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The Missing Links

K’Barthan Extras, Hamgeean Misfit: No. 5

Since The Pan of Hamgee became a delivery man for Ning Dang Po’s premier gangster, Big Merv, he has learned a lot about when to run, where to hide and when to keep his head down. What with his very existence being treason, and the Grongle invaders tightening their grip on K’Barth, he counts surviving each day as a win.

 

Marcella the Pirate, a small-time gangster, has started a racket selling replicas of K’Barth’s most prized and expensive food: Goojan spiced sausage. When her plan becomes an overnight success, she sets her sights on toppling Big Merv as the Boss of Ning Dang Po, and The Pan’s world is upended into chaos. If Marcella succeeds in her bid for city-wide domination, it will be curtains for The Pan. But there’s more to her sudden rise than hooky sausages – she’s playing a high-stakes game, with blackmail, kidnapping, and a treasonous pact with the Grongles themselves.

 

Between Marcella, the security forces, and an illegal satirical comedy drag duo who need a stand-in, The Pan is pulled into a web of crime and intrigue that no amount of speed can outrun. As he navigates his way through the mayhem, he must learn lessons fast about power, loyalty and what it means to be true to yourself, even when the world wants you to be something else.


Chapter 1

Mixed blessings

The Pan of Hamgee stood at the bar of The Parrot and Screwdriver contemplating the meagre cash in his wallet. There wasn’t much, but it would pay for a pint and a round of sandwiches. 

‘What’ll it be?’ asked Gladys, one of the Parrot’s ancient landladies.

‘I’ll have a pint of Humbert’s Wall Smacker please,’ said The Pan.

Gladys pulled the pint. At the sound of voices, Ada, her partner running the pub, drifted in from the hall, as if on air-ride suspension, with just the toes of her buff, Queen Mum-style court shoes showing under the hem of her maroon chiffon dress.

‘Good evening, dear,’ she said, gently primping her bouffant hair with one hand as she glided into position behind the bar, next to Gladys. She smiled at The Pan and he realised he was the only customer this evening.

‘Hi. It’s a bit quiet tonight, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘Ah yes, Alan’s in the finals of the Upper Left Central Pub Quiz and a lot of the others have gone to watch.’

‘Oh no! I forgot. I meant to go along and support him.’

‘I don’t think that’s wise, dear,’ said Ada.

‘Ner,’ Gladys agreed and she leaned forward and lowered her voice in a theatrically conspiratorial manner, ‘I has heard the police is putting a team in.’

‘Ah,’ said The Pan.

‘Exactly,’ said Ada, ‘I’m certain Alan will understand.’

‘’S right,’ said Gladys, ‘Psycho Dave isn’t going an’ neither is Fred.’

Fred ‘Fingers’ Davies was arguably the most talented pickpocket in Ning Dang Po but, while the lure of a tightly-packed audience of oblivious quiz fans to work on would usually be a draw to him, the high chance that many would be police officers out of uniform doubtless dampened his enthusiasm.

Likewise Psycho Dave’s decision to pass, despite him and Alan being best mates. The Pan was pretty certain that Dave worked as an enforcer for one of Ning Dang Po’s many crime bosses. That would explain his reluctance.

‘Anyway, the spaces are limited,’ Ada explained. ‘Alan only had five complimentary tickets.’

‘’S right,’ agreed Gladys. ‘The others has had to pay.’

‘Oh,’ said The Pan.

‘Exactly,’ said Ada. ‘So they might not be here, but I doubt a lot of them are there with Alan, either. It’s quite expensive.’

‘Yer,’ said Gladys. ‘I reckons most of ’em is down the Grunge Theatre.’

‘That’s right, dear,’ said Ada bobbing up and down enthusiastically. ‘Word is that Flange and Knutt are doing a show.’

Dr Evangeline Knutt and Dame Ariadne Flange were one of the most famous comedy duos in K’Barthan history. Flange and Knutt, as they officially called themselves, were a drag act, but they were so much more than that. They were ‘ladies of a certain age’ who had a way of delivering some of the most devastatingly accurate political satire, in a manner of guileless innocence that would have their K’Barthan audiences guffawing and the Grongles, when they finally got round to translating their material, grinding their teeth.

‘They on tonight?’

‘Yes, dear.’

Flange and Knutt’s performances were usually secret until a few days before, when they’d be announced on the dark web and word would spread with lightning speed.

‘It pays to be well informed. We has contacts,’ said Gladys putting one finger on the side of her nose and giving The Pan a conspiratorial wink.

‘I can imagine,’ said The Pan.

‘Oh yes,’ said Ada.

‘I’m surprised you’re not going,’ said The Pan.

‘It’s a shame, dear. We would normally, but they are rather political. We really can’t afford to be at odds with the powers that be.’

‘You’re worried about that?’ said The Pan, who doubted he’d ever met anyone as happily at odds with the powers that be than Gladys, Ada and Their Trev.

‘Humph,’ said Gladys. ‘Yer. We is.’

There was a slight pause during which The Pan raised a sarcastic eyebrow.

‘We are very careful,’ said Ada.

The Pan raised the other eyebrow.

‘After a fashion,’ she conceded. ‘It’s one thing being at odds with the powers that be behind closed doors, but it’s quite another making it public and letting them actually know.’

‘Fair point,’ said The Pan.

‘Yer. Low key, that’s how these things is done,’ said Gladys.

‘I see,’ said The Pan.

‘Exactly. We aren’t trouble makers,’ said Ada. ‘We simply prefer to stay well out of their way and do our own thing.’

Trev appeared in the doorway of the Holy of Holies, where he, Gladys and Ada prepared the sandwiches and did the washing up.

‘’S right,’ he said, flipping a tea towel over his shoulder as he made his way along the bar to join Ada and Gladys. ‘Mum and Aunt Ada reckons there might be trouble tonight.’

‘Yer,’ agreed Gladys, ‘’S Flange and Knutt after all, and we doesn’t want to get caught up in it.’

Well yes, that was a fair point. The Grongles had been a bit twitchy recently. Some kind of new crackdown. The Pan wasn’t too sure what was going on because it stemmed from the ‘outrage’ at the arboretum, a short while previously, when he and the three mudlarks who’d befriended him – Bort, Christine and Terri – had escaped from the security forces.

The official version cited five identical silver snurds, four of which were shot down and one of which escaped after an epic dog fight in the skies above the city. It was a somewhat imaginative interpretation of the reality, which involved one Snurd SE2 – The Pan’s – fleeing headlong without firing a shot. And it wasn’t actually silver. It had a two-tone paint scheme in shades of light and dark silver grey. Alright, possibly it could be mistaken for silver, if someone was colour-blind and looked at it in the wrong light, but The Pan had deliberately dropped any mention of silver, and decided to call it ‘grey’ for now, at least until the security forces stopped describing it as ‘silver’.

‘Also, we have seen Flange and Knutt many times already,’ said Ada.

‘You have?’

‘Oh yes, dear,’ said Ada, at about the same time as Gladys said, ‘Yer.’

‘I’m surprised you’re not there yourself, young man,’ Ada said.

‘It’s …’ The Pan began and stopped. There was an entry fee to get into the Grunge, so naturally The Pan, being a man of slim means, tended not to go. He didn’t want to admit that though. ‘The Grunge is pretty rough,’ was all he said.

‘Beggars can’t be choosers. It’s one of the only places still open,’ said Ada.

‘I dunno how,’ said The Pan.

‘Yer, you has a point there, son,’ said Trev.

‘Especially if they’re playing Flange and Knutt! Bit risky isn’t it?’

‘Wipe my conkers!’ shouted a voice, interrupting the conversation.

‘Hi, Humbert,’ said The Pan. His heart sank a little as Humbert made the usual beeline for him and landed on his shoulder.

‘Norks!’

‘Shush, Humbert!’ said Ada. She opened a packet of crisps and spread them out at the far end of the bar.

‘Come along! There’s a good boy! Over here. Cheese and onion, your favourite.’

‘You spoils that parrot rotten, Ada Maddox,’ said Gladys.

‘Spoiling him? Oh no, dear. I am using psychology to persuade him to cooperate,’ said Ada, as Humbert finally left The Pan’s shoulder, and with a squawk of delight flew over to the crisp packet and landed on the bar beside it.

‘Or is he using psychology on you?’ asked The Pan. ‘I mean, he’s got a packet of crisps out of you for starters.’

‘The lad’s got a point,’ said Trev with a grin.

‘Humbert is a dear creature, if a little wayward. I am merely reinforcing good behaviour with rewards.’

‘Humph. If you says so,’ said Gladys.

‘I’d better get on,’ said Trev, and he disappeared back in to the Holy of Holies. The Pan heard the sound of bread being sliced.

‘What were you saying before the young man arrived Trev, dear?’ trilled Ada. The bread slicing paused.

‘The polls?’ called the disembodied voice of Trev.

‘Yes, dear.’

‘What polls?’ asked The Pan.

‘The new First Minister. It’s General Vernon, and they has given him a title. They reckons from now on he is Lord Vernon,’ said Gladys, with a tone of extreme disapproval.

Oh, it would be, wouldn’t it?

‘I thought he was the First Minister,’ said The Pan.

‘No, dear. He’s the Leader of the Party and Leader of the House,’ said Ada. 

The ‘House’ in this case was the house of voted representatives, which the Grongles had set up. Not that most K’Barthans were given the chance to actually vote, or that it made much difference – everything but the ruling Grongle party in K’Barth had been outlawed these days. On top of that, each single Grongle vote carried the same weight as seven K’Barthan ones.

‘It’d be nice to go a couple of days when he wasn’t in the news,’ sighed The Pan.

‘That isn’t going ter happen. He’s got “newsworthy” running through him like he’s a stick of rock,’ said the voice of Trev from the Holy of Holies.

‘Yeh, right. The perfect poster boy,’ said The Pan morosely.

‘’S right! ’S an emotional interest story too. He started out poor and has done well for hisself.’ said Gladys.

‘Only by being a four-star git, not to mention extremely scary,’ said The Pan.

‘True lad, but when it comes to PR you has ter hand it to him. He plays a blinder,’ said Trev. ‘He’s that handsome too, the girls tell me. The original Grongolian pin-up boy!’

‘Yes, he is,’ said Ada. ‘But he has such an unpleasant expression. My first season as a debutant I was warned about males like him. We called them “a bad lot”. They tended to be very rich, and very spoiled, with personalities as ugly as their faces were attractive.’

‘Well, going on your description, that figures,’ said The Pan bitterly. ‘GNN was saying he’s one of the richest beings in the world the other day.’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ said Ada. ‘But all the money in the world won’t make him any less unpleasant. I’ve seen enough of his type. He’s NST.’

‘NST?’

‘Not safe in taxis! You wouldn’t get into a confined space like a lift or a taxi with that one! It’d be hands all over the place! He won’t age well.’

‘Yer,’ Gladys agreed. ‘Handsome is as handsome does, I say. Can’t say as I’s seed any handsome doing from that one,’ she crossed her arms and nodded sagely. ‘’S obvious he’s a rummun.’

‘I doubt it gets in his way much,’ said The Pan. 

He had met Lord Vernon before. Indeed, it was Lord Vernon, or Sergeant Vernon, as he’d been then, who’d disappeared The Pan’s family and blacklisted him. The Pan looked down and bit back the anger and guilt that still plagued him when he thought about his family’s fate.

Trev reappeared in the doorway of the Holy of Holies for a few seconds, and his kindly brown eyes met The Pan’s.

‘You alright, lad?’

Gladys and Ada exchanged looks.

‘Yeh. I just …’ he heaved a sigh and looked away from them. He didn’t want them to see the depths of his emotion. ‘I meant that it’s wrong. He’s wrong. The stuff he says. Surely, even the Grongles can see that the way he talks about us K’Barthans is—’ 

Could he use that word? Yes, he decided, he could. 

‘—evil.’

‘They is all rad—radic—brainwashed,’ said Gladys.

‘He’s going to take this country apart.’

‘He might not, dear,’ said Ada, but she didn’t sound convinced.

‘You don’t know him. He used to run the police station in my home town.’

‘Ah,’ said Ada with a sideways look at Gladys as if to say, ‘that explains the young man’s strength of feeling’, which, The Pan conceded, it did.

‘I s’pose you properly hates him, then,’ called Trev from back in the Holy of Holies.

‘No. That would take time and energy that I can’t spare,’ said The Pan. Also, he was too much of a wimp to hate anyone, but he forbore to mention it. ‘I’m just scared. Surely even Grongles can see that he’s an evil smecker, can’t they? Sometimes, I feel as if I’ve jumped the timeline—’

‘What is you on about?’ asked Gladys, not unkindly.

‘You know, like I’m in some alternative version of reality where everything’s back to front.’

‘It won’t last,’ said Trev.

‘’S right,’ Gladys agreed. ‘Pride before a fall.’

‘He’ll outlast me,’ said The Pan.

‘I dunno about that,’ said Trev.

‘Trust me, I do.’

‘Nah, I reckons you is going ter go the distance,’ said Trev as he reappeared with a platter of sandwiches and placed it on the bar in front of The Pan. It was piled high, and a jar of Gladys’ homemade pickle stood on a doily at one end, with a teaspoon beside it.

The Pan’s reply died on his lips.

‘Seein’ as there isn’t no customers in tonight, Mum, Aunt Ada an’ I is going ter have some sarnies. She brought me up right. I knows it’s rude to eat them in front of you but I is starving so I has to eat mine now, an’ that means I has to cut you in,’ said Trev.

‘That’s very kind of you,’ said The Pan.

‘Any time, son,’ Trev grinned. ‘Even if I is wrong an’ Lord Vernon outlasts us all, I expects you still has time to eat these, right Mum?’

‘’S right,’ Gladys agreed.

The Pan managed to crack a wan smile.

‘That is news that could lift any man’s spirits,’ he said. He wasn’t lying either. ‘I haven’t eaten all day and I’m hungry enough to eat my own bodyweight in sandwiches.’

‘I’m afraid we can’t quite run to that, dear,’ said Ada.

‘Yer, we only has one loaf out. The rest is in the freezer,’ said Gladys.

Trev grinned as he picked up the chutney jar, opened the lid and put the spoon in. ‘Here you go, lad, this is for yours. We isn’t having any chutney.’

‘Excellent! All the more for me.’

‘Yeh.’ Trev gave him a bit of a ‘you’re nuts’ kind of look. ‘I has made us a round each.’

The Pan glanced down the bar at Humbert, but he seemed to be happy where he was, pecking at the packet of decoy crisps that Ada had given him. That was a small mercy.

‘How’s Wendell?’ asked The Pan conversationally. Gladys, Ada and Their Trev sometimes rented out the spare room in the flat upstairs. Wendell was their current lodger.

‘Gone, that’s how,’ said Gladys.

‘Really?’

‘Yes, dear.’

‘Yer, he was a rummun and all.’

‘He was?’

‘Yer. He has done a midnight flit without paying last week’s rent,’ said Gladys.

‘If you can think of anyone who is looking to rent a room, do let us know, there’s a pet,’ Ada chimed in.

‘We doesn’t charge much,’ said Trev.

Were they hinting? It sounded as if they were and yet … No, The Pan thought. Nobody would want him in their spare room, would they? Not even Gladys and Ada. Anyway, he couldn’t. They might not know he was an outlaw, but since he was, it meant he was a liability, his presence would put them all in danger.

‘I’ll ask around,’ said The Pan.

Gladys and Ada exchanged glances of mild exasperation.

‘Where are you living now?’ asked Ada.

‘In the … city,’ said The Pan. Well, it wasn’t a lie, but it sounded better than actually admitting he lived in his wheels and slept parked up in various ‘safe places’ rather than in an actual dwelling.

‘Is you?’ said Gladys. She really could sound sarcastic when she wanted to, The Pan reflected.

‘Yes,’ he said firmly, but he knew he was looking shifty and sure enough, they weren’t buying it.

‘Do you like your current rooms?’ asked Ada. The way she said ‘rooms’. Yep. They knew.

‘They’re OK,’ said The Pan, another half-truth. ‘It’s warm and dry but … you know … a bit … small.’

‘Well, if you are ever looking for a better place to stay, dear, we have a vacancy for a lodger, and as you know we always prefer to let the spare room to beings we know,’ said Ada.

‘Yer, we is vulnerable old ladies, see?’ said Gladys. ‘We has ter be careful.’

The Pan was ready to concede that Gladys and Ada were elderly, but vulnerable? No, very much not. Anyway—

‘What about Trev?’

‘I is alright at Hoo Flung Yoo,’ said Trev – Hoo Flung Yoo was one of K’Barth’s popular martial arts – ‘but I isn’t that handy, and I isn’t here all of the time.’

‘Quite, although Trev wouldn’t need to protect us from you,’ said Ada.

‘He might. I might nick something.’

‘Stop that! You daft lad!’ said Gladys.

‘You’d never steal anything from us,’ said Ada. ‘We know you.’

‘If you know me and you’re still offering me a room then I’m guessing you’re not half as fussy about your lodgers as you make out,’ The Pan said.

‘On the contrary, we are extremely fastidious,’ said Ada.

‘Clearly,’ said The Pan, raising a sarcastic eyebrow at her.

He was very tempted to say yes to the room, but officially it was against the law to give The Pan a job, pay him, speak to him, or ‘harbour’ him. He suspected that renting a room to someone on the blacklist would constitute a big tick on the list of things that ‘harbouring’ entailed. Then again, so was letting a GBI become a regular at their pub and accepting his money to pay for beer, especially when it was hooky money that he earned working for a gang boss. Perhaps if Big Merv started to pay a bit more for his deliveries The Pan might consider it, he thought. But now? Best not.

‘I’ll mull it over,’ he said and flashed the three of them what he hoped was an enigmatic smile.

****

There was a bang which made The Pan jump. The main door of the bar had just been opened with such force that it had hit the wall.

‘Arse!’ shouted Humbert, who had more-or-less finished the crisps Ada had given him. He took off and started circling the room. The Pan put one hand over his glass as, true to form, Humbert excitedly squawked, ‘Bombs away!’

‘There you are, you little winnit!’ said a familiar voice. 

Oh, no. It was Frank the Knife, Big Merv’s right-hand henchman. And sure enough, there, just behind him, was Smasher Harry, Big Merv’s other right-hand – or was that his left-hand – henchman.

‘Hi Frank,’ said The Pan weakly.

Ada disappeared into the Holy of Holies behind the bar, and returned with a sheet of greaseproof paper.

‘I’ll wrap your sandwiches up,’ she told The Pan.

‘If you gentlemen is able to wait a few seconds, our patron will be right with you,’ said Gladys.

Patron? Mmm … that sounded posh.

‘Yer,’ said Trev as he took the rest of the chutney and ladled it into the last four sandwiches. The Pan had already eaten his four, but he didn’t say anything.

‘What you on about, you mad old hag?’ snapped Frank.

Nooo! Why did they always have to be rude? The Pan gave Ada his best apologetic look.

‘Hurry it up you little scrote, you ain’t got time to hang around here!’ said Harry.

‘Yeh, the boss has got enough going down with that new warehouse he’s bought.’

‘Yeh, not that it’s none of your business,’ said Harry.

‘Yeh, and he’s got an urgent delivery, and you’re making it!’ snapped Frank. ‘So you got better things to do than hanging around in this dump drinking their dodgy beer.’

‘Sorry—’ began The Pan, more to Gladys and Ada than to Frank or Harry.

‘There! All done,’ trilled Ada, and Trev pressed a parcel of greaseproof paper into The Pan’s hand.

‘They is for later,’ said Gladys.

‘’S right,’ said Trev with a wink. ‘You know what Mum and Aunt Ada are like. They doesn’t want you getting hungry.’

‘’S right,’ said Gladys.

‘Can’t have you wasting away, dear,’ Ada chimed in.

‘Get over here now, you little piece of crap,’ snarled Frank. ‘We haven’t got all effin’ night.’

‘Sorry Frank, sorry Harry,’ said The Pan, and to his friends he said, ‘Thank you.’

He put on his hat and cloak, remembering to slip the packet of sandwiches into the poacher pocket for later. He paused briefly, at the door turning back to make an apologetic wave to his friends before following Harry and Frank out into the night.


Chapter 2

Shopping

It was close to supper time, and Tarbut Quay was bustling with activity. The food sellers were enthusiastically plying their wares to the crowds of dock workers and warehouse staff on their break. 

A tall, gangly creature with purple fur and a long tail made his way through the busy throngs of K’Barthans clamouring to get served. He was a Galorsh, from the mountainous regions of K’Barth, and his name was Clark. The noise around him was an assault on the ears, and the combination of scents from all the different dishes being served might well be considered an assault on the nostrils by most K’Barthans. Clark loved them, though. He inhaled deeply as he pushed his way through the throngs of beings, being careful not to trip over any of the smaller K’Barthan genera who might be standing in his path below eye level.

This evening the stalls were especially busy. Even the Spiffle selling durian stew was dispensing her wares to a crowd of stevedores from Tith. The embroidered durian fruit on her tall chef’s hat caught the light as she spoke animatedly to a customer. Clark caught her eye.

‘Hi Marjorie, I’m here for the herbs,’ he told her, ignoring the queue. Some of them glared at him and then, seeing the gang sign shaved in his fur, turned away. The stew seller, on the other hand, was unfazed by his presence. Normally, as one of Marcella the Pirate’s crew, he would be served as quickly as possible. Other beings were scared of him – and that was natural – but rather than being feared, Clark preferred the idea of being respected. He set about earning goodwill. He was polite, and rather than insisting on jumping the queue, he always volunteered to wait his turn. Counter-intuitively this often resulted in him being served even faster. Clearly he was still feared, but over time something else was happening. He wasn’t confident enough to be sure, and he knew it wasn’t respect exactly, but it looked as if, fear apart, some of the stall holders were beginning to actually like him.

Perhaps ‘like’ was going a little far, but Clark reckoned he’d achieved ‘not as bad as the others’ status, and over time the stall holders had begun to respond to his enthusiasm about all things food, not to mention his obvious desire to learn from them about their speciality dishes.

‘Can you give me a moment?’ she asked.

He gave her a nod. ‘Course,’ he said, and waited, although it was more of a lurk than a wait. The habits of an enforcer are baked-in after a while, and even if he paused to look in a shop window, Clark noticed other beings crossing the road to avoid him. He knew the workers’ breaks were only fifteen minutes long, so they would be in more of a hurry than he was, and it was them that made the companies profitable. Since the companies paid protection, keeping them profitable was good business for his boss, Marcella the Pirate. Not that she agreed – of course she didn’t – but, one, she was an idiot; and two, she wasn’t there. Despite Clark’s politeness, true to form, the stew seller served the waiting beings ahead of him in what he suspected might have been record time. Once finished she turned her attention to him.

‘You here for your herbs, yes?’ she said.

‘Yeh,’ said Clark.

She ducked under the counter for a moment. The sequins on the durian fruit embroidered on her chef’s hat twinkled in the stall lights as she searched.

‘So,’ she said as she straightened up and put a plastic box on the counter. ‘I couldn’t get you crocus. Not the real stuff. It’s like unicorn poo. I could only get you saffron from Crocus contrabandi, but it’s the best out there, and it’s probably got more flavour than some of the real stuff that the less reputable dealers are selling. I did get you the right rosemary though. Wanna smell?’ She opened a plastic bag, dipped a paw in and took out a couple of tiny dried leaves. Clark placed them in his palm, rubbed his hands together and inhaled the aroma. Arnold’s nuts! That was glorious. Even with the all-pervading smell of durian stew he could pick out the aroma of the herbs. He could almost taste it too.

‘This is good.’

‘Yeh. I don’t just buy any old crap.’

She opened the bag of crocus and proffered it to him.

‘You’re right. That’s the nuts.’

‘Isn’t it?’ she grinned. ‘There’s enough of us in the consortium now to get good stuff. We have buying power.’

‘I can tell,’ said Clark.

She handed him the box, ‘Here.’

He didn’t open it but looked through the transparent lid at the contents. Inside lay some carefully sealed ziplock bags containing leaves, herbs and powdered spices of various colours.

‘I didn’t expect you to get these. Some of this stuff is properly hard to source outside the mountains.

‘Ah, I have contacts. I’m surprised you don’t.’

‘Nah. Not really.’

‘How come? You are from the mountains, aren’t you? At least, I don’t have you down as second gen. You still have the accent.’

‘Yeh, but …’ he shrugged. ‘I burned my bridges there.’

‘Oh. Sorry to hear that.’ Her voice was gentle and her sympathy touched a nerve. He gave her a roguish wink to lighten things up and said, ‘I did a lot of bad things.’

Her gaze lit briefly on the gang sign shaved into his fur.

‘Looks like you still do. Except you seem far too nice to be one of them.’

‘Nah. I’m better at acting nice than the others, so I get to do the soft stuff.’

‘Of course you are,’ she said drily but her whiskers twitched in a way that suggested she didn’t believe him. ‘I’ll have you know, I am not the soft stuff.’

‘Judging by the price you got for these spices, that’s a given,’ Clark conceded. He looked down at the box in his hands.

‘You know I’m here now, if you need me to get you more.’

‘Yeh,’ he handed over the agreed payment, adding a belated, ‘Thanks,’ as he stuffed the plastic box in his bag. Then he turned and headed off into the crowd without looking back.

That was the herbs sorted. Next, supper.

As a Galorsh, from the soaring peaks of Driesch, in the centre of K’Barth, Clark naturally gravitated to vendors selling the spiced, aromatic dishes of his region of origin. Usual fare was some form of marinated meat, cooked slowly in clay ovens until it became succulent and tender. Back home in the mountains, that was served with spiced rice and vegetables fried with aromatic herbs. Tarbut was one of the few places where the vendors put enough spices in the rice. Food from Driesch was available all over Ning Dang Po but it was mostly bland and unauthentic. Clark’s favourite food – which he would buy at tea time – was coconut egg custard.

Life growing up in the mountains was hard, and food was scarce. As a result, Galorshes were resourceful cooks, not to mention adventurous eaters. Especially the ones who lived in Snitter, the town where Clark had grown up. Snitter was one of the highest settlements in the region, so far above sea level that only Galorshes could survive long-term in the thin air.

Many dishes from the mountains involved goat’s or sheep’s cheese, or fermented milk. Dried fungi were also popular – rehydrated or powdered – and yak’s meat, cured or freshly prepared in steaks, kofta and stews. But the pinnacle of the mountain foods was K’Barth’s most expensive and famous delicacy – Goojan Spiced Sausage. It originated from the foothills of Goojanistan, which was at a lower altitude than either Snitter or Driesch itself. The original Goojans had mostly been human, and as such they couldn’t withstand prolonged periods at the altitudes where Galorshes like Clark could live comfortably. Even the other furry mountain species, the Blaggysomps, lived a little lower down.

Privately, Clark had to concede that the cuisine of all three genera of mountain dwellers was broadly similar, but Galorsh cuisine had the edge. He jostled his way through the crowd while the cacophony of shouted conversations went on around him – orders being yelled to stall holders, the banging of serving implements against the sides of pots, the clanging of stainless steel lids on vats of soup, the sizzling of fryers and griddles, and the scraping of wooden spoons against disposable cartons. It was almost deafening.

At his favourite of the food vendors – a stall selling mountain delicacies, of course – Clark noted that there’d been a run on the slow-cooked spiced goat with aromatic noodles, but that there were still plenty of the lamb shish kebabs with fizzing pepper rice. His stomach rumbled in anticipation at the thought of either dish, but he was in the mood for goat. He reckoned he’d better grab some now, before it ran out. Hefting the backpack he was carrying a little higher on his shoulder, he waved a greeting to the stall holder. Like the durian stew seller, she was a Spiffle – about three feet tall and covered in orange fur. She had round hamster-like ears and a rodent-like pointy nose, although it wasn’t right to call her nose rodent-like, Clark reflected. That was speciesism. As a member of Marcella’s gang, he shouldn’t really care about speciesism, but as a hairy mountain being who was often on the wrong end of it himself, he did.

‘Hellooo!’ she called as her button-black eyes lit on Clark. ‘Will I save you a portion?’

‘Two,’ said Clark. ‘I’ll take them now, if they’re ready.’

‘They’re ready. Lamb or goat?’

‘Goat,’ he said.

This was the point where she would tell him that the lamb was better – not because it was, but because there was more of it left – but to Clark’s surprise, she didn’t.

‘Right you are! Good choice!’

‘You aren’t trying to change my mind?’ he asked as he handed her a zip up, insulated bag. It had originally been designed to keep six cans of beer ice-cold, but it was the perfect size to carry a couple of cardboard containers from the food vendors, and Clark found it far more useful for keeping his meals hot.

‘No! I’m expecting a late run on the lamb so I’d rather you chose the goat,’ she said cheerfully.

Dinner purchased, Clark pushed his way laboriously forward against the weight of the beings coming the other way, and finally reached the quay itself. It was lined with warehouses in varying states of repair. The first warehouse looked almost derelict, even though there was a sign on the side which proclaimed it to be the headquarters of Brilliant Balloons, ‘Purveyors of the finest balloons in K’Barth – for celebrations, fetes and holidays.’ There hadn’t been much to celebrate since the Grongolian invasion, so the demand for balloons had dropped sharply, and the company had ceased trading some years before.

Clark passed the facade of the Brilliant Balloons warehouse and turned down the alley that ran between it and the one next door. He took a jangly bunch of keys from his pocket, let himself into the side entrance marked ‘Brilliant Balloons: Staff Only,’ and locked it behind him. Inside was a dingy corridor furnished with some shelves and a rusted clocking-in machine, all in a state of disrepair. There was a door at each end and the windows were painted over, cutting out most of the little light that came in from the narrow alley outside.

Clark turned to the door on his right and unlocked it. Beyond it was a small, square hall and a flight of stairs. Although calling the space a ‘hall’ was probably a bit of an exaggeration, since it was more of a hole – just big enough to allow someone to open the door and close it without having to climb onto the first stair. Clark was sure to lock the door after him before climbing to a landing lit by windows at one end, which faced onto the busy market. In contrast with the dark corridor below, light spilled into the upstairs landing, and there was a long bench underneath the windows. There were four rooms up here, which had once been used for stores and offices; two facing onto the square and two on the alley side of the building.

The first room he passed was padlocked shut. Its door bore the legend Store Room A in faded stencilled letters. The other, across the hall, was a carbon copy. The door of that room stood open, Store Room B stencilled across the paintwork. Both of these were dingy rooms, with windows that had originally faced over the alley. Both sets had been painted over and bricked up on the inside. Instead, each of these rooms was now lit by a skylight, which did little to alleviate the gloom. The other two rooms, which faced onto the square, were lighter and airier, with rows of windows looking out over the food stalls. Clark had appropriated one of these as his ‘office’ for admin. The other one was empty, although since Marcella had bought the warehouse, he was surprised she hadn’t started using it herself. Clark strode into ‘his’ room and placed the rucksack on the desk. There was a small deep-freeze in here, along with a fridge, a worktop oven with two rings on top, and a humidor to keep the herbs fresh. All were Clark’s.

He put the thermal bag of slow-cooked goat carefully on the desk and placed the rucksack beside it. He removed the herbs, putting them beside the goat. Next, he removed a large combination padlock, which was identical to the one in use on the door of the room labelled Store Room A. There was also a heavy-duty steel hasp. He put those to one side and turned his attention to the herbs. He opened the box, carefully examining the contents of the ziplock bags. The herbs were excellent quality and he was delighted with his purchase. He just hoped the recipient would be equally impressed.

If these ingredients were as good as he thought, he would suggest taking over buying the spices himself. Up until now, Marcella had been taking care of it, but she was rubbish. She annoyed the sellers, she was clueless about what to buy, and she bought the cheapest, most inferior stuff. Copy or not, if the fake Goojan spiced sausage she was selling was worth making, it was worth doing properly. It was being made by, arguably, the best sausagewright operating outside Driesch, so it seemed a waste not to source some decent ingredients for her to work with.

Clark checked his watch and glanced through the open doorway to the padlocked room over the hall. He took the insulated bag, crossed the landing with it, and knocked on the door before undoing the combination padlock and making his way into the room beyond.


Chapter 3

Waiting

The Pan of Hamgee pulled his warm cloak about him and huddled further into the doorway. It did provide him some protection, even though it was unseasonably cold, and the rain poured onto him in about the same volume as if someone was emptying a bucket over his head. Worse, the wind whistling down the alley in which he stood blew so strongly that the rain wasn’t so much coming down as along, straight into his face, despite the protection afforded by the lee of the doorway. It ran in torrents over pavements that were even damper than his spirits, which was saying something. It was eleven thirty p.m. and on a night like this the only sensible place to be was in The Parrot and Screwdriver, having a quiet pint, or tucked up safe and warm in his wheels, sleeping. Sadly Big Merv, The Pan’s boss, had other plans for him.

He thought, with longing, of the previous few weeks’ heatwave, and the bittersweet joy of his brief affair with Bort. She was so far out of his league it was unreal, but she had made him feel normal. For a few short days, he’d been able to pretend he wasn’t blacklisted – to step out of his fraught existence into Real Life. It was so hard to go back to this. As if to match his dampened spirits, the deluge of rain turned into hail, which the wind continued to hurl against his eyes and cheeks.

‘Great. Rain with added sting-y bits. That’s all I need,’ he muttered and pulled his hat down as low as he could. No, hang on, now he couldn’t see properly from under the rim. He had to keep watch, but if he turned his head in the direction he was supposed to be looking, the wind blew the hail into his face even harder and he couldn’t keep his eyes open. He patted his pockets and eventually found what he was looking for – a pair of flying goggles, which he put on, tilting his hat back to its normal position. That was a little better. At least he could keep his eyes open now. Except the goggles had tinted mirror lenses, and in the darkness of the alley this was not helpful. He sighed and his thoughts drifted off again.

The hail continued to hammer at him. Typical that The Pan had been stationed outside to make his delivery on a night like this one.

‘Just my luck,’ he muttered.

How much worse could things get?

No, no. Let’s not be maudlin. After all, Gladys and Ada had just offered to rent him their spare room. OK, so he shouldn’t even think about accepting their offer, but The Pan was sorely tempted. The Parrot and Screwdriver was the one place he felt safe. The Grongles never seemed to bother with it. Then again, that was Gladys and Ada’s special weapon; nobody bothered with The Parrot and Screwdriver. The old ladies could blend into the background as if they were a pair of person-shaped chameleons when they wanted to. And they were world-class cooks. The sandwiches they served – that cheese, the pickle, lava-hot but so, so tasty. Nothing else came close. Not even a portion of ‘chicken’ from Squeaky Joe’s van. His stomach rumbled.

‘No, no, no. Concentrate, you idiot, or you’ll miss the drop!’ he chided himself.

He turned his attention to the doorway he’d been ordered to watch. It was set back into the wall in an alcove, like the one in which The Pan stood.

Not long now, surely, he thought. He must concentrate, though. Big Merv had been very clear about this job. The Pan hadn’t expected to be asked to deliver a letter to Marcella the Pirate, and consequently he’d asked questions. That irritated Big Merv and, as a result, The Pan knew that any slip-ups on this job would mean trouble.

The doorway he was watching was the stage door of the Grunge Theatre. Although calling the Grunge a ‘theatre’ and its back entrance a ‘stage door’ was probably giving it upmarket airs to which it had no right. It wasn’t officially a ‘theatre’ as such, either. It was a music hall. Then again, even if it was officially staging a play, The Second Life of Dr Spoon, The Pan knew it was actually Flange and Knutt, a K’Barthan comedy institution and one of The Pan’s favourite acts, who were on stage in there right now.

Unless they’d finished.

Had they finished?

Better check.

The Pan glanced up and down the alley in each direction and then skittered through the sheeting hail to the stage door of the Grunge Theatre, opposite. He put his ear against the wood and listened, but a distant rumble of thunder and the clatter of the hail obscured everything. He rolled his eyes to heaven.

‘Thunder now?’ he grumbled, glancing as far upwards at the clouds as was possible without getting a face full of high velocity ice balls. ‘Listen, Arnold. Can you have a word with the bloke upstairs about this smecking weather? It’s really not making things easy for me. You know that, don’t you?’ he muttered.

He put his ear to the door again and listened, intently, for the sound of voices or the rustle of clothing inside, but he heard nothing, not even the distant applause that might herald the end of the performance. Everything was drowned out by the insistent banging of the hail and the tinny gurgling and rattling of water as it tumbled along gutters and down drain pipes.

Bum.

‘This is the pits,’ he muttered, glancing at his watch. ‘Arnold’s socks! What are they doing in there?’

Several encores, probably, he thought.

Unless there’s been a fight, he thought. Had there been a fight? Even for a music hall the Grunge Theatre was a bear pit. There was an old joke that if the K’Barthan army had been made to perform at the Grunge for their training they’d have made mincemeat of the Grongles, and the invasion would never have happened. OK, the Grunge wasn’t quite that bad, but The Pan still reckoned K’Barthan music hall acts were some of the bravest beings in existence. Even the bloke who’d played two recorders at the same time, one from each nostril, must have been lion-hearted – even if he was also, plainly, nuts. Yeh, the beings playing the Grunge had nerves of steel facing those audiences every night.

‘Arnold’s pants! Focus, you idiot!’ The Pan told himself. Every time his mind wandered off at a tangent again his concentration went with it. This was no time to get distracted. He scurried across the street, back to his original position, and settled in to wait. Soon his mind began to wander again.

‘Whoa.’

He was brought abruptly back to earth when a massive crash of thunder pealed overhead and a jagged bolt of lightning arced from the clouds above to the chimney of the building opposite. There was a loud crack, and for a split second the dingy alleyway and everything in it was illuminated in bright white.

‘Aaaargh!’ shouted The Pan.

With a massive hiss, the lightning conductor on the chimney carried the charge harmlessly to earth. Steam rose up from the pavement where the flat strip of copper connected with the surface.

‘Arnold’s snot! That was a close one!’

Rained on and hailed on is quite enough. Let’s not complete the set by getting struck by lightning. That is not how I want to die, The Pan thought.

No. He’d be fine. It had already missed him and it wouldn’t strike in the same place twice, would it? And even if it hit him, he might not die either … might he? No. There was a bloke who lived up on Market Square for a while, Unlucky George, they’d called him – the regulars at The Parrot and Screwdriver had only been talking about that the other night – Unlucky George had got struck by lightning twice and survived both times. Yeh, The Pan remembered, it was the third time the poor man was struck by lightning that’d killed him.

Another glance at his watch. The luminous hands showed eleven thirty-five. Arnold’s toe jam! This was taking ages.

Should he go back over there? Well, yes, of course he should, except there wasn’t much room by the stage door and there would be even less when it opened and Marcella appeared. When she did, The Pan wanted to be ready and waiting but, at the same time, well out of reach.

Putting his hand into his jacket pocket he felt the envelope containing the letter Big Merv had given him to deliver, and beside it, in a different envelope, the letter he had received from Bort. It was a goodbye letter, but it was a kind one, and it reminded him of the few days in more than four years when he’d felt normal and human – or at least, Hamgeean – and real. He took it out and in the dim light he tried to read it, not that he needed to. He knew it by heart anyway.

The hail finally turned to rain and gradually abated, settling into a miasma of pathetic mizzle that hissed steadily onto the piles of rapidly melting hailstones. The Pan took off the flying goggles and put them on his hat, over the hatband, where he could easily grab them if he needed them again. Had he missed the drop? Had Marcella nipped out and gone while he’d been distracted by the lightning and his thoughts about Unlucky George? He would have seen, wouldn’t he? Yeh. Definitely. In fact, The Pan reflected, if he was Marcella, he’d be leaving the building just about now. Sure enough, as there was another rumble of thunder, in the distance this time, and as the alley was illuminated – a little less sharply than before – a second outside light came on and a figure stepped out, followed a few moments after by others, who stood behind her.

Was this her? Yes. The Pan was pretty sure it was. Excellent. He hurriedly stuffed Bort’s letter back in his jacket pocket and sprang into action.

‘Excuse me!’ He ran a couple of paces towards Marcella and stopped dead as she wheeled round, angrily and snarled,

‘What do you want?’

Arnold’s chuffing cobblers!

Marcella the Pirate and The Pan of Hamgee had met before. It hadn’t gone well. She and her gang had given The Pan a good duffing over, but nothing close to what he’d have received if he hadn’t managed to escape before they’d finished the job.

‘Hi,’ squeaked The Pan. He was unsure what he should say to open the conversation, but before he could continue Marcella took the initiative.

‘Well, lookee here,’ she said.

The Pan took a step back. OK, so there were many more escape options here than there had been last time he met her, but he still wasn’t letting her or her goons get any closer than he had to.

‘Yeh, um, hi,’ he said.

Marcella stepped into the alley, and the light from the doorway illuminated her fully. Something about her wasn’t right. Or was she just different?

The Pan hadn’t encountered Marcella since she and her gang had beaten him up, indeed he’d been very careful not to. She had a lot of attributes – mostly bad ones in his opinion – but he would have sworn that none of them was style. Until now.

Well, no. ‘Style’ was putting it a bit generously. Was she well-heeled? Not exactly. Smoother? Maybe. Her hair was sleek and silky. Sure, it was still braided into the usual series of plaits that stuck out from her head at random angles and made her look like an octopus on a stick, but this evening’s plaits bore the mark of an expensive stylist. Then there were her clothes. The baggy white shirt was similar to the one she’d worn on the last, disastrous occasion The Pan had met her. But he could see that it was made from the same high-quality cotton as the shirts Big Merv wore. It fitted her perfectly, too. Made to measure? Very possibly.

Marcella’s leather trousers were also new. The pair of pistols, which she had previously kept haphazardly tucked into the waistband, now hung in bespoke-made holsters – one on each hip. Her lace-up bovver boots were gone, replaced by thigh-length leather riding boots, currently pulled up over her knees. The Pan could just make out the pommel of the dagger she had tucked into the top of one. Meanwhile, the buckle of the belt she wore, and the brass buttons on her elaborately embroidered waistcoat, had been buffed to an almost military-grade shine.

Marcella had smartened up. And some. Clearly times were good in Tarbut.

No. Times were never good in Tarbut. She must be earning somewhere else, but her sudden big-league appearance threw him.

‘What do you want?’ she said, and the gang members behind her fanned out across the alley; some male, some female, none of them friendly.

‘I have a—’ The Pan began. Smeck! Where was the letter? No, it was OK. Calm. Breathe. It was in his pocket, he moved his hand to retrieve it and then stopped as Marcella cut across him, except she addressed her gang rather than talking to him directly.

‘What say you, friends? Shall we rearrange this little smecker’s face a second time?’

‘Wait!’ The Pan put both hands out in front of him, palms facing downwards in the universally accepted, worldwide gesture for ‘calm down’. ‘I’m here to deliver a letter.’ Marcella cocked her head on one side and looked at him. It seemed she was intrigued, which was marginally better than violent.

Probably.

‘What letter?’

‘It’s in my pocket. I’m just going to very slowly put my hand into my jacket and get it out, with no sudden moves. OK?’

‘Hurry up,’ she said.

Envelope retrieved, The Pan held it out to her. She stared at it, and he was aware that it was rapidly getting damp.

‘I apologise. Please don’t hit me, ma’am. But it’s for you and I think you should take it while it’s still dry enough to read.’

Oh well done! Way to go, idiot, thought The Pan.

‘I’m not expecting a letter, me hearty,’ she growled.

Yikes.

‘Well, it’ll be a nice surprise then.’

Nooo! Don’t say that, you absolute moron! Arnold’s socks!

‘Sorry – what I mean is, this letter is definitely for you.’

‘For me?’ Marcella sounded genuinely surprised.

‘Um, yes.’

‘Um, yes.’

The Pan had the letter and here was Marcella, more or less when Big Merv had told him to expect her, but something wasn’t right. What was it, though?

‘You don’t sound so sure, me hearty.’

‘No-no. I’m sure.’

‘You’d better be, you scurvy little smecker. If I take it, it’s mine! And you’re not having it back.’

She snatched it from his hand before he had the wit to step backwards out of her reach. That decided that one, then. Too late for any doubts now. Was she going to read it? She tucked it into her inside coat pocket. No. It seemed not.

Usually, with ‘business’ correspondence, the recipients read the missive and sent The Pan back with an answer. Clearly this was not one of those times. Thinking about it, a dark alley, in the rain, was not an ideal place for letter reading or writing.

There was a short silence. Marcella didn’t shout, ‘Get him!’ and set her goons on him, but she made no move to open or read the letter.

‘Are you going to reply now?’ The Pan asked weakly.

Marcella gave him a long look, her expression mostly blank with a possible hint of nonplussed.

‘No, me hearty, not now, on account of that I has to read it first, see?’ The goons around her snickered, ‘He’s quick this lad, isn’t he?’ she added, and they snickered some more.

‘Maybe we should knock some sense into him, ma’am,’ said one of the goons.

Ha-smecking-ha.

OK, so The Pan knew that if he was doing his job properly, now was the time to explain that the recipients of Big Merv’s mail often read their letters and sent a reply back with him.

However, it looked as if Marcella was wondering whether to bash him. Yep. Time to make a swift exit before she came to a decision.

‘I’ll leave it with you then, shall I? Take care now,’ The Pan said, and he turned and fled into the night.


Chapter 4

Dining in

Priscilla Pagnell, Ning Dang Po’s – and possibly K’Barth’s – premier maker of Goojan Spiced Sausage, looked up at Clark as he walked into her prison. She was sitting at a table. A mortar and pestle, a set of knives, and various other accoutrements of her trade lay on its surface, untouched. Priscilla still wore the apron she’d had on when Clark had last seen her, at breakfast time, but now, along with said apron, she wore a somewhat hatchet-faced expression.

‘Good evening, Madam,’ he said, putting the insulated bag on the table. ‘Dinner is served.’

‘Good evening, young man.’ Priscilla was in her fifties, Clark reckoned, but she referred to everyone in Marcella’s gang as ‘young man’ or ‘young lady’ regardless of species. She looked him up and down and then consulted her watch. ‘Don’t you have better things to do than talk to me at this time of night?’

Clark checked his watch.

‘Nah. I’ve got to go meet Marcella later, but I’ve an hour to kill first.’

‘So you thought you’d kill it with me.’

‘Course. I’ve got to eat and so have you. I got you some supper.’

‘That’s very thoughtful of you,’ she said sourly. Having spent two weeks as her gaoler, Clark knew that despite her acerbic tone she kind of meant it, unless it was just her old-world politeness.

‘I thought that since you like trying different foods, I’d get you something from my home. This is so authentic it could have been made in the mountains.’

‘I’m not hungry,’ she said.

‘You will be when you smell this! You’re gonna love this lot!’

He unzipped the bag, opened it, and removed the various pots and trays stacked inside. Spiced noodles in one, the slow cooked goat, and not forgetting a dressing he’d made to go with it –fermented yak’s milk with cucumber and his own blend of herbs – to take some of the heat off. There were two flatbreads in a foil bag as well.

Priscilla watched him without comment. He’d managed to grab a couple of coconut egg custards for pudding, and to wash it all down, two bottles of beer. It was decent beer. He’d had it brought down from the Dog and Colin up on Tantock Street, because word was that – short of a dive in Turnadot Street called The Parrot and Screwdriver, which Clark didn’t know – nobody made better beer than Dormy Benton up at the Dog and Colin. He’d ordered half a pie as well, which was sitting in the fridge in his office, waiting for tomorrow’s lunch with his friends Crusher and Growler. There was enough to give Priscilla a slice of that for breakfast, too, because he was pretty sure that it was quality that interested her above all else, and the Dog and Colin’s pies were second to none.

The next hour passed with deceptive speed. Clark’s reading of Priscilla proved correct. She ate and asked him about the cuisine of his home.

‘You’ve been to Driesch, right?’  asked Clark as he set out the puddings.

‘Many times. I do love coconut egg custard.’ He noticed the way her eyes lit up. It seemed she genuinely meant it.  ‘Of course, I know it isn’t coconut as we know it. I always assume that’s why the ones down here aren’t as authentic.’

‘Yes! Mountain “coconut” is a different thing entirely, even if it gives the same flavour.’

‘Oh, I don’t know it’s the same exactly. I always think it has a slight pepperiness to it. Isn’t it a fungus found on the roofs of caves?’

‘That’s right, Mrs Pagnell!’ Arnold’s toe jam! Only mountain folk ever knew all this stuff. ‘These are better than the puddings at the Golden Llama Hotel,’ he explained, naming the most palatial and luxurious hostelry in Driesch.

‘Then I’ve no doubt they’ll be good. However, I’ll tell you a secret. The best puddings in Driesch are not actually from the Golden Llama Hotel.’

Clark was even more impressed. This was boss-level local knowledge, now.

‘Where then?’ he asked.

‘There’s a fellow down by the station. A bandy-legged Blaggysomp who goes by the name of Morris, I think. I’m not sure I’d vouch for his standards of hygiene, but his coconut egg custard puddings are exquisite, and they’ve all been boiled, so I think we can give him some leeway on the hygiene account.’

‘Ah, that’s the best in Driesch, for sure, but there is one place I know, away from the city, that does them better.’

‘I don’t doubt it. Regional is always more authentic than the capital, wherever you are. The best I’ve tasted were from a tumbledown bakery in the back end of beyond – a town called Snitter—’

She had to be kidding.

‘I come from Snitter!’ said Clark, before he could stop himself.

‘Then I have no doubt you’ll know Bald Odd’s Bakery.’

‘That’s my favourite place! The one thing from home I really miss is Bald Odd’s coconut egg custard tarts—’

‘Oh yes!’ she said. ‘With that chilli-laced yak’s milk hot chocolate they do.’

He rolled his eyes in mock ecstasy, ‘Smeck, yeh! I love that. The milkshake’s good too.’

The two of them chatted in a similar vein as Clark enthusiastically explained why the dishes she was eating were the most authentic in Ning Dang Po, and she listened. Other beings’ eyes had a tendency to glaze over when Clark started talking about food, but Priscilla appeared to be genuinely interested. She didn’t just listen, either. She asked him questions.

‘Clark,’ she said as they finished the coconut egg custard. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Looking after you.’

‘Looking after me?’ she laughed. ‘That’s a novel way to describe being my gaoler.’ Clark looked up at the ceiling. ‘Although, that isn’t what I meant,’ Priscilla continued. ‘You sit there with that stupid thing on your arm,’ she waved a hand at the gang sign shaved into his fur, ‘you are working for a thug who hasn’t even a hint of your intellect. Yet you have an amazing palate, and you would be an able apprentice anywhere in the food industry. Why? In the name of Arnold, The Prophet and all his acolytes! Why this?’

‘It’s a job.’

‘It’s not your calling, though, is it?’

‘Nah,’ he shrugged. ‘I haven’t got a calling,’ he lied. Clark knew he did have a calling, and he was more and more sure, every day, exactly what it was. ‘I do what I can to get by.’

‘You might be getting by, but you are not doing half of what you can. In fact, when it comes to fulfilling your potential, you’re not even cautiously approaching it from upwind. You are capable of way, way more than this. Isn’t there a restaurant that’ll take you? Wouldn’t one of the food sellers out there take you on?’

Clark wanted to smile and part of him also wanted to hug her, which scared him. This was, kind of, a contest of wills and he was very aware that despite being his prisoner and supposedly at his mercy – or at least, Marcella’s – Priscilla had the upper hand. It wasn’t often that others treated a being like Clark as if he was worth something. In fact, with one notable exception, it wasn’t ever. Priscilla was only acting, though, Clark reminded himself. She didn’t believe any of the stuff she was saying. This wasn’t real friendship. It wasn’t even that grow-to-love-your-kidnapper thing. She was merely trying to butter him up so he’d let her go. Any fool could see that. It was working, though. From the moment she’d set eyes on him, she’d identified his key weaknesses – his passion for food and his guilt about his past – and she could hit the perfect way to exploit them in pretty much every conversation they had together. He resisted the urge to flip his tail round and stroke the pom-pom of fur on the end, because she’d know that meant she’d got to him.

‘I’ve got a criminal record. No-one’s going to give me a job in straight street now.’

‘I’d say they would. All you’d need to do is cook something and take it round for them to try. Especially if I write you a reference,’ she waved a hand at his arm again, ‘and if you let that grow out it might help.’

‘Marcella wouldn’t like that, and trust me, Mrs Pagnell ma’am, it wouldn’t make any difference. I already tried. Nobody wants a being like me. I’m bad.’ As if by way of demonstration, he gave her his best hard nut sneer. She just laughed.

‘That doesn’t cut any ice with me, young man. No-one is all bad. Not even Marcella,’ she told him, and Clark noted that she genuinely seemed to believe it. No. She didn’t believe it. She was playing him, he remembered. Arnold’s Y-fronts! When would he learn?

He imagined telling Marcella where to stuff her gang, and cutting loose to work in the food industry, for someone who’d really teach him. It was all he wanted, but it wasn’t a life he could ever have. He wished he was slightly less in awe of Priscilla. It would make things so much easier. She was not only the best – the only – fully accredited sausagewright in Ning Dang Po, but also a culinary genius. As a full-on food nerd, being in her presence left Clark more than a little starstruck. His friends, Crusher and Growler, knew his love of all things culinary, and endlessly teased him for being more fan boy than gaoler. They were right.

Except that wasn’t it either. What Clark was amazed by was just how knowledgeable Priscilla was, and how she manipulated the very mediocre ingredients Marcella had procured into something truly amazing, something that had even impressed one of the best sausage brokers in the business, Goldy McSpim, when Clark and Marcella had taken it to him to try. Clark had learned more about flavours from his brief time watching Priscilla Pagnell work, and asking questions, than in his entire life up to that point. One week and it felt as if a light had come on. A light that he couldn’t switch off. Clark knew he had a purpose. He’d always been vaguely aware of his calling but now it was so blindingly obvious that even he couldn’t ignore it any longer.

Priscilla was right.

He didn’t want to work for Marcella.

He wanted to cook.

He realised he would settle for working in the market below, making dishes for the dockers ... except that he wouldn’t. Because after a short spell ‘helping’ Priscilla Pagnell work, watching her weave culinary magic, he knew he wanted to make Goojan spiced sausage. And he wanted to do it really well, like she did.

‘Clark.’

‘Priscilla, ma’am.’

‘I can’t make that wretched woman you work for any more sausages. You realise that, don’t you? I need to go home. My husband will be wondering where I am.’

Clark sighed.

‘That bad?’ she asked him. ‘Between you and me, Clark, what are her plans for me?’

‘That you go on making sausage.’

‘She must realise that isn’t possible on an indefinite basis, or at least, not here. You could do it yourself. You’ve helped me and I’ve taught you enough.’

‘Ah, but I couldn’t do it the way you do, ma’am.’

She shot him
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