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            Prologue

         

         
            The gods envy us. They envy us because we’re mortal, because any moment might be our last.

            Everything is more beautiful because we’re doomed.

            Homer, The Iliad

         

         Night. When gods slumber and demons plot. Stephen Garland opened his eyes in the bedroom of his north Belfast home. Something had interrupted his sleep, but he wasn’t quite sure what. Turning onto his back, he fine-tuned his eyes to the darkness, searching for some unknown entity lurking there. Shadows were gathering, like puddles of boneless skin.

         ‘Stephen …? What … what’s wrong?’ His wife’s voice was slightly slurred with tiredness and lingering Havana Club rum.

         ‘Oh … nothing, Grace. Can’t sleep. I’m just going to grab a cig.’

         ‘I really wish you wouldn’t smoke in bed. It’s dangerous.’

         ‘So is being a cop.’ He laughed softly.

         ‘Don’t be sarcastic.’

         ‘Go back to sleep, love.’ He tenderly kissed the top of her head. ‘I’ll make it quick – and safe.’

         A small time later, her soft snoring started up again, like an asthmatic cat. 

         Reaching over to the bedside table, Stephen craned his Ronson lighter and a packet of Park Drive. Apprehending a cig from the packet, he balanced it on the ledge of his lips. Got comfortable. Fired up the lighter’s miniature inferno and granted life to the tobacco.

         Releasing a prayer of smoke from his nostrils, he sighed with satisfaction.

         ‘Ah … nice …’

         About to click the flame dead, Stephen saw him standing there in the godless gloom, face expressionless, splintered off from normality like Francis Bacon’s ‘Head of a Man, No.1’.

         ‘What the … you scared the hell out of –’ Stephen’s voice suddenly became a whisper. ‘What … what’re you doing with my service revolver, son?’

         The eleven-year-old stood there in the dark, pointing the gun straight at Stephen’s face. The gun looked ridiculously large and vulgar in the two half-curled fists.

         ‘Please … son, put the gun down before an accident happens … someone gets hurt. You … you don’t want to upset your mother, do you … seeing you playing with a gun?’

         The boy’s small thumbs began awkwardly pulling back on the weapon’s reluctant hammer, the sound filling the room like a bleached bone being snapped.

         Stephen flinched visibly, squirming like a trapped rat.

         The boy began to squeeze the trigger, eyes filled with concentration and purpose.

         ‘Please, son … don’t do –’ 

         The bullet hit hard, slicing off a good portion of Stephen’s face, slamming him violently against the headboard. The boy fired again, this time hitting his mother smack in the philtrum, just above the upper lip. She moaned something incoherent, then went quiet. Deadly quiet.

         The stench of burnt gunpowder began engulfing the room, expunging the remnants of his mother’s expensive perfume from this evening’s dinner-dance at the police social club.

         Originally, he had planned to kill them earlier that afternoon, when they were naked, fucking and howling like filthy animals in heat, on top of the bed. That was when he had tiptoed to the slit in the bedroom door, watching her sucking greedily on him.

         The sight made him seethe with anger and disgust, but also caused a strange stirring in his groin. Something forbidden and dangerous had occurred, and it perplexed him, his heart beating jaggedly in his ears. Eventually, he backed away from the door. A clearer mind, a shift in the time frame, would make for a better opportunity.

         Tonight.

         Tonight, waiting for them as they returned home in the dark, drunkenly giggling and snorting like Victorian villains, hiding a sinister secret.

         A very sinister secret, indeed.

         Unfortunately for them, he had known their sinister secret for a very long time.

         A very long time, indeed.  

         Outside the charming detached house, the night was an army of soulless old men in rags. Filthy rain drummed hard against the windows, like nails being hammered into a coffin. Or two. It was the only sound now, in a moment where boundaries had been torn and discarded, where power dynamics had been run through a mincer.

         For a long time, he stood in this bedroom of carnage, simply listening as the drumbeat of the rain and the echo of his heart fused into one. He stared at the gun in his hand, as if seeing it for the first time, a look of awe awakening on his young face.

         At length, he walked over to the parental bed, gazing down with wonderment and delight upon his newly formed creation of destruction and murder.

         A shocking crimson was quickly pooling on the cloud-white duvet. Above him, the pillows’ bloody goose feathers floated in slow motion. It resembled a Christmas snow-globe, all snow and spreading poinsettias – or discarded entrails on a butcher’s slaughter-block of pre-feast.

         The impacts had been catastrophic, the faces now no more than a spongy mush of blood and bones. More akin to papier-mâché than flesh. It was a bigger mess than he had anticipated, but that didn’t diminish the euphoria tingling the stepping-stones of his spine.

         Wanting to preserve the detail in his memory, he bent into the scene, exploring with eager eyes. Grace’s face – what remained of it – appeared peaceful. In contrast, Stephen’s had a grimace of horror etched in his left eye, the right eye no longer existing. 

         A bloody air bubble protruded from Stephen’s left nostril, and the boy now watched in fascination as the bubble ballooned in and out, a life of its own born from a dead man’s breath. He could see his own face captured in the bloody sphere, distorted beyond anything human.

         Smiling, he reached and popped the bloody bubble with the gun’s barrel. Then, disentangling his fingers from the trigger-guard, the gun fell with a dull thud on the plush carpet. The heavenly release of heavy metal made his hands and soul feel light, cleansed of all earthly burdens and guilt.

         Bizarrely, Stephen’s smothering cigarette remained jammed between victory-salute fingers, releasing tiny plumes of vapour into the air. The boy eased the cigarette out from the dead fingers, careful not to tear its tobacco-filled belly. He studied its thin, pale body – speckled with a gathering of blood-splatter – as an entomologist would study a newly discovered insect.

         Bringing the cigarette to his mouth, he sucked hard, listening to the paper and tobacco crackle and hiss. Allowed the smoke to snake inside his mouth for a few seconds, before placing the cigarette back between the ‘V’ in Stephen’s fingers.

         He’d been wrong: the blood didn’t alter the taste of the tobacco in the slightest.

         Content with the nightmare he had orchestrated, he returned to his room, sprawling out on the bed, arms outstretched in nail-less crucifixion. 

         He listened to his heart. Its rhythm now normal. A metronome of calmness. Everything in the world was good again. The way it was meant to be from the beginning. Before darkness had come, suffocating the light out of him.

         From beneath the pillow, he removed the comic book he had abandoned for the last hour, as he carried out the plan of a lifetime. Or deathtime.

         He smiled at his own pun, then turned back to re-reading Fantastic Fabulous Fables #1, the seminal issue featuring the first appearance of the Dark Avenger and his winged steed, Mercury.

         He touched the comic tenderly. It had become a sacred icon, a talisman, keeping the demons at bay on this most unholy of devilish nights.

         ‘I told you I’d do it, didn’t I?’ he whispered reverently, voice filled with admiration. The Dark Avenger smiled out at him from a splash page.

         The Devil may well have been at play tonight in this house of Hell, but the boy was smiling like a Heavenly Seraph touched by the hand of a miscreant God. Not only did he have the smile of an Angel, he looked like one:

         Lucifer.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter One

         

         
            ‘Never take a chance on chance. It’ll screw you at the first chance.’

            Karl Kane

         

         Halloween. Spooky night-lights flickering inside Belfast City Hall, like melting candles of great expectations on Miss Havisham’s decayed wedding cake of betrayal.

         The oppressive, heavy rain – having commenced with a vengeance in the early morning – was still going strong, cascading off the majestic roof and onto the impressive building’s saturated lawn. People attired in every conceivable fancy-dress costume were flooding the streets along with the rain.

         Directly facing City Hall, a nondescript, rust-speckled van was parked in a side street, sandwiched between two burly construction lorries and four over-stuffed rubbish skips.

         Three associates – Charlie Madden, Jim McCabe and Brian Ross – waited patiently in the van, semi-attired in wolf costumes, for what they hoped would be the biggest payday of their lives: tax-free money. Bags of it.

         ‘Never stops pissing down in this god-awful place, and those thieving bastards in Stormont have the brass neck to try and charge us for water!’ Charlie, the oldest of the three, was grumbling, glancing up at the filthy sky from the back window of the van. A Colt Anaconda .44 Magnum rested on his lap, like a beloved, peacefully snoozing pet reptile. ‘They’d tax a fart, if they’d get away with it. Fucking politicians and fucking rain, I fucking hate them both.’

         ‘Stop whingeing about the rain. This is perfect weather,’ Brian, the youngest, enthused. A Beretta Px4 Storm semi-automatic pistol lurked to the right of him. He touched the gun tenderly, like an extension of himself. ‘The rain’s a good friend on a night like this – especially when you’ve a Storm on your side.’

         Leader of the motley crew, Jim McCabe, lit another cigar – his third in the last hour. Glanced at his watch. Puffed on the cigar, before popping two heavy-duty black-market painkillers in his mouth, dry-swallowing them.

         He had to be careful of overdosing – it could cause drowsiness, which was the last thing he needed tonight – but this merciless bastard of a toothache was killing him. He would just have to brace himself, and go to see a dentist. Jim shuddered at the thought. He’d rather rob a bank any day of the week than face one of those drill-wielding sadists.

         ‘Do you have to smoke so many of those filthy things in the van?’ Charlie grumbled, waving away the cigar smoke curling about his face. ‘I can hardly breathe.’

         Ignoring Charlie, Jim continued massaging the side of his mouth, all the while puffing away at the cigar. 

         ‘No need to be nervous, Charlie.’ Brian grinned. ‘This’ll all be over soon.’

         ‘Nervous? Me? Ha!’ Charlie harrumphed. ‘I was doing banks when you were still doing your nappies.’

         ‘That is abso-fucking-lutely the most philosophical thing you’ve ever said, Mister Master Villain.’

         ‘And you did what? Six months in prison for stealing comics! Big-time crook, you are not.’

         ‘Considering the rare comics in question were worth over ninety thousand quid, and I was out in six weeks for good behaviour, I think I did all right. Now, your last job, in comparison, netted you what?’

         ‘Drop it.’ Charlie bristled. His voice now had the needle.

         ‘Oh, that’s right, a whopping eight hundred quid, and three years in prison for your troubles!’

         ‘Damn cigars.’ Charlie did another fly-swat into the air.

         ‘Have a bit of sympathy for Jim,’ Brian cut in. ‘Can’t you see he’s in pain with a rotten tooth the size of a Rolo?’

         ‘He’ll get no sympathy from me. Should look after his teeth, like I do.’ Charlie smiled a set of discoloured dentures.

         ‘You know he’s terrified of the dentist, poor wee thing. Isn’t that right, Jim?’

         Ignoring the wind-up, Jim continued rubbing the offending area.

         ‘Did you know, Charlie, that Jim’s favourite film of all time is Marathon Man.’

         ‘Here we go again,’ Charlie sighed. ‘More bloody movie quotes.’ 

         ‘Remember sadistic Doctor Szell, played brilliantly by Laurence Olivier, that scene where he tortures Dustin Hoffman by drilling his teeth? “I’m not going into that cavity. That nerve’s already dying. A live, freshly-cut nerve is infinitely more sensitive. So, I’ll just drill into a healthy tooth until I reach the pulp.”’

         Charlie shuddered, then nodded. ‘Jesus, I hated watching that part. I had to turn the volume down on the TV and look away.’

         ‘Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzhhhhssssssssssssssssssssssss.’ Brian made a drilling sound through clenched teeth.

         ‘Hit it on the head,’ Jim commanded coldly. ‘I’m not in the mood right now.’

         ‘Is it time, Jim?’ Charlie glanced out the window, again. ‘All this waiting is beginning to melt my head. It’s sweltering inside this bloody costume.’

         ‘We’re all sweltering. Timing has to be perfect. Another fifteen minutes or so should do it.’

         ‘How about a quick movie quiz, Charlie, before we go visiting for trick-or-treats?’ Brian said. ‘Kill a bit of time, if nothing else.’

         ‘Okay. Hit me with something.’

         ‘Name all of The Magnificent Seven.’

         ‘Ha! Easy. Steve McQueen and Charley Bronson. Then there’s James Coburn, Yul Brynner and Robert Vaughn. And the hard one nobody ever gets, Brad Dexter as Harry Luck.’ Charlie smiled triumphantly.

         ‘They weren’t called The Magnificent Six.’ 

         ‘What?’

         ‘You only named six, not seven. You left out the real hard one, the one nobody ever gets.’

         ‘Bollocks. I named all seven.’ Charlie removed the hairy wolf gloves from his hands. Began counting on fingers. ‘Oh … the wee Mexican. I forgot about him. What the hell was his name?’

         ‘You give up?’

         Charlie thought for a long moment. ‘Yes, fuck it. Otherwise it’ll do my head in, trying to remember.’

         ‘Horst Buchholz as Chico, and for your information he was German. He just played a Mexican in the movie.’

         ‘Don’t talk shite. How the hell could he be German? You only had to look at his skin to see he was Mexican.’

         ‘Now, Charlie, that’s practically borderline racist.’ Brian was grinning.

         ‘I’m not a bloody racist. Just saying, the guy’s Mexican, and proud of it he should be. They’ve a great history in Mexico. I was reading about the revolutionary José Doroteo Arango Arámbula.’

         ‘Who the fuck’s that? Never heard of him.’

         ‘Also known as Pancho Villa.’

         ‘Marlon Brando, you mean. Great film.’

         ‘Brando didn’t play Villa. He played Zapata, you big eejit.’

         ‘Anyway, you’re wrong. Horst Buchholz was German.’

         ‘I’m telling you, he was Mexican, and –’

         ‘Put the gloves back on, Charlie.’ Jim said it in such a way as not to have to say it twice. 

         ‘What? Oh, sorry, mate, wasn’t thinking.’

         Brian grinned wickedly, winking at Charlie’s chastised face.

         ‘Time to hit the road. Check your weapons,’ Jim finally said, expertly loading a lethal-looking sawed-off shotgun with the ease of a veteran. ‘Remember, we’ve no more than five, possibly six minutes to get in and out. Tops. When I say time to pack up, we pack up. No ifs, ands or buts. Do not get greedy.’

         ‘Like Darby O’Gill, eh, Jim? I’ve got that wee movie on DVD,’ Brian said, turning to Charlie and checking his weapon. ‘The ballsy Darby, trying to steal King Brian’s leprechaun gold. A classic. My granny Ross loves Sean Connery in that show. Actually, truth be told, she loves Connery in anything, especially those blue bathing shorts in Casino Royale.’

         ‘Connery was the best Bond,’ Charlie said. ‘Brosnan comes a close second, though.’

         Jim glanced at his watch. ‘Get your masks on.’

         As Brian and Charlie began pulling on their wolf masks, Jim reached into a bag, removing a family of home-made incendiary devices created from floor-wax and Demerara sugar, and thick bootlaces with the aglets cut off for wicks.

         ‘These’ll go off approximately five minutes after we enter the bank. They should set the van ablaze, causing an excellent diversion and hopefully some chaos once the petrol tank explodes.’

         Jim put the devices in position, small gaps apart. Lit them. Cranked down the driver’s widow slightly, to the level calculated to maximise the explosion. Pulled on his mask. 

         ‘Okay, let’s do it.’

         The three big bad wolves hopped out, heading towards the doors of the Bank of New Republic on Donegall Place. They planned to do more than just huff and puff at the little piggy bank on the corner.

         
            * * *

         

         Security guard Andy Grazier stood inside the revolving door of the Bank of New Republic, glancing constantly at his watch. Three customers to be served. Two long minutes to go. One great occasion coming up. He couldn’t wait to get home. Man City versus Man U, live on Sky, and the entire house to himself. Margaret, the wife, would be going out with a few friends to darts, and the fridge was well stocked with bottles of his favourite beer, Harp.

         Happy Harpy Hours, Andy mused, hoping and praying there’d be no late stragglers coming with deposits. Stragglers were the worse. Always flustered and out of breath, always with lengthy, boring tales about why they almost missed the bank before it closed. By the time they’d given their excuses, a long five minutes would have elapsed.

         ‘Andy?’ the manager Dana Robinson said, emerging from her office. ‘I think we can close now.’

         Andy nodded, trying not to smile with relief, and turned to lock the doors. Just as he could almost taste the Harp on his parched tongue, his biggest nightmare stood before him. Actually, it sat, in the form of a wheelchair-bound customer, trying to squeeze through the revolving door by slamming against it.

         God, why tonight, of all nights? Andy squinted, looking out at the customer, but the black rain beating against the opaque glass and the bad street-lighting made visibility practically zero.

         The wheelchair continued slamming relentlessly against the door, like some sort of medieval battering ram.

         Bloody hell! Andy quickly held his hand up.

         ‘Hold on! You’re going to have to wait a second, until I get the accessible door open.’ He reached down and pushed the blue button, opening the sliding doors. ‘You almost got here too late to make a –’

         Andy’s voice stopped mid-sentence, as a sawed-off shotgun was pushed against his balls by a wolf, while two further wolves rushed into the bank, howling and screaming.

         ‘Everything’s gonna be okay,’ Jim said, quickly exiting the wheelchair, elevating the shotgun from balls to the nose on Andy’s petrified face. ‘Say it!’

         ‘Every … everything … okay …’ Andy looked on the verge of fainting.

         ‘No heroics. Say it.’

         ‘No … heroics …’

         Quickly pushing Andy to the ground, Jim hit the blue button. The accessible doors closed without a sound. The wheelchair was instantly folded up, and stashed behind a desk. 

         ‘Put your hands behind your back,’ Jim instructed.

         Andy quickly complied. Jim cuffed both wrists with plastic security cables, then dragged Andy across the polished-marble floor, parking his body behind a large table, out of sight of any nosey passer-by.

         ‘Everyone! Get behind that table, and down on the ground!’ Charlie shouted, waving his Magnum menacingly in the air.

         The customers eagerly scurried behind the shelter of the table, stone-dropping onto the floor. Closing their eyes, they became instant statues. They had seen enough movies to know what could happen in situations like this – especially in cheap movies where everyone ends up shot to pieces. They earnestly hoped this wasn’t a cheap one, especially by Belfast’s cheap standards.

         While Charlie kept watch on the customers, Brian ran to the nearby office. Dana Robinson had been talking to a male customer, but was now midway through rising from her chair at the sound of the commotion.

         ‘Don’t go pushing any buttons, Mrs Robinson. Little buttons create big problems,’ Brian said, pointing the gun at Dana’s face. ‘Comprende? Lo entiendes?

         Vous me comprenez? In other words, do you fucking understand?’

         Dana’s mouth opened. No words came out. She nodded.

         ‘Good. Now sit back down, and place your hands on top of the desk, nice and easy.’

         Dana quickly complied.

         ‘You.’ Brian pointed the gun at the male customer. ‘Get on the floor. Don’t make a sound.’ 

         The man, completely bald, face expressionless, stared back at Brian. Casually dressed, he gripped an expensive Samsonite Pro-DLX3, a large, expandable briefcase. Puzzlingly, he did not move.

         ‘You deaf, Lex Luther? Get on the floor. Now!’

         Instead of dropping to the floor, the man stood. He towered a good four inches over Brian’s height of five-eleven, and had a smug air of defiance about him, bordering on menacing.

         ‘I think you should leave. Now, while you have the chance,’ the man said, voice calm as floating ice. ‘You really don’t want to fuck with me.’

         Brian glanced left and right, before eyeballing the man. Then, channelling his inner Robert De Niro, ‘You talkin’ to me?’

         ‘I’m talking to you.’

         ‘Let me get this straight. I’m the one with the gun in my hand, and you’re the one with his dick in his, but I should leave while I have the chance?’

         ‘Correct.’

         ‘You think you’re Kwai Chang Caine?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Not what. Who. You know – David Carradine in Kung Fu. Think you can kill ten men with a chopstick?’

         ‘I don’t know what drug is melting your brain, but you better leave, while the chance is offered.’

         ‘Offered? Ever watch The Shawshank Redemption?’

         ‘Once.’ 

         ‘Good, perhaps you remember this wee classic line from it: “I’m not gonna count to three. I’m not even gonna count to one. You will shut the fuck up or I’ll sing you a lullaby!”’

         Brian hit him on the side of the head with the gun so hard, it could be heard outside the office. The man collapsed like wet posters on a wooden fence, banging his already battered head against the edge of the desk, causing blood to appear.

         Dana let out a soft scream.

         ‘What the hell’s going on in there?’ Jim shouted.

         ‘Everything’s under control. Nothing to lose your fur about.’

         ‘Hurry the hell up!’

         ‘You heard the man, Mrs Robinson. I need you to hit the combo on the vault.’

         ‘I … I don’t know the –’

         ‘You don’t know the combo. Right?’

         ‘Only the –’

         ‘Only the night manager knows the combo?’

         ‘Yes …’

         ‘You wouldn’t lie to me, would you, Mrs Robinson?’

         ‘No.’

         Suddenly, an explosion could be heard in the background, somewhere out in the streets.

         ‘Did you hear that, Mrs Robinson?’

         Dana nodded nervously. ‘Yes …’

         ‘That was God. He’s angry at you for telling fibs. Okay, here’s the score. I didn’t even have to look at your badge to know your name. Doesn’t that tell you something? You have a child, a young girl named Sheila.’

         ‘How … how do you know my daughter’s name?’

         ‘That’s irrelevant. What is relevant is that you do as I say, and no more fucking about. Wee Sheila’s fine – at the moment. She’s staying with a friend of ours.’

         ‘Oh my God! Don’t hurt her!’ Dana tried to stand. Her knees wobbled. She slumped back down. ‘Please … please don’t hurt her. She’s only three.’

         ‘Sheila’s not three until next week, so that’s more fibbing. As soon as we’re out of here, she’ll be released. We’ll even throw in a birthday cake and a nice wee present for her.’

         ‘I swear there’s … there’s no money in the vault.’

         ‘Your definition of “no money” is probably a lot different to mine – and you’re still wasting valuable time. This is not going to end right, if you do what’s wrong.’

         ‘I’ll … need to type in numbers, on the computer. That’s … that’s how it works.’

         From his wolf pouch, Brian removed a small, black device, no larger than a mobile phone.

         ‘Ever see one of these?’

         ‘No …’

         Brian connected it to the side of the computer via a USB socket.

         ‘It’s a bullshit detector. Actually, it’s a number cruncher, able to calculate numbers at the equivalent of the warp speed of the Starship Enterprise. Impressed?’ 

         ‘I –’

         ‘Good. Well, you start fucking about with the combo, and this little lady will buzz, letting me know you’re not a lady. Understood?’

         Dana nodded slowly. ‘Yes …’

         ‘Excellent. Now, do whatever magic you need to do to open Aladdin’s Cave. And don’t get smart. Only stupid people get smart. You really want us to get out of here, nice and safe, right? You want to be there for wee Sheila’s third?’

         Dana nodded, quickly typing numbers into the computer.

         ‘What’s happening in there?’ Jim was leaning into the office. ‘Four minutes left. Hurry the fuck up.’

         ‘Taking an awful long time, Mrs Robinson. My boss is getting irritated. He rarely curses, except when running out of patience while doing bank robberies.’

         ‘I’m working as fast as I can.’ Dana’s fingers danced deftly over the keyboard. ‘It’s complicated. And it’s trickier when your hands are sweating and slipping.’

         Brian did his best Dustin Hoffman: ‘Mrs Robinson, if you don’t mind my saying so, this conversation is getting a little strange.’

         ‘A few more seconds, please … There! That’s it. The vault’s open.’

         ‘Abracadabra!’ Brian shouted. ‘Heaven’s Gate is now open, by invitation only!’

         Jim produced three large gripbags from the wheelchair’s stomach. The bags were designed to look like slaughtered sheep, to go with the wolf costumes. He returned to the office. Tossed a bag to Brian. 

         ‘Mrs Robinson?’ Brian said, catching the bag. ‘Get down beside Lex Luther. While I’m gone, I expect you to behave. Do I have your word?’

         ‘Yes … yes …’ Dana said, kneeling down behind the desk.

         ‘You lied to me before. Don’t make the same mistake twice.’

         Brian ran the small distance to where the vault’s door gaped invitingly, an enormous metal wound in the wall.

         ‘Show me the money, honey!’ he shouted triumphantly, turning backwards to do a Michael Jackson moonwalk into the vault. The moment he stepped inside, however, triumph turned to despair. ‘Houston, we have a problem.’

         ‘What?’ Jim said, rushing in behind him. ‘What the hell’s wrong?’

         ‘It’s a vault, Jim, but not as we would like it. It’s empty.’

         The vault was gleaming, all spick-and-span, as if it had been entered into the Cleanest Vault in the World competition.

         ‘Fuck!’

         ‘I think you were being a bit over-optimistic with three great big bags, Jim.’

         ‘Come on. Get the hell out of here. We can lick our wounds elsewhere.’

         ‘Mrs Robinsonnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn!’ Brian shouted, running back towards the office. He kneeled down before the trembling manager, and brandished the gun in her face. ‘You lied to me. No money makes me an unhappy bunny.’

         ‘I … I didn’t lie. I told you there was no money. It’s a new security procedure, new regulations. They remove all the money an hour before closing. You just missed the Brinks security van by a few minutes. There’s … there’s some money in the tills, but not a lot.’

         ‘C’mon! Out!’ Jim shouted, rushing for the exit.

         ‘What we’ve got here, Mrs Robinson, is a failure to communicate,’ continued Brian. ‘You should’ve told me all this before the fan got covered in shit. I don’t like it when people try to –’

         The bald male customer began to stir. He groaned. ‘What … what hit me?’

         ‘This.’ Brian smacked him on the head again, and the big man went silent. ‘See, Mrs Robinson? Now I’m really pissed off.’

         ‘Please don’t hurt me. Don’t hurt my baby.’

         ‘Don’t be stupid. No one’s hurting you or your child. I’ve never hurt anyone in my life.’ He glanced down at the crumpled figure on the floor. ‘Well, almost never …’

         ‘Out!’ Charlie said, rushing into the office, grabbing Brian under the left arm. ‘Now!’

         
            * * *

         

         Musgrave Police Station, a Belfast stone’s-throw away from the bank. Sergeant Colin Lindsay was taking his twentieth call of the night. He shouldn’t even have been on desk duty, but three of the staff had called in sick, forcing him to cover everyone’s job at once.

         Just when Lindsay thought his night couldn’t get any crazier, the phone buzzed again. 

         ‘Musgrave Police Station. Sergeant Lindsay speaking. How can I help?’

         ‘I think there’s a robbery going on across the road,’ a badly slurred male voice said.

         ‘And what makes you think that, sir?’

         ‘I spotted them going in. That’s what makes me think it, smart arse. They thought I didn’t see them, but you’ve got to get up early to catch Jaunty McCambridge – ah fuck! Did I just give my name? I don’t want my name being known, in case someone comes after me.’

         Lindsay suspected the man had been drinking, and not just a small amount. ‘It’s okay, sir. I can assure you that anything you say is strictly confidential.’

         ‘Bollocks! You people always say it’s confidential. Next thing you know, everyone and their granny knows, and I’m found dead in some godforsaken place, two in the back of my nut for being a tout. Snitches always end up in ditches.’

         Lindsay coughed impatience from his throat. ‘Where exactly do you think this robbery is taking place, sir?’

         ‘Can’t really see the building’s name, without my glasses. And all this rain bucketing down isn’t helping. I think it’s a bank. It’s directly facing Burger God – hey, have you tried the Big Devil Special?’

         ‘What?’ Lindsay’s patience was shortening.

         ‘Big Devil Special. A Halloween one-off for less than a quid, but you’ve got to buy the chips – or French Fries, as they call them nowadays. Still, not a bad deal when you think of it. The sauce would burn the arse off Satan himself, so be careful. You’ll be farting flames for days. I don’t like their coffee, though. Too bitter. I prefer McDingle’s. What about yourself? McDingle’s or Burger God coffee?’

         ‘Yes, look … the robbery? What details can you give?’

         ‘Details? Well … there were three wolves. One of them was in a wheelchair.’

         ‘Three wolves in a wheelchair …?’

         ‘Have you been drinking or something? I said there were three wolves, and one was in the wheelchair. They were all grinning. Actually, come to think of it, they looked more like werewolves than your ordinary wolf, like from one of them there David Attenborough documentaries.’

         Not another one, thought Lindsay. In the last thirty minutes, he had received reports of five drunken witches on broomsticks hovering over City Hall, casting spells on unsuspecting tourists; a colony of vampires chasing after an ambulance, looking for blood; and a gang of mummies demanding more bandages in the Royal Victoria Hospital.

         ‘Have you been drinking, sir?’

         ‘Well …’ Jaunty’s voice became hesitant. ‘Just a few beers and brandies. That’s why I’m beating this coffee into me, before I go home. Maggie – my lovely wife – would murder me in this state. Oh fuck, there I go again naming bloody names!’

         ‘If you can’t tell me anything else about this robbery that you think you witnessed, and where exactly it’s taking place, then you really need to stop wasting police time and get off the phone.’

         ‘If that’s your attitude, let them rob the place. Hold on a sec – just gonna ask this wee woman the name of the building.’

         Lindsay was about to end the call when Jaunty’s excited voice came back.

         ‘Bank of New Republic, that wee woman says it’s called.’

         ‘Bank of New Republic? Donegall Place?’

         ‘If that’s where Burger God is.’

         ‘Okay, sir. I’ll send officers over to investigate. Thank you for calling.’

         ‘Hold the hell on. Not so fast. Do you think will there be a reward?’

         ‘A reward?’

         ‘For stopping the robbers.’

         ‘If you’d like to give me your name and address, sir, I’ll see the bank gets it,’ Lindsay grinned.

         ‘Balls to that! You’re not getting my address. No reward’s worth that!’

         The phone went dead and, for a few seconds, Lindsay debated with himself about the quality of the caller’s information. It didn’t sound too reliable. Still, he’d be in the shit if a robbery was taking place, and the brass discovered later he’d refused to respond.

         ‘I hate Halloween duty,’ Lindsay mumbled, putting out the call for a silent and rapid response to a possible robbery in progress. ‘Werewolves my hairy arse …’ 

         
            * * *

         

         The anxious trio emerged from the bank, just as flashing police lights beamed through the city’s drenched darkness. As they neared a corner, a police car came to a halt outside the bank, spewing out four carbon-copy cops, all overweight, young and nervous-looking.

         ‘Walk calmly. Don’t panic,’ Jim whispered.

         As the three wolves reached the end of Donegall Place, a group of slightly intoxicated young women in witches’ garb appeared out of nowhere, and commenced walking beside them.

         ‘Where’s the party, Mister Wolf?’ a pretty, green-faced witch asked, ruffling Charlie’s hairy face.

         Despite the fierce coldness of the night, inside the mask, beads of sweat were spotting Charlie’s face, stinging his eyes.

         In the near distance, two police cars, sirens blasting, chopped through the heavy night traffic, causing cars to part like Moses working the Red Sea trick.

         ‘Cat got your tongue, Mister Wolf?’ Pretty Witch gave Charlie’s arse a playful squeeze.

         A third police car swerved into view, slowing down to a crawl. A cagey-looking cop stared out at the posse of wolves and witches.

         ‘Fuck sake.’ Charlie tightened his finger on the trigger of the concealed Cobra.

         ‘Easy … easy …’ Jim said. ‘Don’t do anything foolish. Wait until I give the word.’ 

         ‘C’mon, Mister Wolf. Don’t be like that. Where’s the party?’ Pretty Witch said, this time aggressively fondling Jim’s balls.

         ‘How about you opening a tin of shut-the-fuck-up, and slug it down your bucket mouth,’ Brian said, no longer able to control nerves or patience.

         ‘What? What the fuck did you say?’ Pretty Witch manoeuvred menacingly towards Brian.

         The police car came to a sudden halt. The passenger door opened. Cagey-Looking Cop stepped out, hand on gun holster. ‘All of you, stop right there!’

         Jim spun around, aiming the concealed sawed-off directly at Cagey’s stomach.

         ‘Is this girl pestering you?’ Cagey said, looking directly at Jim.

         ‘What? Oh! Well, we could do with her and her mates heading in the other direction, officer. She seems slightly intoxicated, to be honest with you.’

         Cagey nodded, then pointed directly at Pretty Witch.

         ‘Okay, you. Take a detour, along with your friends.’

         ‘We were just having a bit of fun and –’

         ‘Now, before I change my mind and arrest you for sexual harassment.’

         ‘Sexual harassment …?’

         ‘You want to spent the rest of Halloween in a urine-covered cell?’

         ‘No …’ Pretty Witch mumbled, turning and glaring at Jim. ‘Some wolf you turned out to be, you wimpy bastard. I ought to put a spell on your fluffy arse.’ 

         ‘I won’t tell you again, young lady. Either move now, or I’ll arrest you.’

         Pretty Witch made a hissing sound with her mouth, before slowly walking off in the opposite direction, accompanied by her friends.

         ‘Young women nowadays think they can get away with that sort of thing; they think it’s acceptable,’ Cagey said, shaking his head. ‘Men do it, and there’s bloody murder being screamed. Anyway, stay safe and enjoy the rest of the night, lads.’

         ‘We will. Thank you, officer,’ Jim said, leading the wolf pack out of harm’s way.

         ‘Women,’ Cagey muttered, watching the coven of witches sauntering down the street. ‘Nothing but troublemakers.’

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter Two

         

         
            In the city there’s a thousand men in uniforms, and I’ve heard they now have the right to kill a man.

            The Jam, ‘In The City’

         

         Antrim Road Police Station in north Belfast is a monstrosity of concrete blocks and metal, a lingering remnant of the Thatcher era, with her legacy of suicides, desolation and endemic poverty. The building is cocooned claustrophobically in supposedly bombproof metal shields, each pointed skyward and painted sporadically in bright colours, as if to add gaiety and warmth to the daily danger and dread.

         The problem with the ‘bombproof’ label is that nothing in Belfast is ever bombproof, with the exception of the numerous dole offices dotted throughout the city.

         Dozens of motion-detection security cameras nod nervously at visitors – the brave few who dare set foot in this intimidating place. They find themselves in a surreal world of suffocating silence and greyness, as if locked in some god-awful tomb. Political suspects brought in for questioning can find ‘tomb’ to be a most appropriate word.

         To be fair to it, during the war, it had more than its share of bombs and bullets. But all of that was before the Good Friday Agreement came along and put a partial halt to the bloody carnage. The Irish Republican Army and the British Army agreed to stop shooting each other, but some people were finding peace a very troubling concept.

         However, Detective Inspector Harry Thompson of the Serious Crime Branch was not one of these. A Bob Hoskins lookalike, and built like a bull on steroids, Harry’s face was more menacing than most of the villains he put behind bars; a face only a mother or wife could love. An air of intimidation hovered around him, and when he spoke, depending on his mood swings, it was either with a snarl or a growl.

         Despite having a thumb and index finger blown off his left hand many years earlier when a loyalist bomb exploded outside a city-centre cafe, he continued as a cop, working his way up the ranks. The near-fatal explosion, and the countless excruciating skin grafts on his hand and upper torso that followed, only seemed to make him more cynical, more aware of other people’s vulnerability and mortality, not his own.

         But now, with barely a month left to retirement, he was more than content to sit it out quietly in the confines of the station. Then he would sail into the sunset with his beloved wife, Elaine.

         Looking about the room, he watched three of his detectives alternate from television watching to newspaper reading. Bill McCauseland, long-time friend with over twenty years of service; Robert Boyd, a maverick sent to Harry two years ago for some much-needed rehabilitation; and Jeffrey Kerr, the youngest and most recent member of the team, barely off his ma’s tits, as Harry liked to say.
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