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K’Barthan Series

All The Pan of Hamgee wants is a quiet life.

So why did he have to fall in love with a woman living a different version of reality, upset a murderous tyrant and then run out of places to hide?

Now all he has to do is face his inner demons, rescue everything he holds dear and save the world, or die trying. 

Oh yes, and he’s an abject coward. 

Great. No pressure then.
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K’Barthan Series: Part 1
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​Chapter 1
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For the first time in months, The Pan of Hamgee was about to spend a night indoors. Not any old indoors, either; this was a luxury apartment, in a luxury area. The Planes was the swankiest place to live in the entire city: central, near the financial quarter and full of the loaded gentry. Outside, a gale battered the trees and flung hailstones against the windows. Inside, The Pan relaxed a little further into the easy chair and smiled to himself, enjoying the rare sensation of being somewhere pleasant. 

“Oh yes. The Hamgeean has finally arrived,” he murmured drowsily. Yeh. Let’s face it, it was about time.

The flat was warm, and as long as he was very, very careful to discharge his caretaking duties correctly, it was his for the duration. All he had to do was live there, keep the place clean and not break anything. The not breaking anything part worried him, but in theory, the rest should be easy. Surely he could cope with that.

He stretched and tipped his hat lower over his face. His eyes felt heavy and, as he let them close, he enjoyed the soft firelight and then, the feeling of drowsiness and warmth as he dozed. Such a luxury: he hadn’t let his guard drop like this in months. 

Firelight ... he thought and yawned. He had a small inkling there was something wrong but he was looking forward to his first night in a bed for two months and he was too tired to care.

The flames leapt and crackled, warming his feet, but the worrying feeling continued to nag him. An orange glow flickered across the walls and filled the room with an eerie light.

It was also filling the room with smoke.

“Pants!” shouted The Pan, leaping to his feet.

What had he done? 

“No no no no noooo.” All in all, it would have been a lovely fire if it wasn’t for one small technicality. It was in the middle of the carpet.

By The Prophet, this was serious. He was supposed to be looking after the flat not wrecking it!

He stood looking about him, raking his hands through his hair as he tried to think. What had possessed him to leave the candle on the table?

Idiot!

Despite his fear, part of him couldn’t help being fascinated, in a dangerously detached manner, at the speed with which the flames were taking hold. Please don’t let the rug be valuable. 

No time to panic, stay calm. Breathe ... good. It was only one carpet. So long as nothing else got damaged, the flat’s owner, Big Merv, would probably spare his life. What to do? Easy, smother the flames. Quickly, he folded the edges of the rug over the top of its burning centre, but he merely succeeded in igniting them, too. 

By The Prophet’s hair! What now? He cast about him with mounting panic. The window. He would carry it over there and hurl it out. No wait; it might melt and stick to him, charring his arms to a crisp or, worse, it might stick to the wall and set the whole building ablaze. Burning Big Merv’s carpet was bad enough, torching his entire block was another matter entirely. 

Right. There was only one thing for it. He would have to sacrifice his supper. Sole and chips would be fine on its own. He could live without the peas.

The Pan scuttled into the kitchen where the peas bubbled merrily away on the stove. It was a pity to waste them – he liked peas – but it was quicker than running a bowl of water, and he could put some more on once he’d put the fire out. The peas were easily replaced. The Pan, on the other hand, was not. However, he had a small chance of surviving another week if he could put out the flames NOW before they did any more damage. 

He had already learned how well Big Merv’s pans conducted heat, even the parts which weren’t supposed to, so he put on the oven glove, grabbed the handle and went back into the sitting room. It was even smokier in there now. His eyes stung and he coughed as he blundered through the acrid fumes towards the fierce glow of the fire. 

He tried to hold his breath and think of the moment when he’d doused the blaze with the water from the peas and the danger was past. He held the pan out and poured the contents deliberately onto the centre of the flames. 

There was a sound. A loud sound. “Whump!” 

Ah. That was wrong. A gust of boiling air lifted him bodily from the floor and hurled him into the kitchen. 

Very wrong. He looked at the pan in his hand. He’d used the chips. How could he be such a monumental cretin?

Trying not to cry, he shut the door and put on the extractor fan. There was nothing he could do about the sitting room now. It was better to keep the flames in there, stay where he was and try to save the rest of the flat. Which reminded him: he called the fire brigade. As he explained his predicament, another worrying thought occurred to him. He’d set fire to the carpet and then, instead of putting it out, he’d poured a couple of pints of boiling cooking oil over it. Big Merv was bound to think it he’d done it on purpose; nobody normal could be that stupid. 

The Pan realised his future wasn’t looking bleak, so much as short. Big Merv would kill him, horribly, most likely. He didn’t want to die young, especially now, when he’d almost got it together. 

Oh well. Back to life on the run. 

“Trust me to screw it up,” he said aloud. 

Such a simple, straightforward assignment, and he had blundered on day one. He glanced at his watch. Where was the fire brigade, for Arnold’s sake? His nerves couldn’t stand waiting around for much longer. He had to be gone before Big Merv arrived.

He glanced out of the window. No sign yet. 

“Come on ...” 

How could one stupid wisecrack to a Grongolian police officer have brought him to this? How he wished he’d kept his giant gob closed. He’d be back in Hamgee or at university by now and his family – well, OK, he would probably never have managed to patch things up with his dad – his family would have been dysfunctional at best but at least he would have had one.

He’d messed it up again, but wallowing in self-pity wasn’t going to help. Being sacked from Big Merv’s organisation was terminal. The fire brigade would have to sort this out alone. He grabbed his hat and hurriedly put on his cloak. It was time to run away. He noticed that the grill was still on and without really thinking what he was doing, checked the sole.

“Done to perfection,” he told himself and then put on his best mumsy voice. “This is the last meal you’ll have for a few days so you’d better eat it.” He called this self-parenting. In the absence of any real parents, he sometimes tried to imagine what they might have said, and say it for them. The accent didn’t sound remotely like his mother but it made her imagined utterances that bit more believable.

“Yes,” he agreed with himself – he did a much better impression of his father. “You’ll need all the energy you can get.” 

He couldn’t normally afford to eat a luxury item like sole, but he’d wanted to cook something healthy that morning so he’d got up very early in order to steal it fresh from the fish market. 

“Yeh. It would be a pity to waste this after going to all that time and effort. I had to run for ages before that fishmonger gave up the chase.”

Another sigh. He was too old to do this any more. Children had imaginary friends although, as an orphan, he supposed an imaginary family wasn’t so strange.

“Except that you’re nearly twenty-one now, a little old for imaginary anything, aren’t you?”

Yes. Of course he was. Never mind. This was wasting time.

He scooped the fish onto a plate, drained the peas, turned off the stove and, glancing out at the driving rain, placed a second plate over the top of it. It would be a shame if it got waterlogged. A quick rummage in Big Merv’s fridge and he found a plastic squeezy lemon. He would have preferred a real one but it would do. He stole it, along with a knife and fork, and grabbed his keys. Pausing by the mirrored oven door to give his reflection the bird – what a brain-dead twerk – he ran into the hall, plates in hand. 

The fire brigade would turn up before long and so would Big Merv. They could take care of everything. If he played his cards right he would be on the other side of the world by that time, living under an assumed name. He left the door on the latch, so the fire brigade could get in if they arrived first, and ran outside. 

A crowd was gathering. 

“Not good,” he muttered.

He ducked behind a parked burger van which was setting up, like some evil-smelling vulture in reverse, to churn out food for the spectators, and ran across the road through the sheeting rain. He had gone a couple of hundred yards before he dared turn round. One of the windows of the flat blew out. Flames poured into the night air, licking hungrily at the side of the building and the dry wooden sills of the windows on the floor above. 

“Please no. Please not the whole block.” He raked his free hand through his hair.

The Pan didn’t make a habit of retrospection. Dwelling on the past didn’t change anything, and he had enough to regret without continually reminding himself of each and every single thing he’d stuffed up. He turned his back on the carnage and walked away, into an uncertain future.
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Not far away, in the cellar of the Parrot and Screwdriver, an esteemed local hostelry which also happened to be The Pan of Hamgee’s local, dark things were afoot. This was mainly because, despite the fact the cellar was thoroughly insulated to hide their current nefarious activity, the first of the pub’s landladies, Gladys Parker, wouldn’t let the second, Ada Maddox, turn on the lights.

“My eyes isn’t what they was. If it ain’t dark I won’t see proper.”

Every now and again there was a loud thump against the door and a harsh avian voice shouted, “Arse!” 

Ada’s pet parrot, Humbert, had belonged to her uncle. He was a sailor and Humbert swore like one. Such a delicate experiment was no place for a domestic pet, especially not one of Humbert’s disposition. However, the reason for his exclusion was a complicated concept for a parrot to grasp, especially a parrot like Humbert when he didn’t want to be where Ada wasn’t.

In the dim gleam of a guttering candle the two old ladies were setting up something that looked like a gyroscope, only not. It was cobbled together from bits of a fully functioning original (which had met with an accident), a Biro, an old saucer and some of the red elastic bands the postman always left on the step. 

“Are you sure this will work, dear?” asked Ada, her voice full of concern.

“Yer. Trev went down the Business Side and found some longer elastic bands.” Ada wore a blank expression. “’S bigger parcels in business and more post,” Gladys explained. “It’ll wind longer, so’s it’ll get up more speed and run longer.” She was busy with a small wooden propeller that had a hook in it, twisting it round and round. One end of the larger elastic band under discussion was attached to the hook; the other was attached to the central spindle of the wobbly home-made contraption. As Gladys wound the elastic band, Ada held the machine steady with one hand, while in her other hand was a tuning fork.

Finally, Gladys stopped twisting the elastic band.

“Are you ready, dear?” Ada asked.

“Yer. What’s yer note?”

“G.”

Gladys sniffed. “Should be an A.”

“I know dear, but there’s only one note’s difference. I’m sure I can find an A.”

“I hopes so. Does you have the jar?”

Ada checked that the jar of Gladys’ home-made chutney was within reach, towards the edge of the only clear surface available for them to set up their apparatus; the lid of the freezer.

“I do.”

A curt nod. “Hmph. You knows what’ll happen to the chutney if we done it.”

“Yes dear,” said Ada, who was aware, or at least partly aware of what would happen to the chutney – partly, but not wholly – on the grounds that while she knew the chutney would disappear, neither she nor Gladys had a clue where it would actually go.

“I is going to count three.”

“Right-ho, dear.”

“THREE!” shouted Gladys, letting go of the propeller. Everything happened very quickly. By some miracle of science, the wobbly gyroscope began to spin with remarkable stability. Dim bolts of electrical charge flickered between the machine and the chutney jar. They gave off a green glow, while the machine itself hummed; a low bass hum. Ada bashed the tuning fork on the table, put it to her ear and sang:

“Laaaaa!” 

Gladys grabbed a thing which looked a little like an upholstery needle and stuck it into the green flecks; moving it towards the jar. The note emanating from the machine changed. As the elastic band wound down, there was just time for the green flecks to turn blue before it ceased to spin.

The old ladies waited in silence. The chutney stayed where it was.

“Oh dear! I was so sure we had it that time,” said Ada. Gladys and Ada had been paying regular visits to the cellar to work on their project for some time. They planned to make contraband equipment with which they could establish an escape programme for the blacklisted; a ticket to a new identity and a new life. A one-way ticket, of course, because they couldn’t come back, but then, why would they want to? Where they were going, there was no blacklist and nobody was vermin. OK so some of them weren’t exactly going to blend in, but there were other ex-K’Barthan residents waiting for them, ready to help. The original scheme had gone swimmingly for two years, until Ada had dropped a vital piece of equipment and Gladys’ son Trev had trodden on it. With the last few years’ purges, and the establishment by the government of a New Moral Order, the need for this sorely missed social service was more urgent than ever. The old ladies sought to re-establish it fast, without being discovered by the wrong people; the state or the Resistance, for instance.

Gladys and Ada would donate their services to the organisation they belonged to – the Underground – and anyone the old ladies considered worthy, who needed to be somewhere else; because they were allowed a little discretion. People like that nice lad with the hat, The Pan of Hamgee. He was a dear boy – so well brought up and polite, so considerate of his peers, so kind to domestic pets, and so clearly blacklisted by the state. How he was still alive, neither could imagine. 

In the face of substantial failure, Gladys and Ada were on the brink of giving up on their plan and informing their colleagues in the Underground that they had failed; that the organisation must make do with only very occasionally transporting its people or qualifying others (nice young men, with hats, who were kind to parrots, for example) to safety, by using a far more dangerous means, one of the few – and therefore, eminently traceable – pieces of equipment designed for the purpose. It could be done without discovery, but the fugitives could only be transported in small numbers, by people with enough special training. No, not people, a person – Sir Robin Get, the last of the great Nimmists, the last hope of the nation – special training aside, nobody else seemed to be able to do it, nobody who was alive any more, anyway. 

Sir Robin was, as Trev would put it, ‘knocking on a bit’ and Gladys and Ada were keen to get their disposable transport system up and running before he, or they ‘pegged out’ (Trev again). It had taken some hours to get the machine going, and several apparently successful attempts to set up the chutney jar had turned out to be failures, when, for all the hopeful signs, the chutney remained stubbornly in position. This latest attempt was no exception.

“That were the note.” Gladys scratched her head. “We isn’t doin’ this wrong. I is sure.”

The two regarded the jar thoughtfully. Always a chutney jar and always full, because that was the only thing in the Parrot and Screwdriver that gave a suitable reading for conversion – on Gladys and Ada’s somewhat hit-and-miss machine, at any rate. Ada shook her head sadly.

“Oh dear. I don’t understand it. Why won’t it go?”

Gladys shrugged.

“’S gotta be an expla—expla—reason.”

Ada picked up the jar and turned it over. Nope. Nothing. The chutney remained stolidly where it was, except the jar was different. She held it in front of the candle.

“Has it changed shape a little?” In the dim light it was difficult to be sure but, it seemed to have acquired a waist. No. Surely not. She handed it to Gladys who tried to take the lid off. It wouldn’t turn. 

“’S stuck.” Gladys banged it on the side of the freezer and removed it without further trouble. She stuck her finger in the contents and licked it. 

“’S not done the chutney no harm,” she said, proffering the jar to her friend with a definite here’s-the-bright-side ring to her tone. Ada stuck her finger in and tasted some. A fine kick there – a little more than usual, perhaps – or was that simply down to age?

“I think it might be a tad richer than before,” she said.

Gladys put the jar down and they both looked at it for a moment. 

“I is not surprised. We has been working on this jar a long time an’ given it time for ageing. It’s good for ageing, my pickle.”

“So what are we doing wrong?”

Gladys sucked a breath in through her teeth. “I dunno. It’s something blindin’ obvious I reckons. Or we is missing a step.”

There was a noise, small but growing louder and louder. Like the sound the water used to make running out of the bathtub upstairs in Ada and Gladys’ flat, before Trev and his mate Stan the Plumber had ripped out the old stuff and replaced it with something better – a noise like soapy water gurgling and screeching through ancient, decrepit pipes. And a pop.

“Ooo!” said Ada.

“Yer,” said Gladys.

The chutney had disappeared.

Something in Ada’s mind floated to the surface, something from a science lesson at school all those years ago, about vacuums. Of course it had disappeared. It would probably have disappeared a long time before now, she thought, if only they had taken off the lid.

“Should we try another?” she asked her friend. 

Gladys looked grudgingly at the jars of chutney stacked behind them. Ada could sympathise. One jar was bad, but two ... 

“Hmph. ’S a criminal waste of chutney.” There was a long pause while Ada waited in understanding silence. “Yer, OK.”

They repeated the process and breathlessly Ada watched as Gladys unscrewed the lid of the jar. Once again, the chutney disappeared. Gladys chuckled.

“Lorks! I reckons we is back in business!”

“You know, dear, I do believe we are!”

They looked across the dimly lit table at one another, a whole world opening up before them. This was no longer the end; it was the beginning: a new K’Barth; in waiting; in exile. The whole national ethos; religion, moral viewpoint, lifestyle, outlook and way of thinking – all of it could be preserved. And no-one had to die any more, or at least, not everyone. 

Gladys folded her arms and gave a brief, satisfied nod.

“Good,” she said.
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Twenty-four hours had passed since the fire, and to his great surprise The Pan was still at large. Perhaps his lack of status helped. Blacklisted, or otherwise, he could hardly be classed as a rebel, and was only a very small cog in the city’s criminal machinery. Perhaps Big Merv had better things to be doing with his time. 

No. Unlikely. Big Merv was a Swamp Thing. Swamp Things were the only creatures that could punch as hard as Grongles, but since they had led an uprising a few years before The Pan was born, there weren’t many of them left. They were slow to anger, but once riled they were passionate and uncompromising, and even slower to forgive. 

Nobody in their right mind would mess with a Swamp Thing, not even a mild-mannered one, and Big Merv wasn’t the least mild-mannered. He didn’t like people upsetting him, and torching his flat would make him about as upset as it was possible to be. Flat-sitting for The Big Thing, as they called him, was a weighty responsibility – almost as weighty as the lead they’d tie to The Pan’s feet when they caught up with him, before they chucked him in the river. 

He stood in the familiar surroundings of Turnadot Street, surveying the ramshackle – but spotlessly clean – facade of the Parrot and Screwdriver. In so far as The Pan had a home any more, it was here, and if he had any family these days it was the pub’s proprietors, Ada, Gladys and Gladys’ son, Trev. 

It was an emotional moment and The Pan was there for several minutes, trying to remember every nuance of the stonework, every crooked window, so that he would always be able to picture it in his mind’s eye, even if he never set eyes on it again. 

What to do now? 

He shrugged. There was nowhere to run. Big Merv had contacts everywhere. Sure, he could stay ahead of his pursuers for a while, but where would he go? Even if he escaped the confines of the city, they’d be bound to track him down sooner or later, if the Grongles didn’t beat them to it. He had been blacklisted for four years and he was tired of running away. It was time to say farewell. 

“Mmm,” said The Pan to no-one in particular, “one last beer.”

As he opened the door of the smoky saloon bar, he smiled. Ada was there, as usual, dressed in her standard attire: a maroon satin tent-like dress, seemingly constructed from several large parachutes, with similarly extensive swathes of maroon chiffon over the top. The Pan supposed there were legs under there somewhere but if there were, he’d never seen them. She glided, as if on air-ride suspension, with only the square toes of her buff Queen Mum-style court shoes ever visible. Ada was the Parrot’s PR front. She appeared to be mistress of all she surveyed, but it was her sidekick, Gladys, who brewed the Parrot’s famous own-brand beer and was the one in charge. 

Gladys was about five foot two with fluffy white hair. She habitually dressed in woolly tights and something made out of green and beige textured Terylene that could once, before many hard winters and boil washes, have been a dress. It went down to her knees and her spindly bow legs started at its edges, even though her ankles met in the middle. Her shoes were ‘comfortable’ – that is, lace-ups with a little circle of leather at the end of each lace. There was speculation as to whether the toecaps were steel, but nobody dared provoke her enough to find out. The tights contained numerous wrinkles in each ankle and naturally, neither article was quite the right colour green to go with the other. This tout ensemble was topped with a very moth-eaten red cardigan, spattered liberally with a selection of authentic-looking brown stains. Even for a woman of her advanced years, her face was wrinkled. When she saw The Pan she grinned, revealing a set of teeth which, like Ada’s, were all her own.

Together with Gladys’ Trev, the two old ladies lived in a flat over the pub. Occasionally, when their mood or their finances required it, they would take in a lodger. There was no-one staying there right now and The Pan had been receiving clear signals that if he could scrape the cash together for the smallest peppercorn rent, the guest room was his for the duration.

Too late for that now. All the more reason to bid his friends a polite goodbye.

He was doing the right thing. It’d be a good double bluff too. Big Merv would expect him to take off, so the smartest course of action, for the next few days, at least, was to stay put and use the time to formulate a decent escape plan. Prospects of that were bleak but he had to try.

His stomach growled. He hadn’t eaten anything since the sole he was cooking when he started the fire. Yes, that was a point. As a regular, Gladys and Ada occasionally gave him a round of sandwiches on the house.

Well, it was worth a go.
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Neither of the Parrot’s septuagenarian landladies flinched when The Pan took his usual seat at the bar and – having taken off his cloak and hat and put them carefully on the seat beside him – produced one of those plastic squeezy lemons from his pocket and set it on a beer mat in front of him. Most of their customers were, at best, eccentric, but keeping the tone of the establishment low kept the Grongles and therefore the Resistance out, and that made for a quiet life. Ada and Gladys didn’t like violence. If they had been forced to choose between either of the two warring parties they’d have plumped for the Grongles rather than the Resistance. At least you knew where you were with them, and while you had to give both sides drinks on the house, the Grongles, unlike the Resistance, were teetotal – much cheaper to entertain. 

Both the Grongles and the Resistance had a habit of ‘asking’ for help, usually with information. You couldn’t say no to either and live, but you could passively resist the Grongles until they got bored and went away, or you could deliberately misinform them, sure in the knowledge that they’d never double-check, and that justice was on your side. 

The Resistance were harder to deal with. They behaved almost as badly as the Grongles, and expected Gladys and Ada to betray their customers in the exact same way. They were the kind of zealots who checked up on people though, so Gladys and Ada had to research each set of circumstances thoroughly before they could misinform the Resistance in a realistic and credible way. This made the old ladies uncomfortable. Misleading the Grongles was a thoroughly laudable and commendable thing to do while, technically, misleading the Resistance was betraying their country – even if it was to save some poor innocent’s neck. 

Gladys and Ada didn’t like betraying their country but they didn’t like getting people killed either, so they contented themselves with entertaining the dregs of society. You knew where you were with the dregs of society, and they didn’t go murdering each other in public and bleeding all over the Parrot’s nice clean floors at the drop of a hat. They kept their affairs private and they didn’t ask any awkward questions about Gladys and Ada’s business either.

Ada served The Pan that evening.

“What will it be, dear?” 

“I’ll have a beer, please.” 

“Anything else, dear?”

While Ada pulled a pint, he consulted the contents of his wallet. Hmm, could he run to a packet of crisps? Yes, if he made the second pint a half.

“I’ll have a packet of crisps as well.” 

“Would you like any particular flavour?”

Ah, the joy of simple decisions.

“Salt and vinegar.”

Surrounded by the relative normality of the pub he began to feel better. It was easy to pretend the accident in Big Merv’s flat hadn’t happened and delude himself that there was safety in a crowd. Big Merv’s henchmen could hardly barge in and kidnap him in front of everyone. Gladys and Ada wouldn’t stand for that.

There was a sudden light pressure on his shoulder.

“Bum!” said a harsh, parroty voice in his ear.

Ah yes. Humbert. The eponymous Parrot that went with the Screwdriver. The Pan had forgotten about him when he ordered his packet of crisps.

“Hello, parrot.” 

Humbert belonged to Ada and was almost bald but – by some inexplicable victory of willpower over the laws of aviation – still able to fly. The Pan, like all Ada’s regulars, was wary of him and with good reason. If he had one feather left on each wing he would still have managed to get airborne somehow, The Pan reflected dourly, in order to relieve himself on people’s heads. Though a parrot, he was every inch a gannet and zoned in on the plastic rustling sound as The Pan opened his bag of crisps. Humbert wouldn’t leave The Pan alone now: not until he’d had his share.

The Pan fished out the biggest crisp and put it on a beer mat where Humbert slubbered and pecked at it voraciously. 

“That’s your lot, parrot, so make it last,” he warned him. After a whole day and night without eating The Pan wasn’t in the mood for sharing. However, going hungry was one thing; being hungry and covered in the kind of guano Humbert produced was a different, far more unpleasant, proposition. The parrot operated a peculiar brand of psychology and The Pan had long since learned the first rule of the pub – be kind to Ada’s infernal pet and it wouldn’t poo on your head. If he was very kind, it might even leave him alone completely. 

“Wipe my conkers!” shouted Humbert.

“Mmm,” said The Pan, raising one eyebrow at it. The parrot put its head on one side and stared back at him. Would it make a lunge for the other crisps? Gladys put some sandwiches in front of another customer. It squawked delightedly and started to sidle down the bar towards him, taking the mangled crisp with it. 

Good.

Right. What next? Now that he was no longer working for Big Merv, The Pan had no way of earning money and therefore, no means to pay for food – or anything else for that matter. He was desperate, but not to the extent that he’d volunteer for the Resistance. He wondered if it was worth asking Gladys and Ada if they’d give him a job and let him work for food.

No. It would put them in danger because it would annoy Big Merv. He glanced over at Ada who was busy serving a hulking great bloke with a beard.

****
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UNAWARE AS SHE WAS of the rules of psychology, The Pan’s touching display of affection towards her pet warmed what Ada called the ‘cockles of her heart’. 

What a nice young man, she thought. So thoughtful and considerate. Ada liked people who were kind to parrots, even if they were shady criminal people who’d nick anything that wasn’t nailed down. Come to think of it, most of the Parrot and Screwdriver’s regular clientele behaved like that. But the others were always aggressive and defensive when she challenged them, The Pan would merely tell her he wasn’t a talented thief before apologising and handing back whatever he’d stolen.

Ada watched him from the other end of the bar as he ate his crisps. She had always assumed he wasn’t entirely human. Hamgee was a rum place – she wouldn’t have been surprised if there wasn’t a touch of goblin in him somewhere. But he was so nice, polite, attractive even – in his own ordinary way – he had smiley eyes, a sense of humour, and a kindly disposition. He was smart. It was such a shame. He’d have made some lass a lovely husband. 

Pity he was blacklisted, or at least, she suspected he was. It might be just a rumour or even an attempt on his part to hype himself up as an iron man who was best not trifled with. If he was a GBI – a Government Blacklisted Individual – he’d been alive an extraordinarily long time, because the state classed them as vermin. Those on the blacklist seldom made it past a couple of months, and he’d been a regular customer at the Parrot for at least a year. 

She watched him patting his pockets one by one and wondered whether he was going to pull his usual stunt of pretending he had mislaid his non-existent cash. 

He continued the ritual until it was clear he’d patted every available pocket and found them wanting. It turned out he was looking for the squeezy lemon which he finally noticed on the bar in front of him and placed back in his pocket. 

She smiled when he caught her eye and held up his empty glass.
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As far as The Pan was concerned, formulating a viable escape plan was proving difficult, as in his heart of hearts he knew there wasn’t one. Even so, he wasn’t ready to give up yet and decided to try stimulating his brain with more alcohol. He ordered another drink, but this time a half, given his meagre funds. He smiled as Ada selected a glass and filled it from the special undiluted pump reserved for the Parrot’s regular customers.

“Here you are, dear,” she said, “will there be anything else?”

He shook his head and poured the beer into his empty pint glass.

“Some more crisps?” she asked. He would have given anything for another packet of crisps, but unfortunately, the one thing he didn’t have was money.

“No thanks, I’ll stick to liquid food.”  He felt at home here with Gladys, Ada and Their Trev. He liked them. They were kind and uncomplicated and they didn’t ask questions. He caught sight of his face in the mirror behind the bar. No scars as yet. After working for Big Merv’s organisation that was a surprise; he’d expected somebody to cut his head open sooner or later. He looked for any signs of fire damage. Hair? Check. Dark and tousled, it was standing up or out, depending whereabouts on his head it was situated. Nothing to do with the fire that one, it always looked like that. He liked his hair. He kept the sides and back shorter and the result was a spiky look, only naturally, without gel.  

Eyebrows? Singed slightly. A smut on one cheek but otherwise, no apparent damage. As faces went, The Pan’s wasn’t bad: reasonable bone structure, straight nose – not too large – decent skin, expressive, attractive rather than out-and-out good looking, OK though. 

Pity about the person behind it, who was a complete idiot. His assessing gaze turned into a glare of contempt. It wasn’t so much that he was unhappy with his personality; he just wished it belonged to somebody else. 

For what felt like the millionth time, he unzipped the mental baggage at the back of his mind and had a good rummage through it. Why couldn’t he be less of a wazzock, on speaking terms with his father – not that there was anything he could do about that now – and good at something useful? Then he wouldn’t be a GBI and he could have applied for a real job, instead of working for Big Merv as a minor minion in the city’s biggest organised crime cartel.

He stopped looking at his reflection and turned his attention to his beer for a moment.

Further down the bar, Ada clucked about like a mother hen – a faded debutante in swathes of maroon chiffon, but a mother hen, nonetheless. She seemed convinced he needed somebody to look after him. When she next ducked through the door behind her, into the Holy of Holies where they kept the spare cutlery and did the washing up, Gladys glanced quickly in his direction and then followed her. They stood and spoke to one another privately for several minutes, but made the mistake of standing in front of the open door. He watched them carefully. His lip-reading skills were poor, but he could still work out the general gist of their conversation.
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“Don’t you go wasting yer sympathy on that one, Ada Maddox,” said Gladys, “it’s incredible he’s still alive. He won’t be for much longer, that’s for sure. Ain’t you heard?”

“What, dear?” asked Ada, putting down her tray and heading back into the crowded bar.

“Big Merv’s flats,” said Gladys, following her out into the bar and back into the Holy of Holies again, with a second tray, like some wizened harbinger of doom. “The whole lot was consumed in a huge conflag—conflag—fire.”

“I know. Wasn’t it terrible?”

“Yer. You know who were s’posed to be looking after ’em?” She jerked her head in The Pan’s direction.

“Was he?” Ada gazed over at the topic of their conversation, who was staring longingly at the crisp Humbert was still eating. 

“Yer,” said Gladys and without actually making any sound, mouthed the words, “set it on fire with the chip pan, by mistake.”

“Oh bless him.”

“Yer. If he ain’t dead now he will be afore the week’s out. You mark my words.” Gladys patted the side of her nose with one finger and did her mouthing trick again. “He is a walking corpse.”

They exchanged glances, acknowledging a shared thought, which Ada eventually put into words. 

“Surely ...?” Ada began but Gladys shook her head. “We are going to help him, aren’t we?” said Ada with a meaningful glance downwards at the floor, underneath which lay the cellar and their dark secret.

“Ner,” said Gladys, letting her guard slip and allowing some emotion to creep into her voice. “Not if we don’t want to get done in by Big Merv. ’S too dangerous.”

They sighed in unison.

“He’s only a boy, really,” said Ada.

“Yer,” said Gladys. “’S not right. ’S a crying shame.” And she went off to wash some glasses.

****
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THE PAN REFLECTED THAT news travelled too fast in K’Barth. 

Presently, Gladys and Ada re-appeared from the Holy of Holies. Gladys carried a large plate of cheese and pickle sandwiches, the bread sliced doorstep thick, which she handed solemnly to her friend. Ada handed them, with equal solemnity, to The Pan. Gladys hovered behind her. The pickle was Gladys’ secret recipe and famous for its virulent heat. A small teaspoonful could reduce grown men to tears. The Pan was also famous, among the clientele of the Parrot, for his ability to eat it in large quantities without medical assistance. Ada supposed it was only to be expected. He was from Hamgee, after all, and they were odd down there – they ate squid, even the tentacles.

“Leftovers, dear,” Ada said, even though he could see they were freshly made. “Waste not, want not. Be a pet and finish them up will you?”

“Yer,” said Gladys. “’S my pickle.”

“A gentleman ordered these an hour ago but when he tried them he found the flavour of the pickle a little overbearing,” said Ada.

“Ah. I see, you mean, he couldn’t make the cut?” asked The Pan.

“Yer, so you has to eat ’em,” said Gladys wagging her finger at him. “An’ don’t you go leaving them crusts.”

“No,” said Ada. “We won’t like it if you leave the crusts.”

“Would I do such a thing?” He adopted a mock-serious expression and picked up the first sandwich. The bread was still warm and he was so hungry it was all he could do not to drool or stuff the entire thing into his mouth at once.

“Yer, you would,” said Gladys, “you’d sell yer own grandmother an’ all.”

The Pan raised one eyebrow. It had taken him years of practice in front of the bathroom mirror to learn and it was one of the few things he considered he did well.

“Only if the price was right,” he said pointedly, taking his first bite of sandwich from the crust side. Gladys clearly viewed this with approval even though it meant most of the filling spilled out the other way, onto the bar.

“Do you have a grandmother?” began Ada, bending the limits of protocol. These days, you didn’t ask people about their relatives, not when the state tended to arrest them in the middle of the night and mislay them by the morning. 

“I’m afraid I’ve already sold her,” he said, taking another bite of sandwich. He was distressed to notice that neither of the old ladies laughed. They must genuinely want to know. He managed to look Ada in the eye for a couple of milliseconds. He didn’t have much family – well he did, but they were officially Missing in Police Custody. In other words, they were in a labour camp somewhere, the salt mines, the ketchup farms or, most likely, dead. He gave the humorous approach one more try.

“Actually, I sold all my relations,” he said.

“Don’t be so crass, dear,” retorted Ada.

“Yer,” said Gladys.

“Mmm ...” He squinted at them thoughtfully and then turned his attention to the beer in his glass. He swilled it this way and that. “You really want to know, don’t you?” He glanced fleetingly up at them again. 

They nodded. 

“Why?” 

There was an uncomfortable silence between the three of them but the old ladies continued to watch him expectantly. 

“Alright,” he said slowly, “my guess is you’re wondering where to send my personal effects, should I have the misfortune to run into Big Merv.” Ada went puce with embarrassment. 

“Put it like this, if they’re still alive (and I hope they are) they’ll be working very hard,” a questioning glance from the old ladies, “they’ll have joined the farming or mining communities.”

Had the penny dropped?

No. 

Arnold in the skies, was he going to have to spell this out?

“You know, farming tomatoes or mining salt – as employees of the state, on a strictly non-voluntary basis.” 

Ah, now they’d caught up. 

“There’s no forwarding address,” he added, “and if I were you, I wouldn’t get involved.”

The old ladies’ expressions were a combination of embarrassment and sympathy that made him downright uncomfortable. He couldn’t think of anything to say. They withdrew in tactful silence, leaving him alone with his thoughts.

Then somebody put a heavy hand on The Pan’s shoulder.
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“Gotcha you little toerag.” 

Yikes! It was Frank the Knife (no relation to Mac) one of Big Merv’s gang.

“Erk,” said The Pan, putting his hand in his pocket.

He took a deep breath and his panic subsided. He might be a wazzock but he was smarter than Frank and when it came to running away he was world class. 

Big Merv had often remarked on The Pan’s mysterious ability to escape from the most dogged of pursuers and usually quipped about ‘rear-view mirrors’ or ‘eyes in the back of his head’. Big Merv didn’t know that The Pan literally did have eyes in the back of his head. They had grown, overnight, four years previously, when he was sixteen. He remembered it vividly because it had coincided with one of the Grongles’ purges. 

The Grongolian hordes had invaded K’Barth, imprisoned the Architrave – the K’Barthan ruler – and seized power years before The Pan was born, though officially the country had operated as an affiliated principality rather than a fully annexed state. This particular ‘purge’ was aimed at ending the K’Barthans’ repeated attempts to establish home rule; or at least, a version of home rule which was different from that which the Grongles dictated. Anyone K’Barthan in a position of power was invited to ‘retire’ gracefully and those who didn’t were tried for treason and imprisoned or executed. The religious leaders disappeared in one way or another. Even the ones toeing the Grongolian party line, who had merely been watched and harassed until then, were imprisoned. The High Priest, who fiercely resisted any attempts to force his retirement, was killed in his snurd in a freak ‘accident’ – although everyone thought that his demise was engineered by the Grongolian security forces. Then, as life began to settle down again, the Grongles finally got round to actually chopping off the Architrave’s head. 

He was probably the worst Architrave ever, little more than a puppet, but even so, he was K’Barth’s spiritual and temporal leader, ordained by Arnold the Holy Prophet and chosen by the priests. Putting him to death was a special kind of sacrilege. It should have been a step too far, but most K’Barthans preferred to stay alive and stay silent rather than complain and end up ... well ... like the Architrave. And anyway, with all the indigenous leaders gone, who in K’Barth would be brave or stupid enough to start a rebellion?

As far as The Pan was concerned, growing an extra pair of eyes had merely been the culmination of a vexing fortnight. At the time he had assumed it was all part of growing up and being Hamgeean. Naturally, he was far too reticent to discuss the puberty thing with his family and before they had a chance to notice of their own accord, the Grongles had come and carted them away. Being able to see in two directions at once had given him vertigo to start with, but after a while he’d grown used to it and stopped giving it a second thought. By the time he’d got over his embarrassment he had realised he was unique. No-one noticed the extra eyes under his hair, but to be doubly sure he often wore a hat. He didn’t want anyone to discover his secret in case he was branded a freak, or worse, in case it meant something.

“You’re coming with me,” Frank told him sternly. “Any funny business and you’re history, got it?”

It was hard for The Pan to play it cool as, in his pocket, his fingers closed round the reassuring form of Big Merv’s plastic, squeezy lemon. 

Was it upright?

Yes.

Good. He flipped open the lid with his thumb and waited for the right moment. To annoy people like Frank the Knife went against every fibre of The Pan’s being. He was a major coward, top scorer on the yellow-o-meter every time. However, the only thing that outweighed The Pan’s cowardice was his overriding desire not to die – not yet at any rate. If he went with Frank, he would wind up at the bottom of the river 

“OK. Let’s go. An’ I’m warning you. NO funny business,” said Frank.

“Yep.” He took a deep breath. It was now or never – and it wouldn’t be funny. 

In one swift movement he yanked the lemon from his pocket and squeezed the contents over his shoulder. A jet of acidic juice hit Frank the Knife in the eye, causing him to bellow in pain and put one hand up to his face. The Pan felt Frank’s grip loosen, wriggled free and ran for the door. 
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“OI!” SHOUTED SMASHER Harry, as the door caught him full in the face and The Pan leapt over his sprawling form and fled. He was supposed to be lying in wait outside to catch The Pan if he tried to escape.

“Stop him!” shouted Frank as they watched him accelerating up the street. 

Smasher Harry whistled. “That kid can run.”

“Yeh,” said Frank. “Pity he’s such a jerk. We could use him.”

“Oi!” shouted Harry again, half-heartedly.

“Stop him!” shouted Frank, again, into the silence. 

“He stole my wallet,” added Harry with a flash of inspiration. His voice echoed along the empty street, but the only answer was the sound of The Pan’s receding footsteps. Never mind, they’d catch up with him before long. Finding the slippery little wretch wasn’t so hard – it was nabbing him that was tricky. 

Frank’s leather trench coat creaked as he shrugged his shoulders. 

“Pint?” he asked, holding the door open.

“Yer, don’t mind if I do. It’s a damp old night,” said Harry. He’d been standing out in the rain for ten minutes and he was soaked, despite the new mac he was wearing. He wished he’d worn his leather coat like Frank’s, but he’d seen the mac and felt like a change. He would have to find the hawker he bought it from and smash his face in. It was supposed to be waterproof. However, clearly this was only true if the water and the mac were in different countries. There was Frank, dry and snug and here was he, sodden. Git.

In the distance there was a strangled yelp and a noise. Shadadadumph, it went. Frank and Harry stopped and turned round. They had thumped enough people to know the sound of an unconscious body hitting the pavement when they heard it.

“You think the security forces have got him?” asked Frank sheepishly. Neither he nor Harry had any time for The Pan; they thought Big Merv should have dumped him in the river ages ago. All the same, being dumped in the river by the security forces was a different matter entirely. The Pan was a criminal like them; they were of one kind, they were family. Sure it was a psychotic, dysfunctional family and its members would die rather than spend time together – actually, they would die if they spent time together – but they were a family, nonetheless. 

“Dunno,” said Harry. 

The two of them waited to see what would happen. At the far end of the narrow street a figure appeared, silhouetted against the glare cast by the one and only street light. They watched it approach. 

It was about six foot three and built like a truck, or at the least, like someone who worked out a lot – in this case, judging by the size of it, probably all day – only, unusually for the muscle-bound, it had a neck. Its extensive physique was partly concealed by the kind of expensive made-to-measure pinstriped suit which accentuated the contrast between the broad – very broad – shoulders and the slimmer waist. The result made it seem big and imposing without looking lumpy. Punching it would be like hitting an anvil, pointless and painful. On its feet it wore leather boots with zips at the side, and over the top of its suit, the ubiquitous leather trench coat like Frank’s, though these items, too, were clearly handmade. It wore a trilby hat because it had a pair of antennae which, even in K’Barth, was too memorable an attribute for a member of the underworld to sport openly. It didn’t have any hair, except for its eyelashes and eyebrows; it was orange and clammy-looking and clearly in the mood to thump someone. It was Harry and Frank’s boss, Big Merv. The antennae and clammy skin were usual attributes for a Swamp Thing, the orange colouring was not. Swamp Things are green, but this is not something the wise mentioned to Big Merv, since he was unusually sensitive about the fact. Harry and Frank couldn’t help noticing the bulky object he was carrying slung over one shoulder.
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“Arnold’s Y-fronts! Can’t I trust you bungling idiots to do anything on yer own?” growled Big Merv the minute he was close enough to Frank and Harry to be heard. “You great pair of planks.” 

He dropped The Pan on the ground in front of them and turned him onto his back with one foot. Big Merv had punched him hard and he was already showing the first signs of what was going to be a spectacularly black eye. 

“Well?” he demanded. “What d’he do, thump you and make a run for it?” 

Frank cleared his throat. 

“Nah,” he said emphatically. “He squirted lemon juice in my eye and made a run for it, while Harry was out here dozing instead of actin’ backup.”

“I weren’t. It were dark and he’s bleedin’ quick.”

Big Merv nodded and prodded The Pan’s limp form with his other foot. There was no reaction. He was still out cold.

“He’s not so bleedin’ quick now is he? Arnold above! What did I do to deserve a pair of jokers like you two?” Frank and Harry shifted mutely from one foot to another. “Well?” asked Big Merv. “What you waiting for, the police? Pick him up and let’s get moving.”

“OK boss,” said Frank. “Go on then,” he said, nudging Harry who, grumbling and muttering, yanked their captive up by the arms and slung him over one shoulder. He was heavy, for a wimp, and Harry was annoyed; he was gasping for a drink. Now they’d have to take this unconscious wazzock back to the warehouse. Never mind, maybe they would get to chuck him in the river this time. Harry liked chucking people in the river; it was a rare treat. 
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BIG MERV TOOK OFF HIS hat and wiped his forehead with a handkerchief. His antennae wiggled in annoyance. Frank and Harry irritated him to distraction. It hadn’t always been like that. Back in the good old days, he, Frank, Harry and their driver Hal, had been bank robbers together. Their gang, the Mervinettes, had stuck exclusively to branches of Grongolian banks and came to enjoy the status of folk heroes. When it came to bank robberies you couldn’t get more solid or reliable than Frank and Harry, but in these lean times, when bank robbery was no longer an option, he found they had depressingly little upstairs when it came to the niceties of organising organised crime.

“Where d’you park?”

Harry nodded to a nearby alley where the pristine paintwork of Big Merv’s midnight blue MK II snurd caught the light. 

“Right,” he said. “Let’s go.” And he strode off down the street.
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In Ning Dang Po, the capital city of K’Barth, later on that same drizzly night, a group of shadowy figures huddled on a quay by the river Dang. If you’d noticed them, you might have thought trouble was afoot and on this particular evening, you wouldn’t have been wrong. 

The Pan of Hamgee stood shivering in the rain, trying not to contemplate his future. He looked up at the sky. The moon was obscured by low clouds from which a thin miasma of pathetic rain fell. It plopped steadily into the Dang and pattered on the umbrellas held by Big Merv, Frank the Knife and Smasher Harry. The Pan waited miserably in their midst trying not to think about the pins and needles in his feet and heaviness of his dripping clothes. He raised his bound hands and slicked his soaking hair from his face, wishing he’d remembered his hat when he’d fled from the Parrot and Screwdriver.

The silent warehouses of the docks towered into the night sky, refining the darkness and hemming him in. In a couple of hours this area would be bustling with people: dockers, office workers, forklift truck drivers, accountants, shipbuilders and sailors, all safe in their allotted roles within society. 

They had jobs, families and at the end of each day, homes to go to. He could see them in his mind’s eye, acting out their daily routine in the bright sunlight while he, an invisible outsider, rotted in the harbour below them. He tried to think positively but the mental image of his drowned corpse kept returning to haunt him.

“Shall I cut ’im?” asked Frank.

Arnold The Prophet – wasn’t the concrete enough? 

“Nah. Not yet,” said Big Merv glaring at his prisoner with menacing intent.

The Pan of Hamgee tried to meet his eyes in a devil-may-care sort of fashion but he was shivering too much. He told himself that this was because he was soaked to the skin, not because he was absolutely petrified and definitely not because he was standing on the edge of a harbour, up to his knees in a box of quickly drying, quick-drying cement with the prospect of a short, vertical swim in the River Dang.

“You’re a GBI,” lectured Big Merv, “without me you’d survive a couple of weeks at the outside. You’re nothing, d’you hear me? NOTHING. I take you off the streets, give you a job and a roof over your ’ead and how do you repay me?” 

That was the trouble with upsetting underworld legends such as Big Merv, they got so wound up. The Pan stood silently in the concrete and watched his life flash across the backs of his closed eyelids. It took a depressingly short time. He had achieved so little. Now he was going to disappear swiftly, anonymously and without trace. No-one would mourn his passing. It was no good panicking, he told himself; death was a universal truth which could not be avoided. He failed to convince himself, and carried on with the trembling. 

“Merv, please, can we talk about this?” he whimpered.

“’S nothing to talk about you insignificant little tart. And don’t call him ‘Merv’ call him ‘Sir’,” shouted Smasher Harry, as he whacked The Pan across the backs of his knees with a pickaxe handle. His legs buckled and he sank backwards but Frank the Knife caught him by the scruff of the neck and yanked him upright. Big Merv held up one hand and Smasher Harry, pickaxe handle raised for a second swipe, waited. 

“’Arry’s right, what’s to talk about, you little squirt?” he demanded. But, The Pan reasoned to himself, Big Merv must be prepared to talk or he wouldn’t have stopped Smasher Harry from hitting him a second time.

There must have been a reason why Ning Dang Po’s biggest underworld boss would take him under his wing. Big Merv had collared him trying to steal his wallet and instead of thumping the living daylights out of him, he’d offered him a job. Since he caught The Pan in the act, it was doubtful he appreciated his pickpocketing skills. It dawned on him that if he could only work out what Big Merv had seen in him, preferably within the next thirty seconds, he might be able to talk his way out of this. Otherwise he’d be too dead to care.

“Do you understand what you’ve done?” Big Merv asked him. “I owned five blocks of flats in this city and now, thanks to you, you snivelling little twonk, it’s four.”

“It was an accident—” began The Pan. 

“Yeh?”

“YES. Please, you have to believe me. It was a mistake. The candle fell on the carpet. I tried to put it out but I couldn’t see ... the smoke ... I threw the chips on it instead of the peas. I’ll pay for the damage.” 

“How much?” The Pan cleared his throat. “Yeh. Thought so,” said Big Merv without giving him time to answer. His eyes flickered sideways at Smasher Harry and the pickaxe handle made contact with a dull thud. 

“Please—ooof! I can’t pay you yet Mer—yowch!—Sir. I don’t have any cash. I’m not solvent, but I promise I will pay you, soon,” The Pan gibbered. “I mean it—I swear I will pay you the instant I get a job.”

Big Merv raised his hand again and once more, Smasher Harry stopped. There was a short silence during which, The Pan assumed, he was appraising the chances of a Government Blacklisted Individual finding gainful employment. Not likely to happen. He would have to wait a long time for his money.

“Don’t listen to him,” sneered Frank the Knife who, doubtless didn’t want all the efforts he had expended constructing a nice wooden box – dovetail joints those corners were – and mixing the
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