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            Characters

         

         
            Gary Aldridge—A tough piece of work, willing to throw his considerable muscle around, providing Adrian Barrett keeps on paying him for it.

            Adrian “Dyne” Barrett—The little drug ring he tried to build in Birmingham tanked, sent him into a spiral. He was pulled out of it by a beautiful woman with a lucrative plan.

            Taylor “Original” Carlisle—Oh, he thinks he’s right on the cutting edge of criminality, running boiler-room scams. Fake tan and fake accent, only a small percentage of him real.

            Ben Carmichael—Works as Kevin Currie’s second in command. The quiet and reliable type, just looking to get through the industry with money in his pocket and a functioning pulse.

            Lee Christie—A mid-level drug dealer, podgy and in love with the party life. He may be married, but if pretty girls think he’s a rich and well-connected man, you can bet he’ll take advantage of that.

            Nate Colgan—A relentlessly tough man, maybe the strongest reputation in all of Glasgow, and there’s nothing that can bring him down. Everyone believes that, because nobody really knows him.

            Rebecca Colgan—Perhaps the only person who knows him that doesn’t have a shred of fear for Nate Colgan, her harmless, goofy father who cares about her so much.

            Russell Conrad—Steadily built a reputation as a freelance gunman, and with so many organization men falling by the wayside, it was inevitable someone would make him an offer.

            Zara Cope—When she and Nate were together, when they had their daughter, she thought that might be her life. The thought of domesticity appalled her, so she ran.

            Stuart Crockley—Used to be that John Young would handle the process of ensuring all dirty money was cleansed of its sins, a role now filled by Stuart.

            Kevin Currie—With his boss Jamieson in jail, Kevin’s taken on a lot more responsibility. Smart enough to handle it, but there’s a lot to get a grip on.

            DC Ian Davies—Still clinging on to his career, praying for that pension to hurry up and arrive. If he could spend the rest of his working life in the office, he cheerfully would.

            Jake “Lonny” Donezak—One of Lafferty’s right-hand men. Young and smart, trusted despite his lack of experience because if you’re good enough, you’re old enough.

            DI Michael Fisher—Occasional big victories and constant small defeats. He got Jamieson sent away, but his organization continues to function. And that nagging little obsession, Zara Cope.

            Jess Flowers—All she had wanted was a bit of glamour, a bit of fun while she tried to find her way in the world. She never realized people could be so evil.

            Neil Fraser—A big, dumb lump of muscle, slowly working his way down towards the gutter. Someone stabbed him once; many regretted that he got back up.

            Mark Garvey—One of the higher-profile gun dealers in the city, of whom there are few to choose from. Garvey is well connected, always looking for a good deal.

            Melanie Garvey—Marriage to the older man had seemed convenient. Money and stability in her life, but, my God, it became boring fast.

            Paul Greig—He used to be a cop; now an information gatherer for anyone who can pay. Couldn’t be any more bent now than he was when he wore the uniform.

            Conn Griffiths—Been a long time since the ability to punch someone really hard was enough to make you good muscle. Conn epitomizes the new breed of smart hard men.

            Keith Henson—A hard man, he thinks, who’s come up from England with Barrett and his crew. He’s there for the money, not the camaraderie.

            Peter Jamieson—He ran the fastest-growing organization in the city, and one talkative gunman took it all away from him. He might be in jail, but that’s temporary, and he’s only ever a phone call away.

            Adam Jones—Twin brother of the increasingly influential Marty and still bathed in his shadow, a fact he’s increasingly coming to resent.

            Marty Jones—If you knew Marty a few years ago you’d be amazed by the transformation, from a rotten little pimp to a key leader of the organization in Jamieson’s enforced absence.

            Angus Lafferty—Jamieson’s biggest drug importer, and possibly the biggest in Scotland. Has enough legit business to live off, but can’t seem to pull himself away from the criminal life.

            Aaron MacLennan—Experienced, but that counts for nothing when you remain incompetent. Working with Adam Jones, which doesn’t say much for Adam.

            Ronnie Malone—He was working at the St. John Hotel when he met Nate Colgan. Nate spotted talent and pulled him in under his wing, a place nobody had been before.

            Esther Mayberry—Lives with Ronnie, and will build a future with him, but she can’t pretend she likes the way his life is going. The new work, it just seems wrong.

            Jawad “Nasty” Nasif—He’s been tight with Barrett for years, been through it all with him. Nasty does the dirtiest work, even if he’s no fan of their new surroundings.

            Kelly Newbury—She knows the business, and she’s seen its bleak consequences at close range, but that doesn’t stop her seeing something in Nate that she wants to have near.

            Don Park—More than just a senior man in Alex MacArthur’s organization, he’s the ambitious shark with big teeth circling his ageing boss.

            Elliott Parker—Barrett’s right-hand man and the one who considers himself the brains of the operation, with a heartbeat that neither rises nor falls, no matter the circumstance.

            Billy Patterson—Always ruthless. Always. Saw the need to refocus that ruthlessness when Alan was killed, the need to form the smartest alliances.

            Charles Simpson—Every smart criminal has an even smarter lawyer, and Simpson is Jamieson’s. Kept the sentence down, and is now helping to make sure Jamieson’s messages get to the right people.

            Mikey Summers—Hired by Billy Patterson to work alongside Conn Griffiths as a second pair of brutal hands. Now that Billy’s joined up with Marty, Mikey’s taking orders from various sources.

            Brendan Thorne—Controls the Jamieson housing stock, useful properties that any criminal organization needs. An old man who’s seen it all before and is impressed by none of it.

            Owen Turner—Been a good mate to Ronnie since schooldays, and they still look to help each other out. Sometimes the best help a friend can give is to do nothing.

            Trisha “Tish” Turner—The driving force behind the gadget shop she and her husband Owen run, trying to prop it up with the financial help that Ronnie organized for them.

            Kirk Webster—He changed phone records for Jamieson at the call center he works at, and he admitted it to the police. Helped put Jamieson away. Been living in fear ever since.

            Lewis Winter—Zara had almost persuaded herself she could build a life with Lewis, and then ambition pushed Lewis to make an enemy of Jamieson. He didn’t live long after that.

            John Young—Jamieson’s right-hand man, his trusted lieutenant. Stood beside him on the rise and was beside him on the fall. Now in a different wing of the same prison.
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         “People are terrified of you. You’ve given them good reason. We know how valuable that is.”

         I sat listening and didn’t say anything. This was the preamble to the subject that mattered: business. I already knew what was coming next. We were sitting in Kevin Currie’s office, and I was listening to him speaking someone else’s words.

         “I don’t need to tell you that there’s a lot of stuff going on, a lot of stuff that needs to be sorted out,” Kevin went on.

         I liked Kevin, but he was wasting my time. I knew there was a lot that needed sorting. He knew it. If he’d stuck his head out the window to alert a passer-by, there was a good chance they would already have known. Peter Jamieson ran the criminal organization Currie was a major part of, but Peter Jamieson was in jail. That meant people were trying to pick scraps from the organization, profit from temporary vulnerability while it still existed.

         “There’s a lot of little stuff,” Kevin went on, “but even that’s become more complicated. A man with your reputation, you can simplify all that. That’ll be the first thing we want from you.”

         There were shelves on the wall behind Kevin, and most of them were filled with what looked like folders. Supposed to make him look like the legitimate businessman nobody was dumb enough to believe he was. Maybe once he could fool people, but not since Jamieson went away. That change had made Kevin a bigger player than ever, one of the group of men running the organization day to day. So the neat little office of a legit businessman probably wasn’t cutting it anymore.

         But it wasn’t the folders I was watching. There was a little gold trophy at the end of one of the shelves, tucked in behind a leaning folder. Looked like the sort of thing you would give a mediocre amateur sportsman. I couldn’t stop myself wondering what that was for. Kevin wasn’t a sportsman; he was a guy in his late forties getting slowly fat and jowly.

         “None of that sounds like a problem,” I said. I wasn’t looking to sound nonchalant, but he was reading from a not particularly interesting script.

         It was obvious what had happened, I probably don’t even have to tell you. Peter Jamieson knew that I, Nate Colgan, was already doing work for the organization, and doing it well. He knew that he needed someone with a reputation to start throwing some weight around on his behalf, scare away the vultures. The serious attacks needed more defending than I could provide alone, but getting rid of the opportunists would remove the sense of weakness. So he made a call to Kevin, told him to hire me permanently and told him what to say.

         “I didn’t figure it would be,” Currie said, nodding his head and letting his relief show. “We need good people around us right now, Nate, we really do. Feels like we’re taking shots from every side and I don’t know where the next one will come from.”

         “Anything new?”

         He looked left and right, like someone might have snuck into that cramped little office. “There is something. I mean, Jesus, you know what people are like, always complaining about something or other, but this seems different. We’ve had a couple of guys complaining about being pushed off their patch. Couple of other guys seem to have crossed over.”

         “To?”

         “Don’t know. That’s the problem. Well, we sort of know. Outsiders. Can you believe it? Like there aren’t enough local sharks in the water. Some English guy seems to be trying to pick off business in the city.”

         “You have an ID?” I asked. Knowing who the threats were was a big part of my job, and this was the first I had heard of this one. For the first time since I arrived in the office, Kevin had my interest.

         “Just a name, Adrian Barrett. You heard of him?”

         I shook my head, which I didn’t like doing.

         “English guy, like I said. We’re trying to work out where he was before, who he might be working for, if anyone. Seems like he’s putting the word around that he’s in charge, but that could be a screen. The guy in charge doesn’t turn up to do the donkey work, does he?”

         Asking me, because he didn’t know for himself. Kevin ran a counterfeit operation, a good and profitable one. The man knew how to run a business, let’s make that clear right now. But he hadn’t been involved in the dirtiest corners of the business until Jamieson’s arrest pushed him there. Now he was up to his armpits in the filth and didn’t know where to swim for safety.

         “Not usually,” I said. “Depends how big he is to start with, I suppose.”

         “Aye, well, he’s becoming an issue. Everything’s becoming a fucking issue.” He was shaking his head and looking tired. The small things were mounting up, because the organization wasn’t a well-oiled machine anymore. It was causing the sort of frustration that coaxed a rare sweary word out of Kevin’s usually pristine mouth. “We have so many things we need to clean up,” he went on. “There’s stuff that still hasn’t been done from months ago, stuff we should have gotten out of the way but we were too busy keeping our heads down. There’s new stuff coming along all the time. You’ll have to get on top of a lot of that.”

         “Sure. What’s my title?”

         “You’ll be security consultant, the job Frank MacLeod was doing before he disappeared,” he said. “You remember old Frank?”

         I smiled a little and nodded. If you’ve been in the business in Glasgow at any point in the last forty years, you know of Frank MacLeod. I’d been in it for nineteen years, since I was eighteen. Disappeared was business speak for killed off and buried without the body ever being found. We knew he had been murdered on Jamieson’s orders by a hitman called Calum MacLean, who then told his interesting little story to the police. But they couldn’t peg the killing on Jamieson in any way, so that was another crime for which he wasn’t convicted, despite the few for which he was.

         “You’ll be providing security advice for the club, some pubs, some bookies, some of the legit stuff that Jamieson has. You don’t have to do anything though; the security mostly takes care of itself. We have people for that. Just put in the occasional appearance; I think that was all Frank used to do. Make sure the legit employees know your official job title in case the police ask them.”

         That all made sense, but I’ll admit I was a little uncomfortable having to step into Frank’s shoes. I wasn’t going to be doing his job, not his real job. He was a hitman, and that was a line I’d never crossed. But people would see me doing the “security consultant” job he did and they would make the comparison. They would think I was now as important as Frank had been, and that would make me a target.

         “Listen,” Kevin went on, “there’s a job I want you to start with, and I don’t want you to laugh.”

         I raised my eyebrows. When you’re a freelancer, you can be choosy if you really want to be. Won’t do much for your reputation, and your reputation is what’s going to get you work, but it’s up to you what jobs you do. If you can afford to say no and you want to say no, then go ahead and say no. Not when you’re an organization man. When you’re on the payroll, you have to do the jobs you’re given.

         “I want you to go round and kick seven bells out of Kirk Webster. I know that’s a pathetic place to start, but it still hasn’t been done and it needs to be.”

         “Is that all that needs to be done?”

         “Well”—Kevin shrugged—“for now it is.”

         I stood up and I shook his hand, like a new employee delighted to get through the job interview. There was something about that little office that made me want to play at being legit. That feeling had passed by the time I was out on the street, getting into Ronnie’s car.

         He had his little Astra parked in the single line of parking spaces in front of Currie’s place. The car was too clean, I thought, maybe too new as well. It was a work car that nobody should ever spot. We were in Hillington, not far south of the river in an industrial area full of engineering firms and warehouses. Currie’s was a single-story white building, brick front and corrugated roof, the office at the back of a large warehouse, surrounded by respectability on a street lined with trees. Nothing to suggest that the warehouse was crammed with tremendously illegal goods.

         “So?” Ronnie asked me.

         “I’m on the payroll.”

         “And me?”

         “My first job will be to hire you in a security role. Congratulations.”

         He started the car and we pulled away, me telling him about Kirk as we went. I’ll tell you about Kirk in a minute, but first I want to tell you about Ronnie Malone. I’d met him a good time ago, when he was working in a grubby little hotel near Central Station. He was there for Currie, helping his men get rooms for whatever little business they wanted to hide from others. He was wasted there.

         Ronnie was smart, and smart shouldn’t be left booking rooms in a half-empty hotel for barely important counterfeiters and suppliers. I persuaded Currie to move him into my employ, let me work him into something more usable.

         “You come and work with me, and we’ll make good money together,” I had told him. “You’ll have cash, you’ll have interesting work, you’ll have the chance to move up fast.”

         He’d looked at me like he was trying to find the world’s politest way to say no. I wasn’t there to hear no, however polite, so I leaned a little more heavily.

         “All you’re getting now is beer money, but you still go down if someone points the finger at you. You’ve helped dangerous people do terrible things. The dough you’re making isn’t worth that. Let me help you make more, help make the risk worthwhile.”

         He still looked reluctant, but he was a good boy, smart enough to realize that yes was the correct answer. So he came to work for me, and he was doing a decent job of it. Had a few little missteps, but every kid does when they’re starting out. Kid: Ronnie had just turned twenty-six a few weeks before Currie put us on the payroll.

         He drove me back to my house. “You go look up Kirk Webster, find out what rock he’s living under. Come pick me up when you’ve found him. I’ll handle him. It won’t be a two-man job.”

         We were still at the point where Ronnie was doing the set-up and I was doing the dirty work. The process of educating him on how to get bloody was a slow one. He had to learn, because that was his job, but you don’t rush a kid into it if you don’t have to. I was taking my time, teaching him, because I enjoyed it that way.
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         I had a small terraced house in Balornock, on a long curving road in an area that wasn’t quite as rough as it looked at a glance. Used to have the Birnie Court flats looming at the end of the road, looking ready for a fight. They had picked one with a demolition team and were gone by the time this happened. My house was the sort of place you would accept a man on a low income lives in. I wasn’t on a low income, but I was happy for the world to make its usual assumptions and move quietly along. I needed just enough space for me and my few possessions and I wasn’t fussy about location, location, location.

         Don’t get me wrong, I would have liked to share my home with someone else. More than one, actually, but there was no way I was going to let that happen. I was bursting with faults, some of which I may find time to tell you about, but that kind of selfishness wasn’t one of them. I would have loved to have my daughter living with me, but I knew she was better off living with her mother’s parents. I wasn’t the man to bring up a young girl. And I would have liked to have a woman in my life, but that wasn’t happening either. I was short-tempered, generally surly and lugging around a reputation that made me good at my job and bad at everything else. People were scared of me, and that cut bad as well as good.

         There was someone sniffing around, a girl I liked, a girl I admired. Her name was Kelly Newbury, and because I liked her I was making a conscious effort to stay away from her. She wanted the security a relationship with me could give her. Have me be scary on her behalf. It was an invitation to trouble and other good things that I couldn’t afford to get tangled in. Not with all this going on.

         I took a sly look up and down the street as I made my way up to the front door because the habit of caution is a priceless gift. There was nothing out of place that I could spot, even if my eyesight isn’t as good as it once was. It’ll have to stay below its best because a guy like me doesn’t turn up to his work bespectacled.

         I pushed open the front door and stepped inside, already seeing something I didn’t like. There was a folded piece of notepaper lying on the mat just inside the door that someone had put through my letter box when I was away getting gainfully employed. In the few seconds it took me to pick up the piece of paper I wracked my brains trying to think of any good news I had received in this way. None, ever.

         Just needed a glance at the handwriting to know that this was more than bad news. This was a disaster waiting to happen. This was Zara Cope’s handwriting. Messy but confident, her name scrawled across the bottom of the paper, the Z much bigger than the rest of it, like a dyslexic Zorro.

         I sighed my disapproval loudly to the empty corridor and wandered through to the living room. Putting music on always made it less likely that I would lose my temper, so I sat with a guitar being gently strummed in the background and read the note.

         
            Nate,

            I was at your door but I guess you’re not home.

            I don’t have your number so I’m leaving this note instead.

            We need to meet. There are things we have to discuss,

            like the delivery I made for you some time ago.

            Remember that? There are other things to talk about as well.

            Zara

         

         There were little digs in there that were designed to annoy me. Let’s start with the “I guess you’re not home” comment, as though I was hiding behind the fucking couch to avoid her. Even mentioning the delivery was uncharacteristically stupid. What if someone else had found the note before I got to it? And saying there were other things to talk about was just a cheap tease. There was a lot more to the letter than the words.

         She was desperate, was the first obvious thing. Mentioning what she had delivered to me before she was arrested was her charmless little shot at reminding me I owed her money. I didn’t need to be reminded; the money was sitting in an account waiting for her to adopt it. The sooner she got it out of that account and into one of her own the happier I would be. I didn’t want it anywhere near me. The money had started out its life attached to Lewis Winter, a walking catastrophe who had strolled to his early death when Zara was with him.

         I should maybe give you a little history lesson at this point. Zara was the mother of my nine-year-old daughter, Rebecca. Zara hung around the business, using her looks and her smarts to make herself a fine little living. Or a living, anyway. She was a cut above the usual hangers-on, sharp as anything that’s ever cut me. I fell for her hard; we moved in together; she had Becky. Didn’t last though, and it was mostly my fault. Zara was twenty-one, looking for a fast life, and I was an angry and dangerous twenty-eight-year-old who wouldn’t accept the world not constantly bending to my will. We were too young. She ran, and I let her. Becky went to live with Zara’s parents, and it’s been that way since.

         Zara shacked up with Lewis Winter, a mid-level dealer, and when he was knocked off she came to me with some of his dirty cash and the last of his supply. The drugs needed selling and the money needed hiding until the dear Scottish police service kindly stopped looking for it. I did what I could to help her, because that seemed like the right thing to do for the mother of my child, and because I still didn’t know how to say no to Zara Cope.

         She was a special woman, one who had a power over me no other person has ever had. That didn’t help her a damn when she got a three-month sentence for perverting the course of justice. Slap-on-the-wrist stuff for someone inside the industry, but she was no more than a hanger-on, and the sentence would have hit her hard. She got out and went off the radar for a while, didn’t even come looking for her money. I knew she’d been away from the city for a lot of that time because I kept an eye out for her. Now, evidently, she was back. And yes, I did recognize her handwriting after all those years. There was almost nothing of her I had forgotten.

         I turned the piece of paper over and saw that she’d scrawled a phone number on the back of it. A mobile number, underlined twice as though that would be the clincher if I was undecided. I was going to call her; she would gnaw at the back of my mind if I didn’t. She could also cause trouble for me, and I had enough of that to keep me company already. Zara was on first-name terms with some of the skeletons in my closet, so I had to keep her smart mouth shut. And she knew that I’d organized the sale of drugs on her behalf, and the cleaning of the money it raised.

         If you’re interested in how, I had taken that little stash of drugs and dirty money she turned up on my doorstep with to Ross Kennedy to handle. He worked most closely with Angus Lafferty, Peter Jamieson’s biggest drug importer, but his loyalties were made of smoke. He bought the drugs from me for less than their street value but as much as I could get in a hurry. He also cleaned the money for me, because making dirty things look respectable was always his greatest talent. Since then the money, about four and a half grand in all, had been gradually filtered into an account I’d opened to house it, waiting for Zara.

         I was looking at that number and looking at the phone, wanting to call and wanting to crumple up the paper and pretend she had never existed. But I was going to call, both because I had to and because I wanted to hear her voice. I wanted to know that she was doing okay. Since she’d left the city she’d left my professional radar, so I had no idea what sort of state she was in.

         The phone rang for a while before she answered it and I heard her voice, cold and flawless.

         “This is Nate,” I said to her hello.

         There was silence on the other end, the kind of heavy pause that insinuated horror. She wanted me to call so I was calling; it was up to her to say something next.

         “You got my note.”

         “It was inside my front door, so yeah.” Talking to Zara always ripped me in half. Part of me wanted to be nice to her, let her know that I still cared. The other part wanted to make sure that she kept her distance, stayed away from me and stayed away from Becky. That was the part that usually won, because protecting Becky from Zara’s influence was my priority.

         “Yeah. Well, we need to talk. I take it you still have the money you owe me?”

         Needling away, emphasizing the word owe as though she had done me a favor. She hadn’t; she had nearly led the police to me and had indirectly tied me to Lewis Winter through his product. It was a dangerous thing to be tied to a man whose murder was part of the MacLean confessions. It was hard to think of the last time Zara had done me a favor. Becky, I guess.

         “The money I raised, cleaned and hid for you is sitting in a bank account, waiting.”

         “Good.”

         “You want the bank details? We can make this nice and simple and you can take the money without any fuss.”

         This was me giving her the opportunity to keep her distance, something I didn’t really want but that I thought we were both smart enough to understand was the best option. But she didn’t keep her distance; she kept barreling right on into my life.

         “I want to see you,” she said, like it was a sudden revelation. “We should meet up. There’s stuff we need to talk about.”

         I sighed, but I kept it light enough to make sure she didn’t hear. I wasn’t looking to provoke. Maybe ten percent of my worry was about my own feelings at seeing her again, another twenty was about whatever trouble she was going to try and drag me into, and the other seventy was the ever-present fear that she would want to talk about Becky. Whatever the split, it was still a hundred percent of worry.

         “Where and when?” I asked. I knew I was walking into trouble; this isn’t me looking back and thinking I could have done something different. I knew it then every bit as much as I know it now. I went along with it because that was all I could do. The alternative was no, and no meant conflict with a dangerous woman at a dangerous time.

         “Um, Wednesday, how about? I can come round to yours.”

         “No,” I said, a little too quick and a little too hard. “Wednesday, fine, but we’ll meet somewhere.”

         “Neutral territory, huh? Fine, if that’s what you want. You know the Greek place right on George Square?”

         “I do.”

         “Midday?”

         “Fine.”

         She made a big effort to sigh down the phone at me. “It’s always a pleasure to talk to you, Nate.”

         She sounded like she was about to say something else but she stopped herself and I heard a door closing in the background.

         “You have company,” I said.

         “Yeah, well, maybe now I have a chance of a grown-up conversation. I’ll see you on Wednesday.”

         I hung up without saying goodbye because I was feeling petty. Resentful might be a better word for it, and disturbed by the fact that I was jealous of whoever was having the conversation with her right now. Some new man in her life, hopefully giving her a good sort of life. I looked at the letter and I thought about its desperate contents, and I knew that whatever he was giving her, it wasn’t a good life.
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         We were sitting in a car park outside a big plain white building. Big windows, could have been a building for just about anything, but the sign sprawled across the wall said it was for a telephone company.

         “Call center,” Ronnie told me, sitting in the passenger seat. “He’s something technical in there. I don’t know what. Supposed to be quite senior. I think that’s because most of the other people working there are students. Lot of short-term people. From what I can tell, he knocks off at five every day, goes straight home on the bus, doesn’t leave the flat when he gets there.”

         “That usual for him?”

         Ronnie shrugged. “No idea, but it’s what he’s doing now.”

         I nodded. We both guessed that wasn’t the life Kirk Webster had been living before he grassed up Peter Jamieson and John Young; just the life he was now stuck with. He was hoping that keeping his head down was going to help him stay out of trouble, like trouble ever walks past you because you don’t look it in the eye.

         Kirk had helped the organization by placing fake calls in the records to implicate some people, removing real calls from the records to protect others. A simple precaution, but it was illegal and it was all about hiding much more serious crimes. The police knew it, because Calum MacLean told them, but it’s never enough to know something. They needed more proof than they had, and they managed to get Kirk’s name. They questioned him; he cracked like a dry biscuit and told them everything he knew. That added to Jamieson’s sentence and played a big part in John Young’s sentence. Young was Jamieson’s right-hand man, and the most senior organization man Kirk had met. Now Kirk had to be punished.

         “That’s what he looks like,” Ronnie told me, holding his phone across to me. “You’ll not have trouble picking him out.”

         Wasn’t a brilliant picture, but it showed me a thirty-year-old guy in a tracksuit, dark hair with a mini Mohawk. He looked ridiculous, easy to pick out. A man not smart enough to understand that the concept of keeping your head down included keeping your head restrained.

         “Right, you can leave it with me,” I told Ronnie.

         I got out of the car and walked halfway across the car park to where mine was parked. A couple of minutes later Ronnie pulled away and went off to do whatever things he killed time with. He had a girlfriend, Esther, who he lived with, and it seemed like he had a good little circle of friends. I wondered how long all of that would last. As secrets grow, friendships shrink.

         The boring part of the job, sitting there and waiting for someone else to stick to their schedule. Which he did, emerging from the building at about ten minutes past five, walking quickly, looking around without ever knowing what he was looking for. He was scared of everything, and that was why he couldn’t see the danger. You get so wrapped up in believing that every shadow is about to jump at you that you can’t pick out the real threat.

         I let him get well ahead, then drove to his flat. He lived in Greenfield, a line of old council flats running down a side road with a bashed and bedraggled bus shelter at the corner. There weren’t many cars on the street so parking was easy. I stopped at the top of the street, with a view of the bus stop down at the bottom. I could have made more effort to hide away, but your effort matches your need. I didn’t need to die of effort outwitting Kirk Webster.

         Took another ten or fifteen minutes of waiting for the bus to stop and Kirk to get off. He walked quickly up to one of the four-story buildings, dipped in brown roughcast and left to degrade, and went inside. I watched and I waited and wished I was somewhere else. This was cheap, and the world would know it.

         No point sitting there wishing your superiors had better judgment. You go and you do the job, so I went and I did the job. Up to the front door, in and up the stairs to the second floor. Three doors on each floor, and I found the one I was apparently looking for, number 8. I knocked and stood a step sideways so that he’d still be able to see me when he opened the door but he wouldn’t be able to see much of me. I doubted he would recognize me, but I’m a big unit and wherever I am, I look like I’m there with bad intentions.

         The door opened a couple of inches, me leaning sideways against the doorframe, watching for any sign of security. There was no chain on the door, no sign that the clown had gone to any real effort to protect himself. You’re living in fear of the Jamieson organization and you don’t even get a chain for your door?

         “Yeah?” he said out into the corridor, still only holding the door an inch open.

         “Delivery,” I said with a bored tone.

         And he paused just long enough to let me take complete control of the situation. People always pause. Even when they’re not expecting a delivery they’re still willing to believe it might be for them. People want to believe that there’s something wonderful arriving. I spun a half-step and shouldered the door, shoving it open and Kirk backwards.

         As soon as I stepped inside I closed the door behind me, keeping as much of the noise inside as possible. Kirk was back against the wall in the narrow corridor, looking at me and shaking his head.

         “No, oh no, please, no,” was about as much as he had time to say.

         I didn’t want him to start cranking up the volume, so I threw a fast punch, straight-armed, aiming for the middle of his face. It wasn’t a hard shot, but it was a silencer. Caught him on the tip of the nose and knocked his head backwards, making it bounce off the wall behind him. The shock shut him up, made him drop to his knees. This wasn’t a man practiced in the art of fighting. No man who voluntarily drops off his feet when he doesn’t have to is a competent fighter.

         While he put his hands up to his face, I reached out and grabbed him by his stupid hair, dragging him in through the door to his cramped little kitchen. He was whining and spluttering, blood coming out of his nose.

         The kitchen was already a mess by the time I got there. Food packaging, crumbs and general assorted dirt were scattered over every surface. There was a stack of magazines on the small kitchen table that looked like they’d been there a good while. Some were tech mags, others weren’t. There was a laptop on the table too, probably used to view the same content as the magazines. Looked reasonably new, maybe bought with the money the organization paid him. The kitchen had old cream units, a cooker that didn’t look old and didn’t look used; this was a young guy not living much of a life as far as I could tell.

         It was my turn to make that sad little life a little sadder. I threw him at the table. He hit it side-on and smacked into the magazines, sending them skidding off the table. He reached out and held on to the table because he thought that would help him. His legs had gotten drunk without him; he was wobbling. It was exactly what I wanted him to do, hold a position while I picked up a chair and smashed it against him. It was a dramatic move, smashing a chair against a guy, watching the legs fly off, but it didn’t do a whole lot of damage. An effective scare tactic. It also had the benefit of not having to throw a punch. No need to cut my own knuckles to make him hurt.

         Did the trick; he let go of the table and crumpled onto the floor. He was saying something about how sorry he was, but even he knew that wasn’t going to help him any. He had grassed up Peter Jamieson, and that had to carry a severe punishment or Jamieson would look weak. He should have been punished as soon as his evidence was used against Jamieson in court, but the organization was too disorganized to do anything about it. But they were always going to remember Kirk. Those who need to be punished don’t get forgotten.

         Kirk crawled across the floor, trying to make himself as small as possible. I let him get close to a cupboard door and swung it open, making it clatter off the top of his head and bang shut again. No great damage done, but he needed to know that this wasn’t over yet. I stood over him, placed the toes of my left foot on the edge of his tracksuit bottoms to hold his leg in place, and stamped on his ankle.

         The animal scream he let out caught me by surprise. Took me all of half a second to react and kick him hard in the mouth. Harder than I’d meant to: heard the crunch of teeth and a choking sound as one or two made their way down his throat. He did his best to cough them up while I pressed my boot on his stomach to complicate matters.

         We were getting towards where we needed to be for this punishment to suffice. Kirk was trying to shuffle backward on his arse, looking to get up onto his knees. I moved beside him, let him get up to his knees with his hands on the fridge-freezer, and then slammed a knee into the back of his neck. His face hit the door of the freezer hard and he slipped sideways. I caught him by the hair, pulling him up onto his feet, but he was desperate to fall over.

         I opened the fridge door and failed to get a reaction; Kirk was already at the point where he would accept any punishment that took him closer to the end of the beating. I shoved his head into the fridge and slammed the door as hard as I could. There was an explosion of plastic as the little shelf on the inside of the door shattered against the side of his head. The few items that had been in it went for a fly, dropping out onto the floor when I pulled the door open again.

         Kirk’s head took another couple of slams before I let him drop unconscious onto the floor. Looked like there was a little flap of skin ripped open on the side of his head, just beside the hairline. One ear looked chewed. There was blood running out of him from various places. I pushed the fridge door shut and stood looking down at him.

         He was a poor soul, and if there were any thoughts running through his tiny mind right now, they would be misguided. This beating was nothing. This was a punishment that needed to be given, because the city needed to see that a punishment would come for anyone who crossed Jamieson. He got this beating, and his scars would show the world that he had gotten it. Kirk would think that this was the end of the matter. The city would think this was the end of the matter. Even the police, who must have expected Kirk to be a target, would think the punishment had been served and the issue was closed. When Kirk finally got himself out of the hospital and went back to his work, he would be happy. He would think he could go back to his normal life, the old one that was free of fear. That was the happiest he would be.

         It would all be a lie. This was a temporary punishment. You can’t give the police information that helps put Peter Jamieson in a jail cell and think that a casual beating is as bad as it’s going to get for you. Kirk was a target, and he was going to be killed. I had no doubt about it; the organization would wait for the right moment and hit him. That they hadn’t spotted the right moment yet told me they weren’t running their operation as well as they used to.

         The problem was gunmen. Hard to pick up a good one, and God knows Jamieson had had his fingers burnt so badly they blistered. So until they had a permanent gunman, the most they could do to Kirk was have me come round and make an example of him. It was petulant, and in its own way it was a sign of weakness. Told the world that we weren’t the sort of organization who could employ who we wanted anymore.

         Had its plus points though. It meant that the police and Kirk would take their eye off defense. They would think the job was done so would do nothing to stop it being done again. It would, the organization hoped, make the hit that much easier whenever it did happen.

         I couldn’t stop myself from shaking my head as I walked out of that flat. A piss-poor little halfwit like Kirk, thinking his life had just hit rock bottom, not realizing that he still had a grave to fall into. He was an example of what was wrong with the organization. There were some inside it that were doing a good job. Kevin Currie, who I answered to, was making money, organizing, getting things done. Marty Jones, a grubby little pimp and loan shark I had always held in low esteem, had stepped up and was running his business as well as anyone. The rest of them? I don’t know; seemed like they weren’t living up to their potential. Some of them because they weren’t capable, some of them because they were deliberately holding back. People didn’t want to put their head above the parapet until they knew how things would play out.

         I drove straight home. I was done for the day as far as I was concerned, and if anything else was required of me then they knew where to find me. I didn’t know who “they” would be from now on. I’d been working for Currie, and I figured it would stay that way, but I was on staff now and that technically made me available to anyone in the organization who wanted me. I could get a call from anyone who wanted to use Nate Colgan’s reputation on a job.

         Back in the house, and I sat down and picked up her letter again. Should have thrown it in the bin by then, but I didn’t. Kept thinking about the phone call, all of the things she’d said. I was thinking about that door closing behind her, wondering where she was when she called. I had a picture of her in my mind, sitting in a bedroom somewhere, a man coming in. I didn’t like that picture.

         My mobile started ringing. I glanced at the screen and saw Ronnie’s name.

         “How did it go?” he asked me.

         “Fine. It’s done,” I told him. Beginning to think I should have taken him with me; there were things he could have learned from it. Things like throwing chairs and fridge doors around so that you don’t waste energy in the fight.

         “Good. Nice one,” he said. “Just wanted to check that all was well.”

         I could hear voices behind him, sounding like they were in another room. A woman laughed and there was the mumble of another voice. His girlfriend, his friends.

         “Thanks for calling, Ronnie,” I said.

         Didn’t tell him that his phone call had left me more depressed than I already was. Seemed like everyone else had someone in the background, while I was sitting alone in the house, listening to the silence.

         Killed time and went to bed, the least worst option available to me. I hardly slept, but then I hardly ever did. A couple of hours, then awake for an hour, then an hour’s sleep, more time awake, then another hour and a half asleep if I was lucky. Always waking up, always seeing things I didn’t want to see. The only world darker than the one I lived in was the one I slept in.
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         They told her she’d be doing glamorous work. They told her it would be exciting. A girl she knew and trusted said it would be great fun, that she’d make loads of money and meet loads of cool people. She didn’t. Like many others, she was there to be exploited. A pretty young woman, a naive nineteen-year-old. Jess Flowers didn’t stand a chance with men like Elliott Parker.

         Parker took her to a party at the club. Not as a favor, or for a night out. This was work. They’d invited Lee Christie to that party, and he was her target. Not a target she wanted, not a job she had any wish to do. But if she didn’t, they would punish her again. As soon as Parker pointed him out, she approached Christie. She was slim, blond, wide eyes and full lips. He was thirty-six, narrow-eyed and big-toothed. Had a belly he could rest a beer can on for a laugh. If his basic good sense hadn’t been overwhelmed by her beauty, he might have wondered where his luck had come from.

         Jess flirted with him, danced close for nearly an hour. When she suggested they go back to her place, the yes couldn’t jump out of his mouth fast enough. Lee Christie was a man from the industry. A man who should have understood what a set-up looked like. Sometimes, though, it doesn’t matter if something’s too good to be true.

         She started on him in the taxi, fondling and kissing. The driver glanced in his mirror and grimaced.

         “You’re beautiful,” Christie kept telling her, like she might not already know.

         They got back to the flat she’d been told to use. Had to pretend that she knew it, that it was hers. Christie wasn’t paying attention, didn’t notice that she seemed unsure about which bedroom to use. He was lost in the enthusiasm of the moment. A moment that came and went quickly. Jess lay underneath him, smelling the cigarettes, booze and desperation on him, until he was done.

         “You are so beautiful,” he told her again, rolling over and falling quickly asleep.

         Jess tried to sleep, but she couldn’t. She lay and listened to the rattling in Christie’s throat as he snorted through the night. She lay and thought about her mistakes. Thought about how the only way out of this situation was to do as they wanted. Whatever the cost. Maybe she drifted off to sleep, briefly. She got less than an hour’s rest though, by the time Christie woke not long after eight.

         She pretended to be asleep, although she was more awake than ever. She heard the scratching noise first, a pen on paper. Then she heard him getting dressed and trying to be quiet about it as he snuck out. He was on his best behavior, not waking the sleeping beauty for fear of upsetting her. When he was gone, she rolled over and read the note he’d left. There was something childish about it, something almost endearing. He told her what a great time he’d had, and that he had to leave for work. He left a number, asking her to call so that they could meet up again. He signed it with his real name.

         She already knew that Lee had to be involved in the criminal industry. Elliott Parker wouldn’t have been interested in him if he wasn’t. They were doing this because they were going to try and make money from him. But she felt pity for him. This fat little guy, thinking that she found him attractive. He was pathetic. How could he fall for this?

         Jess sat up in bed and thought about running. Throw on some clothes, run out of the flat and down the stairs. Get on a train and get out of Glasgow. Go anywhere—it didn’t matter. The thought of freedom was nice, but false. She had been snared by them; it was a trap she couldn’t break out of that easily. There would be someone watching the flat, watching Lee Christie leave and waiting for her phone call. They were professional, and that’s what people didn’t realize about them when they first turned up in the city.

         Jess called Elliott.

         “He’s gone. He left me a note with his phone number on it.”

         “Good,” Elliott told her. “You’ve done really well. You’ve been excellent. I’ll come round right away, pick you up.”

         His Birmingham accent was the softest of all the group. There was something suave about him, like he was educated and sophisticated. Elliott had always tried to be nice to Jess, or at least make it seem like he was being nice. That was how it worked. He did his best to seem reasonable, so that when he demanded she do repulsive things, it was harder to say no. But there was something about Elliott Parker. The others, they ignored her, or were unpleasant towards her. The nicer Elliott tried to be, the creepier he became.

         Elliott arrived at the flat within a couple of minutes. He had been outside, watching and waiting. He let himself in with his key, smiling contentedly as he watched Jess emerge from the bedroom. She was wearing the short dress she’d been wearing the night before and she looked ruffled. He thought the look suited her.

         “You ready to go?” he asked her. Pretending she had a choice.

         “Yeah,” she said, and nodded. Pretending that she wanted the same things they did, afraid of the consequences if she defied them.

         He smiled at her. “Come on, Jess.”

         As they walked out to the car he kept a hand on her back or shoulder. It looked, to any passer-by, like a sign of affection. In truth it was a reminder not to run, that he would always be there. He always did that if they were in public, made sure she didn’t get any ideas. Being nice kept her calm, being close kept her passive.

         Elliott drove back to the hotel. Hotel was rather a lofty term for a big house converted into manky rooms and let out to gullible people who didn’t have the time or organizational skills to find something proper. Could have been a nice guesthouse if it had been well looked after, just down the road from Queen’s Park, so it took real sloth to make it as unwelcoming as it was. They wouldn’t be there long, so none of them cared much.

         The bedsheets weren’t clean, for a start, and the bathroom had definitely not been scrubbed since Elliott’s room was last used, no matter what the owner claimed. Elliott had always been picky about these things. Where Dyne and Nasty could put up with little inconveniences on a job, Elliott saw no reason for standards to be so low. He reminded himself it was short term; they’d be moving again in a couple of days for security reasons.

         They parked in one of the few parking spots outside the hotel and Elliott led Jess up to her room. They didn’t see anyone, didn’t talk to anyone. He let her go into the room, said goodbye, and pulled the door shut behind him. He locked it, and went downstairs.

         They were all in the TV room. Four of them: two muscle, a gunman and the leader of their group. The muscle were nothing, hired help they’d picked up before they came up the road for this gig. They knew them both, Henson and Aldridge, down in Brum, but they weren’t part of the group. They had always used Ricky Saunders for muscle work back in the day, but he was inside. The muscle had no part to play in the conversation Elliott wanted to have. This was for authority only. He nodded for Dyne, the head man, and Nasty, the gunman, to follow him into the kitchen.

         “She do her thing?” Dyne asked him.

         Dyne was looking thin these days, vulnerable. He was using, and that was bad news. Made him take risks, like this whole job. He had a narrow face that was a little too long for the rest of him, brown hair messy on top and clipped at the sides and skin that looked darkly tanned, whatever the weather.

         “She did. The soppy dick left her a love note with his phone number on it. He’s in.”

         Dyne nodded, hearing what he wanted to hear. “No need to waste time then. We can do it tonight, right?” He looked at Nasty when he spoke.

         “Sooner the better,” Nasty said. As much as he was likely to say. He was the most openly hostile to this job.

         “Yeah,” Dyne said, “sooner the better. Tonight then. Get her to call him. Get him round there. See, lads, see? Couldn’t be going better.” He said it with the sort of ingratiating smile that looked desperate, pleading. Seemed like he was trying to convince himself.
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