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            PRAISE FOR CALLUM McSORLEY

         

         
            ‘An astonishingly good debut. Wonderfully rounded characters… A compelling story laced with humour and humanity’

            Peter James, author of the Roy Grace series

            ‘Twisting plots, grotesque lowlifes, black comedy, puns, over-the-top violence – and dialogue that bounces along to the rhythms of Glaswegian street slang’

            The Times

            ‘Callum McSorley is definitely a talent to watch. I knew within a page that I was in good hands’

            Chris Brookmyre, author of the Jack Parlabane series

            ‘Pitch-dark and yet dripping with warmth… Packed with brilliantly drawn characters, laugh-out-loud humour, and lots of blood’

            Caz Frear, author of Sweet Little Lies

            ‘Shattered from staying up until the daft hours finishing this. Loved it… A serious talent’

            Kevin Bridges, author of The Black Dog

            ‘Side-splittingly funny and fascinatingly brutal in equal measure’

            Scottish Field

            ‘A tartan noir comedy crime with a dash of hard-boiled grit’ 2

            Scotsman

            ‘A grisly and darkly funny crime caper, written in Glasgow patter’

            Sunday Mail

            ‘Extremely funny, exciting and ultimately touching’

            Literary Review

            ‘Just when you’re thinking Squeaky Clean is probably the perfect crime novel, along comes Paperboy. The biggest laughs, the seediest urban underbelly, the most irreparably flawed yet inexorably engaging cast’

            Sofia Slater, author of The Serpent Dance

            ‘There’s nothing I didn’t love about it… The most fun you can have with an industrial paper shredder’

            Sam Holland, author of The Puppet Master

            ‘A deliciously gruesome, darkly comic and twisty piece of work’

            Tom Newlands, author of Only Here, Only Now

            ‘A full-tilt sprint through the darkest edges of the Glaswegian criminal underground. A viscerally hilarious and sometimes brutal crime thriller, it made me laugh, wince and gasp in equal measure’

            David Goodman, author of A Reluctant Spy

            ‘A riotously funny roller-coaster ride through the seamier side of life with everyone’s favourite detective… A darkly comic triumph’

            Marion Todd, author of Next in Line
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            For Elliot and Nina
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         The birthday cake stopped him on his way out. Homemade, off-kilter, icing dribbling over the side like melting candle wax. There was a present next to it. Wrapped. The size and shape of a shoebox. She’d telt him he was getting fuck all.

         She was already at work.

         The card—a big sixteen, fitba themed—had no message in it but what was expected.

         The trainers were beautiful. Nike Air Max 90. Virginal white. Expensive. Fran knew because he’d already bought himself a pair with the money he’d stashed away in his room. Days of labour for his maw. Only a few deals for him.

         Something ached in his chest; he put his fist through the cake.

         
             

         

         Fran was waiting at the bus stop licking sponge, jam and icing from his knuckles when Ferrari ripped up in his VW Leaf Blower, windows down, tunes pumping out into the sharp spring afternoon, hint of winter hangover still in the sky. “Haw, bawbag! Get in afore cunts hink am kerb-crawlin.”

         “Even the maist desperate, toothless auld hoor widnae be temptet intae this fuckin shanner.” Fran slapped the roof of the motor.

         “Cheeky wee cunt. They new gutties?” Ferrari craned his head out the window.

         “Aye. Like em?”

         “Belters. They comfy?”

         “Aye.” 10

         “Good tae hear. Enjoy the walk!” The engine revved and Ferrari tore away with burning wheelspin, making Fran jump back up onto the kerb.

         Twat. Fran did not give chase. He didn’t shout. He just smiled. The buzz of the VW faded as Ferrari turned the corner and disappeared, heading back through the estate towards the main road, but hadn’t fully gone before it started getting louder again. The VW reappeared, arriving the same way it had before.

         “Wide-o!” Ferrari grinned. “Fuckin get in.”

         Fran went around the front of the motor to get to the passenger side, knowing if he went round the back Ferrari would drive forward a couple of metres as he reached for the door, making Fran look like a dick and Ferrari bray like the fucking donkey he was. Just as Fran was square in front of the car, it lunged forward, knocking him onto the bonnet.

         “Fucksake!”

         Ferrari howled like a moron.

         
             

         

         Callaghan had decent digs in Dennistoun. He didn’t live with his maw but his flat was well kept. Must have been in his forties, going by the greys and the crow’s feet. Fran first became aware of him at house parties and was eventually introduced through Ferrari. He wasn’t scary the way gangsters were supposed to be scary.

         He had a foppish way of dressing—trendy if you were a bit alternative. And had this booming, musical voice like he was doing panto. Nah, no way Fran would be afraid of this bender.

         That was a year ago; his opinion had been changed.

         “Mr Callaghan.” Fran beamed and held out his hand, gave the man a firm shake. He’d been watching IG reels about being a successful entrepreneur and making lasting business connections. He’d gathered that it didn’t matter what you were trading. 11Whether it was nutritional supplements or class As (world leaders sold bombs to each other, fucksake!), professionalism and a can-do attitude to problem-solving were the keys to success. And a firm handshake. Fran was still working on that—his palms were too sweaty.

         “Mr Forbes!” Callaghan ate this shite up too. Probably watched the same videos. “Moan in. Can a get ye a tea or coaffee? Goat ma paws oan some lovely beans roastit right here in Glesga. Artisanal coffee made doon the Barras, who the fuck widae thoat it, eh?”

         While Callaghan was going through this spiel, Fran was being patted down by a huge lump of a man, big as a house, no lights on inside. Even Ferrari, the bold eejit, kept his eyes on the floor and his mouth shut as the Big Show squeezed his meaty digits all over him, dipped in his pockets, cupped his crotch.

         Satisfied, he led them into the living room, which was charity-shop chic yet somehow expensive-feeling though it was all old odds and ends. The patterned couch was comfy and smelt like a library. Poncy affectation, all this, Fran thought, though he secretly liked it. Not to his taste but it was a step up for sure. A step he wanted to go up himself. Which was why he’d asked for this meeting.

         
             

         

         “That’s a loat ae gear,” Callaghan said after a long, stagy whistle. “A admire yer ambition. But that’s a loat ae gear tae front…”

         Fran’s heart thumped. He clasped his fingers together to stop them wiggling from excess adrenaline with nowhere to go. Callaghan was tipping towards agreeing, Fran could feel it, could see the almost-smile on the man’s face as he considered Fran’s deal. “The last three months av geed ye a return oan investment ae nearly two hunner per cent. Av tapped intae a growin stream ae demand an a client base wae the money tae spend.” 12

         Callaghan gave a big smile, showing off yellowed eye teeth which sat proud of the set. “Listen tae him, the Wolf ae Welfare Street.”

         Fran forced himself to laugh. “Fair doos. But a willnae be there firever.”

         “A don’t believe ye will.” Callaghan held out his hand. Fran’s was still too sweaty but he stuck it out there. Callaghan snatched him, crushed his knuckles. Fran squirmed, could feel bones shifting, painful and sickly. “A need tae know ye understawn the stakes here, son.” His eyes were piercing Fran’s; Fran forced himself to look back, even as his eyeballs prickled from the pain. Good eye contact is paramount to broadcasting your own confidence but also shows that you are *listening*.

         The Thing That Happened to Gary McOwen flashed through Fran’s mind. (“They hud tae use skin fae his arse cheek tae make a new nose,” Ferrari had said. “A fuckin arse-nose!”)

         “A do,” Fran said, keeping the strain from his voice as best he could. Callaghan released him.

         “It’s a double celebration then.” Callaghan was all smiles again. “Heard it’s yer birthday the day, wee man! Sweet sixteen an never bin kissed!” He winked at his flunky, who went to the kitchen and returned with a bottle of whisky. “This is fir you, son. Lagavulin, sixteen year auld. Bin brewin yer hale life.” They filled tumblers. “Here’s tae us an here’s tae you. Happy Birthday.”

         
             

         

         Fran and Ferrari were giddy when they left, not just from the whisky. It was on. Fran was on. Up, up and away. Ten days later, he would take delivery of two kilos of coke to punt.
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         Ten days later…

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         MARCH 2020

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         LOCKDOWN

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         …FUCK.
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         “This is a fuckin disaster, man! Fuckin Chinese bat-eatin bastarts!” Ferrari was yelling up at the first-floor window of the flat where Fran was poking his head out. Ferrari was holding a pot and wooden spoon, in case anyone asked what he was doing out there on the doorstep. “A awready used up ma ootside oor this mornin, hud tae get some fuckin peace fae the Wummin.” Fran had pointed out it was only two in the afternoon and the “Clap for Carers” wasn’t till eight, but it didn’t seem to ruffle him.

         Fran’s own maw was at work. She was on the front line down at the Tesco Metro. School was off, though Fran couldn’t give a fuck about that. He was leaving anyway come June, no chance he’d be taking part in Zoom lessons on the laptop.

         “Pricks couldnae just stick tae fuckin chow mein an prawn crackers like the fuckin rest ae us! Wit the fuck we gonnae dae?! Callaghan’s gonnae huv oor bawsacks hangin fae his rear-view mirror like furry dice—”

         “Shhhhh! Fuck up!” The question had been bothering Fran too. As had the visions of what Callaghan would do to him if he didn’t deliver on his end of the deal. He did not want to end up like Arse-Nose McOwen. “Bothering” was an understatement. He’d been clawing at the walls in sweaty panic. Getting outside once a day, to the same drab streets he’d lived in all his life, suddenly felt like being released into the wild after captivity. The air itself seemed fresh and raw, the quiet and distance from people and cars an eerie novelty. Everyone suddenly being friendly bastards and playing let’s-get-along, doffing their hats as they made space 15for each other on the pavement, do-si-do-ing like country dancing… Mental.

         It was good to have people out your fucking way though, especially when you’re a steaming cauldron of stress. Fran’s one state-sanctioned outdoor sojourn each day was a soldierly quick-march from the flat in Fernhill to the Cathkin Braes, where he’d find a nice quiet hill with a good view to scream at, then come home. Back to his sock-smelling bedroom, where he’d scroll influencer reels and leaf through overdue library copies of The Art of the Deal and The Art of War. Too bad there wasn’t The Art of Punting Two Kilos of Colombian Sinus Seasoning When Everybody Is Locked Up in Their Hooses.

         Ferrari continued whingeing. “Every cunt else is pure huvin a magic time oan fuckin furlough while wur goin doon the fuckin tube.”

         Fran suddenly understood that thing in cartoons where a character has an idea and a little light bulb pings on above their head. It was exactly like that. “Yer right. Some cunts are huvin the best time ae their lives oan full pay. Fuck aw responsibilities, nae early starts, nae late finishes. An perties are still happenin, whether Nicola says we can or no. The market’s still there—it’s distribution that’s the proablem.”

         “Can ye stoap talkin like a fuckin bellend?”

         “Naw.” Fran laughed. “We just need tae get the hing tae the people. That’s aw.”

         “An how dae we dae that? Evryware’s closed an naebdy’s allowed oot.”

         “They’re allowed oot wance a day. An indoor places are closed but there’s the hale wurrold ootside that’s still open.”

         Fran was already searching Amazon for a pair of good running shoes, some spandex and an armband holster for his phone—better 16look the part. He brought up a Google map of Greater Glasgow and all its many parks and walking routes and green spaces and began to cross-reference with his contacts list. He’d prepare a message. Fran was still in business. And due to “product scarcity” and “hazardous delivery conditions”, prices had to go up.

         
             

         

         Fran ran all over Glasgow. He met people in parks, on nature trails, hiking routes. He ran to every corner of the city. He delivered product and he collected capital. Right out in the open. His feet pounded concrete. Miles and miles of the stuff. He ran for hours at a time. His muscles toughened, his breathing went from ragged to steady. His body, after the initial shock and resistance, began to crave the movement, the adrenaline, the punishing exhaustion. The blisters and chafed nipples became bearable torture, worth the pain.

         He made Callaghan’s money back and then some. He was in the clear. But he didn’t care about that any more. He’d discovered something else. Something which made him truly free.

         (Also, his times were really fucking good.)
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         All good things come to an end. An athlete’s life is an inevitable parabola. Unfairly though, the upward climb is sharp, the plateau short and the downward slide long. Even more unfairly for Fran, the beginning of his descent was premature.

         “Fuckt knees,” the doctor had said. At least, that’s what Fran’s da had understood from the consultation.

         (As soon as Fran started doing well running at national level, his auld man came crawling out the woodwork, keen to do a bit of fathering and a bit of coaching for his now-good-for-something son. Even so, by that time, Fran and his maw weren’t speaking, so he made the questionable move of going to live with the man.)

         Fuckt Knees: major surgery and rehab required.

         → Money required.

         And though Fran had made a decent wedge from marathons and sponsorship deals, the occasional magazine ad, it was a US clinic he wanted to go to for the surgery, and it was out of reach. “We could find somewhere nearer hame, eh? Much cheaper options in Europe. Turkey—”

         “Am no gettin a fuckin hair transplant, Da, this is fuckin serious. This needs done right. A want that guy in LA—bone surgeon tae the stars.” The Californian orthopod was a miracle worker, famous for putting pro skateboarders who’d exploded their legs and NFL kickers who’d reversed the bend of their career-making knee back in action, and he could do the same for Fran.

         Fran needed to run. It couldn’t be over yet. He wasn’t ready for that and he damn well wasn’t going to slow down and accept it. 20He was twenty-two: he was a prime specimen. He was (nearly) six foot of skinny wire muscle and rock-hard endurance with more stored-up sperm than the Dalai Lama.

         But saving was taking too long. As the months passed, he was missing races and placing poorly in the ones he did run. He needed to do something drastic. He needed someone to lend him a fortune on tick.

         
             

         

         “Well, well, well, if it isnae the Mo Farah ae Fernhill.” Callaghan still looked ageing-hipster-suave in silvering beard, double denim, cuffs of his trews turned up high showing thick wool climbing socks and thick-soled Chelsea boots. He still talked like he was on a stage, although the whole act was more tempered, the man more secure in himself. That’s what success does to you. Fran knew it. And while he’d been clocking up the miles and the medals, Callaghan had been doing the same in his own vocation. Kingpin of Glasgow now.

         So Fran heard from Ferrari, who in six years had aged ten but still called himself Ferrari and drove an Aldi knock-off Fast & Furious motor and hung around with school-aged kids. Ferrari was not pleased to see his old mucker, and Fran’s request to be once again introduced to Ruaridh Callaghan was met with a waft of gleeful schadenfreude: “How the mighty huv fallen, eh?”

         Callaghan’s ribbing had the same tang to it but the envy that drove it was better-hidden, not openly pathetic.

         They weren’t meeting in Callaghan’s home as they used to—Fran gathered he was no longer in Dennistoun and had moved somewhere more befitting his status at the top of the food chain—but in the security office of an old indoor shopping centre which was in the middle of refurbishment. Callaghan sat in a worn-out swivel chair in front of a bank of dead CRT 21screens and VCRs which were home to families of spiders. It was kitschy in the same way his old flat was. Suited him. Fran remembered his very first impression of Callaghan and reminded himself to be afraid.

         “So wit brings Francesco Forbes back tae ma humble oaffice? Av bin keepin an eye oan ye, ye know. Readin aboot ye in the papers, seein ye oan the telly. Even put a few flutters oan ye, won us a wee bit ae dosh, thank ye very much.”

         “Yer welcome.”

         “Fuckin great tae see a workin class boay dae gid so it is.” People said this but often didn’t mean it. Callaghan’s theatrical schtick made it even harder to tell if he was being genuine or not.

         “Cheers, Mr Callaghan.”

         “It’s no a lifelang career, but. Is it? Bein an athlete, a mean. Early retirement age.” The way Callaghan said it, Fran could tell he’d heard the murmurs around his presumed injury. “Yev goat tae make plans fir the future an aw. Be a shrewd investor. Which a know ye are, Mr Forbes.” He smiled, showing his wolfish eye teeth, which gave an edge to his otherwise Glasto-dad style. “When Ferrari says tae me ye were lookin fir a meetin it put me in mind ae that time just afore Covid. A wis so impressed. Here’s a young lad wae his heed screwed oan, a thoat. An a wis right.”

         Fran shuffled in his seat, uncomfortable with the compliment. If it was indeed a compliment.

         “Who knew it wid lead tae this hale other life, eh?”

         “No me.”

         “But here we are again.”

         “Aye.” Callaghan’s eyes were penetrating, not at all connected to the polite smile he wore in the silence between them. Fran held his gaze despite the nerves needling away in his intestinal tract like some cactus-haired parasite had climbed up inside it. 22To look away would be submissive, beta. And he was already on the bad foot because he was the one asking a favour.

         “Right then, son, cerds oan the table.”

         Fran told his story of woe and, crucially, the amount of money he would need to put things right, along with a repayment plan he’d devised which would, of course, be favourable to Callaghan. (You could not flub the accounts during a pitch—you need to know your numbers off by heart.) He’d factored in that Callaghan would certainly push him up on the interest points, but hoped he’d guessed correctly where the ceiling would be. (Know your enemy.)

         “A fine idea,” Callaghan said when Fran had finished. “Well thoat oot, clearly planned an, cept fir the interest percentage, which ad haggle wae ye oan, a wid, in other circumstances, huv bin happy tae lend ye the dough…”

         In other circumstances. Fran’s stomach dropped.

         “But…”

         But. His heart rattled.

         “This time it’s a no.”

         Fran visibly sagged. The rage and frustration which had been building over the last year of DNFs and X-rays and HA injections was ready to burst out of him. And if not looking someone in the eye was a beta move, then crying in front of them was somewhere so low on the Greek alphabet Fran didn’t even know the word for it but it corresponded to “Z”.

         “Moan, son. Nae need tae look sae blue. Mind, am a bright boay too. A shrewd investor an aw. How dye hink a goat here?” He lifted his arms in a mocking gesture to the grand surrounds of the old security room. “When Ferrari goat in touch tae say ye wantet tae meet, the bubbles in the auld loaf ae breed startet poppin. Serendipity, you comin here like this, so it is. See, av ma ain deal tae offer ye. Hows aboot this?”
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         A month after they shook hands, Fran returned to the shopping-centre construction site to take receipt of the “key”. After it had been handed over, he would immediately head to the airport. His flight to Istanbul via London left that night, then it was on to Moscow, arriving Friday evening. Hand luggage only. Essentials inside: passport; visa; watch; water bottle; tit tape; trainers, shorts and vest; his number for the Moscow Marathon on Saturday.

         His da had went ballistic when he told him he’d signed up for it: “Ye want yer legs tae fuckin faw aff?!”

         “Says you. How many fags an tinnies has it bin the day?”

         “Aw fuck aff wae that.”

         “Wis it Greggs fir breakfast, lunch an dinner again?”

         “It wis lunch, an it wis a ham fuckin salad baguette!”

         This went on until the Moscow Marathon had been forgotten.

         “Easy way intae the country,” Callaghan had explained. “Well above board, an you bein who ye are, totally plausible an aw. Cover as tight as a rubber johnny.” The rest of the plan was also “simple”. Fran was to go to Moscow, do his thing (if he could hack it), then that night he was to head out for a celebratory drink at a specific bar, where he would be approached by some specific men. They would take the “key” from him. Job done. “Huv a celebratory scoop fir real, get oan the plane hame the next mornin, fresh as a weed, an by the time the wheels hit tarmac, yel huv the necessary fees fir the knees.” How could Fran say no? It was much preferable to owing the man a debt for the next decade. 24

         So he’d thought until he approached the old shopping centre on the big night and sweat started to prickle cold on his back and the Fear rushed him. It wasn’t that Fran was unused to risk—sketchy situations were par for the course when you were a drug dealer (though one of the reasons Fran was so successful at it was that he’d cultivated a middle-class client list, which lowered his chances of being mugged for his supply or asked for tick)—but it had been a while. He preferred runner’s high to the adrenaline blitz of carrying out a job.

         Smuggling. Into Russia. Russia, for fucksake! You could end up in the fucking Gulag. Locked up in the Kremlin dungeons with Vlad Putin in a gimp suit.

         He took deep breaths to calm himself, the way he did before a race when his body was over-eager to get moving. It wasn’t like he was waddling through passport control with a brick of pure ski mask up his hole. It was just a USB stick tucked into the front pouch of his backpack. Just a key which accessed a crypto wallet with a million dollars’ worth of Douche-Coin or whatever to trade for something which Callaghan would not tell him about—not his problem, best not to know, don’t even ask.

         “Here he his.” Callaghan’s voice boomed in the stripped-out mall. He wore a hard hat over his swept-back hair. With him were his chief whipping boys: the Big Show, who Fran remembered from his dealing days; a short, older chap who looked like he kept a nice front garden; a gorgeous model of a man, only a little older than Fran, with the same hints at Italian heritage in his features, and in the style of his tailored suit; and, ratty and out of place, Ferrari, who’d offered to take Fran to the airport fir auld lang syne.

         Except for Ferrari and Fran, they were all tooled up. A panic crashed through Fran’s brain and body that he’d walked into an ambush. That they were about to kill him. He got hold of it—they 25had no reason to do that. They needed him. He needed them. There was mutual benefit at stake. A solid business deal.

         “Sorry aboot the hit-skwad look,” Callaghan said, reading his mind. “Ye cannae be too careful. Load ae readies wur dealin wae, aye?”

         “Aye,” Fran croaked.

         “Run me through the plan again,” Callaghan said.

         Fran regurgitated the information he’d committed to memory. His flight times, the route to his hotel, the marathon start time and potential end time, his path back to his hotel, where he would eat dinner, then the metro station he would go to, where he’d change over, where he’d head back above ground. The street and the bar and the drink he would order. Crucially, these last details, said in front of the group, were false. Only he and Callaghan were to know the real meet-up point. Callaghan’s eyes drilled him as he spouted the disinformation and his mouth curled into a smile.

         “Good! Easy-peasy. Folly it tae the letter an ye cannae go wrang.” Then his booming voice dropped to a stage whisper: “Fuck it up an al still get ye the surgery, son, nae worries.” He mugged for his troops. “But it’ll be done wae a hammer an a pair ae pliers, an there’ll be nae anaesthetic, ye hear me?” They guffawed with stupid laughter.

         “Yer next race’ll be at the Paralympics!” Ferrari joined in, killing the laughter immediately. Everyone stared and he took a riddy. Heads shook. What the fuck, man?

         “That wis fuckin unnecessary,” Callaghan said before turning back to Fran. “Here we go then.” He took it from the condom pocket of his Levis—a regular memory stick. A cheap one from Smith’s. Fran took it from him like a hot coal. “Guard that wae yer life.”

         Then a big hole opened in Callaghan’s face.
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         McCoist watched Amy Caruso tiptoe around the dead, hunkering down here and there for a closer look, like a child searching among rock pools, her disposable overalls a toddler’s puddle suit. They’d set up stepping plates everywhere to avoid contaminating the swamp of intermingled blood with their own footprints, which only added to the beach-combing effect. Too long without a holiday, McCoist thought. She took herself from the shore and back to the scene: an old shopping centre currently undergoing a refit, walls painted and floor glazed with the blood of six men.

         “Incredible variety here,” Caruso said, muffled through her mask. “They’ve been shot, they’ve been cut, they’ve been beaten. A proper skirmish went on.”

         “You want to sign up some auld geezers for a re-enactment?” McCoist said. “Beers and burger van, make a day of it. Bring your own balaclava.”

         “Well, we only have one wearing a bally.” She stood tall and pointed to the body furthest from her. “Body armour too.” That one had been shot in the hip—painful, but not as bad as the new gill he’d been given.

         “Assuming he was one of the ambush party, the rest are Callaghan’s men?”

         “Can’t say until we have them all ID’d,” Caruso replied.

         “Ugh, scientists. What are you an expert in again? Arse-covering?”

         Caruso laughed, used to the DCI’s style of grumpy bantering. Her irritation was usually only half put on. 27

         “I can safely say this one is Ruaridh Callaghan, but. I can vouch for that, if my word is good enough for you?” McCoist had recognised Ruaridh Callaghan’s corpse, even with the crater in his face—half his nose gone, left cheekbone exploded, leaving a pit of bone shard and mulched flesh. They’d had a run-in a couple of years ago:

         A bogeyman called Billy Jamieson was threatening the lives of her ex-husband and their two teenage children. Callaghan took him out. McCoist had been there, had watched Callaghan tear the old demon’s throat open with a knife better suited to slicing bagels than sawing necks. Callaghan’s expression said “What a pity”, while McCoist struggled to stop her stomach from emptying onto her shoes. Then DCI McCoist thanked him by trying her best to lock him up these past years.

         And now she no longer had to. McCoist only felt a little disappointed. She was too busy wondering who would have done something like this. Callaghan was top dog in Glesga, big cheesy cheese, and not someone you crossed lightly. Not only because he was a heedbanger but because he made a shitload of money, a pillar of the local black-market economy (and probably created plenty of growth for the regular economy too). Under the captainship of Ruaridh Callaghan, the pockets of Glesga’s gangsters were fuller than ever.

         But there was always someone who wasn’t satisfied with their lot, who wanted more, and was willing to go to extremes to get it.

         This one’s done then, McCoist thought with grim apathy, staring at Callaghan’s ruined features, stomach turning at the gore, the rancid smell of it. On to the next. She’d seen out Callaghan’s predecessors too—the last that spry old-head on the comeback trail Billy Jamieson and, before him, a ruin-yer-Ys-scary thug called Paulo McGuinn. McCoist had put him down herself. Flashbacks 28of the gunpowder explosion and the bloody blowback as she fired a bullet into McGuinn’s head point-blank still plagued her; but she was fine. On to the next. Onwards and downwards.

         “This is what I imagine a Bernard Matthews factory smells like.” Gaz Travis arrived on scene with his nose wrinkled. With hard hat on and iPad under his arm, he looked like a surveyor rather than a detective constable on the Major Investigation Team.

         “Gads! Why have you got to try to ruin turkey dinosaurs for me?” With him was DS Suffia Khan—sharp and reliable, a load-bearing staple of McCoist’s working life.

         “I’m not. I love dinos. You need to learn how to compartmentalise, Suffy.”

         “That sounds healthy.”

         “Healthy as reconstituted turkey snoods.”

         “Turkey snoods?”

         “The weird haemorrhoid thing that hangs off its beak—the snood.”

         This earned another groan from Khan.

         “Enough, please,” McCoist said. (Although Travis was joking, McCoist thought he was right. There was no coping mechanism for spending your life around murders better than compartmentalising. The alternative was drink or, God forbid, therapy.) “Get your fill of the bloodbath and let’s get organised with next steps. CCTV, door duty—let’s see if anything odd was spotted in the area. Let’s talk to the workies who are doing the refurb. I’ll inform Callaghan’s next of kin. We’ll hopefully have IDs for our other victims soon and can follow those leads when we get them.”

         “Yes, gaffer.”

         “CIs—shake the trees and see what falls out. Someone knows what happened here. Too many people involved for secrets to stay secret.” McCoist looked at the surrounds, the dusty, urine-coloured 29strip lights, the scaffolding towers and tools, the bare concrete floor where the tiles had been broken up, blank shopfronts with soaped-up windows. The headachy vapour of solvents was peeking through the thick stench of dead meat. “This place is owned by Callaghan. The reopening is his pet project. Let’s look into that.”

         “Follow the money,” Travis said.

         “Good boy.” Travis was about to make a no doubt witty retort but McCoist’s phone buzzed and she excused herself.

         It was her personal phone. Text from a withheld number:

         
            What will they think when they find out?

         

         McCoist whipped around, paranoid eyes scrutinising every nook and cranny of the rubbed-raw shopping centre. Not really anywhere to hide. The SOCOs, faces hidden behind masks and hoods, took on a sinister aura.

         Of course, a text can be sent from anywhere; the feeling of being watched—that she could sense their malign presence in close proximity, their breath on the back of her neck, raising the fine hairs of her skin—was a natural product of the fear the message was supposed to engender. This rational thought did nothing to slow McCoist’s racing pulse. What will they think when they find out? “They” as in her colleagues? Her family? And find out what? That was a difficult question because the list of things McCoist did not want “them”—whoever it was, anybody at all—to find out had become very long indeed.
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            [CONFIDENTIAL]

OP THUNDERHEAD / Audio Log

Recorded by Device OPT012/Loc B02

Speaker 1 believed to be TARGET Detective Superintendent Roy Devlin, on speakerphone. Speaker 2 is TARGET Detective Chief Inspector Alison McCoist.

            SPEAKER 1

What have you caught, Bear?

            SPEAKER 2

The body of Ruaridh Callaghan.

            …

            SPEAKER 1

Guessing it wasn’t natural causes.

            SPEAKER 2

Only in the sense that it’s natural to die if a bullet goes in the back of your head and out through the front.

            SPEAKER 1

That’s your area of expertise. [Laughs]

            SPEAKER 2

Looks like he and his boys were in a serious scrap. Five of them dead including Callaghan. And body no. 6 seems like it might be one of the attackers. No ID on him 31yet and no idea how many were in the hit squad. Along with Callaghan, I recognised three of the other victims, all close associates. Fourth one was unfamiliar.

            SPEAKER 1

What were Callaghan and his brains trust doing there? Business meeting?

            SPEAKER 2

Maybe, though all of them were armed with something or other. Scene looked like the Roman Colosseum after the big lights go on.

            SPEAKER 1

Deal gone bad?

            SPEAKER 2

Could be. But, despite being scum, Callaghan has always been solid in a business sense. Not the kind to rip someone off in the conventional way. And I just…

            …

            If Callaghan was the aggressor, I don’t see his entire squad getting wiped out. And it wouldn’t have gone down on his turf. He was taken by surprise. It was an ambush.

            SPEAKER 1

Suspects?

            SPEAKER 2

Working on it. There are plenty of rivals, but anyone crazy and capable enough?

            … 32

            SPEAKER 1

What about our new favourite firm?

            SPEAKER 2

I’ll speak to the Burds ae Prey. I’m off to Callaghan’s next of kin first.

            SPEAKER 1

Happy hunting.
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         McCoist slipped her “dodgy” phone back into the inside pocket of her jacket. It had one number saved in the contacts, and the only calls it received came from that one number. What will they think when they find out? If there was one person who knew all about the things McCoist had done that she didn’t want to be found out, it was the man attached to those eleven digits: Detective Superintendent Roy Devlin.

         When she shot Paulo McGuinn—albeit to save a man’s life—Devlin helped her cover up her involvement. Indebted, she’d begun a shadow career, working for Devlin while carrying out her regular duties with the Major Investigation Team—the mits. It wasn’t that Devlin’s aims went against those of the institution they both served, more that his methods often didn’t subscribe to the laws that institution was supposed to uphold. He looked at the world as if it were a terrarium, where all life was a struggle to find the perfect place, balance and harmony, and from outside the glass he would make his adjustments where he saw fit. He lacked moral clarity; he was bent. And now, so was McCoist. McGuinn was the first person she killed. He wasn’t the last.

         But why would Devlin, the itchy-bollocked bastard, want to blackmail her now? And if he did, he had no reason to hide behind withheld numbers and cryptic text messages. No, maybe it was just a prank. Plenty of people had her personal number. In fact, it was probably one of Cam or Tess’s eejit wee pals, daring each other to send silly messages. 34

         She pushed it from her head, told herself to focus up as she saw the headlights of Travis’s car sweep past then pull up onto the kerb in front of hers. They were outside a narrow, terraced house in Hyndland. Box hedges shrouded the ground floor and an overburdened apple tree took up most of the small front garden.

         “Gaffer.” DC Travis held the black iron gate open for her.

         The storm door was painted defiantly lilac against neighbourhood regulations. Travis stopped McCoist as she reached for the bell. “One sec, sorry.” He took three sharp breaths, puffing his cheeks with each one as if getting ready to dive into freezing water. He rolled his shoulders in a warm-up exercise and cleared his throat into his hand. Still, his whole body seemed strained. McCoist too started to feel burbles of laughter in her belly, not helped by Travis’s little routine. The urge to laugh was common when doing a Death Knock. The body rebelled against the absurd and awful situation, attempted to usurp the solemnity expected. “Ready.”

         Ding-dong.

         They waited. Too long. Travis was starting to crumble.

         McCoist reached for the button again, was about to press it when a light came on behind the door. Then it was another eternity—Travis trying to shake out the giggles—before the door was finally opened.

         She looked like anyone’s wee granny. “Wit’s aw this? Bit late fir Betterware.”

         Travis lost it.

         
             

         

         The detective constable sat red-faced and humbled on a settee so deep his knees were approaching his chin. His chances of clawing back some dignity were slim. McCoist perched awkwardly at the 35edge to try to remain straight-backed and authoritative. The news had been broken and the tea and Hobnobs were out.

         Mammy Callaghan’s other son had been called over, his wife—a severely pale and skinny Tim Burton caricature—in tow. (“Make the teas, Brie,” he’d instructed her upon arrival.) This son, Euan, had none of his older brother’s style, nor the veneer of youthful enthusiasm Ruaridh wore. He had a pus like a soor sweetie was permanently lodged behind his teeth. When McCoist said a family liaison officer would be appointed and they could be given counselling, he’d responded, “Ach, fuck aff wae that.” Charmer. (Admittedly, the idea of someone grieving over a psycho who could slit someone’s throat with zero emotional anguish seemed ridiculous, but maws were maws and Mrs Callaghan seemed so sweet.) But what wee bro did have going for him was that he was not—as far as McCoist could see on the PNC—a criminal of any kind. Bad for McCoist though, he’d have made a good suspect otherwise. She’d have liked him as a suspect, blowhard wanker.

         “So wit are yeez daein then?” he demanded.

         “Euan,” his maw chided.

         “Forensic examination of the scene is ongoing. When that’s complete we’ll have a better understanding of what went on.”

         “Al tell yeez wit went oan—ma brur’s up tae his neck in psychos an wee rockets an, fuckin inevitably, he’s been done in by them.”

         “Euan!” the maw shrieked, fresh tears streaming. Brie nodded her agreement and disapproval.

         “But it’s true, Maw, it’s the way these hings aw-ways end up. In the jail, or in the groond.”

         His mother slapped his shoulder. “Reel yer fuckin neck in, will ye?!” 36

         McCoist had to admit Euan had hit the nail on the head—big picture-wise anyway. Which “psycho” or “wee rocket” had done the deed was McCoist’s problem.

         “Let’s all take a minute to—”

         “Fuck up, Rodney.”

         Travis took a beamer—it wasn’t the first time he’d drawn comparisons to the taller Trotter brother. He tried to come on stern but it wasn’t in the young detective’s wheelhouse: “Mr Callaghan—”

         “Zit a crime tae insult a polis noo, aye?”

         “Mister Callaghan.” McCoist had a much better line in “stern”. Years of practice, years of fighting to be heard, years of doing donkey work for unappreciative morons who needed a map to find their own arseholes. In that time she’d cultivated an air of being just one disagreeable comment away from gassing you with pepper spray and torching your car.

         Euan’s puffed-up anger deflated a little.

         “You didn’t approve of Ruaridh’s… choice of career?”

         More hot air escaped and Euan sank down on the couch next to his mother, put an arm round her shoulder. “Naw”—his voice quiet—“like a says… it wis aw-ways gonnae turn oot like this. He wis aw-ways gonna brek ma maw’s hert.” He was crying too now, a thin dribble down his cheek he swiped away with an aggressive brush of his hand.

         “And what did you know of his operations?”

         “Sweet fuck aw. A telt him tae keep that shite tae hisself. Don’t go involvin me or Maw.”

         The cosy old house in Hyndland said they were involved though—the mother at least. No way she was paying the mortgage on this gaff herself. Grand and a half a month, easy. In the catchment area for Jordanhill School—yummy mummies were 37practically camped outside waiting for her to die. “But you knew he was involved in organised crime,” she pushed.

         “Aye, cause he’s bin a cerdboard gangster since he wis fourteen year auld. Keep at it lang enough an ye eventually become the real hing. But, a don’t know any specifics, wit he wis up tae an aw that. No bin speakin tae each other much these past…”—he sighed—“ten year.” He wiped at his face and nose. “Fuck.”

         “Mrs Callaghan—”

         “Dorothy, hen.”

         “How about you, Dorothy?”

         “He wis a good boay.” An image of Callaghan hacking Jamieson’s throat open burst into McCoist’s head like the sudden gush of blood from the wound. “A good son tae me.”

         Euan grunted and Dorothy reached for his hand. “So are you.” She turned back to the detectives. “A know he wisnae a saint. But, he did try tae dae some good. Those shoaps he wis renovatin. There wis gonnae be joabs fir the locals, a social hub fir the weans, a real place fir the community tae come thegether.”

         “Ach, Maw.”

         “Wit?”

         Euan was clearly sick of hearing it. “Where dye hink he wis gettin the money fir it aw? He’s no fundin it fae his paper roond.”

         “At least he wis tryin tae dae somehin. Naebdy else dis. No the fuckin cooncil, that’s fir sure.”

         “Maw, ye huvnae even fuckin lived there in—”

         A shrill, violent screech broke the argument. Brie jumped to her feet, cup of tea dropped on the floor. “WIT THE FUCK IS THAT?!”

         A thing like a fat, snub-faced mouse was sitting on the plate on the coffee table, nibbling away at the leftover biscuit crumbs. Bold as you like, casual swagger in the way its tail draped off the side of the plate. 38

         Now Dorothy screamed, and Euan screamed, launching themselves back as the rodent scurried off the table towards their legs, forcing them all to clamber up on the settee. Euan’s stricken wife had gone into a fit, howling and shaking.

         “Where the fuck’s it goan?!”

         “There!”

         Shadow firing out from under the sofa.

         Sensing a chance to be heroic, DC Travis was on his hands and knees after the bastard thing. McCoist rubbed the creases in her forehead, shut her eyes.

         
             

         

         “Wasn’t a mouse, it was a vole,” Travis beamed when the threat was over.

         “A don’t care wit the fuck it wis,” Euan’s wife whined. “Didye kill it?”

         “Aw, poor wee beastie, no, I put him out in the garden.”

         “Wit?” Euan looked incredulous. The silly smile dropped from Travis’s face. “It’ll just fuckin come back in! Are you seriously a polis? They actually let ye go oot tae catch criminals?” He appealed to McCoist: “Is it fuckin work experience week?”

         “I assure you DC Travis is much better at police work than he is at pest control.”

         “Aye right,” Euan sneered. “It’s the same hing, just bigger fuckin vermin.”

         
             

         

         Outside, Travis took a deep breath and slowly exhaled—a nip in the night air made a little steam visible. He looked like he’d actually lost a few inches from his height. Not that the lanky bastard would miss them. “Sorry, gaffer,” he said.

         Annoyingly, it pained McCoist to see him like this. She couldn’t help but see her own son, Cam, now sixteen and recently joined 39the wonderful world of work with all its frustrations and let-downs and tedium and embarrassments and malcontent colleagues. She wasn’t able to protect him there. But she could throw Gaz a lifeline: “Don’t worry about it. I’ve had worse Death Knocks.”

         “Aye?”

         “No. But almost as bad for sure. Chin up.” She nudged his arm and got a smile out of him. A small, warm glow blossomed in her chest and she couldn’t help but smile too. She thought of Cam again, and Tess, her daughter. Hadn’t seen them in a while. Work had been busy. Would continue to be very busy.

         “Thanks.”

         “What the maw said about the renovation—community centre and social hub and all that—let’s dig into that tomorrow. I also want to be sure there really are no dealings going on between the brothers.”

         “You think he’s lying?”

         “I think his anger is genuine; I think he’s really upset. But where money—lots of money—is involved, things get… People will do anything for money.”

         “Except Meat Loaf. He’ll do anything for love.”

         “No he won’t.”
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         It was like taking a cumshot straight to the eye: blinding, stingy, gloopy and hard to wipe off. Only the jizz was red and had ejaculated from the middle of Callaghan’s face. Gritty with bits of bone and gristle.

         Callaghan tipped forward, headbutting Fran, knocking them both to the ground, the back of Fran’s head taking the hit this time as he collided with the concrete floor.

         Explosions roared like a monster truck backfiring. Louder than anything Fran had ever experienced. He was deaf, blind, in pain. And stuck under the dead weight of Ruaridh Callaghan’s corpse. Because he was dead, wasn’t he? (Some approaching-rational part of Fran’s mind was rambling, trying to weather the storm of adrenaline and confusion that had turned the rest of his brain to mince.) Callaghan had been shot. That’s what had happened. He’d been fucking shot. Those noises were gunshots. Above, all around, they popped like fireworks. Distant now, because Fran’s hearing had taken too much, felt like his ears had closed themselves off, the little tubes swaddling around the piercing pain deep inside. He kept his eyes and mouth clamped shut, his whole body locked up rigid, except the muscles around his guts, which loosened in terror, his sphincter gaping in shock.

         Fran’s bowels weren’t the only ones to void. Dead men emptied out all around. The smell was ripe.

         Soon it was quiet except for the harsh breathing of those left standing. Fran risked opening one eye a crack, so he could see some floor and legs through the spidery hairs of his eyelashes. 41There was movement and he closed it again. His heart thundered, he prayed Callaghan’s body was hiding the movement of his chest. He could hear someone moaning.

         “Where’s it hurt, big man?” a man’s voice said.

         There was a scream then some murmuring. “Take me tae the hoaspital”—voice a breathless whine. “Just fuckin drap me at the door.”

         More discussion that Fran couldn’t make out. He risked another peep but there was nothing to see from his spot on the floor under Callaghan, whose blood was still oozing out all over him. He could taste dirty pennies; thought he might gag. Willed himself not to choke, not to move. Stay fuckin still.

         “Please!” the whiny voice squealed. “It fuckin hurts.”

         A woman’s voice: “Sorry, pal. Yer contract disnae cover workplace accidents.”

         “NO!” The word turned to a scream then a squelching gargle.

         Fran’s muscles twitched with fear. Don’t move, don’t fuckin move.

         “Fuckin hell”—male voice. “We couldnae huv just—”

         “Naw”—the woman—“where there’s blame there’s a claim.” Her laugh was high-pitched and hiccupy, like she had a Guinness widget bobbing up and down in her throat. It made Fran cringe, lighting up the fur on his skin like a cold draught.

         “No seein any big suitcases ae roubles kickin aboot.”

         “Search thum,” the woman answered. “Wan ae thum’ll huv somehin.”

         Grumbling from the men. “These are ma good gloves an aw. Real leather. The missus geed me thum fir ma birthday.”

         “Stoap whingein.”

         Noises of shuffling, ruffling, heavy lifting and heaving. Kicking and rustling. Bodies manhandled; pockets dipped. 42

         Fran’s breathing was short and sharp, heart thrusting its way out his chest.

         “Ye only goat those leather yins wae ye or ye goat some latex an aw?” The woman did that awful laugh again, finding herself hysterical.
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