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      For Andrew Torrance

      
      

      
      Thank you: Gerard Docherty and Allan McGuire, who know where all the bodies are buried (including the real owners); Pete Symes
         for kitting out the bad guys again; and Marisa for joining the dots at table 42.
      

   
      
      
       

      
      

      
      

      
      The following is based on a true story.
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      William Connor was standing outside a disused cattleshed on a bright Highland summer’s morning, ankle-deep in cowshit, liquidised
         mercenary raining splashily down about his head from the crisp blue sky above. He wasn’t an overly superstitious man, but
         this was precisely the sort of thing that tended to make him wonder whether fate wasn’t trying to drop just the subtlest of
         hints.
      

      
      

      
      

      
      He reached up reluctantly and wiped the gore from his eyelids, then, grimacing, ran a hand through his caked hair, shaking
         it at the wrist in a whiplash motion. The slick red goo made a wet snicking sound as it licked the dung-carpeted ground. Sighing,
         he turned around languorously to face Dawson, who was as inevitably likely to be right behind him as he was extremely unlikely to be impressed. In fact, Dawson’s state of impressedness had begun at its default low and pursued a steepening downward
         trajectory since his arrival an hour back. At that point, he had given the assembled unit a cursory few moments’ scrutiny,
         then signalled Connor to join him out in the yard.
      

      
      ‘Who the fuck are these clowns?’ he’d asked.

      
      ‘This is the crew, Finlay. These are my men.’ Connor had tried to sound persuasively confident, but only managed slightly
         miffed.
      

      
      ‘Men? They look like a bunch of thugs. Where did you get them? Ned Warehouse?’

      
      

      
      ‘Don’t judge them till you’ve seen them in action,’ he countered, throwing in a knowing smile to disguise the fact that his
         teeth were beginning to grind. It had been a few years since he’d seen Dawson, but it had taken only moments for the backlog
         of irritation and resentment to catch up. ‘Believe me, mate, these guys are sharp.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve worked with them? All of them?’

      
      ‘Individually, yes,’ Connor offered confidently, until Dawson’s sodium-pentathol stare had its inescapable effect. ‘Well,
         most of them, anyway,’ he adjusted.
      

      
      ‘Never together, never as a unit?’

      
      Connor sighed, ever his most consistent means of expression in Dawson’s company. ‘No, but I can assure you—’

      
      ‘Who actually are they, Bill? What’s their background?’

      
      ‘Christ, Finlay, we don’t have time. Do you want a pile of fucking CVs? You’re the one came to me at about five minutes’ bloody
         notice. You wanted a team – I got you one.’
      

      
      The display of petulance failed to deflect Dawson’s stare. Connor guessed an extended tenure attaching electrodes to anyone
         who disagreed with him couldn’t have done much to mellow the man’s notoriously uncompromising nature.
      

      
      Dawson glanced across to where two men were unloading a crate from Connor’s truck.

      
      ‘Those two, for instance. Which half-derelict council scheme did they escape from?’

      
      Connor looked across to the diesel-reeking vehicle. Both of the men stopped a moment and gave him a salute. He wasn’t sure
         whether it was paranoia induced by Dawson’s withering disapproval, but he couldn’t help thinking there was an element of sarcasm to the gesture.
      

      
      ‘That’s Mailey and McKelvie.’ Dawson’s penetrative gaze demanded he elaborate. Balls. He’d been hoping to put off this particular
         revelation until Dawson had seen what the pair could do. ‘They’ve both been in, em, active service,’ he mumbled.
      

      
      ‘British Army?’

      
      ‘British Army was involved, yes.’

      
      ‘Involved?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, they …’ Connor sighed, yet again, and rolled his eyes. ‘All right, they’re ex-paramilitaries,’ he admitted.

      
      Dawson’s eyeballs began to inflate. ‘Paramilitaries? Terrorists? Good God, I need soldiers, not amateurs, man.’

      
      ‘I’m telling you, Finlay, these guys are far from amateurs. It’s a bloody stunning track record they’ve got. You should see
         the list of places they’ve blown up. It’s like the back of a roadie’s t-shirt, I’m not kidding.’
      

      
      ‘So what are they doing here, working for you? Were they kicked out or something?’

      
      ‘No. They went freelance. They got bored. Too many cease-fires and peace agreements, not enough action. They’re not really
         interested in politics. They just like the pointing-guns-at-people part.’
      

      
      ‘And presumably you feel you – or rather we – can trust these pyro-Paddies?’
      

      
      Connor’s frequency of sighing was starting to make him sound like an asthmatic. He’d heard there was now a particular form
         of torture named after Dawson in the Middle-East; presumably it had to do with the rectal region.
      

      
      

      
      ‘Look, I’ll come clean with you right now,’ he told him. ‘Yes, I’ve hired ex-terrorists. And yes, before you ask, there’s
         more republicans than just those two in the unit. There’s guys in there with loyalist paramilitary backgrounds, as well. Ex-terrorists, get it? Not interested in politics – like action. What they’ve done before doesn’t matter – it’s just previous employment, if you like. No longer relevant. They work
         for me now. And yes, I do trust them, because I know I’m uniting these guys like no politician ever could, by offering them
         the chance to get well paid for doing what they do best and enjoy most: threatening unarmed civilians.’
      

      
      Dawson closed his eyes and exhaled at length, a hint of a smile finally appearing at the corners of his mouth.

      
      ‘All right, Bill, my man,’ he said, slapping Connor on the shoulder. The gesture was nauseatingly insincere, but he was grateful
         nonetheless. At least it meant he’d knock off moaning for a few minutes. ‘It’s been a while, a damn long while, but I’m still
         me and you’re still you, right?’ Dawson continued. ‘If you trust them, that’s good enough for me.’
      

      
      He sounded like he was trying to convince himself. Connor doubted he’d managed it. The moaning would resume soon enough.

      
      ‘So what about the rest of them?’ Dawson asked, lighting a cigarette.

      
      ‘A few ex-army. Worked with them in various African shitholes, the usual cycle of coups and rebellions. Gaghen in there has
         got the record, I think. He helped Matsutu to the presidency, then joined the rebels and deposed him, then got the contract
         to put him back on top. An exemplar of mercenary professionalism. Absolute ideological detachment at all times. He’d be back with the rebels again
         now except he got Triso … Trypaso … Tryoso … Ah, fuck it, that nasty business with the tsetse flies – you remember, McGoldrick
         got it that time.’
      

      
      ‘I thought McGoldrick got elephantiasis.’

      
      ‘Maybe that’s what it was. Whatever, Gaghen says he’s feeling a lot better now. Anyway, there’s a few more from either side
         of the Ulster bomb-tennis match and a couple of Yanks, used to be in one of those militia capers until their particular Brownie
         pack got forcibly disbanded. A Norwegian, too. Roland something. Can’t pronounce his surname.’
      

      
      ‘And what about the bloke with the video camera?’

      
      ‘Oh, that’s Glover. He’s shooting our promotional video.’

      
      ‘Your what?’
      

      
      ‘Promotional video. This is the future, Finlay. The mercenary market’s a busy place these days. If you want the contracts,
         you’ve got to be able to show people what you can do. Things have changed while you were sunning yourself in that wee Arabian
         sinecure. The competition’s absolutely fierce, and so many of them are complete fucking cowboys. All these ex-Soviet and Stasi
         guys for a start – wouldn’t trust them to kill your budgie, neither you would. And the worst of it is they’ve had a knock-on
         effect for the reputation of the business as a whole. People are very nervous of dealing with a new outfit, so we’re filming
         the crew limbering up here, handling the toys. Then when we tender for a job in future, we can show them what they’ll get
         for their money.’
      

      
      

      
      Dawson made no attempt to disguise a sneer. ‘So you see this … crew, as you called them, as a long-term venture? I thought
         you were complaining to me two seconds ago about only having five minutes’ notice?’
      

      
      Connor was determined not to sigh, frequent exposure to Dawson’s haughty expression having cultured in him a certain immunity
         to it. Unfortunately, his recent years of apparent good living meant there was more of Dawson’s face for the expression to
         take up. If offered a choice between a million quid or Dawson’s head stuffed with fivers, it would be a tough call.
      

      
      Connor sighed. ‘I wouldn’t say this is my envisaged first-team line-up,’ he admitted. ‘I wanted Gerry Thomson, for instance,
         but it turns out he’s in jail in some place hot and sticky. Got involved in drug running, silly boy.’
      

      
      ‘Drugs,’ Dawson said with obvious distaste, flicking ash from the end of his fag. ‘He should have known better than that.’

      
      ‘And Nigel Dixon was meant to be here too, but the Sonzolan air force went in the huff and bombed the army’s HQ, so he reckons
         the coup’s going to take another couple of weeks at least. He says hello, by the way. Truth is, a few of these guys are really
         only stop-gap appointments, but they’ll get the job done, don’t worry.’
      

      
      Dawson shrugged his shoulders, about as uncharacteristic a gesture as Connor could imagine. ‘Well, it’s a fish-in-a-barrel
         affair, I suppose,’ he reflected. ‘As long as they know one end of a gun from the other, there’s not really a lot can go wrong.’
      

      
      He did seem to be lightening up. Connor was evidently doing a remarkable job of masking his own misgivings about the patchwork assembly he’d thrown together. But, like the man said, it was a fish-in-a-barrel deal.
      

      
      ‘So do many of these guys know each other?’ Dawson enquired, incidentally pinpointing the very aspect of the assembly about
         which Connor had his misgivings.
      

      
      ‘Some,’ he managed, half-heartedly. ‘A few have worked together before, a few haven’t but know who each other are, and a few
         have never met in their lives. But in my experience, it’s amazing what the smell of cordite and the promise of a few bob can
         do to generate team spirit. This time tomorrow they’ll be ready to name their children after each other.’
      

      
      Dawson gave that laugh of his, that wheezy, gravelly effort, like jackboots coming up your garden path. Connor could never
         tell whether it was amusement or dubious derision.
      

      
      ‘Well, I suppose you’d better introduce me to this elite unit of yours,’ he said. ‘Then we can get on with explaining our
         evil masterplan.’
      

      
      ‘Soon as you’re ready, yeah.’

      
      Dawson paused a moment, looking quizzically at the half-smoked cigarette between his thumb and forefinger. ‘Never know what
         to do with these things when there isn’t a dissident to put them out on.’ He shrugged and dropped it to the ground, grinding
         the dowt into the mud beneath his boot. Connor looked to the heavens, thinking, Count the hours, count the money.
      

      
      They walked back towards the cattleshed, slaloming the voluminous country pancakes that lay scattered about the yard like
         an infestation of some cold, damp, parasitic alien species. Just as long as they didn’t attach themselves to your face.
      

      
      

      
      ‘I thought you said this place was disused,’ Dawson grumbled. ‘There’s shit everywhere.’

      
      ‘It is disused. But the area around here is still farmland. There’s cows all over the place, and they come wandering through
         whenever they fancy. There’s one there.’ He pointed to an impressively horned specimen about fifty yards away, watching the
         munitions truck with bored disinterest. Dawson drew a pistol and pointed it at the beast. It glanced his way for a similarly
         disinterested moment, then back at the truck with uniform ennui, then dumped splatteringly with a jaded absence of enthusiasm.
      

      
      ‘Not much sport to stalk, are they?’ Dawson commented.

      
      ‘No, but they make some size of trophy. Come on, white hunter.’

      
      A second later there came the unmistakable sound of a shot being fired from inside the cattleshed, followed by a crash of
         splintering wood. Dawson looked at Connor accusingly.
      

      
      ‘I know we’re out in the middle of nowhere, Bill, but do the words “clandestine” or “discreet” mean anything to you?’

      
      Connor bit his tongue and stomped purposefully towards the entrance, almost grateful to have some idiot to take it all out
         on.
      

      
      ‘This isn’t a bloody firing range,’ he began shouting, then had to dive for the floor as a volley of bullets pinged through
         the massive, side-rolling corrugated iron door, puncturing whatever bombast he’d worked up but fortunately nothing else. He
         lifted his head and looked up from where he lay on his stomach. Inside the shed there were men lying similarly flat on the
         ground, while others sheltered behind crates and still others scurried frantically for the exits. He noticed that one of the
         men on the floor was missing the back of his head, the crate he’d presumably been carrying lying smashed open beside him,
         polystyrene packing shapes spewing out of it.
      

      
      Glover came crawling out on his hands and knees, camcorder slung around his shoulder, as several more shots echoed through
         the dilapidated structure.
      

      
      ‘What the fuck’s going on?’ Dawson demanded, arriving at Connor’s rear.

      
      Glover gestured to the pair of them to back up further from the doorway.

      
      ‘I was doing interviews, like you asked,’ he said breathlessly. A couple more fugitives scrambled out the doorway and into
         the yard, one muttering something about ‘fucking mad Irish bastards’.
      

      
      ‘I was filmin’ McKelvie. He were carryin’ in a crate, and I got him to talk to the camera a little, you know: name, experience,
         bit of background. Anyway, another of the Irish blokes must have overheard. McWatt, his name was. He come up to me and asks
         – fuck’s sake!’ Glover flinched as another shot tore through the corrugated wall, leaving a hole less than six inches above his head. Dawson
         slapped a mag into his pistol and slid the bolt. Connor pulled his own handgun from the back of his trousers, a relief as
         it had been no friend to the palinodal sinus he’d been inadvertently cultivating between his arse-cheeks.
      

      
      ‘He asks whether the guy I’d been talking to was Antony McKelvie,’ Glover continued. ‘I goes: “Yeah, mate, d’you know ’im?” Cunt says, “Sure, he shot my fuckin’ cousin”, then walks
         up behind him and blows the back of his fuckin’ ’ead out through his face. So McKelvie’s mate, Dailey, or Mailey, or whatever the fuck his name is,
         he sees this and has a shot at McWatt. Then McWatt’s mucker joins in as well and suddenly it’s the fuckin’ OK Corral in there.’
      

      
      Dawson glared at Connor, who thought for a brief second about shooting him rather than suffer the inevitable onslaught of
         withering remarks.
      

      
      He signalled to Pettifer, the last of the evacuees. ‘Who’s left in there?’ Connor asked.

      
      ‘Dunno. There was one or two stranded in the crossfire, I think. Apart from that, just the shooters.’

      
      ‘Right,’ Connor said, standing up and flipping off the safety as five more rounds were loosed inside. There were times when
         death seemed preferable to sheer embarrassment.
      

      
      He dived through the doorway into a practised roll, righting himself against an empty water-storage tank. None of the gunmen
         was in his line of sight, and presumably not in each other’s either, given the temporary lull in firing. From where he squatted,
         he could more clearly see McKelvie’s outstretched arms a few yards in front and his brains another few feet in front of that.
         It was a profligate waste of talent. He’d have McWatt’s balls in a blender for that. Just beyond the cerebral purée, Jackson
         was lying flat with his arms around his head. He noticed Connor and gestured with his empty hands that he didn’t have a weapon,
         the look in his eyes communicating further that Connor was a considerable distance from his good books at that moment.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, okay,’ Connor mouthed, tutting. Why was everything always fucking his fault? He took a deep breath. ‘All right, this is Connor,’ he called. ‘Cease firing and safety your weapons now. That’s a fucking order.’
      

      
      Four bullets drummed into the side of the water tank in instant reply.

      
      ‘I mean it,’ Connor shouted. ‘Anybody fires one more round and they’re off this team. We’ve got a job to do here – a very
         lucrative job, I’d remind you – so put your bloody toys away and save your parochial tantrums for your spare time.’
      

      
      This time there was no hot-lead riposte, which he took to be an encouraging sign. ‘Come on, guns on the floor, now. Throw
         them into the middle, there, where Mr Jackson is waiting patiently to collect them. Then we can all walk outside and cool
         off. DO IT!’
      

      
      There followed an age of silence, throughout which Connor tried not to think of phrases like ‘Hume-Adams’, ‘decommissioning’
         and ‘Dayton-style peace agreement’. Eventually, a Glock came arcing from the shadows and landed next to Jackson, kicking up
         a foot-high spray of dust. The motes continued to swirl in the sunlight and silence as the weapon waited for a companion.
         A Nagan clattered into it a few seconds later, in a Nobel Peace Prize kind of moment. Finally, and with more than a suggestion
         of begrudging defiance, a Browning automatic was lobbed accurately at Jackson’s head. With the safety still off.
      

      
      The Browning discharged a shot into the dust, inches from Jackson’s right temple, causing him to howl in pain and spring reflexively
         on to his knees, holding a hand to his ear. Blood was trickling out of it by the time the first of the shooters edged tentatively
         from the shadows. It was Mailey, his hands held either side of his face, his eyes looking to the doorway for assurance that
         someone was coming in to mediate. Dawson, Pettifer, Glover and others quickly took position around him, while at the other end of
         the cattleshed, several more men moved swiftly inside to circle McWatt and his fellow loyalist, who turned out to be Kilfoyle.
      

      
      ‘All right, children,’ announced Dawson acidly, ‘I want everybody’s firearms on the floor over there and I want all of you
         standing to attention in three seconds. Everybody,’ he repeated, coldly eyeing a few who hadn’t grasped the newcomer’s role in proceedings. Guns began thudding into the dirt
         amid a grumbling spate of sighs, shrugs and ‘fuck’s sake’s. Dawson gestured to Connor to collect them, doing so with an I’ll-see-you-about-this-later
         headmasterly glower.
      

      
      ‘And you’ll get them back when you’ve learned how to play with them properly,’ he continued. The disarmed troops eyed Connor
         balefully as he marched past their dishevelled line, carrying their beloved playthings outside in a wooden box. Dawson began
         to address them in parade-ground register.
      

      
      ‘For those of you who don’t know, my name is Finlay Dawson. I am the man ultimately in charge of this operation, which means
         in short that I and only I tell you who to kill and when. What you do in your own spare time has nothing to do with me, so
         if any more of you feel like killing each other or indeed killing yourselves, you’re perfectly free to do so when your shift finishes tomorrow morning. But right now, it’s office hours, got it?’
      

      
      There were a few grudging ‘yes, sir’s, their lethargy causing Connor to wince. Dawson was used to a degree more effusiveness,
         his man-management style being based on somewhat hierarchical principles.
      

      
      

      
      ‘Okay, which one of you is McWatt?’ he enquired casually.

      
      McWatt lifted a hand shiftlessly. Dawson took a step towards him and shot him through the forehead.

      
      Kilfoyle made a lunge for Dawson but found himself nose-to-barrel against his automatic.

      
      ‘What’s this one’s name, Mr Connor?’ he barked.

      
      ‘Kilfoyle.’

      
      ‘Kilfoyle. Well, Mr Kilfoyle, is there any business between yourself and Mr Mailey that you feel can’t wait until after office
         hours?’
      

      
      Kilfoyle swallowed. ‘No,’ he said, his word barely a whisper.

      
      ‘No what, Mr Kilfoyle?’

      
      ‘No, sir,’ he corrected, his would-be defiance wilting predictably in the heat of Dawson’s unflinching stare.

      
      ‘Stand down,’ Dawson told him. Both men took a step back. ‘All right, now that everybody’s “on-message”, perhaps we can get
         on with unloading the gear. Then, if we pull that off without any further casualties, we’ll maybe move on to the challenge
         of an inventory. And if we complete that mission successfully, who knows? I might even progress to debriefing you on this evening’s itinerary. But let’s not get carried
         away with our ambitions, given that fatality-free freight-loading proved beyond us at the first attempt.’
      

      
      Connor chose this moment to step in and attempt to recover some remnant of authority. ‘Dobson, Fleming,’ he ordered tartly.
         ‘I want small arms and ammunition in that corner. Pettifer, Jardine, all explosives over there. Quinn, McIntosh, comms equipment—’
      

      
      ‘What about the bodies, sir?’ asked Glover.

      
      Dawson intervened before Connor could speak. ‘Messrs Mailey and Kilfoyle will place them in the truck once it’s been emptied. We can’t bury them around here – we’ll dispose of
         them later.’ The pair moved off towards their respective fallen comrades, but Dawson stopped them. ‘No. Back you come. Mr
         Mailey, I’d like you to take charge of the late Mr McWatt, and Mr Kilfoyle, I’d like you to look after the late Mr McKelvie.
         If you both pay close attention to the state of the bodies you’ll observe that Catholic or Protestant, a bullet to the head
         has much the same effect. On you go.’
      

      
      ‘What was that?’ Connor asked him. ‘Your attempt at reconciliation?’

      
      Dawson tutted. ‘Merely reminding them they’re both on the same side today, seeing as this esprit de corps you were waxing lyrical about has manifestly failed to materialise. Never mind esprit de corps, even plain old mercenary materialism seems beyond these morons. I just hope the rest of your shower turn out to have some
         idea of what they’re doing. Especially as we’re now two men down.’
      

      
      ‘Well you’re the one who shot McWatt.’

      
      ‘And if I hadn’t, Mailey’d have popped him, first chance he got. Then Kilfoyle would have popped Mailey, and so on. There
         are more nationalists here, aren’t there?’
      

      
      Connor nodded reluctantly. ‘Different faction. Can’t remember which one. But they didn’t get involved back there, I hope you
         noticed.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but that’s because they’re used to shooting at people who can’t shoot back.’

      
      Connor had had enough. This prick had breezed in at the eleventh hour needing his help, after all.
      

      
      ‘Look, Finlay,’ he said angrily. ‘Don’t fucking kid yourself that I don’t know exactly how many options you’ve got right now. What else are you going to do, eh? Who else are you going to go to? You came to me
         looking for an outfit, and I got you one. So it’s not been a dream start this morning, so fucking what? Don’t judge me on
         one screw-up, and don’t judge these guys until you’ve seen what they can do.’
      

      
      Dawson shrugged. ‘It’s a fair point, Bill,’ he said patronisingly. ‘Consider my judgement “reserved”.’

      
      Arsehole.

      
      Dawson walked off to talk to Jackson, who was squatting on the ground, still holding his ear. Connor headed for the door,
         reckoning a dose of fresh air was in order if he wasn’t going to punch somebody. He passed Kilfoyle, who was crouched between
         McKelvie’s corpse and the crate he’d been carrying when he got shot. He was staring at Dawson with emotions not too different
         from Connor’s own. The Ulsterman looked like he’d dearly love to have his gun back.
      

      
      ‘Save it till after payday, pal,’ Connor advised, checking his stride and moving to one side as Pettifer and Jardine approached
         from the truck, supporting a cumbersome box between them. He noticed Kilfoyle reach a hand into the broken crate and pull
         some polystyrene shapes from it, staring fixedly at what was beneath. Suddenly unfixed, Kilfoyle pulled out the rocket launcher
         that had been contained within, momentarily eyeing the tailfins and hefting it to his shoulder to point the other end directly
         at the man who’d executed his comrade.
      

      
      There were several shouts in that moment as Kilfoyle pressed the button, all but two of them too-late warnings to Dawson and
         Jackson to get out the way. Of the two dissenters, one was Connor’s too-late warning to Glover to get out the way, having noticed that Kilfoyle’s tailfins were in fact forefins and that therefore the launcher was back
         to front. The other was Glover going ‘Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!’ as the rocket hit him in the chest, picked him up bodily, flew him
         thirty metres across the yard and detonated against the concrete wall of the barn opposite.
      

      
      Connor ran uselessly after him. He made it through the gaping doorway in time to see Glover’s head and arms fly off in different
         directions, and a few seconds later for his sautéed insides to pay their due respects to the late Isaac Newton.
      

      
      Dawson was so intent upon getting to Connor to express his disgust that he almost forgot to stop and shoot Kilfoyle on his
         way past.
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