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Dedication

For Larry, one
heck of a talented spud.


 Helluva Storm

It’s a hell of
a thing, killing a spud. Given the choice, I’d rather swim in open
water. I’d rather take a dip in the Abyss. I’d rather lose another
arm – maybe that’s taking it too far. Thing is, Fate doesn’t always
give you a choice. Heck, it don’t always give you warning, neither.
Sometimes things happen so damn fast, move so quick, you don’t know
what you’ve gone and done until well after you’ve gone and done it.
That’s the worst part. The after-part. That’s when it all comes
crashing down on you like a dumper.

The feeling is
one I just can’t describe for you. You’d have to just know. Hey,
that’s not an invitation to go around sticking spears in
unsuspected pusses! I’m not a psychopath or anything. Sheesh. I’m
just trying to relate that when it happens to you, see, it’s
different from how you might think. You hear about so-and-so got
killed in the news only every other weekend it’s kind of distant,
you know? It’s like, you know it happens, of course it does, but
it’s always someone else, and when you hear it’s murder, you
naturally assume that the spud who did it must’ve been a
yellow-eyed, muscle bound beast spawned from the depths of the
Abyss who had no right doing whatever nefarious deeds it was that
they were doing.

Want to know
something funny? More often than you’d like, it’s ordinary
eight-legged folk like you and me. That’s right. Stop and think
about that for a second. You’re capable of hurting someone so badly
that you can take their life.

Don’t believe
me? Go spend a tide or two at the courts and listen to the cases.
Mister X did over Mister Y in a fit of jealousy. Missus A slipped
Mister B a pod of puffer-juice rather than his blackwater. Every
tide, without fail. You ever wonder why lawyers are so busy? Hey,
while we’re at it, ever wonder why you never meet an unemployed
lawyer? See, we’re all of us capable of dastardly deeds, whether we
believe it or not, so you might as well believe it and save
yourself the trouble.

Sometimes it’s premeditated, sometimes it’s in a passion, and
sometimes it’s just circumstances. I think that last one is hardest
to live with because with the first two, at least you can
understand why it happened. The why
helps us deal with it. When it’s out of the blue,
but, when it’s not of your doing, you’ve got nothing left but to
turn to the Great Spud. If anyone is going to know the answer to
that age old question of why?, it’ll be him.

I know, it’s a
dark way to start my story, and for what it’s worth I’m sorry, but
it’s an important part of the story. You see, what I’m on about
falls under that category of circumstance. In fact, when if you add
up all the bits, you could argue convincingly that the stupid
octopus did himself over.

Oh, no, I am
not talking about myself here. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve killed a
spud or two, mostly in self-defence. It comes with the territory.
I’m a detective, see, a private investigator. It is a job that
naturally brings me into contact with unscrupulous characters, and
when I say unscrupulous, I mean that if the Great Spud ever did
manage to put a scruple inside their twisted noggins, they figured
out a way to extract it, tear it to little bits and use it as
chum.

Killing is not something I’m proud of. I guess, thinking
about it, I am not ashamed, either. They had it coming. All of
them. When it’s a case of them or me, I know who I’m going to be
siding with. Heck, I’ve known me
all my life.

Doesn’t make it any easier, though. Each and every time –
hey! Don’t give me that look. It hasn’t happened
that often! I was saying
that each time I happened to, you know, be involved with dealings
what ended permanently a spud’s career on the Reef, I would go home
to my rock and pick up a polishing stone and ruminate for hours and
hours, going over the situation, seeing if I could have played it
any different, could have changed the outcome to be something, you
know, less permanent. After a while, the ‘what-ifs’ go away and the
rationalisation comes in, and you just learn to live with
it.

And a pod or
five of blackwater helps.

Anyway, the
reason I’m going over all of this is because this has happened to a
very good friend of mine. He is my assist-kick, Bill. Even if you
haven’t met him, you’ll hardly miss him. He ain’t exactly a
lightweight. When I first met him he was barely a spudling, yet he
was already a big boy. A big boy with big hearts and an innocent
mind. At least, that’s how he used to be. He liked hearing stories
about the adventures of Captain Bartram. He liked wrestling and
listening to cuttlefish poetry.

He picked up
that last hobby only recently from his best mate, and my other
assist-kick, Reginald. I tell you, you can’t find an odder pair if
you stuck a cucumber and a Hammer together. Whereas Bill has the
capacity to block the Golden Pearl when he does his morning
stretches, Reg is a little Sepiant who’s still learning how to cast
a shadow. Reg has a way with words, more ways than suckers if you
ask me, while Bill is still getting to counting past eight.

I don’t know
how it all works, don’t care, because they make a great team and
I’m bloody proud to have them on board. Reg’s camouflage and fast
talking gets info, Bill takes care of the more physically demanding
responsibilities, and I do a lot of the thinking. That’s us. That’s
the team.

Anyways, where
was I? Oh yeah, Bill. Poor Bill. Ha! Poor the-other-guy, for sure.
That goes without saying, what with the whole dying thing. But
mostly poor Bill. The Great Spud, having shoved so much muscle into
his noggin, must’ve only had room left for a gentle soul.

See, the way
it starts is like this. We were out on a plain, a patch of arid,
bleached coral. Not good for growing, not good for ornamentals, not
much good for anything, not even for hiding. It was me and Bill,
yeah, and these three other goons. All were smaller than Bill, but
numbers always make things a challenge and, to add to the bargain,
they were carrying stinger barbs and black jimmies. Stupid, for
sure, but it’s a fact.

They came for
us, hunting us down, after we upset their sociopathic snit for a
boss. We were out in the open, right, with nowhere to hide or
bunker down and nowhere to swim to. The police weren’t around – no
help from that quarter – so, you tell me, what else were we
supposed to do?

They went for
us, all three, two on Bill and one on me, and they were going at it
with their barbs and clubs. I know a few moves, so don’t think I
stood there like a stunned mullet. I saw him coming, then I grabbed
a lump of coral and pulled myself to the side just as he thrusts. I
pushed him on his way through and toppled him so that he drove his
barb right into the coral and snapped the tip clean off.

It was still
sharp on the edges, but I guess he was inexperienced because he
threw it away and started with the grabbing. He was a tough spud, a
Mercartor on the larger side, and we got to wrestling, rolling
around on the coral, nipping and tearing at each other. I had a
good suckerhold on his noggin and managed to get on top, and gifted
him such a nip that will leave a scar that he can brag about to all
the ladies.

Once it
heals.

Anyway, he
went down whimpering and scuttled away to tend to his wound. I
turned to Bill. He had one of them in a sleeper-hold, I could tell,
because his jimmy was limp in his mitt. That’s how nuts these guys
were. I mean, who brings a club to bear against Bill? Am I right?
So Bill took it off him and, as polite as you please, showed him
how to use it, and he sinks like a drunk jelly.

“Bill!”
I yelled. “Behind you!”

I was too late. As was Bill. The third guy moved around
behind him and used his buddy as a distraction. Next thing he
rammed his stinger through Bill’s arm – shlick! All the way through. Damn,
if it doesn’t make me wince just thinking about it.

It’s lucky, of
course, that Bill had turned, otherwise it would’ve gone into his
bulb and I don’t want to even think about that. He’s got good
hearts, has Bill, but I’d prefer they remain inside him.

The already
dark water burst into a darker blue and Bill freaked out a little
seeing his own blood gushing out like that.

“Hold
up, Bill!” I said, grappling the spear tip and yanking at it.
“Let’s get this out.”

That little
punk, in the meantime, double backed and slipped behind a rock. My
brains can only concentrate on so much and I’m working to calm Bill
down and convince him that the stinger was better out than in. We
were at it for so long that I completely forgot where I was until I
copped a whack and a peel of excruciating pain.

I saw
starfish, heard the scream of the white wraiths, rediscovered what
I had for breakfast and then I totally blacked out.

That’s how it
all happened, honest as the tide is long. Yep, it was as sudden as
it sounds. All up, I reckon the fight was over in barely a minute.
More of a scuffle, really. That should’ve been the end of it, you
know, just a bit of rough-housing, but, as you can imagine, there’s
more to the story.

Let’s see.
When I came to, which was not a pleasant experience mind you, I
found Bill curled up in a large ball. He doesn’t do small, you
understand. I put a mitt on his bonce. He was crying.

“Hey!” I
croaked, giving his noggin a rub. “Hey, Billy? I’m alright. Just a
bit stunned, oh buff, and bleeding a lot, but I’m OK.”

He continued
to cry. It was like I wasn’t even there. I poked him and prodded
him and called soothingly. Nothing. I looked behind me in case I
was actually dead and had come back as a ghost. Silly, I know, but
you read these stories sometimes and, hey, what do I know about the
afterlife, eh?

Those goons
had scarpered, not a trace to be found and good riddance to bad
rubbish. But Bill was inconsolable. I tried getting tougher.
Sometime you have to when Bill gets like that.

“Hey
Bill! Snap out of it, will you? It’s over. Nothing but a bit of
biffo, yeah? Nothing to get worked up over. C’mon, we better get
going.”

That seemed to
get through. He looked up. His eyes were all puffed and his mantle
was deflated. I hadn’t seen him that worked up since that time he
thought Handcock had eaten Reg. I moved back a bit just in
case.

“Buddy?
What’s the matter? It’s all good. You’ve done this kind of thing
before. Just a bit of rough and tumble, a bit more rough than
you’re used to, I get it, but nothing a kip and a few oysters won’t
fix. Eh?” I said, slapping him on his arm. “We showed
them!”

Then he showed
me. He unfurled from his ball. I thought he had been hugging a
rock, but no, it was no rock. It was a spud. It was a bloody spud
with a stinger barb sticking out of him.

The reality hit home.

“Oh,
buddy, I’m sorry. I didn’t realise…”

“I
didn’t mean to,” was all he said. “I didn’t mean to,
Boss.”

He curled
himself around the body again and began weeping anew.

I got the full
story later. That sneaky spud had crept away while I was trying to
pull the stinger out of Bill. You can’t pull it back the way it
went in, see, or the barbs just catch and tear and make a bleeding
mess. It has to come out the same direction it goes in, if that
makes sense, but that’s easier said than done, especially when your
patient’s arm is as big as your bonce.

So while I was
fiddling with Bill, that buff-head had found the broken stinger the
other guy dropped. He came back and had a go at me from behind.
Talk about a coward! The barb didn’t stab but it sure did cut and,
damn, did it cut. Doc Damshell said it missed one of my brains by
the scale of a silverfish.

Bill saw this
and he went into what I like to call Ultra-Bill mode. You play with
the Hammer, you get the teeth. I guess up until then, Ultra-Bill
didn’t have any weapons. Up until then, Ultra-Bill would have
merely pounded the blubber out of his opponents until they cried
for mercy or jetted away. Or until Reg or I intervened to calm him
down – which is not always possible, but that’s neither here nor
there.

So there you
go. I wasn’t there to stop him, and the idiot had practically
handed Bill a stinger barb. Like I said, it’s pretty much his own
fault. I reckon you could even argue suicide, all things
considered.

That doesn’t help Bill, though. He got torn up about it.
Something inside him snapped that day. His innocence, is my guess.
After that, he seemed less happy-go-lucky, a whole lot more sombre.
Not depressed or anything. Just, I don’t know, serious.

But I’m
getting ahead of myself.

Let’s see, now. I guess I should start at the beginning,
otherwise none of this is going to make much sense to you. The
story starts in Bluderamme Ridges. No, that’s not quite right. The
story really starts with the storms.

Empty mitts
hold mischief, that’s what my old teacher, Miss Cowrie, always
chimed when she caught us spuds lazing about under the Golden
Pearl. Ah, I’ve missed those days. You spend so much time growing
up, trying to grow your mantel and impress the gals, you forget
what it’s like to look at the world through innocent eyes. You
forget what it’s like to take it easy.

Ha, even back then I was a malcontent. Honestly, I’d try and
relax with my mates, you know, bask in the light and catch some
rays, but I couldn’t sit still. I always had to be on the move, had
to be going somewhere, doing something. Anything.

That’s not a
hard and fast rule, though. When I’m truly bushed, I’ll sleep like
a stone. All other times, though, my brains get itchy and the itch
grows and grows until I can feel it running down my arms and
seeping out my suckers. Just one of the curses the Great Spud
lumped inside my noggin to manifest during inconvenient times.

Such as when
we were all stuck inside during those storms.

As I remember
it, Reg and me had been trying to teach Bill flints. Always helps
to have another player when you’re stuck, see, so, not for the
first time, we got Bill involved. We started with Old Hag. Nothing
too hard, you know, and I thought he was getting the hang of it but
the poor goof wound up blubbering whenever he got the Hag of
Scales. So we changed to Skipjack.

Wasn’t much
better. Maths ain’t Bill’s strong-point, even if it’s just a matter
of adding two flints together. No matter, the storm wasn’t going
nowhere and neither were we, so we settled on Sharky-Sharky and,
after what seemed like the longest tide in history, managed to get
through an entire round.

Then we got
greedy and tried for another. Only Bill seemed to disagree with the
rules.

“No,
Bill, you shouldn’t play that. The Crown of Thorns trumps your Five
of Scales,” I said, thrumming the ground impatiently.

“I don’t
get it, Ted,” he said, eyeing me off. “I thought you said that the
Scales wins?”

“What? I
didn’t.”

“You
did!”

“No, no. I mean, I did, but that was in the
last game.”

“I don’t
like it when the rules change!”

“They
haven’t changed! Trumps are called in each game, you see. So one
game it might be Scales, next it might be Shells.”

“How am
I supposed to know that?”

“During
the bids.”

He hardly
looked convinced. “You’re cheating!”

“I am
not cheating! I’m trying to – Reg! Reg? Hey, wake up! Help me out
here,” I pleaded.

Reg looked up.
“Oh, we still playing? I must have dozed off waiting for you two to
get your gobies in a row.”


“Reg…”

“Hey,
you were doing such a wonderful job in eloquently explaining the
rules of the match…”


“Reg!”


“Alright, sheesh. Bill, look, we’re not cheating. The rules
remain the same, nothing has changed.”

“Oh.
Goody.”

“The
value of the flints determines the strength of the card, however
since there are different suits, it also depends on the suit of the
card. So, before, as in the last game, Scales was trumps, so a
lower value in trumps was able to beat a higher value in a
different suit, see, like Pearls. But in this round, Pearls is
trumps, see, so if you have a Pearl, you can beat that Crown of
Thorns there, because it’s only Shells, but if you play your Fiver,
then you’re going to lose it, but if you’ve got a
Pearl…”

“I
don’t,” Bill said.

“...
then you’re forced to follow, but since you don’t, you can drop a
wild, see, so if you’ve got the Shark of Pearls…”

“I
don’t,” Bill said.

“... or
the Shark of Coral…”

“I
don’t.”

“You
do,” I groaned.

Bill looked
shocked. “I do?”

I tapped the
back of his flints. “Yes, Bill, you do.”

He gasped, “You are
cheating!”

“I am
not!”

“Oh
yeah? Then how’d you know I had the Shark of Coral?”

“Because
I passed it to you in the first round!”

Reg scoffed,
“Why’d you pass him the Shark?”

“I was
trying to be nice!”

“But
instead you’re cheating!” Bill cried.

“I am not cheating!
Billy, you’re only just learning, so I thought
I’d do something to help you out to win a game or two,
yeah?”

“Yeah!
Er,” Bill scratched his head. “I don’t get it.”

“What...
what don’t you get? Ah, forget it,” I said, dropping my flints on
the stone. “Never mind, alright? Just... never mind.”

“Sorry,
Ted,” he said.

“Aw,
don’t be, Bill. It’s not your fault.”

“Well
it’s certainly not mine,” Reg sniffed.

I said, “It’s
mine. I stupidly thought that we’d be able to do something other
than lie around and count specks, like maybe enjoy a couple of
rounds of buffing Sharky-Sharky but, clearly, I was wrong.”

“Geez,
you don’t hear that very often, do you?” Reg said. “I mean, you’re
wrong all the blanking time but getting you to admit it, out loud
like that for everyone to hear and so eloquently, mind, that’s
something else altogether.”

“I’m
just trying to pass some time.”

“Great
job, Stumpy.”

“Alright
then, smart spud, you think of something.”

Reg looked
outside at the dark crud flying past. I knew what he was thinking,
because I was thinking the same thing. We were holed up, squished
together for too long, and we were getting on each other’s nerves.
Oh, don’t get me wrong, that’s generally the case at the best of
times, you know. Spuds don’t like socialising with other spuds so
much, you know, we grate on each other pretty damn quick.

We had been
spending a lot of time together with nothing much to distract us,
nothing to take our minds off the irritating, repetitive niggles
that wouldn’t normally bother us. Everyone has them. Society, you
see, was built on the idea that spuds could live alongside each
other, cooperate and trade and adhere to a common set of values.
Thing is, the glue that holds society together, marvellous
isolation, was a scarce resource.

Business had
been pretty good; lots of spuds killing lots of other spuds,
retaliatory skirmishes between rival mobs playing out in the
gullies, kidnappings, muggings, you know, the usual stuff. Gee,
that’s a sad thing. I make my living off criminal behaviour. Sure,
I’m on the right side of the Law. Sure, I’m doing it for the right
reasons. But if I stop and think about it, if the Great Spud threw
a big switch, got rid of all of our free-will and made us all hold
mitts and sing ‘Blooba-yaga’ around the kelp mound, well, I’d be
plainly out of a gig.

Good thing
there will always be crims. Am I right?

Anyways, the
crime scene on Borobo Reef had been pretty much constant, and I had
work rolling in like plankton after a surge, and there was me
picking and choosing my cases. Reg and Bill did their dynamic duo
thing, and between us we got a lot of cases solved, and a lot of
crims in the hole, and plenty of clams for our efforts. Things were
looking good.

Then the
storms came.

Borobo sees
storms all the time. They aren’t hard to spot. First you get a
tingling sensation, then you see a whole lot of buff in the water,
obscuring the view, then the Hammers start swimming lower down.
That’s a sure sign right there. So, just to give you an idea, when
the storms came, the Hammers were tickling their tummies with the
tips of the coral, and, let me tell you, they ain’t too fond of
having their bellies scratched so you knew something big was up
right there.

And then the
water turned into a kind of soup. It got so thick, it looked like
the aftermath of a dumper, only it was all around, everywhere you
looked. Even the plankton was disoriented.

And the
tingling sensation became almost painful, so that your suckers
would curl and your skin would crawl just moving around.

“In for
one helluva storm,” came the warning through the reef, echoed by a
thousand beaks. Buff, were they right!

The storm hit
with such ferocity that it wiped out the central market. The oyster
crop in Dobson’s flat, freshly sown, was turned into a barren
scrap. Sand filled every nook, seaweed covered every household,
buff filled in the gaps. We hunkered down, waited it out, like we
normally did, and when the storm subsided, we all ventured out to
inspect the damage.

That wasn’t
the end of it, though. The water didn’t clear, the Hammers
continued to skim the corals and the tingle got so bad I couldn’t
tell if I was hungry, tired or annoyed. Next thing, wham! Another
storm, just like the first one.

And that’s how
it was for days on end, tide after tide. Can you imagine it? It got
so I couldn’t remember what the Golden Pearl even looked like. Reg
and Bill and me holed up at Bill’s place in Wessero because it was
the biggest shelter. That, and it was the closest when the third
storm hit and we were caught out in the open.

Randwick, a
decent chap who we invited in, got sick of us after only a day and
braved the swirling maelstrom to find somewhere quieter. I don’t
blame him. I was getting on my own nerves by the next tide.

“How
about I-Spy?” Reg said.

“How
about I-Sleep,” I groaned.

Reg ignored
me. “I’ll go first. I spy with my little eye, something beginning
with ‘C’.”

“Crud,”
I said.

“No,”
Reg sighed.


“Cuttlefish,” Bill said.


“Where?”

“There!
You’re a cuttlefish!”

Reg laughed,
“Ha ha. I can’t very well see myself, can I, Bill?”

“I can
see you.”

“But I
can’t see me!”

“Hmm...
You can see your mitts, can’t you?”

“Yes,
but that’s not right.”

“You are
right there!”

“I am,
but that’s not the word -”


“Cuttlefish starts with C!”

“It
does, but -”

“I can see you! I-spy!
You’re cheating!”

“No, Bill, it’s not what you
spy, it’s what I
spy. That’s why it’s called I-Spy. Me. I do it. I
spy. Get it? Except when it’s your turn to do the spying, then you
spy.”


“U-spy?”

“No... ugh. Right now, I am looking at something.
Hence, I spy.”

“But how
do I know what you’re looking at?”

“You
don’t know because that’s – you see, you need to – oh, that’s the
whole blickety-blanking game, Bill!”

“Sheesh,
calm down, Reggie.”

“What’s so hard? You need to guess. It’s a guessing game.
See? See? So,
think carefully. What can you see, besides
me, that starts with C? Have a look
around. Go on.”

“Uh.
Uhh…”

Bill’s brains
ground around underneath his muscle. I could practically see them
worming and rippling. You could hear the idea jolt him over the
storm.

“Oh!” he
cried. “I know, I know! Coral! Coral starts with C!”

“That’s
a good guess! It starts with C,” Reg said enthusiastically. “You’re
getting the hang of it. But no, that’s not the word.”

“It is so!” he said. “It starts with
C!”

If Reg didn’t
have a bone in that mantle of his, he would have deflated there and
then. Still, I have to hand it to him, he kept trying. “Yes, it
does, Bill, but there are many words that start with C, and you
have to pick the right word.”

“You’re cheating!”

“Oh, come on!” Reg squeaked, running through a gambit of
Sepiant expletives that neither Bill nor I had any hope of
understanding. “You’re not buffety-blank-blank getting it, you big
dolt! What’s so hard to understand? You blanking guess a word that
starts with the blickety letter, and it has to be something we can
see, but not me,
and if it’s not the right word you guess another word until you get
it right or you give up in which case it’s my turn again, but if
you guess the word it’s your turn!”

Reg continued
on, thrashing about, dancing up a storm to rival the one raging
outside our hole, gesticulating with every syllable and flashing
his colours wildly. I took Bill to one side and let Reg work off
some of his frustration.

“Give
him a minute,” I urged. “Maybe go have a lie-down,
yeah?”

Bill
protested, “But I’m not tired.”

“I know,
I know, but it’s for the best, yeah?”

“You
just don’t want me around,” he sniffed.

“Naw,
it’s not like that, Bill. Maybe it is. I think – I think we all
just need some time alone.”

Bill shrugged,
flounced and lumbered to the back of his hole, squeezing into a
crevice.

I came back to Reg as he was finishing his rant. I passed him a pod
of black-water and popped one for myself. He shimmied, caught his
breath and plopped down next to me.

“We can
get through this. I know we can. Just need to somehow not kill each
other in the meantime,” I said.

“Easier
said than done, Boss. I’m sorry I lost it. It’s just that – it’s
just that... er…”

“Yeah, I
know. I’m sorry, too.”

Storms aren’t
so bad for us pusses. We can crawl across the bottom, claw along
the rocks and corals. The waves don’t really bother us that much.
The worst thing is the crud in the water. Tastes awful and gets so
you can’t see more than a length at a time. If you can get deep
enough, or find a sheltered rock, it’s bearable. Sepiants, on the
other mitt, they have it rough. That bone in their mantle means
they float about. Their short arms can’t grapple at the rocks like
we can, and they haven’t got big strong fins to swim about like the
hammers. All this means they are at the mercy of a strong current,
an angry rip or a gutsy wave.

And that meant
that while the storm kept raging, we were stuck with Reg and he was
stuck with us, for better or for worse. In case you’re wondering,
it’s the latter.

We sat in
silence for a bit. That was hard for Reg and I knew it. It’d be
easier to turn the waves around than to keep a Cuttle’s beak quiet.
There’s another difference between Pusses and Sepiants. We get
exhausted by chit-chat, making small talk, shooting the bullshark.
While Pusses aren’t all business, we definitely prefer the company
of one to many, and, above all, we value our solitude.

The Great spud
made Sepiants the opposite. Like, the exact opposite. They thrive
on long conversations, on pomp and ceremony and gossip and
scuttlebutt. When they get tired, they get chatty, and after
they’ve had their chats, they are ready for another bout of
gossip.

“Copepod,”
he muttered, and before I could ask, he pointed to a twiddling
speck in the water. “Just in case you were wondering.”

I wasn’t, but
I grunted to humour him. “Copepod, huh? That’s a good one. But,
really, Reg, you could have let him have Coral.”

“That
wasn’t the word.”

“Maybe,
but maybe that’s not the point. He’s still learning. And he would
never have gotten that.”

“Well
excuse me for trying to add a little intellect to our otherwise
dull and monotonous day,” he said.

“You
hurt Bill’s feelings, you know.”

“Yeah, I
know. I’ll try and explain it to him again when he wakes
up.”

“I
wouldn’t bother. You’ll just end up tearing a ligament. Hello!
What’s that?”

Four tentacles
had wrapped their way around the entry hole and were worming
around, finding a grip. A familiar head bobbed up through the
doorway and the form of Captain Barnes of the Borobo Police
Department pulled himself in.

“Helluva
storm,” he grumbled, shaking himself off. “A spud’s likely to get
himself crushed on the reef just from crawling around. Hello,
Stumpy, Reginald. Top of the morning to you! Or it might be
afternoon, who can tell these tides?”

I said,
“Howdy, Barnes! How’s tricks? What brings you through the currents
of Hades to Bill’s humble abode? Actually, before you answer that,
you on duty?”

“I am,
but that’s not what you’re asking, is it? Sure, I’ll have a
pod.”

I fetched a
couple of fresh brown-waters and handed him one. Reg had a kalip
and the three of us settled on our rocks.

“Now,
that’s the way! I almost feel myself again. Say, Reg, you still
hanging out with this guy?”

“Someone
has to look after him and Bill. If it weren’t for me, they’d be
sitting high and dry, especially after that turn with Old Cram
McDram.”

“Hey!” I
said. “That’s not fair! He got the drop on us!”

“Sure, and I got the drop on him! My camouflage, you know Barnes,
it’s my special skill. Well, one of my special skills. You should
consider having more Cuttles on the force.”

I interrupted,
“Hang on, hang on. If we’re going to be talking about who saved
who, then you’d better bring up your run in with the Squali
brothers. Eh? They had you good and proper.”

Reg flushed.
“Only because you flunked out on your plan.”

“Only because you
muffed the info!”

“Hey,
hey, you two can compare your thirds later, yeah?” Barnes laughed.
“You sound like a couple of byssus babushkas yapping on like you
are.”

I simmered
down. “Alright, smooth. We’re just a bit strung, you know. Anyway,
while it’s good to see you, just why are you here, Captain
Barnes?”

“Just
Barnes is fine.“

“You
didn’t swim through that buff soup to Bill’s rock to listen to Reg
stretch the truth, did you?”

He put his pod
down. “How observant of you. No, I’m here for a reason. How’s
business, Ted?”

“Can’t
complain. The storm keeps a lot of the punters away, but before
that we had a few cases on the go.”

It never pays
to tell it straight to a copper, you know. Give them enough to
answer their question, but don’t go offering anything further. If
they want it, make them dig for it, that way you can tell which way
they’re headed.

He pushed, as
I thought he might, “Anything juicy? Murders? Kidnappings? Missing
spuds?”

“Geez,
Barnes, is that how you’re running the fuzz now? Go around asking
private investigators if there are any crimes going on?”

Reginald
snickered, “Makes sense if you think about it. Cut out the all the
investigation and manpower and let the shmucks figure out what’s
what, then swoop in and make an arrest.”

I agreed,
“Tell you what, he might be onto something.”

“Naw,
naw. It’s not like that, Ted. Well, in a way, it is. The crime rate
has gone down. Like,” he motioned with his mitts, “right down. Rock
bottom. In all my time in the force, I’ve never seen it like
this.”

I shrugged.
“Kinda hard to get up to any kind of mischief in this storm.”

“It’s
not that. The rate was falling before the storm hit.”

“That
oughta be a good thing,” Reginald said.

“You’d
think that, but it’s a double edged sword. Crime never ends. It
can’t end. Once you get that through your bonce, you come to an
understanding that the crims are always at it. No exceptions. Now,
when the crims are doing their thing, you can see them, you can
spot what they’re up to, keep tabs on the whole lot. And even when
you can’t see the big stuff, the little crumbs give you a
trail.”

“You
don’t think that Borobo can take a little holiday from crime once
in a while?” Reg asked.

“Don’t bet your stripes,” Barnes sniffed. “There’s always
something on the go. Always.
And that’s what has got me beat, to be sure.
Criminals are notoriously stupid by nature. It takes brains to be
good at being bad, you know what I mean?”

I said, “There
are some pretty smart spuds swimming about. What about O’Callaghan?
Brimward? Ma’ansoon?”

“You
just named three of the big ones, and you’re right. They’re smart.
Or, at least, they’ve gotten smart enough to know how to cover
their tracks,” he said, shaking himself down like he was covered in
sandfleas. “The ecosystem, the criminal ecosystem, is changing and
I don’t know if it’s for the better.”

“You’re
about as clear as a bowl of whelk stew, Barnes. What are you
getting at?”

He put his pod
down and leaned in. He picked his words like he was picking at
krill. “When there are murders and gang wars and all of that, you
get turn-over. You get the bottom spuds double crossing the top
spuds. You get the big bonces rubbing out the runners as a matter
of duty or efficiency or who the buff knows, you see? The flotsam
goes up, as it were.”


“Right…”

“But
when it’s like this, when nothing is going down, nothing is going
up either. Everything is stagnant. Ain’t been a solid peep since
the demise of Caspar.”

At the mention
of his name, my mind flashed to my mantelpiece, to where I’d put
Caspar’s stone eye on for display. I rubbed my noggin, looking
sideways at Reg. “So... you want us to shake things up a bit?”

“Huh?
No! I want to know what’s really going on! The most interesting
thing that has happened in tides is Terrance getting drunk and
tearing up Macey’s place.”

I laughed,
“Yeah, I heard about that. Sounds like Macey didn’t let him off so
easy!”

Reginald
shimmied, “I didn’t even know it was possible to shove a cucumber
up there!”

“Hey,
you should know.”

“What’s
that supposed to mean?”


“Remember Handcock?”

Reg blanched,
then flew into a rage. “You promised you would never bring that up
again!”

“Geez,
c’mon Reg, I thought you’d be over that by now.”

“How
would you like it?” he cried, whacking my bonce.

“Sorry – heck, ow!” I said, parrying his little
mitts.

“Hey...
Hey!” Barnes snapped. “Cut it out, you two! I’m here on police
business!”

Tell you what.
Ever since Barnes got his promotion, he has been a real stick in
the sand. Talk about a killjoy.

“Er,
yeah, sorry Barnes,” I said, pushing Reg to one side, and holding
him at arm’s length. “So I guess that’s about all we know.
Somewhere between diddly and squat.”

“Grand,”
Barnes muttered. “Just bloody grand.”

I waved my
arms in the soupy water. “What can I say? Business has been slow
here, too.”

He turned.
“Fine. Well, in that case, maybe you can help.”

“What?
Barnes, I just said business has been slow.”

“I know
that!”

“Er,
so?”

He smiled.
“That means you need some work.”

“Oh, you
sneaky son of a -”

“Ted!”
Reg squeaked. “You are addressing the Captain of the
Police!”

“Yeah,
yeah. And he’s as slippery as an eel in slug spit.”

“Be
careful I don’t take that as insulting an officer of the Law,”
Barnes said.

I looked out
at the storm. Even if it had given up its rage right there and
then, it would have been at least another two tides before business
could commence. There’s the cleaning up to do, evicting (or eating)
all the critters that have made a home in my hole, checking out who
was still alive. You know, the usual.

I guess Barnes
had me solid and, to be honest, I kind of did need some work. If
only to take the edge off the monotony.


“Alright, I’ll bite. What’s the gig?”

He played
innocent. “Gig? What gig?”

“Barnes,
cut the buff. What are we talking. Suicide?
Assassination?”

“It’s
actually not along those lines. It has to do with a hunch I’ve
got.”

“You
need Doc Damshell for that, matey. He can probably recommend some
cream.”

“Just
listen, OK? You know Slockerspit?”


“Slockerspit?” I asked. Slockerspit? The name rang a bell,
only that bell was somewhere off in the distance. Way, way off. I
wasn’t even sure it was a bell. “Hmm, hey Reg, do I know
Slockerspit?”

“Yes, of
course you know Slockerspit,” said Reg.

“Yes,
Barnes, of course I know Slockerspit.”

“How do
you know Slockerspit?” Barnes asked.

Good question. I turned to my faithful blabber-beaked Cuttle.
“Say Reg? How do I know Slockerspit?”

“He
chased you off his plain after you drunkenly insulted his mother,
broke into his stash and ate two of his crabs.”

“I know him because he chased me off – really?” I said, turning to the
fidgeting squirt.

“I
didn’t think you’d remember. It was after the case of Squiddy
Longreach, remember? Remember? No, I didn’t think so. You got a
little too carried away with your celebrations, remember? No?
Alright, you were busy embarrassing yourself, fawning all over a
clump of kelp on a rock and then you inked all over us, and then
-”

I pushed his
beak closed with an effort. “OK, OK, never mind that. So, Barnes...
Slockerspit. I’m guessing he’s got first-hand knowledge about what
happens when we cross over?”

“No,
he’s very much alive.”

“Oh,
buff. He’s going to sue me, then? Look, I’ll get a lawyer first
thing. Reg is a reliable witness -”

Barnes tapped
my head impatiently. “Will you rest your beak for a second and let
me speak? Buff! You’ve been hanging around with Cuttles for far too
long!”

“Hey,
that’s insulting!” Reg cried, getting his beak free. I adjusted my
grip and muffled the rest of his thoughts. He flashed a rainbow of
colours as he struggled to free himself.

“Fine,
fine. But be quick, Barnes. If I don’t release this thing soon,
it’s going to blow.“


“Slockerspit has a patch of land. It’s large, and he
inherited it when he was only a polyp from his pappy. And his pappy
got it from his pappy. One of those things.”


“Quickly,” I urged. Reg was slipping out.

“Well,
it looks like Slockerspit is selling up.”

“Doesn’t
sound worth -”

At that
instant, Reg broke free. The little tyke used a two-tentacle
thrust, a move Bill had taught him, and he popped out from my grip.
His little beak flapped about in a profanity-laden rant. Reg is
normally a placid Sepiant, but, darn it, when he’s fired up you’d
better duck.

I tried to
ignore him and turned back to Barnes. “Ah, gee, that’s torn it.
Look, Barnes, can you spell it out? I can’t see how selling a plot
of land is of interest.”

Barnes rescued
his pod from being swept away by Reg and said, “That’s just it.
It’s a plot of land. Hence, it’s only a hunch and not worth the
time of the police to look into.”

“So you
get me to go fishing about. I’m a buff-man.”

“Call
yourself what you like, that’s the whole gig. Take it or leave
it.”

He had fought
through a raging storm and put up with an over-energetic Cuttle and
a surly spud to say his piece. There was more to the story. There
had to be. I said so.

He nodded.
“There may be. That’s what I’m betting on. Slockerspit would never
have sold the plot. It’s in his heritage.”

“Happens
all the time. You can’t bank on sentimental value. Heck, even
Belvedere Medici was looking to trade in, if you remember. Might be
a woman. Maybe he got into trouble? Could be a woman. Gambling, or
a woman. Booze. A woman. Keelsticks. Or it could even be, say, a
woman.”


“Perhaps. I’d certainly see that as the most obvious answer.
What I find more interesting, though, is that the land is
practically worthless. Nothing grows on it. There’s no sand to
sift. No reef to cultivate. No decent holes. No mussels or oysters
or, well, anything. Just a calcified surface that buff skims over
on its way down to your place.”

“You
paint a pretty picture, alright. Who would want to buy something
like that?”

Barnes grabbed
Reginald as he zoomed past, gave him a little squeeze and calmed
him down. It was for the best. Reg was running out of puff. No
surprise. Considering the room that mantle of his takes up, there
ain’t a lot of space left for puff.

“Easy,
little fella. Come on, we’re all friends here. I didn’t mean what I
said, I was just stirring the muck,” he said.

OK, so maybe
Barnes wasn’t a total stick in the sand. Reg grumbled through his
panting, then settled on the floor for an overdue rest. Barnes
continued, “Anyway, that’s a good question and one I’ve been asking
myself. I looked through the deal. The potential buyer has been
kept anonymous.”

“Of
course, I didn’t think it was going to be that easy. Now let’s get
down to bedrock, shall we? What’s the pay?”

“Is it
always clams with you, Teddy?”

I winked and
said, “A spud’s gotta eat.”

We worked out
the details over another pod. And that’s why, when the storm
finally broke, Reg, Bill and I headed off to Slockerspit’s plot of
land to see what was what.







 Slockerspit

If
you’re as cluey as you seem, you’re wondering why I
really took the case. I mean, it was a drudge, most likely a
dead-end. Seven chances out of eight, I’d wind up with nothing but
a mittful of scummy water for my troubles. Sure, I’d get paid, but
there’d be no satisfaction in it, and that’s worth as much as
clams. On any other tide, I’d call that a dogfish of a case and let
it lie, but that’s not my style.

Stop me if
I’ve told you before, but you get some cases that you just can’t
crack and, worse than that, you can’t put them down. The hangers,
that’s what I call them, dangle around inside your mantle, taking
up valuable thinking room. Well, I didn’t want to tell Barnes,
because it pays to hide your shells until you need them,
that I was already working on another case for another
client, see, and this other case, a hanger from way before the
storm, involved the investigation of the sale of arid land.

You see the
issue? Two strange cases of the sale of useless tracts of land with
anonymous buyers. That was ringing my bells. Pipita’s Cleft wasn’t
much to look at, and I wouldn’t normally
even bother with the case, only I had taken it on
at a time when I needed the clams and pride prevented me
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