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 Dedication

For a spud of
curiosity, education and humour, Callum.



Munster’s Business

 


What do you
know? I mean, what do you really, truly know for sure? Start with
the easy stuff. Water is wet. Sand is rough. Fish are stupid.
Facts, right? Facts are easy to know because, hey, that’s the
simple stuff, the stuff you learn when you’re a spudling, the stuff
you can rely on when everything around you turns to buff. But dig a
bit deeper. Think about the stuff that ain’t so directly
observable, like. Where did you grow up? Seems easy, right? Just
another fact. What about your name?

That ain’t
gonna change any time soon. It’s just as reliable.

But ask
yourself, what if some spud comes along one day and tells you your
name ain’t Tedrick. He says that it’s Harris, or Oliver, or Jane.
How would that sit with you? It’s just a name, right? No biggy.

What if I went
one further and said, you know those folk who you think are your
parents? They ain’t. What then? How does that change your world –
and be honest now! What if everything you thought was true was
actually a lie? What if everyone you thought you knew turned out to
be completely different?

You see, your life is made up of lots of little facts, like
grains of sand, like sediment underneath you. If one or two of
those grains gets picked up by bubbles and floats away, no big
deal, right, because there’s plenty more where
they
came from.

Now what if all
of those facts, all of those grains of sand, gets scooped up into
one giant bubble and it all floats away, what are you left with?
Nothing. Your world ain’t so secure as you think, believe me.
What’s separating us from the Abyss? The Reef. Take away the Reef
and you’re left with nothing but a dark, gaping blackness
underneath open water. And then you’ve got a choice – swim down
into the waiting insanity, or stick around to be picked off by a
Hammer.

Dark? Yeah, I
know, and I’m sorry, but this story is dark so I might as well tell
you up front. It ain’t like your not gonna find out anyhow, and
that’s the truth. Ha! Truth. That ain’t the same as fact.

Listen, there are truths you find as you swim through this
mucky turbulence called Life, hidden among the broken corals
and detritus and buff-piles. Truths like, say, you can’t wholly
appreciate your friends until you lose them or there’s no way to
make a Cuda see reason. Some of these truths you get to find and
keep, like precious pearls. Some you have to learn again and again
because you were too stupid the first seven times. The worst ones
are those you can learn only as you’re taking a trip down a
Hammer’s gullet.

Here’s to you,
Dad.

See, it doesn’t matter if you’re a muscle-bound gym junkie or
a narcissistic snit, facts and truth are the bedrock on which
we place our foundation of sanity.
You wobble the foundation, you wobble the sanity on top. That’s
just how it is. Take Bill, for example. When he was younger, he
thought the world was a smooth flowing current, that spuds were
either good or bad, that criminals were the ones who belonged
behind bars and the police were the ones who put them there. Easy
as pie.

Then he had a
reckoning, the poor sod. Came without warning. He wasn’t prepared.
He abruptly came to understand that grey wasn’t just a shade
between black and white, that he could just as easily be a criminal
as the next spud.

How’s that for a wake-up call? In a way, I’m glad he learnt
what he learnt the way he learnt it. No, for the last time, I’m not
condoning the killing of other spuds! I’m saying that Bill,
that big,
bulging bag of barnacles, he could have
waltzed through life being a good guy by accident, rather than by
choice. That’s the thing, see? We’re free spuds. We do our thing
because that’s what we choose to do, because we want to. Sure, accidents happen.
Heck, they happen a lot, but not every disaster can be put down to
an accident.

What am I blabbing on about? Good question, only it’s
not what. More
like who. And
before you ask, Ava Riggins, that’s who. She got kidnapped by Syd
Carbone. I tried my best to stop him, honest, but they crushed me
under a rock and it’s only by the grace of the Great Spud and a
whole lot of digging that I’m still here to tell you the tale.
That’s not this bit, though, that’s another story. Buy me a pod and
I’ll fill you in on how the rest of it goes.

See, it’s like
this.

Bill and me had
Griffin Turnabout – that’s right, the son of that crazy Munster –
caught proper and shoved deep down in a dungeon to keep him stowed
away from prying eyes. And, believe you me, if there is anything
Borobo has in abundance, it’s eyes of the prying variety. Don’t
worry, he was safe. I didn’t want to harm him. In fact, I needed
him as, well, as insurance. See, his old man is as slippery as an
eel and we needed Griffin as collateral to make sure he didn’t
double-cross us. We had him holed up securely, just fine. I know,
because the dungeon we were using once held Belvedere Medici for
tides. All he needed was a feed every now and then, and to open up
a little trap to flush all the buff out.

I guess that’s
where the story starts. I was visiting that chump, throwing him
some chum, and trying to make polite conversation. Only, it’s hard
to make polite conversation with a narcissistic snit.

“I’m
sorry about all of this, Griffin,” I said. “Honest. I mean that.
This isn’t my usual shtick, you know. I’m more of a guy who likes
to find the crims, point the cops in their direction and collect
the reward.”

Griffin, that
little punk, was looking between me and Bill, trying to suss us
out. “Lemme guess. You’re playing the good guy, he’s the bad
guy.”

I correct,
“Nope. I’m playing Tedrick. He’s playing Bill, my assist-kick. We
don’t go in for all of that.”

“What
are you going to do to me?”

“Believe
me, if we wanted to do anything, we would’ve done it already.
Listen, Griffin, I’ll tell you something for nothing. Get yourself
comfortable. You’re going to be in here for a couple of tides
still.”

“I know
my rights! This is unlawful detainment! It’s imprisonment. You’ve
got no right –”

“No
right, legally, to hold you, I know. But your old man, he doesn’t
exactly do ‘legal’, does he? No, wait, hear me out. He’s an Old
Salt. He doesn’t play by the same rules as common folk.”

Griffin
blanched a little. “The, er, Old Salts don’t exist! They’re just a
myth, dude.”

“Myth…
right. A myth that got me on a one-way ticket to a Hammer’s mouth.
Cut the buff. I know you know, so you might as well know that I
know that you know. You know?” Bill started to go cross eyed. I
patted his mitt. “Don’t try and work that one out, buddy. Now
Griffin, like I was saying, there ain’t no way out of that cell. I
should know.”

Griffin
snorted. “Whatever, dude. First thing, I’m busting out.”

“I’m
afraid not. That cell has held worse than you. I’m only offering
this advice because I don’t want you to try and hurt yourself in
there.”

“Just
what sort of cop are you?”

“I’m not
a cop. I’m a detective. What’s more, I’m smart, I’ve had someone
taken from me and I’m more than a little crabby. And I’m long
overdue for a vacation, but that’s irrelevant.”

Bill chimed in, “Yeah. Irreleravent.”

“Not
helping, Bill.”

“What’s
illeverant, anyway?”

“Irrelevant. It means, doesn’t mean much to what it is that we’re
banging on about,” I grumbled.

“Sounds
like a lot of words for a single word.”


“Actually it’s a single word that means a lot of words.
That’s why we have big words. Big words mean we don’t need to use a
lot of small words.”

Bill hardly
looked convinced. “So you use words to use less words? Er, I don’t
get it.”

“Don’t
bust your bulb on that, Bill. It’s not important.” I turned back to
Griffin. “So, it’s like this. You’re staying here for as long as it
takes, bub.”

He rolled his
eyes. “As long as what takes?”


“Negotiations.”

“What
negotiations? Waddya need? Clams?”

“I ain’t
after clams!”

“Then
what?”

“Never
mind that! Just know that I couldn’t give two clicks about your
welfare. So long as you’re useful, you’re alive,” I
said.

Bill looked at
me worriedly. He said, “Er, Boss?”

“Yeah?
What is it?”

“Are you
going to… you know… if he…”

I took Bill to
one side. He needed to know I wasn’t a monster. I told him so.

“I’m not
a monster,” I said. “This little snit is our bargaining flint for
now. While he’s here, he’s safe. I need him alive and
unharmed.”

“So,
you’re not going to hurt him, Boss?”

“Bill!
It’s me! Tedrick! What kind of cruel animal do you take me
for?”

He shrugged.
“Sorry, Boss. It’s just, lately, things have been really, er, I
don’t know… weird?”

Yeah. True. The
situation had certainly been getting weird. Poor Bill, I can only
imagine his confusion. I straightened him out.

“Listen
good, Bill. While he’s in here, he’s safe and while he’s safe Ava
has a chance. But he has to stay here, see? He can’t be allowed to
get out. While he’s here, I need him to be scared of you. He needs
to not make a noise, not make a fuss, not try to escape. All you
need to do is act tough and keep him locked up.”

“Er.
Alright.”

“I mean
it. He’s a slippery one. He might try to convince you to let him
out, that he’s feeling woozy, that he’s feeling
claustrophobic…”

“Clots-of-oh-brick?”

“That
means he can’t stand being confined. It’s all for show. He’ll say
anything to get out of there, but don’t you listen to him,
OK?”

“But how
will I know? What if he’s really suffering? What if he’s really
clotsa, er, clots-brick… what if he’s telling the truth?” Bill
asked.

I thought about
it. Bill’s brains are about as sharp as an anemone at low tide, so
if Griffin worked his words on him, there was every chance Bill
would be convinced to let him out. I had to make it clear.

“It’s
like this. Remember that story of Capt’n Bartram?”

“Ooh!
Which one?”

“The one
with Blue-tips Barossa, the craftiest Yammal around.”

“Yeah! I
love that one!”


“Alright, well, in that story, Barossa is captured by Captain
Bartram, but while he’s in jail, he convinces the turnkey that he
has indigestion. He says –”

Bill
interrupted, “He says, ‘I’ve gots the indigestions! I needs to see
the doctor this instants, if not sooners, or my guts will come
a-spillin’ outta my tube like a cucumber, y’hear!’”

“That’s
right! And he gets let out, right? And he knocks the turnkey out
and escapes, right?”

Bill bristled.
“He won’t knock me out!”

No, that was
true. Sheer physics guaranteed that. But that wasn’t the point. I
told him that, too.

“That’s
not the point. Bill, just remember, whatever he says, however much
he begs, even if he cries, you can’t let him out. Got
it?”

Bill’s brains
took a moment to digest it all. He said, finally, “Got it,
Boss.”

“Great.
Now, you sit on that rock there and look mean. That’s right. I need
to have a chat with Griffin.”

I sidled back
over to the grating. Griffin was glaring at me, his eyes filled
with hatred. He didn’t scare me none. If anything, I was repulsed.
The little turd was a bully, a thief, a sociopathic snit and he was
the main reason I was in this mess and Ava was missing.

I said, “Listen
good.”

“What
else can I do?” he sneered.

“This
whole business with the Emerald Algae, it’s hurting a lot of
spuds.”

“Hey! It
was my idea, and if you hadn’t interfered, no one would have gotten
hurt!”

“That’s
not true. What about Slockerspit?”

He shrugged,
“What about him?”

“He’s
dead. That’s a pretty big deal for him, I’d say.”

“I
didn’t do it.”

I nodded,
“That’s what they all say. But you know what? I believe you.”

“You
do?”

“What
would you gain? The transfer was only stalled, not cancelled. You
had no motivation to kill him.”

“That’s
right! Yeah, that’s right!” he said. “I’m innocent! So what am I
doing in here? Lemme out!”

“That’s
what I’m getting at. The Emerald Algae. It’s gone.”

“Gone?
How gone?”

“Very
gone. Like, bottom of the Abyss, gone.”

Griffin’s bulb
flattened. “Well how do you like that! You steal my pod then throw
it over the Abyss. I’ll sue you for everything you’ve got!”

“You
can’t. You weren’t the rightful owner, no matter how you spin it.
Ava never accepted the clams for that transaction, only for the
algaecide. That’s all gone with the last tide. The long and the
short of it is that the algae is gone.”

Griffin
snorted. “Whatever. That doesn’t answer my question. Why am I still
locked up?”

“Ava is
the only one who knows where to get the Emerald Algae.”

“So? Go
talk to her and leave me out of this!”

“I
can’t. She has been kidnapped by one Syd Carbone. That name mean
anything to you?”

“Why
should it?”

“Just
answer the question. Syd Carbone. Ring a bell?”

I wanted to ring his bell, let me tell you. He sat there,
slack beaked, pouting.

“His
identity is your ticket out of here. Think
carefully. You ever heard of him?”

“I know
a Sally Carbonara,” he shrugged.

“Not helpful. Whatever. You wanna know why his name
might mean something to you? This guy,
he’s got the same idea as you, it turns out. Plus,
he’s the one who gazumped you for Slockerspit’s Plain.”

Griffin’s bulb
flattened further. I could tell what he was thinking. It wasn’t
concern for Ava. It wasn’t fear for the algae being in the wrong
hands. It was that some other spud stole his idea and got one over
him. It was that some other spud was about to get rich, very rich,
off of his idea.

“Who is
he, anyway?” Griffin growled.

“No
idea. To be honest. I was kind of hoping you’d have a
clue.”

“I
don’t, alright. I don’t know anything about him, but as soon as I
find out, I’ll be doing a bit of interrogating myself.”

Not with those
noodle arms, I thought. For a flat-bulbed, spindly spud, he had a
big beak on him.

“I
wouldn’t bother. He’s not your average Puss, it would seem. He and
his crew pulled a number on me, crushed me under a
rock.”

“Sucks
to be you, then.”

I fumed,
“Listen, punk! I’m laying it out for you. You’re here for as long
as Ava is missing. She gets back, you go free, that’s all there is
to it.”

“When I
get out of here, I’m suing you for false imprisonment and
battery.”

“Go your
hardest.”

“Then
I’ll bring my crew around.”

“Those washed up keelers? I doubt they could fight a
pipefish.”

“I
mean my Pappy’s crew! You’ve met them before!”

Yeah. I had met
with them before. I flipped him off. He rolled about underneath the
grill and shuffled back into the darkness. With nothing more to
say, I turned to Bill. He was busy picking bits of food from his
beak.


“Remember what I said, Bill. No matter how much he screams,
no matter how much he begs, don’t let him out.”

“What if
he needs to poop?”

“He can
do it in there. It doesn’t matter. If he calls you names, ignore
him. If he pleads, tell him to be quiet.”

Bill looked
worried, “That’s a lot of things to remember, Boss.”

I said,
“Alright. I’ll make it easy. Whatever he says or does, right, you
say, ‘The Boss says you stay inside’. Give it a try.”

He finished chewing on a mussel scrap and said,
“Alright. Ahem. The Boss says you stay inside.”


“Perfect! Just remember that and you’ll do swell. Now, I need
to zip off to talk to Munster. If I’m not back in, say, three
tides…”


“Yeah?”

I looked at
Bill. He seemed ill. I think his stomach knew what I was getting
at, but his brains didn’t want to listen. I couldn’t do that to
him.

“Er, you
know what? Never mind. Don’t worry. I’ll be back, Bill.”

 


***

 


I swam up to Bluderamme, confident I could work
this one out with Munster. After all, he was all business. I was
going to get him what he wanted, I just needed some of his
resources, was all. When I got there, the door was barricaded. That
was very odd, considering the rest of the rocks in that
neighbourhood.

An unsightly
bunch of sticks over the door simply wouldn’t do. What would the
neighbours say? I knocked, anyway. There was no answer. I had half
expected to see Allison, half-drunk, come sauntering out, but the
place was dead.

Unsure, I
crept around the back and peeked in a crack through the window. It
was too dark to see. The windows had been blocked up, too. It
looked like no one was home. Checking around, I found their gutter.
You know, that
gutter.

Come on, I did
it before at the Medici. If you can stomach it, it’s an easy way
in. Well, if you can stomach it, and if you can fit. It turns out
the gutter was a lot smaller than I anticipated. I squeezed and
pushed and wormed my way in, but my eyeballs got stuck proper and
it took a whole lot of yanking and stretching to get myself back
out again.

“Who are
you?” called a voice.

Buff. I
had been made. Not so much of an achievement, considering I was
half hanging out of their buff-hole. I squirmed out a little and
saw an angry looking Collosi staring down at me.

“What are
you doing in there?” he asked.

Yeah,
good point. What was I doing there?

“Er, I’m
here from the Home Owners Association,” I said. “There have been
complaints about, er, this gutter here. That drainage is in serious
breach of the HOA charter.”

He repeated my
words to himself a few times, trying to sort them out. Eventually,
he said, “Go away. No one is permitted without express
permission.”

“Wow,
that must have taken you a while to learn, Biff.”

“Er… how
did you know my name? Wait, you don’t have, er, express permission,
do you?”

“Might
do, pal, but I’m a bit stuck at the moment. Can you help a brother
out?”

He grabbed me
by my mitts and dragged me out. I wiped myself off, getting buff
and who knows what else off my skin.

“Thanks,
bub! Now, where’s Munster at?” I asked, sidestepping him. I zipped
around the front and found that Biff had come blundering through
the entrance. “He’s in here? Thanks.”

That’s the
thing about goons. Their brains are so far from their suckers that
it takes a good second for them to catch the current, and then
another good second to figure out what to do about it. You just
need to make good on the time it takes for them to put two and two
together.

And that’s what
I did. I was inside and halfway up the stairs before he even laid a
sucker on me


“Munster!” I called, grappling at the walls. My back limbs
were being yanked in the other direction. “Munster, you come and
talk to me!”

“No one
is permitted without express permission,” the goon grunted
dutifully, adjusting his grip and giving me another tug.

“Munster,
we’ve got to talk!”

“No one
– ugh, is permitted –
without…”

I let go of the
wall. We flew back down the stairs and rolled into a heap at the
bottom. I nipped and wrestled with the mass accosting me until I
found a sensitive spot (I won’t say where) and he let go. With
that, I untangled myself from the sea of limbs I was in and looked
about.

“He’s not
here, is he?”

“Who?”
asked the goon, panting.


“Munster.”

He thought for
a second. More like eight. Eventually he said, “What?”

“He’s not
here?”


“No.”

“Do you
mean no, as in, no, he’s not here, or no as in no, he’s not
not here, meaning that he
is here?”

He counted on
his mitts. I waited impatiently.

“Er,
yes?” he said.

“Which
one?”

“The
first one. The one where he’s not here.”

“Why
didn’t you just say so?”

“Er,
because no one is permitted –”

“–
without express permission, I get it. Sheesh! Come on, Biff, you could have saved a
lot of time and energy if you’d just said.”

He looked
confused. “I did say! I said, no one is permitted –”

“Forget
it. Alright? Just forget it,” I said, brushing myself off. “I don’t
suppose you know where he is, do you? Ah, who am I kidding. You
don’t know anything!”

He nodded, “I
do!”

“Pfft! You do not!”

“Do
so.”

“You
don’t even know where Munster is.”

“You’re
wrong!”

Well, that
sounded convenient. “So?”

“So,
what?”

“Where is
Munster at?”

“His
secret hiding place!” he proudly stated.

Great, he was
talking. I needed to keep that going, no matter how painful it
was.

“Of
course, of course!” I said, rubbing my mitts on my face. “His
secret hiding place. Where else would he be? Wait, please don’t
answer that. So, this secret hiding place, the one where
Munster
is now, that’s the, er, hidden one, right?”


“Right.”

“And it’s
the secret one, right?”


“Right.”

“Bah,
what am I talking to you for? You don’t even know where it
is.”

“I do
so!”

“Come on,
now, you don’t.”

“Yes, I
do! Sometimes I have to do guard duty there, too.”

“Really?
Then you must know the way.”

“Don’t
you know?”

He eyed me off.
Something inside his noggin was crunching. I needed to keep his
beak occupied.

“Well, it
depends which one you’re on about.”

He gasped,
“There’s another secret hiding place?”

“Yeah,
but it’s the other one. See, the one I’m thinking of has a sandy
floor, stone walls. Oh, and a dungeon. Real nice. Got a torture
chair and everything.”

He nodded
furiously. “That’s the one I’m thinking of, too! You’re talking
about the one by Galamdrup Sound.”

Galamdrup
Sound. Alright, that was a large area full of recesses. I needed
more.

“Hmm…
that might be it. My memory is a bit hazy. Doesn’t it had a secret
entrance next to a Rudderbush?”

“No, no.
Ha! You don’t know anything! You got it all wrong. It’s under a
big, pink, brain-coral.”

“Ah, yes,
that’s the one! I remember now. The entrance was hard to spot,
though…”

“That’s
because you can only get to it at high tide. But, er, I’m not
allowed to tell you where that is without express permission, so don’t ask.”

I tapped my
noggin. “No worries, Biff. I wouldn’t want you to get in trouble
with your boss. Anyways, I’ll be leaving now,” I said, and wished
him a pleasant day.

Nothing like a
freshly squeezed goon in the early tide.

“Hey,
Biff? You might want to get that gutter out the back looked at,” I
said, waving.

Heading out to
Galamdrup Sound, I couldn’t help but think about Griffin and what
sort of life he must have led. It’s not every family what’s got
goons guarding your door. I can’t imagine what it would have done
to his social life. Still, his decisions were his own, and
upbringing can only be blamed for so much. I pushed that to the
back of my mind and swam on.

Galamdrup
Sound is wide and shallow. Lots of waves to ride, if you’re into
that sort of thing, but you’re just as likely to dash yourself on
the rocks. Come on, we all did it as spudlets. But, yeah, Galamdup
ain’t much to look at. More the kind of place you
go
through in order to get to somewhere nicer. Parts are
overgrown, other parts are barren, other parts are filled with
buff. Folk making their home there are generally the type that like
to be left alone. Heck, I was considering living in Galamdrup, only
my rock at Unterpo was a bargain, being so close to the
Abyss.

Rather than
poke about, looking suspicious, I decided to ask for directions.
The first couple of holes I found were less than helpful. One spud
told me to insert myself into my own tube. The second merely
slammed a rock in my face. So much for social graces. The third
rock was a little more accommodating. A pair of scared eyes stared
out at me from the darkness.

“What you
want?” they asked.

“I’m
looking for a particular brain-coral that can only be seen at
high-tide.”

“You mean
the one that’s on top of the entrance to the secret hiding
place?”

Wow. You can
bet I didn’t expect that.

“Er,
yeah. That’d be it.”

“Are you
here about the guard-duty?” The eyes looked me up and down. “You
don’t look like goon material to me. You’re small, you’re
articulate and you’re missing an arm.”

“Yeah,
I’m working on all of those things. Listen, I may not look much,
but I can swing a stinger barb just as good as the next spud,” I
said, parrying an invisible foe.

The eyes didn’t
look convinced.

I relented,
“Alright. I get it. It’s a long shot. But I really need this gig.
Can you help a brother out?”

The eyes
sighed. “Either you’re a chump or, nah, you’re a chump. Whatever.
Behind you is a bush of green potsal. Go past that, take a left and
keep going until your bulb touches the surface. Then, when the tide
comes in, you’ll be right in front of it. Move the kelp to one
side, there’ll be a red stone. Knock three times and tell them,
‘Papo sent me’,” he said.

“Papo,
got it. Thanks again, you’ve saved me a lot of time.”

The eyes looked
me over once more and replied, “Don’t mention it, chump.” I heard a
chuckle and a rock slammed against the hole.

I know I’m not
the biggest spud in the ocean, and I wasn’t after a gig, but that
kinda hurt. I’m just saying that if I was after a job as a goon, I
reckon it’d only be fair to give me a chance. See, even though I’m
not so big in the meat department, I can hold my own in a scrap.
And there’s something that could be said about bringing a little
intellectual prowess to the gooning industry.

Anyway, I
followed the instructions. The depth of the water became less and
less. Pretty soon, my bulb broke the surface. I froze. Now, I don’t
know if you know, but I’ve been up there before, up above the
waves, and if I never go back up there again, it’ll be too soon.
The dryness, the suffocation, the white wraiths! The Great Spud
sandwiched us between two hells, he did. One in the crushing, black
depths of the Abyss, and the other in the insane world above.

I didn’t want to test the
extent of punishment my brains could take so
you’ll forgive me if I felt apprehensive about travelling any
further.

Instead,
I took a rest and waited until the tide rose. I played Tibby-rocks
to pass the time. A while later and the waves were lapping
comfortably above me, crashing further along the sound. I spied the
base of a brain coral and, moving some kelp to one side, found a
smooth, red rock. I gave it a knock.

“Typical
goon. Can’t even count,” a voice muttered from inside.


“Eh?”

“Two more
times! It’s supposed to be three knocks!”

I obliged. “How
was that?” I asked.

“Better.
At least you can count to three.”

“Oh, and,
er, Papo sent me.”

“Papo
sent you?”

“Yeah.
Papo sent me.”

“He did,
did he? Just a second.”

The rock moved
to one side and a glaring, scarred Colossi emerged from the
hole.

“Papo
sent you?” he snorted.

I puffed myself
up as big as I could manage. “Yeah! What’s it to ya?”

Silly boy,
Tedrick. You don’t try to beat a goon at their own game. He puffed
himself up, blocking out the light of the Golden Pearl.

“Ha! You
ain’t no goon!” he menaced. “Run along, little polyp!”

I tell you, I
wanted to do exactly what he requested without complaint, but I was
there for a reason. I had to be brave. For Ava.

“I’m here
to see Munster Turnabout!”

“You said
Papo sent you!”

“He
did.”

“Beat
it.”

“I’m not
leaving.”


“Scram!”

“What are
you going to do about it?”

He
described exactly what he was going to do about it. It ain’t fit to
repeat in polite company, and I’m sure a lot of it
ain’t
physically possible, so don’t ask.

I said, in the
strongest voice I could gin up which, to be honest, wasn’t much
more than a squeak, “I don’t doubt you, really, but if you could
listen for a second, I need to come inside!”

He
snickered, “Alright, tough guy. You want to come inside?
Come inside.”

He leaned over,
herding me with his impressive bulk into the hole, then pushed
himself in behind. There was, literally, no turning back. I
followed a tunnel along, pushed roughly from behind by that
Colossi, until I popped out into a familiar chamber. My suckers
tingled. I let out an involuntary groan. Yup, this was Turnabout’s
torture chamber, alright.

“You’re
inside. Now for some fun. Get in the chair,” my captor ordered
me.

“No. I’ve
already been in there and I don’t like it one bit. Now stop being
silly and go get Munster.”

“Er, no.
No, you get in the chair, then I’ll get Munster! That’s how it
goes.”

“Get
Munster, then I’ll get in the chair!” I said. “Come on, pal, this
ain’t no way to do business.”

That word
seemed to strike a chord somewhere deep inside his bonce.
“Business?”

“Yeah,
business.”

“Why
didn’t you say so before?”

“I did
say so! I said, I’m here to see Munster Turnabout!”

“You said
Papo sent you!” he growled.

“That’s
because Papo did send me,” I
groaned. Seemed I had to do the thinking for both of us. “Look,
pal, I’ll make it easy for you. My name is Tedrick. I am here to
see Munster. You go get Munster, then bring him here to me,
Tedrick, and we can talk business. Got it?”

He crushed his
eyes against the inner turmoil. “What about Papo?”

“What
about Papo? Papo-shmapo!
Forget about Papo! The only names you need in that squishy
mush bag you happen to call a noggin are Tedrick and
Munster!”

In the end, he
slithered away down the hall, grumbling and muttering all the
while, leaving me alone in the torture chamber. Seven-eighths of me
wanted to do a bolt, swim out as fast as possible and put as much
water between myself and that room, but that pesky part of me that
houses my sense of duty held me firm.

A wave of
ice-water preceded Munster as he came around the corner.
“Tedrick? I am surprised to see you here, especially after the
trouble you’ve caused!” He looked to the chair in the centre of the
room. “Back for more, are you? You are a sucker.”

This was it.
Time to shine, Ted. “Munster, we’ve got to talk.”

“No
talking.”


“No?”

“No. Only
stabbing. Or crushing. Or slicing, a lot of that, I should think,”
he said, moving past the array of weapons on the wall.

“We have
to talk.”

“Do you
have my algae?”

“No, but,
you see, it’s like this –”

“Jethro,
put him in the chair and strap him down.”

Before Jethro
could move, I blurted, “I have Griffin!”

“Yes. I
know. Hence the chair. Jethro, if you don’t mind?”

“But you
can have him back!”

“I know
this, too,” he smiled. Jethro cornered me and shuffled me
onto that
wicked stone, clamping my arms down tightly until my
suckers hurt.

Munster,
seeing me secured, swam over with a fierce looking grinder. “Now,
this isn’t terribly useful against skin,” he said, scraping the
rough tip on my already aching bonce, “but it is effective on
harder substrates. Like one’s beak.”

“Munster!
I came to offer a proposition!”

“I’ve had
enough of your propositions. Open wide, Tedrick.”

“We have
a mutual enemy,” I gasped.

“Yes.
It’s you. You are your own worst enemy, you know that, right?” he
said, instructing Jethro to lift up my membrane so he could get at
my beak.

He jammed
that thing in my beak and twisted it about. My bulb exploded with
vibrating pain. I could feel flakes of my beak chipping off. My
nerves screamed out to the tips of my mitts. Through it all, that
sick son of a squid was laughing. He stopped, suddenly. The
pain didn’t.

“Well, I
wasn’t expecting such a rousing bit of fun today! Thank you,
Tedrick, for bringing pleasure back to my hearts.”

“The
pleasure’s all yours!” I spat, along with some of my broken beak.
“None of this is necessary, you know! I came here to talk with
you!”

“You said. But I
just had to, you see. It’s
not every day one gets to shove a grinder up the beak of a vile
pest,” he said, putting the grinder to one side. “Especially one
who renegs on a deal. You do remember the deal, don’t
you?”

“Yeah. I
remember the deal. I convince Ava to get you the algae, you let her
go. Well, the deal has changed.”

“How so?”
he said, fondling the grinder.

Better get
talking, Teddy.

“On our
way out of here, we got jumped.”

“Amusing.
I don’t see how that affects me.”

“First I
thought it was you, that you
had double-crossed me. Then I find out it’s someone else
altogether. It’s some chump called Syd Carbone
chump.”

Munster’s bulb
flopped.

“Syd
Carbone? How do you know that name?”

“His
blabber-beaked minion told me so! Now, can you loosen up the
restraints and we can talk like civilised spuds?”

He turned away
and faced the wall, pondering. I prompted, “Munster?”

“What?
Oh, yes.” He flicked his mitt at me, ordering, “Jethro, release
him.”

“About
time,” I said, inspecting the damage to my beak.

He turned about
sharply. “Carbone has Ava, then? He will use her to find the algae.
And, what, you want me to help get her back? But you don’t trust
me. Hence you’re holding Griffin to ransom.”

I shrugged as
his astuteness. “That’s about the sum of it, yeah.”

He picked up an
iron-shell and hefted it in his mitts. “I really should just kill
you now and be done with it.”

“You kill
me, you lose the algae and you kill Griffin. He’s pretty secure,
don’t worry about that. Look, I’m not trying to screw you over. All
I want is Ava to be safe. That’s it.”

“Our
original deal remains unaltered.”

“Sure,
sure! If we get her back, I’ll go fetch the algae myself and serve
it up on a platter to you,” I said. “What? Do you think I’m trying
to pull a fast one?”

“I
believe you, Tedrick.”


“Good.”

“And I
believe that you are an imbecile. I am weighing up whether your
utility outweighs your liability,” he said, rubbing his mitts
together.

“OK. How
long is that going to take, because we really should – ”

He flew forward
and pushed that iron-shell against my arm. “Be quiet while I am
thinking, Tedrick, or I’ll cut this one off!”

What else could
I do? I nodded and let him ruminate. I looked at Jethro. He
shrugged and looked back. Munster muttered to himself, skulking
about the chamber. Eventually he paused, smiled, and turned to
me.

“We have
another deal,” he said.

“Great.
That’s a start. Now we don’t got a lot of time. Syd has a head
start. Where do I find Syd?”

“You
don’t. I will find him.”

He held up the
blade. Enough said.

“Who is
he, anyway? I mean, I know he’s an Old Sa – er, I mean, an old son
of a squid who most likely frequented the establishments of the
notable and wealthy and rubbed noggins with the influential. Did
he, er, get kicked out or something?”

“This is
an internal matter! You will leave it alone!”

“The heck
I will! Ava is depending on me.”

He smirked,
“And look how successful you have been so far in protecting
her.”

“Look, I
get it. You got your ways of dealing with things like this but you
have to see it from my perspective. I’m not going to sit idle. If
something needs to be done, I’m gonna do it! How can I fulfil my
end of the bargain? Tell me where to start looking.”

Munster toyed
with a few more pieces of equipment. “Perhaps you can still be
useful. Leave us, Jethro,” he said, flicking his henchman away. He
turned back to me. “Nothing we say leaves this room.”

“Got
it.”

“I cannot
tell you who Carbone is.”

“You sent
Jethro away to tell me that? Come on, Munster.”

“I cannot
tell you simply because I do not know. Syd Carbone is, or was,
officially a member. A member in name only. For as long as I know,
his name has been in the registry, yet he has never attended any
meetings, never facilitated any social functions, never forked up
clams nor took them. Yet his name persists.”

“Then was
he exiled?”

“Perhaps.
Only there is no record of exile. In fact, there has been no record
for – for quite some time, now. Normally such a member might be
considered dead, yet there is enough talk about Carbone that we
cannot be certain what has happened to him. He may have ventured
off-Reef. He may have returned in disguise. Who could say,
considering no one living has met him? Even the older members
cannot say for sure. In short, though it grieves me, I do not know
who, let alone where, Carbone is,” Munster said. “Though I have my
suspicions. He is crafty, he has to be to have evaded us for this
long.”

“He’s
clearly active now.”


“Precisely! This is where you come in.”

“Goody. I
was wondering –”

“Shut up,
Tedrick! Shut up and listen! I am bound by a code, so I cannot do
what must be done without making waves in our, er, establishment.
Too many suckers in the way, if you will. But you,” he said,
putting his arm around me, “you, Tedrick, can do what I cannot. You
want to find Carbone? Yes?”


“Yes.”

“Then you
find out who prioritised the transfer of Slockerspit’s
land.”

“Of
course! Whoever pushed for that to go through had a lot of clout,
right?”

“Clout,
yes. You find who prioritised it and let me know. Oh, and
Tedrick?”


“Yes?”

He patted the
grinder. “Don’t think I won’t be watching your every move.”
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I had it in my
brains that Munster was only getting me out of the way. There was
every chance he knew exactly who Carbone was and where to find him,
and wanted to secure Ava and, ultimately, the algae for himself.
Only that didn’t quite add up. You see, Munster always came across
as a pragmatic spud, the kind of guy who doesn’t waste time if
there’s a way not to waste it, if you catch my drift.

If he truly
knew Carbone’s whereabouts, he would have sent his goons there at
once, tied me down in the chair and tortured me until I gave up
Griffin’s location. To be honest, that flint was probably still in
play, so whatever I found, I had to keep to myself until I had Ava
back safe and sound. To that end, I needed to follow Munster’s
advice and get to the bottom of who prioritised the transfer of
Slockerspit’s and for that, I needed some help on the inside.

“Howdy,
Reginald!”

“Hiya,
Ted! Swell tide, eh?”

“Not
really. I need a –”

“Wow,
you’re talking funny.”

“Yeah, I had a run-in with
Munster and –”

“You
look beat, sorry for saying but you do. I can only advise you to
get some rest. Say, have you seen Bill anywheres?” Reg cut me off.
His colours were all over the place. “I haven’t seen him for a tide
and I’m getting worried.”

I said, “Relax,
Reg! You’re going to pop a valve. What’s the trouble?”

“No
trouble. Far from it. It’s a swell tide, like I said. I just
haven’t spoken to Bill and it’s making me concerned. Have you seen
him?”

“Bill
is, er, let’s just say I’ve got him on a special task.”

Reg paused his
fluttering and looked at me. “Special task? Special task? What kind
of special task?”

“The
special, secret variety.”

He blanched.
“Oh, I see! Super, secret, special task for Bill and you keep me
out of it! That’s the respect I get!”

Oh, boy. Reggie
was getting fired up, you see. He can get sensitive about these
things.

I said, “Cool
it, Reg. I can’t tell you about it because if I did, you could get
squeezed for the dope by Munster’s men and, let me tell you, he
doesn’t muck around.”

“I can
take it!”

“No, you
can’t. And even if you could, I can’t put you in that position. Not
again,” I said. “Besides, I’m here for another reason. I need your
help.”

He looked
suspicious. “Oh, really?”

“Really.
I have to –”

“What
kind of help?”

“The
urgent kind.”

“Urgent?
Not special?”

“Alright, dross. Urgent
and special. But you
have to know –”

“Know
what? Tell me. If there’s something you need, just be up front
about it.”

“I’m
trying to, but you keep interrupting me! Listen, I’m trying to tell
you that this can land both of us into hot water.”

“Come on, Ted! Whatever it is, it can’t be anything
worse than the buff you normally get me to
do!”

The longer I
took, the longer Carbone had with Ava, and that sent a sickening
feeling through my guts. I held his tentacles and spoke.

“Sorry,
Reg, I don’t got a lot of time so listen up. I need you to do some
snooping. Like, right away. Only, if anyone finds out, especially
the folk I’m up against, it could end badly.”

He squeezed out
from my grip. He flurried about and said, “Geez, Ted. You could
have said.”

“I
haven’t finished yet.”

“Well?
Go on.”

“It
involves Cindy.”

He flared up,
almost shrieking, “Cindy? Cindy! What about her? Is she OK? What
have you done, you buffoon?”

“Can you cool your mantle?”

“No, Ted, I’m not going to cool
my
mantle! I don’t mind putting my tentacles
on the line, but you leave Cindy out of whatever scheme you’ve got
cooking up inside that noggin of yours! You leave her out, you
hear?”

“Reg,
can you listen –”

“No,
Ted. Whatever it is, the answer is a big, fat no!”

“Is that
the –”

“Final
word? Absolutely. It’s no, Ted. No. Big nope. Not gonna happen. You
can’t come swimming in here and getting me to put my gal’s life on
the line, you know. Cindy is a wonderful, wonderful gal, she is,
and I can’t let her come to any harm alright? So whatever it was
that you were going to say next, go dig a hole, say it in there and
cover it up, because I don’t want to hear it!”

I said, “Alright, alright. Relax!”

He crossed his
tentacles and flipped his arms up, pirouetted and settled on a
rock. I sat next to him, looking out onto the goings-on happening
outside the hole. It was a busy morning, with plenty of spuds going
about their affairs. It was the kind of morning that would normally
have Reginald engrossed but, instead, I could see his colours
rolling about.

“Why?”
he said out the side of his beak.

“Huh?
What was that, Reg?”

“Why do
you need Cindy? Not that my answer has changed none.”

“I need
her to go through some files, do a bit of snooping. Find out who
put the rush on the transfer of Slockerspit’s Plain.”

He whacked my
mitt. “Munster. Has to be.”

“That’s
just it. He said it’s not him.”

“Like
he’d admit it. Why do you care, anyway?”

“Because
whoever did the transfer is Syd Carbone, and Syd Carbone has Ava
–”


“What?”

“Syd
Carbone did the transfer…”

“No, the
other bit.”

“He has Ava. She’s in
trouble.”

“Ted!
Why didn’t you tell me?”

I held my mitts
out. “I would have, but you were all ‘No, nope and not gonna
happen’, remember?” I said.

“How
long has he had her?”

“Last
tide. Hence Bill’s secret duty guarding a certain spud’s turd of a
son. Hence my urgency –”

“We’re
wasting time!”

“That’s
exactly what – you know what? Never mind. Look, here’s the deal.
Cindy finds out who prioritised the transfer, we find Carbone, we
find Ava, we get her out and somewhere safe until all of this blows
over,” I said. “Do you think Cindy is up to it?”

Reg wiggled
excitedly. “Sure! Sure, that’s not a problem at all. She’s got
access to all the files, you know. Once she hears Ava is in
trouble, she’ll help, no risk. I thought you were going to get her
to do something undercover or go buy illicit keelsticks or, I don’t
know, but this is something that’s really up her alley, you know
–”


“Reg…”

“She’s
not the kind of gal who does that kind of thing, you know, and she
sure wouldn’t hold up in a fight but, mind you, she can certainly
talk her way out of a bind –”

“Reg! We
haven’t got all tide,” I urged. Seriously, that beak of his can
out-flap a marrakin clam.

With a thrust from behind, we headed off to Town Hall with as
much speed as Reg could muster. Well, that’s not entirely true.
Reg, being such a tiny Cuttle, ain’t so fast as you might like.
Sure, he can
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