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Too Good To Be True

K’Barthan Extras, Hamgeean Misfit: No 4

When The Pan of Hamgee encounters some mudlarkers trying to land a box on the banks of the River Dang he’s happy to help. Having accepted a share of the contents as a reward he can’t believe his luck. It contains one of the most expensive delicacies available in K’Barth: Goojan spiced sausage. If he can sell it, the sausage might spell the end of his troubles. On the other hand, knowing his luck, it could bring a whole load more. 


Too Good To Be True

1. Chance encounter

The Pan of Hamgee knew it wasn’t a smart move to put his feet in the river Dang. But he did it anyway. He’d have to find somewhere to wash the smell off when he was done, but it was too hot to resist. He sat quietly at the end of a decrepit wooden jetty watching the world go by. His trousers were rolled up and his boots and socks sat next to him while his feet dangled in the cool water. He was close to The Planes so presumably the jetty had once been the mooring for someone’s private boat. Not anymore. 

The Pan wiggled his toes. In the heat, the levels of the river had dropped. The water flowing down it had acquired a certain gloopy texture which could only be achieved when the chemical pollution outweighed the water content. He’d probably wake up tomorrow with green feet and seventeen radioactive toes.

Never mind, he thought as he leaned back and looked up at the blue sky. On days like this, it almost didn’t matter that his existence was treason. He was warm, he’d had a decent breakfast and he was fairly confident that, even if he was recognised by a member of the security forces, they were unlikely to bother trying to catch him. It was far too hot for that sort of malarkey. They had to wear stab vests with heavy boots and were armed to the teeth with weighty weaponry, all of which was unbearably hot to wear, and slowed them down. This evening would be a different matter, of course; it would be cool, and all the bad temper and frustration they’d built up over the heat of the day would be vented on the locals in relative comfort. 

This evening was a world away though.

The tide was going out, revealing a band of black sticky mud along the bank. It popped and clicked as the water receded and the river Dang’s molluscs and worm residents retired to their burrows to await its return. The Pan watched as, a few feet away, a large bubble appeared from one particular hole in the freshly revealed mud and then burst with a watery squelch.

‘Mmm,’ he said quietly. 

He wrinkled his nose. Something was beginning to hum a bit. He wondered if the bubble had been a crab fart. Could crabs even do farts? No, probably not.

Why am I even thinking this?

More likely the smell was the drying mud. Whatever it was, perhaps it was time to return to the bank. The mudlarkers would be out soon and he enjoyed watching them. They also needed someone to look after their stuff while they waded about probing the tide line with ancient rakes and forks. The Pan was always happy to help in that respect, since there was usually a sandwich in it for him, or a few copper coins. However, they tended not to come to this part of the river. Most of the good stuff was found in the centre of the city where there had been a settlement of one form or another for several thousand years. It was only a mile or so downstream but if The Pan wanted to earn anything he’d have to go to them.

‘Yep. Time to move on,’ he sighed.

He stood up and flapped his feet around, waiting for them to dry in the sun. To his surprise, he noticed that a couple of brave souls were stepping down onto the mud close to the jetty upon which he was standing. Perhaps they were practising. Or maybe they were avoiding the crowds. Mudlarking was popular in the places where pickings were richer; so popular in fact that sometimes fights broke out over territory.

The Pan wondered about having a look himself. It might be dangerous, though. The mudlarkers wore waders for protection and he had none. If he cut his feet on something it was probably curtains if he was up to his ankles in that lot. The Prophet knew what kinds of pathogens lived in that mud, but The Pan was ready to bet there were whole new species of microbes in there, waiting to attack an unwary being’s immune system. He could wear his boots, he supposed. No, he only had one pair of boots and a man who’s on the run has to avoid detection. Wearing boots steeped in mud from the river Dang in its present form wouldn’t help in that respect. They’d smell him hiding a mile off. 

He stretched and checked his feet and shins. They were dry but the ‘water’ had definitely imbued them with a bit of a tang. Never mind—he’d just done a delivery job for Big Merv, so he had a little cash. He smiled to himself. Yes. He’d take a trip to the bath house later for a long luxurious soak.

He put his hat on and watched as the mudlarkers moved nearer. They were looking in a place just before a bend in the river where the currents eddied and whirled and, presumably, dropped things. The Pan continued to watch them for a while and then reluctantly put on his boots and socks.

Arnold’s trollies! Something round here really did stink. Was it justthe river?

He stood up and angled himself so he could use the useful eyes in the back of his head to look up and down stream at the same time. The sluggish brown water slid slowly by, glugging and gurgling as it ran through the wooden beams supporting the jetty beneath him. Then it went ‘clonk’. 

Hang on; water didn’t do that, did it? Not unless the Dang had become so polluted it had achieved sentience and was trying to communicate in—

No, stop already. 

There was a second ‘clonk’, and this time The Pan felt a slight vibration through the wooden slats he was standing on.

Something was down there. 

‘Curiosity killed the cat,’ he muttered to himself and, mudlarkers forgotten for a moment, he lay down on the jetty, braced his feet and leaned over. It took his eyes a moment to adjust to the darker shade underneath. But there was something there. Wedged between the wooden supports was a long wooden box about five-and-a-half feet long and maybe two feet wide. It was difficult to gauge how high the box was because it was pretty much submerged. Unfortunately, as well as the box there was something else; the smell that went with it. To be honest, it was more of a stench than a smell and merely moving closer, as he had by lying down and looking at it, caused the intensity of the odour to increase so much that The Pan felt sick. Well, that confirmed it, the box and the stench were definitely a pair. Hiccupping, he shifted himself rapidly back onto the jetty. 

‘Eugh!’ he muttered. ‘What in the name of Arnold was that?’

By The Prophet’s toenails, of course! A box that size? It was a coffin. The Pan could feel the colour draining from his face. There was a coffin in the river and, if he was a good and decent Nimmist—which all K’Barthans are—he had to fish it out and give it a proper Nimmist burial. In secret, of course, because the Grongles had banned religion and officially practising it was punishable by death. Arnold’s toe jam! Now what? The Pan lived hand to mouth. He didn’t have the financial resources to pay for a funeral. On the upside, Doing the Right Thing couldn’t make his situation any worse since he was a GBI—a Government Blacklisted Individual—so his existence was already punishable by death. On the downside, if he obeyed his conscience, it could lay him open to all the wrong kind of attention if he was caught in the act. Except, an annoying little voice in his head told him, this was his moral duty.

Arse.

OK, so he had time to think about this. The box wasn’t going anywhere; it was pretty thoroughly jammed in. Yeh, a quick battle of conscience before the tide went out. Maybe the mudlarkers would help. Good idea. He’d put it to them as a metaphysical conundrum and see what they said.

‘Hey, you there,’ said a voice, distracting him from his thoughts. 

No-one ever crept up on The Pan, or at least not since he’d grown a handy extra set of eyes in the back of his head. Being able to see backwards and forwards at the same time has some advantages, so he knew there was no-one on the jetty.

‘I say! Oi!’ the voice called again.

The Pan walked over to the side and looked down at the murky water. The riverbed shelved steeply here and the water was deeper under the jetty. At first he saw no-one obvious. Oh no, wait, there she was. The Pan walked a few yards along the jetty, away from the shore. ‘Mmm?’

Below him, standing half underneath the supporting wooden piles, and waist deep in the worryingly viscous waters, was a lady. She looked as if she was in her fifties but she had, as Ada might have put it, weathered well. She had smooth skin and the suggestions of a curvaceous figure—although semi-submerged as she was, it was difficult to be certain. Her eyes were bright blue and she wore her long salt and pepper hair piled up under a cap. She was wearing a dark blue t-shirt and chest-high waders. The straps running over her shoulders, holding the waders up like braces, were red. A fire fighter then; or at least, the waders were fire-fighter issue. Whether this lady was actually a member of the fire service, present or previous, was another matter. It was just as likely that the waders had fallen off the back of a fire engine or made their way quietly out of the side door of the fire station to the hands of waiting purchasers on the black market. She had a pipe clamped firmly in her mouth, but it wasn’t lit. She appeared to be carrying a billhook of some kind, probably to feel her way in the mud.

‘Can you give us a hand?’ she said.

‘I can try. It depends what you want a hand with,’ said The Pan as the woman moved away from the jetty and out into open water, presumably to get a better look at him.

‘We’re searching for a wooden box; me and Christine, my wife, and Bort, my daughter. Some fellow drove his lorry into the side of Graden End Bridge last night and it shed its load. Word is, some of it fell over the edge. Now, I know it may be just his way of accounting for a couple of boxes he’s nicked, but if anything has gone over, I reckon it’ll have been carried to around here somewhere. That’s if it’s still floating of course.’ The Pan turned and looked down river to where Graden End Bridge was clearly visible, despite the heat haze, about a mile away. ‘King Milo and his crew are after it, along with pretty much everyone else, as well as us.’

‘King Milo?’

‘Nasty piece of work. Runs most of the operations round here. We like to steer well clear of him. He reckons anything found on the river is his by right. And he has thugs to back him up.’

‘I see,’ said The Pan. He knew perfectly well who King Milo was. He worked for Big Merv, after all. Even so, he hadn’t realised anyone ‘ran’ the river or lorded it over the mudlarkers. One of the things that had never ceased to amaze him since he was blacklisted, was how few pursuits were free of complications. It seemed there was a gang to run just about anything. He reckoned if he started a business selling children’s drawings he’d discover a whole world of shady operatives wanting to put him out of business or muscle their way in for a cut.

‘Our colleagues think it sank. That’s what the crowd is by Golden Point.’ She pointed up the river to where it zigzagged slightly, halfway between Graden End Bridge and the jetty upon which The Pan was standing. Now that the woman had drawn it to his attention, he could see a lot of figures on the bank and others venturing onto the muddy foreshore. ‘I know better. I’ll bet any money that the real prize has floated down to here,’ she continued. ‘And if it has, I’ve got about half an hour to get in first and get gone, before that lot realise what’s going on.’ 

Half an hour wasn’t long. Not in the grand scheme of things.

‘Was the lorry a hearse? Only, there’s a box under here.’ The Pan pointed to the jetty, beneath his feet. ‘But if you want my honest opinion, I’d say it’s a coffin.’ How to put this tactfully? ‘Probably quite an old one.’

‘Is that on account of that it stinks?’

‘Like the Devil’s own armpit,’ said The Pan and immediately felt guilty for describing some poor dead soul like that, even if it was true.

‘There! I knew it was round here somewhere,’ the woman heaved a sigh of relief. ‘That’s the box I’m looking for. The smell is the signal.’

Poor dear. It obviously was a coffin and she was looking for a dumped relative. Perhaps she’d lobbed it off the bridge the night before herself then had an attack of conscience—or maybe her wife had. Yes. The lorry story must be a cover. Except … The Pan adjusted his hat to shade his eyes better and surveyed the figures at Golden Point.

‘Who’s in it?’ asked The Pan. ‘Nobody close, I hope.’

‘It’s not who, it’s what,’ said the woman.

‘What’s in it?’ asked The Pan dutifully.

She put a rubber-glove-clad hand to the side of her nose. ‘You help me get it ashore, lad, and you’ll find out. But we have to be quick.’ She turned and called to the others. ‘Ahoy! Christine! Bort! Over here!’

The other two figures picked their way through the mud, dumped a sack onto a handcart and started to pull it along the towpath towards the jetty where The Pan was standing. 

‘What about the others?’ asked The Pan, waving a hand at the other two women; Christine and Bort, he now knew they were called.

‘Many hands make light work, lad. And speed is the key here.’

‘OK. If I help you, am I going to get into trouble?’ The Pan asked.

‘Not if we’re quick.’

Hmm, that wasn’t the same as ‘no’. ‘What’s in it for me?’

The woman thought for a moment, contemplating The Pan’s tatty boots which were about level with her head. ‘Something new for your feet and two Grongolian dollars,’ she said.

The Pan raised a cynical eyebrow at her. The Grongolian dollar packed a much weightier punch than the K’Barthan Zloty. It was illegal for K’Barthans to possess them, of course, but there were ways around that, as every K’Barthan knew. If she was willing to dish out a reward like that in return for a little help with a box, there was clearly more cash in this enterprise than she was letting on. He felt guilty haggling, but he knew from experience that a man cannot live by his earnings from Big Merv alone. He therefore ignored his conscience and opened negotiations.

‘Four Grongolian dollars and a pair of boots.’

The woman glanced nervously up river where the figures around Golden Point seemed to be making their way towards the side, then back at Christine and Bort approaching along the bank. ‘My, you drive a hard bargain. Two dollars and two pairs of boots. Good boots though, handmade. They’ll last you better than the rubbish you’ve got on.’

She was talking quickly. She was trying to hide it but she was definitely in a tearing hurry to land the box. Well, of course she was, The Pan reasoned, or she would have waited for her wife and daughter and they’d have dislodged the box themselves, rather than asking him for help. Hmm. Two pairs of boots would be good. And at the current exchange rate two Grongolian dollars was a fair few K’Barthan Zloty. Yeh. Thinking about it, it still seemed an awful lot of reward for helping someone to recover a box. If he held out on her, he could probably get a lot more. Or maybe he should try a different tack. Grongolian dollars were probably a bit of a risk to a blacklisted man and there was always the danger that they were forged. On the other hand, contraband was a different matter entirely. Yep, it might be worth taking a gamble.

‘Alright, look, forget the dollars.’ A flicker of disappointment crossed the woman’s face; the dollars probably were forgeries then. ‘How about two pairs of boots and a quarter of the contents of the box? Or, at least, a quarter of whichever bit of the contents it is that you are after,’ suggested The Pan, praying to Arnold, The Prophet, that it wasn’t a body. 

‘Done,’ she said, just like that. ‘Now take this.’ She passed The Pan the long pole which was, indeed, a billhook. ‘If you go over the other side and give the box a shove, I’ll be able to get it round the supports. I’m not strong enough to drag it out on my own. Or at least, if I do, I may not be able to hang onto it. The currents are more powerful than they look round here—I don’t want it to be carried away. Once you’ve pushed it though to me, then if you hook it and help me drag it over to the shallow water, we can beach it on the shore. Chop, chop though, laddio! Let’s not dawdle. I’m not the only person who’s after this.’

The box was wedged fast, and as The Pan tried to work it free he had to lean out over the water. He stopped for a moment and removed his hat, putting it safely out of the way. It would be a pity if it fell off in the Dang. 

‘What are you doing?’

‘Sorry, give me a minute.’ He leaned out again wedging the billhook against the box and pushing. It began to move. He leaned harder, just to check. Yes! Slowly, it was shifting. The Pan noticed that the other two women had parked the handcart and were now making their way through the mud to the water’s edge. They waded out a little way, until the water was lapping at the tops of their wellington boots, and waited, billhooks at the ready. He turned his attention back to the matter in hand and felt the box move again.

‘I think I’ve got it!’ he said. ‘Just a little bit more pressure,’ he told her as he leaned out even further to put more force behind the billhook. It would be a pity if it slipped now, he reflected, at which point it did exactly that. He lost his footing and tumbled forward into the stinking water with a splash. 

Marvellous. That’d be a trip to the launderette on top of the bath house then. On the upside, he hadn’t swallowed any water, so he’d probably live—his head hadn’t gone under. It being summer, his cloak and coat were in his wheels along with a change of socks and underwear and his few clothes. Most importantly, his hat was safely on the jetty. 

Now that he was actually in the water, he could see where one of the box’s rope handles had caught. It took no time to work it free. ‘There, that’s got it,’ he said.

Wading gingerly through the supports under the jetty, feeling his way with his feet, he moved through to the other side where he joined the lady mudlarker.

‘Thank you, young fellow,’ she said as they dragged the box to the shore. ‘What’s your name?’

‘I’m The Pan of Hamgee,’ he said inclining his head in a bow. 

‘I’m Terri,’ she replied as they reached the waterline. By this time, Christine and Bort were waiting for them. 

Christine manhandled the box with consummate ease. She was a petite blonde lady, whose fragility of appearance belied her strength. Bort was also blonde, and heart-stoppingly pretty. The Pan doubted there were many women who could rock waterproof trousers, a vest top and wellingtons but clearly Bort was one. She seemed to be resourceful as well as attractive (a devastating combination, The Pan reflected) as she approached the box with a claw hammer. Swiftly she removed the nails from the lid with casual precision and lined them up on the jetty. 

‘We have to reseal it and put it back in the river when we’re done,’ she explained.

‘You do? Why?’ asked The Pan.

‘You’ll see,’ said Terri.

‘There, that’s the last of them,’ said Bort as she removed the final nail and kicked the lid off.

The box was full of rancid meat, the smell of which was so overpowering that The Pan turned and gagged, much to the amusement of the three women. 

By the time he’d composed himself they were delving around in their newly acquired stinking cargo with rubber gloves on. The Pan stood and watched, his soaking clothes clammily sticking to his body. While they were busy he may as well get dry, he decided. After a struggle, he extricated his keys from the sodden embrace of his pockets and pressed the button that would summon his wheels. That was better. Being a man of no fixed abode, The Pan kept all his possessions in his snurd. It wasn’t just his transport that was on its way, it was clean clothes and a towel, too.

He squelched his way back down the jetty to the spot where he’d left his hat. He smelled appalling but it was nothing on the stench of the putrefying meat in the box. He was glad to get away from it for a few moments. As he started back down the jetty, hat in hand, to join the three women, he looked upstream in the direction of Graden End Bridge and Golden Point. A crowd of beings was striding along the towpath in their direction. 

There was something about the way they were walking. The Pan knew that walk; it was one of purpose, of intent. People who were looking for him often walked that way, usually when they wanted to thump him. He hurried back to the three women, on the bank.

‘Ladies,’ he said.

‘How many boxes d’you reckon there should be, Terri?’ Christine was asking as The Pan joined her and her family.

‘Four or five,’ Terri was saying as Christine fished out a plastic box from among the reeking meat.

Clearly this was good. The three women were almost shaking, they were so excited about their find. It was a pity to rain on their parade but The Pan felt he’d earned his cut of the contents—and the two pairs of boots. It seemed sensible to make sure that they stayed alive and well, and able to pay him.

‘Ladies, you have a problem,’ said The Pan as the three women removed more boxes from the stinking meat sludge in which they were hidden.

‘Not now, we have to be quick.’

‘Yes, you do. That’s the problem I’m talking about.’ He jerked his head backwards, in the direction of the towpath, where the group of beings he’d seen was approaching. ‘You have to leave before they get here.’ 

Bort stood up and looked past The Pan. As she did so, he turned and looked with her. He couldn’t help noticing that the closer it got, the more the group of beings in question was beginning to look like an angry mob.

‘Arnold in the skies, they’re coming!’ she cried. 

The women grabbed the plastic boxes, four in all, dunking them in the river to remove the worst of the rancid meat from the outside. The boxes had a strong smell of their own which was prevalent even over the stench of the slurry in which they were packed and the hefty pong of the river.

‘Is that Goojan spiced sausage?’ asked The Pan, distracted for a moment from the crowd bearing down on them.

Bort rolled her eyes at him. ‘Well, duh.’

Goojan spiced sausage was the single most expensive foodstuff in K’Barth. Some incredibly rich and grateful student had given a couple of slices to The Pan’s father once, many years ago. It came in a silver presentation box with a green ribbon on it. A year’s wages, his mother had said it cost. The Pan doubted it cost that much. And even if it had at the time, it was unlikely that Goojan sausage sold for that much these days—especially if it was contraband or stolen. The amount in the plastic containers probably commanded a decent enough price for the three ladies to retire from mudlarking though. Probably.

‘Now help us put this box back in the river.’

‘Why?’

‘We need to look as if we haven’t opened it yet,’ said Christine.

‘It’s our only chance; to pretend we’re still hauling it onto the deck so they take the empty box and let us go without realising we have the contents. Quick.’

The Pan held the lid in place while Bort hammered the nails back. She left some half out, for authenticity, in case the mob moved so fast she had to pretend she was actually opening it when they arrived, he assumed.

‘This is not a good plan. You know that, don’t you?’ he said.

‘It’s the only one we have. What would you do?’

‘I’d run.’

‘They’ll run too.’

The Pan thought about his snurd SE2. Arnold’s snot! Where was the smecking thing? It should be here by now.

‘What will they do to you?’ he asked. The crowd was getting closer—he could hear shouts and voices now.

‘Take the box,’ said Christine.

‘But we have the stuff,’ said Bort.

‘And while they’re looking in the box, we escape in the melee,’ explained Terri.

‘What about the smell of the sausage?’ asked The Pan. ‘They’ll know you unpacked it from that.’

‘We’ve got away with worse.’

The approaching crowd was closing fast when The Pan was distracted, for a moment, by a bubbling sound behind him. With a huge eruption of muddy water and unpleasantly taupe-coloured foamy bubbles, his snurd surfaced. 

At last. 

It morphed half into boat mode but stayed mostly in submariner mode and cruised closer, backing up towards the bank and The Pan. Its top was retracted, ready for a quick getaway. 

The three women stared at the snurd and The Pan.

Meanwhile the crowd had arrived and started spilling along the jetty and climbing down the bank, shouting. They were clearly after blood if the stones and bottles they were lobbing with abandon were anything to go by.

‘Blimey!’ said The Pan. ‘You can take your chances with them if you want! I’m not. D’you want a lift?’

The three women hesitated, perhaps wondering about the stuff on their cart.

‘Seriously, come with me,’ The Pan said.

Still they havered. What were they doing?

‘Come on!’ he shouted, holding his hand out. ‘Go time!’

The leader of the crowd pursuing them started squelching across the mud towards them, his colleagues hot on his heels. They were armed with poles, bill hooks, chains and in one case, a large oar. Luckily the one in front slipped on the slimy mud and fell on his back bringing the advance of the whole party to a temporary halt while some of the others hauled him up again.

The three women finally came to a decision and bundled into The Pan’s snurd SE2, Terri in the passenger seat, and Christine and Bort in the space behind. Someone threw a rock which bounced off the top of the windscreen and spun away into the water. Ah yes, the roof. The Pan pressed a button and the polymorphic metal oozed into position over their heads.

‘Hold tight,’ he said. But as the snurd started forward the crowd of pursuers suddenly halted, the noise of their shouts dying away as an amplified voice came from above.

‘Stay where you are! Nobody move.’

Above them a Grongolian police snurd was hovering. For a moment there was silence, broken only by the quiet humming of the SE2’s engine as it motored quietly out into the stream.

‘I said, nobody move!’ shouted the voice. The surface of the water in front of the snurd leapt and boiled as the police snurd sprayed it with machine-gun fire. Warning shots. 

Terri screamed.

‘I’m really sorry about this but I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to do what he says,’ whispered The Pan. 

‘They told us to stay put. It’s just a check,’ said Christine.

‘Not for me it isn’t.’

‘Then let us out,’ said Terri.

‘Sorry, can’t do that.’

‘Mum, Christine? We’re sinking,’ said Bort as very slowly, the snurd started to submerge.

‘Actually, we’re diving,’ said The Pan.

‘Then stop! You’ll get us killed.’

‘No,’ said The Pan as the water level began to climb up the windscreen, ‘with any luck, we’ll be fine. I’ve done this before.’

At about that moment, a deputation of security forces troops turned up on the towpath and the ones in the hovering snurd above finally noticed that The Pan’s wheels were quietly disappearing from sight. 

‘STOP! Resurface and get out of your vehicle!’ ordered the police snurd driver down his megaphone.

‘No,’ said The Pan. He turned the vehicle’s nose downward, accelerated, and in what felt like slow motion, not to mention a hail of laser and machine gun fire, the snurd sank into the murky river. 


2. A new job

Luckily the Grongles were rubbish shots, The Pan was glad to see, as the SE2 disappeared into the murky depths. It appeared to be undamaged. Visibility in the River Dang was near zero, so he pressed the button on the dash which turned on the underwater guidance system. For a moment nothing happened but when he thumped it, just above the steering wheel, the snurd finally deigned to project a blurry heads-up display onto the windscreen in front of him. The picture was fuzzy, the vertical hold was rubbish as well and it kept jumping, but it was enough—The Pan could see where he was going now, sort of. As he crept through the murk, he knew that a few yards behind, the police snurd was probably doing the same thing. He accelerated and made his way, as fast as he dared, to the deepest part of the channel. ‘Don’t worry. Unless I’m mistaken, that’s only a series five squad vehicle.’

‘They had lasers,’ said Bort.

‘Yes, but only as an aftermarket add on. The rest of the tech’s a bit old and their underwater detection equipment is even worse than the stuff on mine. We’ll be home free in a jiffy.’

It was a lie, but somehow, with three passengers on board, The Pan felt a responsibility to provide reassurance. The three women said nothing. Maybe they were in shock. Yes. Probably. Or it might have been the smell, The Pan reflected. What with him and the sausage, the air in the snurd was pretty ripe. 

The Pan drove down to Graden End Bridge, turned behind one of the supporting piers until the SE2 was on the other side of it, facing the way he’d come, and then let it sink slowly to the bottom. He dropped the anchor so it would hold position in the current and turned off the engine.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Terri.

‘Shhh! In the name of The Prophet! They may have listening equipment and if they do, they’ll hear you,’ said The Pan. ‘We’re pretending to be a rock.’

They waited in the murk where The Pan had stopped. Sitting in silence, the four of them heard the muffled sounds of the police snurd’s motor as it passed under the bridge. It didn’t stop and as they waited the sound receded into the distance. Good. Now The Pan was as sure as he could be, going by the SE2’s temperamental instrumentation, that he’d lost any waterborne pursuit. 

‘We should probably wait a little while, just in case they think they hit us and that we might resurface. They may realise they’ve gone past us without noticing. They don’t usually, so they’re probably miles away, but I like to belt and brace.’

The Pan reckoned fifteen minutes would be enough to let the pursuit cool its heels. He switched the engine back on and the oxygen pump kicked in.

They sat there in silence. The Pan felt a bit of tension in the air. Something was up. He would try and defuse it with conversation. ‘Blimey, those sausages hum a bit!’ he said cheerfully.

Nothing.

‘I didn’t realise mudlarking was so dangerous.’

Still nothing. He wasn’t sure if they were sulking or in shock. ‘We’ll give it a minute or two and then we should be able to leave. I can drop you off wherever you like. Have a think and let me know.’

‘They’ll be watching all the slipways,’ said Bort.

‘It’s alright, we don’t need to use them.’ 

Not all snurds could take off from water, but, despite being little more than a wreck, The Pan’s could … usually. He explained this to them.

‘Thank you for trying to help us,’ said Terri.

Trying to help us, as in, not helping us at all, perhaps? She may have thanked him but her heart wasn’t in it, that much was obvious. The Pan turned to her, sitting beside him. ‘I’ve cocked it up though haven’t I? Something’s not right.’

‘It was the handcart,’ blurted Bort from the back.

‘My ID,’ said Terri. ‘I left it there because I was going right in. I was worried I’d lose it and now I have. It’s in my bag,’ she added.

‘On the cart?’ asked The Pan, with sinking heart.

‘Yes.’

Arnold. That changed everything. Why, why, why did this have to happen? The Pan knew exactly how to save Bort and Christine, not to mention his own skin. He should stay where he was. But the punishment for failing to produce a valid ID was instant blacklisting so if he did that, and Terri lost her ID, he was condemning her to a life like his. Perhaps he already had. How long had it been? He glanced at his watch. Five minutes? Not more than ten. In that case maybe all was not lost. Not yet. 

‘OK. Then we have to get it back. There’s still time,’ he said. 

His thoughts raced—how to go about this? The Grongles might leave the cart, but most likely they’d impound it, in case there was anything interesting the troopers who’d found it could sell or nick. OK, so The Pan knew what he was going to do. 

‘Hang on,’ he said as he retracted the anchor. He put the snurd in gear and surfaced as quickly as he could.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Getting your ID back.’

He took a cursory glance around for pursuers. No-one at the moment. But that didn’t really mean anything—they were probably waiting in ambush somewhere. Never mind. Needs must.

‘You can’t,’ said Terri.

‘Actually, you’re right there, I can’t But you, Bort or Christine can,’ The Pan said as he selected ‘aviator’ mode and accelerated.

Even on the small waves of the river the snurd skipped and bounced before finally getting airborne.

‘They’ll take the cart down the towpath to the nearest street,’ he explained. ‘They probably have a vehicle waiting for it by now, but if I drop you off ahead of them, you should be able to intercept them before they get there and grab the bag.’

‘How?’ said Bort.

‘We’ll just ask them,’ said Terri.

‘That might not work,’ said The Pan.

‘It will if two of us distract them with questions and the other gets my bag off the cart.’

‘Maybe you should hide yourselves while I bait them somehow. Then, while they’re busy shooting at me, one of you can grab the bag.’

‘Isn’t that dangerous?’

‘Not if you’re quick.’

‘I meant, for you,’ said Terri.

‘Not really,’ lied The Pan. ‘I’ll just let them run after me for a bit and then hop in the snurd. It has shields.’

‘It does?’ asked Christine from the back. She sounded dubious.

‘Yes.’ OK, so they didn’t work very well, or at all sometimes, but they were better than nothing. ‘How else d’you think we escaped without being shot up just now?’

‘I thought they had rubbish aim,’ said Bort.

Blimey, she’d got that one bang to rights. ‘Well, yes, you’re spot on there. Most of them couldn’t hit a barn door at point-blank range. I think they only shoot to make you stop, anyway. If you ask me, they prefer to catch their quarry alive and give it a good kicking close to. That’s why, in the miraculous event that one of them actually manages to hit the snurd, I’ll be fine,’ said The Pan. ‘Let’s see what’s happening.’

He flew over the spot where they’d found the box. 

‘Look! The others are going,’ said Christine. 

Sure enough, the crowd of angry mudlarkers was dispersing, with a lot of heavy-handed persuasion from the Grongolian security forces.

It seemed that everyone below them was too busy running, or firing, to notice the snurd above them. 

‘Good riddance!’ 

The Pan checked the skies around him, there was no sign of the police snurd—it must still be chasing them up river. Meanwhile, further ahead of them, he saw three Grongle security forces troopers pulling the hand cart along the towpath.

‘Down there!’ he pointed. ‘I don’t think they’ve noticed us either. I’ll go round and keep out of sight.’

The Pan turned away from the Grongles with the cart and flew a circuitous route just above the trees and buildings to a spot further along the path. Finally, he found a place out of the Grongle’s line of sight, behind some trees, and landed his wheels—in an area that was actually designated for the purpose, for once—skidding quickly to a halt. He pressed the button to retract the roof and leapt out of the SE2 so he could help the women to get out too.

The other two ran on in their wellingtons but Terri took a few seconds longer, encumbered as she was, by her chest high waders. 

‘There’s not much time, go!’ said The Pan as Bort realised her mother wasn’t keeping up and returned for her.

‘Quick Mum, they’re coming!’ she said, and they turned and ran.

‘I’ll wait here, shall I?’ called The Pan to their departing backs. He wasn’t sure if they’d heard him. Never mind, he’d wait anyway. They might need some help from him and if he wanted his reward he had no choice. Except ... he sniffed the air. Had they?

He glanced into the footwell and noticed a bag. It was the bag in which the women had stowed the four plastic boxes they’d found.

‘That’s very trusting of you, ladies,’ he said. 

He knew what he should do now. He had enough Goojan sausage to make him a millionaire several times over sitting in the footwell of his snurd. Furthermore, the owners of the sausage were embroiled in an encounter from which, if he was honest, they were unlikely to escape. Or at least not without his help.

The Pan knew the sensible course to take, even if it was downright dishonourable. He should look after number one; leave the women to their fate, steal the sausage, sell it, buy a new non-blacklisted ID and retire with the spare millions. 

Yeh right. Then again, while dishonourable came easily enough when dying was the alternative, he’d never been big on sensible.

What was he even thinking? There were four Goojan sausages in the footwell and one of them was theoretically his, along with two pairs of boots. One sausage was quite enough. He didn’t need three more. Then again, would they really give him one of the sausages, even if they’d promised? There was no way to be sure. However, even if they didn’t, after what happened to his father, mother, brother and sister he knew he hadn’t the stomach to leave them to their fate ... Yeh. And sausage or no sausage, something would go wrong. It always did. Then he’d just end up being responsible for more deaths and still blacklisted. And he’d told these three women he’d help them. He’d talked about providing a distraction. Yeh, and it wasn’t as if it would have any dire consequences, was it? Not for him. He was a delivery man for a gangster and his existence was punishable by death. That was about as dire as it got. He could hardly make things worse.

Yep. Decision made. 

The Pan got swiftly out of the snurd. If he was going to help Terri, Christine and Bort it would be sensible to go and see how they were getting on. Yeh, and he’d better get a move on and all. They were striding out along the path. They’d meet the Grongles with their cart any moment.

The Pan ran across an open lawn to cut them off. There was enough cover to watch events unseen. Although the cover came in the form of some council planting; a couple of trees and some ornamental shrubs of the incredibly fast-growing, spiky kind beloved only by town planners. It was definitely more at the impenetrable thicket end of the shrubbery spectrum but it was still passable, with care. The Pan sneaked his way carefully in and concealed himself. By the time the women intercepted the Grongles, they were only a few yards away. He waited and listened.

 

 

 


3. Back into danger

Bort walked beside Christine and Terri on the towpath. 

‘What’s the plan?’ asked Christine as they walked. 

Terri stopped. ‘Explain that the cart is ours and ask for it back. We’ll busk it from there,’ she said. ‘If we pitch it right, we should get my bag back. We might even get the cart too. Come on! Tally ho, ladies.’

‘Shouldn’t youask? You’re way more eloquent than I am,’ said Christine.

‘Until I get that bag back I’m a non-being. So you two have to talk to them while I get close to the bag. Then when they ask for ID I can get mine out as if I was carrying it all the time.’

‘They’re not going to fall for that! Nobody could be that stupid,’ whispered Bort.

‘Darling, you wouldn’t believe how stupid some folks can be.’

‘Here’s hoping,’ muttered Bort as she walked behind them. 

‘And some Grongles are a great deal pleasanter than others. It’ll be luck of the draw.’ 

Bort hoped she was right. She could feel the butterflies in her stomach on her mother’s behalf—less like butterflies to be honest and more like elephants with wings that didn’t work very well and had to keep jumping a lot to stay in the air. What if the bag wasn’t there? What if the Grongles had taken the ID out of the bag? ‘What if?’ she whispered.

‘You alright, Bort?’

‘Yes,’ she sighed. 

‘Come on then, anchors aweigh, girls. Let’s get this over with,’ said Terri.

‘They can only say no,’ said Christine.

‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ muttered Bort.

The Grongles with the handcart were only about twenty yards away now. They slowed and eyed the three women warily.

‘Hi,’ said Christine and she shuffled timidly towards them. 

‘What d’you want?’ snarled the Grongle who was leading the way. He was speaking his own language, Grongolian.

‘I— well the thing is, you see—’

‘This is our handcart,’ Bort interrupted them. ‘We’re mudlarkers and we were on the river this morning when we saw a box floating. The others overheard us talking about it as it drifted past and they came to take it off us.’ 

She stopped. All three Grongles had halted and were staring at her with expressions of blank incomprehension. Of course, none of them spoke Tithian, the language of K’Barth. Bort thought for a moment. She’d had elementary Grongolian lessons at the community school. Mudlarkers didn’t usually go for a formal education as such but back in Glardy, where they’d come from, there was education of a sort. Christine hadn’t liked the idea of learning Grongolian. She felt that if the Grongles were going to invade a country the least they could do was subjugate the population in a language it could understand. It was a fair point, well made, but Bort was enough of a realist to continue her studies.

‘OK.’ She switched to Grongolian. ‘Kind sirs, cart is ours, mugged we were.’ She paused. Was that the right way around? She wasn’t sure. ‘We were mugged,’ she added. Might as well say it both ways, just in case. ‘We ran. Kind sirs you are, you are finding our cart, yes?’

There was a pause.

‘This cart is evidence,’ said the Grongle who was actually pulling the handcart. He moved a couple of steps nearer, bringing the cart with him. 

Bort also moved forward with a hopeful expression, her mother and Christine with her, close at her shoulder. ‘Cart is ours, we sign for cart?’

‘Can you prove you own it?’

‘Yes. Christine?’

Bort moved diagonally across the towpath, towards the cart but also towards the river. But as Christine made to follow her Terri put her hand on her wife’s arm. 

‘No, me,’ she said

‘Mum?’ asked Bort. This wasn’t part of the plan.

Briefly, Terri looked down at her feet and up at Bort’s face, then walked over to join her daughter. The chest-high waders she was wearing made rubbery squeaky creaking noises as she moved.

Good point Mum, you’re never going to get to the bag without them noticing, Bort thought. 

Amazingly, all three Grongles turned and watched Terri’s progress as she joined her daughter. Bort nearly laughed as her mother adopted her best apologetic expression. She’d seen that look on her face so many times and it always seemed to work.

‘It’s in my boots,’ Terri explained.

‘What did she say?’ demanded the one who’d been leading the others, bad temperedly. The other Grongle, the more polite one who’d been pulling the hand cart, made as if to speak. But the third stepped in front of him and drew his gun.

‘No funny business,’ he said.

‘This is most definitely NOT funny,’ said Terri. 

‘What did she say?’ asked the grumpy one again.

Arnold’s buttocks, he was like a cracked record! Bort wondered why the Grongles never learned Tithian. Even though she’d made the effort to learn some Grongolian herself, she totally got Christine’s viewpoint on that issue. It was smecking rude. Never mind. She took a deep breath.

‘Sorry is she,’ Bort explained, ‘card is in here.’ She bent down to point to her mother’s wader-clad feet. Bort was what her father, had he been around, might have called a ‘comely lass’. Since the Grongles were all male, she made sure she bent down in a manner that was as distracting as possible. They watched her. She noticed the one with the gun nudging the grumpy one doing most of the talking. The third, who’d been pulling the cart, wore a guarded expression. Perhaps he was the odd one out. Could she use that? Difficult to tell but it was worth remembering. For now, her feminine wiles had done the trick—she had all their attention and they didn’t appear to notice as, behind them, she caught a glimpse of Christine removing the handbag from the cart and creeping backwards. The ID was back with them and they were home free. As Christine slipped the bag over her shoulder, Bort switched off all her efforts at feminine allure with a great deal of relief.

The Grongle with the laser pistol was still pointing it at her, and the grumpy-sneery one suddenly seemed more animated, more interested. It made her nervous. 

‘You have papers for that cart?’ said the Grongle.

‘Mum?’ asked Bort.

‘No papers, I bought it for cash. But I have proof. My shoes are on the cart,’ said Terri. ‘All our shoes are on the cart. We wouldn’t wear wellies every day and I certainly wouldn’t wear waders.’

‘Especially in weather like this,’ Christine chipped in. ‘If we can show you that our feet fit the shoes, will you believe us?’

Bort translated.

‘Maybe,’ said the Grongle.

‘We get shoes now?’

‘No.’ He turned to the one who’d been pulling the cart. ‘Get the shoes and hand them over.’

The cart puller, who was definitely odd-one-out Grongle, did as he was told. He lined up the shoes, in pairs, on the ground in front of the three women. He glanced up at Bort as he did this with a look of warning.

Terri undid the braces on her waders and rolled them down to her waist. The Grongles watched. Underneath she was wearing shorts, a t-shirt and socks. Unfortunately, after a couple of hours trogging about wearing thick, armpit-high rubber waders in the heat the t-shirt and shorts were so damp with sweat that they were sticking to her, outlining every curve.

Bort watched the Grongles looking at her mother. She was way too old to be of interest to them, surely except … were they ogling her? They were ogling her! The pervy smeckers! Grumpy Grongle stood with his hands on his hips looking straight at Terri. His eyes travelled slowly down to her feet and back up to her face again. There was something in his manner that struck fear into Bort’s heart. Her mum had curves like she did, well, she’d inherited them from somewhere after all, but her mum was fifty, for Arnold’s sake. Surely he wasn’t going to— 

No! He never! Gross! She wasn’t even going to think about it.

‘If shoes fit, shows cart is ours?’ asked Bort.

‘Perhaps,’ said the grumpy Grongle. The gun-toting one snickered and the odd-one-out fidgeted nervously.

Something was up. Bort could see that, but she wasn’t exactly sure what it was, only that she was very afraid it might somehow involve the surly one trying to snog her mum. 

OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
1€\0) )L
1O BENRUL

KCBARTHANIEXTRAS SNV S EERTN BVITS i i () =

M T MCGUIRE





