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      “Put down the gun.”

      She sits across from John at his kitchen table—if you can call this elegant room a kitchen, and the booth he’s sitting in a table. Her hands, folded on the burnished wood surface before her, clutch each other so that they will not shake.

      John, a flabby but fit fifty-five, sits across from her, gun pointed upwards at his chin. She does not know what kind of gun, but she’s certain he does. He had dozens of guns, has always had a lot of guns, even from childhood, and try as he might to interest her in them, he has never been able to.

      His blue eyes, still sharp, unlined, not even red-rimmed, meet hers. He is assessing her. She tries to keep her features impassive. She would commit suicide in this situation. She thinks it is his best way out.

      As his best friend—lifelong best friend—she should tell him this.

      She does not.

      “Put down the gun,” she says again.

      But he does not.

      He does not.
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        * * *

      

      Barb always shows up in his life at moments of crisis. Has, almost from the moment they met, in college. Professor Hofman’s History of Foreign Wars class. They’d sat side by side and John had flirted with her, even while he took copious notes. He read some of the extra books on the extracurricular wars—the undeclared wars, the “interventions” and the “police actions” and the secret attacks. Even wrote a paper about them, got the only A+ Hofman ever gave out.

      Then she’d found John in the back staircase in the Humanities building, sitting on the second flight, leaning his head against the wall: Tears then, not falling—she’s never actually seen him cry—but fallen, leaving tracks on his cheeks, wet and sticky eyelashes, one drop still hanging from his chin.

      “She abandoned me, Barb,” he said, and Barb didn’t know who “she” was or why she should care except that John cared.

      Barb got him up, took him to the union, ordered him a beer, and ordered him to talk. He did, about engagements and dreams, about the woman who had lived with him, took his ring, then moved out that morning, taking everything with her.

      Somehow he’d made it to school. Somehow he’d made it to class. Somehow he’d made it to Humanities, but he couldn’t go past the landing where he first kissed this mysterious woman who had broken his heart.

      So many women broke his heart; it was amazing he still had a heart to break. The first wife, the second, the near-miss third. And now, the murder of his daughter. Through it all, the person he called was Barb, as if that day on the staircase had made her his confessor and priest for the rest of her life.

      They’d never gotten involved, although he asked between Wife Number One and Wife Number Two. By then, Barb knew how treacherous his heart was, how much those break-ups had to do with him and his shady lifestyle, how much they had to do with that love he had of secrets and power, not to mention his vindictive streak, the one—she is sure—had gotten his daughter killed.

      And now Barb’s here, in his unbelievably huge house in Spain, sitting in the kitchen where she has had marvelous meals, shared a lot of laughter with people she later learned were criminals (and not the minor breaking-and-entering kind). She’d spent vacations here, away from the university and her cushy professorship, even spent her honeymoon here fifteen years ago, when John said he wasn’t using the house. She’d come when he called, and she came once before unannounced, just after her own divorce, when she needed time to lay by the pool and cry.

      John hadn’t been here then, either. He’d been in some African country, drumming up business, his then-wife and daughters in Paris on some shopping trip.

      When John had emergencies, Barb—conventional, staid—showed up.

      When Barb had emergencies, John provided a house or a trip and the occasional voice on the phone.

      It had been a strange friendship, an unlikely friendship, viewed now from the perspective of who they are at this moment. But once upon a time, they had both been college students, both double majors in history and political science, and they had formed a bond.

      No one ever thinks men like John have a past, a real past, not some romanticized James Bond past, with a larger-than-life megalomaniacal parent or some tragic and mind-numbing event that changed everything.

      From the beginning, he was interested in the dark side, and she—well, she lived it vicariously through her books, her studies, and through him.

      She just didn’t expect it to touch her in any real way, certainly not the way it’s touching her now, forcing her to make a choice that no one should ever make.
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        * * *

      

      They sit in the family kitchen. The catering kitchen, on the first floor, is larger than some restaurant kitchens. She’s always found this kitchen comforting and intimate, and it’s never been so intimate as now, as she sits across from John, trying not to look at that gun, his steady forefinger wrapped around the trigger. Her finger would be shaking.

      Her hands are shaking now, which is why she has them clasped under the table.

      Outside, Spanish military, and some kind of SWAT. Six Americans who don’t identify themselves (probably CIA), two United States federal prosecutors with extradition papers already signed by the Spanish government, and more weaponry than Barb has seen in an entire lifetime.

      The prosecutor who brought her—Greg van Eccles, buttoned up, square-jawed—hadn’t warned her about the weaponry, hadn’t told her this would be an “operation,” but hadn’t looked surprised when the operatives pulled up.

      The CIA guys—if, indeed, that’s what they were—didn’t want her to go in. One, blond with a mobile mouth and compassionate eyes, warned her she might not come back out again.

      She realized that the moment she saw the small army. But she went in anyway, expecting John to have a small army of his own, expecting to have to explain who she was and why she was there.

      Instead, the door was unlocked, the house terrifyingly empty, the staff—so far as she could tell—gone, along with the hangers-on, the dealers, and the suspicious characters. She walked to the kitchen because that was where he was when she called, telling him she’d heard about his daughter and that she was coming right away.

      Right away, from another continent, from another world.

      Now she sits here, hands clasped in her lap, staring at her old friend, amazed that his eyelashes are dry, his cheeks aren’t tear-streaked, and teardrops don’t hang off his chin.

      She abandoned me, Barb.

      She had expected him to say that when she arrived, but he hadn’t said anything. He had just watched her cross the room, give him an uncomfortable smile, and slip into the booth.

      It was the first time she’s come into his house in decades without being frisked and wanded as if she were going through particularly tight airport security, the first time she’d seen John without him asking if someone followed her or if she had any strange calls.

      Either he knew, or he didn’t care.

      Or both.

      She waits for him to talk. It’s always better if she waits. He hates having words thrown at him, prefers silence.

      That’s what she has come to expect from this house: the silence.

      Which seems particularly ominous at the moment, ominous and strange, as if the crowd outside, with their guns and ammunition, battering rams and gigantic vehicles, are part of a movie set.

      She has no idea how long she’s been sitting there, but finally, finally, John lowers the gun. He doesn’t let go, though, holding its muzzle pointed away from her—away from both of them.

      He shakes his head.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” he says.

      “I figured that out,” she says.

      He looks at her. “You know what’s happened.”

      She knows some of it. His wife and remaining children left him. His sixteen year-old daughter whom Barb never liked—a breasty, spoiled girl, who took after her beautiful but shallow mother—died horribly, slowly, after the men who had kidnapped her raped her repeatedly and sent the photographs to her father. Or maybe the videos. Barb isn’t certain about that.

      The girl died in a way no one should, particularly an entitled sixteen-year-old who had no idea what her father did for a living.

      “I paid the ransom,” he says. “An hour after they took her, I paid it.”

      His voice wobbles. The muzzle from the gun had made a circular impression under his chin.

      “I paid it, and when they asked for more, I paid that, and when they sent the video—Jesus, Barb.”

      His voice breaks.

      She takes his hand, the one that isn’t holding the gun. She doesn’t say anything. What is there to say? You can’t blame yourself…? Of course he can. Even if he had done everything right with the kidnappers, he could blame himself.

      He was the one who had “stumbled” into dealing arms. His word, “stumbled,” as if college students knew where to find AK-47s. As if he could just figure out how to deliver rocket launchers to some shady building at the edge of the Sahara Desert.

      He didn’t stumble—he met the wrong people through his college courses, his interest in secrets. His mid-term essay (half his grade), on the side businesses of undeclared wars. He found the people who knew people, and instead of reporting them, instead of walking away like a sensible person, he let them seduce him with money and adventure and a sneaky kind of prestige.

      “They wanted components,” he says, and she doesn’t ask components for what. She knows that too.

      For decades, the authorities have tried to catch him trading in nuclear materials, and for decades, they’ve found nothing.

      “I was afraid if I gave them that, they’d kill her.”

      “They didn’t kill her when they got the money,” Barb says.

      He gives her a tortured look, a watery look, one she hasn’t seen in thirty, maybe thirty-five years.

      “We all knew it wasn’t about the money,” he says softly. “If it was about the money, they would have gone after someone else.”

      “You gave them the components,” she says. Until now, she wasn’t sure.

      He shrugs.

      “And they killed her anyway.”

      He looks away.

      “There’s police and military outside,” she says, even though she’s not supposed to. She’s supposed to perp-walk him to them, if she can. And if she can’t, she’s supposed to get out herself. Which, as the one CIA man said, is iffy.

      “I know,” John says. “They want to know what I gave, what I did.”

      “So tell them,” Barb says. She almost adds What could it hurt now? but manages to stop herself in time.

      “They won’t stop with this case. They’ll want to know everything,” he says.

      “It seems reasonable, doesn’t it?” she says, hoping she sounds reasonable.

      “I have other daughters,” he whispers, and raises the gun.
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        * * *

      

      The gunshot makes the military, the police, SWAT, everyone storm the building.

      Barb doesn’t move, doesn’t remember when she put her hands up so that the authorities knew she was all right, doesn’t do anything as they swarm around her, shouting, boots trampling everything, glass breaking, weapons aimed.

      Too late, of course. Weapons pointing at her, and still she doesn’t look at them.

      Instead, she looks at John, or what’s left of him, slumped against the side of the booth, now no longer comforting, no longer clean, a streak from his back as he moved sideways.

      Her face is wet—dripping, actually—and she likes to think it’s tears, when she knows it’s not.

      She’s stunned and in shock and not sure if she should mourn this man, a man who has cost hundreds, maybe thousands of lives. A man whose entire existence should have been an anathema to her, and yet she remained friends with him, she ran to him when he called, she ignored what he did and who he was.

      She ignored it

      And now, when she can no longer ignore it, when who he is and what he has become is literally smeared all over her, she realizes she was right all along.

      Underneath it all lived her old and vulnerable and confused friend, who at last realized what his fascination, his choice, his own willingness to ignore has brought him.

      I have other daughters, he whispered, and did what he could to protect them. All he could.

      And they would never know.

      What they will know, now, is what their father did, who he was, how his work threatened them all and got their sister killed. They will hate him for the monster he was, the monster Barb refused to see. And the monster is all that will remain.

      The police are shouting in English and Spanish. They want her out, they need her to move, they need to neutralize threats.

      Someone grabs her arm, pulls her out of the booth, wraps an arm around her and half-runs, half-drags her out of the house. Her savior—if you can call him that—smells of sweat and oil and leather, but she stares at a machine gun, pointed down, waving slightly as he runs. She wonders where he got it, and when he gets rid of it, who will inherit it.

      It will vanish into a lock-up, where it will get stolen or one of his shady colleagues will sell it to make money for his own daughter’s education, and then it will be on the street and it will either go to the local drug-runners and gangs, or it will move up, to the more sophisticated dealers, the ones who specialize in getting the right product for the right job to the right person at the right moment.

      She finds herself in the blazing sun, next to an ambulance, as some Spanish emergency worker towels her off, removes her blouse, checks to see if she’s been shot.

      She hasn’t. She’s fine.

      Oddly fine.

      Set free from a friendship she didn’t entirely understand, faced with a self she doesn’t really know, wondering how, thirty-five years from that moment on the stairs, those simple words: She abandoned me, Barb, turned into a vow—one she repeated and kept even though it was silly and stupid and it brought her here, to a moment she isn’t sure if she regrets.

      I won’t abandon you, John. Not ever.

      And she didn’t. Although she should have.

      A long time ago.
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      Fast Freddie Katz jumped a red light and swerved the Ford Zephyr into Druid Street, narrowly missing a man in a Santa Claus suit who was holding a battered, black umbrella that flapped like bats' wings. Santa shouted abuse as the car scraped past him and Freddie started giggling.

      ‘Jeez, Freddie, take it bloody easy,’ I said. ‘I have no intention of being a Christmas driving statistic.’

      ‘Now, don’t you bloody panic, Danny,’ said Freddie. ‘Do I look worried?’

      And though he certainly didn’t look even remotely anxious, it didn’t exactly fill me with a great sense of confidence, since he really should have. Freddie was jammed into the driver’s seat, blood seeping from a wound in his side. He had covered the wound with a beer towel, but it was already soaked red. I was in the passenger seat, grasping the car door for dear life since the seatbelt had snapped. Harsh morning sunlight was pouring through the car’s shattered windscreen, and I was sweating like a pig. The heavy parkas Freddie had chosen as our ‘workwear’ hardly helped matters. They may have hidden our identity, but they didn’t make robbing an antique shop any easier, that was for sure.

      The job was supposed to have been a piece of cake, according to Fast Freddie. Quick in and quick out. Easy-peasy, lemon squeezy, apparently. As easy as Chinese algebra, more like it. How could the robbery of a quant antiques shop go wrong? Well, we certainly hadn’t expected the septuagenarian owner to be tooled up with a machete and wired up on speed. It was another bloody botched job I’d have to put down to experience. Though I doubted that Big Daddy Stone would see it that way.

       A mangy tom cat suddenly ran into the street and Freddie floored the pedal and swerved the car away.  

      ‘Freddie … Freddie … watch out …’ I moaned,

      Freddie just giggled like a maniacal Woody Woodpecker.

      I held my breath as he bounced the car onto the pavement and braked sharply in front of a camping supplies shop that was advertising its January sale with the slogan ‘Now Is The Winter Of Our Discount Tents’.

      The driver side’s air bag suddenly deployed, punching me in the stomach and it bloody well hurt. Freddie, however, looked a hell of a lot worse. His face had slammed into the windscreen and was sliding down it like a slug leaving a trail of blood.

      Bollocks, I thought. I was trapped. I started to panic. Taking a deep breath, I fumbled in my trouser pocket for my car keys and punctured the airbag, which deflated with a gasp.

      I struggled out of my seat, the car radiator hissing like a snake as the steam escaped. The car alarm’s wailing melded with the sounds of sirens screaming in the distance. I fell to my knees in front of The Golden Shamrock. The pub was stained with graffiti, its windows boarded up. A rusty metal shutter was pulled down over the front door.

      The dregs of a drunken hen party stagged past me, happily oblivious to the chaos. I envied them, for sure.

      I looked over at Freddie and debated whether or not I should do something to help him. The day was melting into night as a police siren dragged me from my torpor. The siren grew louder. Too bloody loud, which meant too bloody close for comfort. 

      I took out my phone and falteringly sent a message to Stella. She was the only one who could help me now. I got to my feet and lurched away from the car, towards a darkened alley. I turned into the alleyway and staggered into an overflowing skip which spilled its contents over me as I collapsed back down. Everything spun around and then the day faded away, just like hot breath on a cold windowpane.
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        * * *

      

      Dark dreams lapped at the shore of my sleep until I awoke drowning in sweat and stained by sour memories. It took me a moment to adjust to the surroundings; my bedroom looked unfamiliar in the wan light. I lay for a moment, each heartbeat like the tick of a clock, and edged off the bed. My joints ached with bad decisions as I went to the window and peeled back the blinds.

      Gun Street was almost deserted. A constellation of streetlights and a galaxy of Christmas decorations faded into the distance. I strained to listen. Someone, somewhere nearby, was whistling a Christmas Carol. Or maybe I was imagining it.

      I was exhausted and my mind started to play tricks on me again. Winter had crept up and smothered the days with darkness, flushing my memories to the forefront of my mind. Night after sleepless night my anxiety brewed and bubbled to boiling point.

      My sleep was becoming increasingly fitful, my days spectral. Guilty conscience, my mother used to say when my father couldn’t sleep. It was always easy for her to sleep, but for me, it was like wading through molasses. Especially these days.

      I shook my head, took a deep breath, and counted to ten. I walked into the migraine bright bathroom and looked in the mirror. I ran my fingers across the coin shaped scar on my right shoulder and grimaced at the memory it brought back.

      I ran the shower as hot as bearable before I got in. Maybe it would wash away the past.

      Maybe.
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        * * *

      

      I knew that some people feared the dark and found comfort with the break of dawn, but for a long time now, I had dreaded daylight, preferring the comfort of the womb of night.

      The snow fell like confetti as I dragged my sleep and caffeine deficient body down the snow smothered street. My cold breath appeared and disappeared in front of me like a spectre as I trudged forward.

       A train rattled across Blackfriars railway bridge, as I headed down Queen Victoria Street towards The Black Friar pub. The wedge-shaped Art Nouveau building had been built on the site of a Dominican friary towards the end of the 17th century, and normally I would have been more than happy to wallow in its womb-like comfort, but this certainly wasn’t one of those times.

      As I approached the pub, the site of the black guardian friar above the front door draped me in a cloak of foreboding.

      I pushed my way through the heavy door and entered the pub. The warmth embraced me. Despite the early hour, it was still quite busy, and the customers seemed more than happy to be nestled under the barrel-vaulted ceiling amongst the sculptures, mosaics, and relics, all depicting jolly friars. I ignored the temptation of the bar, its optics glistening and twinkling like beauty queens, and headed towards a small table in the corner of the room.

      There were only a handful of people who could entice me away from the lure of a pharmaceutical induced slumber at such an early hour and Stella Stone was one of those people.

      ‘Judas H Priest,’ I said. ‘What a bloody day. I hope this is bloody worth it, Stella.’

      ‘And it’s lovely to see you too, Danny,’ said Stella. She sipped a pint of Guinness and wiped the froth from her top lip. 

      I sat down opposite her and took off my hat. I scratched my shaven head and sighed.

      Stella grinned. She had bright, spiky peroxide hair and was wearing a gaudy Hawaiian shirt over a faded Morrissey t-shirt.  Her suntan and teeth glistened.

      ‘Well, you’re looking uncharacteristically … perky,’ I said.

      ‘You seem surprised,’ said Stella.

      ‘Oh, I’ve seen you look a lot worse. Especially at this ungodly time of day.’

      ‘What can I say, sweetie?’

      ‘Quite a lot, usually.’

      Stella chuckled.

      I picked up a beer mat and looked around the room. It was cluttered with a hodgepodge of tourists and office workers. An Elton John song played numbly in the background.

      ‘Fancy a pint?’ said Stella.

      ‘Nah, thanks. It’s bit too early for me.’

      ‘Oh, well it’s a bit too bloody late for me now, sweetie, as you well know.’

      She sipped her pint.

      ‘Pun intended?’ I said.

      ‘Of course. I’m a very punny woman.’

      ‘Well, life on the Costa del Crime seems to have done you the world of good. Living la vida loca?’

      ‘After a fashion. It has its ebbs and flows, lie everywhere else.’

      ‘Actually, I’m surprised you came back, in fact.’

      ‘Needs must, sweetie, …I thought I was out but he puuuuulled me back in … ‘

      ‘Big Daddy, I presume?’

      ‘Oh, yes. He’s on a bit of a rampage at the moment, in fact. Tying up loose ends, putting cats in bags and the like. And, of course, you have been mentioned in despatches.’

      I shuffled in my seat.

      ‘And to what do I owe this honour?’ I asked.

      ‘Well. I’m sure you remember your old pal Fast Freddie Katz?’ said Stella.

      I sighed deeply.

      ‘Yeah how could I forget. I thought he was under witness protection.’

      ‘Yes, well, he hasn’t exactly been keeping under the radar, so I expect that ship has well and truly sailed or sank. He’s been holding court in half the dodgy watering holes on the side of the Thames, and even in a few across the river.’

      ‘Oh, Fast Freddie is all sound and fury signifying bugger all,’ I said.

      ‘Perhaps, sweetie, but because of Freddie arriving back on the scene, Big Daddy has started to get a tad … antsy, and you know what Big Daddy is like when he gets antsy, don’t you, sweetie?’

      ‘I do indeed.’

      I’d only been married to Stella for a couple of years, but having Big Daddy Stone as my father-in-law certainly made it seem longer. I was lucky I made it out of that marriage alive.

      Stella leaned close.

      ‘Anyway, according to our sources, Freddie is currently holed up at Jed Bramble’s pig farm in Essex. Do you know the place?’ she said.

      ‘Of course, your dad sent me up there a couple of times to help out. It almost put me off bacon for life,’ I said.

      ‘Well, the family would be most grateful if you could pop over there tomorrow and have a bit of a chat with Freddie, using your usual powers of persuasion,’ said Stella.

      I began to feel like a character in a cowboy movie- staked out in the desert as vultures circled overhead. I glanced toward the bar. Its contents were becoming more and more attractive.

      ‘And remember, sweetie,’ said Stella leaning close to me. ‘You do owe us. If I hadn’t picked you up from outside The Golden Shamrock, you’d have ended up in the slammer with Fast Freddie.’

      I tried to avoid Stella’s gaze, but it wasn’t possible.

      ‘Yeah, okay, I’ll do it,’ I said.

      ‘That’s what I thought … I think I need another drink. And you?’ she said.

      ‘It would seem churlish to refuse,’ I said, and I headed toward drunken oblivion like dirty, dishwater water down a plughole.
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        * * *

      

      I snaked the black BMW through the leaden winter morning and glided the car along streets that were lined with expensive shops, cafes and bars. I turned right, looking up at the sharp blue sky. Helicopters dotted the sky, and I began to feel uneasy.

      As I turned the corner, a big, black SUV suddenly screeched in front of me and blocked my way.

      My heart was beating a tarantella until the car moved off and I continued my journey. I knew I was being paranoid but with good reason. Big Daddy Stone was a fearsome character but some of his competitors were worse. Much, much worse.

      I found a radio station playing Miles Davis and started to mellow. Perhaps a little too much.
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        * * *

      

      The black BMW skidded sharply and jolted me out of my reverie. I struggled to regain control of the car and only just managed.

      My heart was pounding. I slapped myself on the cheek.

      ‘Idiot,’ I said to myself.

      I slowed the car, reached into my overcoat on the passenger seat and took out a can of Red Bull. I clicked it open with one hand and gulped it.

      I knew that I was taking a risk by driving so fast. Country roads around there were never in a great condition at the best of times. I was struggling against the urge to sink into the dark womb of sleep.

      I turned up the music loud, hoping it could help keep me awake just a little longer. It was just a little farther, after all. But it clearly hadn’t worked.

      I caught a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror and felt a tad depressed. I certainly looked a lot older than I was. I felt it too. I decided to change the music to something more up-tempo. I dug in my cluttered glove compartment and plucked out a CD. I slammed in Bjork.

      Singing along to ‘Violently Happy’, I started to feel a little better. A little more alive.

      I realised that I could now see the snow coated roof of Jed Bramble’s cottage peeking over a copse of pines. There were Christmas lights in some of the trees and I started to feel a fair bit better.

      Everything was dusted white except for a murder of crows. I watched their black shapes slash across the sky and land on a snowbank alongside the road.

      As I got closer to the snowbank, I saw something that made me gasp.

      Reflex made me bury the brake-pedal. A poor choice. The BMW slalomed right, threatening to jump an embankment. I fought to keep the car under control. A large pine bole loomed, but luck, and perhaps German engineering, brought the vehicle to a skidding halt, inches from the tree.

      ‘Shit!’ I said.

      I panted and pulled myself together. What the hell was that in the road? It looked like a corpse.

      I threw open the car door. I grabbed my overcoat from the passenger seat and pulled it on. My breath was heaving as I jogged towards the flapping crows.

      Fast Freddie lay on top of the snowbank. He was bloodied and dressed in a black biker jacket, black sweater, black jeans and Dr Martin boots. The black birds pecked at his face. I kicked and sent them flapping away. As I drew closer, I saw Freddie’s chest hitch with breath. The hint of mist from his nostrils. He was alive, but his left eye was bleeding. Maybe he’d been attacked by one of the crows? And how the hell had he ended up out here?

      I plucked a metal hip flask from my coat and took a swig. I slapped Freddie’s face but there was still no reaction. I waited a moment and then took him by the shoulders and dragged him toward the car. Only there did I realised that Freddie had left a trail of blood snaking behind him.

      I opened the car’s back door and got in, dragging the man inside. I leaned over the driver’s seat to the hands-free and grabbed my phone. I looked at Freddie on the back seat. He may not have known it but today really was his lucky day.
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        * * *

      

      I could hear the sound of the pigs as I approached the rear of Jed Bramble’s cottage. The sound was an horrific stew of squeals and grunts. I guessed that they were hungry. Jed usually had no problem keeping his pigs well fed and only starved them when he needed them to polish off a corpse. Maybe that was what he was planning to do with Freddie. And maybe Fast Freddie had got away. Though not scot-free, by the look of him.

      I got out of the car and glanced at Freddie but he still seemed out for the count. I checked the gun in my pocket. I usually hated using guns, since they caused as many problems as they solved in my experience. But I’d thought it best to err on the side of caution.

      I avoided looking at the pigs and walked toward the cottage. I could see that the back door was open, and I warily walked towards it. I stopped in front of the door.

      ‘Jed?’ I shouted. ‘Hey, Jed.’

      I took out my Glock and stepped through the door. I walked down concrete steps into the dark and dingy basement. I could hear an old blues song playing.

      ‘Jed,’ I said. ‘Jed it’s Danny. Danny Diamond …I work for …’

      I fumbled on the wall until I found a light switch.  I switched on a lone light bulb, which buzzed and flickered, revealing a room cluttered with wooden barrels and crate. There was a bright orange Formica table, a couple of candy-striped deckchairs and a dirty, spiderweb cracked mirror that hung above a rusted metal sink

      And Jed Bramble’s corpse.

      I closed my eyes and counted to ten. I opened my eyes and took in the scene. Jed was face down and his head had been caved in. It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to deduce that the bloodied claw hammer beside his body had been the murder weapon or that Freddie had been the perpetrator. The room was littered with booze bottles, most of which were empty and the Formica table was covered with various multi-coloured tablets.  It was safe to guess that the booze and drugs combination had been lethal – for Jed, anyway.

      I took out my phone to call Stella and stopped. I knew what she’d tell me to do. It was a clear up job and all down to me.

      I looked around and found an unopen bottle of Finlandia. I sat in a deck chair, decided that I needed a little liquid encouragement before I got to the task of stripping Jed’s body and feeding it to the pigs.
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        * * *

      

      The pigs may not have been sated but they seemed to finish off Jed’s corpse fast enough. I burned his clothing the basement Furness and now the room was sweltering. I took off my coat and sat back in the deck chair. I closed my eyes and let the booze wash over me. I was finishing the bottle of vodka when I remembered Freddie.

      ‘Bollocks!’ I said.

      I got out of my seat and found my gun. I put my coat back on and walked toward my car. It wasn’t a great surprise when I saw that one of the bar doors was open and the back seat was empty.

      I followed the trail of blood towards and old shed that Jed used to store pig food of the more conventional kind. I stopped and was about to open the shed door when it burst open.

      Fast Freddie cannonballed into me screaming,

      ‘You … bastard …’ he screamed.

      He was waving a scythe that sliced my left ear, and I fell backwards onto the snow.

      ‘Freddie …,’ I said. ‘I’m here to … save you.’

      Freddie stood above me pointing the scythe at me. His one good eye seemed to by glowing and he looked like an extra from The Walking Dead.

      ‘You. Danny, you … you sneaky son of a …’

      As he stepped towards me, I pulled my gun from my coat pocket and fired.
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        * * *

      

      The winter moon hung fat and gibbous producing a more than passable Rorschach test, the splashes of blood black in the stark moonlight. Snow began to fall like confetti.

      I took Freddie by the ankles and hauled his massive corpse towards the dilapidated cottage, leaving a snaking trail of blood behind. I paused in front of the cottage door and released the corpse. I wiped my brow with my blood and sweat stained sleeve, and stood for a moment like a crooked shadow,

      The heavy wooden door creaked as I pushed it open. I grabbed Freddie’s ankles again. His head bounced off every concrete step as I dragged the body downstairs into the dark and dingy basement and onto a sheet of dirty green tarpaulin.

      I took a chainsaw from a darkened corner of the room and walked towards Freddie’s corpse.

      ‘Well, Freddie, I think it’s time to sever your contract,’ I said as I started up the chainsaw.
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        * * *

      

      The cottage was aflame as I drove away. I hoped to get away without being spotted by anyone. I hope to avoid the police. And hoped to be back home in bed and sleep the sleep of the just. And forget everything.

      As if.
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        * * *

      

      A razor-sharp wind sliced through me as I waited dockside with Sonny Boy Stone, who was as glum and gloomy as ever. He could turn fresh milk sour, that bloke, he really could. It seemed as if the Stone family and I were inextricably tied together. Like a noose around my neck.  And bloody hell but it was cold! It was so bloody freezing that even brass monkeys were keeping a tight grip on their family jewels.

      It was a bitter dawn, and seagulls screeched and shrieked as a lone fishing trawler that was lit up by Christmas lights cut across the stormy, metallic sea. I glanced up at the death black clouds that looked like bullet holes in the granite grey sky, and I was soon draped in a cloak of gloom. I turned back to Sonny Boy, who’d been blathering on about something or other, though it was hard to pay attention. I could usually tolerate his soliloquies of shite when we were in a warm and comfy boozer, but I really wasn’t in the mood at that time of day.

      ‘So, what you’re trying to tell me is that this lizard part of the brain is responsible for all of our primitive, non-rational and self-interested behaviour,’ I said, humouring the daft old soak.

      ‘Yes, exactly!’ said Sonny Boy, breaking into a grin of almost unbearable smugness. ‘The Triune brain is an essential part of human evolution. It consists of the more primitive, reptilian part of the brain, the limbic system- that controls our emotions- and the neocortex, that is in charge of rational, objective thoughts.’

      ‘So, then, according to you, it’s that lizard bit of the brain that’s responsible for us hanging around East London’s dockland at dawn’ crack, waiting for some dodgy Frenchman to turn up with a briefcase full of cash? And freezing our tits off in the bloody process?’

      ‘Oh, for sure. And, of course, the limbic system, which motivates our greed, is giving us a good shove, too.’

      ‘Well, I’m guessing the neocortex is on holiday at the moment then?’

      ‘For sure. Most probably got its feet up sipping Pina Coladas on a sunny beach somewhere, I shouldn’t wonder.’

      I grunted.

      ‘Well, I bloody hell, wish this Pierre bloke would get a bloody’ move on,’ I said. ‘It’s colder than my ex-wife’s heart, I tell you.’

      ‘Hey that’s my sister you’re talking about. Anyway, just stamp your feet,’ said Sonny Boy, glaring at me. ‘It’s all a matter of circulation, you know?’

      ‘Yes, I’ll be sure to follow health advice from you. You set such a great example.’

      Sonny Boy was more than a tad overweight, wearing an expensive Hugo Boss suit and overcoat as well as a pair of massive Versace sunglasses. He looked ready to be crushed under their weight. He was in his mid-fifties with a complexion like a blackcurrant crumble and a permanently furrowed brow. Mind you, he had plenty to be worried about these days. His amusement arcades and slot machines had died a death with the birth of online gambling and the posh pizza joint he’d opened had crashed faster than the Hindenburg. He always seemed to miss the mark with his wheeling and dealing and he’s managed to accrue a fair number of debts to some very dodgy types indeed.

      But at least he was dressed appropriately for the weather. I, on the other hand, had just grabbed a tracksuit, trainers and a Nike baseball cap before I’d left my flat.

      My sense of sartorial style wasn’t what I was there for, after all. Sonny Boy just wanted me to stand behind him and look big, scary and more than a tad pissed off. Not too much of a stretch, to be honest. Jack Frost was really nosing at my nips and I could feel the first bite of a hangover.

      Sonny Boy took a packet of Red Apple cigarettes from his coat pocket and took out a cigarette. He lit it with a silver Zippo lighter, sucked it deeply, smiled, and coughed. He offered the packet to me.

      ‘Do you want one, Danny? Or are you still on the wagon, or whatever they say about giving up cigarettes?’

      ‘Actually, I’m currently eight months nicotine-free,’ I said. Although, I avoided looking at the cigarette pack. Out of sight, out of mind and all that.

      A shiny, black Mercedes suddenly pulled up close to where we stood and a bald and bearded man that was dressed like an undertaker got out of the car. He was carrying a stainless-steel briefcase. He walked over to us and scowled as a gust of wind battered him. He shook hands with my uncle.

      ‘It is good to see you again, Sonny Boy, mon ami,’ the man said, in a French accent that was as thick as treacle.

      ‘And it’s good to see you, too, Pierre,’ said Sonny Boy.

      The Frenchman handed the briefcase to Sonny Boy.

      ‘There you are. That is the first half of the payment,’ he said.

      Sonny Boy nodded and handed a small black package to Pierre.

      ‘And there you are, my friend. Your first supply of our home-produced Fentanyl. There’s enough there to knock out a herd of elephants.’

      We all grinned like idiots, and I rubbed my hands together.

      ‘Ok, so that’s all done and dusted, then. And we’ll meet here the same time and same place next week?’ I asked.

      ‘If your product is as good as you say it is, then yes,’ said Pierre. ‘Of course, if it is not, well … Au revoir.’ He winked and sauntered toward his car.

      ‘Toodle pip,’ said Sonny Boy.

      ‘Aye,’ I said. ‘See yer later, terminator.’

      Sonny Boy slapped me on my back. I wheezed.

      ‘You see? Everything’s coming up roses, Danny,’ said Sonny Boy, looking more than a tad smug.

      I was going to make a comment about manure being good for roses, but I bit my tongue. We’d be in the shit soon enough anyway, I was sure. Sonny Boy always had a shedload of ideas, but most of them were about as much use as a condom in a convent.

      ‘Fancy a pint then?’ I said.

      ‘Great minds, drink alike, Danny,’ said Sonny Boy, with a visible spring in his step.

       As I walked behind him with Sisyphean resignation, I let the waves of resignation enfold me. And it felt good.
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