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Genteel
conversation and the ring of silver spoons on fine porcelain filled
the tea room Callie and I were sitting in. She’d opted for the
Darjeeling, whereas I’d gone for the Earl Grey. An almost empty
tiered cake stand decorated the centre of the white-linen covered
round table we shared.

Gas-lit
crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceiling and white jacketed
waiters scurried to and fro with full and empty trays and cake
stands.

Wide
widows overlooked the busy street outside where horse-drawn
carriages hurried by while ladies and gentlemen promenaded at a
more leisurely speed.

The year
we were in was around the 1850’s, it was spring, and we were in
London.

I wore a
dark red dress and I’d managed to convince Callie that black
leather trousers and jacket were not the most fashionable of
garments for ladies to wear in this period. She hated it. I, by
hinting of the far greater opportunity to hide weaponry upon her
person, i.e. underneath, managed to get her into a
beautifully-patterned blue and white dress, with white cotton
gloves. If, as I hoped, we went to the theatre this evening then
I’d got just the most luscious printed green silk dress with a
scandalously low décolletage in mind for her. She’d hate it; I’d
just stick my tongue out at her in an unladylike manner and enjoy
the sight of her gorgeously cuddly body in tight silk
satin.

Din was
lying under the table probably wondering whom he should assault to
get some fish.

The
Court of Crows had planted the information we needed in Callie’s
mind and we were just taking some leisure time before planning the
deed to kill their target. It was a relief that I could now include
Callie in these Court-sanctioned assassinations. Before I’d always
had to pretend not to know her and keep her safe from harm. Kissing
her, or even showing any affection, would have meant the job
couldn’t go ahead.

My chair
was bumped from behind, “Oh, sorry, do please excuse me,” a female
voice said. Luckily no tea was spilt or she’d have found herself at
the business end of a teaspoon.

I stood
up and smiled at a rather attractive dark-haired young lady wearing
a deep black cotton layered dress, with a matching
bonnet.

“That’s
quite alright,” I replied. “They do try to get as many people in as
possible.”

She held
her hand out, “Hello, I’m Martha.”

I shook
it and said, “Evangeline, delighted to meet you. This is Catherine,
my cousin,” I indicated Callie to her. We’d decided on being
‘cousins’ as it wouldn’t raise people’s suspicions about two women
of roughly the same age sharing a room.


“Pleasure. I can’t quite place your accent. Are you visiting
the city?”

“Oh,
yes. We can be quite fly-by-night sometimes,” I smiled, ignoring
the implied ‘where are you from?’ question.

“I’m
just here for the day, and there’s so much I want to
see!”

“Indeed,
London deserves a good look round.”

“Well,
must dash. Cheerio. Sorry again.”

I hid my
surprise at her abruptness with a “Goodbye.”

Callie
managed a nod and a smile and watched her weave her way through the
tables to the exit.

I sat
back down again and felt Din rub himself against my legs. Fish was
definitely on his mind.

A shot
rang out from the street in front of the tearoom. Callie and I spun
round to see what it was. She’d already twitched for her missing
katana and now quickly reached under her dress for a smaller, but
no less deadly, knife.

Startled
cries sounded from the room as a horse-drawn carriage careened past
the windows, the driver slumped to the floor, dead.

Smiling
politely and mouthing apologies I quickly pushed past the fellow
patrons and reached the windows just in time to see several
pedestrians jump out of the way as the horses and carriage ploughed
into some fruit stalls, scattering produce and the slower
stall-holders everywhere; some no longer moved.

Feeling
a touch on my arm I turned to see Callie hiding the knife in her
palm and indicating a black clothed figure ignoring the people
hurrying by her to the scene of the accident as she quickly turned
a corner.

“You
think she did it?” I asked her in a whisper.


“Yeah.”

“But
why?”

She
shrugged.

“It
wasn’t our target was it?” I asked.

“No,
he’s not a carriage driver.”

“Nothing
to do with us?”


“Nope.”

Good.
Less hassle for us.


Policemen began to congregate at the accident scene and
advise bystanders there was nothing to see even though there quite
obviously was; and the tea room went back to a slightly higher
level of conversational noise at all the sudden excitement going
on.

We
turned and headed back to our table where I saw a pair of green
eyes in a grey furry face look up at me. Ah, yes. Catching the arm
of a passing waiter I asked, “Excuse me do you have any fish
available?”

“Fish,
Miss?”

I smiled
winningly at him, “Yes.”

“I’ll
have a chat with cook.”

“Thank
you. As quick as possible, please.” He had no idea what a hungry
Din could do.
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We left
the tea room arm in arm after enough time had passed for the
carriage and bodies to be removed, and the excitement die down. I’d
aimed our stroll to go by the turning, Martha, the lady in black,
took. This was my idea – Callie was against it (I could feel her
trying to tug me in the opposite direction), Din couldn’t care
less. I needed to know if it was sheer chance or whether Martha had
bumped into me and then killed someone on purpose.

The
street she went down was full of exclusive (and very expensive)
shops. Most of them went up two floors with the upper parts used
them as either extra showroom space or storage. A few looked like
high-class residential apartments. I took my time to get the
feeling of the area and also spy out some rather nice dresses I
could imagine Callie wearing.

I felt drawn to one particular premise called ‘Mudstone &
Son’. It didn’t look like it fitted in with the others – the matt
black paintwork was drab and flaking in places, the windows were
dusty with nothing on display, and plain wooden boards at the back
of the displays prevented anyone seeing
the interior of the shop. Closed faded black curtains hid whatever
was behind the windows on the top floor. The people walking by
seemed to steer clear of it.

“What do you think of that one,” I asked Callie, indicating
the shabby store.

Her eyes
scanned the street and the windows above the shops then back to the
one I’d indicated. “Feels off.”

Looking
down at Din, I asked him, “What do you think about it?”

He sat in front of me looking at it, his tail twitching from
side to side. His fur rippled as the muscles underneath flexed,
like he was trying to take flight – I took it to be a sure sign of
puzzlement.

Yes,
something was most definitely off about it. I was intrigued and
headed across the street accompanied by a sigh from
Callie.

The door opened easily and a bell above it rang to indicate
our presence. The inside of the store was a stark contrast to its
exterior as the glass display cases were spotless and brightly lit
from above by several crystal chandeliers. Each case had a single
item of jewellery on display set on a bed of cream satin; a diamond
ring here, a jewelled pendant there. The only item on any of the
bright white walls was a large round clock with both hands at the
noon position indicating it had stopped. A strange scent filled the
room. Why would they try to hide the interior of the
shop?

A short, bald man with a goatee beard, and wearing a dark
suit stepped out from behind a counter and approached us. Callie
let my arm drop so she’d have better access to her
knives.

“Welcome
ladies, may I help you?”

It
sounded like English wasn’t his first language as the words were
all slightly mispronounced.

I
decided I’d better do the introductions, “Hello, would you be Mr
Mudstone?”

“My father passed away a few years ago. I have the pleasure
of being the ‘Son’ part of the business name. My name is Gregor,”
he said with a slight bow.

“Delighted. I’m Evangeline, this is Catherine, my
cousin.”

He nodded at both of us, but kept glancing down at my hands
as if expecting I’d give him something.

“My
cousin and I are visiting the city and just wandered by.” I chose
an item at random, “May I look at that pendant?” indicating the
ruby and sapphire item in the display to my right.


Apparently not receiving something from me his mouth became
tight-lipped.

“I’m
most dreadfully sorry, that item is no longer for sa–”

He
stopped at seeing Din coming out from behind our dresses. His eyes
widened slightly and took a step back.

Din
looked up at him and his tail increased its rate of twitching. He
then turned to look up at me as if to say ‘What are you doing with
this guy?’

“Oh,
well what about that ring?” I headed towards the case behind him
where a diamond ring lay.

He
quickly moved to stand in front of me and said, “Regrettably that
item is also no longer for sale. We also have a no pets policy on
the premises,” he added in a terse voice looking down at
Din.

Reaching down I picked the offending feline up and scratched
his head. Gregor’s eyes followed my movements. I could feel Din’s
muscles tense, ready for a fight. As he was now at the same height
as the proprietor he made a point to yawn, giving me a whiff of
fishy breath and showing off his sharp teeth.

Gregor’s eyes fixed on Din and he said, “May I be so bold as
to ask whether you have a letter of introduction from one our
previous, most satisfied, clients?”

I
glanced at Callie, who raised an eyebrow at me in response. This
was getting into silly territory.

“No
letter. As I said, my cousin and I were just passing. I’m sure we
won’t be very long. May I ask what you do have for
sale?”

His next smile didn’t reach his eyes and he clasped his hands
in front of him in a way that made Callie tense. “Unfortunately you
have visited at a bad time as all of our items have been spoken
for. If you would care to leave me your name and address where you
can be reached I’ll be happy to send a letter to advise when we
have stock available.”

Yeah,
like we both knew that was never going to happen.

“Oh well, sorry to bother you. Come dear,” I replied gaily
and turned to leave.

Din climbed up me and looked over my
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