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The supply shuttle from Empress of the Skies cruised through the firmament above Town, its massive steam engines churning out billows of smoke that trailed behind the magnificent airship like the plume of some exotic beast. I gazed out the window of the passenger cabin, watching the city streets wind below like a maze of cobblestone veins, my mechanical leg giving an occasional chime to mark the time. The airship’s engineers had added a clock to my new leg as one of the upgraded features. I was not sure how useful it was going to be, but they had done an otherwise exemplary job, so I didn’t complain. 
The mission on The Empress of the Skies had been harrowing, but in the end, a success—the plotters lay dead and Queen Victoria, sharply aware of the danger that had nearly befallen her, was now safe and tending to her consort, Albert who had been grievously injured while thwarting a crazed killer targeting her. 
But now, a new threat loomed on my horizon: the National Flower Show began in scarcely a week. I had to ensure that my prize chrysanthemum, Mummy, was in peak form to claim the top prize for Blackwell Manor and The County.
The airship bumped against its landing pad with a hiss of escaping steam. After the crew had securely moored the zeppelin, I strode down the gangplank escorting Mrs. Pemberton on my arm, my new leg clicking on the metal with every step. A familiar, sleek black steam carriage awaited us at the bottom, my driver doffing his cap as we approached. There was no need to take the train this time and a relaxing drive through the countryside would do Mrs. Pemberton and I, a world of good after the harrowing events of the past few days.
“Mr. Blackwell, sir! Back from saving the Empire again, I see,” Richard said, eyeing Mrs. Pemberton on my arm.
“Yes, Richard. Her Majesty is safe from danger once again. I promised Mrs. Pemberton that I would drop her off on our way past Pemberton Hall. We have some wedding details to discuss on the way.” I explained and gave Mrs. Pemberton a conspiratorial smile.
Richard’s jaw dropped. “Wedding details? Sir? A lot happened on your mission, then?”
“Why yes, Richard. I will brief you later. I made a new enemy while aboard The Empress of the Skies. Mrs. Pemberton’s new beau, Head Constable Rudy Shirty, took an unreasonable and distinct dislike to me.” I said as I escorted Mrs. Pemberton to the car.
“Mr. Dobbs, I am not marrying Mr. Blackwell, or anyone anytime soon, for that matter. Miss Blackwell is marrying Carson Thorpe of Thorpehamwold in the fall at Blackwell Manor. I simply offered to help Miss Blackwell with the preparations.”
Richard opened the car door and I helped Mrs. Pemberton inside, stuffing her voluminous skirt through the door. She was wearing the same dress she’d worn when she joined me on the train days ago when we were summoned to The Empress of the Skies. As I went around to the other side and got in, I asked, “Do you know Carson Thorpe?” With all the hullabaloo surrounding the murders on the Empress of the Skies, I had not found time to telegraph Richard for more details on his acquaintance with Carson.
“Yes, sir I do. I went on a few missions with him. He’s a good lad and Miss Blackwell couldn’t make a better match.” Richard said as he climbed into the driver’s seat.
“Did you know it was Thorpe who stabbed me with a butter knife?” I asked, pushing Mrs. Pemberton’s skirt to her own side of the car seat in a vain attempt to make room for myself.
“I had no idea, sir. I am sorry.” Richard sounded genuinely shocked.
Mrs. Pemberton reassured Richard as her eyes shot daggers at me. “It was entirely an accident. I agree that Miss Blackwell has made a good choice.”
Although I had gotten to know Carson over the last few days, I had yet to come to terms with the fact that my future son-in-law was responsible for my recent near-death experience and the loss of my leg. I harrumphed and asked, “Did you help Mr. Shortwhistle get his cart home and repaired?”
“Yes, sir. It’s good as new now. I repaired both wheels.” Richard reported.
“And how is Hetty Shortwhistle?” Mrs. Pemberton asked after Mr. Shortwhistle’s daughter.
“Miss Henrietta is fine,” Richard said and turned scarlet.
Mrs. Pemberton and I exchanged a knowing look and smiled at my driver’s discomfiture. Miss Henrietta Shortwhistle was Mr. Shortwhistle’s shy, extremely attractive, buxom, and very eligible daughter with no shortage of suitors. Mr. Shortwhistle made a practice of running them off with the ancient blunderbuss he’d brought home from the wars when he was a young man. Everyone, that is, with the exception of my security officer and driver, Richard Dobbs. It was amusing how Miss Hetty turned Richard, a highly skilled and lethal agent of The Service, into a blushing, stuttering boy.
We stopped halfway to Pemberton Hall to have lunch and refresh ourselves at a small inn in the village of Swine Hill, and Richard took the opportunity to replenish the fuel for the firebox of the car.
“What is that atrocious smell?” I asked as we climbed into the car once more to finish our journey.
“The depot is out of firewood and coal until the train brings the delivery later. I had to re-supply with dried dung cakes.” Richard explained as we drove away.
I sighed as Mrs. Pemberton held a mothball-scented handkerchief to her nose. I had no issue with using dung as fuel, but pig dung was terribly unpleasant.
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The rest of our journey was uneventful, if entirely too fragrant for my tastes, and we arrived at Pemberton Hall in good time. Richard parked in front of the grand entrance. I helped Mrs. Pemberton from the car while Richard fetched her bags and carried them inside. 
“Well, Ethan, once again, it has been an adventure.” Mrs. Pemberton said as we stood on her front porch to say our farewells.
“I concur wholeheartedly, Philomena.” Smiling, I tipped my hat as I turned to go. “I shall send a telegram off tomorrow morning, probably around noonish, to Constable Shirty to let him know I escorted you home, safe and sound.”
Mrs. Pemberton gave me a gentle swat with her handkerchief and said with a mischievous grin, “Do not tease him so. I will send a telegram tonight and let him know you were a perfect gentleman.”
I delayed my departure. “May I ask you something, Philomena?”
“Of course,” she replied, her head cocked as she looked at me curiously.
“Your affection for Constable Shirty is genuine?” I asked.
She studied me for a long moment. “Yes.”
“I see,” I said and looked away, frowning as I tried to decipher my sudden lurch of feeling.
“Ethan? Is everything alright?” she asked, a concerned hand on my elbow.
I huffed out a breath to regain my composure and turned back to her, smiling reassuringly. “Fine. I suppose I had expected things to continue as they always have. I wish you nothing but happiness, Mrs. Pemberton.”
She looked searchingly into my face, then apparently satisfied with what she saw there, she said, “Thank you, Ethan. I wish you nothing but happiness as well.”
I carefully walked down the broad stone steps toward my car. A thought occurred to me and I turned back to her. “If I may give you some advice, Philomena?”
“Certainly,” she replied, the curious look on her face reappearing.
“Perhaps Constable Shirty could use some knitting lessons. He seems to be a very stressed out sort of chap.” I smiled at her.
She laughed. “Perhaps. Good night, Mr. Blackwell.” She gave me a little wave and went inside Pemberton Hall, returning to her parrots and her poodle.
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Richard had stoked the steam car’s firebox and the stench of the dung bricks stung my eyes. 
He opened the car door for me, but mentioned nothing about my exchange with Mrs. Pemberton. There was nothing to remark upon. We were friends, neighbours and as I had only recently discovered, colleagues in The Service. Not to mention that prior to my wife Clementine’s untimely death, she had been a dear friend to Fiona’s mother and was now a good friend to Fiona.
As my thoughts returned to the present and Mummy waiting for me at home in the greenhouse, I said, “Now, quickly, Richard. We haven’t a moment to lose! To my estate, and step on it.” I clambered into the carriage. Richard, pleased with my instructions, was eager to press the steam car to its top speed.
My mind spent the remainder of the journey preoccupied, ticking over the work to be done to prepare Mummy. Fertilizers, soils, pruning shears and stakes, each element swirling in my thoughts like the gears of some vast machine. By the time my gardener and I were done with her, Mummy would be in peak form. She had to be. Anything less would be an utter failure. She simply had to win. I knew, deep in my soul, that this was our year to sweep the competition.
The steam carriage lurched forward, black, stinking smoke spewing from its stack. I would be glad to reach home, where Richard could replenish the fuel supply with something cleaner. I preferred the scent of Mrs. Pemberton’s mothballs to burning pig manure.
When the carriage pulled up to Blackwell Manor, I burst from the car and through the front doors without waiting for Richard.
“Jenkins!” my voice echoed through the foyer. “Where is Clarence? Has he been tending to Mummy properly in my absence?”
My butler emerged from the drawing room, the feather duster in his hands. “Mr. Blackwell, welcome home. I’m pleased to report that Mr. Grubb has ensured your chrysanthemum received the utmost care and attention during your mission.”
I huffed, catching my breath and striding past him, through the kitchen and out the back door to the greenhouse. “We shall see about that,” I said, although, in truth, I had every confidence in Clarence. He was a superb gardener and knew his business.
The conservatory was steamy and warm, the air rich with the scent of soil, fresh blooms and fertilizer. And there, centred under the glass ceiling, stood Mummy—bursting with dark, nearly black, crimson blooms, her leaves a vibrant emerald green.
“Well done, Clarence,” I said, a smile creasing my weathered face. It was good to see Mummy safe, sound, and in perfect condition.
My gardener merely grunted, trowel in hand, inspecting one of Mummy’s shoots.
“How is she, really?” I asked.
“She’s in fine form, sir,” he said. “But there’s still pruning and feeding yet to do before the show.”
I tossed my hat and jacket on the chair, donned my gardening apron and gloves and went to work preparing Mummy for the most important appearance of her life.
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The days flew by in a flurry of hands-on attention. We tirelessly worked on Mummy. We pruned, preened and clipped her foliage, ensured she was well-watered and fed. By the time we were set to leave, Mummy stood there in magnificent glory, an awe-inspiring sight. The other flowers at the National Show would wither in her presence. 
Finally, the time came for our imminent departure. Based on my long experience attending the National Flower Show, I had already calculated the best course of action to protect Mummy from the innumerable threats travel posed to her.
Turning to my men with an assertive nod, I commanded, “Clarence, prepare the transport crate immediately. Richard, gather the necessary supplies for the journey,” my voice steady despite the urgency and excitement that pulsed through my veins. “Jenkins will have packed my bag.”
Clarence nodded and with practiced ease moved towards the storage room to fetch her crate, while Richard hurried off to pack Mummy’s travel trunk with her show equipment, required tools and provisions. I joined Clarence, assisting him in assembling the reinforced crate. We worked with practiced efficiency, our movements synchronized like a well-oiled machine. In a matter of minutes, the crate stood ready. It was a sturdy fortress that would shield Mummy from harm.
As we finished securing the crate, Richard returned with a garden cart to take Mummy from the safety of the greenhouse, into the great outdoors and on to the National Flower Show.
“The supplies you requested are prepared, sir,” he said. “Captain Lancaster, the pilot I’ve arranged to fly us to Town in the express zeppelin, is here now.”
“Excellent work, Richard. Please inform Captain Lancaster that we are ready to depart immediately upon landing,” I said.
Richard nodded and went off to relay the message, leaving Clarence and I alone with Mummy. I approached the radiant chrysanthemum, its petals delicately unfurling like a symphony of colour.
“Fear not, my dear Mummy,” I whispered, gently caressing one of her magnificent, velvety blooms with gloved hands and inhaling her sweet perfume. “We shall keep you safe. You are the pride of Blackwell Manor, indeed the pride of Blackwellingham, and no harm shall befall you.”
With Mummy’s well-being in mind, and with Jenkins’ assistance, we carefully transferred her to the sturdy crate, securing it with multiple locks and reinforcements. Once she was nestled safely inside, I activated the steam-powered environmental system within the crate, ensuring that the temperature and humidity would remain optimal for her well-being during the journey. It would be short, but perilous nonetheless. Travel is such a dangerous undertaking for hot-house flowers.
Richard returned to help move Mummy to the zeppelin. “The pilot is ready, sir. He awaits us in the field.”
“Very well,” I replied, slinging my satchel of personal supplies over my shoulder, and gripping the cart handles firmly, joined Clarence, Jenkins and Richard wheeling the cart through the greenhouse and out to cross the rough pasture. “Let us waste no more time.”
We made our way swiftly through the greenhouse, emerging into the cool evening air. The sun had dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the landscape.
Outside, the express zeppelin, Shirkwood, stood ready, parked in the cow field, its massive form towering against the sky. As we approached the zeppelin, the pilot, a seasoned aviator named Captain Lancaster whom I had flown with many times, stood beside the small, but magnificent steam-powered airship, its engines humming with power.
A crewman signalled from the gondola, indicating they were prepared for boarding. I turned to Jenkins, Clarence and Richard, who had already positioned the garden cart with Mummy’s crate at the bottom of the loading ramp.
I slipped in a fresh cow patty, crashing into Mummy’s crate. Clarence sprang to action, grabbing me, preventing me from doing any damage.
After I recovered, I adjusted the environmental controls one last time, double-checking the readings. Perfect. Mummy would travel in utmost comfort. I made a mental note to designate a section of pasture for the sole use of the Zeppelins in the future to prevent another such near disaster.
With my heart rate under control and a final pat on the crate, I passed her over to the captain. “Captain Lancaster, we have a precious cargo that needs to be transported safely,” I told him, gesturing towards the crate containing Mummy. “I entrust her to your capable hands.”
The captain nodded, a serious expression on his weathered face. Captain Lancaster had taken me and my precious blooms to flower shows many times before and he understood his immense responsibility. “You have my word, Mr. Blackwell. We’ll guard her with our lives, as we always do.” He gestured to his flight crew and they took Mummy into their care.
With a satisfied nod, I turned to Clarence, our eyes meeting in a moment of shared understanding. We were about to embark on an adventure, an expedition to ensure Mummy’s safe arrival at the National Flower Show and, most importantly, to bring glory to Blackwell Manor and our village of Blackwellingham.
With a last glance at Mummy, now hidden within the crate, I scraped my shoes on some long grass and boarded the airship along with Clarence, leaving Richard and Jenkins behind. Clarence stayed with Mummy and gave instructions to the crew as I followed Captain Lancaster to the small, bare-bones lounge, where I sat in one of the uncomfortable wooden chairs bolted securely to the floor. I sat directly behind the captain. I wanted to be informed immediately if there was trouble.
The engines, idling on standby until now, roared to life, and the airship ascended quickly and smoothly into the darkened sky. From my vantage point in the gondola, I watched Blackwell Manor grow smaller, its lights flickering in the distance. The mission for Mummy to conquer the National Flower Show had begun, and I was determined to see it through to its inevitably glorious end.
Mummy was my most magnificent bloom to date and there was no way she could fail. She was destined to crush her competition.
As the airship sailed through the night, I contemplated the difficult journey that lay ahead. The dangers and fierce competition that awaited us gnawed at my thoughts, but I refused to let doubt cloud my judgment. I would rely on my wits, the loyalty of my companions, and the ancestral knowledge passed down through generations of Blackwells and their gardeners. Mummy would prevail, I knew, and win the prestigious show.
After only mere hours, according to the fancy new clock on my leg, Captain Lancaster, turning from the pilot’s seat with a grave expression, announced, “Mr. Blackwell, we have arrived.”
“Splendid!” I exclaimed, as my gaze fell upon the sprawling expanse of Town from our steam-powered airship. The cityscape was a magnificent sight, with towering spires and elegant townhouses lining the cobbled streets. I marvelled at the bustling metropolis below us as we sailed beyond its limits. The glittering city, lit with gas lamps, never failed to mesmerize me and I never tired of the view.
A handful of moments later, Captain Lancaster had Shirkwood anchored at the mooring yard adjacent to the National Flower Show venue at the Royal Gala Coliseum.
The moment the Shirkwood was secured to the mooring tower, I leapt to my feet and went to the rear of the gondola, where Clarence was with Mummy. I went directly to her crate and scanned the controls with relief. Everything was as it should be and Mummy was fine.
With the help of the Shirkwood’s crew, we hurriedly disembarked from the airship and rode down the elevator to the ground floor of the mooring building. We crossed the street with Mummy on her cart and made our way to a concealed entrance nestled among the rugged cliffs of the tall government buildings surrounding the mooring yard. We were to enter the Public Works Office and take the tunnel underground to the showgrounds.
Once there, I showed the guards our identification and Mummy’s show entry. The dour guard grunted and passed our papers back. After a barked order to someone I couldn’t see, a door opened to reveal a hidden underground chamber, a fortress of steel and stone that had withstood the test of time.
Inside, rows of travelling crates awaited us, each equipped with advanced horticultural systems to preserve and protect the delicate flora within. The guard standing inside the chamber motioned towards an empty space, urging us to place Mummy there, ensconced in her own protective crate. The plants would be kept here under guard tonight before being transported by show staff to their assigned show stalls in the morning before the grounds opened.
As we carefully transferred the crate containing Mummy to her assigned space, I cast a worried glance toward the thick steel door. Would Mummy truly be safe? It was a question that weighed heavily on my mind. I had taken contenders to the National Flower Show many, many times in the past, and I knew nothing would happen, but this was my Mummy and I worried.
The impatient attendant said in his acerbic voice, “Rest assured, Mr. Blackwell. This chamber is fortified with the latest security measures, and there are armed guards. Your flower will be perfectly safe in here. No one can breach the security of the vault. It is the safest place in Town.”
I nodded, appreciating his reassurance. “Thank you.” Attending the National Flower Show never ceased to be a nerve-wracking experience.
Clarence, who had been standing silently by my side, exchanged a glance with me. We both knew that despite the reassurances of the attendant, there was always a risk when participating in such a prestigious event. But we had done everything in our power to ensure Mummy’s safety, and now all we could do was trust in fate. Without risk, there was no glory.
“We’ll have to trust that Mummy will be safe,” he said.
I agreed and with many backward glances as we bid goodbye to Mummy, Clarence and I were escorted from the vault.
We made our way through the underground tunnel to the main showgrounds. The hustle and bustle of pre-show preparations filled the air as vendors set up their stalls and workers hurriedly finished last-minute tasks.
Clarence and I joined the other exhibitors at the registration booth, where we were given our assigned stall number. We would not be allowed to enter our show stall until the next morning, after the stewards had placed the flowers. With everything taken care of, we went out to the street where I hailed a cab to take us to the hotel for the night.
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The next morning, Clarence and I were awake and breakfasted early despite our late night. We went down to the packed cab stand where it seemed half the city’s cabs were waiting for Flower Show attendees to emerge from their slumber. After an hour of waiting for a cab, and another hour driving through the busy city traffic, we arrived at the Flower Show. 
I strode to the venue’s main entrance, scanning the crowd entering the Royal Gala Coliseum. There was no sign of anything amiss, and I took a deep breath and released it. It was good to be back and I looked forward to the competition.
I nodded to Clarence, who was also enjoying the sights and soaking in the atmosphere of the expectant crowd.
“Excellent. Let us continue onto our stall and Mummy.” We walked through the entrance, a massive archway erected specially for the National Flower Show, entwined with roses. The air was redolent with perfume—lilies, orchids, azaleas and more.
“Glorious, isn’t it?” Clarence said, eyes gleaming.
I grunted in agreement, though my mind was fixed on the task at hand. I was filled with worry for Mummy. I had slept barely a wink, consumed with thoughts of all the things that could have happened to her while she was out of my and Clarence’s care. We entered the main hall, filled with vendors peddling gardening supplies and overflowing with displays of exotic blooms. The main display was most impressive. A massive life-sized whale, suspended from the rafters made entirely of petunias.
I drew up short, struck by the vision—yet my reverie was cut short by a sneering voice.
“Well, well. If it isn’t Ethan Danger Blackwell the Seventh.” An odious and insufferably pretentious voice said from behind me.
I turned to find Lord Soffit Wainscotting, my longtime rival, stroking a massive sunflower he had swaddled in his arms like a baby for some obscure reason. The ridiculous sunflower made Wainscotting seem more unbalanced than ever. He listed to one side as he stood there sneering at me.
“Wainscotting,” I said coolly, “Fancy meeting you here.”
His lips curled in his familiar sneer. “Come to lose again, have you?”
“We shall see,” I said, meeting his dull, watery gaze with my steely one, feeling my lips curl into a sneer to match his own.
Wainscotting chuckled. “I do wish you the best of luck. You shall need it. Not that you have even the slightest of chances. My sunflowers are hardly in any danger of losing to your Mummy.” With that, he strode off into the crowd, waving his sunflower at the rest of the plants like a wand belonging to some mad wizard.
“Pompous, dimwitted fool,” Clarence huffed as he watched Lord Wainscotting push his way rudely through the crowd.
I waved a hand, trying to remain unbothered. Let Wainscotting crow while he could. Victory would taste all the sweeter when I claimed it from under his gigantic, bulbous nose.
“Shall we find our stall, sir?” Clarence asked. I nodded, and Clarence led the way.
We navigated through the crowded hall, past countless other contestants and their prized blooms, until we found stall forty-two in the chrysanthemum section. The attendants had brought Mummy from the vault and removed her from her protective case, along with all the other floral contestants, during the night.
Clarence slipped off to inspect the rest of the contestants as I rushed to her side. I fretted as I peered at Mummy, assessing her condition after the journey. To my dismay, several of her petals were bruised and torn, no doubt from the cramped ride, or even possibly the handlers as they uncrated her during the night. I cursed under my breath. There was no time to repair the damage. The first round of judging would begin within the hour. I could only hope the judges would see past her imperfections to her inner radiance. I inhaled her perfume. That, at least, was still intact and hadn’t been damaged.
“Chin up, sir,” Clarence said as he returned. “She’s easily still the finest chrysanthemum here, if you ask me.”
“Let us hope the judges share your view,” I said grimly.
As I began unpacking Mummy’s travelling case, Clarence began arranging her foliage to best display her charms. The minutes swiftly ticked by.
I kept a wary eye on the judges making their rounds, scrutinizing each bloom in turn. At last, they approached our stall, a severe-looking trio in bowler hats and one woman in an enormous hat, trimmed with a spray of dried flowers and feathers. I did not recognize any of them. I held my breath as they circled Mummy, peering at her from every angle. They lifted her petals and leaves with long skewers to avoid touching her and inhaled her fragrance. They conferred with their clipboards and each other. My heart stopped as I waited.
The head judge frowned, gesturing to Mummy’s damaged petals. “This one seems a bit... rough around the edges.”
My heart sank like a stone. All was lost, I was sure of it.
“But the colour and fullness are unmatched,” another judge said.
“The handlers were rough with all of the chrysanthemums to the same degree.”
“Perhaps we should dock their pay in compensation.”
The head judge nodded. “Hmm. Very true. Mr. Higgins will need to have a word with his staff.”
“Or Lady Fitzherbert. That would put them on the straight and narrow.” The second judge said, a small shudder of fear running through him. I understood his fear of Lady Fitzherbert completely.
“Quite an exquisite specimen,” the third judge said.
“Most excellent.” The woman said and took another sniff of Mummy’s perfume. “The most delicious scent we have encountered so far. I give it forty-nine points out of fifty.”
“Exquisite indeed,” the head judge said. He marked his clipboard and nodded to me as he handed me a copy of the scorecard with the judge’s notes. “Congratulations. You’ve made it to the next round.”
I nearly collapsed with relief. We had survived the first nerve-wracking trial. Mummy was still in the running and in front of the pack despite her acquired imperfections. Her hopes of victory were intact and looking better than ever.
I clapped Clarence on the back, grinning from ear to ear, showing him the card. “You were right, my friend. Mummy has proven her mettle easily”
“Told you so.” Clarence gave me a rare, broad smile. The expression looked strange on his normally dour and serious face.
“Now, we must redouble our efforts,” I said. “The next round of judging will be far more rigorous. Mummy must be in peak form and as you heard, there is room for improvement.”
Clarence nodded and set to work, carefully pruning away Mummy’s damaged petals and leaves, coaxing her into a perfect, rounded shape. I helped where I could, though Clarence trusted no one’s touch but his own when it came to Mummy.
After the tension of the judges’ round, I took a much-needed break and strolled through the showgrounds, perusing the rest of the blooms on display. Lord Soffit Wainscotting’s sunflowers had made it through the first round of judging as well, I noted.
The hours flew as dozens of gardeners and blooms of all varieties were eliminated from the competition. But Mummy shone on, a vision of floral perfection. Each time the judges approached, I held my breath, but every time they passed us by with an approving nod. At long last, the final results for the first rounds were announced in the main arena.
Only a handful of specimens remained, and Mummy was tops among them. We were well on our way to the final round. I threw my arms around Clarence, nearly crushing the breath from his body.
“We did it! Mummy will have her chance at glory after all!” I shouted as the results were announced.
Clarence grunted, prying himself from my embrace. But I spied the ghost of a smile on his lips as he gazed at Mummy. She glowed under the admiring stares of the crowd, vibrant petals unfurled to their fullest extent.
The finishing line was in sight. Victory was nearly within our grasp. Mummy simply had to shine brightest of all in the final round, and the champion’s ribbon would be hers. 






  
  six

The show went late, as it always does, and Clarence and I did not bother to return to the hotel, choosing instead to sleep in Mummy’s stall. It was not against the rules and after the sorry condition the handlers had left Mummy and several of the show contestants, Clarence and I were uncomfortable at the thought of leaving her alone. 
The accoutrements provided with the show stall included four folding wooden military campaign chairs and a pair of thin blankets. I made myself as comfortable as possible using two of the chairs, tucked one of the blankets around my legs, and pulled it up to my chin. I rolled up my coat to use as a pillow and propped my hat over my face to keep out the light.
“I’ll keep a good watch, sir. Don’t you worry about a thing,” Clarence said from where he was sitting in his hard wooden chair blocking the show stall’s entrance.
I felt reassured by his commitment to keeping Mummy safe. “Thank you, Clarence. I am an extremely light sleeper and I promise you, at the slightest hint of danger, I shall spring instantly awake and ready for action.”
“Of course. Good night, Mr. Blackwell. I’ll wake you in the morning.”
“Good night, Clarence,” I said as I closed my eyes and, thanks to years of training, slept in my makeshift bed as if it were the finest feather mattress.
The next thing I knew, someone was calling my name from somewhere far away and shaking me.
As I opened my eyes, the vibrant chaos of the National Flower Show flooded my senses. The air was thick with the fragrant scent of roses, mingling with the sound of exhibitors engaged in a heated debate over the best display positions. 
Slowly, I rose from the floor, my mechanical leg creaking and groaning beneath me. Confusion clouded my mind as I tried to piece together how I had ended up sprawled on the ground. My makeshift bed was scattered and my thin blanket shredded to ribbons. My coat, so neatly rolled and tucked beneath my head the evening before, was now under the display table in a rumpled heap.
Lady Agnes Fitzherbert, the imposing president of the Horticultural Society, loomed over me. Her round figure and strong opinions were legendary throughout the show. “Mr. Blackwell, have you fallen victim to some ailment? Or perhaps indulged in too much brandy?” she asked, her voice as shrill as a steam whistle.
Lady Fitzherbert and I were of an age, and she had pursued me relentlessly before I met Clementine. I suspect she has harboured ill will toward me since then, as I had never been a fan of brandy. Agnes had been a dour, bossy, matronly old lady even when we were young and age had not improved her personality in the slightest.
I got to my feet before bothering to respond. “No, Lady Fitzherbert,” I replied, brushing off the dirt from my trousers as I brushed off her accusations. “I assure you, I am quite well. Just a momentary lapse of balance, it seems.” I gestured to my mechanical leg, using it as an excuse for my dishevelled condition. I scrutinized my surroundings with bleary eyes and unsteady feet trying to understand what could have caused this.
She drew herself up to her full height. “While it is not against the rules for contestants to sleep near their entries, it is considered polite and proper to be awake and groomed before the showgrounds open to the public, Mr. Blackwell.”
I gasped as I checked the watch on my new leg. It was ten after nine in the morning. Why on earth had Clarence allowed me to sleep so long? I should have been up hours ago. Today’s rounds were to begin soon and we had to prepare.
“Clarence?” I called out and spun about in the crowded confines of our show space, looking for my gardener. I did not immediately see him, but something caught my eye, a devastating void amidst the colourful tapestry of flowers. My heart sank as I realized that my prized chrysanthemum, Mummy, was missing from her designated spot. 
“Good god! Mummy has vanished!” I exclaimed, filled with a mix of bewilderment and wretchedness.
Panic surged through me like an electric current, threatening to short-circuit my thoughts. The world around me blurred as my heart pounded in my chest, the sound reverberating in my ears. Every breath felt shallow. The air had turned heavy and suffocating. Sweat trickled down my back and sprang out on my forehead. My hands trembled uncontrollably, making it hard to grasp onto anything for stability. The room seemed to close in on me, the walls closing in and trapping me within its claustrophobic embrace. Time stood still, yet raced forward simultaneously, leaving me feeling disoriented and out of control. I reached out for a chair, righting it and falling heavily onto it before my flesh and blood leg gave way beneath me.
Lady Fitzherbert’s brows furrowed in suspicion. “Missing? Surely you don’t suggest foul play, Blackwell. This is the National Flower Show, not some den of thieves.” Her shrill tea-kettle voice grated on my nerves. “Are you certain your gardener didn’t whisk her off for some reason?”
Appearances can be deceiving, I thought to myself as I listened to the handsome woman’s irritating voice.
With Mummy missing, rumours would swirl throughout the competition. I would be accused of cheating or worse, quitting the competition because I could not face the pressure of seeing it fully to the end. With my reputation as a horticulturist at stake and the grand prize tantalizingly out of reach, I knew I had to take action. I had to uncover the truth behind Mummy’s disappearance. “Lady Fitzherbert, there is more to this than meets the eye, I guarantee you,” I said, my voice firm as I got a grip on
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