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      I’m rubbing the sleep from my eyes, cursing myself for having that sixth pint even though I knew it was a shite idea, when I spot the dead bloke.

      He’s lying on the left side of my bed. Dressed to the nines in a black tux, red bowtie, and immaculate iron-grey pompadour. A Rolex peeks out ostentatiously from beneath his left shirt cuff. And his black brogues are so shiny they reflect the weak light that’s seeping through a crack in the blackout curtains, making it pool on my white and blue checked duvet.

      He looks relaxed. Peaceful.

      Except for one tiny problem. He isn’t fucking breathing. And, judging by the iciness radiating from his skin, it seems unlikely that his lungs are going to magically fill up with air and get back to doing their job.

      I jump out of bed like I’ve been scalded, my face contorted in fear and disgust, and stagger backwards until I bump into the sofa across the room. In the twelve or so paces it takes me to do this, the alcohol-induced tendrils of pain that were toying with my temples mere seconds ago have turned into a full-on rager. My head’s throbbing in time with my heart, which, through some freakish feat of biology, seems to have split into two parts that have lodged themselves in my eardrums.

      The familiar itchy warmth expands across my chest, like flames swallowing up a nest of dry twigs.

      My breath quickens.

      The four corners of my studio flat close in on me.

      Oh my fucking god. Who is this bloke? What’s he doing in my bed?

      What in the name of fuck?

      I reach for the pile of clothes lying next to my bed and snatch my phone from the back pocket of my jeans. My fingers are trembling so badly it takes me four attempts to dial 999. But with my thumb millimetres away from the big green button, the image of a dank, dark prison cell fills my mind’s eye, and I fling the phone away like it’s a live grenade, sending it clattering onto the floor.

      How do I explain a dead man to the police? In my bloody bed?

      How did he get here?

      They’re going to think I had something to do with this, aren’t they? It would be just my fucking…

      Luck.

      I double over, gasping for breath. The room. It’s…

      It’s like there isn’t enough air to go around. My lungs feel like they’re collapsing inwards and my stomach’s on fire.

      ‘Good god, man. Get a grip,’ I mutter unsteadily, doing my best not to give in to the increasingly overwhelming sense that I’m drowning. ‘Of course they won’t arrest you. You had nothing to do with this. At all.’

      But I might as well be talking to a brick wall for all the good it’s doing me. Telling an anxious person not to panic is like telling somebody with a cataclysmic case of the runs to stop shiteing.

      I sit down on the edge of the sofa and focus on my breathing like my therapist taught me.

      Breathe in. Breathe out.

      In.

      Out.

      In.

      Out.

      With every outbreath, my heart rate slows down ever so slightly. When it reaches a more reasonable tempo, I walk to the kitchenette, where I turn the tap and splash my face. The cold water jolts me, and the brain fog eases.

      Come on, Bertie, bud. You’ll get through this.

      I walk towards the bed and force myself to give the bloke a proper look.

      He’s lying on his back with his eyes closed and his arms by his sides. His suit looks expensive. Tailored. Possibly bespoke. His face meticulously shaved. The skin clear. Unbroken. There are no obvious signs of violence. At least, not that I can see. No bruising. No blood.

      For all I know, he had a fucking heart attack.

      But why is he here?

      Surely, there must be a reasonable explanation for that.

      Right?

      I close my eyes and think back to last night, squeezing my brain cells for all they’re worth. Willing myself to remember.

      Memories come back in brief flashes.

      Joan telling us something Phillip did. Something typically idiotic of him, but which I can’t quite put my finger on.

      Shawn being reliably crass.

      Me feeling decidedly worse for wear. Cutting my night short. Coming back home to an empty flat.

      Yes, empty. I’m sure of it.

      Whatever happened here must’ve happened after I checked out for dreamland.

      That’s all I can tell the police. And if they don’t believe me… well… they’re welcome to dig into my miserable excuse for a life as much as they like.

      I bend down and reach for the phone, which has landed face down next to a stray sock. The thin, white arm stretching out before me looks like a dead fish. Or an alien appendage.

      Boom. Boom. Boom.

      The knocking — three sharp raps of the knuckles — reverberates around the walls, and I almost lose my balance and fall flat on my face.

      ‘Holy mother of god!’

      My heart seems to have lodged itself in my throat, and the words come out in a half-choked croak.

      Is this it? Could it be the police?

      I stand up on unsteady legs and stare at the dead bloke. A wave of nausea sweeps my body. I swallow down what feels like a big chunk of rotten apple.

      Oh fucking hell.

      Who is it?

      What do I do?

      I creep towards the hallway, feeling like the character in a horror movie who’s walking blissfully towards their death.

      ‘You’re not home. Don’t answer. Step away you blithering idiot,’ my inner voice screams at me.

      But the panic I’d just about managed to hold at bay is back in full force, gripping me in its steel claws. I’m just an outside observer, watching myself put one wrong foot in front of the other.

      My eye is level with the peephole. As if on cue, my visitor knocks again, making me jump out of my skin. My breathing’s too loud. Can they hear it through the door?

      I risk a quick peek. When I see the granny glasses, fluffy pink sweater, and steel-grey bun on the other side of the door, I recoil for the second time this morning.

      Dear god. Of all the people who could’ve darkened my doorstep.

      I back away. Break into a run. She knocks again, louder.

      ‘Bertie! Are you there?’ she says. ‘I need to speak with you.’

      ‘Just a minute!’ I shout hoarsely.

      Fuck. Why’d I do that?

      Operating purely on autopilot, I pull on my jeans and a striped Gap t-shirt. Then I cover the dead bloke as best as I can, pulling the duvet up as far as it can go and rumpling it in a fruitless attempt to conceal the obviously human-shaped bulge underneath.

      This is the last thing I fucking need. Morag getting involved. I can see her, pushing her chest out, a twinkle in her eye. Our building’s self-appointed keeper and the world’s biggest busybody, feeling completely in her element.

      More knocking.

      ‘Aye, five seconds!’

      Steeling myself, I crack the door open, hoping my dishevelled appearance will discourage her from going on one of her endless diatribes about whoever the fuck’s bothering her this week.

      ‘Hiya Morag, what can I do for you?’ I say, making my tone as bright and neighbourly as I can muster.

      ‘Oh Bertie, hi,’ she replies, casual as can be, as if she’d bumped into me at the cafe down the road, not almost banged down my fucking door at 9:45am on a Saturday morning. ‘Have you noticed any water in your bathroom, by any chance?’

      This throws me for a loop.

      ‘Water? How do you mean?’

      ‘I noticed water pooling around my sink while I was brushing my teeth this morning.’

      I want to facepalm myself. But through an astonishing feat of self-control, I don’t. What do I care about her oral hygiene? Dear god.

      ‘…it’s seeping from between the tiles,’ she continues.

      ‘Sorry, come again?’ I say.

      ‘I said at first I thought I’d splashed the water when I rinsed,’ she repeats, more slowly. ‘But it’s seeping from between the tiles.’

      ‘Right,’ I reply.

      We stand there for a second, the silence hanging awkwardly between us. She looks at me expectantly, her hands resting on her considerable hips.

      ‘Err… as far as I know my bathroom’s fine. I’m not sure what to tell you…’ I stammer, taking an involuntary step backwards.

      ‘Perhaps it’s nothing. The gutters might’ve clogged and the rainwater could be trickling down through the wall,’ she says. ‘Anyway my plumber’s taking a look just now. Maybe he can come up and check your bathroom when he’s done with mine?’

      My stomach feels like somebody forced a can of petrol down my throat and chased it with a lit match. It takes every ounce of mental energy I have to keep an outward appearance of what I hope comes across as nonchalance.

      ‘It’s really not a good time,’ I say.

      ‘Oh I don’t think it will take too long. I’m sure it’s the gutters. But you never know. It might be a leak, so we’d better get it checked out.’

      I will myself not to look behind me at the bed and scream. Christ on a monocycle with a flat tyre.

      ‘Err I’m fairly certain I don’t have a leak. My bathroom’s fine. Anyway, I’d rather get my own plumber and, as I said, it’s not the best time.’

      I can hear a hint of desperation creeping into my voice as I repeat what must be the biggest understatement in the history of understatements.

      ‘Let me see what the plumber says,’ Morag insists. ‘Water damage can turn nasty if you don’t get on top of it straight away. Better safe than sorry, right?’

      I could honestly throttle her, but decide arguing the point isn’t going to get me anywhere.

      ‘Fine, but it depends what time he’s coming,’ I say in a last-ditch attempt to buy myself some breathing space. ‘Err… someone’s coming over so I can’t really have him here.’

      ‘He’ll come up in the next ten minutes or so.’

      ‘Right. Send him over and I’ll see where I’m at.’ I bluster.

      And with that, I slam the door without waiting for her reply.

      Shite! Hellfire!

      Fuuuuuuckkkkkk!

      I need to do something. Fast. Before that bloody plumber comes knocking.

      ‘Think, man. Think,’ I tell myself in between shallow, gasping breaths.

      But it’s just.

      Too.

      Hard to focus.

      I’m paralysed.

      This is a nightmare, isn’t it? My alcohol-pickled brain playing nasty tricks.

      Has to be.

      I grab the fleshy part of my thigh with my thumb and forefinger and twist sharply to the left. A jolt of pain radiates outward.

      ‘Ow. Fuck!’

      Nope. Not a nightmare.

      I scan the room frantically as the walls loom closer, threatening to bury me. My studio’s not exactly palatial, so there isn’t much to look at. The double bed takes up most of one wall, the sofa takes up the wall opposite, and the longer wall facing the bathroom and entryway is shared between the five-unit kitchenette and the closet.

      The closet!

      I race towards it, sweeping all the clothes hangers to one side and sizing up the space — a rectangular box around one foot wide by two feet deep.

      Can I pop him in here for now, until the plumber leaves and my head’s screwed back on straight?

      No, it’s too tight. I don’t want to risk him falling into the plumber’s lap while he’s walking by.

      What about under the bed?

      Aye, that’s probably better. Safer. It might be snug, but I’m sure he’s past minding about that.

      Running purely on adrenaline, I pull out the storage boxes, some of which I haven’t touched in aeons. Fine dust fills my airways, and a fit of sneezing doubles me up.

      I wait for it to pass, eyes closed, chest bucking in anticipation of a sneeze that never quite makes it out. Sniffling, I finish clearing the space under the bed, set the covers aside, and size up the bloke.

      He’s about five foot eight, average build. Not a hefty guy, thank god for small favours. Admittedly, my exercise routine mainly involves lifting sandwiches off the table and moving them towards my mouth. But seeing as he’s of similar build to me it seems doable. It’s not like he’s going to thrash about.

      I wipe my nose absently with the back of my hand, grab him under the arms, and pull him towards me. The weight takes me by surprise and I drop him. His arms hang loosely over the bed, grazing the floor.

      I take a few deep breaths and try again. This time I put my back into it, and manage to move him half off the bed before I have to let go. His head bangs against the floor with a sickeningly loud thud.

      10:15, proclaims the clock on my side table.

      How long has it been since Morag came up? Five? Ten minutes?

      That blasted plumber’s going to knock any minute.

      I brace myself, place my hands under the body's armpits, and give a mighty heave. He slips off the bed, unbalancing me in the process, and his head bangs the floor. Good thing he’s past worrying about concussions. My arms hurt. I think I might’ve pulled a muscle. But he’s off the bed. Half the battle.

      I squat next to the body, move it parallel to the bed, and try pushing it into the space I’ve made underneath. The legs slot in like the final missing piece of a jigsaw puzzle and disappear from view. But the head won’t budge. Something’s blocking the way.

      Right on cue, the door knocks. I push the bloke frantically with both hands. Willing his head to get under the bed.

      ‘Come on. Please. Fucking move it,’ I plead.

      But the dead bloke stubbornly refuses to cooperate.

      I peer underneath the bed and immediately see what’s wrong. There are two shoe boxes lying at an angle, stuck between one of the bed’s legs and a large plastic box. I move them out of the way to the sounds of more door-knocking and give the body a good shove. The head disappears from view.

      The bloke behind the door is tall and gangly, with an expanding forehead and a scruff of white-speckled beard.

      ‘Hiya bud, can I help you?’ I tell him, hoping I don’t look too flushed from the exertion.

      ‘Alright bud? Morag sent me,’ he replies, brandishing his paint and grime-splattered toolbox like a weapon. ‘Said I should take a look at your bathroom.’

      ‘Did she? Does it look like a leak then?’ I ask him, hoping my voice doesn’t sound as shaky to him as it does to me. ‘Honestly, my bathroom’s bone dry. If there’s a leak I don’t think it’s coming from here.’

      ‘Doesn’t matter if your bathroom’s dry or not, bud,’ he fires back. ‘The leak could still be coming from here, even if it’s not affecting you. Just let me check and I’ll be out of your hair as soon as I can.’

      ‘OK then,’ I say.

      I swallow nervously and let him in.

      He gives my studio a long, appraising look I find unnerving. Has he gazed just a tad too long at my bed?

      I scan the small gap between the edge of the duvet and the floorboards, but nothing jumps out at me. If I didn’t know about the body, I wouldn’t be able to tell something’s amiss. But, for some reason, I don’t find this the least bit reassuring.

      ‘Err, bathroom’s this way,’ I say, resisting the urge to grab him by the arm and drag him away.

      ‘Right.’

      I usher him into the room. He puts down his toolbox and takes another look around.

      ‘So Morag’s saying her leak’s coming from here?’ I say, compelled to fill the silence and eager for him to do what he’s here to do and get the fuck out double quick.

      I wave a finger at the area around my pedestal sink.

      ‘See,’ I say hopefully, giving the tiles a few tentative swipes with my right hand, ‘Bone dry.’

      The plumber looks at the tiles, cocks his left ear, and raps a few places with his knuckles. Seemingly satisfied, he squats in front of his toolbox and takes out a small device that reminds me of the PKE meter the ghostbusters use to detect ectoplasm. Seems apt.

      ‘Just looking for wet spots inside your walls,’ he explains. ‘This is a thermal imaging camera. If there’s a leak, I should be able to see it.’

      ‘You mean that camera shows you differences in temperature?’ I ask, unconsciously moving between the plumber and the bathroom door to block his view of the bed.

      Do dead blokes in tuxes show up on thermal imaging cameras? I suppress the urge to run my hands through my hair.

      ‘Kind of. The difference in temperature is quite subtle, but moisture spreads in a very distinctive pattern. It’s easy to recognise it if you know what you’re doing. And this camera’s quite powerful.’

      Fabulous. Just what I want to hear.

      He scans the whole room, taking his time. My heart skips a beat as he hovers over the bathroom door, into my studio’s main room and the bed beyond. Then he stops abruptly.

      What the fuck? Has he just seen a human-shaped cold pocket? Is this it?

      Something sharp twists in my stomach.

      ‘There you go. There’s a bunch of water pooled there,’ he says, pointing the camera towards the bath, ‘It’s probably where the pipes from your sink go.’

      He squats in front of his toolbox and produces a Phillips screwdriver.

      ‘Let me take a look, see what’s going on,’ he mutters to himself.

      He gets to work unscrewing my bath’s plastic front panel, whistling a tune that sounds familiar but which I can’t for the life of me seem to recognise. I shuffle my feet like I need to pee and scratch the back of my head absently with my right hand.

      ‘Had a good one last night, by the looks of you, eh?’ he says conversationally, his eyes never leaving the bath.

      So he hasn’t seen anything, has he?

      No, surely not. He pointed that blasted thing in the bed's general direction for barely half a second, and I was in the way.

      ‘Err aye, not too bad,’ I say. ‘Could’ve done with an extra hour of sleep to be honest, but apparently my plumbing had other ideas.’

      ‘There it is,’ he grunts. ‘This pipe’s wet to the touch. Do you have some towels? This is going to get messy.’

      ‘Aye, sure.’

      I’m reluctant to leave him alone, because the edge of the bed is in his line of sight.

      Would it be weird if I told him to feel free to make as big of a mess as he wants?

      Who’d bloody say that? Of course it would be weird. Jesus Christ.

      I step out of the bathroom and walk towards the closet, but not before stealing a quick glance. The plumber's lying flat on his back, unscrewing something with an adjustable wrench.

      Feeling thankful I decided against stuffing the dead bloke in the closet after all, I turn the knob, open the closet door wide, and survey the array of towels on the upper shelf. I pull two blue ones with frayed edges out from the middle of the pile, placing them in the crook of my left arm, and get ready to go back to the bathroom. But, just as I’m about to turn around, I hear a noise that freezes my blood.

      I’ve never been near a gun in my entire life, but there’s no mistaking the click of the safety being released. I’ve watched enough gangster films to recognise the sound.

      ‘Turn around, very slowly. And don’t try anything funny, bud.’

      The previously laid back voice has acquired a distinctly steely edge. The tone of a man who doesn’t take shite from anyone. Especially not from the likes of me.

      But, why? What the hell just happened? Who is this bloke?

      ‘OK, OK. Don’t shoot,’ I say, hating the tremble in my voice.

      I lift my hands chest high, palms open, and keep them shoulder-width apart, letting the towels tumble soundlessly to the floor. I turn around slowly, taking great care to show him I’m not going to try and be a hero.

      ‘Alright bud,’ the plumber says, the barrel of his gun aimed straight at my chest, his arm rock-steady. ‘We need to have a chat, you and I. Why don’t you sit down?’

      My stomach drops and my arsehole clenches. The troublesome itchiness in my chest is back with a vengeance. I tiptoe my way to the sofa and sit down.

      ‘That’s good,’ he says. ‘Nice and easy.’ He walks closer, pulls up a chair, and sits astride it, his gun trained on me the entire time, not moving a fraction of an inch.

      ‘Now, tell me, Bertie,’ he says, his voice positively overflowing with quiet menace, ‘what have you done with that prick?’
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      So, you may be wondering at this point. How the hell did I end up with a dead bloke in my bed, a gun in my face, and no recollection of what must’ve been a pretty eventful night?

      Well, it’s… complicated. But I can explain.

      Or, at least, I can tell you what I've managed to piece together.

      My city, Strathburgh, is unofficially divided into four sections. And when I say unofficially, I mean the drug gangs divvied things up between them without any input from the local authorities. South of the river Strath, which bisects the city into more or less equally-sized semi-circular zones, the Billy Boys and the Strike Team coexist in relative harmony. But north of the river, where I live, the Company and the Red Hand have been on the brink of all-out war for years, though the tension has never quite boiled over.

      Nobody's really sure what caused the rift between the Chairman and Boaby Kiernan, the leaders of the Company and the Red Hand. But, whatever happened, it must’ve been serious, because, growing up, I remember them — at the time, the Chairman was more simply known by his given name, Franco Guthrie, and Kiernan was… well, he was always Boaby to everyone — being as thick as thieves. Getting themselves into all sorts of trouble and laughing all the way to the local police station. Then, at some indeterminate point, they went from being best buddies to a high-stakes dick-measuring contest, and formed two separate gangs that, by proxy, were also at loggerheads. Which is why, on a blustery September afternoon around twelve months before my appointment with a gun-wielding plumber, Al and Jonno, two long-standing members of Guthrie's crew, were about to come to blows with two blokes from the Red Hand who had had the audacity of loitering in the car park of The Sentinel, a graffiti-riddled pebbledash box with a flat roof where Company men whiled away the time drinking beer, playing pool, and, occasionally, talking shop.

      ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing here, you pair of shrivelled up bawbags?’ Jonno said, spreading his legs and squaring his shoulders. ‘Yer mothers will be waiting to tuck you in. Move along.’

      Tall and heavy, with a shaved head and deep-set brown eyes that bored into you from under bushy black eyebrows, Jonno looked formidable even in his usual stance — shoulders slumped, back sloping forward, staring intensely in the distance at something only he could see. The kind of bloke you’d cross the road to avoid even if it added twenty minutes to your journey. But when he stood to his full six feet three, his black t-shirt billowing behind him like a pirate ship’s sail, he looked positively terrifying. A giant in a land of five year-olds.

      ‘You heard him,’ Al said, nodding at the two blokes. ‘Unless you want me to rearrange those two sorry excuses for faces into something more presentable.’

      At five feet five, skinny almost to the point of emaciation, and snappily dressed in light blue skinny jeans, white Nike trainers, and a paisley shirt, Al couldn’t have looked more different to Jonno if he’d tried. The twins, they called them, in reference to the film with Arnie and Danny DeVito, strictly behind their backs. But nobody who’d spent any time on the streets of north Strathburgh would dare underestimate him. Not if they were in their right minds.

      Fingering his left shirt cuff, where he kept a razor blade handy for situations just like these, he took a step forward, the chib scar snaking its way up his right cheek looking unnervingly pale in the flat light of the overcast sky. One of his two adversaries — a short, pimply bloke who couldn’t have been a day over eighteen and had the same expression a deer would get if it were caught in an oncoming lorry’s headlights — took an involuntary step backwards. But the other bloke, a seasoned veteran of the street at twenty-five, stood his ground and sneered.

      ‘What’s so funny? Eh?’ Al asked, taking another step forward. ‘Did I stutter?’

      Even though it was four on a Friday afternoon, the car park was mostly empty. But a small crowd of Company blokes had congregated on The Sentinel's front steps, pint glasses in hand, looking on like this was a cage match on the telly. The distant sounds of car engines, the beep, beep, beep of traffic lights, and semi-regular gusts of wind punctuated the silence.

      The four blokes sized each other up, each considering their chances. Jonno balled his meaty hands into fists. Al took another step forward. Pimple guy took a step back. And the sneering bloke, whose Ma had christened him Ritchie, sneered on, not conceding a single inch.

      ‘Keep the head, bud. We’re leaving,’ Ritchie said, breaking the tension, casual as can be. ‘We’re only here to deliver a message, not to step on any toes.’

      ‘That joke Boaby Kiernan can deliver any messages to the Chairman in person,’ Al growled. ‘If he has the balls to do so.’

      ‘Och, the message isn’t for the Chairman,’ Ritchie said, spitting the word ‘Chairman’ out like he’d found a hair in his porridge, and digging his hands deeper into the pockets of his dark blue Adidas trackies. ‘It’s for you.’

      Al and Jonno moved forward in lockstep, staring Ritchie down. Ritchie held eye contact. His chin, which was covered with a scraggly patchwork of pubic hairs that just barely approximated a goatee, jutted outward. Behind him, the other bloke was pointedly studying the tops of his black Vans trainers like they were an interesting new specimen.

      ‘Mr Kiernan says Mrs Edwards won’t be getting any special treatment,’ Ritchie continued.

      At the mention of his Ma, Al’s knuckles went ghostly white, his lips pressed themselves into a barely perceptible line, and his eyes turned to slits. In a flash, he was on Ritchie, snatching him by his tracksuit top and lifting him several inches off the ground. Ritchie looked straight at him, unperturbed.

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean, you fucking prick?’ Al hissed, giving Ritchie a noseful of his lager-flavoured breath.

      Ritchie curled his lips in distaste. His buddy took another step backwards, his face the sickly pale of somebody who’s just had a crippling stomach cramp and realised they’re miles away from a working toilet. Jonno moved closer, staring both blokes down, but not before he’d given Al a subtle warning look. They were under strict orders not to take things too far. The Chairman was keen for business to keep flowing steadily no matter what, and giving the Red Hand a pretext to up the ante would be very bad for that.

      ‘Ask her. She’ll tell you herself,’ Ritchie said from around his sneer.

      Al sized him up, his eyes scanning him from the top of his bowl cut to the tips of his Vans — unlike his jumpy companion's, his were an impossibly bright shade of red. Then he let go of him.

      Ritchie landed with a soft thud of rubber soles on gravel, scoffed, and smoothed down his top. Seconds later, he was flat on his arse, blood gushing from his nose. Al’s fist had come out of nowhere, connecting with a crunch of cartilage on bone.

      ‘You fucking prick,’ Ritchie said, his voice sounding like a foghorn. ‘You’re going to regret that.’

      But there was a note of petulance in his voice, and the sneer was gone. Al took another step forward, looming over him.

      ‘Consider that a friendly warning,’ he said, nodding at the bright red blood that had covered Ritchie's chin and chest. ‘I won’t be so gentle next time round. Understood?’

      He spat on the ground, and the bright green glob of coagulated snot just about missed one of Ritchie’s immaculate trainers.

      ‘Now fuck off.’

      Ritchie, not so sneery anymore, got to his feet and beckoned his buddy with a jerk of his head. They backed away slowly, not wanting to turn their backs on Al and Jonno while they were still within striking distance.

      ‘I said, am I clear?’ Al repeated.

      ‘We’ll see each other again soon, I’m sure,’ Ritchie replied.

      With several feet between them and Al and Jonno, the two blokes turned around and walked out of the car park as briskly as they could without breaking into a run.

      ‘What the fuck was that about?’ Jonno asked Al when the two blokes were out of view.

      ‘I’ve no fucking clue and I don’t care,’ Al replied. ‘I’m not about to ruin my afternoon by talking to Ma.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ Jonno said.

      ‘Pint?’

      ‘Aye, OK.’

      They strolled towards The Sentinel. The crowd had dispersed the minute they’d realised the action wouldn’t go further than a single punch. So when they stepped into the cave-like interior of the pub, it was abuzz with chatter and the sounds of billiard balls clicking against each other. The air reeked of stale beer and the sweetly aromatic smell of good weed. On the stereo system Struan, The Sentinel’s landlord, kept behind the bar, David Coverdale was lamenting having to go again on his own.

      ‘Hey Al, what did those two poor sods want?’ said Mel, a short, stout guy who was sitting in one of the booths nursing a whisky.

      ‘None of your fucking business,’ Al said.

      ‘Och, don’t tell me. They were asking you where you got that shirt from weren’t they? D’you tell them it’s your grannie’s leftover wallpaper?’

      ‘It’s called fashion, you tasteless prick. Look it up.’ Al retorted.

      Mel burst into low, trollish laughter that turned into a ripe cough deep in his chest. Jonno and Al walked up to the bar, and Struan, a gangly forty-something who looked like he’d been teleported from 1983, wordlessly pulled two pints and handed them over.

      ‘Ta,’ Al said.

      ‘What the fuck’s this, bud?’ Jonno said. ‘That’s way too much head.’

      He looked around the room, made a show of winking at Al, then lobbed the glass lazily at Struan, spilling beer and foam all over the bar top. Struan ducked just in time, and the glass shattered behind him, soaking his wispy, mouse-coloured skullet and the back of his denim jacket.

      ‘Whoops,’ Jonno said, the ghost of a smile playing on his lips.

      The pub erupted into more trollish laughter. Struan, who knew better than to protest, laughed along, then pulled another pint and scurried off in search of cleaning supplies

      ‘That’s better. Good man,’ Jonno said, taking a long pull from his beer.

      He eased himself onto a bar stool. It creaked ominously, but held. Al took the stool to his right, and looked down at his untouched beer, turning the glass around and around between his palms.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ Jonno asked.

      ‘Fucking disgrace is what’s the matter,’ Al said. ‘Absolute state of it. Those bastards are getting bolder by the second.’

      ‘Och, aye. I think you’re spot on,’ Jonno said, draining the rest of his beer and snapping his fingers at Struan, who was on his knees, mopping up the puddle of beer with blue roll. ‘We’ve been far too soft on those pricks, if you ask me.’

      Struan got up, threw a sopping wad of blue roll into the bin, and pulled another pint. Jonno gulped half of it down and belched gingerly, covering his mouth. A jarringly dainty gesture for such a big man.

      ‘Orders are orders,’ he said with a shrug.

      ‘Well, tell you what,’ Al said. There was venom in his voice, but he’d pitched it low so only Jonno would hear, even though Struan had disappeared round the back and they were alone at the bar. ‘He should come spend the day. Do some actual work for a change, instead of trousering most of the money we bust our balls to earn and brown-nosing bankers and politicians.’

      Jonno kept his face neutral and said nothing.

      ‘Och, you’re a fucking softie, you know that?’ Al said, clapping him on the back.

      He took another small sip of beer.

      ‘How’d you get on with Neil, anyway? Did it take long to restock?’

      ‘Och, what an eejit,’ Jonno said, giving Al a contemptuous look. ‘I had to get the bus down to Wee Dave’s.’

      Al snorted laughter.

      ‘What? Why?’

      ‘His bloody motor wouldn’t start.’

      ‘Well, you’re the one who recruited him, weren’t you? Maybe you need to tighten up your HR and whatnot.’

      ‘Fuck off, won’t you?’ Jonno said.

      They fell into a companionable silence. Jonno staring ahead and Al toying with his beer glass while the noise around them got louder and more raucous.

      ‘So are you going to-’

      Al’s phone buzzed in his pocket, cutting him off. The number was a local landline, but not one he recognised. In his line of work, most calls came from numbers he didn’t recognise, so he swiped right, wondering whether he’d have to forgo his evening plans before said evening even started because some high roller felt like partying.

      ‘Aye?’ he said.

      ‘Mr Allan Edwards?’ the voice on the other end — a woman with a hoarse voice — asked.

      ‘Aye?’ he said warily.

      ‘I’m calling from the Royal Infirmary. I have you down as Mrs Jane Edwards’ next of kin?’

      The ball of lead he invariably felt whenever Ma was the topic of conversation made its presence felt. He gripped his phone tighter, pressing it to his ear.

      ‘What’s she done now?’ he snapped.

      ‘Mrs Edwards was admitted about an hour ago,’ the woman on the other end replied. ‘She’s been assaulted.’

      He could hear her frown in disapproval at his reaction. The lead in his stomach became more substantial.

      ‘I see,’ he said, trying to feign concern. ‘Is she alright?’

      ‘Aye, she’s going to be fine,’ the woman said. ‘But she’s asked us to call you.’

      Al sighed. Of course she’d do that. She knew he wouldn’t answer if it was her number on the caller ID.

      ‘When are the visiting hours over?’ he asked, getting up off the stool.

      ‘10pm,’ she replied.

      ‘I’ll get there as soon as I can.’
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      Originally housed in an 18th century neoclassical building south of the Strath, the Royal Infirmary was moved to a sprawling, modern campus about ten miles northwest of the city proper in 2010. The new hospital’s grounds were surrounded by rolling hills, a nest of narrow B-roads in dire need of resurfacing, and little else. So they were of very little interest to the Company, the Red Hand, or any other gang. It was a dead spot. Neutral ground.

      Al followed the signs to the visitor’s car park, stepped out of his black Discovery, and made his way to the hospital’s big glass double doors, passing next to a scrawny older patient who was puffing away at a cigarette despite being hooked to a drip. Wading through the thick crowd of visitors, patients, and staff that thronged the lobby, he took the lift to the second floor, then followed the signs to the orthopaedic ward, rang the bell, and waited for someone to admit him, tapping an erratic rhythm with his fingers against his thigh as he did so.

      The fact he'd got a call from Ma so soon after the confrontation outside The Sentinel was nagging at him, though he wasn't sure what the connection was yet — if there was one. But, more than that, the prospect of spending any length of time with her in the confined space of a hospital ward cubicle had set him on edge, heightening his senses to the point where they were almost about to overload. The fluorescent lights were too bright. The sounds of the hospital too loud. The faintly medicinal smells of bleach and disinfectant too pungent.

      He ran through the conversation he was about to have with her, trying to anticipate how she’d make out whatever had happened to be his fault and thinking of ways he could respond without escalating, as their conversations tended to do. But it was no use. Every run through had a worse outcome than the previous one, which made his body flush with heat and the bile rise in his throat.

      The door opened with a harsh electronic buzz, and he inhaled sharply. With his hands in his pockets, feeling the comforting weight of his car key in his palm and the razor blade in his shirt cuff pressed against his wrist, he walked in towards the nurses’ station, and nodded at the bloke on duty.

      ‘Jane Edwards, please,’ he said.

      ‘Room 209, bed F,’ the nurse answered in a pleasant baritone.

      ‘Ta,’ Al replied.

      He walked down the corridor, eyes fixed on the grey aluminium plates with the blue room numbers printed on them. When he reached 209, he stopped in front of the door and steeled himself, pushing away his angry inner voice and clearing his mind.

      ‘Are you alright?’ a voice said from behind him.

      ‘Fuck!’ he muttered, jumping and turning around to see a woman in blue scrubs and a surgical mask peering at him from behind chunky black glasses.

      ‘Och, sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,’ she said.

      ‘It’s fine,’ he replied, feeling decidedly not fine. ‘Just about to go in.’

      ‘Och, OK,’ the woman replied. ‘Just go to the desk if you need any help.’

      He walked through the open door into the room. Bed F was the last one on his right, by a window overlooking the landscaped gardens below. From his vantage point, he could see a pair of matchstick legs covered in a hospital-issue blanket, and the edge of a light blue armchair’s seat.

      He took a deep breath, walked down the aisle to the bed, then surveyed the scene. At fifty-seven, Jane Edwards’ hard-partying lifestyle had left its mark. Deep wrinkles spread out from the corners of her eyes and the folds around her mouth. Her skin was sallow despite the considerable amount of makeup she’d slathered on. And her frizzy hair, which she’d dyed dirty blonde, hung lifelessly down to her shoulders. She was sitting up in bed, her phone in her immaculately manicured left hand, her right hand resting in a sling. A puffy, purplish black bruise covered her eye and most of the left side of her face.

      ‘Ma, what the hell happened?’ Al said, easing into the armchair and crossing his legs tightly, an involuntarily defensive gesture. The nagging at the back of his mind grew louder.

      Jane didn’t reply. The talon-like red nail of her index finger clicked on her phone screen. When she finished what she was doing, she swiped away the app, placed the phone on the bed next to her, and looked Al up and down.

      ‘Took you long enough to come,’ she said by way of welcome. ‘The nurse said she called you almost an hour ago.’

      Al’s crossed legs tightened. He breathed and counted to ten. It wouldn’t do to snap at your injured mother in a ward full of people.

      ‘I got stuck in traffic,’ he said, struggling to keep his tone even and just about managing. ‘I came as soon as I could.’

      ‘Busy day at work?’ she said, more a statement than a question.

      ‘It was, aye,’ Al said.

      'But you wouldn’t know much about work, would you?' he bit back. Instead, he focused on his breathing, his face impassive.

      They looked at each other like two pro wrestlers circling the ring, each waiting for the other’s move. Jane straightened her gown with her good hand. Al uncrossed his legs, shifted in the chair to ward off the pins and needles that were creeping up his left thigh, then recrossed them.

      ‘So are you going to tell me what happened? Who did this to you, Ma?’ Al said, hoping her answer wouldn't confirm his worst fears.

      She clenched her jaw and fidgeted nervously with her phone. Al leant forward, looking at her expectantly.

      ‘Promise you won’t be angry,’ she said.

      ‘What?’ Al replied, nonplussed. ‘Why would I be angry?’

      ‘Because-’

      She put her face in her hand and shuddered. Then she wiped her eyes gingerly with her thumb, careful not to smear her makeup, and looked back at him.

      ‘It was one of Boaby Kiernan’s guys,’ she said. ‘I-’

      'How'd you get involved with him?' Al shouted, shooting up from his chair, which squeaked on the vinyl flooring. Ritchie's words rang in his ears. So this was what he'd been going on about. Fuck.

      The volume of the chatter that filled the ward lowered noticeably, as if somebody had turned the knob on a stereo system. An overweight woman in a flowery blouse stared at him openly from the cubicle across the room, where, until a few minutes before, she’d been busy chattering away to a patient who was almost her carbon copy. Al glared at her until she turned back around, then drew the dark blue hospital curtain for more privacy.

      ‘Tell me what happened,’ he said, his voice an ominous whisper, his fists curled into tight balls.

      ‘Don’t look at me like that Allan,’ she said. You’re one to talk.’

      As soon as the words left her mouth, he was eight years old again, standing in front of their tiny flat’s threshold, silent tears streaming down his face, while she flitted across the hallway, black leather handbag tucked under her arm and ready for a night on the town, her flowery perfume filling the air.

      ‘Don’t be selfish, Allan,’ she’d say. ‘Your Ma needs her R&R. Now go watch telly and be in bed by nine.’

      He pushed the memory away.

      ‘Tell me. What happened?’ he repeated.

      His chest felt like it was being crushed by a vice. His stomach roiled. His breath was coming out in angry rasps through flared nostrils.

      ‘I borrowed some money, OK?’ she blurted. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not exactly rolling in it.’

      ‘What the fuck, Ma?’ he said, any pretence of civility gone. ‘How could you? Why didn’t you come to me?’

      ‘Och, so you’re going to make this about you?’ she shot back with a snort. ‘Typical.’

      She crossed her arms and looked straight ahead at the blue curtain.

      ‘Of course it’s about me!’ he hissed. ‘Do you have any idea how this looks? The position you’ve put me in? My Ma in hock to those pricks?’

      His face had reddened. Spittle flew from his mouth. Behind him, somebody cleared their throat. The nurse who’d asked him if he was feeling all right had entered the cubicle.

      ‘Is everything OK here, Mrs Edwards?’ she said.

      ‘Everything’s fine,’ Al butted in. ‘I’m going to be leaving shortly.’

      The nurse ignored him.

      ‘Are you OK, Ms Edwards?’ she repeated. ‘I can call security if he’s bothering you.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ Jane said, meek as can be. ‘We were just having a heated discussion. I’m sorry about the noise.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘You heard the woman,’ Al said.

      Jane nodded, her eyes downcast, a picture of vulnerability. The nurse looked at him and scoffed, her eyes full of contempt.

      ‘Please keep it down. You’re disturbing the other patients. Ring the bell if you need anything, Mrs Edwards.’

      She looked at Al, shook her head, and walked out, tutting under her breath. Around them, the chatter had resumed. But, in their cubicle, the silence was so thick it weighed heavy on Al’s eardrums.

      ‘How much?’ he growled.

      Jane didn’t look up. A small tear spilled over the corner of her eye and trickled down her cheek.

      ‘How much, Ma?’

      ‘With interest, it’s twenty-five grand.’

      ‘Twenty-five… Jesus fucking Christ, Ma.’

      He sat back down in the armchair mechanically, his mind whirring. Looked at Jane, who’d leaned into the pile of pillows that were propping her up and shut her eyes so tight they’d sunk into their sockets.

      ‘And when were you planning on telling me?’ he asked.

      ‘I wasn’t,’ she replied absently, her eyes still closed. ‘It was meant to be an advance. I had a line on a sure thing.’

      The sure thing in question was a consignment of contraband cigarettes that never made it through border patrol because her bumbling friend Angela’s shifty behaviour betrayed her. As it turned out, Al would never find out about this. But he knew his Ma well enough to guess it must’ve been some hare-brained scheme, which made the rage sink deeper into his muscles, making them thrum like live wires.

      He stood up, his breathing barely under control, and looked at Ma

      ‘I’ll set up a meet. See if I can fix this,’ he told her. ‘But you’ve got to promise me you won’t do something this stupid again.’

      He stepped back from the armchair and banged his arse cheek against the sill so hard it would leave a bruise. But he barely noticed.

      ‘Fucking hell, Ma,’ he said.

      She looked up at him and her gaze hardened.

      ‘Don’t you dare patronise me, Allan,’ she told him.

      ‘Fine, Ma. Then how about I let you sort it by yourself? What do you say, eh?’ he retorted, making as if to leave. He got as far as placing his hand on the curtain when she replied.

      ‘So you’re going to leave your Ma in this predicament?’ she said quietly. ‘You were always an ungrateful brat.’

      The last bit stabbed him through the heart, and he felt his face flush with shame.

      ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he relented. ‘But don’t pull this shite again. You need money, you come to me. Are we clear?’

      ‘Crystal,’ she said through pursed lips.

      ‘Anything else you should tell me?’ he asked.

      Her eyes shot daggers at him.

      ‘Now’s the time,’ he pressed.

      When she didn’t reply, he glanced at the clock on his phone’s screen.

      ‘If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a steaming pile of shite to clean up,’ he snapped. ‘Try not to fuck anything else up in the meantime.’
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      Al stormed out of the ward in a daze, light-headed with fury. How could that bloody cow have done this to him? How could she have been so fucking stupid?

      More importantly, how was he going to get them both out of this mess?

      If Boaby Kiernan was half as smart as he thought he was, he’d milk this for all it was worth. At least, that’s what Al would do in his position.

      ‘He must be jumping for joy,’ he muttered, as he power-walked down the stairs. ‘The fucking prick.’

      He screamed, a guttural sound that started deep in his throat and echoed around the stairwell, and hit the wall so hard he knocked a hole in the plasterboard.

      ‘Shite!’ he shouted. ‘Fuck!’

      He blazed through the lobby and raced towards his car, barely registering the chilly air and the wind blowing through the neatly manicured trees. Before he knew it, he was taking the onramp to the city bypass, which was chock-a-block with rush-hour traffic.

      He pushed the Discovery as hard as he could, revving the engine, braking at the last possible minute, and banging on the steering wheel with his open palms when the Hyundai Tucson in front of him stopped on the orange light.

      ‘Och, come on you fucking twat!’ he screamed, switching lanes without indicating and eliciting a squeal of tyres and a stream of strident honking from behind him.

      He pulled down the window, flashed his middle finger, and inched his car forward despite the red light. An Audi that was crossing the intersection braked, managing to stop less than half an inch away from his front bumper. The driver glared at Al, who glared back. The driver dropped his gaze faster than you could say ‘right of way’.

      Thirty minutes later, feeling like his stomach had been boiled in its own juices, he drove the Discovery into a free parking bay next to The Green Lady, almost running over a bloke in filthy trousers and an army surplus coat in the process.

      ‘Hey, who taught you to drive?’ the bloke shouted at Al, who had just climbed down from the Discovery and slammed the door shut.

      ‘Get the fuck out of my way, jakey,’ Al replied.

      He kicked a stray half-empty bottle of Lucozade, missing the bloke's face by an inch, and kept walking without looking back.

      ‘Prick,’ the bloke muttered.

      But Al was too preoccupied with what he was going to do to Kiernan when he got his hands on him to hear what the bloke had said. Or to notice he’d pulled out a phone from his coat's front pocket and snapped several pics, including one where Al’s face was clearly visible.

      The Green Lady was a pebbledash box in the vein of The Sentinel, but even dodgier. A feat of this particular type of architecture which you’d have thought impossible. A crack in the plasterwork snaked its way down the front of the building like a scar. On the peeling red door that led inside, some wit had scribbled ‘I suck monstercocks, call me Nessie,’ in silver marker.

      Except for who he assumed was the landlady and four punters nursing their pints around a well-worn wooden table three feet across from the bar, the pub was empty. At the sound of the door slamming shut, their conversation stopped and the punters turned towards him, scanning him from top to toe. Thrusting his chest and chin outwards, Al walked to the bar, the soles of his trainers squeaking on the worn vinyl flooring, which was sticky with beer and fuck knew what else.

      ‘Where’s your boss?’ Al asked the landlady, a voluptuous thirty-something with brown, curly hair, heavy makeup, and a faded infinity symbol tattooed on the outer side of her left hand.

      ‘Who?’ she asked.

      She winked at him and smiled, exposing a set of nicotine-stained but even teeth, then crossed her arms beneath her considerable breasts, which her tight black tank top was displaying to the best advantage, and leaned back against the bar shelves.

      ‘You know exactly who I’m talking about,’ Al said, holding her gaze. ‘Where’s Kiernan?’

      ‘What’s going on here, Sinéad?’ a familiar voice said from behind him.

      Al turned and spotted Ritchie in the archway that led to the loos, feet shoulder-width apart, chest puffed out. He’d changed out of his blood-stained clothes into fresh tracksuit bottoms and a crisp white t-shirt. Somebody had splinted his nose, which had swollen to twice its usual size.

      ‘Look what the cat dragged in,’ he said, taking a step towards him. ‘How’s Mrs Edwards? I hope you gave her my regards?’

      ‘How’s your nose?’ Al retorted. ‘Broken, I hope.’

      He dug his nails into the soft flesh of his palms, focusing on the stinging pain to quell his racing mind.

      ‘So, what can I do for you, Al?’ Ritchie said after they’d stared at each other for a few seconds. ‘What brings you here?’

      ‘Where’s your boss?’ Al growled, taking another step forward. ‘I need to speak with him.’

      Ritchie laughed. A short, sharp bark, as if to say, ‘Can you believe this bloke?’

      ‘Mr Kiernan isn’t here,’ he said, walking to the bar and snapping his fingers at Sinéad so she’d pour him a drink. ‘But you’re in luck. He told me I could deal with you on his behalf.’

      The implied insult of having to deal with a bloke who was barely old enough to shave wasn’t lost on Al. The rage he’d managed to turn down to a low simmer bubbled up, threatening to boil over.

      ‘Right. So let’s get this over with,’ he said, fighting for control of his temper and feeling the battle slip from his grasp. ‘Tell me how much she owes you, I’ll pay it, and we’ll call it quits. Sound fair?’

      Ritchie looked him in the eye, sipped his drink, and broke into a wide sunny grin that changed his face completely, giving him an aura of boyish innocence.

      ‘D’you hear that, boys?’ he said to the blokes on the table, who were looking on, rapt. ‘He’s gonna pay.’

      This elicited a wave of low chuckles. The tips of Al’s ears flushed red. He lunged towards the bar, snatching Ritchie by the front of his t-shirt, and made as if to punch him. His fist stopped a fraction of an inch from Ritchie’s injured nose, and Ritchie flinched involuntarily.

      ‘Now, listen here you little gobshite,’ he said, ‘we’re going to sort this out like men. Or I’m going to beat the living shite out of you. Your choice.’

      A safety clicked behind him and he felt the cold, hard steel of a gun against the nape of his neck.

      ‘Simmer down, prick,’ a voice growled from behind him.

      Al’s bowels turned to water. He clenched his buttocks and let Ritchie go.

      ‘Is that how you do it, you big fucking jessie?’ he said, steeling his voice. ‘Look me in the eye while you shoot. If you have the balls.’

      The bloke behind him pressed the gun harder into the soft flesh of Al’s neck.

      ‘Don’t test me, prick,’ he said.

      Ritchie smoothed his t-shirt, dug his hands into his pockets, and moved so close Al could smell the foul mix of whisky, fags, and hunger on his breath.

      ‘Let me explain something to you, Al,’ he told him, his grin widening. ‘The thing about negotiating successfully, is that you need leverage.’

      Al straightened, his fists squeezed tighter than ever. An explosive cocktail of rage, hatred, and fear coursing through his veins.

      ‘And you don’t have any,’ Ritchie continued.

      ‘Cut the shite, prick. What the fuck do you want?’ Al said through clenched teeth.

      ‘What makes you think we want anything?’ Ritchie retorted.

      ‘Obviously, you want something. Or your buddy back here would’ve killed me by now.’

      ‘Ah, did you hear that, boys? Not just a pretty face.’

      More chuckling.

      ‘Stop wasting my time,’ Al said. ‘Out with it.’

      Without warning, Ritchie backhanded him across the face. A loud crack exploded in Al’s head and he saw stars. He doubled over, his cheek stinging, uttered a scream of rage, and lunged at Ritchie. The bloke behind him grabbed him around the waist with one meaty forearm and held him tight before Al could do any damage. The smell of Lynx Africa mixed with body odour was overwhelming.

      ‘Are you going to behave yourself or what?’ he whispered into Al’s ear.

      Overpowered, Al nodded imperceptibly in between rasping breaths.

      ‘Good man.’

      The bloke’s grip on Al loosened, but the gun dug deeper into his neck

      Ritchie put his hand in his pocket and brought out a crumpled yellow post-it note he’d folded in half.

      ‘Mr Kiernan would like you to obtain a package for him and deliver it to this address,’ he told Al, handing him the paper.

      Al unfolded the post-it, read the scrawled note inside, and his eyes widened.

      ‘What if I refuse?’ he said.

      ‘Well, poor Mrs Edwards might get more than a black eye and a sprained shoulder next time we call on her,’ Ritchie replied with mock regret. ‘And you’ll join her. She’ll enjoy the company. I’m told being six feet under can get a wee bit boring after a while.’

      Al felt his gorge rise.

      ‘One time. Once. And we’re done.’

      Ritchie’s grin stretched impossibly, almost bisecting his face into two.

      ‘You’re done when Mr Kiernan says you’re done,’ he said.

      ‘What?’ Al sputtered. ‘What do you take me for, your fucking errand boy?’

      ‘Aye,’ Ritchie said. ‘Something like that.’
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      Saturday morning. 8:30 am.

      Jonno lifted two wooden crates with Alisur stamped across their sides in red lettering off the bed of an articulated lorry, and handed them to Al with a grunt.

      Al, his eyes bloodshot and bruised from lack of sleep, held on to the heavy crates just barely, his back tightening uncomfortably. He crossed the warehouse floor, dropped them on a growing stack of similarly-sized Alisur crates, and walked back to the lorry, ready for Jonno to hand him more.

      The warehouse, which was located ten miles to the northwest of Strathburgh in an abandoned industrial complex, belonged to the Nisbeth Food Company, a corporation which, officially, was in the import and export business, supplying high-end restaurants across the central belt with Wagyu beef, game, and other premium meats, as well as hard-to-find produce like truffles and exotic fruits. But while this line of business was lucrative, it was a sideline. Nisbeth Foods made most of their money from one particular crop, imported from the hinterlands of Peru via the Caribbean.

      Aside from the small stack of crates Jonno and Al had unloaded so far, the warehouse was mostly empty. The lorry took up half the floor space. A stack of three cardboard boxes with the Marvel powdered milk logo stamped on them stood in one corner, looking like a budget caricature of the leaning tower of Pisa. Next to them, there was a rickety picnic table on which somebody had laid out a knife and battery-operated scales.

      After spending the night in his armchair, sucking down one herbal tea after another like it was oxygen and alternating between cursing Ma and fruitlessly trying to figure out a way to turn the tables on the Red Hand, this was the last place Al wanted to be. He was spoiling for a fight. Willing someone — anyone — to say the wrong thing so he could beat them to a pulp. Not the right mood to be in on a job. But he’d known about the delivery for several days, so he’d had to come. Except for his two-year stretch at Bar-L, the country’s finest retreat for people of a certain criminal persuasion, Al had never missed work. It would’ve been weird if he’d begged off at the last minute.

      ‘Slow down, bud,’ he growled, absently flexing his arms to get the blood flowing. ‘Just give me one at a time. My back’s killing me.’

      ‘Och, come on,’ Jonno said half-jokingly, grunting with effort, sweat filming his stubbly head, ‘The exercise’ll do you good.’

      ‘Look who’s fucking talking,’ Al snapped, nodding at Jonno’s considerable gut, which was peeking out from underneath his black t-shirt, and rolling his eyes. His voice was harsh. His expression stern.

      Jonno let it pass. He armed sweat off his forehead, walked back into the bed of the truck, and picked up a single crate.

      ‘We’ve still got a bunch of them,’ Jonno complained, looking at the three, four-foot high stacks of crates inside the truck bed. ‘We’re never going to finish at this rate.’

      ‘Who’s moaning now?’ Al muttered, dumping another crate on the pile and returning to the lorry.

      ‘Hey what happened to you there?’ Jonno said, nodding towards Al’s cheek.

      The spot where Ritchie had backhanded him the previous evening was faintly bluish yellow.

      ‘Mind your own business, will you?’ Al said, hoping the exertion was camouflaging the flush of heat Jonno’s question had elicited.

      ‘Jesus, who crawled up your arse?’ Jonno replied.

      They carried on in silence. Jonno’s breathing whistling softly like a kettle about to boil, and Al grunting like he was trying and failing to excrete a particularly dry jobby. Forty-five minutes later, they’d offloaded all the crates. It was time to empty them of their precious cargo. A crew would go in later to cut it and pack it so it would be ready for the street.

      Jonno picked up a crowbar from the grimy floor and pried the first crate open, revealing neatly stacked blue boxes. He lifted them out two at a time, dropping them carelessly on the floor. Two rows deep, the boxes became noticeably heavier. He took four of these boxes in his meaty hands, walked to the picnic table, and opened them. Inside each box, instead of the reddish brown quinoa grains the packaging promised, there was a single, white brick wrapped in cellophane and sealed with duct tape.

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        I. Beer Flu
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        II. Cornered
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        III. Fight or Flight
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Chapter 41
      


      		
        Chapter 42
      


      		
        Chapter 43
      


      		
        Chapter 44
      


      		
        Chapter 45
      


      		
        Chapter 46
      


      		
        Chapter 47
      


      		
        IV. Reckonings
      


      		
        Chapter 48
      


      		
        Chapter 49
      


      		
        Chapter 50
      


      		
        Chapter 51
      


      		
        Chapter 52
      


      		
        Chapter 53
      


      		
        Chapter 54
      


      		
        Chapter 55
      


      		
        Chapter 56
      


      		
        Chapter 57
      


      		
        Chapter 58
      


      		
        Chapter 59
      


      		
        Chapter 60
      


      		
        Chapter 61
      


      		
        Chapter 62
      


      		
        Chapter 63
      


      		
        V. Now
      


      		
        Chapter 64
      


      		
        Chapter 65
      


      		
        Chapter 66
      


      		
        Chapter 67
      


      		
        Chapter 68
      


      		
        Chapter 69
      


      		
        Chapter 70
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Keep reading
      


      		
        A small favour
      


      		
        Also by André Spiteri
      


      		
        Afterword
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		A small favour


      		About the Author


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/mw_logo_icon_forest.jpg






OEBPS/images/back-from-the-dead-pb-final-ebook.jpg
SPI T

A STRATHBURGH ORGANISED CRIME THRILLER

a





