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Close Enough

K’Barthan Extras, Hamgeean Misfit: No 3

As recently appointed delivery man for Big Merv, one of Ning Dang Po’s most powerful crime bosses, The Pan of Hamgee is ordered to deliver a gift to Big Merv’s current girlfriend. With a pair of bespoke-made, sapphire and diamond earrings on board, and a trip across the city in the offing, what could possibly go wrong? Everything. 

 


Close Enough

1. Complaints

Down in one of the posh, regenerated areas of the harbour front in Ning Dang Po, The Big Thing nightclub was packed, as usual. Most of the glitterati of the city were in tonight, and the noise from the sound system was such that even the bouncers were wearing ear plugs. Big Merv, Ning Dang Po’s probably premier—and definitely most scary—gangster sat at a table in his office. With him were his two trusted deputies, Smasher Harry and Frank the Knife. Despite being soundproofed, the floor of the office space reverberated to the beat below. Big Merv liked it when the club was full like this. The atmosphere was buzzing and the bass thump reminded him of a ship’s engine. It always got him in a good mood and made him feel like a pirate setting out to seek his fortune. Not that he needed to actually seek his fortune, per se; merely add to it. Big Merv’s parents wouldn’t have approved of his choice of profession, but it was one of the few that was still thriving since the Grongles invaded K’Barth. 

The party mood in the club below seemed to be permeating through the floor along with the bass. The air vibrated with an electricity that filled him with energy, got his blood pumping and made him feel alive. It was why he had his office at The Big Thing, of course. Somehow he thought faster and more creatively at the club, especially when it was full. Yet at the same time, for all the lift it gave him, the vibe relaxed him, as if he was on holiday. Not that he ever had holidays. Frank and Harry were fine on their own for a day or two but they didn’t have the instinct for Business that allowed them to be left in charge for any length of time. Taking too much holiday wasn’t worth the hassle. It was a shame, and worse, Ms Myrtle—Big Merv’s current girlfriend—liked her holidays. It was a bone of contention between the pair of them.

Still, on the bright side, Big Merv could relax in the knowledge that Frank and Harry were never going to be able to challenge his position as leader of the organisation he ran. Also, Frank and Harry were trustworthy, and the kind of deputies with the smarts to run things on their own long enough to allow Big Merv a holiday weren’t. It was less stressful to pay creatures of habit like Frank and Harry who were more content to follow than lead. So long as you let them think they were helping in the decision making, and kept the wages at the right level, they were alright.

Big Merv looked at them across the desk from him, eating burgers and drinking bottled beer. 

‘I heard from Hal the other day,’ said Frank.

‘Yer?’ said Big Merv. ‘He done well to get word out.’ Until recently, one of the main sources of income for his criminal organisation had come from his own personal discipline of choice: robbing banks. This he’d done with the help of Frank and Harry, with Hal as their driver. But then the Resistance had started funding its activities through crime and had kidnapped any half-decent getaway drivers for their extremely active Revenue Acquisition arm. Hal, the getaway man for Big Merv’s gang, was one of the many who’d been forced to abandon his employer and work for them on pain of ... well, pain. Possibly even death.

‘They let ’im send a birthday card to ’is mum.’

‘Uncommon kind of ’em,’ growled Big Merv dourly. If he’d had the resources, the Resistance wouldn’t have escaped the slight of nicking his getaway man without some serious repercussions. But these days they were an organisation that not even Big Merv could confront. Not yet anyway.

‘Yer. ’E reckons it ain’t so bad, but the food’s crap.’

‘Why’s that then?’ asked Harry.

‘No cash,’ Frank shrugged.

‘With all them getaway drivers? An’ with all the bank jobs they done? How?’ Big Merv shook his head and tutted. ‘No smarts, them lot,’ he said. 

Big Merv was bright enough to anticipate the end of his bank-robbing days before it came. By the time the Resistance kidnapped Hal, Big Merv’s organisation had already established itself in a whole host of other areas; some more legal than others. Now, a lot of the organised crime in Ning Dang Po was organised by Big Merv’s firm. And anywhere where it wasn’t, he was usually paid a percentage. He’d even acquired himself some legitimate investments and these, too, were thriving.

‘’S not the same,’ said Frank.

‘What ain’t the same?’ demanded Big Merv.

‘This …’ Frank gestured to the sheet of figures on the desk in front of him. ‘I miss when we was planning jobs an’ that.’

‘Yer, me an’ all. But it ain’t happenin’ pal.’ Big Merv heaved a sigh. These meetings had, originally, signalled the beginning of preparations for the next heist. He missed robbing banks too, but there was no point going on about it. It had been a blow initially—takings had dipped, but not as much as Big Merv expected. He’d given Frank and Harry the protection rackets to run. They clearly didn’t enjoy it as much. Then again, for all the cash he was making, Big Merv didn’t enjoy it as much either. ‘You done well this week, lads. You got them levels of intimidation just right.’

‘’S no point askin’ what they can’t pay,’ said Frank.

‘Unless we wanna ice ’em,’ said Harry.

‘Well, yeh, that’s different, innit?’ agreed Frank, with a certain amount of relish.

Frank and Harry weren’t as talented or as enthusiastic in Big Merv’s legal business endeavours but they were very good at this. The fine burghers of the city were still paying their ‘insurances’ on time, and this was largely due to Frank and Harry’s intimidatory skills.

On top of Frank and Harry’s efforts the legitimate use of Big Merv’s funds was proving to be surprisingly lucrative. Unfortunately, it was also surprisingly hard work. It required the use of good accountants and lawyers, not to mention a stockbroker, and they didn’t come cheap.

Luckily, the K’Barthan Resistance had the kind of pretentions of grandeur that precluded them from sinking to extortion. They also refused to grow their funds through any investments with businesses that involved Grongles. Since that was nearly every business these days, the Resistance had ruled themselves out of pretty much any opportunity. Yeh, a bunch of stuck-up idiots, that was the Resistance, Big Merv reflected, as he pored over the sheet of figures in front of him.

‘’S not bad an’ you boys’ve done good,’ he said as he finished his burger, folded up the wrapper and put it to one side. ‘Tell you what. I heard someone’s gonna open another club down the quay.’

‘What?’ asked Harry. ‘They got a cheek.’

‘Yer,’ agreed Frank. ‘You want us to go round there an’ smash ’em, Boss?’

‘Nah! ’S plenty to go round. I got shares in it.’

‘You ’ave?’ asked Harry while Frank just looked crestfallen. Well, he would. He liked a good punch up, did Frank.

‘Course. ’S gonna be called Ditzy’s.’ 

Big Merv was all for a little healthy competition, so long as he had a big enough stake in all the teams involved. However, he was also aware that he seldom needed Frank and Harry to thump anyone these days, and made a mental note that he must think of something. His trusted deputies didn’t enjoy all this wearing suits and behaving like one of the normals. The odd gang war from time to time was expedient to keep the lags in line.

‘I reckon you could clear up one thing,’ said Frank.

‘Whassat?’

‘The Pan of Hamgee.’

Big Merv laughed. He had to admit that, if he set Frank and Harry on The Pan of Hamgee it would keep them busy for a very long time. ‘You go on an’ catch the little smecker then.’

‘Frank’s right, Boss, you gotta use ’im or lose ’im,’ said Harry.

‘I gotta use ’im for the right stuff,’ said Big Merv.

‘Then maybe you should do more of it. Way it is now, it’s like you’re payin’ that little scrote protection money, Boss,’ said Frank.

‘Nah I ain’t. I’m payin’ ’im coz ’e nicks less bleedin’ stuff that way.’

There was a short silence while Frank and Harry did some thinking. Big Merv watched as their brows furrowed.

‘Boss?’ asked Harry.

‘What?’ said Big Merv heavily.

‘What’s the difference between payin’ ’im so he nicks less stuff an’ our customers payin’ Frank an’ I so we don’t break stuff?’ As he spoke, Harry, sprayed burger crumbs across the table. Big Merv gave him a bit of a look. ‘Sorry Boss.’

‘There’s a lotta difference.’

‘How, Boss?’

‘Coz it ain’t the same,’ said Big Merv.

‘Why?’

‘Coz he don’t always nick stuff.’

‘He smeckin’ does, Boss!’ said Frank.

‘Alright, some. But he blags a lot, you know— does odd jobs for food an’ that.’

‘No, he don’t!’ said Frank.

‘Nah, the boss is right, Frank, he does,’ said Harry. ‘Problem is he does them so crap. Arnold’s conkers,’ he laughed, ‘you should see ’im trying DIY. Mrs Minton up Rossiter Street had ’im puttin’ up shelves. Word is he done such a rubbish job she gave ’im half a dozen eggs to go away.’

Frank started snickering.

‘Yer, I get that The Pan of Hamgee’s a liability,’ said Big Merv. ‘Thing is though lads, the little nerk makes the effort. He only nicks a bit of stuff here an’ there to stay alive.’

‘So? Our customers pay us to stay alive.’ 

‘They think. But, they pays us to stay in business and that’s a whole different score. Listen boys, the best thing about chucking a couple of bad ’uns into the river from time to time is that all we gotta do is make sure a few folks know an’ everyone toes the line.’

Frank thought for a moment. ‘OK, Boss, so we make it look like we’re gonna
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