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 A Mysterious Dame

 


I was down to
my last keelstick.

It's funny what
your mind clings to when you get to thinking about how things are.
I'm sure that the weather was cold or that there was a scandal
about or some such but the important thing, according to my memory,
is that I had one lousy keelstick left.

Not that I've
got the habit, mind, though I do partake from time to time. If I'm
being honest, it's just one of those raw indicators of how you're
doing financially and my finances were sitting pretty high up on my
list of things to worry about.

The
upper-reefers, they might measure their status in the number of
servants they got swimming around but down here at the edges we
look at the small things. You know, how many clams you've got in
your stash, how your lettuce is growing, how many more hours before
your next shift on the plains. The small things.

Speaking of
small, that describes my old pad. The cleft which made up the
entrance was barely ample to get in without squeezing, but inside
was roomy enough to spread my arms and I had a small, secure space
for my stash toward the back. The guy before me had rubbed the
floor with stones until it was almost smooth and I carried on his
tradition, to pass the time, by working on the walls.

Whoever came
after me would either need to be a tall spud and do the roof or
find something else to get fixated on in his spare time.

No, there was
no garden. Tried it once. I didn't have time for the upkeep and I
sure as buff couldn't afford a gardener. Besides, the patch outside
was barely big enough to support a tiny cluster of sad looking
anemones.

Outside the
cleft, greeting me with sickening reality every time I poked my
head up the hole, was a grand view of the Abyss. Can you imagine
that? You go to work, there is it. You come back home, still there.
After a while you get to thinking that it's looking at you, waiting
for you.

That's when you
know you're going bonkers, when you start thinking it's alive, that
it has an intellect. It has that effect on you, living on the edge.
Other spuds who live in-reef don't have to worry about it so much.
To them it's just a concept, an interesting idea away over there, a
place to visit, ponder and leave with blessed safety.

No one lived
beneath me. All my neighbours were away back that way, well away
from that gaping black nothingness.

That's kind of
how I managed to get the rock so cheap.

Still, it was
home, it was secure and it was safe from the prying eyes of the
Reef traffic and that suited me just fine.

I'm telling you
this because, on a particular tide not too long ago while I was
taking stock of my stash, a dame came to visit. Not that you'd find
that interesting. Not without some explanation.

It had been a
slog of a shift. The Foreman rode me hard and there was a spill at
number four station and I was trying to wind down for a spell
before the next shift started.

I might have
gone a little overboard on the darkwater and I will neither confirm
nor deny that I mixed my brown with my black, but what I can say is
that the headache that may or may not have been acquired from such
activities was nothing short of blistering.

I'd spent most
of the morning cleaning away what I brought up during the night and
the rest of it holding down whatever was left. When you're in that
state you'll try anything to take the edge off, even some scales of
the dogfish what bit you.

Like I said, I
was down to my last keelstick. Heck with it, I started chewing,
savouring the rare opportunity to relax. I was thinking very
strongly about following that up with a pod of blackwater when I
saw a shadow pass over the hole.

The pod went to
one side, the keelstick the other and I flicked an empty pipi shell
out of the way. My first thought was that some riff-raff had come
to haunt me about one of my many past deeds. That's just something
I have to live with, sort of comes with my history.

My second
though was that we had a jumper.

That's not as
unheard of as you might suppose. They don't get a lot of press,
considering they generally don't come back. The Abyss is like that.
Stuff goes in, stuff don't come out.

Not whole,
anyway.

So I pushed
myself out of the hole, prepared for just about anything. Anything,
that is, except for what I saw. I met her with a grin that would be
more at home on a grouper.

This was a
woman, through and through, no mistaking it. Only thing is that she
didn't belong all the way down here, not someone like her. I must
have looked a sight, I know it. It was a reflex to rub my arms over
my face and bulb to clean off some of the crud that was on
there.

She was lady
enough not to draw attention to it. Fancy that.

“You, hey ah,
hi. I mean, hello. Looking for something?”

“I am looking
for someone, yes. Tedrick?” she asked.

A voice like
that was dripping with culture and refinement. It was mellow but
firm, like she meant business with every word.

“Why, yes
Ma'am, that's my name. Seems like you already knew that.”

“Yes. I
did.”

I kept up some
small talk while I studied her face.

“Wouldn't be
too hard to guess, considering there's no one else around for a
good way.”

She smiled
politely. There was one of those awkward silences, you know the
ones, where you'll do anything to break it. I fished around inside
my noggin for something – anything – to say.

“So, er, you've
found the person you were looking for, then. Eh?”

“Seems that
way, yes.”

You'll forgive
me if I sounded like a ninny. You weren't there, OK? This dame she
was beautiful.

Her skin was
smooth. Very smooth. In the light of the early Golden Pearl it
refracted like tiny rainbows, shimmering and dancing. Her
patterning was a lace of colours, of intricate lines indicating
delicate breeding.

A gentleman, I
forced my eyes high and kept the conversation going.

“It's not every
day I get a visitor all the way down here, Miss, er...”

“I should
imagine not. Can we talk?”

She wasn't
playing fair and, judging from the smirk on her perfectly formed
face, she knew it. The customary thing to do, as you know, is fill
in the blanks. I could tell she was going to make me work for
it.

“Er, yes. Of
course, sorry. Out here ain't so pleasant,” I said with a nod to
the Abyss. “Can I invite you in for a drink?”

“You may,” she
replied and moved with haste into my hole.

So picture
this: Here's a commoner spud, a sand-sifter, who spends the better
part of his waking life on the plains, living in a hovel on the
edge of the Reef, underfed and with a half-chewed keelstick to his
name, inviting a stunningly beautiful woman of exceptional calibre
and refined taste into his messy buff-hole.

You can imagine
that my mind was buzzing with possibilities. I had an inclination
that it was all some kind of set up. You get inclinations like that
when the unexpected happens, especially given my past.

Still,
inclinations aside, facts is facts and the fact was a dame of
monumental breeding was in my hole, awaiting my attention. I did a
quick check of the surrounds. That wasn't too hard. On the rim
there's not a lot to see. Let's face it, it's the ugliest part of
the Reef.

Nothing
suspicious. I followed her inside.

“Sorry for the
mess,” I said coming up behind. “It ain't much, I know...”

“I didn't come
here to discuss your level of cleanliness, Tedrick.”

“Oh. Uh, good.
I'm sorry, I didn't catch your name.”

She nodded, “I
know.”

“Good. Just,
ah, just so we're clear.”

You're an
idiot, Tedrick.

“Drink?”

I found the
best looking pod of blackwater – I didn't have any of the lighter
stuff left – and handed it to her and took one for myself.

“Is this
private?” she asked.

“Yes, Ma'am.
Just me and my rock and the great Abyss.”

“Good,” she
said. “May I be blunt?”

“As a cucumber,
Ma'am.”

“I need a
detective.”

“You need a
what?”

She repeated
her demand.

“Like, a
private-eye?” I said.

“Yes,” she
nodded. “Now, I have told you what I want. Before I proceed any
further, I must ask: Am I in the right hole?”

“Ah, well.
Look, don't get me wrong, Ma'am, I'd love to help, but I'm just a
sand-sifter, you know?” I said.

She faced me
front on, spreading her arms to fill the rock. I was impressed by
her presence, by the way she filled the room just by being there. I
tell you, you could have shoved a Collosi next to her and you
wouldn't even notice.

“I know who you
are, Tedrick Gritswell.”

“I do too. At
least, I used to. What do you know?”

“I know your
past. I know your talents.”

“Alright. Who's
been saying what?”

“That doesn't
matter. What does matter is your reputation.”

I laughed, “My
reputation? Ma'am, with all due respect, I dropped my reputation
off the edge a while back and I haven't had the chutzpah to go down
there and look for it.”

That cute face
turned to stone, “Were you a detective or not?”

“I was,” I
said. “That's true, Ma'am, I was. Past tense. You see, it's
like this and no two ways about it: I don't do the detective work
no more.”

“You
sift-sand.”

“That's right.
I'm lucky that I'm doing that and not being digested inside the
stomach of a Hammer and for that I thank the Great Spud every
day.”

She swept the
room with her arms. I know I should have been looking at what she
was getting at, instead I took the opportunity to take in her
form.

Even with her
face like stone, her body was graceful and lithe, her mitts curled
delicately into little ovals, and her suckers went all the way to
the tips. No cuts. No abrasions. No scars or moles or
blemishes.

She looked out
of place inside my rock. Just seemed to increase the shabbiness.
Like eating an abalone at the pub, or decorating a public restroom
with harp-grass.

Next thing you
know, she was staring at me. I think she was waiting for an answer.
Oh, man! How long had I been staring for?

“Uh. I'm
sorry?”

“I said, look
around you. Is this really how you wish to live? No sand-sifter can
afford much more than this.”

“I do OK.”

“No, you don't.
You are gaunt, Tedrick. You aren't living, you are barely existing.
You need to eat, drink and enjoy life! Otherwise, what's the
point?”

Nothing to say
against that. She had it right and she knew it.

“You won't
leave any legacy, no children, no one to remember you,” she pushed.
“You're hardly better than a bum. I won't sugar coat it,
Tedrick.”

“Yeah. I don't
like it sweet, anyway.”

“You need to
embrace who you were, who you truly are.”

“And who am
I?”

As she smiled,
the rays of the Golden Pearl crawling in from the window caught her
face, “You are Tedrick Gritswell of Borobo Reef, detective for
hire.”

Damn, this dame
was good. She had charms and she knew how to apply them. Normally
my armour against such an onslaught is unwavering, but she managed
to find the cracks and slip her mitts through, teasing me out from
my comfortable nook.

No, this was a
set up, for sure. Too much like a trap.

“Why are you
even here,” I asked. “I've got a pretty good gig going.”

“Really,
Tedrick? Scraping through piles of sand for the odd nugget?”

She moved in
closer, casually laying her suckers on my arm.

“You're not
made for that, Tedrick. Your talents are wasted.”

“My talents get
used as much as they need, ma'am.”

“I disagree.
You asked me why I came here. I came here because I know you're not
the best, you're not the toughest, ha! You're certainly not the
smartest.”

“You know how
to make a guy feel wanted.”

“If you were
the smartest, you would have accepted straight away. The thing
about you, Tedrick, what drew me here, is your tenacity! You're
like a dogfish. When you're on the trail, you don't stop.”

“Let's say,
hypothetically speaking of course, that I'm interested. What are we
talking? Misappropriated clams? Some guy cheating on you?”

If there was
some guy cheating on a fine girl like that, I'd have him
committed.

“A missing
person.”

Aw, geez, that
sparked a feeling inside me that I hadn't felt for a lifetime.
Unless you've got the detective bug, you wouldn't understand. It's
like chewing on ten keelsticks at once – and for the record I did
that once when I was much younger and stupider – and that's
just the start of the case.

“And, ahem, how
much...”

She named her
price. I scraped my beak off the floor.

“I think you'll
find that more than fair.”

“Fair? Ma'am,
for that I could... I could...”

“Buy a rock in
the middle Reef? Yes, and it would be worth it.”

I said, “This
missing person must be dear to you. I'm sorry.”

I drew myself
up and moved back over to the entrance. It was tempting, of course
it was. Heck, she was tempting.

“What I'm
offering, you won't find anywhere else.”

“No
kidding.”

“Give me an
answer, Mister Gritswell. What do you say?”

She draped an
arm over my rock, casually playing with some green-brown sea grass.
She was so sure of herself. She had me summed up and in her world
my acceptance was inevitable.

Well I had news
for her. Girls like her, they're used to getting their own way. I
had to let her down easy.

I sighed, “I'd
love to help, ma'am, I really would, but I've got commitments.”

“Don't we
all.”

“I wouldn't be
very tenacious now if I dropped them to help you.”

She scowled,
“You're after more, aren't you? Really, I thought your hearts were
true. I guess I was wrong.”

“One of them is
true, honey. The other two are beating to keep up with the world.
Listen, I know a guy, he's a good guy, down by the
underpass...”

She whirled,
“Save it, Tedrick! Thanks for the drink.”

Actually she
hadn't touched it.

“I can see
myself out.”

“Aw, don't be
like that -”

She was out and
away before I could blink. I resisted the urge to go to the
entrance and look after her. That wouldn't do, no sir. Dames like
that feed off any kind of sentiment, false or otherwise.

“Don't let her
go, Ted,” said my personal bugbear, sent by the Great Spud to me
irritate me.

I glared out
the window to see his orange eyes looking back in.

“Dewey!”

The Reef didn't
always have the contingent of cuttlefish that it has now. In fact,
not long ago, they would have been what you might call 'foreign'.
There are still a lot Pusses who consider them second-class
citizens but, you know what? I'm pretty sure that there's a Reef
out there where Sepiants outnumber Pusses and the sentiment is
reversed, if you catch my drift.

Me, I don't
mind it either way. We're all just a bunch of spuds doing it tough,
making our way in the world, right? Sure, they got that cuttlebone
in their mantle. Sure, they talk too much. Sure, they got those
wiggly fins running down their sides, but that's the thing. The
Great Spud, he's got a sense of humour, see?

If everyone was
the same, life would be one, boring lettuce-patch.

They're a good
bunch. Like every society, there are a couple of bad mussels that
spoil the batch. This particular Sepiant, Dewey, tended to crop up
at inconvenient times, bending my attention with his constant
yapping.

His name isn't
Dewey, by the way. Like all cuttlefish, his full name is about five
spans longer than it needs to be, interspersed with inflections,
injections, interjections and introspections. You see, you can't
say it without having to contort your body, hold your fourth and
sixth arms in tight, raising your first and second, puffing out
your mantel and doing a shimmy. And that's just the first name.

He told it to
me once, his full name that is. I thought he was having a
seizure.

They do us
Pusses a favour by trimming it all down to something that you can
actually fit in your beak, but when they're yakking to each other,
it's a different story. When cuttlefish make formal introductions,
everyone gets a workout.

I guess that's
where a lot of the tension comes from. Octopuses think that
cuttlefish are too frenetic and they think we're too laid-back.

“How long have
you been listening!” I said.

“Long enough to
know that you've got it all wrong, pal. You think she's coming
back, eh? You think she's going to throw more clams at you,
eh?”

“Why does
everyone think I'm in it for the money?”

“Ain't ya? Eh?
Ain't ya?”

“No! I mean,
yes, the clams are one thing but there's more to it than just a
price. What with the obligatory drinks with clients, the risk of
getting beat-up, the long nights staking out for no good
result...”

“You're making
excuses, brother.”

“Don't call me
brother. There just – there just ain't no value in
investigations!”

Dewey smiled,
“There is if you get the right client. She, brother, was the right
client. And a damn fine specimen at that.”

“You know, as
far as cuttlefish go, you're an oddball and a pervert.”

“Hey, I can
appreciate a sample of the Great Spud's handiwork when I see it.
It's a shame you can't, brother.”

Maybe he was
right. I don't know. I wasn't expecting this kind of offer coming
from this kind of gal on that kind of day. Stuff like that doesn't
happen without some kind of catch and, knowing the kind of guy she
was likely to attract, that catch would involve getting torn apart
by a couple of angry Rubescens and scattered to feed the
Hammers.

Then, poof, no
more Tedrick Gritswell.

“Ah, why am I
even bothering... Crap! I've got to get to work!”

No rest for the
wicked, eh? I wasn't going to waste time nattering to a sticky-beak
cuttlefish.

“I'm going to
work, Dewey,” I said, “and keep your siphon away from my pad when
I've got visitors next time or I'll bust your mantel.”

“Sure, Ted,
sure.”

“I mean
it.”

“Whatever you
say.”

“You always
gotta have the last word, don't you?”

He grinned,
“You know me!”

I pushed the
rock back in front of my place, not that there was anything really
worth stealing, but a lifetime of habit is hard to break in a few
tides. Besides, when you've been in the business it has a tendency
to follow you around. I'm likely as not to come back and find
someone I helped put away slipped a puffer in my hole to welcome me
home.

As a
precaution, I always squeeze a piece of seaweed under the rock so
that, if it gets moved, I can tell straight away.

Dewey met me on
the outside, “I'm heading that way, Ted.”

“Then that's
the way I'm not swimming.”

“Aw, don't be
like that, brother. I'm just giving you some friendly advice, is
all,” he said in that annoying way cuttlefish say stuff.

You know how
they posture and gesticulate and gyrate and gesture on every damn
word. It's like they don't have enough coming out of their beaks so
they got to make it come out of their arms and mantels. Now you
know why you don't see overweight cuttles.

I said, “I
don't need your advice. I need to get to work before Staffmarker
cuts me another siphon.”

“I hear you, I
hear you,” he winked and said, “I'll give you my advice anyways,
because that's the kind of guy I am.”

“Don't I know
it.”

“See, you're
already looking over your shoulder, peering around every corner
just in case you meet up with with an enemy, am I right?”

“Drop it,
Dewey.”

“You're putting
seaweed under your rock, am I right? You're keeping your stash low
on clams and high on pods, am I right?”

“You're
annoying is what you are.”

“I'm right, I
know it, you don't have to say it, you just have to listen. Now,
brother, you can't sleep at night, see? You've got more enemies
than friends, see, and that's got you beat. It does. You know it.
You think you can play it straight? You're dreaming!”

I turned
sharply, ducking down through a break in the rocks.

“You can try
and swim away, brother,” he said, chasing after me, “but it's gonna
catch up to you, yes it will. It won't change if you ignore
it.”

“I'm fine! I
don't want to change anything!”

“Yes you do! Of
course you do! You need an out, and you need it now.”

“You
need to mind your own business,” I said.

“You are my
business.”

At this I
turned sharply and pinned him against a rock, “Just what are you
playing at?”

“Listen, Ted,
that broad...”

“She is
not a broad!”

“That gal,
then, call her what you will, she, my brother, is your ticket to
freedom, see, and if you miss the ride, you're as good as
dead.”

I asked,
“What's that got to do with you?”

“Me?”

“You said I was
your business. And you sure as shells are interested for some
reason.”

“Just looking
out for you.”

“Cut the buff!
What's your angle?”

He smiled
slyly, “You're gonna take me along for the ride.”

“Heck I
will!”

“Heck you
won't. You need me. And I'll help you, and you'll help me, see?
That's how it works. That's the way the world works. You Pusses
think you can work alone and that's what brings you down.”

I thrust him
away, “I don't need anyone. Not you, not some surface-skimming
dame, not anyone.”

I left him
there and jetted off to the plains. I had to get to work, anyway.
Wouldn't do to keep the foreman waiting. Old Staffmarker made a
thing about being tardy and I wasn't about to give him an excuse to
make an example out of me, especially after the bollocking I copped
the last shift.

I clocked on in
time. We were a bit thin on the sand, not that I noticed mind, and
the Golden Pearl was warm on the plains. If I wasn't working, I
would have liked to just lie and bask for a bit, you know, warm my
mitts some.

Sifting through
sand works your arms, not your brain, so while you're shovelling
this here and carrying that there, your brain gets a chance to do
some sorting for itself.

Being me, an
ex-dick, it was only natural that I should pick apart the events of
the morning. I went over it and over it, her words, her looks –
mainly her looks, OK – and the offer. Every time I got to that
part, alarm bells went off in my head.

You know the
old saying, that if something sounds too good to be true, it
probably is? That's the worst damn platitude in the world. It's
that bit about probably, because that leaves it open to
being false in some circumstances.

It's the
probably that had me spinning around and around, making up
situations and hypotheticals and what-ifs. What if she was genuine?
What if it wasn't a set-up? What if I cracked the case and found my
reputation once more? What if that stupid cuttlefish was right and
I'd just gone and blown the rarest of Borobo's gifts?

You don't get
two pearls from one oyster. Who was I to turn down a second
chance?

That's what I
was doing the whole time I was working, running through a bunch of
fanciful dreams, and, blow me if I didn't get all philosophical all
of a sudden.

I had hit a
pocket, merely a channel dug out by a lug, and a stream of bubbles
burst out of it. In my previous life I had met an old crone who
read my future in the dance, as she called it. Those diviners say
they can read the bubbles by the way they disperse and fly about,
whether they dip back down again or coalesce to form larger
bubbles.

All motion is a
dance, they say. It starts with the long, slow rocking of the tide,
the faster rhythm of the waves, the wiggling of fish, the twirling
of seaweed and so on until you get to the tiny spheres that appear
and disappear just as quickly.

Anyway,
something about the bubble lode inspired the memory of that old
crayfish with her crooked mitts and the squid hook through her
bulb. She had explained that the bubbles themselves are messengers.
They are omens, signs, or they made up the omens, I can't remember
which.

She told me of
an evil that would be visited upon me, that I'd face a great trial
from which I might not return. The normal, scare-the-ink-out-of-you
stuff, you know. I had baled her up on that. Everything the bubbles
told was bad, right?

She had
answered cryptically. The bubbles themselves were not evil, for
they were only a void, and a void can hold nothing. No, she said
that the omen comes from their origin. The small, tiny ones that
got smashed into the water from the waves up above and caught in
the folds of kelp and lettuce, they held the essence of the Golden
Pearl and they told of good fortunes.

Those that
originated during the darkness revealed secrets, hidden in the
hearts of spuds, told by the Silver Pearl. Good or bad, or
somewhere in between, she had said, these were the omens of
opportunity, where a spud with the right motive and knowledge could
turn his fortune either way.

The ones that
burst out from down below, from heck knows where in the rocks and
wormholes and canyons, they rose from the Abyss. And anything that
came from the Abyss could not be good. Those bubbles, she said,
they were the ones to watch out for.

I guess that's
why I was so caught up thinking about the maelstrom of tiny dots
that raced up toward the waves, some kind of subconscious need to
figure out just what in heck was going on. It's all over in the
blink of an eye, of course, and it's all just a bunch of poppycock
anyway, but when your mind is already bent toward dreaming, you'll
happily pick up on any kind of notion.

The bubbles
disappeared up to the waves. Typical, really. Bubbles don't stick
around so you can ask them questions. They rise up and disappear.
You don't get to see them again. Stones roll down into the Abyss,
bubbles float up to the Pearls. That's the way of the world.

The darkness
below, the brightness above, and here's us, stuck somewhere in the
middle, clambering and clawing over each other in a bid to reach
some unattainable height. The Abyss wins in the end, though. Always
does. It's inevitable.

“Hey! Tedrick!
Shift's over! What're still doin' 'ere,” growled Staffmarker,
snapping me out of my daze.

“Hi, boss.”

“There's no op
for overtime these tides. That's come from on high so don't bother
arguin'.”

I looked up
then and noticed that the rest of the crew had already moved off
toward the second station exit. The plains extend, flat and wide,
in all directions. I had worked my way somewhere in the middle and,
with a squint, I could see the barrier sweeping around in a great
line, terminating in the Ulsen White Wall.

On the other
side was the Medici Tower, shimmering white and orange in the light
of the Gold Pearl. It is as tall as the plains are wide, studded
with black windows and dazzling balconies, decorated up its length
with all manner of brightly coloured corals.


“Gritswell!”

“Huh? Come
again?”

“Half shift!
Clock off! Silvers ain't swimmin' and the plains are
stretched.”

“I wasn't
aiming for overtime.”

“So you say,”
he said, catching me up. “No skin off my bulb but shift's over. You
workin' then yer workin' for free, dig?”

“Yes, boss.
Must've missed the memo,” I said, “Sorry, boss.”

“Sorry nothin'.
Next crew is comin' in an' I don't want no truck with no
day-dreamin', star-gazin' lubber cloggin' up the shift.”

“Yes,
boss.”

“Now git goin'.
The other crew'll be here any second now and if yer mug is still
here it'll kick up a fight.”

I put the
measly clams he dealt into my membrane and caught up with the rest
of the guys moving out the gate, past the heavies and swam back to
the shoal.


 The Trouble with Cuttlefish

 


The way back
was always busy at the end of the shift. It was even busier since
it was still quite light. The half-shift on the plains had put
everyone's routine out, it seemed. There were spuds laying about
here and there, wondering just what to do with the rest of the
tide.

When you don't
have time, managing it is easy. You always hear the griping that
they get worked too hard and now that they were actually getting
time off, they were stumped.

Naturally,
after that brief period of indecision, they gravitated to the bars.
I followed for lack of something better to do and to give my mind a
break. My brain had worked itself into a knot and I need to un-knot
it before it tried it again.

“Jellies are
coming in,” said Jack, a solid guy if you ever get a chance to meet
him. “Harvey says so.”

“Harvey
wouldn't know his bulb from his tube,” said Warren, less solid.

I never
bothered with him. He's the kind of guy who's right all the time
and when he's wrong, it turns out he's right.

“And so what if
there are jellies?”

“That could be
what's hurting the silvers,” said Ross, a quiet guy who only spoke
when had something to say. “If they're swarming.”

Warren had an
answer, “Naw! Harvey's just causing worry where there ain't
none.”

“What if they
reach the plains?”

“They hardly
ever hit the plains and, even when they do, they get smashed to
bits on the barriers before. You only get chunks of 'em.”

“The stingers
still sting, you know,” Jack said.

Warren sneered,
“Then avoid the stings!”

“We can, but
what about the silvers?”

“What about
them?”

“Ah, phooey,”
Jack dismissed him with a wave of his arm. “Don't know why I'm
talking to you, Warren. You having a brew, Ted?”

“Yeah, I'll
-”

I thought about
the limited clams weighing in my membrane. I had to make them last.
And while I could easily have polished off a pod, if I stuck around
I'd more likely than not end up going home with an empty pouch.

“Actually, no,
I'll split. I got stuff to do.”

“Yeah? Like
what?”

“Like, I dunno,
stuff.”

“I heard a
rumour there was a girl heading over to your place,” said
Warren.

“I don't know
what you're talking about.”

“Yeah. I heard
it from Max and he said he heard it from that Sepiant you're always
hanging around with.”

“Hey, he hangs
around with me,” I said, “and if he's been yapping then he'll be
hanging around the Hammers.”

“So it's true?
You got a lady-friend?”

That did it.
There were two options here. Put up or shut up.

“I gotta go.
See ya, fellas.”

Warren grinned
and got stuck into his pod.

Jack nodded,
“Suit yourself. See you tomorrow?”

“Yeah, see you
guys tomorrow. Hopefully we get a full shift, eh?”

There were
grunts and nods and I exited gracefully.

I decided to go
for a swim about, nowhere in particular, just to keep my thoughts
going. Clouding my brain with darkwater wasn't going to help make a
decision. Of course, if I decided that what I wanted was to forget
about the whole affair, about that beautiful creature and her
offer, I'd head back to the bar and drop all my clams.

Sure, that was
one option. Before I went to that, I wanted to explore the
others.

Since it was
still bright, I went round the back way, past the byssus weavers
spinning those fine, beardy threads into sparkling bands for
jewellery. I sat and watched, admiring their skill. Theirs is a
skill passed on from generation to generation. You're born a byssus
weaver and your children are as well, and their children and so
on.

That's just how
it is down here. Everyone and everything has a place.

If you're
smart, you'll know your place and enjoy it, content with the
knowledge that there's nothing more or less you can do than what
you're doing and if you do it well, trouble won't find you.

That's a trait
I admire, you know, the ability to be content. And that's just what
I had been working on myself before that silly maid came along and
blew my mind open again.

“Oh, did you
hear,” said a weaver, gossiping in a loud whisper. “They've found
another body.”

Her neighbour,
in an equally audible whisper, replied, “No, I didn't! Do
tell!”

“Well, I didn't
see it meself, see, but I did hear it from Fontana. And she said
that it was a Sepiant, you know.”

“Oh, really?
What a shame.”

“What a shame,
I know.”

She fed in
another thread. Her friend waited patiently. The thing about gossip
is that you can't spend it all at once. If you're doing a shift,
then it has to last the entire shift, otherwise you're left
rehashing the old stuff.

“You know, they
say he was up to no good when he died.”

“Oh, really?
That's no good.”

“I know.
Doesn't make it right that he was killed though.”

“Oh, no. That's
no good.”

“I know. Makes
you wonder, though, what the Reef is coming to.”

“Oh, yes, what
is the Reef coming to?”

Another thread
and another pregnant pause.

“Fontana said
that the police said that he was found in open water, just beyond
the barrier.”

“Open water!
You don't say.”

“Open water,
yes. And she said that they said he was Tommy Two-Tone's
fella.”

I'd be
surprised if you've never heard of Tommy Two-Tone, but if you're
one of the fortunate ones, let me fill you in.

He's a Sepiant,
came from a poor family somewhere out in the middle of
who-knows-where. Some say as a youngster he survived some kind of
environmental trauma. Others say his egg was poisoned by a puffer.
Others still say he was born between the light of the Gold and
Silver Pearls. Either way, he was born wrong, wrong physically and
wrong in the sense that he lacked that basic compassion one living
creature has for another.

It must have
been a tough life for him. Not that I'm making excuses or anything,
but you see, unlike other Sepiants – or Pusses for that matter – he
can't change his skin to match his surroundings. The only two
shades he had in his arsenal were black and white. He wouldn't have
been able to play hide-and-seek with the other kids. He'd be the
first to get picked on when the tougher guys came around. I'm not a
psychologist but I know that that kind of thing has an effect on
squirts, and little squirts grow into big spuds, carrying with them
all the things they picked up.

Some kids grow
into delinquency, some are thrust into it. By the time Tommy –
that's his Puss name, mind – by the time his peak developed, he was
a delinquent through and through. While those around him realised
that crime came with legal ramifications, Tommy figured out ways to
get around all of that and make it pay dividends. Smart spud.

He made crime
pay.

I don't mind
saying it. He's the kind of guy that leans on his reputation and
I'd be looking over my shoulder if I was careless enough to mention
that he was a decent fella.

Because he
couldn't camouflage himself, not really – black or white can only
get you so far – he quickly learnt how to stand up, then stand
over. Anyone crossing his path was fair game, and there were tales
of how he took on two Collosi in a back alley and won. Maybe it was
talk, maybe it was truth. Doesn't matter, really.

As with most
things, the truth is irrelevant, the impression is what
matters.

Still, one
Sepiant against a community can't get far. Sooner or later, sooner
in Tommy's case, society pushes back. The locals got wise to his
antics. It was either face a lynch mob or disappear for real.

News proceeded
him all the way across the open water.

I remember,
when I was still a young spud, when he came to Borobo Reef. There
was a stir among the folk. Rumours were running hot that some
import was taking over the town. The rumours weren't far from the
truth.

Borobo Reef
was, back then, under the watchful eye of the Midera family. They
had shady dealings themselves, only natural when you have a corrupt
family in charge, but they knew business and they knew how to keep
a reef ticking along. What they didn't know was how ruthless Tommy
could be. They may have stood a chance if they'd watched the
bubbles blistering from below, but history says that they were
blind-sided.

Facts are facts
and the facts are that while they were busy pressing down on the
small fry and doing the tide-to-tide, Tommy was busy mustering up a
damn army of big-fellas, octopuses and cuttlefish alike, and arming
them with stinger-barbs, clubs and urchin-spears. Real nasty
stuff.

The Midera had
a fortress, supposedly impregnable since it sat inside the Aparro
Depression. Any advancing force had to cross the plateau in plain
sight. What they didn't reckon on was Tommy's brilliance as a
tactician.

He stormed in
at the evening high. I wasn't around because I was working on the
late shift, but I have it on good authority that he sent spies to
infiltrate the fortress and force the main entrance from the
inside.

Then he split
up his crew and harassed the guards from the windows, keeping them
occupied while his main force swarmed in from beneath. They were
absolutely gutted.

It was all so
fast that he had his entourage pin down the guards and came on the
Midera family as they were sleeping.

He tore apart
old Hadro Midera in front of everyone, arm by arm, and stuck his
head at the front of the rock for everyone to see. By the time
Hadro's brothers heard about the news, it was all over but for the
screaming. They were rounded up, put in a row and demonstratively
killed, one by one, in front of a gobsmacked public. Hadro's
daughters were sold off to some foreign reef and his youngsters
became fodder for the Hammers.

Utter
obliteration. The Midera line was wiped out in one bloody tide.

Tommy took up
where the Midera left off, letting the Reef know, in no uncertain
terms, that there was a new guy in town and that he meant business.
Anyone who disagreed either changed his mind or had his mind
changed for him.

That was so
long ago, it's practically history. The thing is, Tommy did it all
in such a way that the whole economy of the Reef barely felt a
ripple.

After that,
Tommy Two-Tone did what most guys in his position wouldn't dream of
doing. He went legit. He bought up stakes in land, operated an
inter-reef courier service and had vast gardens growing anemones
and sea-grass.

That doesn't
mean he was legit. Didn't I say that it's the impression
that matters? It's widely known, but not provable, that he had
dealings with illegal darkwater, keelsticks, weapons, prostitution
and gambling. Everyone knows it, but who can stand up to a guy that
has a bunch of weapon-wielding cuttles along with an army of
lawyers on his side?

Anyway, that's
the abridged story of the rise of Tommy and the fall of the Midera
clan.

After the sand
settled, life went on pretty much as usual, only there was a
different boss and a different set of goons stomping about the
place. That's the Reef. If you keep your head down and stay close
to the rocks, you're likely to make it to the next day.

Now you can see
why I didn't want to have dealings with following any weed what
might have Tommy hanging on the end. I've only ever dealt with him
once before, and that ended with me being this close to
getting my arms detached and re-inserted into my tube.

Details,
nothing major, just learnt my lesson. That's all so don't ask.

Don't get me
wrong, now, Borobo Reef ain't a world of crime, only crime is one
part of the many intertwining facets of the Reef.

From the
surface it looks all colourful and bright, with as many fish as you
like, of different shapes and sizes, and flourishing grasses and
kelp as far as the eye can see. It has coral of every colour, some
smooth, some rough. It's, well, it's built up in layers. You dig
through one layer and you'll find another and under that there's
another one.

What you've got
to learn, if you want to live here, is that you've got a place and
that's where you'll stay. If you're a shark, you're a shark. If
you're a worm, you're a worm.

If you are an
ex-investigator, stung one too many times from under-paying
clients, and beaten one too many times from tripping up, then your
place is sifting sand for an under-paying boss and trying not to
trip up in case you cop a beating – if you catch my drift.

This is me.
This is where I live. The Reef is a lot of things to a lot of
fellas, but to me, it's home.

I've lived here
long enough to know how things work and if something's working,
making good clams, guys like Tommy or powerful families like the
Medici or the Harrows have an arm's length of suckers in it.

And if they
don't, it ain't going to be working for long.

After that
reminder of Tommy, I kept away from the outer alleys. While
muggings most often happen at night, the crims don't work to any
kind of schedule.

The thing about
sticking to the main routes is that you're more exposed, more
likely to get seen, more likely to have some nosy cuttlefish come
and hound you and start yapping at you.

“Oh. Hey,
Dewey,” I groaned as he wiggled his fringe to propel himself into
my path. “How's tricks?”

“Good! Good!
The Gold Pearl is shining, the water is warm, the fish are
swimming...”

“Yeah, yeah.
Life's a treat. Shouldn't you be working or sleeping or annoying
someone else?”

“Sure, but
who's got time for that? I've clocked off. So have you it
seems.”

“What do you
even do?”

He avoided my
question, “Wanna grab a drink?”

“No thanks. I
think I'd rather just go home and rest.”

“Aw, come on,
brother! You can rest when you're dead. Let's get a brewski, eh?
Come on. My shout. Eh? Eh?”

“Your shout?” I
clarified. “You on a solid wage?”

“My clams are
as good as the next spud's. What's all this? You don't care for a
freebie?”

Well, I
couldn't really pass that up. I decided that I could put up with
him in exchange for a pod or two.

The
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