catch up.”

“You’re abandoning me in a spooky barn? Don’t you watch horror movies? The first rule is never split up. Only idiots who want to die split up.”

I grinned at her. “Catch up with Zara. I want to make sure Flipper isn’t sticking his nose in where he shouldn’t.” He might have returned to Miltonia, curious about this new dog who wanted nothing to do with him.

Helen grumbled as she walked away. “If the undead ghost of a zombie killer gets me, I’m coming back to haunt you in revenge.”

I shook my head as I watched her go. “Flipper, where are you?” I didn’t want him getting lost in his new surroundings. I caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my eye and hurried after it. “Flipper, come back here.”

I ran round the corner and straight into the arms of a ghost. This was not your typical ghost. It was solid and warm and grunted in surprise as I slammed into it.

I bounced off the ghost and gasped. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize there was anyone in here.”

The ghost stared down at me, a costume concealing the person’s features. From the height of the ghost, I guessed he was male.

A scream had me spinning on my heel, and my heart pounded. That scream came from Helen. I looked back at the ghost, but he was already hurrying away.

I ran toward the sound of Helen’s scream. As I turned the corner, I found her in the arms of a ghoul with red eyes.

“He’s got me.” She struggled in the ghoul’s arms and kicked him in the ankle with the sharp toe of her high heel.

“Ouch!” The ghoul let go and staggered back. “I was only playing with you.”

“Go play with someone your own size.” Helen glared at him as she straightened her skirt. “And don’t go grabbing someone you’ve never met before. I might have had more than a pair of high heels to defend myself with, then you’d have been in real trouble.”

Zara rounded the corner, her eyes widening as she took in the scene. “Oh, I am sorry. We’ve got a few actors as part of this experience. They’re role-playing today to get a feel for the venue. They can be a little too scary for their own good.” She shooed the ghoul away. “Don’t mind him. Most of them are drama students looking for extra credit. They can get too into their roles at times.”

“He came off worse,” I said. “Helen’s got a mean kick.”

“You’re right,” Helen said. “There’s nothing worse than a handsy ghoul.”

Zara laughed. “I couldn’t agree more. This way. There might be a few more scares, but I’ll warn you before they happen.”

I turned as I heard a bark. Flipper ran toward me, his tail in the air.

“Where have you been?” I said to him. “You need to protect me from all the scary stuff, not run off looking for fun things to do.”

He trotted along beside me, not seeming concerned by his spooky surroundings. I noticed he had some pale fur on his nose. It looked like Miltonia’s fur. He must have gone back to make friends. I looked around, but there was no sign of the other dog.

“Stay by my side and protect me from all the ghouls and werewolves,” I said to Flipper.

He licked my hand and gave a quick bark.

Actually, I didn’t mind this kind of fright. If these were the only scares I got this Halloween, I’d be more than happy to do this job. Spooky spider webs and all.
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Once we’d finished looking around, Zara left us to settle into our accommodations.

The units were pristine, and we were the first to stay there. Each unit had its own bedroom, modern bathroom, and lounge. There was a small kitchenette, but Zara said we were free to use the kitchen in the main house, which came fully equipped. She’d also invited us to dine with her and the Fleur family that evening, so we’d get to see the inside of the house, as well. That wasn’t something I was looking forward to but felt I couldn’t decline.

As I unpacked my case, I felt excited about the upcoming Halloween party. It would be a lot of work pulling everything together, but if we got this right, it would be incredible. And I liked Zara. She was smart and funny and passionate about the launch of the new flowers. I wanted to make sure I did an excellent job for her. She seemed stressed about everything that needed doing, and if I could help to alleviate that, I would.

Helen hurried into my room. “What do you think, so far?”

“Apart from the ghoul incident in the barn, it’s going well. Oh, but I did bump into a ghost just before you screamed and kicked that poor acting student.”

“A ghost! Did it want anything?”

“It wasn’t a real ghost. Well, it was someone dressed to look like a ghost. I didn’t get the chance to talk to him before he ran off.”

Helen snorted a laugh. “So long as the real thing leaves you alone, that’s the main thing. That ghoul was too realistic for his own good. I hope all these guests coming to the party have strong constitutions. We don’t want any of them collapsing because the spooky barn is too realistic.”

“Most people love a good scare. But it might be wise to print out some signs saying not for the fainthearted, just in case.” I hung up the last of my clothes and put away my luggage. “We only saw a small part of the grounds. It’s an enormous place.”

“We’ve got nothing to do this evening,” Helen said. “Let’s take a look around before dinner and get a feel for it all.”

I nodded as I pulled on my shoes.

“I need to check out the kitchen,” Helen said. “You might not have to deal with the spooky old house, but I’ll have to use their facilities. It had better be up to scratch.”

“If it’s anything like the rest of the place, it will be.” I looked at the new fittings in the bedroom. “They’ve spared no expense here.”

After Helen had finished her unpacking, we hurried out of our accommodations and back into the grounds.

Flipper stopped and nudged open the door of a barn as we walked past. I hurried over to pull him away. The door opened wider, and I saw more ghostly props inside. “Hey, come take a look at this.”

Helen hurried over and groaned. “Not more spooky things. Haven’t we got enough already?”

I pulled out a long black cloak and swirled it around my shoulders. “Maybe we should dress up on the night of the party. We don’t want to look like party poopers.”

“Yes! Great idea. We’d look silly if we were the only ones not in costume.”

I grinned at her. “What will you be?”

“A fairy princess.”

I twisted my mouth in disapproval. “You can’t be a fairy princess. It’s Halloween. If you’re going to be a fairy, it has to be an evil one.”

Helen flicked her blonde curls over her shoulder. “I don’t want to be an evil fairy. How about a unicorn?”

“Unicorns aren’t terrifying. They’re magical.”

“I bet those horns can cause some damage if jabbed in the right place. What about a princess?”

I shook my head. “How about a goblin, complete with warts?”

Helen scowled at me. “If I’m going as a goblin, you’re going as a gnome.”

I chuckled. “Gnomes aren’t scary.”

“They are. They all have those little screwed up evil faces, like they’re having naughty thoughts and plotting the demise of their owners. Gnomes are not benevolent. Gnomes have a dark side. Never trust a gnome; that’s what I say.”

“I’ve never met an evil gnome. Maybe you’re thinking of gremlins. The green, scaly guys you should never get wet or feed after midnight.”

“No, you’re definitely going as a gnome. One with a fishing rod and a pointy hat.”

I scanned the contents of the barn. “Sorry to disappoint, but there are no gnome costumes in here. I’ll have to go as something else. Something that’s scary rather than cute.”

“What are you doing in there?” I turned toward the sound of an angry male voice. A dark-haired muscular guy wearing navy overalls strode toward us, his brows pulled down and a frown on his stubbled face.

“Oh, sorry. We didn’t know it was out of bounds.” I placed the cloak back in the barn. “I’m—”

“I don’t care who you are. You shouldn’t be snooping. This is private property.” The man grabbed the barn door and pulled it out of my grip, leaving behind a couple of splinters in my palm.

“We’re not snooping,” I said as I squeezed out the tiny pieces of wood from my hand. “Well, we sort of are, but we’ve just started working here. We work for Zara.”

He glared at us and grunted as he slammed the barn door shut and locked it. “Then go work for her. Keep your nose out of my barns.”

I exchanged a startled glance with Helen. “We wanted to get familiar with the place. I’m sorting out the Halloween party for launch night.”

“Get familiar with something else. I look after these barns and the equipment inside. I can’t afford to have anything broken or damaged.”

“We weren’t going to break anything.” Helen jammed her hands on her hips and glared at him. “We’re interested in our new place of work. I’m catering the party, and Lorna is making sure it goes off without any problems. We’re professionals. We know what we’re doing. For all we know, you could be the one trespassing. You haven’t even bothered to tell us your name.”

The man glared at her and shrugged. “I do the maintenance. I’m Luke Walsh. I make sure everything runs smoothly, as well. That gets harder when people interfere in things that don’t concern them.”

Helen’s mouth dropped open. “We weren’t interfering. We’re curious.”

“It doesn’t matter. You know now not to do it again.” Luke turned to leave but stopped as he looked down at Flipper, who watched him with a cautious interest. He bent and held out his hand. “Who’s this lovely fellow?”

“That’s my assistance dog, Flipper. He goes everywhere with me.” I took a step closer to Flipper. So far, Luke had been nothing but mean, and I didn’t want him to do the same to Flipper.

Flipper stood and sniffed Luke’s fingers before allowing him to stroke his head.

“What a lovely dog. He looks like a wolf with that unusual coloring. Have you had him long?” Luke’s angry features were transformed from a mean grinch to an attractive guy as he fussed over Flipper.

“Since he was a puppy.” So, Luke liked dogs. He couldn’t be all bad if he was into his animals. Sometimes, people preferred animals to other humans. I understood that. And we had been snooping around where we probably shouldn’t have been. If Flipper accepted Luke, I was willing to give him a second chance.

“You can tell he’s clever by looking into those eyes. What does he assist you with?” Luke asked.

“Just about everything. I have a... medical condition,” I said. At least, that’s what I told everybody. And you could say it was a medical condition, seeing the unhappy ghosts of people who’d died while leaving something unresolved.

Luke stood after giving Flipper one more stroke. He gave my hand a brief pump. “I didn’t get your name.”

I resisted the urge to tell him that was because he’d been too busy telling us off. “Lorna Shadow. This is Helen Holiday.”

Luke scuffed a booted foot in the dirt. “Sorry if I came across as rude. I get so sick of the family poking around and checking up on me. They pay me to do a job. They should let me get on and do it.”

“I promise we aren’t planning to get in your way.”

Luke nodded and ran a hand down his face. “That’s good to hear. I’ll stay out of your way if you stay out of mine.”

I glanced at Helen, who looked like she wanted to carry on arguing with him. “That sounds fair.”

“And I’ll give you a bit of advice about this business and the people who work here. You need to be careful. The flowers they produce may be beautiful, but they’re deadlier than you can imagine.”

“Deadly how?” Helen asked.

“Beautiful things often hide something deadly. Stay away from the beautiful things, the plants and the people.” Luke strode off without a backward glance before I had a chance to ask him what he meant by that cryptic statement.

My happy mood darkened as I watched him go. “That was quite a welcome.”

“I’m taking no notice of him. He was trying to scare us,” Helen said. “What a grump. He acted like he owns these barns, as if we were going to break any of his precious things.”

I watched Luke as he disappeared around the corner. “Plants are deadly. That was an odd thing to say. Deadly to whom? Was he trying to warn us about something or someone?”

“Who knows? I’m taking his advice and staying out of his way.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Didn’t Luke say to stay away from the beautiful people? Do you think he’s beautiful?”

She smacked my arm. “No! I mean, he’s okay to look at. With an attitude like that, you can bet he’s single. No woman in her right mind would put up with such a grouch. Maybe that’s his problem; he’s lonely.”

“Don’t try matchmaking the grumpy maintenance guy,” I said. “The only thing you’ll get for your trouble is shouted at.”

“You saw what love did to Gunner. He turned from a loud, abrupt buffoon into a sweet, caring guy who always puts his woman first.”

I laughed. “Gunner is still loud and abrupt. You’re just wearing love-tinted glasses.” Love had changed them both for the better. Gunner was softer around the edges, and Helen was more relaxed, knowing she was adored by a guy who’d never let her down.

“Ahoy there! What brings two beautiful ladies to these gardens?” A tall, broad-shouldered man with a neatly trimmed dark beard and a big smile on his face strode toward us.

“We were looking around,” I said, “getting to know the place.”

“You must be the two girls Zara hired to make sure our party goes with a swing.” He pumped both of our hands as we introduced ourselves. “I’m Julius Fleur. I live here.”

“You must be looking forward to the party,” Helen said.

He laughed and nodded. “Quite right. I love a good party. This place needs something to cheer it up a bit. This launch party is the thing we need. Lots of booze and music and people running around having a good time in scary costumes. We’ll sell a shed load of flowers, as well, which is good for the bottom line. Have you seen everything you wanted to see?”

“Zara gave us a tour of the main buildings when we got here. We were having a look around everywhere else,” I said.

“Excellent! I hope Zara invited you to dinner.”

“She did.”

“Good show. There aren’t many of us, and you’ll have to excuse the shop talk at the table, but it’s only right you’re included on your first night here.”

“You’re involved with the business, as well?” Helen asked.

“In a hands-off kind of way.” Julius grinned as he petted Flipper on the head. “Have you been inside the greenhouses? Every time you step inside, it’s like being in a jungle, almost like stepping into another world. It certainly beats the cold autumn nights that have us running to grab another sweater.”

“We’ve not been inside them,” I said.

“Come with me. I’ll give you the real tour. I’ll leave nothing out.” Julius stroked his beard. “Right this way.”

“What role do you have with Fleur de Bloom?” I asked as we followed Julius along a gravel path.

“As small a role as possible.” He chuckled to himself. “I help out and advise now and again. It’s good to give the younger generation my experience. I worked in the City for thirty years before taking early retirement. I must have picked up a few useful facts along the way.”

I grinned at Helen. “I’m sure they appreciate your input.”

“So they should. I’m the favorite uncle. Here we are, greenhouse number one.” Julius pushed open a glass door, and we entered a muggy, damp environment. “This is where the pretty flowers are produced.”

I shut the door swiftly to keep the temperature under control and looked around. It was a huge greenhouse with rows of plants as far as I could see. A sprinkler system kept a light mist in the atmosphere. My dark hair would be a fluffy mess if we stayed here too long.

Julius led us along rows of brightly colored flowers. “These are Gloriosa. Expensive and beautiful. We also have our own crop of saffron.” He pointed to a row of pale purple flowers. “Commonly known as the world’s most expensive spice. It’s one of our specialities.”

“Do you only specialize in rare plants?” Helen asked.

“Rare means expensive, so I encourage it. The horticultural nerds like to experiment with other things, but these flowers are what make us the most money.” Julius pointed at a clump of dead plants. “A failed attempt at growing Rothschild’s orchids. Those plants go for five grand a pop!”

“That’s a lot of money for one flower,” I said.

“Rare plants are like the Van Goghs of flower nerd heaven. Some people will pay anything to get their hands on something beautiful and unique. I keep nagging Zara to have a stab at growing the more exotic varieties, but she digs in her heels. We’ve diversified into rare hybridized plants. They fetch slightly less money but are hardier.”

“Are you involved with breeding the plants?” Helen asked.

“Good lord, not for a second. I do not have a green finger on my ham-fisted hands.” Julius held up his large stubby fingers. “I leave that sort of thing to the girls. They oversee the flowers. Zara’s got a Ph.D. in Botany. She’s been to some exotic places in South America to study how they breed their orchids. That girl has more than a few useful brain cells in her head. She’s a smart one, as was my Felicity.”

“Who’s Felicity?” I asked.

The smile faded from Julius’s face. “Ah, no one’s told you about my niece?”

“Does she work here too?”

“This way.” Julius led us out of the first greenhouse and past several others until we reached the last one. “Come inside. This was Felicity’s base of operation.”

The plants lining the shelves were not beautiful like the orchids and saffron we’d just seen. Several had large spikes and dark leaves on them, and a few had glistening berries.

“What do you grow in here?” Helen asked.

“This was my niece’s favorite place. She spent a bit of time with the pretty flowers, making sure we had plenty of stock to sell to those who like their flowers perfect and sweet smelling. My Felicity had a thing about toxic plants. It was her obsession. She loved nothing more than extracting the dangerous ingredients from these plants. She always said nature was more powerful than any human-made weapon. You could kill someone with a drop of poison from some of these plants.”

I grabbed hold of Flipper and held on tight to make sure he didn’t so much as sniff a plant. He wasn’t interested in the plants. His attention was on a small dog bed on a work bench.

“Does that dog bed belong to Miltonia?” I asked.

“Yes! She’s such a sad, ugly little critter. Zara’s keeping an eye on her until she finds her a home. Miltonia used to belong to Felicity.”

“Miltonia was in the office when we were looking around.”

Julius shook his head. “Who would want something that looks so strange? I don’t know where we’re going to find her a new home.”

My thoughts went to the terrified dog in the office. Poor Miltonia, somebody would adore her.

“Why the fascination with toxic plants?” Helen asked.

“It beats me,” Julius said. “I never understood half of Felicity’s babblings. I think it was a morbid fascination of hers. She was what you might call an eccentric.” He stopped by an empty bench and rested his hand on it. “Rather sadly, this is the spot my lovely niece was found dead.”
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Chapter 3
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My heart thudded in my chest, shock running through me at the news of Felicity’s death. “What happened?”

“It was a terrible tragedy. It was the end of April this year when she was found. Felicity had been working long hours, experimenting and refining a new hybrid. She was always terrible at taking breaks. When she was done working in the other greenhouses or with Zara in the office, she’d come here and play with her dangerous plants.”

“How did she die?” Helen asked.

“The official report stated she died from multiple bee stings. The coroner ruled it an extreme allergic reaction.”

“Do you have hives in the grounds? Did a hive swarm, and the bees attacked?”

“No hives, but the flowers attract the bees. They’ve been a nuisance this year. They ruined my summer picnic in August, buzzing around and dropping into the champagne. Anyway, some got into the greenhouse. Maybe Felicity aggravated them, and they attacked her.”

“What a horrible way to go,” Helen said. “Did Felicity know she was allergic to bee stings? It’s a risk working with plants if she did. Bees love brightly colored things. I’m always wafting them away when I’m wearing anything with flowers on it.”

“That’s the odd thing. No one knew she had an allergy. Felicity certainly didn’t. And I’m certain she’d been stung before and didn’t have any problems.”

“Felicity didn’t have a bee sting kit in the greenhouse?” I asked.

Julius scrubbed at his beard. “Not that I know of. What’s in it?”

“My boyfriend, Zach, has one in his work van. He works outdoors and has used it on people who’ve reacted badly to being stung. The most useful thing in it is a shot of epinephrine. It counteracts the venom from the sting. That could have saved Felicity.”

“No, we have nothing like that. It was an unfortunate accident. It was such a loss to the family, and there aren’t many of us left. Felicity spent a lot of time around her plants, more so than any of us.” Julius sighed as he looked around the greenhouse. “At least, she died surrounded by things she loved. The poor thing was so bloated when I found her, she was hard to identify. If it wasn’t for the pink hair, I wouldn’t have known it was her.”

“Pink hair?”

“Yes, she liked to change her hair color to match her favorite flower of the month. You never knew what you’d get from Felicity. She could be orange one month and green the next. My niece was a little on the quirky side.”

“I’m so sorry she’s gone.” Helen nudged me.

I knew she was wondering the same as I was. Was Felicity’s ghost lingering around this greenhouse, unhappy with how she died? I looked around slowly, but there was no sign of a pink-haired ghost.

“As was I,” Julius said. “But Felicity loved her plants more than she loved any member of her family. I can’t blame her for that. We’re an odd bunch, at times. Have you met her brother?”

“No, not yet,” I said.

“He lives in the house. You’ll meet him this evening at dinner. He’s a charming one but don’t believe a word he says. Felicity got all the brains in the family. Horatio got left with a lot of charm and hot air. Fortunately, he’s not bad looking, so he’ll capture a rich widow to spoil him rotten and make sure he never grows up.”

“Was Horatio close to Felicity?” I asked.

“He cared about her. I get the impression she put up with him. He was the annoying big brother, who had little ambition and still enjoyed teasing his sister, even though they were adults.”

“Felicity didn’t run the business with him?”

Julius snorted out a laugh. “She’d never risk her reputation on his fly-by-night ideas.”

“Felicity ran the business just with Zara?” I asked.

“That’s right. They’d been friends since they were kids. Both smart, young women. Zara’s held things together on her own, but I think it’s a struggle. This Halloween party will help get things up and running again. It’s what we all need, something positive to offset such a tragedy. Felicity’s death has been lingering over this place for months. I will celebrate and remember my niece fondly when we have this party and sell her final creation to the masses.”

I nodded. “That sounds like a lovely way to remember her.”

“It is, indeed. As well as all the money we’ll make.” Julius chuckled. “I’ll leave you to it, ladies. Best you don’t stay in this greenhouse. It’s not a safe place to be if you don’t know what blooms you’re handling.” He walked off, whistling loudly.

I hurried out of the greenhouse with Helen and Flipper and shut the door.

“Have you seen Felicity’s ghost?” Helen asked as she looked around the gloomy shadows of the garden.

“There’s no sign of her. If she died here, it makes sense her ghost would be around if she needed to make contact.”

“Death by a bee sting, how awful.”

“It’s an unusual way to die.”

“You can’t train bees to attack a specific person, can you?” Helen glanced around as if expecting an angry hoard of killer bees to be hovering behind her.

“I’m pretty sure you can’t train a bee to do anything it doesn’t want to do.” I peered through the greenhouse glass. “Since Felicity’s not here, we can’t ask her what happened.”

“It’s possible someone let the bees in. They could have made them angry, shoved them in the greenhouse when Felicity was working, and let them attack her.”

“Possible, but it’s a risky thing to do. I wouldn’t want to handle a load of angry bees. What if they turned on me? There are safer and easier ways to kill someone.”

“Let’s hope Felicity doesn’t make an appearance,” Helen said. “As horrible a death as it was, let’s chalk this one up to an accident and get on with enjoying our time here.”

I nodded as I pulled my jacket tightly around me, and we headed to our rooms to freshen up for dinner. It was a horrible death and must have been painful, but it sounded like her family and friends were doing something to remember Felicity by launching her final flower to the market. Maybe they’d name it after her. The Felicity Orchid, it had a lovely ring to it. I’d make sure the party was great, in memory of Felicity and her hard work.

As I walked into my bedroom, I slowed. There was a single white orchid on my pillow.

Flipper ran in front of me and barked. He turned in a circle several times, his tail up.

I recognized the signs and sucked in a breath as I grew lightheaded. “Felicity, is that you?” I looked around the room but saw no sign of a ghost.

As I went to pick up the orchid, Flipper jumped on the pillow and kicked it off with his paw before stamping on it.

“It’s okay. It’s not going to hurt me. It’s a flower.” Still, I didn’t want to pick it up, especially after we’d been in a greenhouse full of poisonous plants. And I was no horticultural expert. Maybe Flipper was right to be cautious of this orchid gift.

I eased the flower out from under his paw and scooped it into the trash on a piece of paper before wiping flower pollen off his paw.

As I raised my head, I came face-to-face with a sad looking ghost wearing round, dark-framed glasses. She had a mass of frizzy pink hair and wore an oversized black cardigan.

“Felicity?” I asked.

She nodded and looked at the flower I’d thrown into the trash.

“I was being cautious after seeing your greenhouse full of toxic plants.”

She shrugged and nodded.

“I’m Lorna Shadow,” I said. “I can see you but can’t hear you. Is there something you need from me? Perhaps you have a message you want to send to a family member or loved one before you feel ready to pass on?”

Felicity nodded and drifted to the dressing table. She grabbed an eyeliner pencil and wrote the word help on the mirror.

“What help do you need? Is it something to do with the way you died?”

She nodded again and dropped the pencil.

“I was wondering about whether to wear my green dress or the black dress for dinner.” Helen strode in carrying both dresses. She stopped and stared at the mirror. “I’m guessing you didn’t write that.”

“We spoke too soon about Felicity’s ghost not being around,” I said. “She’s just arrived. She left me an orchid on my pillow. She does need our help after all.”

“Oh, boy,” Helen said. “A ghost who needs our help on Halloween. Why shouldn’t I be surprised to discover that?”

I smiled and shrugged. “We have to help her. If her death wasn’t an accident, she deserves justice.”

“Of course, we must help her,” Helen said. She held up the dresses. “The green or black dress for dinner, Felicity?”

Felicity stared hard at Helen and scratched her head. It looked like fashion wasn’t her thing.

“She’s pointing at the green dress,” I said.

“Perfect. That’s my favorite.”

I shared a smile with Felicity. “So, what next, Felicity?”

She pointed at the door.

“We should take her to dinner with us,” Helen said. “She can show us who she thinks trained the killer bees to sting her.”

Felicity tilted her head, her expression puzzled.

“Or maybe she wasn’t stung by bees,” I said as I carefully observed Felicity. “But something bad happened to her. We can help you if you’d like.”

Felicity nodded before drifting out of my room.

“It looks like we’re taking a ghost to dinner,” I said.

“Great! Let’s go get some tasty food. Then we can help our flower loving ghost have a happy Halloween by solving the mystery of her death.”
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“Are you ready to see inside the spooky house?” Helen asked as we crossed the damp grass and headed to our first dinner with the rest of the family and Zara.

“I’m sure it won’t be that bad.” I glanced at the wonky spire and lead-lined windows. The whole place had a creepy vibe about it. I forced myself to dismiss the concerns I had. My head was full of Halloween, and that always came with an extra side of creepy. After all, I knew the truth about ghosts.

Felicity trailed along behind us. I was glad she was attending the dinner. It would give me a chance to see how she reacted to everybody. She might have an idea who wanted her dead and could point the finger when we were all together. If not, she might have a few clues about who her killer was if she even was killed. I was still undecided about that.

Even if this wasn’t a case of murder, Felicity needed our help with something, and we would make things right for her.

I stopped outside the main door of the house, which stood ajar. Despite the cold night seeping through my clothes, I was not keen to enter. My nerves jangled, and a cold sweat prickled at the back of my neck.

“It’s just a spooky old house. There’s nothing bad to see here. No evil ghosts will jump out and terrify me,” I whispered to myself.

Helen pushed on through the door with Flipper and Felicity. She turned to look at me as I waited by the entrance. “Come on. You’ve been in worse places than this.  Remember, we worked for that psychic who saw dead pets? That was a spooky place, and you did okay in there. And what about that creepy castle we worked in with the cobwebs and ancient ghosts in the basement?”

“Sure, but this is different. I can’t explain it.” I touched the ancient wooden front door. It was solid but not reassuring. Maybe I could feign illness and ask for a plate of dinner to be sent to my room. No, I couldn’t do that. It would make a terrible first impression on everyone. I would have to face the creepy head-on.

Helen shook her head. “A few annoying ghosts have never stopped you from enjoying a good dinner.”

“I know I’m being silly.” I rubbed the goose bumps on my arms and stepped across the threshold of the house. The hallway was dark and wood-lined with oil paintings of landscapes. I held my breath as I looked around for any signs of malevolent spirits. So far so good, there were no ghosts peeking out to greet me. They must all be lurking in the shadows, waiting to jump out when my back was turned.

I walked through a couple of cold spots as I followed Helen along the hallway toward the sound of voices. Cold spots I could handle. If that was the worst the ghosts threw at me, I’d be fine.

I stopped outside a closed door. Although the room was quiet, I got a sense it wasn’t empty. I eased open the door. My eyes widened as I saw half a dozen ghosts sitting in a small library. Several had books in their hands. I closed the door quickly before they saw me. I could manage one ghost but not half a dozen seeking my attention. That was the road to passing out in front of everyone and looking ridiculous. I hurried to catch up with Helen as she entered the dining room.

Zara was already there, along with Julius. A tall, good-looking guy with messy blond hair, wearing a crumpled linen suit, stood with Zara, a drink in his hand.

Zara smiled when she saw Helen and me and beckoned us over. “I hear you’ve already met Julius.” 

Julius raised his glass and nodded at us. “Charming girls. You picked brains and beauty with these two.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes and grinned at Helen instead.

Zara pursed her lips. “Of course. That’s what I asked for when I contacted the recruitment agency; no unattractive people allowed to work here. Attractive, smart women only. It was top of my requirements.”

Julius roared with laughter. “Absolutely spot on there.”

Zara shook her head. “Please, ignore Julius. He still thinks placing adverts requesting pretty fillies to chase around the office and do the odd bit of dictation is acceptable.” She gestured to the blond-haired guy. “This is Horatio Fleur.”

“Felicity’s brother?” Helen asked.

Horatio raised his eyebrows. “That’s right. Did you know my sister?”

“Oh, no. Julius told us the sad story of what happened when he showed us around the greenhouses.”

Horatio squinted at his uncle. “Uncle Julius does love to gossip. I hope he didn’t upset you with that news.”

“Gossip be damned,” Julius said. “These lovely girls need to know what they’re getting into. It seemed right I tell Felicity’s story. This place would be nothing if it wasn’t for her. She is this business. Or rather, she was before it killed her.”

Zara tutted and muttered something under her breath I couldn’t hear. “This is all of us. There’s not enough of us to fill such a big house, but it’s convenient to live here with the offices on-site, alongside the greenhouses and storage barns.”

“Do you live in the house, as well?” I asked Zara.

“Yes, I have a room at the top of the house. Felicity insisted I live here. It means no commute, and I get more work done.” Zara’s smile was indulgent. “When I moved in, Felicity said it was like our old college days. We shared a dorm and would stay up late, gossiping and eating marshmallows we tried to melt using matches.”

“That sounds like fun,” Helen said.

“It could be. I should warn you it gets cold here at night. You’ll both be all right, snug and cozy in the converted apartments. If you ever have to stay here, you’ll need lots of extra blankets on the bed. My toes are always freezing in the mornings. I sometimes wear three pairs of socks to bed, and that’s still not enough to ward off the chill blains.”

That had more to do with all the ghosts hanging out in the library than the heating system, but I decided not to mention that to Zara.

I watched Felicity for a few moments as she drifted around the room. She wasn’t paying anyone any particular attention and was studying a framed sketch of an orchid on the wall. Maybe she was still here just because her death was traumatic, and she wasn’t ready to move on from everything that was familiar.

The dining room door opened. A tall, slim guy with a hipster beard, hair bun, and drainpipe pants walked in.

Felicity shot to his side and hovered around him, her hands fluttering against her chest.

“What are you doing here?” Horatio asked, irritation clear in his voice.

“We always have dinner together,” the man said as he strode over and helped himself to a glass of wine.

“You haven’t been here for days,” Horatio said. “I figured you’d given up on that tradition.”

Zara shook her head, a frown on her face, another person who was less than thrilled at this new arrival. “You might as well meet our new employees.” She introduced us. “This is Barnaby Thompson.”

“What do you do at Fleur de Bloom?” I asked him as he shook my hand. He had several leather and colored string bangles on his wrist.

He smiled. “Nothing at all.”

“Barnaby was friends with my sister,” Horatio said.

“I still would be,” Barnaby said. “I’m planning to come to the Halloween event. I want to make sure everything is done right by Felicity. I owe her that.”

“We’re hardly going to mess things up.” Zara sighed. “We won’t let Felicity down. The party will be amazing, especially with the help of Lorna and Helen, now that they’re here to save us.”

I nodded and smiled at her.

“Even so, it feels right I’m around for this event. I was the one who suggested the novelty flowers.” Barnaby adjusted his cuffs. Everything he wore suggested he had expensive, on-trend taste, from his loafers to his designer guy bangles.

“Ideas are ten-a-penny,” Horatio said. “It’s doing something about them that’s the important thing.”

Barnaby quirked an eyebrow. “You’d know all about that. How’s your latest business venture?”

Horatio glowered at him. “I’m ironing out the kinks.”

Barnaby grinned as he raised his glass. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

Felicity hadn’t left Barnaby’s side since he entered the room. I wondered how close they’d been. Could she care about him, or was her attention because she figured him for her killer?

“Let’s sit down and eat,” Julius said. “We never do anything fancy at these gatherings,” he said to me as we took our seats around the table. “Zara cooked, so it’s not going to be anything special.”

Zara flicked her napkin at him. “If you want something different, make it yourself the next time.”

“My place isn’t in the kitchen,” Julius said. “That’s a woman’s domain.”

I pinched Helen’s arm before she started an argument about women’s rights. Julius had some old-fashioned views when it came to women and where they belonged. “I’m sure it will be lovely.”

“It’s pasta and salad,” Zara said as she grabbed the dishes from the sideboard and served everybody. “I’m not much of a cook.”

“I love to cook,” Helen said. “I’m happy to do dinner next time. It will be simple to whip up something tasty for such a small number of people.”

Zara let out a relieved sigh. “I was hoping you’d say that. That would be great. I know you’re here to do the catering for the party, but any help you can give me will be appreciated. We’ve got so much to do and so little time.”

“The party plans sound elaborate,” I said as I tucked into my pasta. It was a little over-cooked, but the tomato and basil sauce was delicious.

“They need to be,” Julius said. “We’ve invested hundreds of thousands into this new breed of plant. It can’t fail.”

“You haven’t invested anything,” Zara said. “The business has. We’ve taken on the risk. It will be a huge hit. The market research confirmed there’s a huge audience for this product, as have all the pre-orders. We’ll be in profit by the end of the month.”

“Which product is this?” Helen asked.

“Stinky flowers,” Horatio said.

“You mean, flowers that smell nice?” Helen asked.

“Quite the opposite,” Horatio said. “These flowers smell like somebody died.”

“Horatio, that’s not true.” Zara shook her head. “I mentioned these to you when we were looking around earlier. Before Felicity died, she was working on a niche product.”

“The skull-shaped flowers?” I said.

Zara nodded. “I’ll admit I was unsure, but I ran the numbers, and we tested the products. People love them. I imagine they’re the sort of novelty gift you’d buy someone when you have no clue what to get them. It’s not just skull-shaped flowers. Felicity worked on all kinds of different shaped flowers. And yes, that includes ones that smell unusual.”

“Like death,” Horatio mumbled through a mouthful of pasta.

“It’s more of a pungent smell,” Zara said. “It’s a little spicy.”

“It’s not spicy. The flowers smell gross.” Horatio grabbed his wine glass and took a large swig. “I always thought Felicity produced them because she wanted to grow flowers to send to people she hated. There’d be a market there. You could buy revolting smelling flowers and send them to your enemies.”

Julius laughed. “That’s not a bad idea. We should market them as that. Fleur de Foul. The perfect gift for the thorn in your side.”

The lights overhead flickered, and the temperature dropped several degrees. It appeared Felicity did not like that idea one bit.

Zara glanced at the lights. “This building is ancient. All the electrics need ripping out and replacing. We’ll get around to it one day but not any time soon. It might be better to tear this place down and start again.”

“Not a chance,” Horatio said. “This is the family home.”

“What family?” Julius said. “There’s hardly any of us left. We should pull it down and sell the land. We’d make a tidy profit.”

“So long as you find someone who’d take on the graveyard. There are laws about that. You can’t go building on a load of bodies,” Barnaby said.

“Graveyard? Bodies?” Helen lowered her fork.

“Don’t worry your pretty blonde head about that.” Julius leaned over and patted her hand. “We won’t let the ghosties chase you.”

Helen glanced at me. “Doesn’t it make you uncomfortable, having a graveyard so close?”

“Do you believe in ghosts?” Julius chuckled and shook his head.

“That’s beside the point,” Barnaby said. “This place won’t be worth much because of the expense of preserving the graveyard or moving the bodies.”

“That’s enough talk of ghosts and bodies,” Zara said. “I don’t want to scare off our new arrivals. We’ve got other things to talk about.”

“Like the party,” I said. My gaze was apologetic as I looked at Helen. I’d not mentioned the graveyard because she’d have been worried about me and the possibility of lots of ghosts bothering us.

Zara placed her cutlery down. “Exactly. Essentially, this is aimed at launching our new products. We’ll be the first provider on the market to offer such a product. This could make us internationally famous in the horticultural business.”

“So long as you get it right,” Barnaby said.

“Of course, I will,” Zara snapped. “And you don’t get a say in this.”

“I do. Felicity would have wanted me here. I still have a stake in this business. I have my investment to consider.”

“And I keep telling you I will give you back your investment as soon as you like. Felicity let you buy into the business because you had nothing else going on. You still haven’t found your own job.”

“Now, now,” Julius said. “Let’s not have this argument again. Our lovely new employees will think we are terrors to work for.” He smiled at Helen and me. “I promise you we don’t always bicker like this. You’ve caught us at a bad time.”

I nodded. The group dynamics were fascinating. Zara and Barnaby clearly hated each other. Barnaby was here to support the wishes of Felicity and keep an eye on his investment in the company. Julius looked like he tried his best to smooth things over in order to keep the money pouring in. And nobody paid Horatio any attention.

Helen kicked me under the table as the tension grew. Felicity must also have been aware of the problems in the room. The table shook, and the lights dimmed again.

“You’re expecting almost a thousand people at the launch event.” I ignored the plates clinking as Felicity grew more agitated.

“That’s right,” Zara said. “It’s mainly people in the horticultural business or enthusiastic amateurs. Specialist growers and buyers will also be attending. We’ll have the press here, as well. We’re hoping to get good coverage in specialist magazines. You never know. The national media might catch on to a story about skull-shaped flowers and run with it. That will be a huge boost if they do.”

“You’re not hosting any activities in the house?” I asked.

“That’s right. We’ve got half a dozen marquees arriving tomorrow,” Zara said. “And of course, you’ve seen the barns. That will be a key draw. We want people to come here and have a terrifying time. They’ll remember this night and the wonderful flowers they see.”

“And place huge orders for our products once they’ve done so,” Julius said.

Zara fixed him with a tight-eyed glare. “Of course. We’ll give people an experience they’ll never forget, and they’ll want to show off their specialist plants.”

“We should do something with foam,” Horatio said.

“Foam? That’s not scary,” Zara said. “This is a Halloween party, not an Ibiza club classics night at the local bar.”

“Everybody loves foam,” Horatio said. “I’ve been to some great foam parties. It gets wet and wild.”

Zara wrinkled her nose and shook her head. “No foam.”

“And none of your ridiculous inflatables either,” Julius said.

“My inflatables aren’t ridiculous,” Horatio said. “My new business idea is great. Just you wait. Once I get it up and running, there will be no stopping me. Everyone will want my inflatables for their parties. You should get in first before there’s a wait list.”

“Moving on,” Zara said, “all the decorations are ordered, and most are already here, and the food and drinks have been ordered. Helen, you’ll want to check the food when it arrives. You can go through the order, as well, and add anything to it. Get whatever you need to make this party spectacular. I want everything spooky and related to Halloween. Spare no expense.”

Helen rubbed her hands together. “I’ve got some great ideas. I’ll make samples for you to try.”

“That will be perfect. And I want a huge cake as the centrepiece. What sort of thing can you do that links to the party theme?”

Helen tapped her finger against her chin. “How about a Black Magic cake? I can add webbing in icing on the top and sides.”

“That sounds perfect. Can you do a multi-layer version? Like a spooky wedding cake.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem. I can add mini figures dotted around the base. Ghosts and witches, that sort of thing.”

“You must make a witch figurine to represent Zara,” Barnaby said.

Ouch! Barnaby was not a fan of Zara’s.

Zara flapped a hand at him. “Ignore him. A Black Magic cake will be wonderful.”

Helen nodded and grinned at me. She loved a baking challenge.

“I can get my hands on spooky inflatables,” Horatio said. “They’d be fun.”

“What would we do with them? Use them as spare seats?” Zara shook her head. “They don’t fit the vibe of the party. We’re going for relaxed with a hint of class.”

“She’s right, old thing,” Julius said. “Introduce inflatables and you might as well have bikini-clad girls trotting about selling cigars and party favors. Actually, that’s not a bad idea. We could—”

“No!” Zara said. “No to the half-naked woman and no to the inflatables. If we introduce inflatables, it will look like a frat party gone wrong. That is the exact opposite of what we want to achieve.”

Horatio shoved back his chair. “I’m trying to help. I’m a partner in this business. I should have input.”

“My advice, old boy, is stick to being a silent partner,” Julius said. “It works for me.”

Horatio jumped up and stomped away.

“Don’t mind him,” Julius said as he chuckled. “He’s always full of ridiculous ideas. That boy never follows through with any of them. Horatio’s what you call an ideas man. It’s a shame none of his ideas are any good.”

Barnaby laughed. “You have to give him top marks for effort. Horatio comes up with a new business proposal at least once a month.”

From the frustration on Horatio’s face as he’d left the room, he didn’t seem to think his business ideas were ridiculous. I could stay here and listen to the ins and outs of the party plan, or I could go make sure he was all right. Whilst I did that, I could also see what Horatio thought about his sister’s death.

I looked at Helen and winked. “If you’ll excuse me for a minute, I must take Flipper out for a quick comfort break. I won’t be long.”

“Take your time,” Julius said. “Everyone makes excuses for not finishing the food Zara provides.”

Zara glared at him. “You know where the kitchen is. Get your chef’s hat on and stop complaining.”

Julius laughed as he poured himself more wine.

“Dinner was lovely,” I said to Zara. “I’m embarrassed to try to cook with Helen on hand. She puts anyone to shame.”

Zara smiled, and the tightness left her face. “I’m glad she’s here. It will save everyone from soggy pasta in the future.”

I hurried away with Flipper. Dinner hadn’t been the best, but I wasn’t interested in food anymore. I wanted to talk to Horatio and get his insight on Felicity and her strange death.
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Chapter 5
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As we dashed along the hallway in our search for Horatio, I kept my gaze fixed on the top of Flipper’s head. I paid no attention to the ghosts lurking in the shadows. There was an unnerving number of ghosts in this house. My skin was covered in goose bumps and my stomach tight as I checked in each room for Horatio.

I was relieved when I found him in the kitchen. He held a large glass of whiskey as he stared out the window at the large moon looming over the garden.

“Is everything okay?” I looked around the kitchen quickly. Fortunately, this place was ghost free.

“Nothing that a few of these won’t sort out.” Horatio swirled the whiskey in his cut-glass tumbler before taking a sip.

“I’m sure your uncle was joking,” I said as I opened the back door to let Flipper out.

“Are you? I don’t know about that. He never thought I’d amount to much, even when I was a kid. He instilled in me the same values about money as he has, spend it as soon as you can; you never know how long you’ll have it or how long you’re going to be here. Uncle Julius told me to find an old, rich widow and count my blessings, then I wouldn’t need to work for anything.”

“A sugar mommy wouldn’t be so bad if that’s what you’re interested in.”

Horatio nodded slowly. “I like a cougar when she’s well turned out. That’s not the problem. It’s that lot in there.” He gestured with his thumb over one shoulder. “None of them take me seriously. Only my sister did, and she’s not around anymore.”

“She sounds like an interesting lady.”

“Felicity was the best. Maybe a few sandwiches short of a picnic, but I loved her. And she believed in me. Felicity had time for me and listened to my business plans. She told me to follow my dreams and make them happen.”

“Not like your uncle or Zara. They don’t believe in you.”

“They think I’m ridiculous. I’ll be the first to admit my sister got the brains in the family. I never begrudged her that. She made this place into the success it is. She always had ideas ahead of her time. Take these crazily shaped flowers. News of them is all over social media. Everyone wants a freaky flower.” He chuckled. “I don’t see the appeal, but somehow it works.”

“You don’t want to be involved in Fleur de Bloom?”

“It’s not my thing. Felicity tried to get me interested and offered me different roles in the business. I didn’t love the idea.” Horatio scraped his hand through his hair. “I miss her. She always looked out for me.”

“Julius told me how she died. It was an unusual death.”

“For an unusual girl,” Horatio said. “I don’t know. Maybe Felicity wasn’t a smart as she thought, dying like that. It is strange how those bees got in. She always kept them out because she didn’t want them cross pollinating her plants and messing with her experiments. They must have found a hole and snuck in. I was always telling her to be careful. She never listened. Felicity thought she knew best, and most of the time, she was right. It’s just, in this case, she got things wrong.”

“You’re sure it was her fault? Felicity must have seen the bees. She must have known not to panic and how to get them out safely.”

“Felicity’s encountered plenty of stinging insects. She wouldn’t get in a flap because she spotted a few bees in her greenhouse. She’d have been angry and worried about her plants but not her own safety.” Horatio stared at me for a few seconds in silence. “It’s funny. I wonder about her death and how such a thing happened. I never got to see the body. Uncle Julius told me not to and that it wasn’t a pretty sight. It was probably for the best. But I never felt I got to say a proper goodbye to her. Uncle Julius said she blew up like a puffer fish because of the bee toxins. I wouldn’t want to remember her like that.”

I grimaced at the unpleasant description. “Sometimes, it’s better that way. You have your good memories of your sister when she was happy and healthy.”

“I guess so. It’s a shame she’s not around to help with my latest business idea. Felicity gave me seed funding for some of my businesses. She knew that, one day, I’d make it big just as she did with her flowers.”

“You mentioned inflatables at dinner. Is that your latest idea?”

The sadness left Horatio’s eyes, and he smiled. “Party inflatables. They’re all the rage. The wealthy set like to have giant inflatables at their pool parties. You can get them in all shapes and sizes. I’ve found someone in China I can import from. I was about to place a large order but can’t secure the funding from the bank.”

“They didn’t like your business plan?”

Horatio looked at the floor. “I tried the bank, but my credit isn’t good. I ran up a few debts years ago when I didn’t know how to handle credit cards. I’m blacklisted by every financial institution because of that. If Felicity was around, she’d have supported me. I wouldn’t have needed to go cap in hand to some stuffy bank.”

Flipper bounced through the back door of the kitchen and barked at an empty space before running to my side. I shivered as the temperature dropped and Felicity popped into view. She stood beside her brother shaking her head.

“Was Felicity always happy to fund your business ideas?” I watched her as I spoke. She looked at me and shrugged.

“She’d sometimes caution me about them. I didn’t always get things right. There was the failed attempt at breaking the mushroom enhanced coffee market. I also tried my hand at extreme laser challenges. Felicity told me I shouldn’t follow the trends and needed to look for something new, an untapped niche as she called it. That’s what she did with her plants. She looked for ways to tweak things and make them more exotic. That was why she loved the toxic plants so much. She saw potential in something deadly, something most people were afraid to touch.”

“Now she’s gone, maybe you can get more involved in the business,” I said. “It might be a nice way to remember your sister.”

Horatio shook his head. “She’d hate that. I’d mess up everything, and the place would go under within a year. That’s what happens to all my business ventures.”

Felicity smiled indulgently at her brother and nodded. It seemed she knew him well.

“In fact, I wouldn’t mind selling the whole thing and starting anew or maybe moving abroad.”

“What’s stopping you?”

“I’d have to get the agreement of the other partners to sell,” Horatio said. “It’s part of the agreement put in place when the business started. I don’t have a controlling stake in how things are run, so I can’t mess it up. I get a certain amount of input, not that I bother. Every time I do, I get laughed at.”

“If you control part of the business,” I said, “who else has an interest?”

“Zara, of course. She owns forty percent. Since she founded the business with Felicity, she’s much more involved. I own thirty percent. Uncle Julius owns the rest.”

I looked at Felicity as she hovered around her brother. There was an excellent motive for wanting her out of the way. Somebody killed Felicity to get greater control over Fleur de Bloom. That put Horatio, Julius, and Zara on the suspect list.

“What happened to Felicity’s share of the business after her death?”

“It was split between the three of us,” Horatio said. “Zara had a slightly bigger share but not enough to overrule Uncle Julius and me when we get together. We rarely do that. Both of us make lousy decisions when it comes to money. Zara’s got a good head on her shoulders. The business has stayed profitable since Felicity died. Although, after the big Halloween launch, I’m not sure what we’ll do. We’ve been flogging off my sister’s creations since she died. These are the last ones.”

“Can’t Zara work on new hybrids?”

“She’s more interested in business development than product development.” Horatio laughed. “Listen to me, I sound as if I know what I’m talking about. All I know for sure is my sister spent most of her time in the greenhouses working with the plants. She loved those plants and devoted her attention to them.”

Felicity nodded and ran a hand down her brother’s arm.

He flinched and shivered. “This place is so cold it gives me the creeps. Didn’t you think it was creepy when you arrived? All those cold spots and dark windows. I’m surprised you didn’t turn the car around and vanish.”

“It’s not so bad.” I refused to dwell on the ghosts lurking around. They hadn’t done me any harm. “It’s an old place. They’re prone to strange creaks and odd shadows.”

“Have you seen anything in the shadows?” Horatio glanced over his shoulder. “I’m not a superstitious person, but in the last few weeks, in the lead up to Halloween, I keep seeing things out of the corner of my eye.”

“If it’s any consolation, Helen was grabbed by a ghoul, and I ran straight into a ghost as soon as we arrived. With all the Halloween preparation going on, things will be unsettled.”

Horatio’s smile looked strained. “I keep walking through cold spots in the house. Isn’t that supposed to indicate something spooky?”

I stared at Felicity. Perhaps she’d been keeping tabs on her brother for a reason. “You’re talking about real ghosts?”

“If I believed in them, I guess I am,” Horatio said. “What about you? Are you a believer in unquiet spirits?” Although he grinned, there was tension around his eyes.

“Never say never. That’s my motto.” I smiled. “You never know what’s hiding in the shadows just out of sight.”

Horatio shuddered. “Don’t say that, or I’ll be packing my bags and moving into a nearby hotel. Not that I can afford one, mind you.”

“If you can’t sell the entire business, why don’t you sell your stake to your uncle or Zara? They both seem keen on keeping things going.”

Horatio swirled his whiskey around in the glass. “I thought about it. I feel like I’d dishonor my sister if I took a step back. Uncle Julius is a laugh, but his mind is on the money. He’s all about maximizing profits. So, it should be, since it is a business we’re running. But my sister’s passion was always the plants. And as for Zara, she does a good job, but I don’t know. I don’t want to let go of it. If I do, it would feel like I’m letting go of the final piece of Felicity. I’m not ready to do that.”

That made sense. Losing a sibling must be hard, especially since it sounded like Felicity was the only one who supported Horatio, no matter how ridiculous his ideas were.

“You seemed surprised this evening when Barnaby turned up,” I said. “What’s his involvement in the business?”

Horatio shook his head. “He’s an okay bloke, but I wish he’d stop coming by unannounced. He dated Felicity for a while, but I never saw it as serious. The trouble is, everyone else likes him, so I can’t tell him to get lost.”

“Zara didn’t seem keen on him.”

Horatio finished his drink. “No, they’ve never gotten along, even when my sister was around. Maybe Zara didn’t think he was good enough for my sister.”

“What do you think about him?”

“Barnaby’s decent enough company. He’s got a small investment in the business, but only because Felicity wanted him to feel involved. He used to spend time with Felicity in the greenhouse. Actually, there’s a thought. I said everybody liked him, but my sister didn’t just before she died.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Did they have a falling out?”

“I should say.” Horatio rubbed the back of his neck. “I heard Felicity and Barnaby arguing. In fact, it was the night before she died.”

“What were they arguing about?”

“I didn’t catch it all. I was in the garden and heard them in the office. Felicity sounded angry rather than upset. I mooched around to make sure things weren’t getting out of hand. A few minutes after the fighting started, Barnaby stomped out of the office. He looked spitting mad.”

I’d just unearthed another excellent motive for wanting Felicity dead. A lovers’ quarrel gone wrong.

“Did they often fight?” I addressed the question more to Felicity than Horatio.

She shook her head.

“Not so much. Barnaby used to get annoyed that Felicity loved her plants more than him. But he knew what he was getting himself into. They met at a horticultural show. Plants, not people, that was what my sister liked to say. She had a little motto on her desk that said: The more people I meet, the more I love my plants.”

The kitchen door opened. Helen looked in, a quizzical expression on her face as she brought in a stack of empty plates. “Everyone’s finished with the main course. It’s time for dessert if you fancy it. Zara says it’s in the fridge if you want to bring it through. I’ll grab the bowls.”

“Thanks, we’ll be there in a minute.” I turned back to find Felicity had vanished. “I hope you find somebody to help with your business idea,” I said to Horatio.

“I’ll be lucky. Without my sister around to help me, I’m at a dead end.” He turned to me, his eyes gleaming. “Hey, I don’t suppose you’ve got a bit of money sitting around you’d like to invest in the latest inflatables business?”

I shook my head and suppressed a smile as I walked to the fridge. “I’m afraid not. And I don’t have the first clue about inflatables. But I do know about pudding.” I opened the fridge door to find a shop brought apple pie on the shelf.

Horatio looked over my shoulder. “I’m glad Helen’s here. I’ll save a fortune on takeout, now we have someone on hand who can cook.”

I extracted the pie. “I hope people don’t mind cold pie.”

“We aren’t fussy.” Horatio placed his empty glass down and followed me out of the kitchen.

My head swam with possibilities as we walked back to the dining room. There were plenty of motives for wanting Felicity dead, even though I had yet to prove she was murdered. I needed to speak to Julius and Zara about their interest in getting control of Fleur de Bloom. I also wanted to chat with Barnaby about his argument with Felicity.

I had a head full of questions and too many suspects. I needed to narrow them down and decide who to target first.
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I sat on the couch with my feet tucked underneath me as Helen brought over croissants, strawberry preserves, and a large pot of tea for breakfast the next morning.

“Okay, since Felicity is lingering, we have to believe something bad happened to her.” Helen settled on the couch next to me and poured the tea.

“And she wrote help on the mirror,” I said. “She doesn’t need help passing on messages or finding something missing. We have to assume the worst.”

“Talk to me about the suspects,” Helen said. “I saw you sneaking off last night and chatting up Horatio. Did he have any useful information?”

“Almost too much.” I took a croissant. “He told me about a fight Felicity had with Barnaby just before she died. He also told me no one has a controlling stake in the business.”

Helen’s eyes widened. “Which implicates everyone who has a stake in Fleur de Bloom.”

“Exactly. Horatio, Julius, Barnaby, and Zara. Barnaby’s stake is tiny, but the others have a lot of skin in the game.”

Helen’s nose wrinkled. “If Zara wants control of the business, why doesn’t she kill Julius or Horatio? Why kill her best friend?”

“I’m not sure of the financial arrangements. It sounds like everyone was given a specific amount of leverage depending on their initial involvement. Maybe it isn’t as simple as her killing someone and taking their stake. When Felicity died, her part of the business was divided between the main investors.”

“Zara could have plans to bump them off one by one and buy their part of the business after they’re dead,” Helen said. “That’s what I’d do if my best friend had a stake in something I wanted. I’d kill her last, so she got a few more days of blissful ignorance.”

My croissant dangled uneaten in my hand. “Hold on. I’m confused. What would you kill to get your hands on exactly?”

Helen laughed. “Nothing! Well, maybe a really tasty brownie if it was the last one in the tin.”

I swatted her arm. “Thanks! I’m worth more than one measly brownie.”

“A tray of brownies then.” Helen dodged another swat from me. “Seriously, this business angle is worth looking into. People get nasty when there’s money involved.”

“Horatio said Julius is only involved for the money. Maybe he thought, by getting rid of his niece, he’d get more of the profits from the business.”

“That’s short-sighted if he did that,” Helen said. “He’s killed off the money maker. With Felicity dead, the fabulous hybrids stop.”

“That’s going to be a problem,” I said. “Horatio mentioned it last night. This big product launch for their Halloween plants will be their last.”

“If Horatio is worrying about the future of the business, he could be involved. He killed his sister to get money and now realizes what a mistake that was. We heard last night that he’s not blessed with an Einstein IQ.”

I nodded as I bit into my oven-warm croissant. “Julius said Horatio isn’t all that smart, but he seemed bright enough when we spoke last night. If he is involved, maybe he didn’t think it through before he killed his sister. Horatio needs money for his new business venture.”

“The problem with that is, how did Horatio train his killer bees?” Helen grinned. “That could be a new business he’s working on. A circus of bees. He might have little bees pedalling tiny bikes or balancing on high wires. That I’d pay to see.”

“You can suggest the idea the next time you see him. He might actually try it.”

Helen stuck out her tongue. “He could have gotten lucky. Horatio could have spotted a bee’s nest and stirred them up then opened a window so they got to Felicity.”

“Hold on a second. Felicity died in April, didn’t she?” I pulled out my cell phone and searched for bee behavior. “It says here that April can be a tough month for bees. A cold month means few food supplies, and they get desperate.”

“Which fits my theory! Desperate bees, hungry and cold, creeping out of their nest to find food. Horatio opens the greenhouse, and they fly in because they smell the flowers.”

It was possible, but I wasn’t convinced. I jumped at the sound of a finger tapping on the glass at the front of the apartment.

Flipper raced to the window and barked.

I hopped up and looked out. Frost still covered the grass, and the sun was struggling behind a thick band of gray clouds.

“Who’s out there?” Helen asked.

“No one I can see.” I peered into the gloomy morning light, trying to locate the sound of the tap.

Flipper ran to the door and sniffed around it.

“It must be a ghost, since Flipper’s so interested,” Helen said.

Maybe it was all the ghost action I saw yesterday, but my nerves still felt on edge. “It’s most likely nothing.”

“You should set Flipper on them,” Helen said. “They’ll think twice about tapping on our window when we’re enjoying our morning croissants.”

I turned away from the window, and the sound came again. I whirled around and pulled the curtain aside. There was no one there.

“Maybe it’s Felicity playing a game,” Helen said.

I shook my head. “She doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman who plays games.” I jumped away from the door as a fist pounded against it.

Flipper barked and growled.

“That doesn’t sound particularly ghostly.” Helen was on her feet, the spoon from the preserves in her hand, like she planned to attack with a sticky blunt piece of metal.

“Lower your weapon. Let’s see who it is before we launch an assault.” I pulled open the door and yelped in surprise. A zombie stared back at me.

Flipper bared his teeth, and his growling intensified as the zombie raised its arms.

“Attack, Flipper!” Helen hurled the spoon at the zombie.

Flipper lowered his head, the whites of his eyes showing.

I grabbed his collar. “Stay! Ignore Helen.”

The zombie held up a hand and backed away. “Wait! Don’t attack. It’s only me.” Julius pulled off the zombie mask and snorted laughter. “I got you both really good. You looked so scared when you peered out the window as if you expected to find some rabid serial killer out here.”

Helen scowled at him and jammed her hands on her hips. “That is not funny, scaring two defenseless women like that.”

Julius picked up the thrown spoon. “You weren’t completely defenseless. This spoon hurt. Besides, I have to try these costumes before the party to make sure they’re scary enough. This one certainly worked. Don’t you think it’s wonderful?” He did a slow turn, showing off the ragged clothing he wore.

I shook my head. What was Julius doing lurking around so early? I was worried he might have overheard us discussing the suspects in Felicity’s murder. A more worrying thought hit me. Maybe he was checking on us because he was concerned his involvement was about to be revealed. I had asked Horatio a lot of questions last night. They could have spoken and Julius realized someone was onto him.

“Why don’t you come in?” I said brightly. “We’re having breakfast and discussing our plans for the day.”

Helen’s jaw dropped. “We’re not inviting a zombie in for breakfast.”

“Lovely! I’ve not eaten yet. And you have croissants.” Julius strode in and grabbed the croissant Helen had so lovingly cut open and smothered in strawberry preserve.

“Hey, that’s mine.” Helen went to grab it but stopped. “You’re filthy!”

Julius looked at his hand and roared with laughter. “It’s not real dirt. It’s all part of the ambience of being a zombie. It’s stage paint. Very effective, isn’t it?” He munched on the croissant as he looked around the lounge.

I closed the door and sat back on the couch, gesturing at a seat for Julius. He sat and accepted a cup of tea from me.

After a moment of muttering under her breath, Helen joined us and helped herself to another croissant. She kept it on a plate on her lap and shot glares at Julius as if daring him to steal this one.

“I was learning all about Fleur de Bloom yesterday,” I said to Julius. “Horatio told me he doesn’t know much about flowers, which is odd for someone with such a big stake in a horticultural business.”

“He’s not the only one,” Julius said. “Before Felicity died, I had little to do with the place, other than offer useful advice. I couldn’t tell you how to grow a daisy, even if I had a step-by-step guide. I’ve always supported my niece, though. I admired her hard work. She could teach me a thing or two in that respect. I never enjoyed working in the City. I was glad when I had an opportunity to retire early and enjoy myself.”

“Why not sell your stake and go live the high life on some tropical island?” I said.

Julius laughed as he licked strawberry preserve from his fingers. “I have thought about it. In fact, I was thinking about selling in a year or two. Honestly, it doesn’t interest me. Flowers seem so girly, and I don’t have the experience to be more hands-on in terms of production. Zara’s got a decent handle on everything else. I was wondering about selling to Zara, since she’s so passionate about it.”

“What’s stopped you from offering your stake to her?” I asked.

“That’s a funny thing. I overheard her on the phone. Zara was discussing selling her own share of the business. I was so surprised. But if she wants out, I doubt she’ll be interested in buying me out of my share.”

I was also surprised to learn this news. Zara seemed so fervent about making Fleur de Bloom a success.

“Maybe she needs to move on,” Helen said. “Since Zara lost her best friend, she must struggle to love the business like she used to. That’s got to be tough.”

“Sure, it’s tough. But money will always trump blooms. Zara’s a business woman at heart. If she gets a good offer, she’ll take it.”

“That’s my point,” Helen said. “She needs a fresh start after such a tragedy.”

I sat back and listened to Julius and Helen discuss the business. So far, most of the motives for wanting Felicity dead revolved around Fleur de Bloom. Everyone involved in the business needed looking into. All roads led back to the flowers.

Maybe she’d done something to annoy a business partner, and they’d gotten rid of her. Her death seemed to be all about money. Someone wanted Felicity out of the way, so they could get their hands on her money and her share. That’s what I needed to focus on.

Julius downed his tea and grabbed another croissant as he stood. “I won’t delay you any longer, ladies. I’m sure you’re looking forward to your first day working here. There’s lots to do to get this party swinging, but it’ll be lots of fun.” He winked at me and grinned at Helen as he left.

“I do not like him.” Helen jumped up and plumped the cushions Julius had squashed. “First of all, he scares us with his stupid practical joke then he steals my croissant. And he didn’t say thank you. I baked those from scratch.”

“You can’t hate him because he enjoys your croissants. You love it when people eat your food.”

She thumped a cushion. “I can hate him because he’s rude, and he scared us. Put him at the top of our suspect list.”

I grinned at her. “He’s definitely on the list. Maybe not at the top for now. But someone involved in this business wanted Felicity out of the way. We need to figure out who has the biggest reason for wanting Felicity dead. This has to do with her money and business interests. Once we figure that out, we’ll know who killed her.” I hopped up and hurried to the window to make sure Julius had really gone and wasn’t snooping on us. I saw him striding toward the house. We’d have to watch out for him and his practical jokes. I did not enjoy being scared. I got enough of that from real ghosts.

I turned from the window and walked straight through Felicity. I groaned and sank to my knees, my teeth chattering as Flipper raced over and circled the ghost.

I hated making direct contact with a ghost. It felt like being dipped in a bath of ice while drinking iced tea in an igloo in December, under twenty foot of snow, while wearing a bikini and no shoes.

“Come on. Let’s get you up.” Helen was beside me, helping me back on my feet. “It looks like you’ve been properly spooked this time and not by some buffoon wearing a costume.”

With chattering teeth, I accepted another mug of tea and sipped on it until the warmth returned to my fingers.

I looked over to see Felicity hovering by the window, looking vaguely embarrassed that she’d just turned me into a walking popsicle.

I gestured her over. “It’s fine. I’m glad you’re here. We need to talk murder and suspects.”
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Chapter 7
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Once my toes no longer felt like tiny ice cubes, I collected my thoughts about the suspects who wanted Felicity dead.

“The more we learn about your death,” I said to Felicity, “the more likely it seems that somebody deliberately set those bees on you.”

She nodded and frowned.

“Let’s start with the least likely,” Helen said, “Zara and Barnaby.”

“Why are they the least likely?” I asked.

“Barnaby seems like a decent guy who doesn’t scare us by wearing dumb outfits. The same for Zara. She’s level-headed, nice to us, and doesn’t scare us.”

“Plus, you’re not a fan of Julius.”

Helen huffed out a breath. “You’ve got that right.”

“Okay, let’s start at the beginning. Can you recall the night before you died? You fought with Barnaby,” I asked Felicity. “Could he have something to do with what happened? You spent a lot of time with him at dinner last night.”

Felicity shook her head violently and pointed to the greenhouses.

“Yes, that’s where you died,” I said. “Did Barnaby visit you in there a lot?”

She shook her head again.

“Were you having problems in your relationship?”

I got another head shake.

“Maybe you didn’t notice there were problems,” Helen said. “I hear you loved your plants. Could Barnaby have been unhappy because you didn’t pay him enough attention?”

Felicity scowled at Helen.

“She’s not convinced by that. It is odd that they were arguing before she died, but couples do argue. That doesn’t mean he wanted her dead.”

“I’m always bickering with Gunner, and he loves me to the moon and back. A healthy relationship has to involve the occasional row and then the obligatory make up session.” Helen waggled her eyebrows at me.

“Indeed. How about Zara?” I asked Felicity. “Any problems with the business or things you weren’t agreeing on?”

She shook her head again and weaved around the room, making it unpleasantly cold.

“What about Julius?” Helen said. “He has to be the prime suspect. Any man who thinks it’s amusing to scare women has got to have something wrong with him.”

I looked at Felicity and saw her nod. “You could be onto something. Do you think your uncle Julius is involved in your death?”

Felicity vanished for a second before returning to the room with Helen’s purse in her hand. She dumped the contents on the floor and grabbed Helen’s money before flicking the notes around the room.

“Hey! Stop that.” Helen grabbed her purse and stuffed the contents back in. “Keep your hands off my money.”

I grinned as I watched Helen gather the crumpled notes. “I think Felicity’s telling us Julius is interested in money.”

Helen picked up the last note and placed it back in her purse. “She didn’t have to dump the contents of my purse on the ground to tell us that.”

I tilted my head as I looked at Felicity. “Could it be that Julius was after more than the money?”

Helen settled back on the couch, her purse clutched to her side. “Do you think he was stealing from Felicity? Taking her things?”

I looked at Felicity. “Was he?”

She lifted both hands and shrugged. She pointed at Helen’s purse.

“Or did you lend him money, and he didn’t pay it back? He spent it on something you didn’t approve of?”

Felicity nodded.

“Most likely on women,” Helen said.

“Which is an excellent motive for wanting Felicity dead,” I said. “If Julius got in over his head with the amount he owed her, he might have thought it easier to kill Felicity and wipe out his debts rather than try to pay them back.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me if he’d done just that,” Helen said. “He’s not to be trusted.”

“You need to cut him some slack. I agree the zombie outfit wasn’t funny, but he meant it as a joke.”

“You’re right. It wasn’t funny.” Helen pulled out her cell phone. “Let’s do some digging into Julius Fleur. I’ll call Gunner and see if our zombie friend has a criminal record that includes dressing up like a fool and scaring innocent people.”

“Is that even a crime?”

“If it isn’t, it should be.” She speed-dialed Gunner and then sighed. “No reply. I bet he’s working.”

“Isn’t he on some big case at the moment?”

“He’s always on some big case,” Helen said. “That should still leave him time to pick up the phone when his darling wife calls.”

I grinned. “Let me call Zach. He’ll know where Gunner is.”

Zach answered on the first ring. “I was about to give you a call and see how everything is going.”

“Things are interesting. We’ve met everyone here and looked around. You’d love the greenhouses.” Zach ran his own horticultural business and knew all about Fleur de Bloom. I’d already promised he could come to visit and take a look around.

“That all sounds good, but I sense you’re not telling me everything. Let me guess. It has to do with things I can’t see and that make your toes numb.”

“There might be one tiny ghost,” I said, deciding not to mention the many other ghosts lurking in the house. “We need your help with this one. Helen’s been trying to reach Gunner for some information on a suspect.”

“You’ll have no luck with that. He was out before dawn. They had a break on the case he’s working. He didn’t say much about it, but it’s some big fraud case. What do you need from him?”

“We think one of the suspects has a problem with money. We wanted Gunner to check to see if he had a criminal record for theft or fraud, something like that. Anything that gives him a good reason for killing our ghost.”

“Check to see if he’s listed as being a big fat jerk, as well,” Helen said.

Zach laughed as he heard Helen’s comment. “I take it this suspect isn’t Mr. Popular?”

“He’s okay, just likes to joke around. He’s made us the target of his jokes.”

“His unfunny jokes,” Helen said.

“If you give me the details, I’ll pass them to Gunner when he comes in,” Zach said.

“Give Zach everyone else’s name, as well. That way, we cover all the bases,” Helen said.

“Fair enough. Who should I include?”

“Zara, Luke, Julius, Barnaby, Horatio.” Helen listed all the people we’d encountered since arriving. “For all we know, we could be surrounded by criminals and have no clue. It has happened before.”

“Why Luke?”

“He was mean to us. He told us to mind our own business. You’re only that mean if you have something to hide.”

“Okay, he can go on the list. So long as Gunner doesn’t mind the extra work. That’s a lot of names to check.”

“If he knows I need it, he won’t mind.” Helen winked at me. “Gunner always does as he’s told.”

Zach cleared his throat loudly. “Moving on.”

I laughed and gave him the details of the suspects, and we chatted some more about the house and grounds.

“Tell me more about the ghost,” Zach said. “What happened?”

“You’ll be interested in this, actually. Her name’s Felicity Fleur. She used to run the horticultural business here.”

“I know that name! She’s a superstar in the plant world.”

“It sounds like she was something of a genius when it came to creating rare and hybrid plants.”

“That’s right. She created the everlasting orchid and the three-six-five sweet pea. Her company guaranteed blooms every day of the year.”

Zach sounded like he was fan-boying over our ghost. “Well, Felicity died because she was stung by bees.”

“Wow, that is unusual. I mean, not so much being stung, that goes hand in hand with this sort of work, but to die from it. She wasn’t allergic?”

“Not according to her family. She was found in her greenhouse.”

“What did the police discover? Any foul play suspected?”

“Nothing. They concluded it was an accident. We’re not sure about that.”

“Bees are not a problem if you treat them with respect. Did she disturb a hive?”

“No, they got into her greenhouse and stung her.”

“Which would have been hard. With normal greenhouses, anything can come in and out if you don’t watch the door. I imagine the kind of greenhouses at Fleur de Bloom are state-of-the art. They’ll have filters to keep out pollinating insects.”

“Apparently so. Bees were not welcome in her greenhouse.”

“Yet a load got in and stung Felicity? She’d have known better than to agitate them. Bees sting once and die. She’d have had to rile them to get them to attack.”

“Which is why we don’t think this was an accident.”

“It was definitely bee venom that killed her?”

“Yes, why do you ask?”

“I know Fleur de Bloom handles exotic plants. Maybe she got in a new plant and didn’t realize she was exposing herself to something dangerous. Things like doll’s eye, sabi star, white snakeroot or the Mexican poppy can all be nasty if you don’t handle them correctly.”

Unease stirred inside me. “Are you suggesting she was poisoned by a plant and not stung by bees?”

“I can’t say for sure, but it seems more likely that something toxic got into her system that mimicked the effects of bee venom.”

“Because you can’t train bees.” Helen sighed. “My bee circus will have to stay a dream.”

“Bee circus?” Zach asked.

“It’s nothing. I’m no flower expert, but there were toxic plants in a separate greenhouse. Maybe one of the flowers you mentioned is in there.”

“That’s possible. There are plenty of plants that are dangerous.”

“Toxic plants were an obsession of hers.” I saw Felicity was listening to the call. “Could you have touched something that did this to you?”

She shook her head and frowned.

“I’d love to get a look at the toxicology report and see what Felicity had in her system,” Zach said.

“Gunner can help with that,” I said. “Although, I don’t know what they screened her for. If they believed it to be bee venom that killed Felicity, they might have only tested for that to confirm its presence in her system.”

“As soon as Gunner gets in, I’ll see what he can find out about Felicity’s death and this Julius guy, along with the others. Do I need to tell you to be careful?”

“We will be. Helen is not a fan of Julius. She won’t let him anywhere near me.”

Helen nodded. “Don’t worry, Zach. I don’t trust Julius as far as I can throw him. He won’t cause us any trouble.”

Zach laughed. “I’m glad to hear you’re looking after Lorna.”

Helen grinned. “Lorna can look after herself just fine, but I’m always here as a backup if she needs me.”

“I’ll let you know what I find out as soon as I can,” Zach said. “You both stay safe.”

We said our goodbyes, and I ended the call.

It appeared our suspects were narrowing down. Julius was looking good for the murder, and Zach’s theory about it being plant poison, not bee venom that killed Felicity, was interesting.

There was one problem; Julius knew nothing about plants. I doubted toxic plants were easy to handle without risking your own health. It would be a gamble to extract the poison and use it on Felicity if Julius didn’t know what he was doing.

“It looks like our work is almost done,” Helen said. “I bet when Gunner looks into Julius, he’ll find a huge list of criminal activities. We can add murder to that list.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I said. “He is a good fit in certain respects, but we need to figure out how he got those bees to sting Felicity or if he used something else. Zach’s theory about plant poison makes a lot of sense.”

Felicity flapped her hands in front of my face. She jabbed a finger at my cell phone.

“What’s wrong?” I stared at the cell phone, and my heart kicked up a gear. “Do you think Zach is right? Bee venom didn’t kill you?”

She nodded, before zooming out of the living room and into my bedroom.

“What’s Felicity doing?” Helen asked.

“I’m not sure, but it’s got something to do with Zach’s theory about toxic flowers.” I hopped up and followed Felicity. I stopped as I walked through the doorway. The word friend was scrawled in eyeliner on my mirror.

Felicity pointed at the word.

“A friend killed you?” I walked closer.

Helen and Flipper appeared in the doorway.

“What’s she showing you?” Helen asked.

Felicity scowled at me before writing the letter B above the word friend.

“B friend?” Helen’s expression was quizzical. “Does she mean Barnaby?”

Felicity flapped her arms in the air.

“Oh! Bees are her friends. They didn’t kill her.” I looked at Felicity. “Is that right?”

She dropped my ruined eyeliner pencil and nodded.

“If that’s true, then what killed her?” Helen asked.

“She had a greenhouse full of toxic plants. Take your pick.”

“Then Julius must have poisoned her,” Helen said. “He wanted Felicity’s money, her share of the business, and to avoid paying back what she’d loaned him.”

I scratched the end of my nose. He did look good for the murder, but other people had decent motives, as well.

Helen looked at me. “What’s up? We’ve got ourselves a prime suspect. Shouldn’t we celebrate?”

“It wouldn’t do any harm to look around the greenhouses. I didn’t notice locks on the greenhouse with the toxic plants in them. If that’s the case, anybody could have snuck in and gotten their hands on something poisonous to give to Felicity.”

“Which is what Julius did,” Helen said.

“We need to keep an open mind and consider everybody else. What if Julius doesn’t have a criminal record?”

“I bet he’s got a record longer than my arm,” Helen said. “Or if he hasn’t, it’s only because he hasn’t been caught.”

“We should still go take a look around, just the two of us. We might find something we missed when we were there with Julius. At the time, we weren’t thinking a plant poisoned Felicity. The murder weapon could have been under our noses and we missed it.”

“I’m not touching any of the plants,” Helen said. “I don’t want to get accidentally poisoned by the same thing that killed Felicity.”

I looked at Felicity. She pointed out the window, her expression one of frustration.

I raised a placating hand. “I get it now. Bees didn’t kill you. I’m assuming you didn’t get the toxin on your skin by accident. You’re not waiting around to warn other people about the dangerous plants in your greenhouse?”

She flew toward me and glared into my eyes.

“I’m taking that as a definite no.” I took a step back, happy that Flipper had moved to stand between the two of us. Felicity had a horribly short fuse.

“We’ll look but not touch anything. We can get photos and send them to Zach. He’ll identify anything suspect.” I grabbed my shoes, pulled them on, and opened the front door.

Zara stood outside, her hand raised as if about to knock. “Are you ready for your first day? I don’t want to be pushy, but I thought we could get an early start. We’ve got a ton of work to get through. I’m trying not to panic but failing miserably.”

I forced a smile and nodded. “That’s a great idea. We’re ready when you are.”

I glanced at Helen and shrugged. Our investigation would have to be put on hold while I did the job I was actually being paid for.
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Chapter 8
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I sat back in my seat feeling tired but content. Flipper was curled by my feet, sound asleep. The day had been full, and Zara and I had worked non-stop as we pulled together the details for the Halloween event.

The last planner had done a decent job, and there were no dramas to sort out, but there was a lot of last minute checking and confirming with companies and guests to ensure everything was still on track.

I looked at the empty dog bed in the corner of the office. Miltonia had been missing all day. I’d helped Zara look around the grounds for her, but she was nowhere to be seen. I was worried about her. A sad, lonely little dog like that shouldn’t be on her own.

“I thought we deserved a treat.” Zara walked into the office carrying a tray with a large Victoria sponge cake on it and a pot of coffee. “I could never have gotten through all of this today without you.”

“We’re getting there, but it’s not over yet.” I gratefully accepted a huge slab of cake and a mug of coffee. “Everything will be delivered on time. All the important guests have confirmed they’re coming. Helen has even checked through the food order and added a few things. She even went out to buy some speciality bits. You can always rely on her to come up with exquisite food.”

Zara nodded at the cake. “This is one of her creations. I don’t dare to bake anything so lovely. Whatever I make comes out looking crispy around the edges and has a soggy middle.”

I laughed. “You just described my cooking efforts. Helen is the expert.”

“She was suggesting costumes for me to wear at the party when I was in the kitchen.” Zara took a sip of her coffee. “We decided on a good old-fashioned witch. You can’t go wrong with a witch on Halloween.”

I nodded as I sampled the sweet, light sponge. “I bet you’ll make a great witch.”

Zara’s laugh sounded startled. “I’ve been called a few things in my time.”

I blushed. “No, I didn’t mean that. I’ve had a good time today. I mean, you’re a decent boss.” I ate more cake to stop myself from putting my foot in it anymore.

She grinned. “I’m teasing. I also think I’ll make an excellent witch. And I appreciate your hard work. You’ve fit in perfectly.”

“I do love to plan. If everything has a place and a purpose, you can’t go wrong.”

Zara puffed out a breath as she sank back in her seat. “The two of you are just wonderful. I’m convinced this event will be incredible.”

I nodded as I took a sip of coffee. Despite accidentally suggesting she was a witch, I’d enjoyed working with Zara and was looking forward to the Halloween event.

“Is this the sort of thing Felicity would have liked?” I asked.

Zara lowered her mug, a wistful expression on her face. “She probably wouldn’t have noticed the party, even if she sat in the middle of the dance floor while everyone did a jive around her. If Felicity had her head in a project, that was all she thought about. I would sometimes have to drag her out of the greenhouse late at night. She’d forget to eat or sleep when something caught her interest. Everything else came after her plants. She even slept with some rare species in her bedroom. I’ve found her asleep in the greenhouse a time or two, her head resting on a petri dish.”

“It must be hard keeping things going with your business partner gone, considering how dedicated she was to the plants.”

“I miss her; that’s for sure. Felicity didn’t pay much attention to the business side of things, though. She was the ideas woman. I focused on the details. We worked well together.” Her gaze went to the window. “I was here in the office the night she was found in the greenhouse. I can’t believe what happened to her.”

“Was it unusual to have bees in the greenhouse?”

“Yes, we have filters on the glass to stop them from coming in. Felicity used to get so mad if anyone left the door open on a greenhouse.”

I ate more cake. I could play it safe and keep talking about bees or take a risk. I liked Zara, and she looked genuinely sad to have lost her best friend and business partner.

“Was the coroner sure it was bee venom that killed Felicity?”

Zara’s head jerked back. “Yes! I mean, it was obvious. She had several stings on her body. Bee venom was identified in her system. Why do you ask?”

“It would have been horrible if she’d accidentally poisoned herself with a plant she’d worked on. When Julius showed me the greenhouse where Felicity worked, he warned me not to touch anything.”

“At least that’s one sensible thing he told you.” Zara placed her mug down. “Felicity took risks, but she was a walking encyclopedia of plant knowledge. I can’t believe she’d make such a mistake. She was working on something top-secret, though. Felicity would sneak out of here, once I’d forced her to do some admin. She’d go to her greenhouse and work on this project. She told me it was a poisonous plant she was hybridizing. She knew her stuff.”

“Did you see any reports on the bee venom that killed her?”

Zara’s forehead wrinkled. “No, the police told the family the details. I’m not family, just a business partner, even though Felicity felt like a sister to me.” She dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “I must admit I was worried about her before she died. A month or so before Felicity’s death, she started talking to herself.”

“That’s not so unusual,” I said. “I do that sometimes.”

Zara nodded. “Me too. But the few times I walked in on her doing it, she’d insist she was talking to another person. The trouble was, there was no one there. I called her out on it, and she snapped at me like I was the one in the wrong. I decided to keep quiet after that. If it made her happy and didn’t do anyone any harm, I couldn’t see a problem.”

That wasn’t so normal. I would have conversations with myself in my head and sometimes talk aloud, usually to Flipper. What Zara described sounded more like a hallucination.

“Do you plan to keep the business going on your own?” I asked her.

“I have so far,” Zara said. She looked around the office and shrugged. “I don’t know though. There are so many memories here, and most of them include Felicity. It’s not the same without her.”

“Sometimes the sad memories are too much, and you need a clean slate,” I said.

Zara ran a hand through her hair. “Don’t mention it to anybody else, but I have been thinking about moving on. I love what we do here, but the joy has disappeared since Felicity’s death. And it felt right to live in the house when she was around. But now, it feels strange. I feel like a lodger who has overstayed her welcome. I know Horatio and Julius don’t mind. At least, they’ve never said anything to my face that makes me think I should move out. Even so, it might be time to move on. Try something new on my own. At least get a place of my own.”

“I’m sure a business like this will get lots of interest if you do sell.”

“It will. I’ve put out a few feelers to see who might buy it.” Zara sighed. “The trouble is, they can only buy a share in the business. I don’t own it outright, which makes it less attractive.”

“Horatio mentioned that to me. He owns part of the business along with Julius.”

“That’s right. We all have a stake in Fleur de Bloom.”

“Why not sell to Julius or Horatio?”

Zara’s nose wrinkled. “Horatio wouldn’t know a good idea if it bit him on the bum. He’s a sweet guy but totally clueless. Even Felicity had given up on him and refused to fund his latest ridiculous inflatables business. She had to get cross with him before he stopped asking.”

“Doesn’t he have money of his own?”

“Horatio and money never stay friends for long. He’s always buying the latest gadget or a new pair of designer trainers or some such nonsense. He goes up to London all the time and visits those over-priced cocktail bars. He picks up the tab every time. His friends must think he’s a sucker. He never has any money. He was always happy to mooch off his sister. Finally, she saw the light and turned down his last request.”

“And Horatio didn’t like that?”

“He hated it. They weren’t talking when she died. All because she’d said no to him. I heard them rowing one evening as I was finishing work. He was asking for a hundred thousand to invest in this new business. Felicity was always too indulgent with him. She kept saying that one of his ideas would work and that he couldn’t keep having terrible business ideas that lost everything she sank into them. The trouble was, he did.”

“Felicity didn’t think the inflatables business would work?”

“How could it? Besides, there are loads of companies like that already. Horatio, as usual, had no business plan. He simply went to a party where there were fun inflatables to mess around on and thought he could make money by offering them to his friends. Felicity had had enough. She told him no more money. They argued, and he stormed off like some spoiled child. Before they had a chance to make up, she was dead.”

I tucked away that piece of information. Horatio had conveniently left that part out of his story when he’d told me about his business idea and the finances. “What about Julius? Perhaps he could take over your share of the business.”

Zara snorted a laugh. “Julius is even worse than Horatio when it comes to money. He spends everything he makes and then some. You cannot trust him with money. If I sold my share of the business to Julius, he’d milk it dry and disappear leaving nothing but debts and a ruined reputation. He cares nothing for horticulture.”

“Did Felicity share your concerns about him?”

“No! Julius was Felicity’s favorite uncle. In fact, he was her only uncle. After her parents died, he took on a mentor role for Felicity and Horatio. He moved into the family home and helped out. They were only teenagers when it happened. I think Felicity was grateful for his help. It was a shock to lose both parents at such a young age.”

“I can imagine.”

“The trouble is, Julius took advantage of his new role. When Felicity first went into the horticultural business, he gave her terrible advice. She lost almost everything. If it wasn’t for me steering things in the right direction, we’d have gone under a long time ago. Thanks to Felicity’s brilliance with plants and my business brain, we now turn a tidy profit, but it was close to the wire for a long time. I wouldn’t dare sell my part of the business to Julius, seeing how he almost wrecked it once before.”

It made perfect sense why Zara wouldn’t sell to either of them. “And Felicity couldn’t see Julius had a problem when it came to money?”

“She had concerns about her entire feckless family, but she was distracted and focused elsewhere.”

“On her plants?”

“Of course. Her plants were a priority.” Zara leaned forward in her seat. “Felicity was getting close to a guy, though. Someone had pierced that plant-obsessed armor.”

“Yes, Barnaby. I met him last night at dinner.”

“No, it wasn’t Barnaby. I never saw him as a serious boyfriend for Felicity. He’s a party boy. Barnaby doesn’t take anything seriously. Felicity treated him like some cute puppy. Sort of annoying and exhausting but adorable. She couldn’t say no to him.”

A tingle of anticipation ran through me. “There was somebody else in Felicity’s life other than Barnaby?”

Zara bit her lip and looked away. “I shouldn’t say. Felicity hadn’t mentioned him to me. I might have gotten the wrong end of the stick when I saw them together.”

“Who was it?”

She glanced around the room. “Luke, our maintenance guy.”

I dropped my cake in my lap. Flipper made short work of grabbing it and making sure there wasn’t a crumb left on my skirt. “Wow! I’d never have put the two of them together. He’s so...”

“Grumpy? Mean-spirited and rude? Definitely not a people person.” Zara grinned at me.

“Yes to all the above. I’ve only met him once, and he was pretty surly. Although he was nice to Flipper.” I petted his head as he licked his muzzle to find any cake crumbs in his fur.

“Luke can be a proper grump. One good thing about him is he knows his plants. It’s the only thing he had in common with Felicity. I remember when we interviewed him for the job. He instantly rubbed Felicity the wrong way by telling her the composting was in the wrong spot to catch the sun. It wasn’t until they got talking about heritage apples that they warmed to each other. They were always chatting about their shared love of plants, especially anything rare and exotic. It could be the reason they got close. Felicity was bored with her trendy guy friend and wanted someone she had something in common with.”

“How serious was this relationship?” If Luke had been romantically involved with Felicity, it created a new motive, and a new suspect, for her murder. Barnaby could have found out she was cheating on him and did something about it. Or she could have rebuffed Luke, he took offense and killed her. He would certainly know what plant toxins to give her.

“It could be nothing,” Zara said. “As I said, I saw them together once or twice. The second time, they were acting like more than just friends. It was the way he looked down at her and brushed her hair off her face. It was a sweet gesture, not the kind you do with your employer or someone who’s just a friend.”

I nodded as I finished my coffee, possibilities swirling around my head. I’d just found a new suspect and a new motive for Barnaby wanting Felicity dead or perhaps even Luke wanting Felicity dead. I’d been hoping for fewer suspects after this conversation, not a new one.

Before I tackled Barnaby, I needed to speak to Luke and find out what his feelings were for Felicity. Could a jilted lover have killed Felicity in a passionate rage? Or was it a cheated-on boyfriend who decided to get revenge?
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Chapter 9
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“This will be an all-out, no holds-barred spooky menu.” Helen placed a tray of black meringues with red spider webs iced over them in front of me.

We were in the kitchen in the main house. I’d had to dodge three ghosts and walked through countless cold spots, all on the promise of an amazing dinner.

I looked at the meringues and frowned. I did not feel inspired to eat black food. “What are these made of?”

“They’re normal meringues with food coloring. They’re edible and very tasty.”

“You’re sure the guests will eat them?” I prodded one with a finger.

“Yes! Don’t be rude about my food. This is what they want on the menu. All the food has to be Halloween themed. Everything will be spooky Halloween colors. Lots of green, black, red, and orange.”

“Just don’t do anything that looks like eyeballs,” I said. “I can’t handle anything that gross.”

“Yuck! No eyeballs. I am making a triple layer Black Magic cake, though.”

“Now, that sounds amazing. Make sure you save me a huge piece.”

“I’ll save you two pieces if you try one of my spooky meringues.”

I twisted my mouth as I looked at the black meringues. If I closed my eyes, maybe they’d taste better than they looked. I picked one up and tentatively placed a piece in my mouth. The intense sugar sweetness burst on my tongue. I got a hint of strawberry as I bit through the crust of the spider web. “Oh, wow! This is amazing.”

“I told you. Looks can be deceiving. These are just to start. I’m also making orange spider cupcakes, freaky hot dog fingers, banana ghosts, meringue mummies—”

“This isn’t a kid’s party.” 

“And this isn’t all kid’s food. But Halloween is about finding your inner child and having fun. I will have a few dull sandwiches and nibbles for those who don’t want to enjoy themselves. Anyone who turns their nose up at my spider cupcakes is not the sort of person who deserves to eat my food, anyway.”

I licked meringue crumbs off my fingers and tried my best to ignore Flipper as he begged for his own sweet treat. I passed him a dog biscuit, which he sniffed before reluctantly eating. I sympathized with him. It was no match for Helen’s cooking.

Flipper dropped half his biscuit and jumped to his feet as he stared into the corner of the room. He ran around the table twice before sitting by my side.

Just as the temperature in the room dipped to an uncomfortably chilled level, Felicity appeared.

“Do we have a spooky arrival?” Helen asked.

“We do.”

“Excellent! Get Felicity’s opinion on my Halloween treats.”

Felicity’s expression was puzzled as she looked at the black meringues. She shrugged her shoulders and mimed zipping her mouth shut.

“She loves them,” I said. “She’s giving them a big thumbs-up.”

Helen grinned. “I’m glad she likes them. I need to get to work on the green sausage rolls. I’ll get you to do a taste test on those next.”

I grimaced discreetly at Felicity. “I can’t wait.” I gestured her over. “I’ve been making progress on your murder. Although there are several suspects, we think your uncle Julius is involved.”

Felicity scrubbed at her nose for a few seconds with the back of her hand before nodding.

“Is it possible he got his hands on some of your poisonous plants and used them on you?”

Felicity shrugged and nodded. She looked around the room before tipping over Helen’s icing sugar and spreading it on the table.

“Hey! I need that.” Helen grabbed the huge bag of icing and held onto it. “No more stealing my catering supplies unless you get my permission.”

“Put it in the pantry if you don’t want her using it,” I said.

Helen glanced at the pantry. “Good idea. I’ll do it later.”

I recognized that familiar guilty look on Helen’s face. “What’s in the pantry you don’t want me to see?”

She backed toward the pantry door, the icing sugar clutched to her chest. “Supplies.”

A small yip came from the other side of the door.

Flipper ran over and sniffed the door before pawing at it.

“You’ve got Miltonia in there!” I jumped up. “We’ve been looking for her all day. Why are you hiding her in here?”

Helen sighed. “Oh, it’s nothing. She turned up at the kitchen door this morning looking like the saddest, misshapen little thing I’d ever laid eyes on. I took pity on her and fed her. Then she wouldn’t leave. I tried putting her outside, but she stood there shivering and whining. In the end, I found a box, put an old blanket in it, and tucked Miltonia in the pantry. It’s not hygienic to have dogs in here, and I didn’t want Zara figuring out what was going on.”

“We’ll have to tell her where she is,” I said.

“I’ll take her back tonight. She seems to like it in the pantry, even though it’s cool in there. She’s been asleep all day.”

I opened the door and peeked inside. Miltonia took one look at me and dashed to her box, her skinny tail between her legs.

I backed away, taking Flipper with me. “Let’s give her some space.”

Helen placed the icing sugar on a pantry shelf. As soon as she appeared, Miltonia emerged from the box and wagged her tail.

Helen gave her a pat on the head. “Good girl. Back in your box. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Miltonia danced around Helen’s feet before jumping into her box.

“You’ve got a dog.” I grinned at Helen as she shut the pantry door.

“No! She’s not mine. She only likes me because I fed her.” Helen rinsed her hands under the hot tap.

“She adores you. She’s yours.”

“Nope, I do not need a dog. Besides, being an auntie to Flipper is more than enough for me.” She winked at Flipper.

Helen might not know it yet, but she’d just become the new owner of Miltonia.

I jumped as the table thumped up and down. Felicity scowled at me and jabbed at the icing sugar.

“Oh! Sorry, we got distracted.” I settled in my seat.

Felicity shook her head before scribbling something in the icing sugar.

I stood to see what she was doing. She’d written the short phrase: Julius knows nothing.

“He knows nothing about flowers,” I said. “Maybe he watched you when you didn’t realize it and picked up some tips. Several people have said you get engrossed in your work. If you were distracted, it wouldn’t have been hard for him to sneak in and see what you were working on. Or if you kept notes on your plants, he could have read them and used the information against you.”

Felicity shrugged. She didn’t seem convinced by the argument.

“If you’re not certain about Julius, tell me about your relationship with Luke.”

Felicity stared at me with wide eyes before shaking her head.

“You don’t have to keep it a secret,” I said. “You were seen getting cozy with Luke not long before you died. Did you fall out with him?”

“Hold up. Is that true?” Helen asked.

I nodded. “Zara told me earlier. She saw them together.”

“But he’s so rude!”

Felicity swept her hand through the icing sugar, sending it cascading to the floor, and scowled at me.

“I take it Felicity’s not happy with this line of questioning.” Helen guarded her pastry sheets as she watched more icing sugar scatter everywhere.

“Take it easy,” I said to Felicity. “If you were involved with Luke and things went wrong, that gives him a good motive for wanting you dead.”

Instead of taking it easy, Felicity sent a mini tornado of icing sugar swirling around the kitchen. Flipper raced after it, snapping at the icing sugar and covering himself in a downy white mist of sweetness.

“Me thinks the ghost protests too much about not being into Luke,” Helen whispered to me. “Tell her to calm down. If she destroys this kitchen, I won’t be able to prepare any party food.”

“Be straight with us,” I said to Felicity. “Were you and Luke seeing each other?”

She shot toward me until she was only an inch from my face. Felicity shook her head as a cloud of icing sugar drifted around us.

I leaned back in my seat. “You were only good friends?”

She shrugged and pointed to the bag of self-rising flour on the side.

“Are you going to use all that flour?” I asked Helen.

“If I do, I’ve got several more bags in the pantry. Why?”

“Felicity needs it.”

Helen sighed as she hefted the flour bag to the table. She carefully scattered some for Felicity to use.

Felicity nodded as Helen stood back from the table and looked at me.

“So, you had a friendship with Luke. It wasn’t developing into anything else?”

Felicity scrawled the letter B in the flour.

“I know about your relationship with Barnaby. But you argued with him before you died. Was it about Luke?”

She shook her head.

“Are you saying there was no relationship with Luke?”

The temperature dropped even lower. Felicity grabbed the bag of flour and hurled it toward me.

I yelped and ducked just as Flipper jumped and grabbed the bag between his teeth. It ripped in two and a torrent of flour flew around me.

“No! Stop doing that. It’s such a waste of flour,” Helen said.

“Don’t mind me. I’m just choking to death on self-rising flour.” I spluttered and wiped flour out of my eyes. By the time I could see again properly, Felicity had gone.

Helen handed me a damp cloth and began to sweep up the flour. “You hit a nerve. Felicity did not like those questions about Luke or Barnaby.”

I coughed out flour and nodded. “She might just be a private person, but she might also be hiding something.”

“A guilty conscience if she was seeing Luke behind her boyfriend’s back,” Helen said.

“Since Felicity wasn’t helpful at telling us who she was dating, we need a way to get Luke to open up and tell us his side of the story.”

“A gun to the head would do it.”

I laughed. “I was thinking some of your cake would sweeten his mood. If Luke is involved, he might be open to talking if he’s got one of your delicious brownies in his hand.”

“I prefer the gun method.” Helen wiped flour from her hands. “But it’s worth a go. I made a batch this morning. Do you think cake will be enough to make him smile?”

“Get your best brownies, and let’s go find out.” I shook the worst of the flour out of my hair, and after a quick check in the mirror to make sure I didn’t look too ghost-like, we headed out of the kitchen to the barns.

We followed the sound of banging until we discovered Luke hanging a mass of fake spider webs across the ceiling.

I waited until he’d stopped hammering before speaking. “Luke, have you got a minute?”

“No.” He hammered again with renewed enthusiasm.

Helen scowled at me and rolled her eyes as we both ate a brownie and waited for him to finish.

I nudged Flipper toward Luke. The first time they’d met, Flipper had charmed him. Perhaps it would work this time. “Go make a new friend.”

Flipper ran to the ladder Luke was balanced on and sat at the bottom. He began to bark and didn’t stop until Luke looked down.

“What’s gotten into him?” Luke looked over at me.

“He doesn’t like the noise,” I said. “Maybe you can come down and reassure him everything is okay.”

Luke stowed his hammer on his utility belt and slid down the ladder before spending a minute stroking Flipper’s head and talking to him quietly.

I walked over with Helen and waited for Luke to acknowledge us. I was wondering if I could find a Halloween dog costume to don to get his attention when he glanced up.

“Make it quick. I have to get this wretched stuff hung by the end of the day.”

“I thought you might like a brownie.” Helen opened her pretty floral tin and presented her delicious triple chocolate brownies to Luke.

Luke glanced in the tin and shook his head. “No, thanks. I don’t have a sweet tooth.”

I grimaced, my plan was foiled. If we couldn’t win Luke over with Helen’s brownies, I wasn’t sure what the next move should be.

“They’re delicious,” Helen persisted. “You won’t have tasted anything like it.”

“They look dry.” Luke eyed the brownies with distaste.

Helen squeaked in annoyance. “I have never made a dry brownie in my life.”

He shrugged. “Sugar isn’t good for you. I prefer savory foods.”

“We should have brought your green sausage rolls,” I muttered to Helen.

Luke fussed Flipper. “Was that all you wanted, to offer me a cake?”

“These are brownies.” Helen snapped the lid back on the tin.

“Whatever, sweet stuff has never done it for me. And it rots your teeth.”

Helen stroked a hand down her blonde curls and frowned at him. “Only if you eat too much. I’m always careful with how much sugar I eat.”

Luke eyed Helen’s curves but didn’t say anything.

I cleared my throat as the tension increased. “I’ve heard from those close to Felicity that you had a friendship with her. You must miss her now she’s gone.”

He shuffled back a step. “We weren’t friends.”

“But you liked her?”

“I’ve had worse bosses.”

“I thought you might have bonded over your interest in flowers,” I said. “I was led to believe you enjoyed talking about them with Felicity.”

“I don’t know who you’ve been gossiping with, but you need to check your facts.”

This was not going so well. “So, you didn’t like Felicity?”

Luke shrugged. “She was the boss. It pays to be nice to the boss. If she wanted to talk about flowers, we talked about flowers. Most of the time, Felicity let me get on with my work, and I didn’t bother her. It was a win-win all round.”

“It was nothing more than that?”

Luke scowled at me. “What are you suggesting?”

“That you were fond of Felicity. You might have been more than friends. I think she valued your company.”

“You know nothing about Felicity. She’s been dead six months. You’ve never even met her.”

“I feel like I know her,” I said. “Felicity was a big part of this place, and I’ve heard a lot about her. This Halloween party is a way of celebrating her final success.”

Luke played with a screwdriver on his utility belt. “If you say so.”

“Will you be at the party?” Helen asked.

“Not a chance. I’m working overtime this week to get these barns set up. As soon as it’s done, I’m out of here. I can’t think of anything worse than spending an evening with a bunch of rich idiots who want to blow their money on these weird flowers.”

“Have you seen the flowers?” I asked.

“Sure, everyone has.”

“What do you think of them?”

Luke’s eyes narrowed. “I need to get back to work.”

We were losing him. “Wait! If you really were friends with Felicity—”

“Which I didn’t say I was.”

“Fine, so you thought she was a decent enough boss. You’d still want to make sure nothing bad happened to her.”

Luke turned toward me. “Bad like what?”

I sucked in a breath. “Bad like her death wasn’t an accident.”

Luke’s eyebrows shot up. “What makes you think that?”

“Call it a hunch,” I said. “Felicity must have dealt with thousands of flying insects in her time as a botanist. It’s odd she was killed by them. Almost implausible.”

Luke ran a hand through his hair. “It was an odd way to die. She was always cool around flying insects. She would get annoyed at people who’d flap around screaming when something so small came near them.”

“Which makes it peculiar for her to die from bee venom.” I tilted my head to the side. “Where did you get your knowledge of horticulture from?”

“From my dad and Felicity once I started working here. She wasn’t great at selling plants, but she knew how to talk about them. Get her on her favorite topic and she wouldn’t shut up. She was terrible with people if they wanted to discuss anything else.”

“Like somebody else we know,” Helen muttered under her breath.

I suppressed a smile. “Did you ever sell her flowers for her?”

“I used to help out now and again. It was her idea. Felicity liked to test her new plants on the public to see what kind of interest there was before they went on general sale. I’d take samples to buyers and see what they thought of them. I went all over the country with her supplies.”

“So, you were friends. You were helping her.”

“Not her, the business. If this place goes under, I’ll be out of a job.”

“You didn’t do it because you liked Felicity?”

Luke looked around the barn and sighed. “You can think that if you like. It was a professional relationship. I didn’t mind Felicity. She was quirky and obsessed with plants. It’s better than some women you see parading around. All they’re interested in are their high heels and taking selfies. Felicity had a passion for what she did. I admired that. It doesn’t mean I was sweet on her, and we weren’t in a relationship.”

“Assuming the worst, and someone did harm Felicity, who do you think would want her out of the way?”

Luke crossed his arms over his chest. “Before I answer that, you need to come clean with me. Are you the cops?”

Helen laughed. “Do we look like officers of the law?”

His gaze ran over her. “You could be undercover. You’re playing the dumb blonde with cake and fluffy hair, and you,” he pointed at me, “are the nosy spinster who has a conspiracy theory about everything.”

“Lorna’s not a spinster!” Helen looked aghast. “And I’m not dumb.”

Luke shook his head. “As I said, you’re undercover. You’re acting like you’re dumb and unmarriageable.”

I frowned at him, not happy to be pointed out as the one who would die alone as an unloved old maid. “Moving past your less than astute observations, we aren’t working undercover. We’re concerned about what happened to someone who sounded like a good person. I’m still interested in your theories. Did anyone have it in for Felicity?”

Luke studied us for another moment before nodding. “If anyone wanted Felicity dead, it was that louse of a boyfriend. I’m no angel, but he doesn’t know the meaning of the word faithful.”

I gasped. “Barnaby was cheating on Felicity?”

“I saw him with another woman a few weeks before Felicity died.”

“Who was it?” Helen asked.

“Not a clue. I recognized Barnaby. He drives a distinctive soft top with a personalized plate. The woman had a hat on, so I couldn’t see what she looked like. They were more than friends.”

This was unexpected news. I’d come here thinking Luke was a suspect after becoming entangled in a relationship with Felicity. Instead, he led me back to Barnaby as a love rat.

“Would you recognize this woman if you saw her again?” I asked.

“Doubtful. I didn’t get a good look at her. Barnaby had his hands all over her. You don’t handle a woman like that unless she’s yours.”

“You don’t handle a woman like that at all unless she asks you to,” Helen said.

Luke snorted a laugh. “Whatever you say, blondie.”

“Does Barnaby know much about the toxic plants Felicity worked on?” I asked.

“Barnaby doesn’t have a clue about much, other than how to waste time. I don’t know what the guy’s still doing hanging around here. Felicity’s been gone six months.”

“He didn’t start a relationship with this mystery woman after Felicity died? You definitely saw them together when Felicity was still alive?”

“Positive. It might be nothing. I don’t go around spying on him. I’m too busy to do anything as pointless as that.”

“Did you speak to Barnaby about who he was seeing behind Felicity’s back?”

“It’s not my business.”

“Would Felicity have confronted Barnaby about the affair if she’d found out?”

“You ask too many questions.” Luke’s eyes narrowed as he stared at me. “If you’re not cops, you must be undercover reporters. Are you sniffing around for a story and trying to screw up this product launch?”

“We aren’t police or reporters,” I said. “I don’t like to think of Felicity being mistreated when she was alive. She deserves better.”

“I don’t disagree. She never gave me any hassle. If you find out somebody harmed her, send them my way. I’ll teach them a lesson.” Luke cracked his knuckles. “She was a kook but a harmless one. And before you start asking ridiculous questions again, we were not in a relationship. Now, if you’re done with your questioning, you need to bugger off. I’ve got work to do.”

“One last question,” I said. “Were you here the night Felicity was found?”

He scowled at me and nodded. “Sure, I was working in the end barn. Others can testify before you try to pin this on me. Now, get out of here and take your sickly-sweet brownies with you.”

“My brownies are not sickly sweet,” Helen said.

Luke shook his head before turning and stalking away.

“What’s wrong with that man?” Helen said. “No one dislikes my food. There’s got to be something seriously malfunctioning inside that head of his if he doesn’t like brownies.”

“He’s the first person we’ve met to turn down your brownies,” I said. “Still, that means more for us, so that’s a good thing.”

Helen scowled at Luke. “I guess so. At least we know Felicity couldn’t have been romantically involved with him. He’s such a pig.”

“Some women like pigs.” I flicked open the lid of the brownie tin and helped myself to another one.

“I can’t believe Felicity would be into Luke. She seemed adamant in the kitchen that she had nothing to do with him.”

“What about this mystery woman of Barnaby’s?” I turned, and we walked slowly out of the barn back toward the house, Flipper glued to my side in the hope of getting some brownie.

“You need to interrogate Barnaby,” Helen said. “Maybe his cheating behavior caught up with him, and he did something about it to keep her quiet.”

I nodded as I bit into Helen’s brownie and gave a contented sigh at the comforting taste of chocolate as it melted on my tongue. If Barnaby’s infidelity was real and had been discovered, he would have an excellent reason to want Felicity dead.

Maybe there was more to Barnaby than I’d originally thought. It was time to find out.
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Chapter 10
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I was licking chocolate off my fingers when Zara raced out of the house, a panicked look on her face.

I looked past her at the house, wondering if the ghosts were causing a problem.

“I’m so glad I found you both.” Zara gasped as she reached us. Her pants were wet up to the knees and her shirt sleeves rolled up. “It’s such a disaster.”

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Is there a problem in the house?”

“The house is fine. Our office has been flooded.”

“What happened?” Helen asked.

“Somebody left the taps on in the washroom. I went back to grab some paperwork and discovered two feet of water. They must have been on since we left this evening. And all the electrics have blown.”

“That’s terrible,” I said. “Did someone go in after we left, or did a pipe burst?” It was a chilly evening but not cold enough to cause plumbing problems.

“The pipes looked fine.” Zara raked her hair off her face. “Have either of you been in the washroom this evening? I won’t be angry if you left a tap on by mistake.”

“I didn’t use the washroom before I left this evening,” I said.

“I haven’t been over to the offices today,” Helen said. “I’ve been in the kitchen.”

Zara sighed. “I didn’t think so. This isn’t the first time there’s been a problem like this.”

“You’ve had a flood before?”

“Nothing as bad. I came into the office after lunch a few months back to find the sink about to overflow. I was the only one working there that day. It must be a problem with the faucet. Maybe a loose connection or something. I’ll have to get Luke to take a look. This can’t keep happening.”

“Maybe it wasn’t a human hand that turned on the tap,” Helen whispered to me.

That was exactly my thought, although I hadn’t felt any ghostly presences in the office.

Zara looked back at the office, and her shoulders sagged. “It’s such a mess. It will take weeks to get dried out and cost a small fortune to get the electrics sorted.”

“Everything relating to the party is backed up on a remote server,” I said. “All the information we need is safe.”

Zara grabbed my elbow. “Lorna, you’re a lifesaver. Of course, I knew you’d have done something so clever. We can manage without the fancy offices for a little while.”

I looked at the house, and a sense of dread slid down my spine. I knew what was coming next, and I wasn’t going to like it.

“There’s plenty of room in the old house,” Zara said. “We’ll set up a temporary base there and carry on. The laptops didn’t get damaged. We’ll transport anything usable and dry to the house and take over a sitting room.”

I forced myself to smile. The last place I wanted to work was inside that creepy old ghost-filled neo-gothic nightmare.

“We’ll make it work.” Helen nudged me with her elbow. “The party is still on track.”

I nodded. “Yes, we will.” There was nothing to do other than put on my big girl pants and deal with this. I could handle a few ghosts, get the job done, ensure the party went without a hitch, and still solve the mystery of Felicity’s murder. I might just have a few frozen toes and lightheaded episodes whilst I did so.

“Let’s get to work,” Helen said. “I have to finish the sausage rolls then I’ll come to help you move things into the house.”

“Thanks, Helen. That will be appreciated,” Zara said.

Helen headed to the kitchen, and I followed Zara to the office.

Zara opened the office door carefully, a frown on her face. “This leaky tap is so odd. You’d expect it to be a leak in a pipe, but the water was gushing out like someone turned on both taps at full blast.”

I peered in to see the ruined wooden floor and water-stained desks. “It is unusual. Are you sure nobody else was able to get in?”

“Unless you saw somebody while you were here,” Zara said. “If somebody did do it deliberately, why would they? I can’t understand why anybody would want to ruin our offices.”

I could think of several dozen someones, but none of them were alive. “It must just be a plumbing issue. One of those freak events.”

Zara stuck her hands on her hips as she looked at the soggy mess around us. “I’ll grab some plastic crates from the barn. We’ll load up what we can and take it to the house before it gets too dark and cold and we can’t see what we’re doing.”

I watched her go before grabbing a broom from outside and sweeping out some water.

“Felicity, I don’t suppose you had anything to do with this,” I said into the silence of the office. “Are you getting back at Zara for something?”

There was no response from Felicity, and I didn’t get any sense she was watching me.

I paused in my sweeping. “Does anybody else want to step forward and admit responsibility?” The house was full of ghosts. Any of them could have drifted out and decided to play an early Halloween trick on Zara.

I heard Flipper bark from outside the office. I glanced out the door to find him sitting next to Miltonia.

“Hey! I thought you were hiding with Helen.” I bent and tried to stroke her, but she shied away.

Flipper nudged Miltonia with his nose as if telling her I was a safe pair of hands.

I stood up. “I get it. I’m a stranger. You take your time getting to know me.”

Flipper stared intently at Miltonia and nudged her again.

“She’s sad,” I said to Flipper. “Miltonia misses her mom. She’s grieving for her.”

Flipper put a paw over his nose and whined softly.

“I know it’s horrible. At least, she’s got you for company. That will cheer her up. Go easy on her, though. She’s a lot smaller than you.”

Zara appeared with two plastic crates, and we spent the next ten minutes loading everything we needed to run the office from the house.

I looked regretfully over my shoulder as I closed the office door and picked up my crate. I did not want to go inside that house, but I had no choice. I’d have to make the best of it, but my insides chilled at the thought of working every day with so many unquiet spirits around me.

“Miltonia!” Zara called. “Come on, girl. You don’t want to stay outside on your own.”

Miltonia looked at Zara then Flipper. She turned her back and stared at the office door.

“No, we can’t go in there. You’ve got to come into the house.” Zara patted her leg as she balanced the crate on one hip.

“She might follow us if we go ahead,” I said. “Flipper has been making friends with her.”

Zara shook her head. “I wish I knew what went on in that little dog’s head. It’s so sad to see her like this. Although, she does seem perkier since you arrived.”

I looked back at Miltonia as we walked to the house. She was one stubborn dog and still stared at the damp office as if willing the door to open.

I followed Zara into a high-ceilinged room. The windows were stained glass, and several old wooden pews were set alongside the walls.

“I was thinking this room,” Zara said. “We need to bring in tables, but it’s the least cold room in the house.”

I spotted three ghosts lurking at the other end of the room. “How about somewhere smaller? It’s just you and me, so we don’t need this much space. I don’t mind putting on an extra layer or two if the other rooms are on the chilly side.”

Zara adjusted the crate on her hip. “We could try the sitting room. It is cozier and has a working fireplace, so we can have an open fire. That will keep out the chill.”

“That sounds great.” I hurried out of the room, making sure not to pay the ghosts any attention.

The sitting room was dominated by a large stone fireplace at one end. Two bookshelves sat on either side of the fireplace, and there was a worn pink velvet couch with a large, dark oak table at the other end of the room.

“How about this?” Zara asked.

I looked around. So far, so good. There were no ghosts inside this room. I checked Flipper, and he looked happy with our new office. “This looks fine. We can get plenty of work done in here.”

Helen walked into the room a moment later. She looked around and gave me a discreet thumbs-up, which I returned. “Is there anything you need me to bring over from the office?”

“There are a couple of boxes of folders,” Zara said. “Don’t worry. I’ll get them.  You can bring Miltonia.”

Helen’s hand fluttered across her chest. “Oh, Lorna should do that. She’s really good with dogs.”

I shook my head. “No, you do it. I’ve got to get the office set up. And Miltonia has taken a shine to you.”

Helen grimaced. “I don’t have time to babysit her. I’ve got so much cooking to do.”

Helen was not getting out of her new dog ownership responsibilities so easily. “That’s fine. Miltonia can stay in here with Flipper. You can visit her.”

Helen glowered at me, knowing she was being set up. “Okay, I’ll go get her, but she’ll have to walk. I’m not carrying her, or I’ll get her muddy paw prints all over me.”

I smiled as I watched Helen go. She might be resisting the pull of being owned by a dog, but it would be good for both of them, and Helen was bringing Miltonia out of her grief.

Helen returned a few moments later, an exasperated look on her face. Miltonia was in her arms, wrapped in a blanket, her little tongue poking out the side of her mouth.

“She wouldn’t walk.” Helen placed the dog on the floor. “Miltonia laid on her back and whimpered when I tried to get her to walk. I had to swaddle her like a baby.”

Miltonia looked up hopefully at Helen.

“You stay here.” Helen patted Miltonia’s tufted head. “I’ll make tea, and everyone can try my spooky scones before bed.”

“What’s spooky about them?” I asked.

“I used a pumpkin-shaped cutter,” Helen said. “And pumpkin spice in the mix.”

Zara smiled as she headed out of the office. “They sound great. I’d be happy to sample one, and tea will be lovely. I’ll be back soon. I’ll go grab those folders.”

Helen left the room to make the tea, and Miltonia whined as soon as she couldn’t see her.

I tried to pet her, but she shied away and hid under the table. “Don’t worry, pooch. I won’t hurt you.” I left her to settle and started setting up the laptop.

A shiver ran down my spine. I ignored it. It was followed by several others.

Flipper shoved his head into my lap and looked up at me.

“I’m okay, just ignoring our unwanted guests.” I kept my attention on the screen. If I didn’t acknowledge the ghosts, they wouldn’t know I could see them.

A persistent, icy-cold tapping began on my left shoulder. I ignored it. After a minute, the tapping stopped.

I rubbed my arms and moved around the desk to set up Zara’s laptop. I glanced out the side of my eye and saw a stern-faced woman glaring at me, her hands clasped in front of her.

I plugged in Zara’s laptop and focused on that. But when an icy-cold hand slapped my backside, I couldn’t ignore it.

I spun around, my eyes narrowed. “Who did that?”

The ghost of a young man with a cheeky smile on his face peered at me.

“Don’t you dare do that again,” I said to him.

The ghost’s smile faded, and his eyes widened.

I sighed and shook my head. “No, this isn’t happening. You get out of here. I don’t want any trouble.”

The ghost whirled round me several times, trying to slap my backside again.

I shrieked and dodged around the room to avoid his hands, running straight through the stern-faced female ghost as I did so. Flipper chased after me, barking and snapping at the ghost as I resisted the black dots in my vision, warning me I was about to faint.

“Get away from me.” I threw a couch cushion at the ghost. “This isn’t a game. I’m not playing.” I ran around, dodging chairs until I had my back pressed against the bookshelf and the ghost hovering in front of me.

Flipper stood between us growling, his hackles up.

I let out a sigh through my chattering teeth. “See him off, Flipper. If this ghost is going to be a nuisance, we don’t want him here.”

The ghost pointed at himself and then at me.

“Yes, well worked out. You know I can see you. That doesn’t mean you get the right to manhandle me. Now, get out of here before I set my ghost nipping dog on you.”

Helen pushed open the door, carrying a tray of pumpkin-shaped scones filled with cream and jam and a large pot of tea.

“Be careful,” I warned her. “There’s a smack happy ghost in here. He’s fond of ladies backsides. If he likes mine, he’s going to be in love with yours.”

Helen hurried to the table and set the tray down before turning and placing her back against the wall. “We’ll have none of that,” she said sternly. “We’re both ladies. You learn some manners, or we’ll chase you out of here.”

“You’d better listen to her,” I said to the ghost. “Helen is married to a policeman. He won’t be happy if he finds out you’ve been messing with his woman.”

The ghost scowled before turning and advancing on Helen. Oh no, that was the wrong thing to say. I didn’t want to anger him. I thought, if he knew he’d have the police on his back, he’d disappear.

“Helen, you might like to make a run for it,” I said.

Her eyes widened as she looked around the room. “Why? What’s he going to do?”

“By the looks of it, nothing good.”

I staggered to the side as an icy rush of freezing air shot through me. Felicity popped into view and flung herself at the other ghost. She grabbed him around the shoulders and pulled him backward, away from Helen.

By now, Flipper was barking excitedly with all the ghostly activity, rushing from ghost to ghost and snapping at the air as if he could scare them away with his teeth.

“What’s happening now?” Helen asked, her eyes wide and her hands covering her ample chest. “Is my backside safe?”

“Felicity’s arrived. She’s defending our honor.” I watched as Felicity dragged the ghost out of the room.

She flew back in a few seconds later and glared at the other woman. There was a tense stand-off before the other ghost vanished, leaving just Felicity.

I sank into a chair, exhausted and frozen from my encounters with so many ghosts.

Helen hurried over with a cup of tea and handed it to me. “It looks like you’re going to need Felicity as your protector while you’re in here.”

I took a sip of tea and nodded. “I don’t think these ghosts want anything other than to cause trouble. I can’t get distracted by them. There’s too much to think about with this party so close and Felicity’s murder to solve.”

“Speaking of which, we need to focus on our murder suspects. We’ve still got a lot of questions to ask.”

I nodded as I slumped back in the seat. My brain felt too cold to function. Feeling this exhausted after being in the house for a few minutes would not help me do my job and figure out what happened to Felicity.

At this rate, I wasn’t sure I’d survive until Halloween. There were too many ghosts, too many suspects in Felicity’s murder, and not enough clues to go on.
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Chapter 11
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The previous two days had been a blur of last-minute party planning. If I wasn’t chasing deliveries, I was checking guests’ requirements, paying invoices, and taking calls from people coming to the event.

I’d barely had enough time to stop for food, let alone focus on who killed Felicity and how they did it.

To make things more stressful, the annoying house ghosts were zapping my energy. Felicity did her best to keep them at bay. She looked terrifying when she flew through the wall, her pink hair flying, and slam dunked a pesky spook, but one or two of them would still sneak in and try to play with me.

It wasn’t only me they bothered. Although Zara couldn’t see them, she got the unpleasant side-effects of the drops in temperature, flickering lights, and power surges that killed our computers.

“Not again!” Zara threw her hands up in exasperation. “This place’s wiring is on the fritz. My internet connection cut out again, and I’m almost out of battery power.”

The last time that had happened, I’d discovered someone, most likely someone without a physical body, had pulled out the internet cable in the other room.

I hopped up from my seat. “Let me check and make sure everything is plugged in properly. Maybe it’s a loose wire.”

Zara ran her hands through her hair. “Thanks, but I’ve done enough for today. I’m done. If you want to finish up what you’re doing and call it a day, that’s fine. We got a lot done.”

I nodded as I looked at the carefully written action plan on the white board propped against the wall. Half the to-dos had been crossed through. “We’re getting there.”

“I see a light at the end of this spooky tunnel.” Zara looked around the room and shivered. “I’ll be glad to get back to the office. Any news on when the contractor is coming to assess the damage?”

“Nothing yet. I’ll give him another call and hurry him along.” I looked at the plate of orange iced cookies Helen had left us. “I think I’ll burst if I try another one of Helen’s themed party treats.”

Zara smiled and patted her stomach. “I’m the same. I’ll have to go up a costume size at this rate if she keeps feeding us so much.”

“Helen’s a feeder. She’s always shown her love through food.”

“Her husband must be a lucky man.”

“And he knows it,” I said. “I’ll go check on the cables and then finish up.”

“Fine, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I headed along the hallway with Flipper into the room where the internet connection was. As predicted, the lights blinked orange, and the connection lead had been yanked from the wall.

I shoved it back in and waited as it rebooted. I looked around the room slowly for any signs of a suspect. “Whoever is doing this, you’re not funny. I’m going to tape this lead to the wall, so you can’t pull it out again.”

My cell phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out. The caller ID showed it was Gunner.

“Hi, how’s it going?” I asked.

“I’m too busy to think straight, so I’ll keep this short. I’ve had a few minutes to look into your request about the dodgy people you’re working with.”

“Julius Fleur is top of our list,” I said. “What did you find out about him?”

“Nothing about Julius, that’s why I’m calling. The police are on their way to the house right now.”

I was so surprised I almost dropped the cell phone. “Who are they coming to arrest if it’s not Julius?”

“Luke Walsh. He skipped out on his probation a year ago.”

My heart raced. “Luke’s been in prison?”

“He got eighteen months. Got out after nine months for good behavior. As part of his probation, he has to stay in the same place and report in weekly to his probation officer. After six months, he decided he didn’t want to do that and vanished. That’s until you discovered him working for the Fleurs.”

“Is Luke involved with Felicity’s murder?”

“Good question. It’s one we’ll be asking,” Gunner said. “I’ve linked with the local police force and briefed them on the details. They know about his record and consider him dangerous. He’s not done anything to concern either you or Helen, has he?”

“Other than disrespect Helen’s cooking, he’s not done anything to make us think he’s dangerous. What did he get arrested for?”

“Theft. And, if he was up to his old tricks and stealing from Felicity, it’s a good motive for murder.”

I nodded. “If Luke got caught, he’d need to keep Felicity quiet. It’s weird, though. Someone told me they were close. They were seen together.”

“Which is an even better motive,” Gunner said. “Luke was stealing from Felicity and sweet talking her at the same time. He could have been stringing her along. Or, if they were lovers, they had a quarrel, and it got nasty.”

I’d had the same theory rumbling around my head. “When are the police arriving?”

“They should be there any moment,” Gunner said. “I got the call from them just now to say the arrest warrant has been issued and they’re on their way. Is Luke around?”

“I haven’t seen him, but he doesn’t often come into the house. He’s most likely working in the barns. I could go check.”

“No! Don’t get involved. Send the police straight there. You don’t want this guy on the run. He’s got quite a rap sheet. If he’s added murder to that list of crimes, I want you and Helen to stay away from him.”

“No problem. Will do. We won’t get involved.” I’d had the occasional throwing caution to the wind moment when it came to stopping the bad guys, but this time, it wasn’t worth the risk. If Luke was as dangerous as Gunner believed, the police were welcome to him.

“Make sure you don’t. Zach will skin me alive if you get caught up with a criminal like Luke.”

“You can reassure him that won’t happen.” I said goodbye to Gunner and hurried to the kitchen with Flipper to find Helen.

She was pulling a tray of bright orange muffins out of the oven as I entered.

“You need to come with me. There’s been a development in Felicity’s murder.”

Helen set the muffins down and pulled off her oven gloves. “What’s happened?”

“It’s Luke! Gunner discovered he’s got a criminal record and broke the terms of his probation. The police are coming to arrest him.”

Helen’s jaw dropped. “We need to stop him from leaving.”

“No! I promised Gunner we won’t get involved.”

Helen’s nose wrinkled. “Why didn’t he call to tell me this information?”

“Maybe he did. Where’s your cell phone?”

Helen looked around the kitchen. “It’s gone. I had it this morning. I left it on the table.”

“It could be a ghost messing with your things. They’ve been pranking us in the office by messing with the internet connection and pulling out the leads. They might have thought it was funny to pinch your cell phone.”

“Call it,” Helen said. “I can’t be without my phone.”

“We don’t have time to hunt for it now. Maybe you accidentally baked it in a muffin.”

Helen squinted at me. “As if I’d do such a thing. I do need my cell phone, though.” Her gaze went to the oven.

I relented, called her cell phone, and heard a faint, muffled ring.

“It’s in here somewhere.” Helen dashed to the oven and peered through the glass. “Not in there.”

I walked around slowly as I tried to locate the noise. “It’s coming from the pantry.”

“Oh, don’t go in there.” Helen hurried over and placed her hand on the door.

I raised my eyebrows. “What’s hiding behind the pantry door? Is it small and bald and quivers most of the time?”

Helen scowled at me as she inched the door open. Miltonia sat in a box full of soft blankets. She had a small bowl of water and an empty food bowl in front of her. Nestled in her blanket was Helen’s cell phone.

Flipper shoved his nose in the box and licked Miltonia’s head. She greeted him with an equally enthusiastic lick.

“I knew you couldn’t resist that adorable little face,” I said.

Helen sighed as she retrieved the cell phone. “It’s a face only a mother can love. She was whimpering at the door again this morning. I had to let her in. She must have snuck out and pinched my cell phone when I wasn’t looking.”

I peered at Miltonia. “Did you give her a bath?” There was a definite shine on her formerly dull tuft of head fur.

“She smelt musty. And Miltonia loved having lotion put on her skin. She squirmed around and even lifted her legs, so I could get to her little pits.” Helen smiled at Miltonia.

I laughed. “Welcome to the world of dog ownership.”

“No, this is short term. I’ll keep an eye out for her until we leave, but that’s it. I’m not ready to be a mom.” Helen walked away from the pantry. “Didn’t you say something about the police arriving to arrest a murderer? We should focus on that.”

She was smitten by Miltonia. I knew the signs. “Let’s wait outside for the police. We can direct them to the barns when they get here and make sure Luke doesn’t do a runner.”

We hurried outside, Flipper at my heel. I was surprised to see Miltonia following us. She was a scruffy little thing, with her enormous tuft of fur swaying in the chilly evening breeze and her comical fluffy feet. She kept close to Flipper as they ran along together. It looked like he’d finally worked his magic on her, and I was pleased to see she was coming out of her shell. She’d make the perfect pet for Helen.

As we rounded the side of the house, I slowed. A police car raced along the driveway toward us.

I waved at them, and they pulled up outside.

“We’re looking for Luke Walsh,” a policeman said as he got out of the car.

“He should be by the barns,” I said.

He was joined by another colleague, and they raced away.

I waited anxiously with Helen to see if they’d discover Luke.

“Do you really think he killed Felicity?” Helen asked.

“We didn’t have him at the top of our list, but he is there, and he does know about plants.”

“And it sounds like Felicity trusted him. Enough to let him handle her toxic plants? Enough to let her guard down and give him an opportunity to poison her?”

“Hopefully, we’ll know more when the police run additional tests. Then they’ll have to prove it was Luke who did it.”

It only took a few moments before I heard cursing. Luke was walked around the side of the building, his hands cuffed behind his back. The expression on his face was one of fury. He struggled in the police officers’ grip as they held him tightly between them and escorted him to the car.

“What the buggerations is going on?” Luke growled. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“You skipped probation,” one of the police officer’s said. “We also have questions about the death of Felicity Fleur.”

“What the hell? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Luke glared at me and Helen. “Have you got something to do with this? Did you tell the police about me?”

“Other than the fact you’re rude and have a terrible palate, we know nothing about you,” Helen said.

He glowered at her. “I knew there was something dodgy about you two. You’ve been poking around ever since you arrived. You do work for the cops. You informed on me.”

“We don’t work for the police, and we’re not the ones who have been lying about having a dodgy past,” I said.

“I’m not like that anymore,” Luke said.

“Then what are you like?” Helen asked.

His shoulders sagged. “I like working here. I wanted a new start. This job came up, and I saw it as an opportunity to try again.”

“All you had to do was break your probation conditions to do that,” the police officer to his right said. “Some new start. Get in the back of the car.”

Flipper barked, alerting me to Felicity’s arrival. She flew around the police car, a worried look on her face.

“Something’s wrong with Felicity,” I whispered to Helen. “She’s not happy they’re taking Luke away.”

“Because she’s in love with him?” Helen said. “She doesn’t want to see her lover arrested for his crime of passion.”

“If he’s guilty of her murder, he deserves it,” I said.

Felicity flapped around the police as they opened the car door before disappearing. A few seconds later, the alarm on the car went off.

I covered my ears as I watched Felicity emerge from inside the car and try to bat away the police officers as if protecting Luke.

“I’ll deal with it.” One of the officers raced around and jumped in the car to silence the alarm.

I gasped as Luke barged the other police officer with his shoulder and made a break for freedom. Felicity was right beside him as he raced across the lawn.

“Get after him,” yelled the police officer in the car. They took chase, and Flipper joined them.

“Flipper! Wait!” My heart raced with worry. I didn’t want him at risk if Luke turned nasty.

Flipper chose to use his selective hearing and ignored my repeated calls to return as he easily outran the police officers.

Miltonia yipped several times, before chasing after Flipper, her tiny legs a blur as she tried to keep up with her much larger companion.

“Miltonia! Come back. It’s too dangerous.” Helen ran across the lawn in her heels and scooped the dog into her arms.

“Flipper!” I yelled at the top of my voice. I watched in horror as he launched himself at Luke and shoved him over.

Luke yelled and cursed as he slammed into the ground.

Flipper pinned him down until the police caught up. He hopped off and followed them back to the car with an angry-faced Luke between them.

“Your dog is well-trained,” one of the policemen said to me. “If he fancies a job working for us, he’d be welcome. I could never run that fast.”

“He’s got a full-time job with me but thanks for the offer.” I was torn between scolding Flipper for disobeying me and cuddling him and telling him what an amazing, fearless wonder dog he was. I chose the latter, wrapped him in a cuddle, and kissed his head.

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” Luke said. “I’m just a handyman.”

“A handyman with a criminal record,” the policeman said as he shoved Luke in the back of the car.

“What’s going on?” Zara emerged from the house, along with Julius and Horatio.

“You need to look for a new handyman,” the officer said as he got into the car. “We’ll be in touch when we have any news.”

Zara’s brow furrowed. “News about what?”

I turned to her. “They’ve arrested Luke because he violated his parole.”

“Parole!” Julius took a step back. “We have a criminal working for us?”

“Not anymore by the looks of things,” Horatio said. “What was he inside for?”

“Theft,” I said. “At least, that’s what the police said.”

“Wait!” Zara hurried to the car. “Tell me what you’ve arrested him for now?”

“Your friend’s right. Luke Walsh violated his probation. We also have a few questions to ask him concerning Felicity Fleur.”

Zara’s hand went to her mouth as she gasped. “Felicity? What do you mean?”

“Are you family?”

“No, but she was my best friend.”

“We are family.” Julius hurried over with Horatio. “I’m her uncle, and this is her brother.”

The officer nodded. “We have reason to believe Felicity Fleur’s death was not an accident. We also believe Mr. Walsh could be involved.”

“This is outrageous!” Julius glared at Luke. “If you harmed my niece, I’ll have your head on a stick.”

“Easy now, sir.” The officer moved Julius away from the car. “We’re only asking questions for now. As soon as we have any useful information, we will let you know. We can’t say too much, but we have re-opened the investigation into what happened to your niece.”

Julius stroked a hand down his beard. “I don’t know what to say. Felicity was killed?”

“It’s a possibility. Can we reach you here if we have any questions?”

“Yes, of course. We must know if you think Luke was involved in my niece’s death.”

“Good. We’ll be in touch.” The officer got into the car, and they drove away with Luke in the back.

I looked over to see Felicity hovering halfway along the driveway, her attention fixed on the retreating police car.

My gaze went from Zara to Julius and then Horatio as they stood discussing this surprising turn of events. Had one of them struck gold? Luke was implicated in Felicity’s murder, but was it really him? Someone could be standing in front of me, secretly relieved that the murder they’d committed six months ago had been pinned on somebody else.

Until the police had confirmed Luke killed Felicity, I’d keep asking questions and get to the bottom of her mystery.
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Chapter 12
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An ear-piercing scream woke me from my sleep with a jolt. I rolled out of bed, Flipper leaping up to join me.

It was Helen screaming, and the sound made my heart pound. I raced into her room and saw her staring at me with wide eyes as she lay frozen in her bed.

I looked around, expecting to see a knife-wielding maniac hiding in the shadows. “What’s the matter?”

She swallowed loudly, and a whimper slid from her lips. “There’s something in my bed. I think it’s a ghost.”

I stared at the sheets covering her. “I don’t see anyone, and I don’t sense a ghost. Are you sure you weren’t having a nightmare?”

“No! There’s something in here with me. It’s sort of cold and spiky feeling.”

I tilted my head. “That doesn’t sound like a ghost. Have you looked under the covers?”

“Of course not! If it’s a ghost, I won’t be able to see it.”

I pressed my lips together. “Do you want me to look under your covers?”

“Yes, it’s still here. It’s squirming around.” Helen gasped. “What if it’s a snake?”

“We don’t get many snakes in Hampshire. And we definitely don’t get any snakes coming out when it’s this cold. Could it be a pillow that’s worked its way down the bed?”

“This feels like no pillow I’ve ever experienced before. Get over here and look under my sheets before I have a heart attack.”

I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes as I walked to Helen’s bed. As I got closer, I slowed. There was a strange lump by her feet. I prodded it gently with a finger, and it wiggled.

Helen squealed. “That’s it. You made it move. Is it a ghost?”

“Are you decent under these covers?”

“Of course! Take a look.”

I gingerly inched up the sheets at the bottom of the bed to discover Helen’s bare feet. Lying next to them was Miltonia.

I laughed as I pulled back the rest of the sheets. “It’s not a ghost, and it’s not a snake. It’s your dog.”

Flipper’s bark sounded happy as he bounded over and licked Miltonia’s head.

Helen raised her head slowly. Her eyes narrowed as she saw Miltonia. “How did she get in here? I shut my bedroom door last night. She was supposed to stay in the main house.”

“She’s quite an escape artist if she made it out of there,” I said. “You can’t deny she likes you. She’s adopted you, whether you like it or not.”

“I’m not open for adoption,” Helen said.

I let Miltonia sniff my fingers before she backed away and pressed herself against Helen’s leg.

“She can’t stay in my bed,” Helen said.

“She is sort of cute,” I said. “Are you sure you don’t have room in your life for this little sweetie?”

“Can you imagine what Gunner will say if I bring her home? She’s a purse dog. If Gunner wanted a dog, he’d get one like Jessie. She’s a good, solid dependable dog. A working dog. A useful dog.”

“You have lots of lovely purses. Miltonia will fit in one just fine.”

“Leaving me with fur inside my ruined purses. Besides, she might not be purse trained. What if she pees in my favorite purse?”

“You can train her if she isn’t, although I’ve never seen her have an accident in the house. You can get a special purse just for her. And, if you haven’t noticed, she doesn’t have much fur to shed.”

Helen sniffed. “Maybe you and Flipper can adopt her. She likes Flipper.”

“She’s not keen on me, though. You, however, she loves. She’d be great company, and you’d make her so happy if you bring her into our family.”

Helen’s nose wrinkled as she stared at Miltonia. “If she is staying, I’ll need to do something with that fur. That ridiculous tuft on top of her head will have to go. And she already needs another bath. I’ll have to change the sheets after she’s been on them.”

“It could be her diet making her smell odd. We’ll find the perfect food for her. And you already know she loves baths, so giving her regular baths until we figure out the problem won’t be an issue.”

“I’ll think about it.” Helen stroked Miltonia’s skin. “I’m not keen on her name.”

“Miltonia is a bit of a mouthful.”

“How about Milly?” Helen said. “It sounds friendly. It’s not so different from Miltonia, so she should take to it.”

The way Miltonia, or now Milly, gazed up at Helen, she’d let her call her Spud Face and still love her. “Milly is perfect.”

Helen gently unpicked a knot from Milly’s head fur. “I’ll think about it.” She scooped her up. “Listen to me, no more sneaking into my bed. I either sleep with Gunner, or I sleep alone. There’s no room for anybody else.”

Milly licked Helen’s nose, and she squealed. “And no licking me. I know where that tongue of yours goes. It doesn’t need to be anywhere near me.”

“If you’re a dog owner, you’ll have to get used to a bit of drool and inappropriate licking. Then there’s the sniffing and the poop scooping—”

“Do you want me to say no to adopting her?” Helen asked. “I’m still undecided, and you’re giving me all the negatives.”

“She’s perfect for you,” I said. “She’s like the ying to your yang. You’re beautiful, and she’s so... well, she’s so quirkily unique.”

“Are you saying my dog is ugly?” Helen clasped Milly to her chest.

I grinned at her. “She’s beautiful on the inside. And Milly’s got character. That makes her even lovelier. Looks fade, but a great personality will set you up for life.”

Helen brushed her fingers through Milly’s fur. “I’m still not convinced.”

She looked convinced to me. I checked the time. It was past seven, and dawn was only just arriving. “Come on, since we’re awake, let’s go see if the family have heard anything about Luke. He’s been in overnight, so the police should have questioned him by now.”

Helen nodded as she grabbed her robe and pulled it on. “Has there been any sign of Felicity since Luke was taken away? Maybe she can find peace now her killer has been arrested.”

“I haven’t seen her since yesterday. She didn’t look happy when they took Luke away. From the way she tried to stop the police, Felicity doesn’t think Luke killed her.”

“She has a right to be cautious. I was so certain Julius did it. Even so, Luke needs to pay for skipping out on his probation,” Helen said.

“He does,” I said. “Let’s hope this is all over. Luke holds his hands up to what he’s done, and everyone can move on, including Felicity.”

Half an hour later, we were both dressed and walking through the front door of the house to be greeted by its usual unpleasant chill and cold spots.

Flipper and Milly followed us, sticking close together, now seeming to be the best of friends.

Zara waved when she spotted us and hurried out of the office. “I hope you both slept okay after yesterday’s excitement.”

“I slept fine, thanks.” I didn’t mention my rude awakening due to Helen screaming.

“I tossed and turned all night thinking about it. I can’t believe we had a criminal working for us. Someone who wanted Felicity dead.”

“Is there any news on Luke?” Helen asked as we walked to the kitchen.

“Horatio took a call about half an hour ago,” Zara said. “It was from the police. I was about to find him and see what they had to say when I saw the two of you.”

As we walked into the kitchen, we discovered Horatio at the table with a large mug of coffee in front of him and a dazed look on his face.

“Any news?” Zara asked.

Horatio nodded, his face pale and his eyes tired. “The police are holding Luke. They’ve got evidence suggesting he’s been profiting off the family business. I can’t believe it. He was always a surly bloke, but I never had him down as a common thief.”

“Sit down, everyone. I’ll make breakfast, and you can tell us everything.” Helen patted Horatio’s shoulder as she set out the breakfast things.

“That would be lovely.” Horatio’s smile was weary. “I barely slept thinking about this mess.”

“What’s Luke been stealing?” I asked.

“That’s the weird thing. The police aren’t sure. They were asking me if any valuable items from the house have gone missing. We have loads of antiques around, but they’re all accounted for. I checked the safe, and everything is in there. Luke’s been receiving large sums of money into his account every couple of months. It’s as if he’s taking things, selling them, and banking the profits. Whatever it is he’s pinching, he’s not stealing things from the house.”

“Could someone be giving him money?” Blackmail was a possibility if he received regular payments. But who would he blackmail, and what did he have on them to make them give him money to keep quiet?

“It’s not me,” Horatio said.

“What about Felicity’s death?” Zara asked. “The police said they’d re-opened the investigation. Do they have new information as to why they did that?”

Horatio shook his head. “They think there could be a connection between the money and her death. We all know how weird Felicity’s death was, but the police couldn’t find evidence of foul play. They poked around and asked questions and came up with bee venom and an accident.”

Helen placed bowls of oatmeal covered in syrup and fruit on the table, poured everyone coffee, and we all tucked in.

“Luke has a good motive for wanting Felicity out of the way if he was stealing from her,” Zara said. “He could have been taking her things and selling them. She found out and Luke got rid of her before she reported him to the police and they discovered where he was hiding.”

“But what was he taking?” Horatio added more syrup to his oatmeal and stuffed a huge spoonful into his mouth. “My sister wasn’t one to collect diamonds or expensive bits of jewelry.”

I sat at the table eating my oatmeal and listening to Horatio and Zara discuss the things that could have been stolen. It sounded as if Luke had the run of the place. It would have been easy for him to sneak around and take valuable things without anybody noticing.

Horatio finished his coffee and went to stand.

Helen shook her head and refilled his mug. “You stay right there. You’ve had a shock. I don’t want you fainting from lack of sleep.”

His smile held a hint of amusement. “I’ll be fine.”

“Drink more coffee and have extra to eat. You need to keep up your strength when you’re under stress.” Helen nudged the granola toward him.

Horatio took little persuasion, and when he’d finished two bowls of granola and another mug of coffee, Helen let him leave.

Zara shook her head as she picked up her mug. “You must think you’re working for a crazy family. I’m so sorry about all of this.”

I shared a smile with Helen. “It’s fine. We’ve had worse.”

“Worse than theft and a possible murder?” Zara’s eyebrows shot up.

“You’d be surprised.”

“Well, no matter. We’ll make the best of it. Still, Felicity’s death not being an accident, it doesn’t bear thinking about.” Zara finished her coffee. “Maybe we shouldn’t have the party. Does it seem disrespectful if they do open a murder investigation?”

I groaned inwardly. “Even if something bad happened to Felicity, postponing the party won’t change anything.”

Zara stared into her mug. “I guess not. We can still remember her, even if her end was at the hands of another person.”

“She’d like that,” I said, knowing full-well Felicity didn’t care for parties. “If there’s anything you need me to do, just ask. The party will still go ahead. Luke can’t spoil that.”

“There is one thing I was relying on Luke for. He was picking up the printing today. Is there any chance you can head into town and collect it? There’s been a stuff up, and they can’t deliver. I’d do it myself, but I have a hundred and one things to do.”

“Sure, no problem. That’s what I’m here for.” The trip into town would give me a chance to ask around and see if anyone knew anything about Luke and his underhanded behavior.

Once we’d finished breakfast, Helen was happy to drive, so we headed into town with Flipper and Milly in the back seat.

“It sounds like Felicity got it wrong,” Helen said. “Luke was on the take. It’s only a matter of time before everything is connected and the police find something to pin her murder on him.”

“But what was he stealing?” I said.

“Didn’t Luke say he tested Felicity’s flowers on new buyers?” Helen said. “Maybe he was offering them more than just flowers.”

“You’re right. He might have used a stall in town, set out the samples, and seen what sort of interest there was. Luke could have had a sideline, selling whatever he stole from Felicity.”

Helen pointed to a sign on a lamppost as we drove past. “It’s market day by the looks of it. We can ask around and see if anyone knows him.”

Helen found a spot to park, and we all climbed out. The town was bustling with shoppers, and there were several dozen stalls set up in a wide market square, selling everything from antique furniture to organic lip balm.

Flipper happily trotted by my side, always happy to explore somewhere new. After a few steps, Milly started to shake, and her tail tucked between her legs. She stopped walking and stared up at Helen, blinking her beady eyes at her.

“Come on, heel.” Helen tapped her thigh.

Milly didn’t move.

“How do you get Flipper to heel?” she asked me.

“With weeks of training. Milly might like to be carried. Maybe the crowds bother her. She’s small.”

“Oh, for goodness sake.” Helen scooped Milly into her arms. She instantly snuggled against her chest and tried to lick her cheek. “It’s embarrassing having this dog glued to me.”

“Milly loves you so much it would be cruel not to cuddle her,” I said. “We might be able to pick up some treats and dog shampoo while we’re here. You can take her home and give her another bath.”

“She needs a haircut, as well.” Helen ran her fingers through Milly’s straggly head fur. “I should take her to the groomers, let them transform her into... well, into her own unique version of stunning.”

“One step at a time,” I said. “She’s more likely to let you groom her than some stranger in a noisy salon surrounded by other dogs.”

“I’m a stranger. She doesn’t know me.”

“You woke up with her in your bed. She knows you, and she trusts you.”

Helen looked down at Milly and shook her head. “I’m not sure what I’m getting myself into. Am I responsible enough to be a dog owner?”

“I trust you with Flipper,” I said. “You can look after one small dog.”

“It looks like I don’t have a choice. Come on. Let’s take a look at these stalls.”

We browsed among the stalls for half an hour. I picked some delicious looking pecan fudge, and Helen splurged on organic camomile hand cream.

“Look, there’s a stall selling pet products.” Helen hurried over and inspected the bottles of shampoo and lotions.

“Don’t worry, Flipper,” I said quietly to him. “I’m not getting anything for you that’s rose scented.”

He looked up at me and wagged his tail. Flipper didn’t need baths. He was happy to splash around in the river if he needed to freshen up. He was a meticulously clean dog and not known for rolling about in things he shouldn’t.

Helen held up two bottles in one hand as she cupped Milly in the other. “What do you think? Should she smell like roses or lavender?”

“What about something unscented? Maybe she’d like to smell like a normal dog?”

A tall man with a wide smile walked over. “Is there something I can help you with?”

“I need something to tidy up this dog.” Helen pointed at Milly.

“You don’t see many Chinese Crested dogs around here,” the stall owner said. “Have you had her long?”

“We’re getting to know each other,” Helen said. “This might be temporary, but the least I can do is keep her clean while I’ve got her.”

“Have you bathed her before?”

“I have, but she already smells again.”

The stallholder chuckled. “Certain breeds have sensitive guts and allergies, just like humans. Or it could be stress related. Has she had any trauma in her life?”

“Oh! Well, she lost her owner six months ago.”

He snapped his fingers. “That would do it. She might have been off her food, and her stomach isn’t used to anything rich. Keep it simple, lots of good quality, plain food, and lots of love. I believe animals suffer from grief.”

Helen looked at Milly. “Poor little girl. She was sad when we first met.”

“It looks like she’s coming around.” The stallholder smiled at her. “What would you like to try?”

“How about something that smells nice to a dog?” I suggested.

“Milly most likely wants to smell like a sausage,” Helen said.

The stallholder roared with laughter. “I’m sorry to say I don’t do anything that smells like that. I do have something that’s unscented.” He passed Helen a bottle.

“Great, we’ll try that.” Helen handed him some money.

“Do you know anyone by the name of Luke Walsh, who sells flowers on a stall around here?” I asked the stallholder as he passed Helen her change.

He scratched his head. “Luke? I know most of the stallholders here. I’ve had this place for five years. There are a couple of flower stalls at the other end. They’re run by women, though.”

“Thanks, we’ll see if they know him.”

We ambled through the market, checking out other produce and sampling free goodies from the food stalls.

I stopped at a busy flower stall. A red-faced woman with a mass of curly dark hair smiled at me as she bunched up a bouquet of multi-colored roses. “Is there something I can help you with?”

“Do you know somebody called Luke Walsh? He might sell flowers around here. Maybe he uses your stall?”

“No, love. This is all mine. I pay for the plot.” Her gaze narrowed. “Why, did he tell you he worked for me?”

“No, but he sells unusual flowers. This would be a logical place to showcase them.”

“Unusual flowers? What kind of things are you talking about?” The woman handed over the roses and wiped her hands on a cloth.

“Rare plants. Orchids, unusual hybrids, that sort of thing.”

She shook her head. “Most people want the simple stuff. Roses and daffodils when they’re in season. I sell a lot of baskets and bouquets. I tend not to bother with orchids because they perish so easily in the cold weather. It’s hard to get the temperature right when you’re outside. Sorry, I can’t help.”

We tried the other flower stall and got the same response.

“Maybe Luke went to a different market to sell those flowers.” Helen wrapped her scarf tighter around her neck and tucked the ends around Milly.

“It could be that,” I said. “This is the closest big town, though.”

“I could do with a cup of tea to warm up before we pick up the printing,” Helen said. “Have we got time?”

I nodded. “So long as we’re back by lunchtime, I don’t see it being a problem.”

“I saw a cute tearoom down an alleyway. Let’s head there and see if we can figure out where Luke’s been selling his goods.”

“And what those goods are.”

As we got to the tearoom, I spotted an outside space at the back where dogs were welcome. Once we checked out the menu and ordered a pot of oolong tea and two slices of chocolate cake, I sat back in my seat and sighed. “Maybe there’s no mystery to solve. The police will get Luke to talk, eventually.”

“It would be nice not to have to chase after a murderer for once,” Helen said. “If all we had to worry about was soggy pastry around my sausage rolls and whether the guests will turn up for the party, I’d be happy.”

“I know, but Luke is a shady character. And with his criminal record, Felicity could have pushed him too far.”

The server came over with our order. She smiled warmly as she set the teapot on the table. “I’ve not seen you here before. Are you new to the town?”

“We’re here for a short stay,” I said. “Helping at Fleur de Bloom, the horticultural business, preparing for the launch of their new products.”

“I love that place,” the woman said. “There are so many weird and wonderful things that come out of there. I’ve got one of their everlasting orchids. I’ve had it for three years, and the thing is as beautiful as the day I got it. They know how to create lovely plants.”

“Do you know Luke Walsh who works there?” I asked. “I think he sells some of the more unusual plants. He might have tested them in the market.”

She laughed and shook her head. “I know who you’re talking about. He’s a rogue, that one. Luke always has a twinkle in his eye and looking out for a good deal. He never sold anything around here, though. I can’t see him hawking fancy flowers in the local market. If he was doing that, he’d go to one of the big cities or even as far as London. He might even sell them online. That’s where the niche stuff is sold. I know that because my sister’s in the trade. She makes a small fortune with her online store.”

“How do you know Luke?”

The woman smiled. “He caught my eye one day. I treated him to a few of my savory tarts when he came to town. After a while, I figured I was wasting my time. He accepted the freebies and even left a tip a few times. That man has money and a lot of it for someone who works maintenance on the Fleur estate. But he wasn’t making money from selling flowers here.”

That left me with a puzzle. Luke had to be making money from somewhere. If he wasn’t stealing from the family or selling their exotic plants for a marked-up price here, what was he up to?

“Enjoy your cake, ladies.” The woman walked away.

“What do we do now?” Helen cut off a piece of her chocolate cake.

“We widen our search. Maybe Luke wasn’t coming here to sell flowers. London isn’t so far away. He could have gotten there and back in a day.”

“It doesn’t make sense,” Helen said. “If Felicity knew he was selling these flowers, she’d also expect the money from him.”

“Luke could have decided to keep the money, and Felicity got angry. It’s another good reason he’s the murderer.”

“There’s definitely something wrong with him. Any man who turns down my brownies is not to be trusted.”

We tucked into our delicious, rich chocolate cake and drank tea to keep us warm as we sat outside with the dogs.

I pondered Luke’s guilt as I ate. He was up to something. He’d been making serious money, but I still hadn’t figured out how he was doing it. Maybe there was something to the online sales idea the café owner suggested.

“We should leave this to the police. They have Luke under arrest, and he won’t be getting away any time soon.”

Helen pointed her fork at me. “But you’re not going to. You’re not sure it was Luke who killed Felicity.”

“It’s her reaction that makes me wonder. Logically, it’s him. He’s a criminal. He had the opportunity, and if Felicity discovered him cheating her out of money, he’d want to keep her quiet. If she reported him to the police, his cover would be blown.”

“The police will discover the truth or get Luke to confess. Then we’ll have nothing to worry about.”

I nodded as I ate more cake. I couldn’t let this drop. Felicity had been so agitated when they’d arrested Luke it had planted a seed of doubt in my mind. But if it wasn’t him, the chances were I was around Felicity’s actual killer every day, and that needed to change.

“Come on, I’m getting cold sitting here, and we’ve got the printing to pick up.” Helen hopped up from her seat and tucked Milly under her arm.

“She does look comfortable there,” I said. “You’re made for each other.”

“Don’t say that. I still haven’t mentioned her to Gunner. He’s not going to be pleased if I arrive home with a dog. Three dogs in the family might be too much.”

“She’s so small she won’t be a problem.”

“What if Jessie doesn’t take to Milly? She could get jealous that Flipper has a new friend.”

“Jessie loves everyone. She won’t mind having Milly in the house. And Gunner will be pleased if she makes you happy.”

Helen ruffled the fur on Milly’s head. “I’m still thinking about that.”

It looked to me like she wouldn’t be thinking for long. Milly had decided Helen was her new owner. She just didn’t realize it.

We left the cafe and headed to the car to pick up the printing for Zara.

Once everything was in the trunk, we headed back to the house, winding through the chilly early afternoon, the sky threatening rain as Helen pulled the car up outside.

“We should do an online search,” Helen said. “That woman in the café suggested online sites were a good place to sell unusual plants. If that’s what Luke’s been doing, it shouldn’t be hard to track down.”

“We need to know what we’re looking for,” I said. “Zara keeps a list of the plants the business trials. I can grab a copy and see if we can find any information about them.”

“I’ll get my laptop and meet you in the kitchen,” Helen said as we walked toward the house with the printing. “Let’s see what we can find out about Luke. Then you can stop worrying about him and concentrate on Halloween.”

Five minutes later, we sat at the table in the kitchen. Helen searched an online auction site, while I skimmed through expired listings of rare flowers for sale on my cell phone.

“This is interesting,” Helen said. “This page isn’t live, but the seller listed a hybrid Gold of Kinabalu Orchid. It sold for five thousand!”

“Wow! That’s a lot for a flower. There are other listings for the same flower on this site. People pay a lot for rare stuff like this.”

“Here’s another one!” Helen said. “This even mentions the Fleur estate. It’s in the listing, stating that this is a rare find, cultivated by the estate and guaranteeing its authenticity.”

“That has to be Luke. That’s how he made all that extra cash.” It made sense. He wasn’t stealing antiques or jewels. He was sneaking out flowers and selling them to the highest bidder.

“This one went for eight thousand.”

“We’re in the wrong business,” I said.

Helen shook her head. “Neither of us are any good at horticulture. That’s why you’re involved with Zach, so we can have a beautiful garden.”

“I might also be involved with Zach because I love him and he’s a great boyfriend.” I grinned at her. “But he does come with the bonus of being handy when it comes to making our garden lovely.”

“Here’s a contact for the flowers that were sold. There’s just a cell number, no name. I’m dialing it.” Helen waited a few seconds, her cell phone pressed to her ear. “It’s gone to voicemail.”

“If it’s Luke’s cell, the police might have taken it off him.”

Helen’s eyes widened. “That’s him on the voicemail. I’m sure that’s Luke’s grumpy voice.” She replayed the message for me.

“It does sound uncannily like Luke.”

“That’s it. That’s the proof we need. He was stealing rare flowers and making a fortune off them.”

I nodded. “The big question is, did Felicity know he was doing it? If she didn’t give him permission to sell these seeds and plants and discovered what he was doing, was Luke greedy enough and mean enough to silence her?”

“I reckon he is,” Helen said. “The police are right. This case is closed. Luke has a motive, and he was around on the night Felicity was killed. He also knows a lot about plants since he sold them. Felicity found out what he was doing, and he had to keep her quiet.”

“Luke has the strongest motive for wanting Felicity out of the way. Even if they were becoming close, his greed must have clouded his judgment.”

“I’m sending this information to Gunner,” Helen said. “He’ll pass it to the police investigating Luke. That will strengthen their case against him.”

I looked around, hoping to see Felicity and see what she thought about this, but she hadn’t appeared since Luke’s arrest. I wanted to check in with her and see what she thought. It was a loose end I’d like to tie up, but until she showed herself, there was nothing I could do.

“Happy now?” Helen asked. “Shall we focus on our fabulous spooky party?”

“Let’s do it.” Helen was right. We had a huge Halloween party to deal with and a lot of work to do before that happened. With Felicity’s mystery solved, I would have no more distractions.
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Chapter 13
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It had been a day since Luke’s arrest. Felicity had still not appeared, and I was increasingly convinced the police were right. Luke had skipped probation, stolen from Felicity, and killed her when she found out about it.

I was sitting at the kitchen table with Helen, Flipper, and Milly, when Helen’s cell phone rang.

She finished her coffee and grabbed it. “Hello, sweetie. I was just thinking about you.”

I grinned and shook my head. It had to be Gunner.

“Sure, Lorna’s right here. Hold on a second. I’ll put you on speaker phone, so we can both hear.” Helen put her cell on the table and pressed a button.

“Hi. I wanted to give you both a quick update on Luke.”

“Has he admitted to everything?” Helen asked.

“He’s talking and admitted to the theft. That information you passed on was gold. We traced back the records, and all the links go to him. Luke is not a genius when it comes to hiding his digital tracks. We’ve found fifty expired auctions selling rare produce from Fleur de Bloom. There’s over a hundred and fifty grand in the bank. That is one rich maintenance man.”

“What about Felicity’s murder?” I asked. “Has he come clean about that?”

“That’s the tricky thing. Once Luke realized we had evidence against him for stealing the plants, he opened up. He knew he was in trouble for breaking his probation, but when we showed him evidence of the auction sites, he gave in and talked. But he’s adamant he didn’t kill Felicity. All he keeps saying is it wasn’t him. He liked Felicity, and they got on. He had no reason for wanting her dead.”

“Luke had every reason if she caught him with his hand in the cookie jar,” Helen said. “He’ll crack. Are you interviewing him? You can be so stern when you want someone to do something for you.”

“It’s not my patch,” Gunner said. “The local boys are being good about keeping me informed. I’m sure they’ll get it sorted. They’re reviewing the case files. And there’s CCTV in the greenhouse. Did you notice that when you were looking around?”

I sat up straight in my seat. “I didn’t spot it. Why have CCTV in there?”

“Because of the expensive plants. People get light fingers when there’s money to be made, as Luke has proven.”

“Did the police review the footage when Felicity died?” I asked.

“Some of it. They have footage of her being stung and collapsing. There could be something that was missed if the bees didn’t kill her. We’re still waiting on the toxicology report.”

“Thanks for the update,” I said. “If they find anything, will you let us know?”

“No problem. Is your ghost happy with the result?” Gunner asked.

“She’s missing,” I said. “Felicity hasn’t been back since Luke’s arrest.”

“His arrest could have jogged her memory, and she’s already moved on,” Helen said.

“That’s possible. Seeing Luke arrested could have reminded her of what happened. Felicity vanished now she’s had her mystery solved.”

“It is unusual for a ghost simply to leave,” Helen said. “And a bit rude. We’ve been working hard to figure out what happened. The least she could do is stick around and say thank you.”

“Felicity was eccentric,” I said. “Maybe niceties weren’t her thing.”

“At least I won’t have Zach on my back worrying about you two getting in trouble with a killer. We’ve caught the guy before he can cause any more trouble,” Gunner said.

“Thanks, Gunner,” I said. “We appreciate the help.”

“Anytime.”

Helen swept up the cell phone and walked away to finish the conversation with her sweetie.

I sat back in my seat. I was glad this was over. I’d been tired since I started working in the house after the office flooded. Whenever there were too many ghosts around, my energy drained. Plus, I was working long hours to make sure everything was right for the Halloween party. Now Felicity’s murder was solved, I could focus my waning energy on work and making it through the party.

The big launch was two days away, and I needed all the time I could get to make sure it went smoothly.

I glanced out of the kitchen window and saw Horatio walk past. He looked miserable, with his shoulders slumped and head down.

The poor guy, no one seemed to be looking out for him. I hurried out of the kitchen doorway with Flipper and over to Horatio.

“I’m sorry to hear what’s going on with the investigation into Luke and Felicity,” I said as I approached him.

Horatio shrugged and scuffed his foot along the ground. “Why would Luke do such a thing? He got on with Felicity.”

“You’re surprised he could be involved?”

“Honestly, yes. He could be a blunt tool, and you’d never invite him to take tea with the Queen, but he was handy to have around. Luke was also one of the few people Felicity would give the time of day.”

“You never heard them arguing? I overheard the police suggest he’d been stealing from the family. I wondered if maybe Felicity had figured out what Luke was up to and he got mad.” That wasn’t strictly true, but I didn’t want to reveal our insider link to the police.

“They could have fought. I never heard them if they did.” Horatio stuffed his hands into his pants pockets. “The police must know something’s up. I had to consent to have them dig up my sister’s body. It gives me the creeps to think about it.”

“It’s not a nice thing to have done, but it’s important to find out what happened to Felicity. If the bee venom didn’t harm her, it must be something else.”

“Of course. Felicity always looked out for me. I need to do the same for her, even though she’s no longer alive.” He shook his head. “I’m still in shock. I was getting used to her not being around, and suddenly everything has been dragged up, and it’s all thrown in the air.”

“Try to be positive. You have your new business venture to focus on. That will help to take your mind off things.”

He scratched his chin. “My business venture?”

“Your inflatables business.”

Horatio shrugged again. “That’s never going to happen. I’ve clung to it, and I don’t even know why. In fact, I’ve been feeling a bit guilty. I argued with Felicity before she died. She said the idea was silly and no one would want to buy the inflatables. It was the first time she’d refused me a line of credit. She said I needed to be more thorough in my business plans. It was a stupid argument, and I regret it. I also regret not making up before she died. The night Felicity died, I was in the local pub drowning my sorrows and trying to think of a way to convince her to give me the money I needed.”

“You weren’t at home?”

“No. The pub manager got a phone call and told me I needed to get to the house. I staggered back, thinking it was going to be something and nothing and discovered an ambulance and the police here. That’s when I knew things were serious. Uncle Julius found her.”

Flipper barked and raced ahead of me, his tail up as if he’d spotted something furry to chase.

“I heard Felicity’s old dog has taken a liking to Helen,” Horatio said. “She’s such a sad little thing. She absolutely adored Felicity. She had a bed for her in the greenhouse. That ugly little spud would sit for hours watching her work. I never understood why Felicity picked that particular breed. It was definitely not for her looks.”

“I get the impression your sister liked quirky and unusual things. A Chinese Crested dog is different to your average dog.”

Horatio chuckled. “You’ve got my sister right. Felicity championed the strange. I think that’s why she was so interested in poisonous plants, the kind of thing no one wanted to spend time on. Even though they were deadly, they had beneficial uses if you knew how to handle them.”

I shrieked as an enormous skeleton leaped out from behind a bush, its arms waving over its head.

Horatio ducked and covered his head, shrieking louder than me.

I staggered backward, lost my balance, and crashed to the ground in my haste to escape the skeleton.

Flipper dashed from a nearby bush, grabbed hold of the skeleton’s leg, and bit it.

“Ouch! Stop that!” The skeleton hopped around as Flipper held on tight. “Less biting! It’s just a bit of fun. Lorna, get this dog off me.”

“Uncle Julius?” Horatio lowered his hands and stared at the skeleton.

The skeleton removed his mask to reveal it was indeed Julius. I was really beginning to dislike this guy. He had a habit of sneaking around and dressing up in costumes to frighten people. Here I was gently interrogating Horatio about his sister’s murder, and Julius stuck his skeletal nose in and ruined things.

Horatio helped me up. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Just startled.” I glared at Julius as I brushed dirt from the back of my pants.

Julius grimaced and pointed at Flipper. “It was a joke. Please, call your dog off.”

I was tempted to let Flipper hang on for another few seconds and suggest he bite Julius harder. “Let go, Flipper. I don’t expect skeleton tastes all that good.”

Flipper obeyed but stood and growled at Julius.

Julius rubbed his leg and eyed Flipper with caution. “I didn’t mean to upset anybody. It’s a good idea to try these costumes before the event to make sure they’re suitably scary. I certainly got you both spooked.” He grinned at me.

I didn’t return his grin. “You were lucky. If Flipper had considered you a serious threat, you wouldn’t be standing.”

Julius nodded at Flipper. “I felt his teeth, but he didn’t break the skin.”

“Which is fortunate for you,” I said.

“Uncle Julius, you can’t keep doing this,” Horatio said. “Sorry about this, Lorna. Just yesterday, I caught him wearing a werewolf costume and strolling around the upstairs corridors of the house. I almost had a heart attack when he lurched out of the shadows at me with his fangs on display.”

Julius roared with laughter. “That was hilarious. You can’t blame a guy for enjoying himself. I need to keep myself entertained now I’m retired.”

“Then go to the pub,” Horatio said, “or play a board game.”

“You’re no fun,” Julius said. “It’s almost Halloween. Everyone needs a few scares. You must be better prepared for the next one.”

“It’s hard to think about fun, given what’s going on with Felicity,” Horatio said.

“Oh, yes. Well, it’s unfortunate, but the police have everything in hand.” Julius shook his head and had the dignity to look shame-faced. 

Horatio sighed. “We’ll know more in a day or two. The police are running a toxicology profile on Felicity to see if they can find anything unusual. Well, more unusual than the bee venom they assumed killed her.”

Julius twisted the skeleton mask in his hand. “There won’t be anything to find after all this time. What are you doing letting them dig up the poor girl’s remains? She should be allowed to rest in peace.”

“We owe it to my sister to make sure nothing bad happened to her,” Horatio said.

Julius’s expression was solemn. “I suppose so. I just can’t believe anyone would want my niece dead.”

“I always thought what happened was strange. Don’t you remember me asking you about it after she died? Of course, no one took me seriously. You all thought it was a dumb idea.”

Julius gave Horatio’s shoulder a brief pat. “I wouldn’t do such a thing. You’re proving to be the smart one now if it turns out someone did have a hand in her death.”

“I hope I’m shown up as dumb this time around,” Horatio said. “I hate to think of Felicity being done in, but it’s time we discovered the truth.”

Julius looked down at his outfit. “Indeed. I should get changed.” He hurried away.

Horatio watched his uncle leave. “You know, I’d be less surprised if the police thought Uncle Julius was involved in what happened to Felicity. I’m not great with money, but with his gambling debts, he’s in trouble up to his neck. He’s desperate and will do anything to get his hands on more cash so he can fritter it away and rack up more debt.”

This was news to me. “I didn’t know Julius had a problem with gambling.”

“Oh, sure. He’s a serious addict. Uncle Julius is always chasing the latest odds in the hope of beating the system. And he mooched money off Felicity, asking her for a loan. As far as I know, he never paid back any of the money. He’d ask for small amounts, five hundred here, a few hundred there. He was never greedy and insisted she kept a record of everything he borrowed so he knew how much he had to pay back. It never happened. Felicity complained about him a couple of times but never did anything about it. I don’t think she cared that much. So long as he stayed out of her greenhouse and didn’t interfere with what she did with her flowers, she was happy.”

“Have you got any idea how much he owed your sister?”

“It must be thousands,” Horatio said. “He even asked me for money a few times, but I laughed him off. I have enough trouble keeping a handle on my own finances to chase Uncle Julius for what he owes me.”

I stepped closer to Horatio. “How would Julius killing Felicity help him to get his hands on more money, assuming that was his motive?”

Horatio looked momentarily startled. “I don’t know for sure. Felicity’s share of the business was divided between the three of us. I got some, as did Uncle Julius, and Zara. That automatically increases the profit share we get every year.”

“By a significant amount?”

“Enough for me to have my eye on a new Maserati when it comes out.”

I didn’t know that much about cars, but I knew that Italian mode of transportation was not cheap. “Maybe Julius thought Felicity had savings that would go to him when she died.”

“There wasn’t a chance of that. Felicity ploughed everything back into the business, so there wasn’t much in her bank accounts, and she didn’t have savings. Uncle Julius wasn’t to know that, though. I was half-joking when I said it could be him, but you sound serious.”

“I’m worried. Everyone is so surprised Luke’s involved. I want to make sure the right person gets charged with the crime if something bad happened to your sister.”

Horatio nodded. “Uncle Julius must have been disappointed when he didn’t get much of a pay out after Felicity died.”

“That’s assuming he is involved,” I said. “I didn’t think Julius knew much about plants. If Felicity was poisoned with something in her greenhouse, whoever did it needed to know their way around the dangerous plants to avoid being harmed.”

“You’ve got a point,” Horatio said. “Hey, you must watch a lot of police dramas. You could be a private investigator, not a party planner. You’ve actually got me thinking the police have the wrong guy, which of course, they can’t have. They don’t take someone away without solid evidence.”

“I do like a good cop movie.” I smiled at Horatio. “But I’ll stick with what I’m good at. I hope the police find out what happened to Felicity soon.”

“Me too,” Horatio said. “It’s a real downer for the upcoming Halloween party. I suggested to Zara we cancel it, but she said it wasn’t right. We’re doing this in memory of Felicity, so it makes sense to carry on.”

“I didn’t think Felicity liked parties.”

“She didn’t care about them either way. She’d have grabbed some cake, avoided the small talk with the party guests, and worn ear plugs to keep out any distractions while she worked. Poor old Felicity. Let’s hope they sort this out soon.”

Horatio wandered back toward the front door of the house, and I headed to the kitchen. Concern churned inside of me. Even though Luke had been arrested, Julius had a strong motive for wanting Felicity dead. If he was in trouble with debt, he could have been desperate enough to kill Felicity in the hope of getting his hands on her financial assets. Maybe he thought he could get access to the house and sell it, or he was hoping she had other investments squirreled away.

I had to make sure the police had the right man. They could be pinning Felicity’s murder on the wrong guy, and Julius was going to get away with it.
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Chapter 14
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“I’m off out for my usual movie night.” Julius poked his head through the doorway of the sitting room I worked in with Zara. “I won’t be back until after midnight, so don’t wait up for me, girls.”

“As if we would.” Zara raised her head from the party plan she read. “Enjoy your evening.”

“What are you going to see?” I asked him.

“I always go to see the old repeats. They have a two-for-one deal at the local picture house. Tonight, it’s Gone with the Wind and Casablanca.”

“How’s your leg?” I asked him. He was still not forgiven for scaring me earlier today.

“Oh! Fine. It’s all forgotten.” He saluted us before leaving.

“What’s wrong with his leg?” Zara asked.

“He had a little run in with Flipper. It’s his own fault. Any man who dresses like a giant bone is going to get a dog’s attention.”

Zara chuckled. “He was in the skeleton outfit again, wasn’t he? That man does love to dress up. I think he’s bored. He needs a hobby.”

“He needs something,” I muttered.

Zara shook her head as she looked at the door. “It’s his same old routine. Julius is a man who likes consistency.”

“Midnight is late for a movie to finish.”

Zara tilted her head. “I’d never thought about it. I like catching movies right after work. It’s usually quieter and gives me a chance to forget the stresses of the day and lose myself in a good adventure.”

I nodded. Something felt off here. The only movies you watched that late in the evening were dubious ones involving actors in not many clothes. I doubted they showed anything like that at the local movie theater.

I finished my work and left Zara in the office. She was putting in extra late hours with the party only forty-eight hours away. I’d done everything I could for the day. It was time to focus on Felicity.

I hurried to the kitchen with Flipper and grabbed Helen. “Fancy a date at the movies?”

She smiled and nodded as she tidied the counter. “I’m all baked out. What’s showing? Chick flick? Rom com? Or how about a hunky action movie? It will remind me of Gunner. I miss my hunky guy.”

“None of the above. It’s old school movies. But we’re not seeing a movie. We’re on the tail of a murder suspect.”

Her eyes widened. “I knew you wouldn’t stop investigating Felicity’s murder. Who are we following?”

“Julius. He said he doesn’t get back from the movies until after midnight, which seems late to me. He’s hiding something.”

“What do you think he’s up to?”

“I’m not sure, but after a conversation with Horatio, Julius has a problem with gambling. It could link him to what happened to Felicity. Maybe he’s worried the police have re-opened the investigation and needs to conceal evidence.”

“He’s covering his tracks? After six months, you’d think he’d have hidden anything incriminating.”

“Let’s see what he’s up to just in case this has to do with Felicity.” We hurried out of the kitchen and watched through a window at the front of the house as a cab pulled up outside and Julius got in.

“Wait here. I’ll get the car.” Helen hurried around the back.

As I waited for her, I collected Milly from her usual place in the pantry. I encouraged her up with Flipper’s help and walked them to our rooms. They could keep each other company while we spied on Julius. I settled them in their beds with a tasty treat each and then hurried back to the house.

We were soon tailing Julius into town. We drove along the main high street and past rows of shops and restaurants until the cab slowed in front of us.

My heart sank as Julius got out, right outside the movie theater.

“He was telling the truth,” Helen said. “Actually, the movie options look good. Maybe our evening isn’t wasted.”

“Wait a minute. I spy a casino next door.” Dominos Gaming Emporium’s bright lights showcased the gaming facility.

We idled by the sidewalk to see which direction Julius would head. He wandered into the movie theater but came out five minutes later with a tub of popcorn.

“That little sneak,” Helen said. “He makes a show of going to see a movie and then goes gambling.”

“Gambling away Felicity’s money.”

“Should we go inside?” Helen asked. “We need to see what sort of sums he’s putting on the table.”

“It will be too obvious if we go in. But from what Horatio said, he’s not gambling tiny amounts.”

Helen sighed and slumped in her seat. “How about the movies since we’re here? It seems a shame to waste the evening.”

I did enjoy a classic. “Okay, why not?”

Helen parked the car, and we were walking to the ticket booth as a white van pulled up. Five guys dressed in dusty work overalls hopped out. They wandered past, laughing and joking with each other.

I turned as I heard one of them say Luke’s name and something about the police. I grabbed Helen’s elbow. “Did you hear that?”

Helen was studying the movie options. “I hear the sound of popping corn, warm and covered in sugary butter.”

“Not popcorn! I’m not certain, but I think that group is talking about Luke’s arrest.”

Helen stared after the group of men. “Are you sure?”

“No! Let’s tail them, though. There can’t be many Lukes who got arrested recently.”

We hurried along behind them, keeping close enough to hear their conversation.

“I have no clue what they’ve got on him, but the rumors are true. It looks like Luke’s not getting out any time soon,” the tallest of the men said.

“Walsh has got a dodgy past, but I thought it was all behind him,” another guy said. “What sort of mess as he got himself into?”

“It’s serious enough to hold him without charging him for this long,” the other guy said. “It sounds like there’ll soon be a job opening at Fleur de Bloom. Maybe I’ll apply.”

“And leave the luxurious surroundings of our building site?” A guy in a baseball cap shoved his friend in the arm. “You’ll miss us if you leave to rub shoulders with that bunch of flower sniffing toffs.”

“I won’t miss the early starts, freezing cold weather in winter, or working weekends. And I won’t miss the terrible mugs of tea you make.”

“Luke worked hard at Fleur de Bloom. They won’t be interested in you. You know nothing about flowers. The only kind you know anything about are the ones you pick up at the local garage when you need to apologize to your girlfriend.”

I glanced at Helen as we continued to follow the men. “Maybe they know more about Luke and his shady past.”

“Let’s ask them.” Helen strode into the bar they entered.

I slowed as I looked at the faded name on the door: Lymington Working Men’s Club.

I snitched my nose. Did working men’s clubs still exist? Wasn’t there some rule passed that made men’s clubs sexist and forced them to let in women, as well?

Before I had a chance to stop Helen, she’d pushed through the door and followed the group as they headed to the bar.

I hurried after her. As I got inside, my stomach clenched. The place was busy, but there was not another female inside the room other than Helen and me.

Helen didn’t seem to notice as she continued to pursue the guys.

“Wait up,” I called after her, keeping my voice low to avoid drawing attention.

She slowed and turned, her hands on her hips. “What’s the matter?”

“We shouldn’t be in here.” I caught hold of her arm and tried to propel her to the door. “Look around.”

“It’s just a bar,” Helen said. “The carpet needs replacing, but other than that, it’s okay.”

“The décor isn’t the problem. We’re the only women in here.”

By now, we were drawing plenty of attention from the room full of men.

Helen’s mouth opened as she checked out the rest of the customers. “Why aren’t there any women in here?”

“Because this is for working men only, love,” a man standing by the bar shouted. “You two do not look like men in drag, which means you have to leave.”

Several of the men at the bar laughed.

The group of guys we’d been pursuing turned as they heard this exchange and looked at us.

“We’ll only be a moment.” Helen tilted her head at the group. “Let’s ask them what they know.”

“We’ll get kicked out if we try to stay.”

“Oh, nonsense. We’re doing nothing wrong. Our gender should not exclude us from this dingy place.” She dragged me over before I could stop her.

I noticed the barman shoot us daggers as we approached.

Helen shoved me forward. “You do the talking.”

A cold sweat broke out along my hairline as the five guys looked at me.

I cleared my throat and shot a glare at Helen. “Hi. We couldn’t help but hear you talking about Luke Walsh.”

“Did you now?” The tallest guy in the group said. “What’s he to you? Are you chasing him, or has he already broken your heart?”

“My heart’s very much intact,” I said. “But in a way, I am chasing him. We work together.”

He smirked. “Sure you do. What about you, bombshell? How do you know Luke?”

“The same as Lorna,” Helen said sharply. “What can you tell us about him?”

“He’s a good guy. A real saint.”

The other guys grinned and nudged each other.

“Luke has a less than glowing past,” I said. “You seem to know about that.”

“What if he does have a past? That’s none of your business.”

“It is if he’s wanted for murder.”

The guys all stared at me, their eyes wide and mouths open.

The one wearing the baseball cap stepped forward and took hold of my arm. “We should talk elsewhere. You don’t want to be accusing Luke of something he’s not involved in. He has friends in here, and they may not be so friendly if you badmouth him.”

I shook his hand off my arm. “That sounds like a threat.”

“It might just be, but it’s not my threat to make. Luke won’t be happy if he hears you’ve been spreading lies about him.”

“I’m not spreading lies. We’re trying to get to the bottom of a mysterious death, and the police think Luke is involved.”

“What’s this about?” The barman strode over. “What’s going on with Luke?”

“It’s nothing, Mac.” The guy in the baseball cap gestured to the door. “Let’s take this outside before you meet the hard end of Mac’s baseball bat.”

“Isn’t either end of a baseball bat hard?” Helen asked as she peered over the bar.

“Cute. If you stay here much longer, you’ll get attention from guys who are less obliging than me. This is a working men’s club for a reason. We like down time, away from the hassle of our women and their complaints.”

“I’m sure they’re only hassling you because you’re not giving them what they want,” Helen said. “Women hassle because you’re letting them down. They—” 

“Enough!” The guy’s eyes narrowed. “Outside. Now!”

I glanced at Helen and nodded before being led by the guy out of the front door.

We stopped outside, and I turned to face him. “What do you know about Luke?”

He shook his head. “No way. You first. Why are you poking around in his business?”

I sucked in a breath. “We think he killed our boss, Felicity Fleur.”

His brow wrinkled. “She wasn’t murdered. I read about it in the papers. Luke even talked about it when it happened.”

“Who are you?” Helen asked. “How do you know Luke?”

“I’m Clive. I’ve known Luke for years. He used to labor for me when he needed extra cash. Not so much in the last year or so. He comes in for a drink now and again, and we catch up over a game of pool.”

“When was the last time Luke worked with you?” I asked.

“It’s got to be over a year since he asked for extra work. He said he had a more lucrative gig on the side. I know he’s come into money. I saw him flashing it around town. He had some woman on his arm and took her to a fancy restaurant. She must have wanted to go there because that’s not Luke’s sort of thing. He’s more a pie and ale kind of guy.”

“Was he with Felicity?”

Clive chuckled. “Not a chance. I knew Felicity. I occasionally worked around the estate when Luke was busy and needed an extra pair of hands. She was a funny one. You could tell she was clever but had no clue how to talk to you. It was like she didn’t understand other human beings. Luke wouldn’t be interested in her.” He grinned at Helen and winked. “He likes his women more curvaceous.”

Helen shook her head. “I like my men with manners.”

Clive laughed. “I can’t argue with that. Luke’s a rough son of a gun. He’ll tell you what’s on his mind, even if you don’t want to hear it.”

“How do you know Luke is in trouble?” I asked.

“I heard from a friend.” Clive scratched the stubble on his chin. “Are they really questioning him about Felicity’s death?”

“It’s one line of questioning they’re following,” I said. “He’s also been caught stealing from the family.”

“It sounds like he’s back to his old ways. That must be how he made all his cash. I told him to be careful. There’s so much temptation in that place. I thought he’d sorted himself out and was happy with his lot.”

“Do you think Luke is capable of hurting another person?”

Clive took off his baseball cap and scrubbed his fingers over his cropped hair. “He’s always sharp with people he doesn’t like. He doesn’t have a temper as such. If he isn’t into someone, he just ignores them. It’s hard to get a rise out of Luke. He walked away from fights; he didn’t start them.”

“But he could be calculating?” Helen asked. “If he wanted to, do you think he’d know how to poison someone?”

“Poison! I can’t imagine Luke doing that. It’s a sneaky way to kill someone. If he wanted you dead, I imagine he’d want to look you in the eye and tell you what a jerk you were. Hold on, remind me again when Felicity died?”

“The very end of April this year,” I said.

“The last week of the month?”

“That’s right,” I said. “Why do you ask?”

“I don’t think Luke’s your man. I worked for two weeks in April with him at the Fleur estate. We had this mad schedule they’d put in place to get a barn renovated. Luke called in me and one other guy. We worked around the clock to get the job done. They paid well, so we had no complaints. It would have been hard for Luke to sneak off, poison Felicity, and come back without us noticing. The only time he was out of my sight was when he went to take a, well, you know, went to powder his nose.”

My heart skipped a beat. Luke had an alibi for the time of Felicity’s murder. “It would have been hard but not impossible. You must have had breaks for lunch, or he’d get supplies without you. Maybe he disappeared for half an hour, and that’s when it happened.”

Clive placed his baseball cap back on his head. “It’s possible, but it’s a big risk. We slept on site because there was so much to do. We’d get up at dawn, work through until dusk, then stick on the generator and turn on the lights so we could keep working. I don’t remember Luke disappearing for any length of time. Once we’d finished work for the evening, we’d collapse, share a few beers, and listen to sports on the radio.”

I glanced at Helen, concern hitting me. If what Clive said was true, it would have been difficult for Luke to sneak to the greenhouse and plant the poison that killed Felicity.

I chewed on my bottom lip as I considered the options. It looked increasingly likely the police had the wrong person for Felicity’s murder. We should never have taken our attention from Julius.

Clive tipped back on his heels. “I know Luke’s not a straight up guy. He’s been caught stealing, and it sounds like he’s done it again, so the police are right in taking him in. But I’d be willing to testify in regard to Felicity’s murder. Luke didn’t do it. He’s not a killer. I’d back him up if this goes to court.”

“Thanks for the information,” I said. “Luke will appreciate you coming forward if he is innocent.”

“Not a problem. If anyone wants to talk to me, they’ll find me here most evenings,” Clive said. “I don’t want my buddy behind bars for something he hasn’t done. He might be a light-fingered bugger, but he’s no killer.”

“I’ll pass that on to the police,” I said as I turned and walked away with Helen.

“That was not the information we were looking for,” Helen said as we reached the car.

“This does muddle things up.” I sighed as I leaned against the car and looked at the casino. We’d come out to see what Julius was sneaking around doing and discovered an almost cast-iron alibi for the prime suspect in Felicity’s murder.

But if Luke didn’t kill Felicity, was it Julius? And if so, how could I prove it?
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Chapter 15
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Helen drove us back to the house following our surprising revelation about Luke and his innocence.

My head was full of conflicting thoughts about Luke and Julius. Which one of them killed Felicity?

“We need to speak to our ghost,” I said as Helen stopped the car outside the house and we climbed out. “Let’s see if she’s come back and find out why she reacted so badly to Luke’s arrest.”

“And what she thinks about Julius’s dodgy behavior. If he’s gambling the profits from the business, it makes him a more likely murder suspect.”

“If she’s no help, Gunner mentioned there is CCTV in the greenhouse. I wonder if there’s a copy of the recordings somewhere. The police might have all the evidence they need to discover who murdered Felicity but they just haven’t looked.”

“It’s late. Zara won’t be working. We could take a look at her computer without anyone knowing.”

I looked at the house. Its creepy, dark windows loomed over me, daring me to chicken out and scuttle to the safety of my warm, cozy bed. “Okay. Five minutes. It can’t hurt.” I took a deep breath and hurried inside with Helen.

We dashed to the sitting room where the office equipment was set up. I fired up Zara’s computer and ran a quick search. “Look! This must be it.” A file labeled CCTV appeared.

Helen peered over my shoulder and groaned. “There are dozens of recordings.”

I scanned through the files, looking for the month of April. “We only need to look at a few of these.”

Helen stiffened behind me and gave a tiny squeak. “Something cold is creeping up my leg.”

I slowly looked around. Five ghosts stood behind us. I gulped and focused on the screen. “There’s nothing there.”

“Are you sure? It’s freezing.”

“I’m positive.” I could not get distracted by the house ghosts and their games.

“We should leave,” Helen whispered. “Make a copy of those files, and we can look at them when we aren’t in this spooky old place being felt up by ghosts.”

I couldn’t agree more and hurried to upload a copy of the relevant files to my cloud storage site before logging off. Another look over my shoulder confirmed my worst fears. Another four ghosts were hovering around us, all looking curious as to what we were doing creeping around their home so late at night.

“Please, can we go?” Helen gasped. “Someone just pinged my bra strap.”

“Yep. We’re out of here.” I hurried her out of the room and to the front door, being sure not to make eye contact with any ghosts, in the hope they wouldn’t follow us.

Only when we’d reached our rooms did I exhale. That place was the stuff of my nightmares. 

Helen’s cell phone rang, and she pulled it out of her purse. She gestured for me to follow her into the lounge. “Hi, sweetie. How’s it going?” She placed her phone on the table and switched it to loud speaker. “Lorna is here, so no smutty talk.”

Gunner laughed. “Hi, Lorna. I wanted to let you know the results of the tox screen on Felicity. They found angel’s trumpet in her system.”

“What’s that?” I settled on the couch and stroked Flipper’s head as he ambled over to greet me.

“A poisonous plant, according to the boffins in the lab.”

“They didn’t find it the first time they examined Felicity?” Helen asked.

“They didn’t test for it. They were looking for confirmation of the bee venom theory. And Felicity was definitely stung. She had two sting marks on her arm. Since they didn’t consider her death suspicious, they put it down to an accident. The level of angel’s trumpet found suggests it was ingested. It’s not something you get on your skin and it kills you. Oddly enough, she also had low levels of several other plant toxins in her system. Hemlock, monkshood, and foxglove.”

“Her killer mixed a deadly combination to make sure she didn’t survive?” I asked.

“We’re not sure. They were small doses, nothing deadly on their own. Maybe the combination would have made her sick. Felicity’s death was not accidental. We have Luke in the frame.”

I let out a sigh. “You’ve got the wrong person. We met someone this evening who will testify he was with Luke at the time of Felicity’s death.”

“Who have you been talking to?” Gunner asked.

Helen gestured for me to stay quiet. “We ran into some people in town.”

“Some people? What were you doing in town?” Gunner sounded suspicious as he launched into interview mode. He could always tell when Helen was being evasive.

“We were looking around and getting to know the place, not doing anything wrong. We thought we’d go see a movie.”

“And you just happened to bump into someone who can provide Luke with an alibi?”

“That’s pretty much exactly what happened,” I said. “We heard them talking about Luke and his arrest—”

“And they were happy to tell us everything,” Helen said.

“A likely story.” Gunner did not sound happy. “You’ve been poking around, as usual. I thought you two were going to stay out of trouble.”

“You don’t have to worry about us, sweetie. It was perfectly safe. We were together, and no harm was done.”

I noticed Helen deliberately didn’t mention how we’d blundered into a working men’s club and almost been thrown out by a baseball bat wielding barman. There were some things not worth sharing.

“I’m glad to hear it. I’ll need details of this guy, so we can confirm Luke’s alibi. Whatever happens in regard to Felicity’s murder, Luke will still spend time behind bars for theft.”

Helen passed on the details about Clive and where to find him.

“Have you got any idea how long the poisonous plant would take to have an effect on Felicity?” I asked Gunner.

“At that dose, angel’s trumpet would have been quick acting,” Gunner said.

“Could Luke have slipped several doses into Felicity’s food or drink over a few days? He could have slowly poisoned her without her realizing.”

“Doubtful, you’d need a massive dose to kill you. If you have several smaller doses, it will make you sick, but you won’t die.”

“We’re going to try to communicate with Felicity again and see what she thinks about this,” I said. “Maybe she’s remembered something. If we focus her mind on the poisonous plant, she might recall something useful.”

Milly had been nudging Helen’s calf to get her attention, without much success. She yipped loudly and jumped on the couch.

“What was that?” Gunner asked.

Helen grabbed Milly and tucked her under her arm, which was exactly where she wanted to be. “Nothing.”

“It sounded like a dog.”

“Oh, yes! That was Flipper.”

“Has Flipper had some vital bit of his equipment stepped on? He sounds high-pitched.”

“Nonsense. He sounds just the same.” Helen shook her head at me as she stroked Milly’s head.

“Anyway, let me know what your ghost thinks about this development,” Gunner said. “We’ll need to investigate the rest of the family if Luke didn’t poison her. Somebody knows what happened to Felicity. I don’t like you both being there with the killer still free. Be careful. You’re at risk because you’re nosing into this murder. I don’t want either of you to come to any harm.”

“Don’t worry. We can’t get into too much trouble,” I said.

“We all know that’s not true. I know what you get like when you have a puzzle to solve.”

“Sweetie, we don’t get like anything. We’re righting a wrong. We’re like a pretty version of what you do. We solve crimes and look great doing it.”

Gunner snorted a laugh. “I’ll be in touch.”

After we said our goodbyes, I sat on the couch with the dogs as Helen made us a late supper.

Flipper jumped off the couch and headed to the door, Milly right behind him. I let them out for a quick run as I waited for the food.

“Can you call Felicity?” Helen said. “She must know more about this. She was so adamant it wasn’t Luke, but she must have her suspicions.”

“Our other main suspect is Julius, and Felicity doesn’t think it was him.”

“Maybe she didn’t realize Julius was gambling so much,” Helen said. “That might change her mind when she knows what a sneak he is.”

I glanced around the room. “I’m no expert in summoning ghosts. They either appear or they don’t. It’s up to them.”

“We should light a candle and call her name,” Helen said. “Will that help?”

“Some like candles. Some couldn’t give two hoots about them.” I sat back in my seat. “Felicity, if you can hear me, it would be great if you show yourself. We need to know what you think about Luke’s arrest.”

“And we need to know what you think about your death not being an accident,” Helen said. “We have to figure out who poisoned you before they turn their attentions on us and make my lovely husband angry.”

We waited a few minutes, but there was no sign of Felicity.

As Helen served supper, a delicious dish of roasted vegetables and goat cheese, the temperature slowly dropped, and Felicity’s ghost appeared at the end of the couch.

“She’s here,” I said to Helen.

“It’s about time,” Helen said. “Anyone would think you don’t want your murder solved.”

Felicity scowled at Helen and crossed her arms over her chest.

“I know you’re sulking about what happened to Luke, but we weren’t responsible,” I said. “In fact, he has a good alibi. We think he’s innocent.”

She shook her head and lifted her hands to the sky.

“Since we’re in agreement it wasn’t Luke, why don’t you tell us what you know? Who wanted you out of the way?”

“Hold on. I’ll get the flour.” Helen hopped up from her seat and pulled out a bag of plain white flour from the cupboard. “Felicity can use this to spell out her answers.”

“Good idea,” I said.

Helen scattered the flour on the glass table in front of the couch. “This is fun. It’s like a cook’s version of a ouija board. Okay, ask away.”

“What do you think about your Uncle Julius’s involvement in your murder?” I asked Felicity. “I know you aren’t convinced, but we caught him going into a casino tonight. He lied and said he was going to see a movie. Maybe he’s lying about more than just that. He’s got money problems.”

Felicity shook her head.

“She doesn’t think it was him,” I said to Helen.

“Julius doesn’t care about Fleur de Bloom,” Helen said. “He might want a controlling share, so he can sell it. We wondered if he killed you to get his hands on your investments, but it didn’t work out.”

Felicity traced her finger through the flour: No investments.

“Which he knows now,” I said. “I bet it was a shock if he thought he’d come into a big inheritance when you were gone.”

Felicity shrugged her shoulders, not looking convinced by this reasoning.

“If this is connected to Fleur de Bloom, then we also need to consider Horatio and Zara,” I said. “Do you have any reason to believe either of them might have wanted you out of the way? Maybe they wanted a bigger share of the business.”

Felicity shook her head again. She wrote in the flour: friend and brother.

“You did fight with Horatio before you died,” I said. “Your brother might have held a grudge against you and wanted revenge.”

Felicity scooped a handful of flour and blew it in my face.

I coughed and waved the flour away.

“I’m guessing that’s a no.” Helen handed me a damp cloth.

“There’s no need for that,” I said to Felicity. “I get why you’re not sold on your brother being involved. Horatio seems cut up about your death. He misses you.”

Felicity nodded.

“You’re sure it wasn’t Zara? She does know which plants to poison you with. We discovered that you had a large amount of angel’s trumpet in your system.”

Felicity’s eyes widened, and she held a hand against her stomach.

“Do you have angel’s trumpet flowers in your greenhouse?” I asked.

She nodded sharply and licked her lips.

“That’s what killed you. The police have just confirmed it. They know you were murdered.”

Felicity’s gaze went to the floor, and her shoulders slumped.

“We still haven’t ruled out Barnaby,” Helen said.

Felicity looked up and tilted her head.

“You might find this upsetting,” I said to her, “but your boyfriend was seen with another woman before you died. Were you two exclusive?”

Her brows furrowed, and she nodded.

“If Barnaby was dating somebody else while you were alive, you wouldn’t have been happy about it, would you?”

I recoiled in my seat and narrowly avoided getting another face full of flour. “A simple yes or no written in the flour will do. Stop taking your frustrations out on me. We don’t have to help you.”

Felicity scowled but dropped the flour she held back on the table.

“Were you having problems with Barnaby?” Helen held a cloth in front of her face to ward off any more flour attacks from Felicity.

“She’s shaking her head,” I said.

“Not wanting to be the target of her anger, but if Felicity was so focused on her work,” Helen said, “would she have known if Barnaby was unhappy? Did she have any suspicions there were problems?”

Felicity traced a finger through the flour, making a swirly line. It looked like she was all out of ideas when it came to her killer.

Flipper bounded back in through the door with Milly. He was chewing some bright green leaves.

Felicity stared at Flipper and flew toward him.

He saw her coming and backed away, growling as he did so.

“What’s going on? What’s wrong with Flipper?” Helen scooped Milly into her arms.

I jumped from the couch. “I have no idea. Felicity’s unhappy with him.”

Felicity flapped her hands around Flipper’s head and swatted at his nose.

He ran round the couch, making sure to stay out of her reach as she flew along behind him.

I joined in the chase. “Flipper, stop upsetting Felicity, or she won’t give us any answers.”

Flipper’s expression was confused as he sped up and Felicity continued to chase him around the couch.

Milly barked and wiggled out of Helen’s grip, joining Flipper in the race around the furniture.

I slowed my pursuit and shook my head. “I don’t know what’s gotten into these two.”

Felicity vanished and appeared in front of Flipper. She grabbed the plants in his mouth and yanked some out. She threw them on the table and jabbed a finger at them. She wrote two words in the flour.

As I leaned over to see what they were, my heart felt like it had stopped beating. She’d written: angel’s trumpet.
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“Flipper! Stop, right now.” I grabbed his collar as he raced past me. I ducked in front of him, shoved my fingers into his mouth, and pulled out the rest of the plant. I felt queasy as I studied it. Was this really angel’s trumpet?

“He must have found what killed Felicity and wanted to show us.” Helen joined us on the floor, one hand on Milly and the other on Flipper.

“He was chewing when he came in. He could be poisoned.” Tears filled my eyes as I ran my hands over Flipper. He wasn’t shaking or foaming at the mouth, but I couldn’t take the risk he hadn’t been harmed.

“We need to get him to the vet.” Helen was on her feet, her car keys in her hand as she raced to the door, Milly once again tucked under her arm.

I hurried Flipper out of the lounge and over to the car. My heart raced, and my vision was blurry with tears as I climbed into the back seat with him and held him on my lap.

Helen searched for the nearest vet on her cell phone. “Okay, we’re ten miles away. I’ll get us there in five minutes.” She sped away from the house and flew along the narrow country lanes, breaking every speed limit ever imposed and terrifying the wildlife.

As we screeched into the vet’s car park and jumped out of the car, a petite, dark-haired nurse was closing the front door.

The nurse’s concerned expression went from Flipper to Milly. “Has someone been injured?”

“Yes! It’s my dog, Flipper. He’s eaten a poisonous plant.” I clutched him to my side.

“Right this way.” The nurse unlocked the door and hurried us through the reception and into an examination room. “I’ll call the vet. He only lives a few minutes away. You’re lucky to have caught me. I was just checking on our critical patients before turning in for the night.”

Flipper whined and flopped to the floor. He never liked the vet.

“Hurry up,” I muttered under my breath as I sat next to Flipper, his head in my lap and his wide blue gaze fixed to my face.

“He doesn’t look sick,” Helen said. “Maybe he only ate a tiny bit. Flipper was trying to help. He wanted to show us the poisonous plant that harmed Felicity.”

“How did he know what to search for?” I asked.

Helen shook her head. “Flipper’s a smart dog. Maybe he sniffed it out. The plants could have been hidden in the greenhouse, and he decided to hunt for them.” She looked down at Milly. “I hope she didn’t eat any. She’s small. Any amount of poison could be harmful.”

“I saw nothing in her mouth but get her checked over just in case.” I kept stroking Flipper, watching for any changes in his behavior to suggest he was feeling unwell.

A tall, blond vet with bright green eyes hurried through the door. “I’m Iain Solomon. I hear your dog’s eaten something poisonous.”

“Angel’s trumpet.” I climbed to my feet. “It’s a poisonous plant.”

Iain knelt in front of Flipper, his expression calm as he checked Flipper’s eyes, inside his mouth, and listened to his heart. “When did he ingest the plant?”

“About fifteen minutes ago.”

Iain nodded. “You did the right thing bringing him here so fast. Flipper’s heartbeat is rapid, and his gums are pale. The best thing to do is induce vomiting and keep him hydrated. That will clear the poison from his system.”

The nurse appeared and laid out some equipment.

“Where did your dog get hold of a toxic plant?” Iain asked as he stroked his hands along Flipper’s back.

“We work at Fleur de Bloom,” I said. “They have poisonous plants in the greenhouses.”

“Poor thing,” Iain said. “He’s not going to like this one bit. Do you want to stay with him while I administer the drugs to make him sick?”

“Absolutely! I’m not leaving his side.”

“And Milly needs looking at, as well,” Helen said. “I’m not sure if she ate any of the plant.”

“Of course. You wait outside, and I’ll get Amber to look at your dog,” Iain said as he gestured at the nurse. “We’ll get this poor lad treated. You caught the poisoning early, so there will be minimal damage.”

“Damage!” My heart clenched. “I don’t want there to be any damage.”

Amber’s gaze was sympathetic. “We’re dealing with something nasty.”

I felt like I couldn’t get air into my lungs. “You can save him?”

“We’ll do our very best. Iain’s excellent at what he does.” She patted my hand. “Let’s get to work. You stay here and keep Flipper calm, and we’ll go check Milly.”

Helen grabbed my shoulder and held on tight as I hugged Flipper to me, tears on my cheeks. He couldn’t die. I had to keep him safe. That was all that mattered. I didn’t care about the ghost-filled house, or the stupid Halloween party, or the greenhouse full of poisonous flowers.

Flipper must live.

***
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Flipper had spent the night at the vet’s office, being monitored after having his stomach pumped. Although I’d stayed with him for as long as I could, Iain had gently shooed us out just before midnight and told us to go home.

There had been nothing I could do but wait for a call from them, letting me know how he was getting on.

The good news was that Milly was fine. The nurse had checked her over, and she had no symptoms of being poisoned.

But I hadn’t been able to sleep or think about anything else as I’d tossed and turned all night, worrying about Flipper.

A dull gray dawn was breaking as I had a quick shower and changed my clothes. My room felt empty without Flipper in it, and my heart was broken. He’d been my constant companion for years. I couldn’t let anything bad happen to him. He’d been trying to help us solve Felicity’s murder and had ended up sick and taken from my side.

There was a quiet knock on my door. I opened it to find Helen outside, looking as bleary-eyed as I felt, Milly nestled in her arms. “Any news?”

I let her into my room. “No. It’s too early to call the vet.”

“Here, have a cuddle with Milly. It will make you feel better.” She passed me the dog.

I cupped Milly in my arms. She was a cute little thing and no longer quaked in terror when I touched her, but it wasn’t the same as cuddling Flipper. My big, beautiful, fearless dog could never be replaced.

Milly licked my chin, but her gaze was on Helen, her one true love.

I gave her a quick cuddle and handed her back to Helen. “I feel so helpless.”

“We did everything we could. The vet said Flipper would be fine.”

“He said he’d have minimal damage.” I held a hand over my eyes until the tears were under control again.

“Let’s do something useful while we’re waiting,” Helen said.

I lowered my hand. “What do you have in mind?”

“Flipper found angel’s trumpet. Let’s go see if we can find out where it is.”

“And burn it!” No one should be anywhere near such a hateful plant.

Helen tilted her head. “I was thinking it could be useful to the police in the investigation into Felicity’s murder, although I understand why you want it destroyed.”

I sucked in a breath. Felicity had warned me about the poisonous plant when Flipper arrived with it in his mouth. I owed her one because of that. But every time I thought about Flipper chewing on that plant, my stomach dropped, and logical thought left my head.

“Okay, that’s a good idea. It will distract me from checking my cell phone every thirty seconds to make sure I haven’t missed a call.” I pulled on my shoes and followed Helen and Milly out of the apartment to the greenhouses.

“I’ve got loads of pictures of poisonous plants on my cell phone.” Helen pulled out her cell. “I spent the night researching them to see what we’re dealing with. I also found the ideal diet to feed Flipper to get him back on his feet and make sure he makes a full recovery.”

I smiled tearfully and hugged her. She was a brilliant best friend.

We crept through the dull morning light and into the greenhouse. It only took a few minutes of scanning the pictures Helen had found, and we were soon identifying the toxic plants.

“This is deadly nightshade.” Helen pointed at a plant with black berries on it.

“I think this is giant hogsweed. And this is foxglove.”

Helen looked around the greenhouse. “But no angel’s trumpet in a pot.”

I jumped as my cell phone buzzed and scrambled to answer it. My heart raced when I saw the number.

“Hello, it’s Amber from the vet’s office.”

“How’s Flipper? How did he get on overnight? Is he okay?”

“I’m pleased to let you know he’s done really well. There were no problems after he was sick. He’s been on an IV all night, and the vet has given him the all-clear. I thought you’d like to know as soon as possible.”

I grinned at Helen and gave her a thumbs-up. “Can I come to pick him up now?”

“We don’t open for another hour, but I see Flipper is raring to go. You can come and collect him whenever you like.”

“I’ll be right there.” I ran out of the greenhouse, Helen and Milly right behind me.

“What did they say?”

“He’s going to be fine.” I cried happy tears as Helen zoomed us back to the vet. Flipper was coming home. I was getting my fur baby back.

I didn’t even wince as I paid the huge bill. I’d sell everything I owned to make sure he was well and healthy.

Iain brought Flipper out to us in the waiting area. “He’s a fighter. Within a couple of hours of treatment, he was asking for food.”

I laughed as I hugged Flipper. “He does love his food.”

“Keep his meals simple for the next twenty-four hours. Plain chicken and rice. After that, start to re-introduce his normal food. Keep an eye on him, but I’m confident he’ll make a full recovery.”

After thanking the vet numerous times, we left and headed back to the house.

As we pulled up outside, Zara and Barnaby stood by the front door talking to each other.

Zara looked at us and hurried over. “How’s Flipper doing?”

I’d seen Zara late last night after we’d gotten back from the vet and told her what had happened.

“Flipper’s on the mend,” I said as I let him out of the back seat of the car.

Flipper sniffed around as if nothing had happened to him. My dog was made of strong stuff.

“I was so worried about him,” Zara said. “I’m glad he’s better. Is there anything he needs?”

“No, but I’d like to keep him in the office for the day to make sure he’s comfortable and ensure he rests. Then I promise I’ll get to work on the party.”

“Of course, he’s welcome in the office. I’m not worried about the work. I know I can count on you to get things done.” Zara petted Flipper’s head and smiled at Milly. “I see she’s made a new friend.”

Helen looked down at Milly. “Oh, yes! I hope you don’t mind. She has been spending time with me. Of course, you can have her back if you like.”

Zara waved a hand in the air. “I wouldn’t dream of it. If you want her, she’s yours. It’s been a while since I’ve seen her so happy. She wasn’t doing so well with me, so I was thinking of re-homing her.”

Helen ruffled the tuft on Milly’s head. “She is sort of cute. We’re considering a long-term option on our relationship.”

I smiled as I saw the affection on Helen’s face. It was mirrored by Milly. I took Flipper to our temporary office inside the house and settled him on a comfy cushion.

Helen came in a few moments later with a dish in her hand. “As directed by the vet, I got Flipper plain rice and chicken. I added a little broth, so it wouldn’t be so bland.” She placed the dish on the floor, and we watched as Flipper tucked into his food.

Flipper raised his head from the food and looked around the room. A shiver ran down my spine as the temperature dropped.

One by one, ghosts appeared. They hovered around Flipper, not touching him but all appearing concerned.

Helen shivered and clutched Milly to her chest. “What’s going on? Why is it suddenly so cold?”

I approached the ghosts slowly. Their focus was on Flipper. “It looks like the house ghosts are keeping watch over Flipper. Maybe they realize he’s been unwell and want to keep him safe.”

“Everybody loves Flipper,” Helen said. “Of course they’re going to look out for him.”

I smiled as the ghosts hovered at a respectful distance, forming a circle around Flipper. He regarded them solemnly before lowering his head and closing his eyes. He sensed they didn’t want to harm him.

At that moment, I sort of loved the ghosts and forgave them for making me freezing cold all the time. Even the one who was obsessed with ladies’ backsides was there, his gaze fixed only on Flipper. If they were looking out for Flipper, they were all right in my book.

Zara walked into the office. “Are you all settled in?” She nodded at Flipper.

“He’s loving the attention,” I said, “in particular, the food brought to him, so he doesn’t even need to move to get fed.”

“That’s great to hear. I hope he makes a full recovery. I felt so bad. I should seal off that greenhouse, and let everything die. The toxic plants were Felicity’s passion, not mine. I remember her saying once that plants were never as dangerous as people. At least, you could measure a plant’s level of danger. She always struggled to figure out what other people were up to.”

“Do you know the latest from the police?” Helen asked. “They believe somebody poisoned Felicity.”

Zara nodded, and her eyes glistened. “I do. It’s horribly ironic that what she loved got her killed. I must do something about those plants. We can’t afford any more accidents. I’ll get right onto it after the party. From now on, we’re only dealing with safe plants. The pretty stuff that everybody likes.”

I nodded. It was an idea I thoroughly supported.

She patted Flipper’s head again. “Right, let’s get to work. I’ve got a meeting to go to, but I’ll be back in a couple of hours, and we can tie up the loose ends and get ready for this party.”

As Zara left the room, I noticed a ghost watching from the corner. It was Felicity, and she didn’t look happy.
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Felicity drifted over and looked down at Flipper. She shook her head.

“This is serious,” I said to her. “No one harms my dog and gets away with it. Somewhere in that greenhouse was angel’s trumpet. That was the plant used to kill you. Are you prepared to consider all the options and not fly off the handle when I suggest something or someone you don’t agree with?”

Felicity’s brow wrinkled, but she nodded.

“Good.” I settled in a chair next to Flipper. “Felicity’s here,” I said to Helen.

Helen raised a finger. “One minute. This interview requires treats.”

“We don’t need treats.” Helen ignored me as she sped out of the room, Milly hot on her heels.

Actually, treats wouldn’t be so bad. I’d hardly eaten since Flipper got sick, and my stomach was grumbling.

Helen hurried back with a tray of cookies. “These are peanut butter spider cookies with a caramel center.”

I took a cookie, trying not to linger on the fact it had a plump, glossy, all too realistic spider in the center. “They look great. Okay, how about—”

“Hold on, I’ve got more spooky surprises to bring in.” She dashed out of the room again.

Milly yipped and raced after her.

“The spooky cookies are fine.” I ate my cookie as I waited for Helen to return, laden with more goodies.

“These are my coffin surprises,” Helen announced as she strode in. She presented me with a coffin-shaped chocolate log.

“What’s the surprise?”

“Take one and eat it.”

I took a coffin. Helen was getting carried away with this Halloween theme. I bit into it, and my mouth filled with sweet crackles.

Helen grinned. “What did you get?”

“Popping candy!”

“The others have different fillings. Some are chocolate balls, others marshmallow. You never know what you’re getting.”

I licked my lips. “They’re fun. But it’s time to get to work on solving this murder. How about—”

“One more tray.” Helen dashed out.

Milly’s ears flipped up. She looked at me and yipped.

“I am powerless to stop her.” Helen always showed her love through food. I could tell she was upset about what happened to Flipper and wanted to show how much she cared by trying to put me in a sugar coma.

“I’ve got mummy meringues.” Helen returned and placed down a plate of fluffy white meringues with little eyes on them. “I had a rethink about my earlier design. These are so cute.”

“This all looks lovely but no more food. We need to discuss the suspects while we have Felicity here.”

“I’ll just bring in the tea. We can’t have cookies without tea.” Helen ran out of the room again.

This time, Milly followed the smell of the delicious food, but her gaze remained pinned to the open door as she waited for Helen.

I shook my head as I sampled a mummy. Flipper raised his nose and sniffed the air but didn’t beg for food. That was a sign he was still feeling under the weather if he didn’t want Helen’s treats.

I petted his head. “You’ll be okay. I’ll soon be scolding you for chasing after Helen for treats.”

Helen walked back in with a teapot and cups. She poured the tea and settled into a seat with a selection of treats on a plate.

“Ready to go?” I asked her.

“Of course. Get on with it. We have no time to waste.” She popped a spider cookie into her mouth.

I raised my eyebrows and looked at Felicity. “Okay, we can rule out Luke. Although he was stealing from you, he has witnesses that make it almost impossible for him to have poisoned you.”

“And Horatio was in the pub the night you died,” Helen said. “I also don’t think he has it in him to kill anybody.”

Felicity nodded.

“Which brings us to Julius,” I said.

“He is a prime suspect. We know about his money issues and his gambling problem. He cares nothing for the business and is only interested in making money,” Helen said.

“But he did help to raise Horatio and Felicity,” I said. “You’d think he’d want to keep them safe and not kill Felicity to get his hands on a bit of extra cash.”

“It’s not just a bit of extra cash,” Helen said. “This business is worth a small fortune. You saw how much money Luke made by selling off those rare plants and flowers. Add in this creepy old, ghost-filled place and the grounds, and you’re sitting on a goldmine.”

“Julius might have gambled on his freedom in the hopes of winning big.” I looked at Felicity to see her reaction. She was more interested in studying the chocolate spiders on the cookies than passing judgment on her uncle.

“There’s also Zara to consider,” Helen said. “As lovely as she is, she is thinking of selling the business. What do you think about that, Felicity?”

Felicity stopped inspecting the cookies and shook her head.

“She doesn’t like the idea of Zara being involved,” I said. “Zara’s also done nothing to make me suspicious of her. Those tears were genuine. She was good friends with Felicity. I understand why she’d want to sell the business. She must have a lot of memories here. I’m not sure I’d want to keep doing this work if you weren’t around.”

“Steady on, I’m hardly going to die on you,” Helen said, looking startled.

“No, I know that. I have a feeling you and Gunner will start a family before long. We can’t bring a baby on our adventures.”

“Nonsense! Gunner can look after the baby while I work.”

“And give up his job?” I laughed. “I don’t see Gunner becoming a house husband.”

Helen’s nose wrinkled. “Not likely. He has trouble finding the laundry hamper to put his socks in it. But he can take time off when we work.”

“I don’t think that will fit his line of work. Criminals don’t wait for the cops when they take time off to raise a family.”

“Babies are a long way off. We’re getting used to life as a married couple. Even if I do stop working, you might like doing a few solo gigs without me around.”

“It won’t be the same. And it definitely wouldn’t be as much fun. Zara must feel the same about this business. She lost her best friend and her business partner when Felicity died. She wants a fresh start.”

Felicity nodded along as I spoke.

“We also need to consider Barnaby,” Helen said.

“He was seen fighting with Felicity, and, according to Luke, he had another woman on the go.”

Felicity scowled when I said that.

“That’s if we believe a criminal’s version of the truth,” Helen said. “We shouldn’t take what Luke said too seriously. He might have been trying to mess things up to throw us off his tail by suggesting Barnaby was seeing somebody else.”

“But his alibi is good. Lying about another woman doesn’t make sense.” I sighed and leaned back in my chair. “Felicity, your input would be appreciated. Who do you think killed you?”

She shrugged and floated around the room.

I groaned. “She’s not being helpful.”

Helen clapped her hands against her cheeks. “We can’t forget the CCTV footage. We have hours of that to watch. That could help.”

I’d almost forgotten the footage in my worry about Flipper. “We need more time. The party is almost here, and we won’t have a free moment to watch all the footage.”

“Nonsense! I can watch it while I’m baking. I’ve got my helpers arriving soon, and most of the prep is done. I’ll see if I can spot anything dodgy in the greenhouse. It might give us the clue we need.”

“I’m still thinking Julius should be at the top of the suspect list.”

“He is greedy and a gambler, and he’s extremely annoying with those silly costumes he insists on wearing.” Helen popped a meringue mummy into her mouth. “He enjoys frightening people. Honestly, he’s a grown man. It’s time he stopped messing around and took responsibility for things. Julius is head of this family, not the joker.”

My gaze shifted over Helen’s shoulder, and I gasped as I saw an enormous, furry werewolf. I recognized that costume and would place a lot of money on who was inside it. “Maybe we shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

“I’m not jumping to anything. He has to be involved. Any man who thinks it’s sensible to dress up as a skeleton and scare you or race around in the dark jumping out at strangers has got to have something wrong with him.”

I continued to gape at the huge werewolf who had pulled a knife out from behind his back. It glinted in his hand, looking menacingly real.

“The next time I see Julius, I’m going to tell him it’s time he grew up,” Helen said. “He needs to take responsibility for what’s going on here. He should be leading in this hunt for his niece’s killer; otherwise, everyone will think he’s involved.”

I gestured behind her, hoping she’d stop talking, but she was too angry to notice.

“Julius needs to look out for Horatio and make sure the business is run properly. He should care about what happened to his niece and make sure no one did her harm. He shouldn’t be gallivanting around, frittering away money, and spending his spare time trying to scare us.”

I grimaced. There was no coming back from this. “Erm, Helen. You’d better look behind you.”

“What is it?” She turned and screamed before throwing a plate of spider cookies at the werewolf.

The werewolf tipped back its head and howled before plunging the knife straight into its guts.
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Helen screamed again as the werewolf fell to the ground, clutching the knife.

I jumped from my seat, my heart racing as I ran to the side of the fallen werewolf.

Helen yanked off its mask to see Julius grinning broadly at her. He lifted the knife. “Don’t worry. It’s a prank knife.” He pressed the blade into his palm, and it slid back inside the handle.

“You terrified us! Why did you do that?” Helen glared at him.

Julius’s grin faded. “I thought you might want me dead after I heard your comments. Since I’m annoying and silly, you’d probably be pleased to see me gone.”

“Oh, well, you weren’t meant to hear that.” Helen dropped the werewolf mask to the ground, her cheeks bright pink with embarrassment.

“Most likely not.” Julius climbed to his feet and picked up the mask. “But I’ve been called worse. Although, actually, no one has ever accused me of murder.”

Helen glanced at me and shrugged. “We’re worried about what happened to Felicity. I know we’ve only been here a week, but we can see how much the place means to everybody.”

“Of course.” Julius smoothed a hand over his werewolf fur. “It means a lot to me, as well.”

I picked up the food and plate Helen had thrown at Julius. “I don’t want you to think we’re interfering, but we spotted you going into a casino the night you were supposed to be at the movies.”

“Ah. Well, I changed my mind.”

“Zara said you went to the movies every week on the same night. Is that your secret code for I’m going gambling?”

He ducked his head. “I have a flutter now and again.”

“It sounds a lot more like you flutter all the time,” Helen said, “and not with your own money.”

I nodded at him. “Maybe you’re only interested in Fleur de Bloom because of what it provides in the way of gambling money.”

“Steady on,” Julius said. “I mean, everyone needs a hobby. A little fun isn’t going to break the bank.”

“Frittering away this business is hardly a hobby,” Helen said. “This could be Felicity’s legacy but only if it survives. Don’t you want that?”

Julius’s shoulders sagged. “I might have a tiny issue when it comes to gambling.”

“What about the money you borrowed from Felicity?” I asked.

His head jerked back. “What do you know about that?”

“More than you’d like us to,” I said. “She kept a record of everything she loaned you.”

“My intentions were good, but I kept getting drawn back to the casino. It’s a fun place. I can forget my worries and enjoy myself. I never meant any harm. I’ve gotten in over my head and have a hefty line of credit at the casino. They never press for their money back, providing I keep spending more.”

“Did Felicity know how bad your problem is?”

“No. She just saw me as an annoying uncle. She never noticed my struggle.” Julius sighed and twisted the werewolf mask in his hands.

“Do you have a family of your own?” I asked.

“Good lord, no! No children that I know of, nor a wife. I did what I could for Felicity and Horatio after they lost their parents, but I’m not a natural father figure. The best I could do was keep them out of care until they were old enough to stand on their own feet. I’m not perfect, but I guarantee that I had nothing to do with Felicity’s death.”

“What were you doing the night she died?” I asked.

His smile was rueful. “Gambling. I have plenty of witnesses at the casino.”

“And you really know nothing about plants? There’s no way you could have poisoned her?”

“Not a thing. Gardening bores me rigid. Give me a little balcony and a few pots that never need any attention, and I’d be happy. Show me a couple of acres and tell me to look after them, and my blood runs cold. Felicity had the green fingers in the family.”

Helen cleared her throat. “That means I owe you an apology. But you have to stop jumping out and scaring people, or they’re going to be mean about you.”

Julius chuckled and looked at the mask in his hand. “Maybe I am a bit old for pranks, but I can never resist. You two should try it. You might enjoy dressing up. I saw a French maid’s outfit somewhere in the pile.”

“That’s a hard no to the French maid’s outfit,” Helen said sharply. “And no more scaring us.”

He grinned. “I’m not sure I can guarantee that. There will be hundreds of people to terrify at the party, so I won’t target either of you.”

“That’s a start,” Helen said.

Julius nodded, and his expression became serious. “I do appreciate what you’re doing to help out here, and for whatever reason that you’re helping make sure things are put right by my niece. She deserves it. She was one-of-a-kind.”

Julius’s alibi would be easy enough for the police to check. It sounded like he was in the clear. “We were wondering about Felicity’s boyfriend, Barnaby. Have you got any thoughts about him?”

“I can’t see him being involved. He’s one of these young, hip kids. Not the sort to want to get his hands dirty with murder.”

“But he wouldn’t have gotten his hands dirty. No one laid a finger on Felicity. Poison is a very hands-off way to kill someone.”

Julius shook his head. “Barnaby knows as much about plants as I do. He never had time for Felicity’s fascination with those strange creations in her greenhouse.”

A memory pinged in my head. Zara was outside talking to Barnaby when we arrived back from the vet. I’d been so pre-occupied with Flipper that I’d barely registered it. I rarely saw them together. The only time I’d seen them in each other’s company they’d made it obvious they disliked each other.

“What about Barnaby’s secret girlfriend?” I asked. “Have you seen him out with anybody other than Felicity?”

“He had a bit on the side! The crafty devil.”

“A crafty devil who was cheating on your niece,” Helen said.

“Oh, well, yes. That would be terrible.” Julius appeared shame-faced. “The only time I ever see him is when he’s here. What makes you think he has a secret girlfriend?”

“Someone mentioned seeing them together.”

Julius stroked a hand down his beard. “Who do you think it is?”

My thoughts returned to Zara. Maybe her dislike of Barnaby was a sham. They’d been convincing enemies when I’d seen them at the dinner on the first night. Could it be possible that Zara was Barnaby’s other woman?

“How friendly is he with Zara?”

“Not at all. They’re always snapping at each other.”

I looked at Helen. “They appeared friendly when we came back from the vet. Now I think about it, they were standing very close to each other.”

Felicity had been drifting around the room until I made that comment. She darted about, making the curtains sway and upsetting the other ghosts, who stood guarding Flipper.

“That could be the reason Zara told us about Felicity being involved with Luke,” Helen said. “She wanted to distract us from delving into her relationship with Barnaby and make us think Felicity was the one cheating.”

Julius roared with laughter. “Felicity and Luke an item? You have got to be making this up. Luke thought she was a quirky little thing. He liked the fact she knew her way around the garden, but as for a romantic couple, not a chance. Those two couldn’t be more different.”

“Which means Zara lied to us,” I said.

Felicity stopped in front of me and nodded.

I couldn’t ask her a direct question with Julius in the room, so I addressed the next query to him. “Just to be clear, Felicity was never involved with Luke.”

She nodded at me quickly.

“Quite right,” Julius said. “I may miss a few things around here, but they weren’t together.”

“And Zara could have grown close to Barnaby and begun a relationship with him while Felicity was alive?”

Felicity’s expression was pained, but she eventually nodded.

“It’s not much of a stretch of the imagination to think they grew close,” Julius said.

“Felicity was devoted to her plants,” Helen said. “Maybe Barnaby wasn’t happy to be second fiddle to a load of poisonous green things.”

Julius nodded. “Zara’s a nice woman and has a great set of pins. They could have grown close because Felicity neglected Barnaby.”

“Although that’s no excuse to want her dead,” I said.

“If we’re thinking like a frustrated, neglected boyfriend,” Helen said, “he would need his ego massaged by someone. Zara is single, attractive, and clever. Barnaby seduced her under Felicity’s nose.”

My breath caught in my throat. “They could be in on this together.”

“Steady on!” Julius wiped a hand across his brow. “Barnaby and his floozy killed Felicity?”

“It’s not you or Luke. It had to be someone close to the family. Someone who knew how to handle dangerous plants and was close enough to Felicity to slip poison into her food or drink without her being suspicious.”

“But which one of them planted the poison?” Helen asked.

“I don’t know.” I studied the anxious expression on Felicity’s face. “Another big problem we have is how we get them to confess.”
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Although I’d decided not to go all-out on a Halloween costume for the Fleur de Bloom launch party, I’d let Helen do my makeup. My skin was green-tinged and lips painted black. I wore a smart, practical black cocktail dress and black pumps, so I could race around checking on everything as the guests arrived. I also had a long, black cloak to slip on when I could finally relax and enjoy a little dance and some food. It was only right to get into the spirit of Halloween.

It had been two days since our discovery that Julius was innocent of Felicity’s murder, and our top suspects were now Zara and Barnaby.

I had mixed feelings about Zara being involved. She’d been so good to us since we arrived at Fleur de Bloom. I’d let my good relationship with her cloud my judgment. I had to put my emotions to the side and consider all the options. And we’d come up with a plan to do just that and force a confession to reveal the truth.

The party was in full swing. The garden was full of dozens of witches and wizards, people in skeleton costumes, werewolves, and vampires. There were even a few mummies. Everyone loved the Halloween-themed food Helen served, and I spotted plates full of ghost-shaped sandwiches, coffin surprises, and spider cookies.

I hurried to take more invitations from guests as they arrived and hurried into the marquee to get out of the chilly night air. My mind was partly on Flipper, who I’d insisted stay tucked in his bed out of the way. I didn’t think the stress of a party and being surrounded by lots of strangers would do him any good. He had not been happy, but I’d left him with a bowl of chicken and rice, flavored with Helen’s special broth, and he’d soon changed his mind.

As I let new guests into the marquee, I noticed a witch with a huge crooked hat and a green face and a wizard in a purple cloak sneak a kiss behind a bush away from the crowds. I grinned as I saw the kiss grow passionate. They’d smear their face paint if they kept on like that.

I greeted a few more guests and was about to walk away when I saw the kissing couple break apart. The witch adjusted her hat, and surprise ran through me as I saw it was Zara.

I took a step closer, my gaze on the wizard. He took off his long, flowing wizard’s beard, and my eyes widened. It was Barnaby! Our hunch was right. They were involved. They must have figured that their disguises would give them a chance to be together without anyone noticing.

My heart thudded in my chest as I hurried to find Helen and tell her what I’d seen. Now that I knew for sure they were an item, it only added to my conviction that they had something to do with Felicity’s murder. But had they worked together to get rid of her?

“Lorna!”

I grimaced as I recognized the voice and turned on my heel to see Zara striding toward me. “We need to get everyone together. I want to start the flower auction then I’ll unveil our new hybrids.” She grinned at me. “It’s going so well. This wouldn’t have happened without you.”

I forced a smile. “That’s what I’m here for. Are you having a nice time?”

Her grin widened. “I’ll admit I was stressed out before the party started, but everyone is having a fabulous time. Thanks so much.” She hugged me before hurrying to the main marquee and chivvying guests inside.

I couldn’t help but feel a little guilty about thinking she was involved in Felicity’s murder. Zara was a genuinely lovely person. But even nice people had dark sides, and I was worried her dark side led her to kill her best friend.

I spent the next ten minutes gently herding the crowd into the marquee, so Zara could begin the rare flower auction. Once everybody was assembled, I lingered at the back, keeping an eye out for Helen.

My nerves jangled as I considered what we were about to do in order to find our killer or killers. I really hoped it would work. It was a risk and could backfire. We’d end up losing our jobs and getting in trouble, but we had to take the chance. Felicity deserved justice.

“Welcome, everyone. It’s nice to have you here this evening. Everyone’s done an incredible job on their costumes. You all look suitably terrifying,” Zara said from the front of the marquee. “We’re here this evening for two reasons. First of all, we’ll be auctioning several rare flowers in our collection. The money will be donated to a horticultural charity that helps inner-city children experience life in nature and teaches them valuable skills for their future. It was a charity Felicity Fleur held dear to her heart. Everyone will need to dig deep in their pockets and be as generous as they can for this fabulous charity.”

The crowd murmured in agreement.

“The second reason is to launch our amazing new hybrid plants. I’m sure many of you have placed your orders already. Tonight marks the official preview of the flowers, so you can see them up close. They are a rare and wonderful sight and perfect for this spooky night.”

Helen appeared by my side, dressed in a pink, sparkly fairy costume with a unicorn horn on her head, her cell phone in one hand. She passed me a plastic box. “Everything you need is in there. I’ve measured the ingredients perfectly, so no one will get a high dose. Whatever you do, don’t let anybody else eat it, and they can only have one piece each. This is only for our suspects.”

I nodded as I clutched the box to my chest. “I’m not letting this out of my sight. Any luck with the CCTV from the greenhouse?”

“I’ve got two more files to watch. I’m watching them on my cell phone, but it’s so dull. Watching the back of Felicity’s head is not inspiring. I’m not sure we’re going to find anything.”

My stomach clenched with nerves. “But we need proof to back up our assumption. If I force a confession and we have no evidence, it won’t be enough.”

“I’m watching as fast as I can. I’ll let you know if I spot anything suspicious.”

I looked at the box I held. “Are you sure this won’t do them any harm?”

“I’ve researched it and double-checked everything. This will have the right effect. Anyone who eats these Black Magic brownies will develop symptoms similar to angel’s trumpet poisoning. The killers will have no choice but to confess if they believe they’re going to die.”

That was our grand, if not sophisticated, plan. Fake poisoning all the suspects. My next challenge was to get them together, feed them the brownies, and tell them my suspicions. With a bit of luck, the killer, or killers, would come forward because they’d be desperate to get treatment before they succumbed to the poison.

Helen looked at the food table and gasped. “I’ve got to go. The peanut butter spider cookies are almost gone.” She hurried away and gestured to the servers that were helping her, who dashed off to get more treats.

I remained at the back of the marquee, watching as the auction got underway. Three rare flowers were auctioned, a rainbow rose, a black orchid, and a foxtail barley hybrid, each fetching over two thousand. Zara moved on to auction some rare seeds, and I was surprised when the highest bid was for over five thousand. It was amazing what people would pay for their passions.

“Thank you, everyone, for your generosity,” Zara said. “I’m happy to announce we raised over eleven thousand for the charity. Please give yourselves a round of applause for your generous donations.”

Everyone clapped before a hush descended as two people walked in carrying a large box, which they sat next to Zara.

She looked around the room, excitement on her face. “This is it. This is what everyone has been waiting for. This is our first novelty hybrid flower. It took our wonderfully talented Felicity Fleur three years to perfect this. I think you’ll agree it was worth the wait. It’s a shame she cannot be here to witness the unveiling.”

Zara carefully lifted off the top of the box, and the crowd surged forward. There were several gasps of delight as people studied the flower. I stood on my tiptoes but couldn’t see over everyone’s heads.

“Take a moment to enjoy this stunning bloom. I guarantee all the orders you have placed will meet the quality of this flower. Your customers will be delighted.” Zara watched the crowds for several minutes before placing down her microphone and walking to the back of the marquee to join me.

This was my opportunity. It was time to gather my suspects.

“What do you think? Do they look happy?” Zara gestured at the crowd.

“Everyone looks thrilled,” I said.

“I can’t believe it’s gone so well. Less than two weeks ago, I thought this would have to be canceled. Here we are. Thanks to you and Helen, we’ve pulled it off.”

I ignored the twinge of guilt. I was doing this for Felicity. I needed confirmation that Zara was involved in her murder. She might be a decent boss, but I couldn’t let her off the hook. “We should celebrate. Take five minutes to congratulate ourselves on a job well done.”

“Why not! Everyone is occupied with the flowers. The music will start in a few minutes, and my hard work is done. What do you have in mind?”

“Champagne and brownies,” I said. “Let’s gather everyone else, and we can toast the success of your evening.”

“That’s a wonderful idea,” Zara said. “And it’s our success, not just mine. If you’re interested, I’d love for you and Helen to stay on. It’s been lovely having you here, and you’re both brilliant at your jobs.”

I smiled, feeling a sliver of regret. I did enjoy working at Fleur de Bloom. If I could discount the creepy house full of ghosts and the murder of an eccentric flower lover on the grounds, I might have been tempted.

“What do you say? I’m thinking we can have monthly events similar to this. Well, maybe not with the crazy outfits, but something similar. We can put Fleur de Bloom on the international map.”

“That’s good of you to offer. I’ll definitely think about it.”

She squeezed my hand. “You do that. Look, there’s Horatio and Julius.” Zara pointed to an enormous werewolf and a ghoul with a large glass of wine in his hand.

I squinted across the room. “Are you sure it’s them?”

Zara chuckled. “Julius has barely been out of that werewolf costume since he decided that’s what he would wear. And that’s definitely Horatio. I helped him with his make up.”

I spotted Barnaby lurking by the food table in his wizard outfit. “We should include Barnaby, as well. He’ll want to celebrate his girlfriend’s success, even though Felicity can’t be here.” I hoped her ghost would put in an appearance, though. When I confronted Zara and Barnaby, I wanted her to see.

Zara’s smile faltered. “I guess he should be. He does have a small stake in the company, after all.”

“Let’s use the office. It’s almost dried out now and will be much quieter.” It also had a handy lock on the door that could be secured from the outside as per my plan with Helen.

“That works. We won’t be disturbed as we toast our success. I’ll grab the others and see you there in a minute.” Zara hurried over to Julius and Horatio.

I walked over and grabbed Barnaby by the arm. “We’re getting together to celebrate. I thought you’d like to be included.”

Barnaby studied the mummy meringue in his hand. “What are we celebrating?”

“Felicity’s success,” I said. “I know you were close. It’s only right you’re involved. Everyone’s heading to the office for some champagne.”

Barnaby shrugged. “I don’t see why not, although Felicity wouldn’t have been impressed by all of this. If she’d been here tonight, she’d have hidden in the greenhouse and talked to her plants.”

“Felicity was a special lady,” I said as I led Barnaby across the grass to the office. The lights were already on when we arrived, and Zara was pouring champagne into glasses.

I let Barnaby go in front of me then glanced to my left and waved a hand. Helen poked her head out from behind a bush and gave me a thumbs-up. She was waiting to lock us in, so nobody could get out after the poisoned brownies had been eaten.

Once inside, I shut the door and accepted a glass of champagne from Zara, forcing my nerves down as I looked at everybody.

“This is Lorna’s brilliant idea,” Zara said as she tucked her hand through my elbow. “We’ve all worked hard to make tonight spectacular. These amazing hybrid plants have been in development for a long time, and we’ve never had such a successful product launch. They will make us extremely wealthy.”

“Cheers to that.” Julius raised his glass, and everyone joined him in the cheers.

“Helen has baked us a special treat to celebrate.” I passed around the Black Magic brownies. “She loves to develop recipes. This is a new one, and she insists everyone tries it.”

I pretended to eat a piece as I watched everyone to make sure the treats were consumed.

Zara swallowed her mouthful and inspected the remains of her brownie. “This looks similar to the amazing Black Magic cake on the table in the marquee.”

I nodded. “The ingredients are similar. She just adapted it.”

Barnaby licked his lips. “It has an unusual flavor. Did she use some special ingredient?”

I looked around the group and swallowed. This was it, confession time. “Helen put angel’s trumpet in these brownies.”

Zara dropped the rest of her brownie on the floor and stared at it in horror. “Angel’s trumpet? The plant?”

“That’s right.”

Barnaby coughed and slung his brownie down. “Is she mad? Doesn’t she know what that does if you eat it?”

Horatio glanced at them, surprise on his face. “Lorna must be mistaken. Isn’t that some kind of food flavoring?”

“No, you moron. You don’t use angel’s trumpet flowers to flavor food.” Zara rubbed the back of her hand across her mouth. “It’s a poisonous plant.”

“We have to get out of here,” Barnaby said.

Horatio stared at the brownie, and the color drained from his face. “Why would Helen want to poison us?”

Julius placed his glass down, his expression serious. “Wait a moment. That’s the poisonous plant found in Felicity’s system when the police did the new tests on her body.”

Barnaby glanced at Zara, who scowled at him.

“Right again,” I said.

Barnaby hurried to the door and pulled on the handle. “The damn thing is stuck.”

Zara joined him, and they tugged on the handle together.

“Wait just a minute,” I said.

Barnaby glared at me over his shoulder. “You don’t get it. Angel’s trumpet is not to be messed with. It can kill.”

Zara turned her panicked gaze to me. “You know how toxic it is. Your dog ate some. He was really sick.”

I clasped my hands together. “Felicity’s death wasn’t an accident. She was poisoned by someone in this room.”

Horatio’s jaw dropped. “That’s why you’ve been snooping around, asking all those questions? Someone in here killed my sister?”

I nodded. “Something in my gut told me Felicity needed help.”

“You can’t help her now. She’s dead.” Barnaby jabbed a finger at the door. “Unlock this immediately, or I’ll have you arrested, you crazy woman.”

“I don’t have the key,” I said. “It’s locked from the outside. It will remain locked until whoever murdered Felicity confesses.”

“This is madness.” Barnaby clutched his stomach. “I don’t feel so good.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Zara said. “You know angel’s trumpet doesn’t work that fast.”

I tilted my head. “I thought Barnaby knew nothing about flowers.”

Zara waved a hand in the air. “That’s not important. We have to get out of here and get treatment as quickly as possible.”

“We have time before the poison does you harm.” A shiver of ice dripped down my spine. Felicity popped into view and floated around the group. “You all claim to have cared about Felicity. You must want to see her killer unmasked. Her killer is in this room.”

Julius nodded. “Of course we do. But I’ve already given you my alibi. Why poison me?”

I raised my eyebrows. “Call it payback for the times you’ve scared Helen and me.”

“I say! Poisoning a person because of a couple of poorly timed jokes is a bit much.”

“Lorna, you’re making a mistake. It can’t be anyone here,” Zara said. “The police are looking into Felicity’s death again, but that doesn’t mean it was murder.” She tugged at the door handle again.

“You’re wrong,” I said. “At first, I thought it might be Julius.”

“Yes! It could be him,” Barnaby said. “Everyone knows he’s a waster, who spends his time frittering away the business profits.”

“Hey! That’s not true. Consider yourself uninvited to my Christmas party.” Julius huffed and crossed his arms over his furry werewolf chest.

Barnaby frowned and looked away. “It’s true. Julius wanted to get his hands on more money. It was only last month we had that debt collector turn up and demand five thousand before he went away. That was your debt.”

“You can count me out of this,” Julius said. “I might be bad with money, but I’ve got a decent alibi, and you all know I have no interest in flowers. I wouldn’t know a poisonous prune from a toxic tiger lily.”

I nodded. “You were almost too good of a suspect. I wondered if Felicity had discovered how bad your debts were and refused to help you. Or she was going to expose your addiction in the hope of shaming you into stopping.”

“Felicity was getting a bit tight with money,” Julius said. “But she was my niece, and I loved her.”

Barnaby groaned and leaned against the wall. “I really am not feeling too good.”

I hurried on. I didn’t need to worry about the brownies doing any real harm. There was no poison in them, but there was a strong laxative. Everyone would soon be getting nasty stomach cramps.

“Then I wondered about Horatio.”

“Me!” Horatio looked around the group. “She was my sister.”

“You were angry because Felicity didn’t help you with your latest business venture,” I said.

Horatio shrugged. “She’d gotten wise to what I was doing. Felicity wanted me involved with Fleur de Bloom. I couldn’t do it. I tried, but my heart wasn’t in it. I needed to find my own career to follow.”

“You’ve done a lousy job so far.” Julius patted Horatio on the shoulder. “Much like me. Keep looking. Something will fit.”

“You lost a lot of Felicity’s money.” Zara glared at Horatio. “It could have been Horatio who killed her to get more money.”

“Much like Julius, Horatio knows very little about flowers. He also has an alibi that checks out. He was in the pub the night of his sister’s murder,” I said.

“That’s right,” Horatio said. “I was too drunk to stand, let alone poison somebody.”

“Which leaves you two.” Julius pointed a finger at Barnaby and Zara. “One of you did it.”

“That’s nonsense,” Zara said. “I loved Felicity like she was my sister. We’ve known each other since we were young. I’d never do anything to hurt her.”

“You did lie about her relationship with Luke,” I said.

Horatio snorted with laughter. “Felicity and Luke? I can’t see that happening.”

“Neither could anybody else,” I said. “I didn’t know them or their history, so I didn’t question it when Zara said she saw them together.”

“I made a mistake,” Zara said. “But I did see them together. They often chatted with each other. And one day, they looked cozy. Besides, if you’re looking for a killer, I couldn’t have done it. I was working.”

“No one saw you,” I said. “It wouldn’t have been difficult to leave the office and sneak into the greenhouse, plant something in Felicity’s food.”

Zara licked her lips. “Felicity would think it was weird if I took her food. I sometimes took her a mug of coffee when I hadn’t seen her for a while, but that’s it. As you know, I’m no cook, and definitely not clever enough to lace food with poison.” She glared at the discarded brownie on the floor.

“It could have been you.” Barnaby avoided eye contact with Zara.

She gasped. “What are you saying?”

“You always said Felicity was bad for business. If any of your customers had the misfortune to talk to her, they rarely came back to make another purchase.”

“Oh, be quiet,” Zara said. “You have nothing to do with Fleur de Bloom.”

“I’m involved,” Barnaby said. “I have my share, and I’d often watch Felicity work.”

“Because it was the only way you could get her to pay you attention.” Zara pursed her lips.

“Did you poison Felicity because you were jealous of her relationship with Barnaby?” I asked her.

“No! Of course not. I was happy for Felicity when she met Barnaby. I was glad she was finally in a relationship. It doesn’t do anybody any good to spend so much time alone. Her plants never talked back. She was isolating herself, and although she denied it, I knew she was lonely.”

“If you weren’t jealous of her relationship, were you jealous of her success with the plants?” I asked. “You said you could never achieve the kind of things she did. Were you envious of her ability?”

“Even if I was, it would be ridiculous to kill her,” Zara said. “Felicity was the reason Fleur de Bloom was such a success. Her green fingers made us a lot of money.”

“That pot of money has gone now Felicity is dead,” I said.

“Exactly my point,” Zara said. “I wouldn’t get rid of her because that means the end of this business.”

“You told me she was annoyed with you.” Barnaby rubbed the back of his neck, still not making eye contact with Zara. “You said you were glad she’s gone.”

“Ignore him. It’s the poison getting to his brain and turning him into an idiot,” Zara sneered at Barnaby.

It looked like true love was not alive and well between those two. Was Barnaby trying to shift the blame onto Zara?

“None of us are involved,” Zara said. “You have to let us out unless you want to be the one charged with murder.”

“I won’t be charged with anything. You’ll be fine for another twenty minutes,” I said. “As someone in here already knows, angel’s trumpet doesn’t work fast unless you get a massive dose.”

“It’s working faster on me than anybody else. Let me out!” Barnaby lunged at me.

Julius stepped in his path and blocked him. “We’ll have none of that. Lorna is trying to help Felicity. We can wait a few more minutes before we get medical attention. Lorna’s a smart young woman. She’ll have an antidote close by.” His gaze shifted to me. “Don’t you?”

“Of course.”

“Well, then, I want to hear what Lorna has to say. I need to know what happened to my niece.”

“You’re a money grubbing old fool.” Barnaby glared at Julius.

“I am getting on a bit, but I’m not as stupid as you think I am. I watched you wheedle your way into Felicity’s affections. Did you get concerned you weren’t getting enough out of the relationship, so you did something about it?”

Barnaby’s cheeks flushed. “You’re not clever enough to kill Felicity with poison. You’d have probably poisoned yourself by mistake.”

Julius grabbed Barnaby’s arm and moved him away from me. “Go on, Lorna. Do you think Zara killed Felicity?”

I looked at the panic growing in Zara’s eyes as everyone’s attention turned to her. She was about to crack.

Barnaby glared at Zara. “Tell them the truth. You did this.”

Zara’s jaw dropped. “Are you kidding me? You really want to go there?”

“We are here,” Barnaby said. “We’ve all been poisoned by this crazy woman you hired. If you don’t tell the truth, we’re going to die.”

“Lorna won’t let that happen,” Zara said. “She is always so obliging and eager to please. She won’t want our deaths on her conscience.”

I was seeing a new, darker side to Zara, a side I wouldn’t mind dropping dead. I might be obliging, but nobody walked over me. “Why did you want Felicity out of the way? What had she done wrong to you?”

Zara glanced at Barnaby one more time before her shoulders sank. “I was sick of her eccentricities. Other people thought it was cute, but she was so rude to customers. She hadn’t a clue how to deal with people. It wasn’t cute or endearing that she loved plants more than anything else. It was weird. And it was bad for business.”

Felicity floated closer to Zara, concern on her face.

“You killed her to save the business?” I asked.

Zara continued as if she hadn’t heard me. “I went into town about eight months ago. Everybody I spoke to complained about Felicity. They said she was abrupt and had no time to chat. I was in this for the long-haul. I plan to leave a legacy with Fleur de Bloom. It has a gold standard reputation that was being tarnished. Felicity was a genius when it came to cultivating unique and beautiful flowers. None of that mattered if every time she talked to someone she drove them away and they badmouthed the business. Rumors spread fast, and the damage would eventually have gotten too bad. We’d have gone under.”

“So you killed her?” Horatio asked. “You hated Felicity that much?”

“I didn’t hate her, but I was tired of constantly defending her. And it was too hard working with her. The older we got, the more eccentric she became. She was difficult to work with and difficult to have as a friend. I forced myself to remember the early days of our friendship, when she was quirky and so passionate about flowers she could get everybody excited about them. That changed when we set up this business, and she got engrossed in creating the next best thing. Barnaby will back me up on this. He felt the same.”

“I have no clue what you mean.” Barnaby studied the end of his wizard’s beard. “Felicity was my girlfriend. I didn’t want anything bad to happen to her.”

“Stop lying,” Zara snapped. “I am not taking the fall for this on my own.”

“You wanted Barnaby for yourself?” I asked Zara.

“That’s not true,” Barnaby said. “I cared for Felicity.”

“You didn’t care about her enough to stop from sleeping with Zara,” I said.

“You cheated on my sister and killed her?” Horatio advanced on Barnaby, his fists clenched.

Barnaby waved a hand in the air and scurried backward. “No! I was always here for Felicity when she needed me.”

“That was the problem,” Zara sneered. “Felicity never needed you. She had everything she loved inside that greenhouse. She pushed her love into those flowers. That made you angry.”

“I didn’t mind her doing that,” Barnaby protested. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You knew what you were talking about that night you asked me out,” Zara said. “And you knew what you were talking about when you asked me about poisons.”

“You’re in on this together?” Julius asked. “You both wanted Felicity dead?”

“No, not dead.” Zara scraped her hair off her face and sighed. “I wanted her out of the way. I needed her to take a break. She was always working, and that made her eccentricities worse. She was running on empty and making mistakes.”

“You could have booked her a long weekend at a spa,” I said. “You didn’t need to debilitate her using poison.” My cell phone pinged, signaling a message. I resisted the urge to check.

“I didn’t mean for it to go this far,” Zara said.

“Was it just angel’s trumpet you used? That wasn’t the only toxin in Felicity’s system.”

Zara nodded. “Until the police reported back on their new findings, I didn’t know Felicity had other plant toxins in her system. It was hideous timing. What with the allergic reaction from the bee stings and the angel’s trumpet on top of everything else, her system collapsed with the stress. I only meant for her to get sick and take a few weeks off. I never meant to kill her.”

“You’re claiming this was an accident?” Julius grunted in disbelief. “You accidentally murdered my only niece because you thought she worked too hard. More like you couldn’t accept the fact she was twice as clever as you and had a chap you were interested in.”

Zara looked at the ground. “It wasn’t just me. We both did it. That’s how I got the poison into Felicity. Barnaby took her a pie. The angel’s trumpet was in that. The plan was to make her sick, get her some rest, and talk about changing her lifestyle. Show her there were other things outside of her greenhouse and the plants.”

“You killed her because you were being kind?” I shook my head. Whatever Zara’s motives were for wanting Felicity out of the way, she’d still poisoned her and stolen her boyfriend. My cell phone pinged three more times. Someone was desperate to get hold of me. I slid the phone out of my pocket.

“I didn’t take her a pie.” Barnaby looked at the door. “I really need to leave. My head is pounding. I’m going to throw up.”

“You need to stand by me and stop wimping out,” Zara snapped. “You’re involved, as well.”

“What you really both need to do is speak to the police.” Julius glanced at me. “Although, if you could let us out so we can get treatment for this poison you’ve fed us, I’d appreciate it.”

“Why did you have to poison all of us?” Horatio asked. “You even ate some brownie yourself.”

I glanced up from checking my messages. They were all from Helen. “I didn’t. I only pretended to. I know what’s in it.”

Zara sighed. “Can’t we come to an agreement? You’re brilliant at your job. I’ve loved having you and Helen around. I know you’ve enjoyed working here too. I made a terrible mistake getting involved with Barnaby and trying to get Felicity out of the picture. It was an accident, and I am sorry for it. We can talk about a pay rise if you keep this quiet.”

“No amount of money will keep me quiet.” I looked over to where Felicity hovered, her stern gaze shifting from Zara to Barnaby. Felicity deserved justice.

“Quite right,” Julius said. “You two need to be put behind bars. Cheating, poisoning, and lying. That should get you away for a good few years.”

“You’re not so squeaky clean,” Barnaby said. “You took money off Felicity, as did Horatio. Maybe the police will want to talk to you about where all the money has gone. This is our business.”

“You have barely any stake in this place,” Julius said.

Barnaby smirked. “I do. Zara is giving me half of her investment. We are partners in everything.”

Zara snorted a laugh. “There’s not a chance of that now you’ve pointed the finger at me. Besides, I only said that because I needed your help to poison Felicity. You know nothing about this place. If you get involved, you’ll only mess things up.”

“You heartless cow.” Barnaby glowered at her. “We had an agreement. You said you love me.”

“You can believe that if you like.” Zara shook her head. “Felicity said it’s a good job you’re so easy on the eye. It makes up for your lack of brains. She was right about that.”

Barnaby spluttered a series of nonsense words, and his cheeks flushed scarlet.

It looked like the budding relationship between Zara and Barnaby was over. Zara had used him to get what she needed, poison into her best friend.

“This is outrageous,” Julius said. “My niece should never have been treated so badly.”

I pressed my lips together. It was too late for his concern now. Neither Julius nor Horatio had looked out for Felicity when she was alive. If they had, they’d have realized all was not well with her and helped before it was too late.

I opened the first cell phone message from Helen, and my breath quickened. We have the proof! It was Barnaby in the greenhouse.

“Please, we do need something to counteract the angel’s trumpet poison,” Barnaby said. “Have you heard enough from us?”

I looked at Julius and Horatio. “Are you both prepared to tell the police everything you heard tonight?”

“Absolutely,” Horatio said. “I want to see those two behind bars.”

“Same here,” Julius said. “And we won’t mention you tried to bump us off with poison. Your motives are noble, even if my stomach doesn’t agree.”

I made a call to Gunner, letting him know what had happened. As I did so, I pulled out four small bottles and passed them around. “This is the antidote. It will counteract the effects of what you’ve taken.”

Zara looked at it suspiciously. “How do we know this isn’t more poison?”

“I don’t have any reason to poison you now,” I said. “We’ve all heard your confessions.”

“That was under duress,” Zara said. “I’d have said anything to get out of here. This proves nothing.”

“Me too,” Barnaby said. “We were forced to say we killed Felicity. This won’t stand up in court, and you’ll go to prison for holding us captive.”

“You’re right. However, there’s CCTV footage showing that Barnaby poisoned Felicity.”

Barnaby slumped against the wall. “That’s not possible. I mean, I was often in the greenhouse with Felicity. It doesn’t mean I fed her poison.”

“You’re lying.” Zara smirked. “You did it on your own. I’m innocent. I panicked and confessed because of Lorna’s entrapment.”

Barnaby glared at her as he pulled out his cell phone. “I’m not as dumb as you think I am. I recorded our conversations about poisoning Felicity. I didn’t trust you not to drop me in it. I might have handed Felicity the pie, but you doctored it with angel’s trumpet. You’re as guilty as I am, and I have the evidence to prove it.”

Julius hurried over to me. “Is that enough proof? Is it safe to take this antidote? You wouldn’t really poison us again, would you?”

It was more than enough evidence. CCTV evidence, verbal confessions, and now recordings of Zara and Barnaby plotting together. “It’s fine to take. Besides, I actually gave you laxatives, not angel’s trumpet. If you take that liquid quickly, you shouldn’t suffer too many ill effects, but you might like to stay near the toilet for a day or two.”

Barnaby’s mouth fell open, and Zara gave a strangled cry.

“Laxatives!” Julius roared with laughter. “That’s the best trick of the night. You gave us all a fright, and you found justice for my niece.” He engulfed me in an enormous, furry hug. “Happy Halloween, Lorna Shadow.”
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Chapter 20
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I stood with Helen, and we surveyed the mess left behind in the marquee after last night’s party.

“I’m glad we’re not involved in the clean-up,” Helen said. “But we have an awful lot of Halloween treats to finish. At least, I won’t have to cook for a few days. It will be cookies for breakfast for a while.”

“I might pass if they’re covered in spider webs,” I said. “I’ve had enough of Halloween and this spooky place.”

Zach strode into the marquee. Jessie, his faithful black dog was by his side, alongside Gunner. They’d both arrived early this morning, after Zara and Barnaby had been taken in for questioning by the police and Julius and Horatio had given their statements.

Zach wrapped his arm around my waist and kissed me. “I missed the scary fun.”

“It wasn’t much fun for me,” Helen said. “I got lumbered with the boring admin. And I was stuck outside the office in the freezing cold dressed as a unicorn fairy while Lorna got the confession out of Barnaby and Zara.”

“You had a critical role to play,” I said. “If you hadn’t seen Barnaby’s hand in the frame, giving Felicity that food, none of this would have held together.”

“He wears those daft hipster guy bangles,” Helen said. “They’re hard to miss. As soon as I saw those on film, I knew it was him.”

“And you stopped the suspects from getting out of the office. They’d have made a run for it, and Felicity’s murder would never have been solved.”

“I guess I am fabulous, after all.” Helen grinned at me.

“No one doubts that, beautiful.” Gunner kissed her cheek. “But not every police officer is incompetent. It was only a matter of time before we’d have figured this out. We were piecing things together.”

“Not as quickly as we did,” Helen said.

“A little help from Helen and me never hurts,” I said.

Gunner smiled and shook his head. “You did a great job at wheedling out a confession.”

“It was a risky one,” Zach said, “locking yourself in a room with two killers. You didn’t even have Flipper looking out for you.”

I looked down and petted Flipper’s head. He was his old self and had suffered no ill effects from the poisoning. “Helen was right outside, and I had my cell phone on me. Plus, I knew Horatio and Julius were innocent and hoped they’d stick up for me if there were any problems. They both came good. Julius even stepped in when Barnaby got desperate.”

“I hope he didn’t hurt you.” Zach’s concerned gaze ran over me.

I smiled up at him. “It was fine. Everything is fine.”

“It will be,” Gunner said. “Horatio and Julius have complied fully. The police are checking Barnaby’s phone for the recordings and double-checking what you discovered on the CCTV. They’ll be charged by the end of the day.”

“Barnaby must be furious that Zara used him,” Helen said. “She played him like a fool.”

“He wasn’t so dumb as to not cover his back,” I said.

“And in doing so, got them both arrested.”

“They were both stupid to try to get away with this,” Gunner said. “I can’t believe they’re making out they did it to help Felicity.”

“It is possible they didn’t mean to kill her,” I said. “Nobody knew about the low levels of other toxins in her system from the plants she’d handled. Then the bees got in and stung her. It was too toxic a combination and triggered an extreme reaction.”

“Well, even if that’s the case, they’re not getting away with it,” Gunner said. “They’ll serve a serious amount of time in prison.”

“Where I doubt Barnaby will be sending love letters to Zara,” Helen said.

We left the marquee and walked back to the house. I’d be glad to see the back of this place. With so many ghosts inside, I’d had more than enough of spooks, the real or dressed up variety.

As I looked up at the windows, the place didn’t seem so daunting. Maybe the stress and excitement of the party had provoked the ghosts into action. Plus, it had been Halloween. That always stirred unquiet spirits into a frenzy. But the house no longer felt so ominous as a weak sun lit its lead-lined windows.

We walked into the kitchen, and Helen hurried around making tea for everyone and laid out a selection of Halloween treats. “Get to eating. They’re only a day old and still delicious.”

I refused the offer of more spider cookies or meringue mummies. Gunner and Zach were happy to taste the treats, though.

A small yip came from the pantry.

Helen coughed loudly and thrust the plate at me. “Go on. Just one.”

I glanced at the pantry and grinned. Helen had her own confession to make to Gunner. “I’ve had enough of anything even vaguely ghostly.”

“Until the next job,” Helen said.

“Until then.” This Halloween had been a little too spooky for my liking. I was ready to move on. But there was still somebody I needed to see before I could.

Ever since the revelations in the office last night, Felicity had done another disappearing act. I grabbed my tea and stood.

Another yip came from the pantry as I did so.

“What was that?” Gunner stared at the closed door.

“It must be mice. All these old places have them.” Helen flapped her hands in the air.

“Mice that bark?” His narrowed gaze went to Helen. “What’s going on?”

Flipper ran to the pantry door, closely followed by Jessie, and nudged it open with his nose. Milly bounded out and raced to Helen, placing her little paws on Helen’s knee and looking up at her adoringly.

Gunner’s mouth dropped open. “What is that thing?”

Helen scooped up Milly. “She’s not a thing! Her name is Milly.”

I laughed as I saw the horror on Gunner’s face. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

Helen nodded knowingly as she cuddled Milly to her chest. “Take your time. We both know Felicity can take a little warming up.”

I left Helen to convince Gunner that Milly should be a new addition to the family and wandered to the greenhouse. Since this was Felicity’s favorite place, it made sense she would want to spend her last few moments here, saying goodbye to everything she loved.

I peered through the glass and saw Felicity hovering around the plants. She was saying something, touching each plant as she moved past them.

I gave her time to say her farewells and drank my tea as I walked around so as not to get too cold. After ten minutes, Felicity floated through the glass and hovered in front of me.

“Now you know what happened,” I said to her. “We might never know for sure if Zara and Barnaby’s intentions were to kill you. I’d like to think the best of them, and Zara really wanted you to take a break from work.”

Felicity shook her head and pointed at the plants.

“Yes, I know you love them. They were your whole life. Try not to miss them. At least you know what happened. You can move on.”

She pointed at the plants again.

“I wish I could tell you the plants will be fine. The business will be in the hands of Julius and Horatio now. How do you feel about that?”

She wrapped her hands around her throat and choked herself.

I smiled. “It might not be that bad. This is the kick in the butt they need. They should have paid you more attention and seen something was wrong. They needed to stage an intervention between you and your plants. It’s too late for that, but they might make amends by keeping Fleur de Bloom going.”

Felicity’s gaze drifted over my shoulder. I turned to see Julius and Horatio walking toward me.

I raised a hand. “I hope you aren’t mad at me after last night.”

Julius clapped me on the shoulder. “It’s all forgotten. You did a brave thing confronting Zara and Barnaby. And a clever thing, as well. Even though I got barely any sleep thanks to your special brownie ingredient, it was worth the discomfort.”

“I agree,” Horatio said. “My poor sister, I can’t believe they did that to her.”

I glanced at Felicity. “If she was here, she might not forgive Zara or Barnaby for their betrayal, but she knew how obsessed she was with her plants.”

Felicity wrinkled her nose and shook her head.

“She’s left behind a lot of amazing work.” Julius scrubbed a hand across his beard. “It seems a shame for it all to go to pot.”

“It doesn’t have to,” I said. “You might like to learn about running a successful business. You might even like to learn about horticulture.”

Julius chuckled. “Take over Fleur de Bloom? I’m not sure I’m up to the challenge. What about you, Horatio? Would we look good in wellington boots?”

Horatio tugged on his bottom lip. “Actually, I have been doing a few online business courses. I didn’t want to say anything in case I never got around to finishing them. Felicity always nagged me about making a go of things in my professional life. I finally listened. I’m about a year away from getting a degree.”

“That’s incredible,” I said. “You can use your new skill to keep Fleur de Bloom going.”

He nodded. “I can give it a try. We all agree I’m not the best when it comes to creating a successful business. Perhaps I can take on a successful business and keep it going. I would need help, though. The plants don’t really do it for me. Uncle Julius, what do you think? You can spend less time at the casino and more time here. We could give this flower thing a go.”

Julius roared with laughter. “Good lord, what a suggestion. I have a reputation to keep.”

“You can change that reputation,” I said. “It might be nice to make money a legitimate way and not on the throw of the dice.”

Julius looked around the grounds slowly, his gaze running over the greenhouse. “What the heck. Felicity wouldn’t want to see this place disappear. Between the two of us, we might make a right mess, but I’m happy to try. Which one is going to do the gardening?”

Horatio grinned. “We’ll employ experts to do that.”

Julius slung an arm around Horatio’s shoulders. “Top idea, my lad. I always said you had brains hidden inside that perfect head of yours.”

Horatio ducked his head and smiled. “What about you, Lorna? Would you like to stick around? There’s a place for you and Helen if you want it.”

I studied the house behind me. Several ghostly faces peeked out the windows. “It’s time to move on. You don’t need me or Helen. I think, with lots of hard work and a little luck, you can make a go of this place.”

I looked over to see Felicity shaking her head, but there was a smile on her face. She was right to be cautious. Julius and Horatio could make a mess of Fleur de Bloom. Then again, this could be what they needed. A purpose and an opportunity to prove they could do something good with their lives and create a living legacy for Felicity.

“It looks like we’re going to be businessmen,” Julius said. “We should start with a celebratory drink.”

“Of coffee,” I said.

Julius chuckled. “Of course. The finest ground coffee there is.”

“We need to think about cutting costs,” Horatio said as he turned and walked away with his uncle. “Let’s start with instant coffee. We must make sure we keep this place profitable. And I was thinking of some sort of memorial for my sister.”

I smiled as I watched them go. “They might not be as hopeless as you think,” I said to Felicity. “They could pull this off. Get the right horticulturists, and Fleur de Bloom will still be an incredible place.”

Fondness filled Felicity’s eyes as she watched her brother and uncle walk to the house. She smiled, touched my arm, and disappeared.

Flipper raced over. He ran around me a couple of times before his ears pricked at the sound of yapping. He bounded away as Helen, Gunner, Zach, and Jessie emerged from the house and walked over.

I was surprised to see Gunner holding Milly. Helen had worked her magic on him. Milly was coming home with us.

Flipper bounded around Gunner until he placed Milly down, and the three dogs raced off together.

I was relieved there was no jealousy between Jessie and Milly. She had accepted her into the pack. Everyone was happy and healthy once again.

Zach reached my side. He kissed my forehead, and I snuggled into his chest.

“Did you get everything done?” he asked.

“Yes, everyone is good here.”

“Is it time to go?”

I looked at the house and nodded a farewell to the ghosts watching us. “It is. That’s enough Halloween spookiness for us. Let’s go home.”
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