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Praise for the Flower Shop Mysteries

Dirty Rotten Tendrils

 

“Each book in this series contains murder, continuous mayhem, a bit of sizzle, and one justice-seeking amateur sleuth.”

—Once Upon a Romance Reviews

 

“Abby is an excellent heroine who finds herself in some of the most unlikely, entertaining situations.”

—The Mystery Reader

 

Sleeping with Anemone

 

“A nimble, well-crafted plot with forget-me-not characters.”

—Laura Childs, author of the Tea Shop Mysteries

 

“A treat not to be missed.”

—Kate Carlisle, author of the Bibliophile Mysteries

 

“Foul play fails to daunt a lively heroine who knows her flowers. A clever, fast-moving plot and distinctive characters add up to fun.”

—JoAnna Carl, author of the Chocoholic Mysteries

 

“A cleverly plotted mystery.”

—The Mystery Reader

 

“[A] roller-coaster ride of a mystery with the feisty Irish lass Abby Knight at the helm.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“Kate Collins has succeeded in keeping this wonderful series fresh as a daisy . . . upbeat, humorous, and appealing. Abby has definitely turned into one of the best amateur sleuths in the world of fiction.”

—Reader to Reader Reviews

 

Evil in Carnations

 

“Collins isn’t losing steam in her eighth foray into the world of florist and part-time accidental detective Abby Knight. The fun, family, and romance are still fresh, and the mystery is tidily wrapped up, with just enough suspense to keep readers flipping pages.”

—Romantic Times

 

“Ms. Collins’s writing remains above par with quality and consistency: fun and breezy, intriguing and suspenseful, excitement and sizzle.”

—Once Upon a Romance Reviews

 

Shoots to Kill

 

“Colorful characters, a sharp and funny heroine, and a sexy hunk boyfriend.”

—Maggie Sefton, author of the Knitting Mysteries

 

“Once again Kate Collins delivers an entertaining, amusing, and deliciously suspenseful mystery.”

—Cleo Coyle, author of the Coffeehouse Mysteries

 

A Rose from the Dead

 

“The tale is wrapped around the wonderful hallmarks of this series: a spirited heroine surrounded by zany characters, humor and irreverence.”

—Romantic Times

 

“The latest Flower Shop mystery is an amusing graveyard amateur sleuth that will have the audience laughing.”

—The Best Reviews

 

Acts of Violets

 

“Abby’s sharp observations bring laughs while the intriguing, tightly plotted mystery keeps you guessing.”

—Romantic Times

 

“A delightful, lighthearted cozy.”

—The Best Reviews

 

Snipped in the Bud

 

“Lighthearted and fast-paced, Collins’s new book is an entertaining read.”

—Romantic Times

 

Dearly Depotted

 

“Abby is truly a hilarious heroine. . .. Don’t miss this freshas-a-daisy read.”

—Rendezvous

 

“Ms. Collins’s writing style is crisp, her characters fun . . . and her stories are well thought-out and engaging.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

Slay It with Flowers

 

“What a delight! Ms. Collins has a flair for engaging characters and witty dialogue.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“You can’t help but laugh . . . an enormously entertaining read.”

—Rendezvous

 

Mum’s the Word

 

“Abby Knight [is] rash, brash, and audacious. Move over, Stephanie Plum. Abby Knight has come to town.”

—Denise Swanson, author of the Scumble River Mysteries

 

“A bountiful bouquet of clues, colorful characters, and tantalizing twists. . . . Kate Collins carefully cultivates clues, plants surprising suspects, and harvests a killer in this fresh and frolicsome new Flower Shop Mystery series.”

—Ellen Byerrum, author of the Crime of Fashion Mysteries

 

“As fresh as a daisy, with a bouquet of irresistible characters.”

—Elaine Viets, author of the Dead-End Job Mysteries

 

“This story was cute and funny, had a good plotline [that] entwined a lot of interesting threads . . . an enjoyable read and a fine debut for this new mystery series.”

—Dangerously Curvy Novels

 

“A charming debut.”

—The Best Reviews
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Monday

 

Of course I could handle the flower shop for fifteen minutes. It was my shop.

Or so I said to Lottie, my assistant, who needed to deliver floral arrangements to the funeral home before five o’clock. Still, she was hesitant to leave me alone, and not out of fear of a burglary. Bloomers couldn’t have been in a safer location. The courthouse was directly across the street, the police station a block away, and my fiancé’s bar, Down the Hatch, two doors north.

No, Lottie’s fear was of someone causing me physical harm—that someone being me. Because of an ankle sprain I’d suffered two days before, I’d been ordered to stay off my right foot for two weeks, forcing me into an existence ruled by crutches and a wheelchair. So far, I’d slipped twice; fallen once; gotten wedged halfway inside the shop’s front door, unable to move in or out; crushed half a dozen fresh Red Beauty roses; and toppled the towering dieffenbachia in the corner near the glass display case. That was on crutches—in my first two hours at work.

So I’d ditched the crutches and switched to the wheelchair  when I was inside the shop, for obvious reasons, and had thus far banged into three doorjambs, run over Lottie’s foot, and mangled Grace’s new eyeglasses. Hence Lottie’s hesitation. “I’d feel better if Grace were here,” she said from the back of the shop.

“I’d feel better if I hadn’t broken her glasses. Thank goodness she was able to get her new ones before Eye-Caramba closed today.”

Grace Bingham was my other assistant, a slender sixty-something Brit who had been a legal secretary in a law office where I’d clerked during my only year in law school. Grace had retired just before I bought Bloomers, then decided she was bored and came to work for me as the hostess of our coffee-and-tea parlor. Both Grace and the parlor were big hits with our customers.

But the parlor was empty now, and I’d be closing up shop soon anyway. “Lottie, I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.”

“It’s not you I’m worried about, sweetie. It’s Bloomers.” She winked.

Lottie Dombowski was a big-boned Kentuckian with a soft heart, brassy curls, and a penchant for pink. She had a true gift for floral design and was in the process of passing on her knowledge to me. Lottie had owned Bloomers until her husband’s health problems had nearly forced them into bankruptcy. And there I was, freshly booted out of law school and in need of employment. So I used the remainder of my grandfather’s trust fund to make a down payment on the shop, hired Lottie and Grace to work for me, and the rest was, well, owned by the bank.

“That Marco has a lot of making up to do for this,” Lottie said. “I hope he’s taking you somewhere special for dinner tonight.”

“No, thanks. Going somewhere special for dinner is how I sprained my ankle in the first place.”

Well, to be fair, it wasn’t the going that had caused the sprain. It was Marco accidentally bumping me, causing me to trip in my new bargain-find-of-the-century five-inch spike heels. To think my only desire had been to be fashionable—and taller—which hadn’t seemed unreasonable, given that I was twenty-seven years old and stood a mere five feet two inches. The ER doctor, however, hadn’t shared my feelings on that subject. He’d seen too many women with sprains and broken bones caused by stepping off ridiculously high heels.

I’d worn the sexy shoes only once before, to a disastrous dinner thrown by the parents of the girl Marco’s brother wanted to marry. I’d ended that evening by walking barefoot to the car and freezing my toes rather than taking a chance of slipping on the ice in those treacherous heels. This time I’d landed in the emergency room of County Hospital and waited three hours for a diagnosis. The high heels had landed in a donation box.

Marco was taking full responsibility for the accident and had been doing everything possible to make it up to me. He’d even rented the wheelchair and bought the crutches. And while I didn’t mind the pampering, I did mind my loss of independence. With my right foot in a boot built for Frankenstein’s monster and miles of Ace bandage wound underneath, I couldn’t fit it in the driver’s side of my old yellow Vette to work the pedals. Even drying my hair, which involved either propping my injured foot on the bathroom counter or squeezing a chair into our tiny bathroom, was a test of endurance. But it explained why my do looked more like a pile of red matchsticks than a sleek bob.

The worst part of all was that Marco was supposed to  check in at the army base in three weeks, and I’d be spending two of those three immobilized. But at least we had three weeks. We’d feared his departure was imminent.

I still went cold all over when I recalled the moment he’d shown me the letter. It was from the Department of the Army, addressed to Lt. Marco Salvare, RA 55667591.

Dear Lt. Salvare:

 

You are hereby notified that the current shortage of manpower mandates that we redeploy those individuals who have been previously discharged but are still committed to a six-year term. Accordingly, you will be receiving notification shortly and a set of orders as to your next assignment as an active-duty officer.

 

Sincerely,

 

Gen. I. M. Bragg, Undersecretary

 

Dept. of the Army



Marco had served with the Army Rangers for two years, but until his full six-year commitment was up, he was subject to recall. I’d never imagined it actually happening, especially on the eve of our engagement, and now that it had, I was faced with the very real possibility of losing him. It was a thought so frightening that I struggled daily to block it from my mind.

For that reason, Marco and I had decided to let only a select few in on the news, swearing them to secrecy until we knew exactly what the army’s plans were. We didn’t want our parents to worry needlessly or call incessantly to see if we’d heard anything, and my mom did incessant better than anyone. For those who knew about the letter, Marco’s brother  and my assistants included, it was as surreal and shocking as it had been to us. No one cared to talk much about it.

The creak of rusty hinges on the back door as Lottie let herself out jerked me into the present again. The shop was quiet, so I wheeled myself to the big bay window to look outside, where a fine mist, overcast skies, and approaching dusk seemed to cast a pall of gloom over the town square. Even the stately limestone courthouse across the street seemed more of a ghost image than an actual building.

Suddenly a figure separated itself from the gloom and strode up the sidewalk in my direction. Because of the dark hair and black coat, I thought at first it was Marco, who favored his black leather jacket no matter what the weather. But now I could see that this man wore a long black trench coat, the collar turned up against the damp, his dark hair, slicked back by the mist, a sharp contrast to his pale skin.

When I realized I was visible through the glass, I grabbed the wheels of the chair to back up—I didn’t want him to think I had nothing to do but stare outside—but before I could move, his gaze met mine through the glass. Not only had he caught me, but he was also headed straight for the shop. Abashed, I pretended that I was actually watching something across the street, just over his shoulder, in fact, and, oh, was that my phone ringing? Pardon me while I checked.

I did a quick pivot and raced away from the window. When the bell jingled, I was arranging the floral display on a table in the center of the room. I turned around, expecting to see the man standing at the front counter. Instead, he was in front of me, so close I could see the droplets of moisture on his coat. I craned my neck to look up at him and stared straight into a pair of pale gray wolf eyes that were gazing back at me as though I were dinner.

I tried to back up but hit an armoire behind me. With nowhere to go, I found myself wishing I hadn’t been so hasty  in sending Lottie away. And when the stranger stepped closer and reached into his coat, all I could think was that he was going for a weapon.

I glanced around to see what artillery lay within my reach. A pair of small ceramic doves? A silk posy? Pink candles?

Get a grip, that inner voice of reason whispered in my ear. He’s a customer!

“Can I help you?” I said, my voice coming out in an embarrassing squeak.

He smiled, revealing a set of even white teeth, except for the canines, which were longer than the rest. Wolflike, in fact. “You must be Abby.”

How did he know my name?

He removed a folded piece of paper from inside his coat. “I’m told you have a good selection of houseplants. In particular, I’m looking for these specimens.” He handed me the paper. On it was a list of neatly printed plant names: bloodwort, Dracula orchid, devil’s tongue, wolfsbane, strangleweed, mistletoe, voodoo lily, bat flower.

Was he serious? The only thing missing from that ghoulish list was a Venus flytrap. “I don’t have any of these plants in stock, but I’m sure I can order them from my suppliers.”

“How soon would they arrive?”

He had a mere hint of an accent, but I couldn’t place it. Czech perhaps? “Usually in three to four days.”

“That will do.”

“They may be expensive.”

He shrugged. “Cost isn’t a factor.”

“I’ll need to take down your name and phone number.” I pointed to the cashier’s counter, seizing the opportunity to put some distance between us. “My order pad is over there.”

Instead of moving, he studied me with those icy wolf eyes. “Irish or Scottish?”

“Excuse me?”

“Red hair, green eyes, light skin, and freckles. You have to be Irish or Scottish.”

“Irish. And English—mother’s side.” Why was I telling this stranger my background?

He crouched in front of my chair and picked up my injured foot. “Bad sprain, eh? Did you break the skin?”

“No.” How did he know it was a sprain?

“Good. Always a risk of a blood infection when the skin is broken. Get some staphylococcus in there and you’re in for a rough ride.”

Who was this guy?

I removed my gigantic booted foot from his grasp. Being in a vulnerable position made me extremely edgy—not that he was giving off any bad vibes. Quite the opposite, in fact. He was strikingly good-looking, virtually thrumming with virility and sex appeal, reminding me very much of my fiancé, Marco.

“Do you want me to order those plants?” I asked, trying not to betray my jitteriness.

He smiled again as he rose. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”

The bell jingled and Marco walked in, looking undeniably male in his black leather jacket, lean jeans, and black boots. Steely-eyed and iron-jawed, he swept the room with his dark gaze, gauging the stranger’s close proximity to me, no doubt assessing my immediate danger.

I was so relieved to see him that I wanted to leap out of my wheelchair and hop across the room to throw myself in his arms. “There you are,” I called, maneuvering my chair around the stranger.

Marco gave the clock behind the cashier’s counter a quick glance. “Am I late?”

“I’m early,” the wolfman said. “I wanted to order some houseplants for my apartment.”

Early for what?

“Ah. Then you’ve already met Abby,” Marco said.

“We haven’t been formally introduced,” the man said, giving me a dazzling smile.

“Abby Knight,” Marco said, “this is Vlad.”

Wait. What? This was the man Marco was training to take over the bar? His foxhole buddy when he was in the army? The guy he described as average-looking?

Vlad walked up to me and bowed from the waist. Then he took my hand, removed his list from my tightly clasped fingers, pocketed it, and brought my hand to his lips. “Vladimir Serbanescu, at your service. Vlad Serban, to make it easy.” He pressed his lips against my fingers. “Or New Chapel’s resident vampire, if you’d prefer.”

 

That was an introduction that demanded an explanation, but judging by the chortle Vlad’s comment elicited from Marco, I was apparently the only one not in on the jest. So in order to preserve my self-respect, I laughed, too, though there is obviously no such thing as a human vampire. I’d just have to get to know Vlad better so I could understand the joke.

To that end, I suggested that Vlad join us for a light dinner at the Down the Hatch Bar and Grill. Ten minutes later, we had regrouped there, Marco and me on one side of the booth, Vlad and my crutches, which I had fondly named the Evil Ones, on the other. Over a meal of burgers and fries, I observed Vlad while he and Marco discussed their latest drink concoction, a house specialty that Marco had dubbed the Hatch Match. The ingredients were secret, except for the last one—a matchstick to light it on fire.

Vlad was tall, broad-shouldered, and lean, with jet-black hair combed away from his face, arched black eyebrows over light gray eyes, a handsome nose, dimpled chin, and skin so light and pure it glowed like fine porcelain, with just  a hint of a five o’clock shadow to define his jaw. He wore a white button-down shirt, neatly pressed black pants with a crease in them, and immaculate black shoes, a nerdy look on anyone but a sexy guy. And Vlad was certainly that, emitting an undeniably powerful male charisma, which is undoubtedly why every woman in the bar had her eye on him.

Seated with two of the hunkiest males in town, my foot wrapped like a mummy, my hair a bundle of red hay, I felt like the joker between a pair of aces.

It wasn’t easy to draw Vlad out—it seemed to be a trait shared by men in the Special Ops division of the military—but he did reveal that he was single, had no family in town, a brother in Florida, and parents in Romania, where he’d been born, thus explaining his accent. He had completed his six-year tour with the army and had already received an honorable discharge. He had a master’s degree in biology, was a trained phlebotomist, and had last worked as the manager of a blood lab in a Chicago hospital.

That was my aha moment. As in, Aha! So that’s why he made a joke about being a vampire. He drew blood for a living! Although he did resemble the stereotypical Hollywood vampire. Was that intentional? Was that why Marco had laughed?

Vlad had come to New Chapel after deciding he needed a career change, something completely different from his routine nine-to-five job. Marco had suggested he might enjoy owning his own bar and grill, and offered him the opportunity to get hands-on training. Intrigued, Vlad had agreed to try it, so three days ago he’d started as Marco’s intern, where he was currently learning how to be a proper bartender. And since I knew interns didn’t make much money, I had to infer that the income wouldn’t be a problem.

“So, Vlad,” I said, as I dipped a crunchy fry in ketchup, “you weren’t serious earlier about wanting those houseplants, were you?”

He stopped chewing to focus those striking eyes on me. “Why? Is there something wrong with them?” He pronounced wrong as vrong.

Okay, so he was serious. “Not wrong . . . per se.”

Marco glanced at me, clearly as puzzled as Vlad was. “Are they hard to grow?”

Be tactful, Abby. “Well, you could say that about some of them.”

At that moment, a slender yet curvaceous brunette stopped by the booth to bat her eyelashes and say in a breathy voice, “Hi, Vlad.” Her girlfriend, a slender yet curvaceous blonde, echoed the eyelash batting and the breathy voice. “How’s it going, Vlad?” They both giggled shyly when he turned his intense gaze on them.

“Hello, Lara. Hello, Holly.” He smiled, flashing those long white canines, causing them to moan in ecstasy as they glided away to join friends at another booth. I watched them whisper together, then turn to gaze at him longingly.

“I have an excellent green thumb,” Vlad said, showing me his digits, ignoring the girls’ avid interest. “I collect unusual houseplants. I even have plant lights and a humidifier.”

Poor guy. He was doing his best to convince me. “I’m not doubting your green thumb, Vlad. It’s just that some of the plants on your list are kind of . . .” How could I explain? Tact was not something that came easily for this redhead.

Vlad pulled out the list, smoothed the wrinkles, and turned it so both of us could see it. “Which ones?”

“Okay, take bloodwort, for instance,” I said. “It’ll cause a skin irritation if you touch it, and it’s semipoisonous if you ingest it.”

“Do you have a pen?” Vlad asked.

I took one from my purse and handed it to him. He made a note next to bloodwort.

“Now the Dracula orchid is a strange-looking plant that prefers to grow in shadow,” I said. “It also likes cold temperatures, which probably wouldn’t make your other plants happy.”

Vlad noted that, too.

“You also have to be careful what species of devil’s tongue you get, because some can grow up to five feet high, a foot across, and weigh in at twenty-two pounds—not exactly houseplant material, in my opinion.”

“Duly noted,” he said.

“Hi, Vlad,” said a thirtysomething auburn-haired woman in a revealing sweater, giving him a “come hither” glance.

“Hi, Shari,” Vlad said without missing a beat. He smiled at her; she grew breathless; I glared at her; she moved on; Marco nudged me.

“Then there’s wolfsbane,” I said, ignoring Marco’s nudge, which was meant as a reminder to be nice to his patrons. “Wolfsbane gives off a highly unpleasant odor, probably not something you’d want in your house, especially if you plan to entertain.”

Yet, given the way women were fawning over Vlad, I doubted whether they’d notice his plants, stinky or not. “On the other hand,” I said, “if you need to ward off any werewolves, wolfsbane is your go-to flora. I hear werewolves are highly sensitive to smells.”

I waited for Vlad to chuckle—or at least to smile. Instead, he wrote it down. I glanced at Marco and gave him a nonplussed look. He merely shrugged.

Okay, then. I’d saved the worst for last.

“Strangleweed is a parasitic vine,” I explained. “It’s also known as devil’s guts, witches’ shoelaces, and dodder vine. It starts out as a tiny tendril with no roots or leaves, then, like a skinny green snake, starts searching for a sweet-smelling host plant. Once it finds its victim, it wraps itself around the  stem, sinks its fangs in, and starts drinking the sap. Sounds like a vampire, doesn’t it?”

Marco put down his beer with a clunk. Vlad stopped writing. Neither one chortled at my vampire reference.

“You seem to know a lot about these plants,” Vlad said.

“I’m a florist,” I said with a modest shrug. “It’s what I do. I also take online courses. In fact, I learned about these particular specimens in a course called Scary Plants.”

Marco rested his arm along the back of the booth so he could face me. “Scary plants?”

I nodded.

Vlad appraised me for a moment, then pointed to his list. “What about the others?”

“Mistletoe is also a parasite, but its victims are usually trees. You definitely want to avoid it. Some species can hurl their seeds up to thirty or forty feet away. The berries stick to the tree trunk—or another plant—and send out shoots that penetrate the poor victim’s innermost core, where its vital sap is sucked dry. Yet another type of vampire.” I paused to arch one eyebrow for effect. “And to think we view mistletoe as romantic.”

Both men stared at me. Was I creeping them out?

“But the voodoo lily and bat flower are okay,” I offered. I had to give Vlad something. “They require a bit more care than the average houseplant, but that shouldn’t be a problem for someone with a green thumb.”

Vlad crossed off only one—mistletoe—then pushed the list toward me. “Would you order those, please? And make sure the devil’s orchid is one of the short varieties.”

“Sure.”

“One more thing. Would you add dandelions to that list?”

He had to be joking this time. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen them offered by any of my suppliers, but hey, my dad  has some in his yard. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind parting with them.”

“How many?”

He wasn’t joking. “I don’t know, a dozen perhaps? My mom went green this year to keep all those toxic pesticides out of the water supply, so they have to dig up the weeds by hand.”

“Your dad wouldn’t mind if I helped myself?”

“He’d be overjoyed. Let me know when you want to pick them and I’ll alert my parents.”

“Terrific. Is there any way you can procure a few flats for me now?”

“Flats? I’ll have to look into it.”

“I appreciate that. My supply is low. And now I believe it’s time for me to tend bar.” Vlad rose and gave me a slight bow. “Thank you for inviting me to dinner. It’s been a pleasure.”

He gave Marco a nod and left us.

I watched him walk around behind the bar and bump knuckles with the other bartender. As though they’d been waiting for a signal, women from every corner rushed up to the counter and began clamoring for Vlad’s attention.

“He’s a great guy,” Marco said, observing his intern at work. “One of those men you want guarding your back—or your bar.”

“Why would he want dandelions?”

“Why would Vlad want any of those plants, Abby? He collects unusual specimens.”

“Two flats of dandelions isn’t a collection. It’s a crop.” I propped my chin on my fist and watched him flirt with the women. “I wonder if dandelions contain toxins. Vlad was in your outfit in Iraq, right? Did he work with toxic nerve gases or anything?”

“No. He just likes odd plants. Believe me, you get to  know what a guy is really like in those circumstances, down to the nitty-gritty.” Marco paused to take a pull of beer. “You were a little heavy-handed with those vampire references, weren’t you, considering the situation?”

“What situation?”

“The rumor going around about Vlad being a vampire.”

I paused to stare at Marco, a french fry halfway to my mouth. “I didn’t hear any rumors about Vlad. You mean he was serious when he introduced himself?”

“He wasn’t serious. He was making a joke about the rumor. I’m surprised you haven’t heard it from Jillian, or that she hasn’t stopped by to pump you for information about him.”

That was odd. My cousin was always on top of the latest town gossip. Why hadn’t Jillian stopped by? “Seriously, Marco, I haven’t heard a thing about Vlad, but I can understand how someone might get that impression of him. He has that classic movie star Count Dracula look.”

“He’s not a vampire.”

“I’m not saying he is, Marco. I’m sure he’s completely normal.”

Except for wanting weeds and life-sucking vampire plants in his house.




CHAPTER TWO

[image: 003]

“Hey, look who’s here!”

At the sound of the familiar male voice, I glanced around to see our friend Sean Reilly, a sergeant on the New Chapel police force, and his girlfriend, Sara, a nurse at County Hospital, heading toward our booth.

“Hey, man,” Marco said, rising to shake his hand. “Good to see you. Sara, how’s it going? You guys want to join us?”

“As long as you’ll tell us to leave when you want to be alone,” Reilly said. They slid in opposite us and took off their coats while Marco went to get menus.

Sergeant Sean Reilly had been a rookie cop when my dad was on the force. Reilly trained under my dad, then, as coincidences go, later took a rookie by the name of Marco Salvare, fresh out of the military, under his wing. Reilly was about forty years old, divorced, father of a young teen, and an upstanding cop. He was our go-to guy for information and had helped us out many times. He was nice-looking, too, with brown eyes, short brown hair, and a tall, sturdy build.

Sara was his girlfriend, also divorced, also tall and browneyed, with abundant auburn hair. We’d hit it off immediately, and I had a feeling she was the one for Reilly.

Now she leaned across the table to say quietly, “What  do you think about Marco’s new bartender?” She raised an eyebrow, as if to say, Have you heard the rumors?

Was I the only one who hadn’t?

At that moment, Marco returned with their beers and menus. Reilly handed Sara one of the beer mugs, then picked up the other and held it aloft. “Here’s to a short separation and a speedy reunion.”

“Hear, hear,” Sara said, as we clinked glasses.

“Thanks,” Marco said.

“We’re still trying to absorb the news,” I said with a wistful sigh.

Marco reached for my hand under the table and entwined his fingers in mine, bringing a film of tears to my eyes. I blinked them away, unable to wrap my mind around the idea of him being gone. I couldn’t imagine my life without Marco in it.

Reilly and Sara didn’t know that we were engaged. In fact, we hadn’t told anyone but my friend Nikki. Since she was my roommate, in addition to my closest friend, it would’ve been impossible to keep it from her.

We’d hoped to announce our engagement after we knew for sure whether Marco was going to be deployed. But my eagle-eyed cousin Jillian had spotted my engagement ring under my sweater and decided to spread the word herself. I persuaded her to let me tell the family at our next Friday night family dinner, and she had agreed, as long as it was in just one week. That was as long as she could keep it in. Until then, I kept my ring on a chain around my neck, close to my heart.

“Is it a done deal?” Reilly asked. “You’re sure you’re going overseas?”

Marco lifted a shoulder. “It’s the army. Who knows? I have to plan as though I am.”

As Reilly and Sara ordered their sandwiches, and Marco  and I sipped our beers, I found myself wanting to freeze the moment: good friends enjoying each other’s company, all healthy in body and mind. I squeezed Marco’s hand. Sensing my thoughts, he put his arm around my shoulders, drew me closer, and changed the subject.

“What’s new down at the police station?”

“It’s crazy,” Reilly said. “People calling to ask if it’s safe to go out at night. Senior citizens, mostly, but also parents with little kids, worried about vampire attacks.”

“You wouldn’t believe how many people came into the ER today, asking to be checked for vampire bites,” Sara said, laughing. “Main complaint? Feeling light-headed—as though someone had drained their blood while they were sleeping.”

A man that I recognized as my postal carrier, also one of Marco’s regular customers, stopped at our booth to say to Marco, “Hey, man, are you serious about letting that new guy make drinks? Everyone’s saying he’s a vampire.”

“Everyone’s wrong, Bob,” Marco said. “Hey, I’m sitting across from a cop. Would he be calmly drinking a beer if I’d hired someone dangerous to bartend?”

A frown flitted across Reilly’s face, as though he wasn’t at ease with Marco’s statement.

Bob had the decency to look embarrassed. “Yeah, you’re right. Sorry to bother you.”

After Bob left, Sara leaned forward to say to Marco, “So what do you know about Vlad?”

“He’s intelligent, capable, and dependable,” Marco said. “That’s all I need to know.”

“He served with Marco in Iraq,” I added.

Sara studied Vlad. “He’s sure got that sexy Ranger confidence.” She turned to me and asked eagerly, “What else do you know about him?”

“Sara!” Reilly said, as though offended.

“Oh, don’t worry,” she said, linking her arm through his. “I think you’re sexy, too. So go ahead, Abby. You were saying?”

“Vlad’s a phlebotomist. He ran a blood lab in a Chicago hospital.”

“A phlebotomist?” Sara asked, giving me a wink. “Is that perfect or what?”

Reilly leaned in. “You’re telling me Vlad gave up a career in science, living and working in the Second City, to come to a small town and tend bar? Listen, Marco, army buddy or not, you haven’t worked with him in a few years, so check the guy out thoroughly. He could be running from someone—loan sharks, an ex-wife, the IRS . . .”

“I ran him through all my sources,” Marco assured him. “I’m satisfied with that.”

Reilly didn’t look convinced.

A cheer went up from all the women gathered at the bar as Vlad lit a Hatch Match. Judging by the number of scowling guys in the room, they were less than thrilled with Down the Hatch’s new boy wonder.

“Where is Vlad from?” Sara asked. “He’s so exotic-looking.”

“Romania,” I said.

Sara’s eye grew wide. “Transylvania’s Romania? This just gets better and better.”

“Now you see what I’ve been dealing with all day,” Reilly said to Marco, putting an arm around Sara. “Honey, let’s drop the subject, okay?”

“I’m sorry,” Sara said. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I think the rumor is funny. Vampire books and movies are so popular that people here in New Chapel want a vampire to claim as their own.” She shifted her gaze back to the subject in question, who was still bedazzling the women. “Poor Vlad fits the bill whether he likes it or not.”

“I’m pretty sure poor Vlad likes it,” I said. “Look at those women. They’re falling all over themselves trying to hold his attention.”

“The men, on the other hand,” Sara pointed out, “don’t seem all that happy.”

“Can’t say that I blame them,” Reilly said, leaning back to sip his beer.

“Hey, Marco,” another bar regular said, stopping at the booth. “Tell me it’s not true about that guy up there.”

“Come on, Kyle, not you, too,” Marco said.

“Kyle, you’re an EMT, buddy,” Reilly said. “Don’t you dare say you believe in vampires.”

The tall, doughy, balding paramedic said with an embarrassed grin, “Don’t razz me, Sarge. I hear strange things in my job. You know how people talk in this town.”

“It’s talk started by idiots who have nothing better to do,” Marco said testily.

Kyle glanced around as though to make sure he couldn’t be overheard. “I hear what you’re saying, but I gotta tell you, last night we transported a patient to County Hospital who claimed she was bitten by a vampire. And you know what was really freaky? She had two small wounds in her neck. Just saying . . . Anyway, I’d keep an eye on Vlad, if I were you.”

“Thanks, Kyle,” Marco said, then rolled his eyes as Kyle went back to his booth.

“A paramedic worried about a vampire,” Reilly said with an impatient sigh. “I’m telling you, this town is going bonkers.”

At that moment, I caught sight of a coppery head just coming in the door. “Oh, no!”

“What?” Marco asked, trying to see what had alarmed me.

“The queen of bonkers just walked in.” I ducked behind a menu.

“Too late. She spotted us,” Marco told me.

“Who?” Sara asked, turning for a look.

“Abby’s cousin Jillian,” Marco said, eliciting a groan from Reilly.

The bane of my existence.

 

Jillian Ophelia Knight-Osborne was my first cousin on my father’s side, my blood relation, which was the only thing we had in common—besides the missing tact gene. Being a year apart, we’d grown up as close as sisters—and fought like it, too. Like me, Jillian had inherited the trademark red hair and freckles. Unlike me, Jillian’s freckles were a bare sprinkling of cocoa, and her hair was a silky copper waterfall.

She was also tall, gorgeous without makeup, fashionably dressed even on weekends, and married, although she had jilted four men at the altar first. In fact, jilting fiancés had been something of a hobby of hers until she met the bank account of her dreams, Claymore Osborne, son of one of the wealthiest families in New Chapel.

Coincidentally, I’d been engaged to Claymore’s older brother, Pryce, while I was in law school. Both school and my fiancé had been unmitigated disasters and both had given me the boot. At that thought, I shifted my twenty-pound mummified foot beneath the table. Apparently, the boot was a recurrent theme in my life.

“Hello, hello!” Jillian called to people she knew, as she dragged Claymore toward us. Seeing me, she cried, “Oh, Abs!” and sank onto the small space at the end of our bench so she could wrap her long arms around me and give me a hug. “I heard about your accident, poor baby, and had to come right over to see how my wittle cousin was doing.”

I hated when she talked baby talk. “My accident happened two days ago, Jillian. What’s your rush?”

She pulled back to look at me, her lips in a pretty pout as she shook her head and clucked her tongue. “You’re going to have to stick with flats from now on, Abs. Clumsy people shouldn’t wear high heels. It’s one of the first rules of fashion sense.”

I leaned close to her ear and said in a low voice, “Clumsy people shouldn’t let others sit beside them on a bench either, because sometimes they accidentally push people off!”

Jillian rose from the bench like a graceful swan and swept back her long hair, which couldn’t have looked like hay even if she’d stuck her head in a thrasher. As she tightened the belt of her Burberry trench coat, she suddenly noticed Sara, and her eyes lit up.

“I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Jillian Knight-Osborne, owner of Chez Jillian, a personal shopping service that I’m sure you’ve heard about. This is my husband, Claymore, a prominent CPA. And you are?”

Reilly stepped in. “This is Sara Jorgensen.”

Sara smiled and extended her hand toward my cousin. “Nice to meet you.”

As Jillian took her hand, she gave Reilly a perplexed look. “What happened to your other girlfr—” She gasped as I kicked her shin with my boot. When it came to tact, Jillian made me look good.

“Very nice to meet you, Sara,” Claymore said. He pulled a slender purple camera from his coat pocket and handed it to Jillian. “Here, darling. Take your photos and let’s leave these people to their dinners.”

“Photos of what?” I asked.

“The vampire,” Clayton said quietly, casting a discreet glance over his shoulder.

“He’s not a vampire,” Marco said firmly.

“That’s not what I heard,” Jillian said.

“You heard the rumors and didn’t tell me?” I asked.

“I was going to stop by, but then I heard about”—she lowered her voice to a whisper—“your accident.”

“I didn’t sprain my ears, Jillian. Why are you whispering?”

She turned to aim the camera at Vlad, but couldn’t get a clear shot. “I wish he’d stop moving! Would someone go up there and ask him to pose for me?”

She pushed the button and the flash went off. “Never mind. I got him that time. Oh, wait. That’s odd. Look at this, Claymore. Everyone but Vlad came out. Let me try it again.”

“Jillian,” I said in a whisper, “that’s enough. People are looking at us.”

She took two more pictures and put the camera away. “I’ll check them when I get home. Nice to meet you, Sara.” She pointed her finger at me. “Remember what I said about high heels.” And then she sailed through the crowd with Claymore trotting behind her.

“Sorry,” I said to Sara. “Jillian is family. I have to tolerate her.”

Reilly’s cell phone chimed. He flipped it open and read the message, then put it back in his pocket. “I’ve got to get back to the station. There’s a situation.” He shrugged, as though he couldn’t say anything more.

Sara scooted out of the booth. “It’s been fun almost having dinner with you.”

“Hold on,” Marco said. “I’ll have your food wrapped so you can take it with you.”

Reilly waited until Marco was on his way to the kitchen, then said to me, “Do me a favor. Make sure Marco actually did that background check on his friend Vlad. Something tells me there’s more to that guy than meets the eye.”

 

Rumors about Vlad continued to spread all week. By Thursday, every person who walked through Bloomers’ door seemed  to be buzzing with speculation about him. Since it was assumed I would have answers because of my connection with Marco, I was inundated with questions, until I finally decided to stay in the back room and work on orders while my assistants waited on customers.

I instructed them to assure people that Vlad was a regular guy who simply happened to be of Romanian extraction and to remind them that human vampires were merely folklore.

Unfortunately, it didn’t seem to make any difference. The women who came into Bloomers were thrilled at the prospect of having a real-life Count Dracula in town. The men either dismissed the rumors as nonsense or made angry comments about what nerve the vampire had to show up in their peaceful burg.

During a brief midafternoon lull, I ventured out of my inner sanctum to grab a cup of hot tea and bask in the delights of my shop. I wheeled to the cheerful yellow frame door, with its old-fashioned beveled-glass center and brass bell over the top, and then turned around to take in the scene.

Bloomers occupies the ground floor of an old three-story redbrick building, which still has its original tin ceiling and wood floor, both refinished. The retail side of Bloomers has a cash counter near the front door, a glass-fronted display case on the back wall, various shelves and tables, and an armoire for gift items. A wide doorway in the side wall opens into the coffee-and-tea parlor, a Victorian-inspired room featuring white wrought-iron ice-cream tables and chairs, rosepatterned china, and a coffee counter at the back for the various machines.

Both rooms have big bay windows filled with lush plants and silk arrangements, and views of the courthouse square. The window in the parlor is a favorite with customers who like to drink coffee and watch the happenings on the square.

A curtained doorway at the back divides the shop from the workroom, my personal paradise, redolent with all the colors and sweet scents of greenery and blossoms. It holds containers in every shape and size, silk flowers in big buckets, drawers filled with florist’s tools, my desk and computer station, and the two giant walk-in coolers where our fragile flowers are kept.

Beyond the workroom are a tiny bathroom, a kitchenette, and a fire exit that opens onto the alley. A staircase by the rear exit leads to the basement, where we keep large bags of potting soil, giant clay pots, and supplies too bulky for the workroom cabinets.

Filling myself with good karma, I wheeled to the parlor, where Grace was straightening chairs.

“Did you need some tea, love?” she asked.

“A cup of mint tea, please.”

“Coming right up.” She paused to glance out the window. “A group of ladies is headed this way. Shall I bring the tea to the workroom, do you think, so you can avoid more questions?”

“Good idea.” I turned the wheelchair around and banged the footrest against the doorframe, nicking the white paint. I backed up and knocked over a chair.

“Perhaps you could just send Lottie to get your tea next time,” Grace said.

 

Back in the workroom, I plucked an order from the spindle on my desk and studied it. The client wanted a fragrant arrangement done entirely in shades of peach, so I wheeled myself to the second cooler to see what was available. I found blossoms of sweetpea, snapdragon, Prima Donna roses, mini carnations, Gerberas, and tulips. For my accent color, as well as for fragrance, I pulled stems of Pelargonium graveolens, or “Lady Plymouth,” pale green leaves with frilly  white edges that were known for their sweet scent. I decided to use a square glass vase filled with white gravel in order to make a crisply modern, yet peachy soft statement.

I was stripping thorns from the rose stems and humming with carefree abandon when my thirteen-year-old niece, Tara, came through the curtain with her friend Jamie. Tara is the daughter of my younger brother, Jordan. Because she and I share the same hair color, height, and freckles, people meeting us assume we’re sisters. All Tara lacks to be my twin is fourteen years, twenty pounds, and a generous bustline. If only I could give her half of mine . . .

“Guess what, Aunt Abby!” Tara exclaimed. “We made a Web site for the New Chapel vampire. We call it We Heart Vlad dot com. Show her, Jamie.”

Jamie, all legs, arms, and big brown eyes, with cocoacolored skin and a long black braid down her back, climbed onto a stool, opened her backpack, and removed a sleek pink laptop.

“Are you Wi-Fi’d?” she asked. “Oh, never mind. I found a free connection.” She typed a string of letters into the SEARCH box and then swiveled the computer to show me. “See?”

“How do you know you heart Vlad?” I asked the girls, gazing at the pink hearts, white bows, and photos of movie actors that played vampires. “Have you met him?”

“We’ve seen him through the front window of Uncle Marco’s bar,” Tara said. “Besides, we’ve never met the Jonas Brothers either, but we heart them, too.”

“News flash,” I said, tickling Tara’s chin with a rose petal. “Vlad is not a vampire and Marco is not your uncle.”

“Vlad is a vampire, Aunt Abby. Why else would he go out only after dark, eat bloody meat, and sleep in a casket ?”

“How do you know what kind of meat he eats?”

“Crystal’s mom saw Vlad eating raw steak at a restaurant,” Tara replied.

“And Vlad has fangs, too,” Jamie said. “My aunt saw them up close. She visits Down the Hatch every evening now to watch him.”

“Don’t listen to those rumors,” I said, going back to my arrangement. “Vlad goes outside during the day, and his eyeteeth may be a little longer than the rest, but they’re not fangs. Your mom probably saw him eating steak carpaccio, which is served raw. As for sleeping in a casket, that’s just silly.”

“Have you seen Vlad outside during the day?” Tara asked.

“Yes, I did,” I said. “He came down to Bloomers on Monday to order houseplants.”

“What time?” Tara challenged.

“A little before five o’clock.”

“That’s dusk,” Jamie said, shredding a leaf with her fingers. “That counts as nighttime.”

“What kind of plants did he buy?” Tara asked.

As if I’d tell her now. “What is this? An inquisition? You shouldn’t spread these rumors, girls. They’re hurtful.”

“We’re not the ones spreading them,” Tara said. “We’re trying to undo the damage. Jamie, show her the other site.”

Jamie typed in the URL and at once the background on her screen turned black, with a border down each side made of silver stakes, silver bullets, and silver knives tipped with red. Across the top, in red letters that resembled dripping blood, was the name: HOW TO KILL A VAMPIRE, with the Web site URL www.howtokillavampire.com.

If that wasn’t alarming enough, in the middle of the page was a sketch of a man who looked like Vlad. Beneath the sketch was the heading HOW TO RECOGNIZE A VAMPIRE. Under it was a list of vampire lore with check marks next to each item that allegedly matched up to Vlad.

On the right was the image of a tombstone on which had been printed RIP, with a link that said CLICK HERE. The link led to a page that listed various ways to get rid of vampires, such as the traditional stake through the heart or a silver bullet. From there they became even more gruesome.

My stomach lurched. It was a Web site devoted to murdering Vlad.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_022_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_016_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_026_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_msr_ppl_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_029_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_031_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_019_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_021_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
Night of the

Living Dandelion
{ Fowwer Sthop HMygstery

-
Kate Collins

®

AN OBSIDIAN MYSTERY





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_025_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_015_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_030_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_028_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_001_r1.jpg
Night of the

Living Dandelion
1 7[(/”,‘(’" ‘5/1(77 —)(I/\f(’]l/

P
Kate Collins

@®

AN OBSIDIAN MYSTERY





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_020_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_018_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_024_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_014_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_006_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_msr_cvt_r1.jpg
Lot
ng Dindcion






OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_023_r1.jpg





OEBPS/coll_9781101513620_oeb_027_r1.jpg





