





[image: Exit Wounds by Neil Broadfoot. The back of a man wearing a dark coat in the foreground, looking towards St Paul’s Cathedral in London.]












Also by Neil Broadfoot


No Man’s Land


No Place to Die


The Point of No Return


No Quarter Given


Violent Ends


Unmarked Graves










Neil Broadfoot


Exit Wounds


[image: ]









Copyright


Published by Constable


ISBN: 978-1-40871-880-3


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © Neil Broadfoot, 2025


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Constable


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









For my parents, John and Sheila Broadfoot, who didn’t let a little thing like dying get in the way of looking after me









CHAPTER 1


It was no different from any other city alley – litter strewn across the dirty grey concrete, graffiti on the pitted walls, some artistic, some profane. Stench of piss, vomit and stale beer. Above, the sky was a sullen, numb grey, a watercolour of indecision threatening either rain or sleet.


Connor Fraser glanced around again, trying to see something that would explain why he was there. He turned slowly, looked back to the opening of the alley and the street beyond, caught the eye of a woman walking past. She paused for a moment, appraised him with the kind of dipped-beam gaze he knew all too well. Intellect dulled by hash, booze or something stronger, something that left her arms puckered and bruised, her brain rotted. She shrugged, as though dismissing him from her thoughts, then started walking again.


Connor peered into the void she’d left, watching life go on. A typical afternoon on the Falls Road, the low rumbling moan of traffic, the occasional shout, people getting on with their lives. It looked so normal. But this was Belfast, and the awareness of violence was imprinted on the collective consciousness, a traumatic memory. No one really spoke about it, but everyone knew that violence was only ever one wrong turn away.


He sighed, took one last look around the alleyway. Was damned if he’d check behind the overflowing rubbish bin wedged against the back wall. It seemed welded there, barricaded behind forgotten bags of rubbish. Whatever he was meant to find eluded him. He reached into his pocket, made the call.


‘Connor?’ The tone was a mixture of question and surprise. ‘What’s up, big lad?’


‘I’m here,’ Connor said. ‘Now, you want to tell me what the hell I’m meant to be looking for?’


‘Here?’ Simon McCartney asked, the alert wariness in his tone giving Connor’s stomach an oily clench. ‘Where’s here?’


‘The alley behind the Old Dog on the Falls Road, like your message said.’


‘What message?’ Simon asked, concern hardening his voice.


‘The message you sent …’ Connor trailed off, the realisation hitting him like a hard left hook. ‘Shit,’ he whispered, more to himself than Simon. ‘Your phone’s been cloned. I’m burned.’


Simon’s response was immediate, so loud that it stabbed into Connor’s ear and seared into his mind. ‘I’ll get to a secure line. RUN!’












CHAPTER 2


Connor dropped the phone and stamped on it, cursing his stupidity. Simon was a known associate of his: it was only logical to exploit that knowledge to get to Connor. After all, it was what he would have done.


He started back down the alley, towards the road, planning to get lost in the afternoon hubbub. Stopped dead when he saw a car draw up, sleek and black. Retreated into the alleyway, ducked behind a refuse bin, cursing himself for not bringing a gun. Seemed like a no-brainer at the time – the PSNI didn’t take kindly to people walking the streets with a firearm, former officer or no.


Now it seemed like another stupid mistake. Potentially a fatal one.


The passenger door of the car opened, and a man unfolded himself from it. About six foot two, squeezed into a suit just expensive enough to be forgettable. His shaved head caught the weak afternoon light, seemed to absorb it somehow. When he straightened, Connor could see dark, empty eyes set in a face that was as forgettable as the suit he wore.


He turned, leaned back into the car, said something Connor couldn’t make out to the driver, then started to walk into the alley. As he moved, he drew a gun from his suit jacket.


Connor gave a silent curse. Swallowed the sudden surge of adrenaline that turned the saliva to thick acid in his throat. He looked around for anything he could use as a weapon. Grabbed for a beer bottle beside the bin with a hand that wasn’t quite steady.


The man inched closer, his steps like glass-filled drumbeats on the grimy alley floor.


Connor held his breath. Waited.


One more step. Then another.


Connor exploded from his hiding place, swinging the bottle at the man’s temple as hard as he could. It shattered on impact, the blow juddering up Connor’s arm. The man staggered back, cursing, blood exploding from his temple. Connor closed on him, grabbed for the gun in his hand. The man twisted, dropping to his knees and pulling Connor forward, directly into the rabbit punch he had aimed at his temple.


A blinding explosion of pain and Connor felt the world lurch. He bit his tongue, forced himself not to release his grip on the man’s gun hand. Instead, pulled him in, then drove his free elbow up into the bottom of the man’s jaw. Felt teeth grind together and snap as the man’s head was thrown back. Connor jabbed his fist into the man’s exposed throat. He crumpled, hand releasing the gun as he clawed at his neck, gasping for breath. He crashed to the ground, lips already turning blue, and Connor knew he had crushed the man’s windpipe. He took a half-step back, felt the world lurch sickeningly as blood, warm and sticky, oozed down his face.


He reached for the gun his attacker had dropped, closed his grip on it as he heard a car door slam at the end of the alley. Looked up to see another man walk around the car from the driver’s side. He was as broad as his partner was tall, wearing the same anonymously expensive suit, holding the same gun. The gun he was raising to Connor as he walked.


Connor darted to the side, felt another wave of nausea at the sudden movement. No choice. He raised the gun, pulled the trigger. The recoil of the shot made the pain in his head roar, almost drowning the screaming from the street as the approaching driver’s head exploded in a mist of blood, bone and brain.


Connor cursed, forced himself to breathe. Took a moment to turn back to his first attacker, check his pockets. Nothing. Not even a handkerchief. He stood, hurried back up the alley. People were running on the street, either to get away from the gunshot or to find out what was going on. Across the road, a group of men emerged from another pub, their faces telling Connor this was just what they had been waiting and hoping for.


He paused for a moment at his second attacker, checked his pockets as well. No ID or handkerchief, but something more useful. Car keys.


Connor grabbed for them with numb fingers, hurried to the car. Saw the men across the road start towards him, raised the gun and they froze. Message received.


He ran to the driver’s side, hoped the ringing in his head and the dimming of vision in his left eye would let him drive. He started the engine, wondering where to go. Somewhere he could disappear, just another face in the crowd, somewhere he could think. Only one answer, really.


Connor put the car in gear, drove away.


Welcome to Belfast, he thought abruptly, stifling the sudden urge to laugh.


Welcome home.












CHAPTER 3


He turned the car, making for central Belfast. His first instinct had been to head out of town, towards the Divis Mountains or the Colin Glen, get away from the network of cameras the police would undoubtedly try to use to track him. But being in an isolated location worked both ways: it gave him solitude, but deprived him of resources.


So town it was. Time for a little shopping.


He drove as slowly and anonymously as he dared, the urge to dump the car and walk an almost physical presence. But the sickening bayonet of pain in his left temple and the way any sudden reflection or flash of light from another car stabbed into his brain told him he was in no condition to walk. Knew the signs well: he had concussion. Hoped it wasn’t a bad one. He didn’t have time for it.


Saw the shop he was looking for ahead, same faded green and gold awning over the door, unchanged since he had walked this beat with Simon years ago. He pulled in, killed the engine. Closed his eyes, grabbed onto the steering wheel and leaned forward, ignoring the wave of nausea that brought tears to his eyes. Tried to think through the pain and the spent adrenaline. They’d cloned Simon’s phone, used it to lure him to a trap in the Republican heart of Belfast. Two men, guns standard police and military issue, Glock 17. So something really was going on after all. What Danny had made sure he was given was important in a way he didn’t yet understand. But what did …?


The sudden blare of a horn made Connor gasp, sit up straight. He peered out of the windscreen, saw a car parked nose to nose with him, engine giving a whining growl in the way only a tuned turbo could.


Shit, Connor thought, looking up at the frontage of the shop. O’Connell’s Convenience. What the sign didn’t tell you was that, for the right price, that convenience could fall on either side of the law. Which made the owners a little nervous about who visited, so they had guards stationed around the shop, looking for faces that didn’t fit. And one was now nose to nose with Connor.


The driver of the car in front of him, a blue Subaru Impreza, killed the engine and got out. He was big, all gym-sculpted muscles and buzz-cut hair, but Connor could still see the echo of Miles O’Connell in the man. It was in the eyes, so brown they were almost black, and the way his mouth twisted into a sneer that he probably thought was a genuine human smile.


Like father, like son, Connor thought.


He sighed, patted his jacket. Gun still there. Hoped he wouldn’t have to use it. Got out of the car. Last thing he needed was to be in a confined space.


‘’Bout ye?’ he asked, as he stood up, wishing he had a pair of sunglasses.


‘Cannae park there, pal,’ the driver said as he approached. ‘Customer parking for my da’s shop. And you sure as fuck aren’t a regular.’


Connor took a deep breath, felt a wave of exhaustion roll over him. He needed to get off the street now. ‘So you’d be who? Rory? His eldest, I’m guessing?’ Connor said. ‘And how is old Miles anyway? He out now, or is he still inside for using this place as a front to launder drugs cash for Malky Tomlinson’s crew on the Falls?’


The man in front of him stepped forward, hands bunching into fists as the colour drained from his face. Connor could see a tattoo ripple over the muscles in his left forearm, could tell by his stance he was a southpaw. ‘Just who the fuck are …’


‘Easy,’ Connor said, lifting his hand. ‘Didn’t mean anything by it. I used to know your dad back in the day. He was a good sort, despite his, ah, off-the-book activities. Made sure nothing got too out of hand. Kept civilians as far away from trouble as he could. Never let Malky deal to kids.’


‘That why you’re here?’ Rory spat. ‘To pass on your respects? Well, yer a bit fucking late. Now piss off. Don’t give a fuck if you knew my da. Peelers aren’t welcome around here. And you reek of peeler.’


‘Really? And the woman at the store told me it was Armani,’ Connor said, regretting the words as soon as he’d said them. The last thing he needed to do was wind up Rory. But even as he thought it, he heard his father’s words: That Fraser temper. Watch it, son. It’ll get you into trouble one day.


Rory took a step forward, one hand reaching behind his back. Connor sighed, dropped his head. Looked over Rory’s shoulder to the car he had just got out of. Nice car. Four-wheel drive. Fast. And not connected to a shooting on the Falls Road less than an hour ago.


‘Your da still make sure all the security cameras are out around here?’ Connor asked.


‘Wh-what?’ Rory asked, hand freezing behind his back as he instinctively glanced up to the eaves of the shop, confusion crumpling his features.


‘Aye, thought so,’ Connor said. ‘Tell me, son, you got a phone on you?’


Rory jerked, as though Connor had slapped him. ‘What the …? Ack, naw, fuck it, you just need to …’


He lunged forward, the knife he produced from behind his back glinting in the sun. Connor stepped into the arc of Rory’s swing and pivoted, tucking his fist into the side of his head and driving his elbow into Rory’s forearm. The knife sailed through the air, a slash of quicksilver in the late-afternoon sun, then clattered to the ground. Connor kept moving, ignoring the agony screaming through his head and the churning of his stomach. He dropped his knee, shouldered Rory in the chest, then followed through with a hard left hook to his jaw. Rory staggered, eyes rolling back in his head as he lurched to the left and slammed into the side of his car. Connor stepped forward, grabbed him, then slammed his head off the bonnet of the car, the shock of the blow tearing new pain loose in his head.


He stumbled back, took a deep breath. Then he bent down, found the car keys on Rory and threw him into the back seat. Found a phone in a cradle stuck to the dashboard, said a silent prayer of thanks when he realised it was unlocked, a playlist of music scrolling across the screen. Dialled a number only he and Simon knew, a number they had prepared for a day just like this. Waited.


‘Big lad,’ Simon said, after the second ring. ‘Jesus Christ. You okay? What the hell is going on?’


Connor took a breath, bit back another wave of agony. He needed to rest. ‘Later,’ he said, starting the engine of the car and pulling away. ‘I’ve an errand to run. I’ll get some burners and call you back. Can you arrange a place for me to lie low?’


Simon whistled. ‘You don’t ask for much, do you?’ he said, his tone just the right side of mocking. ‘Okay, give me twenty minutes then call me back.’


‘I’ll make it twenty-five,’ Connor said. ‘It’ll take me that long to get to the Shankill and dump some rubbish.’


‘Shankill?’ Simon said. ‘Christ, Connor, what the hell are you planning?’


Despite himself, Connor smiled. It cut through the pain and the confusion, made him feel like himself again.


‘Just a little old-fashioned mischief-making,’ he said, glancing in the rear-view mirror. Talk soon.’












CHAPTER 4


Simon looked down at the phone in his hand, muttered a curse. Knew he should have been on the first plane to Belfast the moment Connor had called him two nights ago with that list of names. Instead, he had stayed in Stirling, cementing his new life with Donna. The thought of her sent a shudder of panic arcing through him. Donna Blake. Lover, soon-to-be fiancée if he asked the question right, and reporter. Hard-nosed, ruthless reporter who would just love to know all about whatever shit storm Connor had stirred up in Belfast, then tell the nation about it on one of her regular Sky News slots.


Question was, what had Connor stepped into?


It had started a week ago. Connor and Simon had been wrapping up a training session at the gym, which basically entailed Connor lifting unfeasibly heavy weights, then chasing Simon around a boxing ring and grappling him into submission. Since his problems with his girlfriend, Jen, Connor’s focus on training had taken on an almost obsessive quality, as if he was punishing himself physically for the problems in his relationship – and his inability to fix them.


They were just taking off their gloves when Connor’s phone had buzzed. He took the call, and Simon watched as a maelstrom of emotions flitted across his friend’s face in less than two minutes. The creased brow of confusion at an unfamiliar number, the smile as he recognised the voice at the other end, the dropping of the shoulders and the darkening of the brow as bad news was delivered, the whispered promise to get in touch soon. When the call ended, Connor stood there, head down, phone forgotten in his hand. Despite his physical presence and massive shoulders, he was more like a little lost boy than the man who had rained blows down on him in their sparring session.


‘You all right, big lad?’ he asked, trying to keep his tone light, casual.


‘What?’ Connor blinked, almost as if he was surprised to see Simon there. ‘Oh, yeah, yeah. Sorry. Just a bit of bad news is all.’


‘Want to tell me about it?’


Connor shrugged, as though he was processing the information and struggling to frame it. ‘That was the mum of an old friend from Belfast, Danny Gillespie.’


‘Don’t think I’ve heard that name before,’ Simon said.


‘You wouldn’t have. Before we met. Danny was in my psychology classes back at Queen’s. Good lad. We hung about a lot. Drinking at Lavery’s, weekends down in Cork and Galway, you know, usual stuff. I joined the police, and he went on to take a lecturing job in London. Just kind of drifted apart, you know how it is. The odd text, an email now and then.’


How many of his friends were just acquaintances now, the bond between them on life support via the odd text or a crappy forwarded joke? Simon wondered. Didn’t much like the answer.


‘Anyway,’ Connor had said, straightening as he tossed his phone back into his bag, ‘that was his mum. Seems he was visiting her in Dunmurry, went out for a drink one night, staggered onto the road after one too many and …’ He had lifted his hands, dropped them, helpless frustration on his face.


‘Jesus, I’m sorry, man,’ Simon said.


‘Thanks,’ Connor said, almost reflexively. ‘Funeral’s next week. Mary wants me to be there, one of the pall-bearers.’


Simon frowned. ‘Bit odd,’ he said. ‘I mean, from what you said, you weren’t close any more, and pall-bearing is a family job normally.’


Another shrug. ‘Danny was an only child,’ he said. ‘And the rest of the family is scattered across America and Canada. Besides, I don’t really mind. Be good to get away for a bit.’


Simon nodded, not wanting to poke at the elephant in the room. The death of Jen’s father, Duncan MacKenzie, almost a year ago had driven a wedge between Jen and Connor. A wedge that had widened with Connor’s investigation into MacKenzie’s death, which had brought some uncomfortable truths about the man to light. Truths that had tarnished Jen’s view of her father – and Connor. They were trying to move forward, aiming for the home Connor had bought for them before Duncan’s death, but still the distance remained, a yawning chasm that neither seemed able to cross.


‘You want some company?’ Simon had asked. ‘We could hit a few of the old haunts, get into a wee bit of trouble in Belfast for old times’ sake?’


Connor laughed. ‘Christ, no,’ he said. ‘Can you imagine the crap Donna would give me if I dragged you off for a lads’ jaunt to Belfast? She’d kill me.’


‘Aye,’ Simon said. ‘Fair play.’


So Connor had left for Belfast, and life had gone on. Simon had lost himself in transferring to Police Scotland from the PSNI, moving into Connor’s now-vacated garden flat in Park Circus and stalking jewellers in the area until he found the perfect ring for Donna. But then, on the night after the funeral, Connor had called.


‘Connor, ’bout ye?’ Simon asked, relieved to hear from him. The thought of him alone, brooding, as he stalked the streets of Belfast, wasn’t a comfortable one. ‘How did it go?’


‘Not bad,’ Connor had said, in a cold, distracted tone that made Simon uneasy. ‘Interesting crowd. Listen, can you do me a favour? Track a few names down for me, current location, movements et cetera?’


Simon agreed, his unease hardening into dread as Connor gave him three names that could only mean trouble. Trouble that now seemed to have landed squarely at Connor’s door.


He shook himself. Time enough for introspection later. Right now he had to find somewhere safe for Connor to lie low until they figured out what was going on. He thought for a moment, then smiled. Only one option he could come up with. He began dialling the number, paused. Looked at the phone. What was it Connor had said? Shit, your phone’s been cloned.


Simon didn’t like what that told him. Whoever they were up against, they were professionals. Technically proficient. Highly resourced. And gunning for his friend.


He put the phone down, walked through into the bedroom, reached into the cupboard, and pulled out a battered leather sports bag. A throwback to his previous life, when being targeted by terrorists was a real possibility and the ability to get out of town fast was literally a matter of life and death. The bag held money, a couple of fake IDs, a gun and, most importantly, a burner phone.


He unwrapped it, inserted a fresh SIM card, switched the phone on, got dialling. Waited.


‘Gemma,’ he said, when it was answered. ‘Simon McCartney. Look, I need a wee favour. And I need it to happen now, okay?’


At the other end, Gemma sighed, a familiar sound. Comforting. Gemma Arthurton made everything sound like a chore. But the truth was, she was the most professional fixer Simon had ever met.


‘Tell me what you need,’ she said, accent pure west Belfast. ‘And then tell me how you’re going to pay me back for this.’












CHAPTER 5


Connor stayed off the motorway, instead threading the car through the back roads and suburbs that led him north from the Falls Road to the Shankill Road. He drove slowly, the rumble of the car’s engine seeming to resonate with the snarling agony in his head. Spotted what he needed soon enough, and smiled.


It sat at the turning into a small, residential street lined with red-brick terrace houses, which faced onto what looked like allotments. Connor indicated, pulled into the street, bumped the car up onto the pavement and looked over his shoulder into the back seat. Saw Rory O’Connell lying there, his face already turning a dark, angry purple, his breathing noisy and liquid. Connor felt a brief pang of guilt at the knowledge he had broken the kid’s nose.


That Fraser temper, son. Watch for it.


Shook it off. Didn’t have time for it. He got out of the car, looked up at the sign bolted to the bricks in front of him. It dominated the wall, dwarfing the awning for the taxi company on the corner of the building. White star on a blue background, Red Hand of Ulster held up in a Stop sign in the middle, crown above it. VANGUARD BEARS, DEFENDING OUR TRADITIONS, read the text that looped around the star. Connor looked to his right at another sign bolted onto the harled wall above a small, battered door. Ulster Volunteer Force, 1913, the sign read, emblazoned over the sepia-orange-stained image of men in military-style outfits and bunnets. You didn’t really need the Union flag bunting criss-crossing the street to work out this was a Unionist area, but it was a nice touch.


Connor blipped the central locking on O’Connell’s car, making sure the alarm was armed. Then he wiped the key, as he had the steering wheel and everything else he had touched in the vehicle, and dropped it into a drain as he walked away. He didn’t know how long Rory would be out, but when he woke up, his movement would set off the car alarm. And Connor guessed the alarm, parked where it was, would draw some Vanguard Bears or other Loyalists, all of whom would be very interested to know why the son of a noted dealer and money launderer in the heart of Republican Belfast had dared to step into the Union-loving Shankill Road. Questions would be asked but, more importantly for Connor, it would cause trouble between certain less law-abiding citizens of the Republican and Loyalist communities. And that type of trouble would demand police attention, which would otherwise be trained on him and his activities on the Falls Road earlier in the day.


He walked back onto the main street, checked his watch. Still five minutes until he was due to call Simon back. Five minutes when he didn’t want to be a sitting target. He got moving and, on instinct, started walking back towards the Shankill Leisure Centre. A few years ago, a small-time thug called the Librarian had been run over not far from the leisure centre. At the time, Connor had wondered if it had been more than a tragic accident. Ironic that, years later, he was thinking the same thing about Danny Gillespie. Instinctively, he tapped his breast pocket, feeling the items Danny’s mother had given to him at the funeral.


‘Danny would have wanted you to have these,’ she had said, her face set and pale, blue eyes, so like Danny’s, hard and defiant despite the tears that shone from them. Connor looked down, saw she was pressing an old wristwatch and what looked like a prayer book into his hands.


What did it mean? Were they just treasured keepsakes she wanted her son’s friend to have, or were they something more? Something that would give Connor a clue as to what was going on, and why he now had Simon chasing ghosts.


A few moments later, the phone Connor had stolen from Rory O’Connell chirped. He took it from his pocket, answered.


‘How you doing?’ Simon asked before Connor had time to speak.


‘Honestly? Been better,’ Connor said, rubbing his left temple as he did. He could feel the swelling there, as though a tennis ball was being inflated under his skin. God alone knew what it looked like. ‘But I’ll survive. Anyway, thought I was meant to be calling you.’


‘What can I say? I got tired of waiting. First, do you need a hospital?’ Simon asked, his clinical tone telling Connor he wasn’t talking to his friend now but the professional police officer.


‘No,’ Connor said, wondering if the lie was as obvious as it felt on his lips. ‘Took a bit of a crack to the head, but I’ll be grand after some rest and time to think.’


‘Okay,’ Simon said. ‘You always were a hard-headed bugger. Got an address for you on Glencairn Street. Remember that?’


‘How could I forget?’ Connor said, recalling a residential area beyond the Shankill on the road out to the Black Mountains.


‘Good,’ Simon said, then gave him the house number. ‘Get there. We’ve arranged a bolthole for you, all the supplies you need to patch yourself up, clothes. Dump this phone when we’re done with this call. Contact me when you get to the house. We’ve left instructions there.’


Connor was about to ask who ‘we’ were, then thought better of it. To turn something like this around so quickly, he must have gone to Gemma Arthurton. She had worked with the PSNI back in the day, coordinating security for high-value informants and witnesses. When she had been pensioned out of the service after one bad day too many, which had involved a pipe bomb, and a near miss that had left her with one leg four inches shorter than the other, Gemma had discovered that her skill in creating anonymous boltholes for those who didn’t want to be found was a highly sought-after commodity.


‘Okay,’ Connor said. Five-minute drive if he still had a car, or a twenty-minute walk. Question was, could he face stealing another car? Two in one day seemed a little excessive, even for him.


‘Be safe, Connor,’ Simon said. ‘We’ll talk soon.’


‘Thanks,’ Connor said, relief washing through him. ‘One last thing. Those names I gave you the other day. Any luck? This has got to be connected to them.’


Simon sighed. ‘Depends what you mean by luck after the day you’ve had,’ he said. ‘Get yourself safe. Then we’ll talk.’


Before Connor could say anything else, the line went dead. He took the phone from his ear, looked at the dead black screen. Could see a dimly distorted reflection there, was glad it didn’t show too much detail. Heard the first shriek of a car alarm behind him as he took the phone in both hands, snapped it in half then threw it into the gutter.


As he started to walk, he smiled at the thought of Rory O’Connell waking up in the back of his car. At least he wasn’t the only one having a bad day.















CHAPTER 6


‘So, Paulie,’ Jen MacKenzie asked, ‘just how much shit am I in?’


The question hung in the air, seemed to turn the atmosphere in the office into an almost physical presence that bore down on them. Across the desk, in a comically ill-fitting chair and squirming like a naughty schoolboy who had been hauled into the headmaster’s office, Paulie King wrestled with the question, his face a picture of embarrassed confusion. Whether it was caused by her swearing or the obvious answer to her question, Jen couldn’t decide.


They were in an office at MacKenzie Haulage, the business Jen’s late father, Duncan, had built over more than a quarter of a century. When Duncan had died the previous year, the victim of a killer bent on revenge, the company, along with everything else her father had owned, had passed to Jen. But, as she had quickly found, keeping Scotland’s third biggest haulage and transportation business afloat wasn’t simply a matter of trucks on the roads and happy customers.


Far from it.


Paulie picked up a sheet of paper from the desk and studied it intently, as though all the answers to his problems were written there. Tossed it aside with a frustrated sigh. ‘Look, Jen,’ he started, tone tentative, the bearer of bad news he didn’t want to deliver. ‘Maybe I’m not the best person to be talking to about this. Maybe try Argyll. He knows the books better than I do.’


Jen snorted. John Argyll was the senior accountant with Argyll and Mathieson, the company her dad had used since he had founded MacKenzie Haulage. A small, slender man whose sallow skin was marred with acne scars, Argyll was, Jen had to admit, excellent at his job. He knew the business inside out, from contracts with house builders to move materials around the country, to contracts with government to ferry stationery supplies between office buildings. What he couldn’t explain was why, with all the contracts continuing uninterrupted after Duncan MacKenzie’s death, the business was suddenly suffering cashflow problems, overheads now dwarfing turnover.


But Jen knew, or strongly suspected. And the look in Paulie’s eyes told her he knew the answer too. ‘Fine,’ she said, taking the piece of paper Paulie had discarded. It was a list of the client contracts, and their worth, that MacKenzie Haulage had been involved in over the last six months.


Worthless.


‘Look, Paulie,’ she said, ignoring the warning flare of pain from her hip as she shifted her weight, ‘we both know this is about as much use as a sheet of used toilet paper. This tells me about the contracts we’ve got, the ones on the books. What it doesn’t tell me is which contracts we’ve lost. You know, the ones Argyll never gets troubled with.’


Paulie opened his mouth, closed it. Gave her a pained look. If he’d had a hat, he would have been wringing it between his massive hands. ‘Look, Jen, I’m not sure your dad would want me talking to you about—’


‘To hell with my dad,’ Jen snapped, the anger in her voice resonating with the flash of grief that roiled in her chest. ‘He’s gone, Paulie. And if I’m going to keep his business alive, I need to know the full picture. And that means the contracts off the books, the less than legal ones. I need to know what we’ve lost and …’ She paused, feeling as though she was at the edge of a cliff. ‘… what we have to do to get them back.’


Paulie’s eyes darted to hers, something at once predatory and sympathetic flashing behind them. He ran one huge hand over the bristle on top of his head. ‘I’m no’ sure you can,’ he said at last, his tone low.


‘What do you mean?’ Jen asked.


Paulie shifted his bulk, the chair squealing a soft protest. Reached into his jacket pocket, then stopped. Jen smiled despite herself. No matter how stressed he was, ‘Uncle’ Paulie would never smoke one of his cheap cigars in front of her. It was one of his unwritten rules.


‘Well, you’re right,’ he said, dropping his hand into his lap and trapping it under the other. ‘When your dad died, most of the, ah, off-the-book contracts just … stopped. No one knew what was going to happen with the business, and these folk aren’t exactly the type who can hang back and see what happens, so they made alternative arrangements.’


Jen studied Paulie, felt the cliff edge loom in front of her again. Did she want to do this? Could she? With her dad gone and her life as a personal trainer ended, thanks to being run over, almost killed, outside her workplace, what choice did she have? If she let MacKenzie Haulage fold, what had her dad’s life been for – his sacrifice, the long, hard hours he had put into building a future for her? No. She needed MacKenzie Haulage to survive. No matter what.


‘Alternative arrangements for what?’ she asked.


Paulie looked up to the ceiling, as though he was blowing imaginary smoke from the cigar he hadn’t lit. He shook his head, as though making a decision, then levelled his gaze on her. ‘Biggest deal was bringing product down from Aberdeen and distributing across the Central Belt,’ he said, voice all business now. Not the only one who just jumped off a cliff, am I? Jen thought.


‘Product? What does that mean?’ she asked.


‘Drugs,’ Paulie said, voice flat. ‘Coke. Heroin. Speed. Ecstasy. Some hash. The dealers up north had a supply link with Europe. They bring it into Aberdeen harbour, and your dad would arrange distribution around the rest of the country.’


Jen felt something cold and bilious slither through her gut. She had always known her dad had worked on both sides of the law, but to hear Paulie talk about it so casually brought home the harsh, ugly reality. No wonder Connor had hated the man.


Connor. She stopped, took a deep breath, forced away the cascade of thoughts that flooded her mind. Her father’s death had driven a wedge between them, and what she was doing now was hardly likely to bring them closer together.


‘How much would that kind of work be worth?’ she asked, forcing herself to focus.


Paulie blew air between his teeth. ‘About four mil to your dad, I think,’ he said.


Jen rocked back in her seat, the pain in her back cutting through the shock that screamed through her mind. ‘Four million … a year?’ she whispered, her lips numb.


Paulie nodded. ‘Now you can see why we’re in trouble. Using the business to launder that cash was the way your dad worked it, but the truth is, the haulage business isn’t as profitable as it once was. Crackdown on emissions, rising fuel prices, tariffs relating to Brexit. It’s a loss leader, and the legal side of things is bleeding cash.’


Jen blinked, tried to organise her thoughts. Four million a year? Jesus.


‘So what happened?’


‘Like I said, when your dad died, the dealers up north found different ways to move their product around the country. Not as effective as your dad’s method, but you know drug-dealers – where there’s a market, there’s a way.’


A news report she had read flitted into her mind. Something about a rise in crime in deprived areas as the cost of drugs soared due to scarce supplies. Now she knew why.


‘You know the people Dad worked with in Aberdeen?’ she asked.


Something like fear crossed Paulie’s face, tightening his cheeks, as though he had tasted something bitter. ‘Now hold on a minute, Jen,’ he said. ‘Telling you about all this is one thing. You own the business now. You have a right to know the full picture. But getting you involved in it …’


‘It’s my choice, Paulie,’ she said, her voice harsher than she’d expected. ‘All I’m asking is you set up a meeting. I promise I’ll let you know everything that’s going on. Hell, I’ll even take you with me.’


‘Really?’ Paulie said, his voice tinged with hope.


‘Course,’ Jen said, gesturing to the crutch that was propped up at the side of the desk. ‘After all, you’re not expecting me to drive all the way to Aberdeen like this, are you?’


Paulie smiled, whatever he was about to say in reply cut off by the ring of the phone. He frowned, grabbed it, his meaty paw making the receiver look like a toy.


‘MacKenzie Haulage,’ he barked. He listened. ‘Who’s calling?’


Silence again. Something in the way the furrows on his brow deepened as he listened made Jen uneasy.


He looked up at her, holding out the handset. ‘For you,’ he said. ‘Someone from Montrose House care home. They’re trying to get in touch with Fraser, can’t reach him. You’re listed as next contact for his gran, Ida? Say they need to talk to you, now.’












CHAPTER 7


Connor opened his eyes slowly, squinting warily at the morning light streaming in through the blinds of the room.


After his call with Simon, he had made his way up the Shankill, stopping in the first shop he could find to buy a pair of sunglasses and a baseball cap. It made him feel like an extra from a bad spy movie, but he needed the sunglasses’ help with the pain the waning daylight sparked in his head, and the baseball cap provided additional shade. He loosened his shirt and zipped his jacket – just another wage slave heading home after another day in the office.


He took a circuitous, looping route despite the exhaustion that made his legs tremble, heading up the Shankill, then ducking into Woodvale Park, a large municipal area crammed with landscaped flowerbeds, a bandstand, football pitches and a children’s play area. It was a good place to get lost, and to spot anyone following him. When he had lived in Belfast, Connor had come to the park to train when the weather was good, slipping on a weighted vest and doing interval sprints up and down the length of the football pitches. Satisfied he wasn’t being followed, he stepped out of the park onto Ballygomartin Road. From there, it was a short walk to Glencairn Street, a narrow canyon of terraced and semi-detached houses. Cars were bumped up on the pavement, and Connor scanned them as he walked, checking for anyone watching him.


Satisfied he was alone, he stepped into the front garden of the house Simon had told him about. Punched in the code Simon had given him for the key safe bolted to the wall next to the front door, then stepped inside. He was confronted by a steep staircase and a door to his right that led into what looked like a living room. He turned to close and lock the front door, felt a rush of relief when he saw the three deadbolts sitting at the top, middle and bottom. He slid them home, the heavy clunking sound massaging away the tension in his shoulders.


The living room was small, narrow, a couch against one wall, a TV on the other. In front of the couch was a coffee-table with a Post-it note on it. Connor approached, discarding his hat and glasses, and picked up the note: ‘Supplies in fridge. Courtesy of SM, who says you’re not being let out of his sight again. Make contact with him in morning. Comms are under this table.’


Connor smiled then crouched. Found a box with a half-dozen basic mobile phones in it. Burner phones or, as Simon called them, condom comms. Good for one use only. He made his way to the end of the living room, stepped through the door into a perfunctory kitchen that held the essentials – kettle, microwave, sink and hob. There wasn’t much room for anything else. There was a door on the opposite wall, the same deadbolt set-up as the front door. At the far end of the kitchen he saw the fridge, and made for it. Inside, he found a full medical kit with antiseptic dressings, bandages, suturing kit, surgical glue, painkillers and even two syringes of adrenaline. On the top shelf there was an array of sandwiches, bottles of water and, Connor saw with a smile, a half-bottle of whisky. Only Simon would think it was okay to keep a bottle of whisky in the fridge, and tell Gemma to leave it there for him.


He took the first-aid kit back into the living room, found a small mirror, and started to patch himself up. Mostly his injuries were superficial, and the pain in his head was starting to recede, either from encroaching exhaustion or because the concussion wasn’t as bad as he’d feared. He didn’t know.


As he worked, he tried to put together what had happened. He had attended Danny Gillespie’s funeral at Danny’s mother’s request. The service had been held at Milltown Parish Church in Portadown. Milling about outside, waiting for the hearse to arrive with Danny’s coffin, Connor had felt a bolt of recognition at some familiar, unwelcome faces. Key figures from both sides of the paramilitary divide, the Provisional IRA and the Ulster Defence Association. Faces he knew from his time as a police officer with the PSNI, faces he had been trained to spot and treat with extreme caution. He had called Simon that night, listing the names of Bobby McCandish, Colm O’Brien and Brendan Walsh, wanting to check if it was merely his imagination running riot or the need to find some meaning in his friend’s death. Why would senior paramilitary figures be at the funeral of a psychology lecturer working in London? A lecturer who, as far as Connor knew, had had no connection to the Troubles?


But then he had received the message from ‘Simon’. He had found something, had arranged for an information package to be dumped by a police contact in the alley behind the Old Dog pub on the Falls Road.


And then all hell had broken loose.


He put aside the first-aid kit, reached for his jacket. Found the prayer book and watch that Danny’s mother had given him. Flicked through the book, found nothing out of place, not a bookmark or a slip of paper jammed between its pages. Put it down and studied the watch. It looked vintage, the black face faded with age, the gold numerals aged and dappled. At the bottom of the face, under the numeral 6, an arrow pointed up towards 12. He flipped the watch over, but saw nothing, the back of the casing covered by the worn leather of the watch strap. NATO, he thought randomly. This type of watch strap is NATO-style.


Reflexively, he flicked his wrist a couple of times. It was a move he had learned as a child watching his father getting ready to leave for work. As he paced the house, preparing for the day, he would hold his watch, the stainless-steel band catching the light and clinking gently as he flicked it, then spun it round his finger, twirling it, like a cowboy spinning his pistol. It was, he told Connor once, to wind the watch, which was automatically wound by movement.


Connor stopped flicking, looked at the watch. No joy. The second hand was still frozen. He considered, then spotted the small crown on the side of the watch. Twisted it a few times, the ratcheting click of the motion surprisingly satisfying. And then, sure enough, the second hand moved smoothly as the mechanical movement kicked in.


He put the watch down, sank back into the couch, tried to stop the thoughts crashing through his mind. Paramilitaries at a civilian’s funeral. Connor set up by what looked like professional killers carrying government-issue firearms. A prayer book and an old watch. What the hell did it all mean?


He sighed, closed his eyes. Wasn’t sure if he had fallen asleep or passed out, but the next thing he knew it was morning, and he was squinting warily at the light of a new day. He checked his own watch: 7.13 a.m. He leaned forward, wincing at the stiffness in his neck from sleeping sitting upright on the couch. Rolled his head, grateful that the pain behind his eyes had receded, now little more than a gentle throbbing reminder of an old wound. He headed to the kitchen, grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, drank half in one slug, then settled on the couch, grabbed a burner phone and dialled Simon.


‘Jesus,’ Simon said, by way of a greeting, ‘didn’t you know that fugitives on the run are meant to sleep late? It’s why they call it lying low.’


Connor chuckled. ‘So that’s what I am? A fugitive?’


‘I don’t know yet,’ Simon said, his voice serious now. ‘I checked into those names you gave me, and all three have kept their noses clean, though it’s an open secret that they’re still moving in paramilitary circles in their respective communities. But there’s nothing to indicate any link to your pal Gillespie, or why they would feel the need to turn up at his funeral.’


Connor sighed, rubbed his eyes. Of course it wouldn’t be that easy. ‘Anything on our friends of the Falls Road?’ he asked. ‘Any chatter on dark ops ongoing in Belfast or the surrounding areas?’


‘Nothing’s been made official,’ Simon said slowly. ‘And no reports of your activities on the Falls Road have been filed, not that that means anything. Folk can be awfully blind when they want to be. You sure they were pros and not enthusiastic amateurs who’d seen Men in Black once too often?’


Connor thought back to the alley. To the clinical, almost detached movements of his first attacker. The way he had absorbed Connor’s attack and turned it back on him. The targeted blow to the temple, designed to confuse and incapacitate, not kill. And then there were the guns. Police and government issue. And the way they’d held them … ‘No, they were pros,’ he said. ‘I take it running the plate on the car I stole from them didn’t get us anywhere.’


‘Oh, it got me somewhere, all right,’ Simon said, the soft whisper of pages being turned leaking down the line as he spoke. ‘It got me to the address of a Mr Tommy Bell of Grimsby, the registered owner of a Volvo S40 with that exact licence.’


Cloned plate, Connor thought. Another tick in the professionals’ column. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘So what’s next? You said something last night about getting me home. But I think I need to stay here, Simon. Whatever is going on, the answers are here.’


‘Aye, but …’ Simon hesitated, drew a breath as though he was about to keep speaking, then exhaled.


‘Simon? What?’ Connor asked. ‘Am I missing something?’


‘No,’ Simon said, just a little too quickly for Connor’s liking. ‘No, it’s fine. You’re right. You staying there is the right move. For now. But keep your head down, for God’s sake. Just because I can’t find any police reports about firearms being discharged and two men being killed on the Falls doesn’t mean the police aren’t looking into it. Which means they, and whoever else is involved in this, will be looking for you.’


Connor thought about that. About the blow his attacker had landed. A blow to incapacitate, not kill. Which meant they needed something from him. Question was, what?


‘Okay,’ he said, snapping himself from his thoughts. ‘This safe-house you’ve set me up in, is it secure for a couple of days?’


‘Yeah,’ Simon said. ‘Should be, long as you keep your bloody head down.’


‘Scout’s honour,’ Connor said.


‘Connor, I …’ Simon stopped.


‘Simon? Look, I’m sorry. I appreciate this, I really do. And I’m sorry for dragging you into it. Whatever the hell it is.’


‘Hey,’ Simon said. There was something Connor couldn’t recognise in his voice. ‘What are friends for?’


Connor opened his mouth to reply, but it was too late. Simon had ended the call.
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