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 Dedication

For the next brave
and resourceful detective, Joey.


 The Offer

Don't talk to
me about fortune. I've had my fair share, both subtle and
outrageous. You know what I'd really like? A holiday. A nice, quiet
holiday where I can count the spines on a puffer and eat crabs and
casually grind a keelstick or three. I guess I shouldn't complain.
More recently than I care to remember, I was staring into the
Abyss, ambivalent about my lot, ready to move over and let some
other young spud have a crack at failing at life.

Ah, there I go
again.

Look, business
has been great. Really great. Perhaps too great. Don't believe me?
After Tommy Two-Tone got a one-way ticket to the Great Spud,
there's been a real shift in the way the Reef works, and you know
that any time there's change, there's crime. You see, criminals are
opportunists and shaking stuff up creates opportunities. You stir
up the silt, you get gropers. That's just how it works.

When things
settle down, you know, when the big guys finally figure themselves
out, then the system gets into a rhythm. The balance between law
and chaos, the police and the gangs, it reaches an equilibrium. No,
it doesn't stop, it can never stop. The forces get kind of, you
know, balanced out. That's really what makes Borobo tick along, the
balance, and when Tommy punched out, that really tipped the
scales.

It wasn't just
Tommy. It was the whole scandal with the Medici family. And
Sassam's demise, not to mention the spuds killed by his murderous
eels! It's kind of hard to run a business from inside an eel's
stomach and those beasts didn't discriminate. It wasn't really
natural selection at work.

Mind you, the
police report from the incident raised a lot of questions. The
official number missing, for example, kept climbing for tides
after. Sure, a bunch of spuds got chewed up in the mayhem, but you
have to wonder how many got rubbed out with the convenient excuse
that it was those pesky eels.

Among the
notably missing were Freddy D'Cuda, a bit of a shaker in the
illicit keelstick industry, Popo the Jet, famous for his
professional - and unprofessional - athleticism, and the notorious
Jenny McCram.

The McCram clan
took the death of their matriarch pretty hard and let loose their
anger in the form of random bashings and meaningless thefts.
Without their guiding mother, they were aimless and angry, and that
made them dangerous. Four of the cases of missing spuds that I
investigated led right back to them and three of the guys they
rubbed out had no connections whatsoever to any known crime ring.
They were just innocent spuds doing their thing, you know, and
rather than do the honourable thing and just rob them, or even mug
them, those McCrams exacted murder.

In short, my
mitts were full. Too full. I had more cases coming in than I have
suckers. Sure, that meant more clams, and that's always welcome,
but there comes a time when enough is enough. Bill has helped out
where he can, mostly in the muscle department because, hey, let's
face it, brains ain't his thing. And the young cuttle Reg, whose
full name I still haven't learnt past the third jig without
stopping for breath, it turns out he's a natural when it comes to
gathering intel.

You remember
Reginald, don't you? Bill and I met him on the ridge out of Tommy's
place during the great battle between the Medici - ah, forget it.
If you don't know by now, there's no point me getting into it.
Snapper to sardine, I picked up an assist-kick to go with my
assist-kick.

Though they
made a decent team, Billy and Reggie, neither was capable on their
own so that meant I couldn't offload any cases to them. I really
needed another detective to help out but Borobo Reef ain't the kind
of place you can just pick up spuds with smarts. Ah, I don't care
if I'm being modest or not. This kind of work calls for a
particular kind of octopus, one with a broad range of skills, with
eye-sight keener than most, with a brain that can put four and four
together and get eight, with enough muscle to hold up in a fight
and enough smarts to jet the heck out of there when the going gets
rough.

That's me.

If you do the
maths, you'll find that you've got a better chance of finding the
smart end of a sea star than finding another spud like me. It's a
predicament, I can tell you.

So there's my
starting point to this story. I need clams so I need work, and
detective work sure beats the buff out of sand-sifting, but I had
too much to chew on. Got to the point where I'd be dreaming about
my cases, seeing visions of the missing spuds swimming through my
head when I'm sleeping.

The worst part
is the hangers, the cases that I can't close because there
just aren't any developments, just a bunch of dead leads. They get
stalled. All the material stays in my brain and clogs it up, and I
have to keep it all there in case I miss a clue that could make the
breakthrough. So it stagnates and ferments, starts to smell, you
know, making it harder to think about what really matters.
Sometimes I'm halfway through a thought and some weird connection
from a previous case worms its way in and I end up thinking about
that instead. I wind up going around in circles following a thread
of thought only to discover I've been picking apart a case that
doesn't even exist.

When Barnes
came to me one morning, I had four cases on the go (apart from the
hangers). First was Mister X who thought Missus X was cheating on
him and needed me to dig up some dirt. Don't worry, I've changed
their names to protect their identities. Now, it was a mistake to
take the case, but because it was during the honeymoon period when
my business hadn't quite taken off and I was still desperate for
clams, I stupidly agreed. Turns out Missus X spent a lot of time
off Reef, making it bloody impossible to get any kind of prime
dope.

The second case
was a suspected kidnapping of a young spud. There were lots of
cases of missing spuds, and I refuse most but this one I took on
because it involved a kid. She was your usual fun loving polyp,
full of potential and zeal for life according to her folks, full of
angst and narcissism according to her friends. No ransom was made,
no extortion or whatever, and the trail went cold pretty quick. I
felt for the parents and I had taken the case on just to give them
hope but, well, it's Borobo Reef. It's not exactly the place you
want to go missing when you're young, dumb and, if you catch my
drift, confused.

I don't blame
the parents. Not really. You see some folk give up on their kids
when they go surfing waves. Some give up from the moment they are
born. But I sat and talked with these two and, I tell you, they
tried their darnedest to keep their little girl on the
straight.

I guess
sometimes your best just ain't good enough.

The third was
another missing spud, a heavyweight in the Union. I knew him,
actually, from my days of sand-sifting. A big bully of a guy, not
unwilling to shove his opinion up your tube when you didn't want
it, he wasn't short of enemies. I didn't care much for him, as you
can guess, but the clams were good and I've got a policy of keeping
my personal convictions away from my work. That just clutters up
the deal.

That Emile
Robinson or 'Robbo' was missing wasn't breaking any hearts. It was,
though, concerning a few noggins. He was the one responsible for a
lot of the union action, see, and without him the guys would have
to find another rouser. Anyway, I expected to crack that one fairly
easily. I'd visit a few of his haunts, find some evidence, get Bill
in on the interview, case closed. Too easy.

The last case
was an interesting one. Refreshingly it wasn't a murder or a
kidnapping or a cheating spouse. Suspected collusion, and let's be
honest, there was collusion, between two officials resulted in the
acquisition of some estate. Pipita's Cleft is an ugly area of
Borobo, barren and bleached, unused and unloved. The deal appeared
to be a fruitless one, despite the large price-tag that came with
it, and that is what raised suspicions. My client, who shall remain
nameless, wanted me to find out just what was so attractive about
the area.

Makes sense. A
savvy investor looks for opportunities that others might not see.
Does that make them similar to criminals? I never thought about
that. Anyway, that doesn't matter to my story. What matters is
that, with these cases taking up every moment of my time, I wasn't
ready for anything else. Then I got a knock on my rock and Captain
Barnes pushed his head in.

“Can't believe
you're still living in this dump, Stumpy.”

“Well, hello to
you too, Captain, and don't call me Stumpy. This hole is just
fine,” I said, putting down my polishing rock. “I've got a lot of
fond memories stashed in this place, and it's far enough away from
the rest of you lot that I get to have something that resembles
peace and quiet.”

He smirked and
pointed behind him, “If you really want peace and quiet, why don't
you shuffle a couple of arms that way?”

“Nah. I've
already been down there. It's a little too quiet. What
brings you down?”

I offered him
some brown-water. There are benefits to being a Captain: you don't
get to be stymied by the usual policies of being on the beat.

“Any news on
the Robinson's case?” he asked. “Not that it's any of my
business.”

I shrugged and
said, “It might become your business. Nobody has seen him and the
spuds who should have seen him are clammed up tight.”

You might think
that happens a lot, and it does. It's not uncommon for spuds to be
scared to blab, or paid off, or guilty, but it's the who
more than the why which is more telling.

“If someone has
murdered a Union beefcake, especially a high profile and vocal one
like Robinson, then they're either incredibly stupid or incredibly
powerful and, banking on the silence I'm getting, it's the latter,”
I said, “and that means you'll have to do some political acrobatics
when it all comes out. You stretched?”

Barnes groaned.
Politics had nearly ruined him. It's not that he was a lightweight
– far from it – he just hated the rhetoric and bureaucracy and all
that buff that came with the territory. He preferred getting his
mitts dirty, making arrests, cleaning the Reef up, not squabbling
with self-interested sycophants and corrupt peers.

“Yeah... you
know what? I'd prefer it if you didn't crack that case.”

“Can't help it.
It's a job. More than that, it won't be so hard given that the guy
had his suckers in everything. His disappearance has too many ends
running loose. Someone's going to slip up soon. Aw, don't look like
that. Hey, I'll do you a deal – when I figure it out, I'll check in
with you first, give you a bit of a warning.”

“That's awful
nice,” he said. “In exchange for what?”

“For you
helping me out on this kidnapping case. Lucy (not her real name)
wasn't completely daft, although she may have been in love, which
is kind of the same thing. Anyway, I'm convinced she's been lured
into a gang. Your guys have been pretty heavy on them recently. You
see any young 'uns come through, distinctive black and green
markings on her noggin, you let me know. I don't hold much hope
but, you know.”

“Yeah, I know,”
he said. “Don't hold your breath. We've got a lot of missing kids
recently. I don't know what's up. Besides, she'll probably turn up
sooner or later, especially...”

“She's just a
kid, Barnes. Her parents are worried sick.”

He nodded,
“I'll put out a word.”

He held his pod
up to the light and ruminated over it. I did the same. He was
building up to something. Barnes wouldn't have come all the way
over here without a reason. I coughed.

He said, “I've
got a case for you.”

“It sure was
nice to see you, Barnes. The door's that way.”

“Don't be like
that. I know you're up to your eyeballs in it. I wouldn't have
asked if I wasn't desperate.”

Now that caught
my attention. That word ain't exactly familiar to his beak. Still,
it pays to play one's flints slowly.

“That's too
bad. And you're right, I am up to my eyeballs.”

He shuffled a
bit. I knew he was trying his best to maintain his persona of
Captain.

“Barnes, you're
playing it all wrong. I'm Tedrick, you're Barnes. Talk to me like a
spud, not one of your downtown bureaucrats.”

He smiled and
relaxed some.

“Yeah. Sorry,
Ted, you're right. Look, I'll level with you. This case, it's big.
Real big.”

“Missing spud?
Kidnap?”

“Death by
misadventure, possible suicide. That is the official
statement.”

“Misadventure?
What kind, er…”

Dammit. He
caught me off guard.

“I mean, um,
how can you be so sure?”

“Ah, that's the
thing. It's not... hmm. How to put this. OK, look, I just came from
the scene. It's still ripe. The forensics haven't even had a go at
it.”

“Uh-huh.”

“That should
tell you just how much I need someone with your skills. You see,
it's a big spud. An important spud.”

“Another VIP.
No thanks.”

“He's been
crushed between two rocks just outside of Arramus Sound.”

Well that hit
me for six. Generally murdered bodies get eaten by the Hammers or
thrown into the Abyss or whatever. Cases of missing spuds get
solved as murder when a confession gets beaten out of the perp, or
when identifiable chunks wash up in populated areas. Having a body
left about is not unheard of, but it's pretty damn significant.

But crushed?
Crushed? Octopuses don't die from getting crushed. Stabbed? All the
time. Or beaten, that's common. Or poisoned, bashed, sliced,
bled-out, mauled and eaten, sure thing, but crushed ain't up there
in the realm of octopus normality.

“Ahem.
Crushed?” I said, trying not to let my burning curiosity show.

I totally
failed, mind.

“Look, unless
you take the case, I can't tell you anything else. Need to know.
No, really, that's how it is. And I need an answer now because I
can only hold forensics off for so long.”

OK, so that was
that. Take it or leave it. There was a lot to like about a case
like that. I had knocked back several cases only the day before,
all your run-of-the-mill variety. This one was something different,
I knew it. And to win a favour from a top copper was nothing to
blow my bulb at.

I dropped my
next flint carelessly.

“What are the
clams like?”

There was that
pause. You know the one. The pause that lets you know that you've
come to the sensitive sucker. His skin rippled. He didn't change
colour, but I knew that was because he'd been practising.

“Well?”

“It's
complicated, Ted.”

“Complicated,”
I nodded. “Right.”

“My budget is
being stretched just keeping up with the day to day.”

“You want a
freebie?”

“No, no, far
from it. It's tight. I can probably cover any immediate expenses
but, look, consider it a loan. I'll pay you in full when stuff
settles down,” he said. “This precinct is getting hit hard.”

“I thought
Mayor Cornelius, may his pompous suckers grow ever rounder, said he
had a surplus?”

“Yeah. It's
amazing what you can do when you reallocate clams from Law
Enforcement. We tighten our straps and he gets a bonus. We're
drying up.”

There was more
to it.

“It's not the
clams, is it? Let me guess: Politics?” I prompted and he
deflated.

“Like I said,
it's complicated. The victim had a lot of connections, and those
connections have connections in the Department, and if this doesn't
go away soon those connections are gonna start looking sideways at
the guppy heading up the investigation,” he said. “Anyway, I didn't
come here to bore you with my issues. I'll ask you straight, can
you take the case?”

I pondered the
question over my brown-water. My other cases were starting to look
like hangers. I wasn't lying when I said that the Robinson's case
would be over soon, that only need some time to stew. I wasn't so
hopeful for the other three. That kind of meant I could squeeze one
more case into my brains. And Barnes was a special case. He was a
friend and had three good hearts and, heck, it pays to have a spud
with clout on your side.

I said, “I
will.”

“Really? You
will?”

“Don't give me
an opportunity to change my mind or I just might.”

“Sure, Ted,
sure. But we gotta be quick.”

He filled me in
on the details. That sly dogfish! He deliberately left out the bits
that would have had me swimming away frantically. I should have
guessed, of course, and I would have if my noggin wasn't filled
with all the mush the Great Spud shoved in there.

The octopus in
question was one Danny 'Dreadnought' O'Nally. You heard of him?
Well, if you haven't you probably won't now because he's dead. But
if you ever had the chance to know him while he could still breathe
water, Danny was the kind of guy who earned his moniker. He was a
competent businessman, through and through, not afraid of his
competitors, but not foolhardy either.

Diversification
was the key to his success, as well as the means to evade
questioning over suspicious matters: Whenever the police were
asking questions, he was conveniently engaged in an unrelated
activity that gave him a solid alibi. I'm not going to say he was
bent, but I'm not saying that he wasn't, if you catch my drift. You
don't get that big and have that much influence without twisting a
few mitts the wrong way. Anyway, I'm not going to say too much
about him that I can't prove because, heck, he might be dead but he
had a lot of buddies who aren't.

And one of his
ventures, in which many of those buddies still dabble, was
wrestling, both legal and the, er, other variety. It's not illegal
per se, sort of in the same way that prostitution ain't illegal –
you just gotta keep it out of the view of the decent public, pay
your hush clams to the right officer and you're set. Danny knew all
the right guys and made all the right noises and kept clams flowing
down to his guys so, really, Barnes' fears about his connections
were well founded.

What had me
really concerned was this whole thing about misadventure. A guy
like Danny doesn't check out, he gets rubbed out. And he wouldn't
have gotten rubbed out by, say, an over-ambitious upstart, no, it
would be a hit from someone of his calibre or greater.

Barnes caught
my colour.

“No backing out
now, Ted. Come on, we had a deal.”

“We didn't slap
suckers on that, did we?” I said.

Barnes knew I
wasn't about to go back on my word. Doesn't mean I was happy about
it.

“Get to the
gore. How, exactly, did he die?”

“Looks like
suffocation,” Barnes said. “Caused by being crushed.”

“You don't buy
that, do you? Otherwise you wouldn't be here.”

“You got it.
Look, pal, I'm here because I need a favour. Danny was an
influential guy who moved in a lot of circles. No one knows about
his death, not officially anyway, and as soon as word gets out,
it's going to cause a stir.”

“So why
me?”

“I need someone
discreet. You're the best there is.”

“I'm all there
is, more like it.”

He sighed and
waved me to the door, “I'm not going to argue that. Look, come and
check out the scene. We got spuds covering the site and it's closed
off until I give the word, but I can't wait for too long or the
corpse is going to start to stink and we'll attract squid.”

I shrugged,
slammed the rest of my brown-water and followed him out. He went on
while I grabbed Bill and Reg on the way and I filled them in. Bill
wasn't fussed but Reg understood the gravity of it.

“Dreadnought
O'Nally owns Parkers Drift,” he said. “That's enough to make him a
lot of enemies, from any of the other night clubs around, and that
means that any one of the other owners are suspects, right?”

“First of all,
O'Nally owned Parkers Drift. Past tense. He's dead,
remember,” I said, “and second, we can't go around labelling people
as suspects until we know that this is actually a murder.”

“Can't we do it
preemptively? It would save time. I mean, we know it's not
misadventure because, come on, let's face it, no octopus is going
to get wedged between rocks unless they're drunk or stupid and even
then there's nothing stopping them from squeezing out again, and
suicide is probably the silliest thing I've heard...”

“Reg! Cool it,
will you?” I said, casting my eyes about. “Hold your beak until we
get away from the public!”

Might as well
have asked him not to breathe. His colours rippled and flushed
violently. A cuttlefish can't go without talking for more than a
minute, and that's only if they're dead or unconscious, so I came
up with an idea to help him keep his thoughts contained. No, I
didn't clock him out. What kind of spud do you think I am?

“Look, change
the words you're going to say with something else. How about, er,
how about you recite a song or a poem?”

“A poem?”

“Yeah. Um, try
'My Light, My Pearl' and don't stop until we've cleared the next
ridge,” I said. “From the top.”

“I'd rather
not.”

“I insist,” I
said. “Either that or I'll plug your beak with a slug.”

He coughed and
began:

 


My light, my
pearl,

My rock, my
shade,

Your arms
shimmer in the golden pearl,

Let me count
them: one.

This is the
nearest, oh love,

Curl not away
from my caress.

Your arms turn
in the golden pearl,

Let me count
them: two.

This is my
counter, oh love,

Treat mine
with fairness.

Your arms
dance in the golden pearl,

Let me count
them: three.

This stokes
the fires, oh love,

of my hearts,
every one.

Your arms
rejoice in the golden pearl,

Let me count
them: four.

Pressed upon
sand, oh love,

It thrusts you
to me.

Your arms
twirl in the golden pearl,

Let me count
them: five.

Draw yourself
up, oh love,

Reveal
yourself to me.

Your arms
spread in the golden pearl,

Let me count
them: six.

Examine the
rock, oh love,

And feel about
for food.

Your arms wave
in the golden pearl,

Let me count
them, seven.

Such strength
in beauty, oh love,

I cannot be
drawn away.

Your arms
block out the golden pearl,

Let me count
them, eight.

For me they
pine, oh love,

You are mine
and I am yours.

My light, my
pearl,

My rock, my
shade.

 


“That was
nice,” said Bill. “Did you make that up?”

“Naw, that's
Hershaw, Billy, a famous poet,” I said.

“What's a
poet?”

Reg replied, “A
poet is a spud who makes poetry. And before you ask, what I just
said, just then, that's poetry.”

“I dunno,” Bill
scratched his bonce. “Sounded a lot like words.”

“They
are words.”

“Oh. So that's
about right, then.”

“Seriously,
Billy, you never heard poetry?”

He shrugged.
Bill knew he wasn't the smoothest shell in sand, and now that he
was getting older, he didn't like to be reminded of it. Reginald,
however, was only too happy to oblige.

“Poetry words
are different from normal words, not in the sense that the words
themselves are different, or that, um, the way you put them
together aren't – hmm. You see, there are words, right, and we use
words all the time.”

“Some of us
more than others,” I added.

“But poetry is
picking the right words and pushing them together, see, and not
just any old way but with timing and rhythm, but without the music,
see, and using specific meanings, sometimes double meanings,
sometimes hidden meanings!' Reg said. “But if you really want to
know, and if you ask me, Puss poets can't hold up against
Cuttle
poets.”

“Really?” I
said. “You're not a fan of Hershaw?”

“Eh. He's
alright in his own way, but let me tell you about...”

At this point
he started the intricate pronunciation of whoever it was that he
had in mind. I'm not being deliberately obtuse, here, it's just
that the laws of physics prevents me from getting at all the
syllables. He was dancing and waving his tentacles and jigging
about so much that he kicked up plumes of sand.

“Reg! Reg! Cool
it! You're going to blow your bulb.”

“That's his
name, abbreviated of course,” he said. “And he's infinitely more
articulate than Hershaw. Cuttles have to be. Why, listen to
this.”

Hereafter I
can't recall the words since most of them were foreign to me and
without the dancing they are meaningless. Somehow. Don't ask me to
explain it, it's just the way it is. Here, I'll try and explain
just what cuttlefish poetry sounds, er, looks like.

He started off
straightening out his arms and lowering his two tentacles in what
turns out to be the appropriate pose for the commencement of prose.
He paused, twitched, steadied himself then launched into an
exhaustingly exquisite rendition of, well, I can't remember the
title, considering it was as long as my arms and had more syllables
than I have suckers, and I sure as heck don't remember all the
intricacies but I do remember Bill and I watching on
spellbound.

He swirled and
twirled and writhed and wriggled. Every limb was coordinated. Every
motion deliberate. He swept about, trailing his tentacles in the
water, now dipping, now spinning, now flaring his limbs out wide.
All the while his skin rippled in a blaze of colours, reds and
browns and yellows, shimmering in the light of the Golden Pearl as
he brought himself upright, letting his mantle tower above us,
seemingly growing longer and more solid.

His motions
made words and his words were a song, rocking in a rhythm to his
movements, so that Reg and Bill and the plumes of sand disappeared
and got replaced with scene of peril, of a villain hounding a
damsel across a barren sand-plain, calling out a song to bring her
to him. His face was innocent but his intentions were clear enough
and while the damsel might have been young, she was not so naïve as
to believe the wooing words surrounding her.

With nowhere to
turn she jetted away and with nothing and no one to stop him he
followed, keeping up the ruse, lying to her, stalling her, saying
anything that would keep her around. Slowly her resistance was worn
down and the villain leered triumphantly, casting his disguise
aside and revealing his true nature.

Shocked,
horrified, the damsel understands her fate, that the words of her
elders had come true, that by ignoring their wisdom she had put
herself into strife.

Then Reg, that
idiot, he just stopped.

“What? Why did
you stop?”

“I'm exhausted!
I haven't recited a scene from -” and there he stated to jig out
the title before I stopped him.

“Hey, don't pop
your siphon. Take a breather. Heck, we'd better keep moving.”

We moved on in
silence. For once Reg had nothing to say. He just swam slowly,
gasping a little, moving in small jets. Bill looked at him with
awe. I must admit, so did I.

“That was
something else,” I said eventually. “Are all cuttlefish stories
like that?”

“It was a
poem.”

“It was a story
in the form of a poem.”

He sighed, “All
poems are stories in one way or another, but not all stories are
poems.”

“Uh, OK,” I
said. “So what happened?”

“To what?”

“To the
damsel?”

Bill nodded,
looking at him eagerly and with a new found awe, “Did she get
away?”

“Who?”

“The lady.”

“What
lady?”

“The lady in
the story.”

Reg flushed
pink and said, “It's a poem!”

“Alright,” said
Bill, “what happened to the lady in the poem? Did she get away from
the bad guy?”

Reg shrugged,
“That's part two.”

“Oh. Right. But
that's not really what I meant. I meant, er, what happens to
her.”

“You'll have to
listen to part two to find out.”

“Can you -”

“No, Bill,” I
said before Reg could answer. “He's puffed out and we've got a job
to do and Barnes is waiting.”

“But I so want
to know!”

We swam on.
Bill hassled him for more. Reg must have really given his all
because it was another two minutes before we got something
substantial out of him.

“Look,” Reg
said. “There are about fourteen parts. That was part one. It's not
the end of the poem.”

Bill said, “Oh.
So there are, um, bits to it?”

“Yes. You see,
the poem itself must convey everything, but the limitations on our
language and physical stamina prevent it from being delivered all
within a single octave.”

I started, “All
that was an octave?”

“What's an
octave?” asked Bill.

Reg said, “A
group of eight lines within the poem. They're all joined together
as a common group.”

That didn't
really sit well with Bill. Reg tried another way.

“That part of
the poem tells of the first encounter, so the words I recited were
grouped together in an octave. By themselves the words are fine
enough but together they form something greater than the sum of
their parts. See?”

Bill pondered
over this new information for a while. I could see his brains
grinding away.

“Like bits of a
crab,” he said as we neared the next ridge. “Each leg don't mean
much unless they're attached to a body?”

“Yeah.
Something like that.”

“So what
happened in the next bit?”

“That's part
two!” said Reg. “The next, um, the next crab.”

“Er, yeah. But
I want to know what happens in part two.”

“You'd have
listen to it and I don't have the energy.”

“Can't you
just, you know, summarise it?” I joked. “Bring it down to four
lines?”

I received a
death-stare in return. Turns out Sepiants are kind of sensitive
when it comes to trivialising art.

 



 Dreadnought

 


Barnes was
there when we arrived at Overturn Crescent, hustling the other
police out of the way and clearing the cordon. He waved us over
impatiently. As we moved through the cordon, I was gripped by a
hefty mitt-full of suckers on my noggin and got yanked back.

“Oi! What's
your problem, pal?” I said, turning around.

“This here is a
police investigation,” said a Rubescen of a sizeable stature. “No
reporters. Clear off.”

“I'm not a
reporter. I'm an investigator.”

“Same thing.
Bugger off.”

“I'm here under
request,” I said. “Ask Barnes.”

“Who?”

“Captain
Barnes,” I said. “He's right there.”

“This ain't
Barnes' case.”

“Take that up
with him. I'm on the clock.”

At this point
Barnes had reached us. He had that look in his eye, that look that
meant that someone was going to lose their breathing rights for the
next few minutes.

“What is going
on? Caylin, let this gentleman through.”

Caylin said,
“Sorry, Cap'n, but that's not going to happen.”

“What do you
mean?”

“My orders are
pretty clear.”

“I never gave
you orders, lieutenant!” Barnes said.

When the police
stop using names and start throwing out ranks, you know there's
trouble brewing.

Caylin nodded,
“No, but Commissioner Gables did.”

Barnes lost a
bit of his momentum then. Clearly this was news to him. If the
Commissioner was involved, that meant Barnes was up for some
dancing.

“The Commish?
When...?”

“Got word only
a short while ago. And he said very clearly that this case was
highly sensitive, that we can't let anyone with any kind of
suspicious-looking mugs come anywhere near this place. And as far
as I'm concerned, Captain, suspicious mugs include him, and
him, and him.”

“I can vouch
for them!”

“With respect,
that don't mean much, sir.”

“I'll have you
up for insubordination!”

Caylin
shrugged, “He was very specific.”

Barnes turned
all shades of red and orange, some I'd never even seen before. “You
let me worry about the Commish! If there's any fallout from this,
I'll cop the heat. We need these guys to help. I've asked them here
specifically.”

Then he pushed
us to one side and had a quiet word with the lieutenant.

Caylin looked
us over, “Right you are, then. The force must be in a pretty bad
way if we're reduced to hiring the services of a washed up
sand-sifter, an overgrown polyp and a stinking cuttle...”

Reg and I
struggled to hold Bill back while Barnes quickly sorted it out.

“One more word,
lieutenant, and you'll be on buff-out duty for eight tides! Now
turn aside and let them pass.”

Caylin
snickered. He was always going to let us through but not before he
had his fun. If he did have orders from the Commissioner, that was
significant and I can't blame him for wanting to abuse it. I filed
that information away in my brains, smoothed my skin over and
headed through with Bill. Reg came up the rear, muttering
unprintable words.

“Sorry about
that,” Barnes said, glaring at Caylin. “I'll deal with him
later.”

I said, “No
need. Let's concentrate on – ooh. Wow.”

Wow, indeed.
The scene before me presented one of those rare events when my beak
has nothing useful in it. Bill was a little slow to take it all in.
Reg turned a brilliant shade of puke.

“It's a doozy,
that's for sure,” Barnes said. “Ain't seen anything like it in my
entire time on the force.”

I finally found
my tongue, “It's kinda remote out here. Who called it in?”

“A couple of
jacks larking about thought they saw a monster, came over to
investigate.”

“Some
monster.”

How's your
stomach holding up? I ask because if it's squeamish, you might want
to miss the next bit. Don't say I didn't warn you.

How do I put
this?

It looked like
someone wanted to combine two flat rocks and an octopus to make a
clam. All the legs were squished out the side along with a lot of
whatever the Great Spud decided to shove inside O'Nally's bulb.

That sound
funny to you? We octopuses can fit just about anywhere. We don't
shy away from a tight fit because, hey, we like it cosy. Our eyes
are the only thing that really hold us back, but they ain't that
big, so we can squeeze between cracks you wouldn't believe. Cuttles
can't because of that silly bone in their mantle. They pretend like
they're not envious but I know green when I see it.

Anyway, it's
rare to get yourself pinched between two rocks. Rarer still to be
sandwiched to the point where everything is squished out. And I
mean everything. The poor sod had been flattened so hard that all
manner of squidgy bits were oozing out, clouding the water with a
gizzard-coloured mist. Any octopus can stretch the laws of physics
but there's a limit, damn it.

This was
murder. No doubt about it. The chance of finding two rocks heavy
enough to crush a spud like O'Nally – and he weren't no lightweight
– that fit together perfectly enough to prevent any escape, that's
asking too much.

'Misadventure',
my siphon.

The stench of
ink mixed with guts mixed with brains mixed with death mixed with
who knows what was too much, even at a distance. Getting closer
just made it worse.

“Er, boss?”
said Bill. “I think, er, I mean I don't think that, er – I'm not
sure what I'm thinking.”

“It's fine,
Billy, it's fine just, you know, just wait over there were it's,
um, less, you know...”

Don't worry, he
knew. He knew. Poor Bill. The Great Spud blessed him with an
abundance of hearts and muscle. Not a lot of room left for brains
and guts, if you catch my drift. Seeing this kind of depraved
murder was too much. It was better for Bill to remove himself
before he added to the scene.

On the other
mitt, Reg was putting on a brave face. He was already over the
scene, examining everything as closely as he cared, flashing all
sorts of colours as he muttered quietly to himself.

“You trust
him?” Barnes asked.

“Yeah. Reg is a
good spud,” I said. “Keen eye, keener beak. Don't worry, he won't
mess around with the scene or anything.”

I swam on over
to where Reg was doing his jig. Something was up. The only reason
Reg gets quiet is when he's thinking, and he's only thinking when
there's something think about. He poked about here and there,
looking intently at the poor sucker's mitts poking out from
underneath, lifting them and dropping them.

“Oh, buff, he's
messing with the crime scene. Reg, how many times...!”

“Ted, check
this out!” he called.

I looked at
what he was pointing at. To be honest, I didn't really see anything
except for a grey, limp arm, held only by a few sinews poking out
from between the rocks.

“This arm,
here. It's not normal, is it? All the suckers have shrivelled. And
look at this welt. Well, it's not really a welt, more like a boil?
Oh, wow, look, it peels off. Look! Ew!”

A patch of skin
slipped off in Reg's mitts, just like that – slurp. He
recoiled in disgust.

“Oh, er. Good
find, Reg. Now leave it alone, yeah?”

I looked
anxiously to Barnes, thinking up an apology, but he was not
concerned with Reg. Barnes lifted the arm and looked over the
flesh, top and bottom, and muttered to himself. More skin fell off
as he inspected it.

“What is it?” I
asked, “You've seen something like this before? Is it a disease of
some kind? Parasite?”

“Poison,” he
said. “It's a kind of poison causing rapid necrosis. And yes, I've
seen it before. I remember a case a while back where some nutter
was distilling all sorts of things, like cone-shells and urchins
and all of that. He'd even go scrounging spud corpses for their
poison glands. We only found him because he left a trail. One of
his poison pods leaked and the path of destruction was plain. Dead
anemones, mussels, kelp, you name it, and a couple of innocent
spuds to boot. One long trail of death, all the way back to his
laboratory.”

“You think he's
the perp?” I said hopefully.

“Naw. He's as
dead as they come. Rather than surrender he took a dose of his own
toxin and dropped like a stone. That was a long time ago,
anyway.”

He stared
down.

“Now that's
interesting,” he said, looking closer at the piece of skin that was
lying on the ground. “That looks like a tattoo of some kind.”

“So it does,” I
said. “Reginald, what do you make of this?”

“It's a
tattoo,” he said.

“I know that,
but what kind is it?”

“Hard to tell.
It's all shredded. Still, I think I've seen that somewhere
before.”

I puffed up
proudly. If Reg has seen something somewhere before, then he's seen
it somewhere before. He knows all the trends about town. He knew
who moved in which group. If O'Nally was in with a particular
crowd, Reg would track him down.

“It's not your
common style tattoo. Hey, look, the tattoo on the flesh under the
skin is intact.”

I nodded, “So
it is. You know, it's probably a good thing you removed the skin.
You can see that a lot clearer.”

“It'll be
easier to analyse back at the hole. Can I take this?”

“Well, uh, no,
you can't. It belongs to O'Nally.”

Reg shrugged,
“He's doesn't appear to be complaining, Boss.”

“Haha, true...
No, seriously, forensics will want the entire scene intact. Leave
it.”

“Sure, sure,”
he said, twiddling his mitts.

I knew that
tone. Reg was up to something. He gestured toward Barnes. I wasn't
getting it, so he gestured harder. He looked ready to pop.

“Hey Ted, he
alright?” said Barnes, looking over.

“What, oh!
Oh! Er, Barnes? Can you show me where the larks were playing
when they saw the scene?” I said, drawing him away.

I stole a
glance. Reg was creeping back to the rock. Before I knew what he
was up to, he had the arm in a power grip and was yanking away like
a rabid barracuda. I wanted to yell at him but there was nothing
for it, Reg was really getting stuck in and the last thing I needed
was Barnes on my case for interference. That rotten cuttle! He gets
in these impetuous moods, see, and when he's in one, there's no
getting him out.

“That outcrop
there leads down to the park, doesn't it?” I asked. “Any recent
activity over there?”

“What
kind?”

“Criminal, for
starters. But I'll settle for anything.”

“None. Why?
What's the park got to do with O'Nally?” he asked, heading
back.

I stopped him
from turning around, “Just let me do my job, OK? You hired me,
remember? I'm getting a feel for the case.”

I looked again
at Reg. That little runt was heaving this way and that, working up
a fever, making little grunts with each tug.

You know those
situations where at any other moment you'd be all, “What the heck
am I doing?” and admonishing yourself for being so stupid? Yeah, it
was one of those situations.

I heard a
cracking noise. So did Barnes, and so did the rest of the
cordon.

I did the only
thing I could.

I inked. I
inked all over the place. Hard. An embarrassed flurry of arms and a
twirl or two and the whole scene was covered in a dull, black
mess.

With a
stomach-turning squelch Reg won. It might have been comical if it
weren't so disgusting. Next thing I knew he was groping me through
the inky cloud, and I felt the unnerving sensation of someone
rummaging in my membrane.

There I was
squatting in a cloud of ink getting intimate with a dead guy's
mitt, dazed and unsure of what had just happened.

The ink began
to clear. Like a stunned mullet I looked about at the horrified
stares from the police. Barnes was polite enough not to berate me.
I could see Caylin snickering under his mitts. A few light slaps
from Reg brought me back to my senses.

I settled my
colours and smoothed my skin over.

“Gosh. I'm
sorry,” I said. “I guess it's been a while since I've dealt with
something so brutal as this.”

“Perhaps you'd
better clear the site,” Barnes growled. “Give your body some time
to recover.”

I nodded,
ashamed. As soon as we were an arm's length away, I grabbed
Reg.

“You owe me big
time, buster,” I hissed.

Reg said, “Play
it cool.”

“Yeah,” I said.
“Cool. Easy for you to say. You haven't got a rotten mitt inside
your membrane.”

Barnes came
rushing up from behind.

“Please tell me
you didn't interfere with a corpse?” he whispered, looking me
over.

“Me? Interfere
with a corpse? No fear,” I asked, feeling suddenly nauseous as the
tentacle shifted around in my intimate regions, “Why – er, why
would you say such a thing?”

“I can count.
Ah, hold up. Forensics are going in,” he said. “That little mishap
of yours was the last straw. I can't hold them back now. If you
want more you'll have to wait for their report.”

“That's
alright,” I said. “I think I've got all the evidence I can
stand.”

I meant it.
Besides, I was preoccupied scouring my knowledge of criminal law to
see if there was anything against beating a cuttlefish with a
dismembered arm. Barnes looked at me sideways.

“Get on my
level. I won't pretend to understand your methods,” he hissed, “but
I need a result and if that gets you on the right track then I'll
be happy enough to, er, forget anything happened.”

“I'm with you
on that. All the way,” I said, glaring at Reg. “Besides, this whole
thing stinks. Suicide? Misadventure? If this is death by
misadventure, I'm a puffer's uncle. You said so yourself, he was
poisoned. Chances are he was placed between these rocks and crushed
to throw investigators off the scent. This is murder, through and
through.”

Barnes nodded,
“I know, I know. But we can't call it murder until we've
established motive and opportunity and all of that.”

“You're
kidding.”

“I'm not. You
don't get it. Shh!” he hushed as we passed the cordon. “Listen.
It's the Commish. He's squeezing me. What's the best way to reduce
crime? Re-define it. If you can't prove something's a murder, then
don't call it a murder, even if it is. That way, the rate of
suicides and death by misadventure might unfortunately go up, but
the official murder rate goes down. Net result, he has reduced
crime.”

I groaned,
“It's nearly election time, right?”

More bloody
politics. You know, when I was a young spud, I wanted to become a
policeman. Put the bad guys in jail, stand
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