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Chapter One.



 In a small, picturesque village in East Sussex stands a quaint-looking teashop. Not too surprising really as many small, attractive villages in East Sussex - and, indeed, other parts of England - have quaint-looking teashops. They help keep the tourists around and spending money for that little bit longer. This particular teashop had the obligatory quaint name referencing a part of the local area - in this case, it was called The Market Cross Tea Shop even though it was in a small alleyway a few minutes walk away from the market cross, and the very small square in which it stands. The square is now more of a traffic hazard and a place for coaches to drop tourists off at than anything, although as all the buildings surrounding it arent modern, it was clearly never very much of a square to start with.

 Despite not being on the square, and despite there being competition from other teashops and the like, The Market Cross Tea Shop pulled in a fair amount of business, even out of season. The reason for this could be seen on a board outside proclaiming that it sold The best Spotted Dick Pudding… in the world. The sign, drawing the usual sniggers from pre-adolescent boys and some tourists, might be taken for the normal self-promotion, except that it did actually sell the best spotted dick pudding most people had ever tasted - there are always one or two naysayers who will proclaim their grans was the best, or the one they did at prep school was better than anything, and so on. It had gathered a following by word of mouth, and - very late to the party - by food critics who somehow overcame their distaste at not reviewing a top restaurant to sample the wares.

 And the alleyway wasnt such a bad location for a teashop, anyway - after the tourists had ooh-ed and ahh-ed at the quaint old buildings, they would walk down the alley towards the tiny church (famous despite its size), and then on to the river, which meandered down to the sea. And then, of course, back up past the teashop to meet their coach, and hopefully time for a quick cuppa before it leaves.

 Not that this was the only alleyway in the village - far from it. But tourists, there only for a day or less, tended not to find the smaller ones. Oh, they probably heard about them - the village had its fair share of stories about smugglers, hidden paths and tunnels between buildings. But they werent that easy to find, even now. The more jaded tourist will tend to believe these tales have been made up to get more business and bear no relation to the truth, the less cynical will merely think them embellished, possibly heavily so. In fact most of the stories arent that far from the truth - the village could have been the template for smuggling stories. Some things have been glossed over, true, and others romanticised, but the tunnels, larger-than-life characters, rowing boats coming up-river in the dead of night… all true.

 Which brings us back to the The Market Cross Tea Shop. Local tales have it that one of the tunnels links, among other places, one of the village inns (there are several), a cottage near the church (and the river), and the tea shop. The current owner, like her parents and grand parents before her, refuses to verify this - laughing it off as one of the few embellishments made to the tales. And even though running a tea shop in a small village in East Sussex is not the most lucrative of businesses, and even though she is not - as far as anyone knows - independently wealthy, she has also refused every offer to sell the familys recipe for spotted dick pudding.




Chapter Two.



Whilst the recipe for the pudding remained with the teashop owner and her family, puddings made to that recipe travelled all over the world, brought back by travellers as gifts. You might find a Yorkshireman in Scotland enjoying it, or a Scotsman in Hampshire. Over in America, a Texan took a break from tending to his garden to enjoy some, whilst another tried to protect hers from her flock of cats. In the Arizonian desert, a grandma shook her stick at some cheeky kids who tried to sneak up on her to steal it, and further north a pshrink locked his door, turned the heating up then lay back on his couch and took a quick break to enjoy some. Another made its way to France, via Wales, smuggled in with a packet of HobNobs. Somewhere in Canada, two pieces, in two separate buildings, lay covered - one to protect it from wood shavings, the other to protect it from paint. Down under, a snake warily climbed onto a balcony to try and grab a piece, then shot off, convinced for a moment it saw an ape of some sort guarding it. In Germany, a piece was enjoyed with some beer, even though they didnt go particularly well together. 

 Not everyone was happy about this. In particular, the ICC (International Cake Cartel, nothing to do with cricket, although it did use that august organisation as a front) wanted to get hold of the recipe and either mass produce it or destroy it for good. Either one would be satisfactory. However they couldnt be seen to do something so ruthless as steal the recipe themselves. What they could do was organise a harmless advertising campaign that could change the hearts and minds of thousands, which might just be to the advantage of another organisation - if they would do the actual work. Sara, deputy assistant to the assistant of the deputy assistants assistant to the CEOs deputys deputy assistant, got on the phone.

 Good mor, err, afternoon, PDHIMETTDJPNS, Sally speaking, how may I help you?

 Allo? Is thees the PNS? said a female voice with possibly the worst fake French accent ever. Sally glanced at the phone. The caller ID showed the caller was calling from the UK. She rolled her eyes. 

 Yes, how may I help you? 

 Ahh. I am Mis….errrm, mademoiselle Lee. I am calling on bealf of Monsieur Kipleeng. May I speak with Monsieur Nuttking? 

 Transferring you now, caller


Chapter Three.



Its a glorious summer day. They sky is blue with picture-postcard little fluffy clouds, the sea shimmers between blue and turquoise, small waves break on sandbanks and beaches with just enough white foam to look picturesque but not so much it frightens small dogs and children, and boats bob around lazily. Some white cliffs topped with green downs roll along the coast, broken by the mouth of a river lazily flowing into the sea. On either side of the river picnickers eat sandwiches and drink from Thermoses. One more adventurous couple start a small stove going on one of the wooden groynes, only to quickly remove it and throw water over the place where the stove sat. Some people sunbathe, some paddle. One or two swim in the river mouth. Two young guys paddle a canoe out of the river and into the sea, turning west along the coast. Gulls scream overhead. A gentle breeze whispers through the grass before dying down again. 

 Out at sea, a motor launch slows almost to a stop, in line with the river mouth, but some way out at sea. The people on board are indistinguishable black shapes. Theres a slight splash, and the boat speeds off again. Where the boat was a small black shape can be seen, moving slowly closer to shore. Eventually it resolves into a man, wearing a wetsuit, swimming with a large waterproof bag. After some minutes he reaches the eastern shore of the river, walks up the shingle beach to behind a convenient shrub. There is some shuffling and scuffling noises, and if anyone was close enough they may have heard three very quiet, but very distinctly different, voices muttering at each other. He emerges again a few minutes later, dressed in normal clothes and nonchalantly heads off up a path by the side of the river, still carrying the bag, which is clearly far too large to just be holding his wetsuit. Most people on the beaches either side of the river only pay cursory attention to this performance, as if it is something that happens every day, before going back to their activities. 

 An hour or so after this, the two chaps in the canoe paddle back up the river from the sea, looking a little sunburnt. People come and go, walking off over the Downs, or up the river to the pub and micro-brewery further upstream. Boats drift along out at sea, powered by wind or motor. 

 It is the sort of summers day that exists usually more in memory and dreams than reality. A day for enjoying and relaxing. Certainly not a day for intrigue and plotting. 

 Further up river, now past the pub and micro brewery, and over the main road, past the sheep centre and country park, past all of the day trippers and most of the walkers, past the rivers larger meanders and man-made channels, the man with the waterproof bag pauses. A group of swans glide effortlessly past, watching him curiously. Higher up, a white horse - carved as a drunken prank a couple of centuries back - watches silently. He glances around, pulls out a notebook and compass, nods to himself, then strips down to a pair of swimming trunks, stowing his clothes in a bag within the bag. Ignoring the fact that only a few hundred yards upstream there is a bridge, he crosses the river, part wading, part swimming. Then, checking his compass once more, he heads towards a clump of bushes at the base of the hill, and vanishes from sight. 

 Back at the mouth of the river a tall, hairy creature - which looks suspiciously like a yeti (confirmed sightings (Sussex): 0. Confirmed sightings (SE England): 0. Confirmed sightings (UK): 0. Actual numbers: Unknown, at least one) - looks at an empty bag longingly and mutters something about really wanting a spotted dick pudding. His companion, sporting a badge that says Im a llounge llama - let me back in there! looks warningly at his tummy before commenting that they ought to be making a move anyway, and did he want to go along the river or along the coast?

