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“I am afraid it’s not just the spoons, m’lady,” sniffed the butler, observing the ornate and exquisitely crafted meringue sitting in Lady Thackeray’s dish in front of her. “It’s all of the cutlery.” Her ladyship was seated at the head of the large, long, ornate table in the dining room. She and the butler were currently the only two people present in the room, though loud clattering could be vaguely heard from the direction of the kitchen towards the rear of the house. 
“The spoons?”
“Gone, ma’am.”
“Knives?”
“Those also.”
“What about the forks?”
“Also gone.”
“The sporks?”
“Yes, strangely, they are gone too. Heaven only knows what the thieves are going to do with them.”
“I take it, therefore, that you are telling me that every single item of cutlery has been stolen?”
“Certainly missing, ma’am, yes.” The butler stood unmoving, watching the meringue begin to melt slowly. It had only been a treat she had suddenly taken a fancy to - a lovely little taster at eleven o’clock, which meant she could skip lunch entirely, but the lack of cutlery seemed to be a sudden expected problem.
“What on Earth am I meant to eat my meringue with, Atkins?”
The butler paused. There was no real reasonable way out of this. “Fingers, ma’am?” he suggested. Lady Thackeray thumped her hands down on the table in annoyance.
“I take it you have questioned all the staff?” she politely suggested, trying to be as reasonable as possible. Lady Thackeray had once been told that the secret of getting the best out of your staff was a certain air of appearing reasonable, and she was especially good at that. She thought of herself as progressive—keen to take on new ideas. But stealing all of the cutlery was a step too far.
“Indeed, ma’am. Nobody seems to know a thing. The cutlery was polished and put away as usual last night after dinner and the same after breakfast this morning. However, when I went to get a spoon for your meringue, not a single one remained.”
“And further investigation suggested that it was, in fact, all the cutlery that had vanished?”
“Indeed, ma’am.”
“It is the silver cutlery that is missing, I take it?”
“Yes, ma’am, which sadly therefore includes all of the cutlery that the house possesses.”
“The household staff were presumably all in the kitchen cooking between breakfast and now?”
“They were indeed, yes. Beatrice, the head cook, was in the kitchen the entire time, and Sally and Beth were in and out at various junctures during the morning.”
“And nobody saw a thing?”
“Nothing, Ma’am.”
Lady Thackeray was baffled. “All of those ladies have been with this house for many years. I would trust them with my… well, with my…”
“Spoons?” suggested Atkins helpfully.
“Indeed.” She pushed the plate away from her. Already, the sweet dessert was beginning to look entirely inedible. Her stomach rumbled slightly at the sight of it.
“Any visitors to the house during that time? Any strangers, perhaps?”
“Not at all, ma’am. No visitors at all apart from the postman, and he got no further than the letterbox.”
“How very strange. Nothing else is missing, I take it?”
“Not that we have noticed, ma’am. The kitchen utensils are still all present and correct. Ladles and so on. The little straight thing you rub cheese against is definitely still there.”
“The cheese grater?”
“Precisely, ma’am. May I suggest that we notify the City Guard?”
“Oh, I don’t think so. I doubt very much if they would be greatly concerned about my cutlery, and let us be frank, Mr Atkins - they would spend all day stomping their size tens all over the recently replanted herbaceous borders, upset all the staff, and we would still be no further forward than we are now in a week’s time.”
“I suspect you may be correct,” said Atkins. “Perhaps I may suggest the quiet folk. ? They are very good at finding things.”
“That’s a good idea,” said Lady Thackeray, “and with all due haste. Should my husband return from the city and not be able to stick a knife and fork into his steak, then I suspect he would tend to sway more towards the stern staff interrogation and general beatings school of thought than perhaps I would.”
“That would probably be the case, ma’am. Yes.”
“Do you know of any quiet folk hereabouts in Greenheart?”
“Indeed, ma’am. I am aware of several, though the question of suitability looms large, I must say.”
“Explain.”
“Well, the first name to come to mind is Ponderous Jones. He has a small, but it is said comfortable cave some way north of us. He has been known to take some time, though, and I believe speed may be of the essence.”
“Indeed, yes.”
“Then there is Cubby Hazelrod, who I have heard has a very pleasing success rate, but hazel rods may be in short supply at the moment.”
“Yes. Wrong season.”
“Barrington Fastbuck is not too far away either, but I have heard it said that he can be a little unreliable. Fond of a tipple, I believe. No, the name that springs to mind is Harriet Sixsmith. She lives a little way northeast of us in the Village of Flatby, just south of The Ruin. A very pleasing success rate, I have heard.”
“The quiet folk always do have an excellent success rate, though,” pondered Lady Thackeray. “That’s why people recommend them, I would have thought.”
“Indeed, madam. It is said that Old Hetty Catsgill could find a lost thimble right across the city in her prime.”
“Let us hope that Harriet Sixsmith is just as successful with cutlery then, shall we? Prepare the coach, Atkins. You shall accompany me to Flatby immediately.”
“Of course, ma’am.”
“And not a word to the staff,” said Lady Thackeray.
“Discretion is my middle name, ma’am.”
“I thought your middle name was Raymond?”
“Just a metaphor, ma’am.”
“Ah, I see. Latin was never my forte.”
“I shall see to the coach, ma’am.”
“Very well.”

      [image: ]The coach left the Thackeray estate behind, crossing northwest across Greenheart towards the village of Flatby. Lady Thackeray sat inside, Atkins facing her. Every time she left the estate, she remembered that Greenheart was one of the more beautiful parts of the city. Yes, you could have your wide roads and statues and columns of Amblefield, and the vast estates out at Songbird, but Greenheart had a rural charm all of its own. Lush green fields and orchards ran beside small babbling brooks that followed the path of the country road. She was not a native of the area - she had only moved there after her marriage to Lord Thackeray, but she felt it was home now. She no longer missed the hustle and bustle of Gentsway, where she was born. She had quite fallen in love with the place. 
As they headed northwest, the enormous cliffs of The Ruin rose ahead of them, towering over the city and reaching Skyhook, high above them. Atkins leaned out of the window, staring up at the peak of The Ruin into the sky. 
“No hot air balloons today, I see,” he said, popping his head back into the carriage.
“The wind is too strong, I fear. Not ballooning weather, I suspect.” Atkins nodded, and they fell back into silence. 
A little while later, small farmhouses became more frequent, and then they entered the village of Flatby. Lady Thackeray had never had cause to visit here before, and she looked eagerly at the village through the coach window as they drove through it. It seemed to comprise of no more than a few tumble-down houses and what looked like a village pub. A rusty-looking sign swung outside the hostelry, creaking to and fro in the stiff breeze. It read, “The Balloon and Parachute”.
“A rough place, ma’am,” said Atkins as the coach drew to a halt. They heard the driver talking - presumably asking for directions - and then they began to move again. They turned left and then, after a short distance, came to a halt outside an especially run-down cottage. “The village would have come into being with the trade of the rope and canvas scavengers, I imagine.”
“The what?” frowned Lady Thackeray.
“The rope and canvas left after balloon accidents. It is why the cliffs above are called “The Ruin”. The engineers and inventors of Skyhook are not in possession of an enviable success rate, ma’am.”
“Ah. I see. That is why all the cottage roofs are made from what looks like balloon canvas.”
“Precisely. It makes the Autumn winds very interesting, I would have thought. If you wait, ma’am, I shall go and see if Ms Sixsmith will receive you.” She nodded, and Atkins left the coach and disappeared down the cottage path, pushing past various brambles and obstacles as he went. After a brief wait, he reappeared and opened the coach door.
“She is available, ma’am,” smiled Atkins, and the butler helped her down from the coach. They pushed their way up the nearly overgrown path and entered the cottage. Sitting in a battered old rocking chair opposite the door was an old woman watching them with a curious smile.
 Lady Thackeray made a beeline for her.
“I am Lady Thackeray. Pronounced, “THEEK - AA RAAY”, she said.
“Good day, Lady Thackeray,” said the old woman, completely ignoring her pronunciation, a very loose tooth wobbling back and forth in her mouth as she spoke. “What brings you to the house of Harriet Sixsmith?” Lady Thackeray admired the woman’s no-nonsense approach. 
“I appear to have lost some cutlery,” she said.
“Silver?” asked the old woman as a small tortoiseshell cat crept in through the open door behind her, as if it was coming to investigate what was happening.
“Yes. Silver. Why do you ask? Is silver easier to find?”
“Nah, it just makes my fee higher,” said the old woman, her cackling descending quickly into a deep, chesty cough. Lady Thackeray looked at Atkins, but he was immobile, his face showing nothing at all, his usual stance, in fact.
“Can I get you some water?” asked Lady Thackeray, as the woman continued coughing.
“Got none,” said Harriet. “What do I need water for? Look like a fish now, do I?” Lady Thackeray said nothing. She could think of no reply. The two women stared at each other for a while until Harriet eventually stood, walked behind her chair, and picked up what looked like a small piece of crystal. She approached Atkins and put her hand out for payment. The butler removed several coins from his pocket and placed them in her hand. Harriet looked at the coins, tumbling them in her hand and then bit into one. She held out her hand once again. Atkins tutted, pulled a further coin from his pocket, and gave it to the old woman.
Lady Thackeray looked away as the money was handed over. She very much followed her mother’s school of thought on the matter of cash - one should never look at it, just in case one day it should suddenly not be there anymore.
“These hands have touched the spoons?” asked Harriet, and Lady Thackeray was startled, not realising the old crone was talking to her.
“They have,” she said as the old woman approached her.
“Take off your gloves, then. I’ll find your spoons for you.” Lady Thackeray removed her gloves and held out her hands.
“Yes, thank you - it’s really rather desperate when all of your spoons, knives and forks disappear. Quite awful.”
“Oh, I don’t find knives and forks,” said Harriet, “only spoons.”
“Only spoons?” said Atkins in dismay.
“Just so,” said the old woman. “Talent such as mine is finely honed. Accurate. Wouldn’t do to go muddling it up with all sorts of other cutlery, would it now? You’d start with spoons and knives and forks, and before you knew where you were, you’d be doing corkscrews and pie flutes and what have you. No. Mine is a much more accurate service, and that service involves spoons and spoons only. If you want forks, I’ve heard old Mother Alice in Hexthorpe does them, and knives - well, there was someone in The Shambles, but I’m not sure they are there anymore. Nobody I know does all cutlery, though. The quiet folk tend to specialise, as do I.”
“No matter,” said Atkins, “I imagine whoever took the spoons also took the rest of it, so if we can find the spoons, then we shall find the rest, I would have thought.” Lady Thackeray gave Atkins a weak smile.
“Wouldn’t know,” said Harriet, “Not my business. Just spoons I do. Why are you standing there like a loon with your hands out before you, like a zombie?”
“You asked me to remove my gloves,” said Lady Thackeray.
“Well, you won’t be able to help with the jigsaw if you have gloves on now, will you?” said Harriet, pointing to the table behind her chair. “Take a pew.” They all sat at the table, upon which lay hundreds—maybe thousands—of pieces of a jigsaw.
“Start with the corners,” said Harriet, quickly beginning to sort through the pieces and starting to slot them together.
“I thought you’d have a crystal ball or something,” said Lady Thackeray.
“Pah,” said Harriet, “crystal balls need polishing, and I can’t be arsed with all that nonsense. Jigsaw is just as good. Plus, it keeps me mind active. Important that.”
Lady Thackeray looked slightly disappointed. “I see. I apologise. As I am sure you can imagine, I am unfamiliar with his type of witchery.”
A sudden silence enveloped the cottage. All that could be heard was the sound of Harriet gnawing at her loose tooth. Lady Thackeray glanced at Atkins, who was sitting very still. More so than usual, if that was possible. 
“Witchery?” said the old woman. Lady Thackeray continued.
“Indeed. The finding of things and so on. Witchery.”
“You think I am a witch?” said Harriet calmly. Atkins gave a slight, nervous cough. Before Lady Thackeray continued, Harriet leaned across the table and continued.
“Thing is, Lady Thack-erree, you won’t find no witches around these parts. Do I look like the sort to be dancing naked round a cauldron of soup at midnight, or making funny little potions out of all sorts of rare herbs and plants that it doesn’t matter how long you boils them, or for long, because they always smell like cat pee? Does I look like I have an odd obsession with brooms or one of those stupid pointed little hats? Do I?” By now, Harriet’s face was no further than six inches away from Lady Thackeray’s.
“Erm... No?” said Lady Thackeray in a nervous little voice. Harriet spat on the floor again.
“Should think not,” she said, “Pah! Witches! Boil the lot of them in one of their cauldron soup bowls, I would. No, I am one of the quiet folk, and we find things. But specialisation is the key. Some find objects - Betty Hardbrass down in the Deadwoods finds socks, for example. Only the left foot, though. Grainger Buckfast up in The Shambles does the right ones. But I have always had an affinity with spoons. No idea why, but it’s spoons I do, and I’m good at it.” She pointed to the pieces of the jigsaw strewn across the table. “Shall we get on with it, then?” Lady Thackeray heard Atkins make a small exhalation of relief.
After an hour of slotting pieces together, two things began to become apparent. First, Harriet was very good at jigsaws. Neither of them could keep up with her pace, though they did manage to place the occasional piece. The second thing was that the jigsaw was a picture of a spoon, which slowly came together piece by piece.
Finally, only one piece was left to be placed.
“You holding it?” Harriet asked Atkins, who indicated that he was not. Lady Thackeray shook her head, too. “Bugger,” said Harriet, “Just when we were doing so well,” All three of them looked on the floor, but the piece could not be found.
Then, from across the room, came the cat, carrying the last piece in its mouth. “Ah, Felis—what a sense of humour you have.” She took the piece from the cat and placed it in the puzzle.
“There,” she said, “All done.” She stood up from the table, chuckling as she did so.
“Goblins,” she said. “Goblins have your spoons. A dark one is with ’em, too.” She turned and spat on the floor. “Thieving little Bastards, they are. Have the teeth out of your head if they thought they had a chance of selling them, they would.”
“Goblins?” spluttered Lady Thackeray. “How did they get my cutlery?”
“Sneaky little shits, goblins,” said Harriet, “but they have a dark one with them. Could be two feet in front of you, and you wouldn’t see him, mark my words.”
“So where have they taken them?” asked Atkins.
“Big tunnel under The Shambles. Good luck with getting in there,” she laughed, “though if you do manage to get in, make sure you’re not wearing any of your rings, m’lady - or earrings. Any of your finery, in fact. Take anything will those little green shitlings. ‘Specially the dark one. Watch out for him. Oh, and boots, too. Take off your boots afore ye go. Likes a well-turned boot does a goblin. Never been able to figure out why. It’s not as if they would fit them or owt.”
“I see,” said Lady Thackeray, putting her gloves back on. “Come, Atkins, I am sure Harriet has more pressing things to do than goggle at us two.” Harriet sat back down in her chair, the two of them completely forgotten already.
Atkins opened the carriage door. “What now, ma’am?” he asked.
“We need to take a trip to the town of Cumulus up in Skyhook. It’s a bit of a trip, but I believe Fortnum and Carpenter’s store there has an especially refined line of cutlery I shall need to peruse.”
“Very well, ma’am,” said Atkins, closing the carriage door once he was inside and shouting directions to the coach driver. The coach began to move.
“But I have not forgotten about my cutlery, and those - what did she call them? Yes - shitlings. That’s what she said. I have not forgotten about them, Atkins,” said Lady Thackery, her lips pursed, his face red with anger. “I have not forgotten about those little shitlings at all.”
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“It stands to reason,” said Tobias confidently to the old woman in front of his junk-strewn counter. Do you see any spiders?” The old woman turned and looked about the shop nervously. 
“No,” she conceded, “there’s a dead wasp in the window, though.” Tobias smiled. The old dead wasp routine had undoubtedly paid for itself over the years. Many an unsuspecting punter had wandered into “Greengage’s goods” with an air of mischief about them to enquire about whether he sold dead wasps and had left several minutes later, having purchased something they had no use for at all. “Get ’em in and get ’em sold” was Tobias’s motto, and it had worked very well for him. He just had to remember to replace the wasp every now and again or it began to look dusty.
“But no spiders?” he said.
“Well, no,” conceded the woman, “but…”
“No ifs or buts. And for only a few shillings, a completely spider-free existence could be yours today.” He held the old spoon he had found under the counter the day before up to the woman and pushed it across the counter to her. “The old Runcible Spider Repeller™ is a feat of thaumaturgy without compare. To you, just 19 shillings.”
“But it looks like a spoon,” protested the woman.
“Clever, isn’t it?” said Tobias, giving her his best confident grin. “Fools the spiders every single time.”
The door opened with a tinkle of bells, and Erisa came in, holding the door open for Calico as she entered. She saw Tobias wrapping something up and a slightly confused woman at the counter, handing him some money. Erisa hung back until the woman turned to leave, and then she held the door open for her. 
“Good day,” she called to Tobias, who gave her a cheery wave as she left the shop. “Thank you,” she said to Erisa. “What a lovely fox.”
“It’s a cat,” smiled Erisa.
“Yes, yes, said the woman, hurrying out of the shop even faster, “Yes, yes - of course it is.” Without another word, she wandered out into the crowds outside. The shop door swung slowly shut.
“Do you know the letter “N” has fallen off the pawn shop sign in the window?”
“I didn’t,” said Tobias, rubbing his chin. “That will probably explain why people keep coming in after dog biscuits. I must get that fixed. Anyway, you’re up early. Roof leaking again?”
“It always leaks,” said Erisa. “But that’s not why I am up early. I have an appointment at the town hall with the mayor.”
“Oh, very la de da,” said Tobias. “What’s that all about, then?”
“Me and a few others stopped the great big column of water coming out of the ground yesterday, and I think the mayor wants to thank us. Something like that, anyway. I’m hoping it might mean a medal. Han Calesco always got medals when he did something good, anyway.”
“How’d you manage that, then? Stop the water, like?” Tobias’s worldview was limited. It ended once it left a five-mile perimeter based around his shop. Anything beyond that was filtered out quite severely.
“Never mind,” said Erisa, “It’s not important.”
“Did you hear about Vimar?” said Tobias suddenly. Before she could respond that yes, she did know and actually she had been there, Tobias had carried on. “Dead as a doornail, apparently. I had that good as change from Billy Pies yesterday. The Rook Recorder didn’t mention it at all, which is odd.”
“Yes, I heard all about it,” said Erisa.
“I knew I should never have given that coin thing for him to have a look at. “Never give a mage credit,” me old Da used to say. I must be going soft.”
“Oh, I doubt that,” said Erisa. Calico had wandered over to the side of the shop and was sniffing enthusiastically at the umbrellas for sale rack.
“I told you to get a receipt from him, anyway.”
“It hardly matters now,” she said wearily.
“Hmm, well, next time, listen more.”
“Listen more to what? You didn’t say anything about receipts until I got back. It was just a grotty old stone.” She paused, thinking about the wizard for a moment. “We thought it was at the time. Anyway, what was Billy Pies doing around here?”
“Had some old horse brasses he wanted to shift,” said Tobias, pointing to several brasses hanging from the wall on the far side of the shop. “Good condition, too.”
“You don’t want to be entertaining the likes of Billy Pies,” said Erisa. “Trouble, that one is. Stay well clear.”
“Yes, boss,” said Tobias. Calico wandered back from the umbrella stand and sat down at Erisa’s feet.
“The fox still talking?” he asked nonchalantly.
“Yup,” smiled Erisa, “Doesn’t say much, though. And it’s not a fox. It’s a cat.”
“It’s a Fox,” laughed Tobias.
“Cat.”
“Fox.”
“Cat.”
“Fox. Hey, if you’re going to the town hall, perhaps you could blag a few ashtrays or teaspoons or what have you - you know, with the town hall stamp on them. I could shift a few of them, no problem.”
“You’re incorrigible, you are,” smiled Erisa. “I doubt if I’ll come anywhere near any ashtrays or teaspoons. Besides, I probably won’t be there long. That Mayor Mackrell seems pretty stern.”
“Well, don’t you be getting yourself into any bother. That lot have quite a bit of history of getting innocent folk into all sorts of trouble. Pay heed to that, and you’ll stay on the straight and narrow, that’s for sure.”
“Straight and narrow?” laughed Erisa. “You were just asking me to steal his ashtrays and spoons.” Tobias laughed.
“Or towels - that’s a good one - you could get a few under your shirt. Make sure they are embossed with the town hall seal, though. No use to me otherwise.”
“I need to go pee before I go,” said Erisa. “Is the bucket empty?”
“Freshly cleaned,” said Tobias, opening the door for her and closing it after her as she passed through.
Tobias found himself standing alone in the shop with Calico, who was sitting staring at him in a very curious manner. The sound of the crowds passing outside was vaguely audible, and from the old steam-driven clock at the back of the shop came an intermittent ticking sound. The clock was very old and didn’t so much keep the time as follow it casually. Currently it was showing the time as being a week last Thursday. Tobias shifted slowly from foot to foot and grimaced as he rested his hands on the counter.
“Don’t,” said Calico, and Tobias gave a long sigh.
Shortly after, Erisa returned and made to leave.
“Don’t forget, now,” he said. “Perhaps a teacup or a box of matches—yes, a box of matches would do. As long as any of it has the town hall logo on, anything's  fair game.”
“We’ll see,” smiled Erisa as she and Calico left Tobias to it. As they left, a small man pushed past them, and she looked over her shoulder at him. Erisa heard him say in a voice that was trying to be clever, “Do you sell dead wasps?” Erisa smiled. Poor man.
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Lucy Stillwater leaned over the open coffin and placed the small posy of roses she was holding onto the woman’s body, carefully arranging it so the petals were showing their best side. “There,” she said, fussing over them a little and then standing back to ensure that they looked as good as they did up close. “That’s nice. Looks lovely, that.” 
“Be even lovelier if she hadn’t been run over by a drunken idiot driving a very heavy cart,” said Mr Bunion from behind her.
“Don’t be like that,” said Mrs Broughton, who was peering over the coffin too, ensuring Lucy had taken as much care with the roses as possible. “She’s doing a passing fair job, and that’s true enough.” She stood back up as Lucy returned to the basket of flowers and began examining them closely.
“I am here, you know,” said Lucy, a small smile on her face.
“We know that,” laughed Bunion, sitting on a stool in the corner. “But you know what Mrs B is like - perfectionist, she is.”
“I’m sure she is,” said Lucy, “but perhaps it would be best to assess my work after I have finished and not during.”
“Just want you to get it right,” said Mrs B through pursed lips. “Heaven only knows you were as rough as coal when you first started the laying out.”
“Yes, that part is always a bit rough and tumble,” sighed Lucy. Her face looked stern, but she failed to maintain it, and a slight smile spread across her lips.
“Remind me – just how long have you been doing this again?” asked Bunion. Lucy paused, resisting the urge to count on her fingers.
“Four years in a few months,” she said.
“Is it that long?” laughed Bunion, “How easy it is to lose track of time.”
“Not so much with you two watching me,” said Lucy. “Right now, it feels as if I am taking at least twice as long as I normally take.”
She thought about it briefly. It had been that long. Ever since she had been a little girl, she had always known that she wanted to run a flower shop, but she had been so shy and retiring that she could hardly imagine ever having the courage to do anything about it.
Yet here she was. “Roses and Posies” had been her first tentative venture, and although she learnt a lot quickly, it was challenging to be an independent flower seller with a little shop. In short, trade was hard to come by.
So, when Reginald and Ronald Stiff of the undertaking firm, “Gone Not Forgotten” had approached her with the proposal of becoming sole supplier to their funeral firm, she had leapt at the chance, though there was a slight amount of trepidation at first. Reg and Ron had a fearsome reputation in the business, and she was so new to the profession that she could hardly have ever thought herself of working for them but a few years before.
Now, business was booming. The Brothers Stiff seemed to have no end of bodies for her to lay out, and she had no idea where they were getting all the flowers from, but it was seemingly a never-ending supply.
“Wool-gathering, girl?” said Bunion, “You need to stop that. You’ve still got the other one to do yet.”
“I know, I know,” said Lucy. It would be much quicker if you’d get your behind off that stool and give me a hand, “ she sighed. "And you too, Mrs B—I would be extremely grateful if you could at least put the kettle on.”
“You know very well we’re only here to observe,” said Mrs B testily, “A bit of mentoring. Make sure you get it right.”
“I think that my apprenticeship is wearing a little thin now,” said Lucy. She surprised herself sometimes by just how bold she was these days. Even twelve months ago, she wouldn’t have said “Boo!” to a goose! She broke out in a rosy-cheeked smile at the very thought of it. Her negotiations with the Stiff Brothers were something she ran through her mind regularly. 
“Don’t forget to negotiate!” her mother had told her before the meeting, and her stomach had flipped at the very thought of it, but the brothers had been very accommodating. In fact, their terms had been so good she had nothing to actually negotiate about. It had
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