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About the Book

Peace time Belfast seems like the perfect spot for media billionaire’s daughter Alison Wolff to study anonymously, but when she disappears following a massacre at a student party nobody knows if she has been kidnapped for ransom or caught in the crossfire. 

Hired to find Alison, Dan Starkey discovers that Belfast’s underworld has shifted rapidly since he was in his journalistic prime. Religion and politics have taken a back seat to drugs and greed, defended with a ruthlessness undreamt of even in the worst days of The Troubles. This is the street violence of Mexico with an Irish twist. 

In response to the drug wars a new fire and brimstone church movement springs up, but when the controversial new abortion clinic is firebombed, they get the blame and Dan is hired to prove their guilt.

In a Belfast rapidly descending back into a city of violence, Dan suddenly finds himself struggling to cope with two very different investigations … or could they possibly be connected?


Prologue

She was out of her head, a whole world in shadows and fog, sliced by jagged glimpses of neon.

She didn’t know where she was going or who she was really with; somehow she’d fallen in with them in a club and she went along even though deep down she knew, she knew. God knows they’d yelled it at her often enough. But her guards were stultifying killjoys and she loved giving them the slip. And it had been so, so easy.

Harry was cute – olive skin, black hair, killer smile and those eyes. He wore a cracked leather jacket and black boots, and he talked like he was street, but she could tell he really wasn’t. He came from money. You couldn’t hide it that easily. But he had saved her from someone, who definitely wasn’t charming, at the bar, and they’d gotten talking. She’d told him her name was Katya and before she knew it his crew was surrounding them, laughing and joking, then Harry knew a place they could all go, he’d other friends there, there’d be no trouble, big party and, if she was good, something extra for the ride out, and she’d just gone along with him like it was the most natural thing in the world.

A whole posse of them left the bar, roaring and singing, but then the gear hit and soon everything went hazy and she thought maybe it was stronger than usual or it was the judder of the train or not having eaten, but – whatever – her legs would hardly support her and she was sick and the rest were for leaving her but Harry got her up and walking and told her she’d be OK once they got to the party; there’d be something to bring her down. He supported her along the street and she remembered the taut, miserable faces of the female New Seekers in their pristine white and comical wimples, glaring at her as they went along the other side and everyone laughing as she screamed abuse at them.

Then they were at a raucous party somewhere; maybe two hundred people packed into the terrace house, spilling outside, front and back. But now, Christ, her head was banging, banging, banging and Harry was shaking her, asking if she was OK, did she want to lie down and she said, ‘Yeah, sure,’ thinking he was going to lie with her, but he carried her into the room upstairs and laid her on the bed, and she threw up over the side and everything was upside down and sideways, and she was shivering so bad. He said he’d go and look for the cure and she said no, she was fine, she just wanted to sleep, so he rolled her up in a quilt and then threw coats on top of her and kissed her head and stroked her cheek and told her she’d be OK. After a while she must have drifted, despite the music blasting up the stairs. She had crazy pink dreams and then she woke with her head like lead and her throat ragged and she tried to pull herself together, struggled up, then lay down again. She slept some more and, the next time she opened her eyes, the music was quieter and she could actually hear voices now, drifting up from below, indistinct yet comforting, and she wondered where Harry was and who he might be with and she felt a pang of jealousy over a boy whose second name she didn’t know and who she had never seen before. There was a skylight above her, and a hint of pink dawn.

Katya wanted out. She wanted home. She liked Harry, but not enough to go looking for him. She wanted her people to come and get her, now. She rolled off the bed, tried to steady her pounding head, then stumbled around the bedroom looking for her bag, her phone, but they were nowhere. She tried to think if she’d had ID in it, but no, she never carried it because mistakes happened; people couldn’t know who she was. She made it into the en-suite bathroom, shielding her eyes from the fluorescent with her hand until they recovered enough for her to blink at the stark image in the mirror: nineteen years old, blond hair all over the place, eyeliner streaked, her lips chapped and her skin pallid.

Like any squalid junky.

She wanted to cry. Instead, she dry heaved into the sink. She drank from the cold tap, even though it was tepid, brown. The plumbing clanked and hissed. When she used the toilet, it barely flushed. Flies. What was she even thinking coming here? She had to get out, home, but she’d no idea where she was, and she wasn’t stepping foot outside, not alone, not out there.

She made it to the bedroom door, steadied herself and opened it. The voices were mostly quiet now, nearly everyone sleeping it off. They were lying in the hall, on the stairs, in the other bedrooms in various states of undress, not bothering to close their doors. There was still music, but no beat. Orchestral. She moved down the stairs, looking for someone with a phone; she lifted handbags and patted down jackets, but no one, no one … then on the bottom step a girl, asleep with her head against the railings and one breast hanging out of her top, was clutching her phone in her dead grip. Katya opened her fingers, one at a time, and pulled it free. She retreated back up the stairs, into the room, closed the door and slipped down against it, steadying her head again.

The number – they’d drilled it into her, time and again, but now it remained frustratingly elusive. Her head was a sieve and everything she knew was leaking out, floating around her, but blurred, taunting her.

Concentrate.

She did as she’d been instructed. She pictured the pink room – home, loved ones, the apartment, Harry Potter, her oh-so-dull flatmate – as she tried to calm herself down, but flashes from this night, from earlier nights kept cramming in, dissipating the numbers every time she tried to grab at them. She put the phone against her forehead and thought of combinations of places – home, pets, parents, nice things, good things – but she just couldn’t grab hold of the figures she needed.

Outside, engines, doors slamming.

They’ve found me! Thank God!

They tracked the phone!

She felt woozy again, sucked in some air. She just had to let them know where she was, maybe keep them outside so that they wouldn’t embarrass her by escorting her out. She made it to the window, more deep breaths to stop her heaving again; it was an attic room, so she had to drag a chair across and haul herself up so she could get a proper look at the street below and shout down, stopping them in their tracks. But when she got there she was confused, because, if they were coming for her, they’d have come in the usual Land Cruisers, not the ragtag of disparate vehicles below. A dozen men were gathering beside them, getting orders. Then they were crossing the road. They split into two groups, one going up an alley and around the back, the other for the front door; then, with the angle of the roof, she lost them.

OK, at least they’re here, and in force. Just get me out of here.

She stepped off the chair and hurried to the door. She yanked it open and hurried down the hall. She began to move back down the stairs; there was a loud crack from below as the door was kicked in.

OK, don’t stand on ceremony, get in and out quick.

And then a burst of gunfire and screams.

Christ, some idiot off his head has stood up to them and they’re trigger-happy with concern for me.

But there was more shooting, and it just didn’t stop. She peered over the banister to the hall far below. She saw the girl she’d taken the cell off standing with her hands raised; the man before her, a bandana pulled up over his mouth and nose, just raised his gun and shot her in the head and she went down.

And suddenly she knew, because she’d read about it, heard about it, it was exactly what they’d warned her of: what they will do to you, what they will do to anyone; how they kill and they kill and they kill, like cats marking their territory in blood. They’re not coming for you, they’re coming for everyone.

She bolted back to the room, slammed the door and locked it, aware of how pathetically inadequate it was as a defence. Old, thin, cracked wood with a tiny lock. They’d walk through it. She leaned against it, breathing hard – and then suddenly there it was, right in front of her eyes, floating: the number. She keyed it in and she was screaming: ‘Paladin! This is Paladin! Please!’ There was no response. The gunfire was closer, coming up the stairs. The screaming, the screaming. Her heart was going to explode. ‘Please! It’s me! Paladin! Paladin!’

A cold voice, remote, uninterested: ‘This is not Paladin’s phone.’

‘I lost it! This is Paladin! They’re killing … Help me! Please …!’

‘We have a number of security questions, please answer them as fully as …’

‘NO!’

She threw the phone down and looked about her in desperation. She could hear them calling to each other, probably on the floor below, or coming up the stairs. There were two or three rooms along the hall before they got to this final one. She heard doors being kicked in, more shots.

They’re going from room to room. They’re killing everyone.

She could plead with them, tell them who she was, what she was worth. She had a duty to survive. But they weren’t taking the time to ask questions. They were on a mission to slaughter. It didn’t matter why. All she knew was that she was next.

She flicked the light switch off and raced back to the window. She clambered on to the chair. It was an old skylight, with the catch painted over; she pulled and pulled at it, but the drying paint had welded it shut. She stepped back down, lifted the chair by two legs and swung it up at the window. The glass shattered. Most of the jagged shards fell back towards her; all she could do was hold her head to one side and pray she wasn’t impaled. She kept hold of the chair and moved it from side to side along the frame, clearing out as many of the remaining pieces as she could, then stood on it again and hauled herself up, wincing as fragments cut into her hands.

Behind her, there was a pull on the door handle, then a kick at the door. When it held firm, there was a thud as a shoulder was put to it. She was balancing precariously in the skylight now. A fraction of a second before the door was shouldered again, forcing it off its hinges, she lowered herself down until she was hanging by just her fingertips while her feet scrambled for purchase on the slippery tiles of the sharply angled roof. But there was none to be had.

The light went on behind her. She stopped moving. She held her breath. Her fingernails tried to dig into the paintwork of the frame, but it was no good. There were footsteps on the wooden floor, getting closer.

Please God, please God, please God …

Her face pressed into the tiles. She couldn’t bring herself to look up at her doom. There was noise from below. She peered down and saw the killers steaming out of the house and crossing to their vehicles. The engines were starting up.

It’s over, it’s over, it’s over, oh my sweet Lord, it’s …

She glanced up at the window, wondering if she had the strength to pull herself back up.

And in that moment, she knew it didn’t matter. There was a young man in the frame, staring down at her, just his head and shoulders; she knew he was standing on the chair, leaning one arm on the inside sill for support, a gun clutched in his hand. He had a red bandana across his mouth and nose. Even in the gloom she could see that his eyes were the most dynamic blue. He raised his other hand and pulled down the bandana and gave her a wide smile.

Please.

And then he brought the butt of the gun down hard on her fingers, and she could do nothing but let go.

She sailed out, silently.

The first light of day was just breaking through, daggers of revelation over Belfast. She loved her city, and she hated it. She thought of home, and her parents, and everything she had once had and had now lost forever and ever, Amen.


1

Just that morning I had been promised riches beyond my wildest dreams.

I was idly speculating on what the four million, three hundred thousand dollars could do for my lifestyle – including getting me a mint condition EMI vinyl copy of the Sex Pistols’ Anarchy in the UK and something to play it on. I had imagined that acquiring such a rarity would eat well into my new fortune, but was both relieved and stressed to discover that it was currently only valued at twenty-five pounds. My first and only wife Patricia had melted my original copy in a toaster many years before. Now the toaster was probably worth more than the record, because nobody had yet worked out how to download toast for free.

I had been promised the money by the wife of an Exxon Mobil executive who’d been killed in a plane crash in Qatar with eight other oil workers. He’d left the money in a private account to which only she, Mrs Fatimah Abd-Al-Hamid, had access, but she had encountered various difficulties getting the money out of the country. By a process of elimination or blind luck she had heard of my good works and deep spirituality and was going to transfer all of her money into my bank account – all I had to do was open up a different account in Malaysia and pay a little bit to her up front, just to cover the paperwork. It seemed like a roundabout way to do it but, nevertheless, a good deal. It would certainly get me out of the private investigations business. Although I had some aptitude for it, I had no real desire. I had no idea what I actually wanted to be doing, but I knew it wasn’t poking my nose into other people’s business, because other people’s business usually sucked.

I had exchanged several emails with Mrs Abd-Al-Hamid during the course of the morning; I felt increasingly close to her and found her charming, although suffused with old-fashioned formality. Even though our acquaintance was short, and I found myself occasionally distracted by a Twix, I think I was beginning to fall in love with her a little bit, a feeling which was soon allied with concern as she revealed further unsettling details about herself and her circumstances. Not only could she not get the money out of the country without my help, she was also terminally ill and might not see the week out, so it was doubly vital that I get the bank account set up immediately or the money might be lost forever. She was thinking of others, even though she was dying! How could I not love her?! She wasn’t just asking me, she was beseeching me, which is something I don’t get a lot of, unless you count my late wife Patricia’s beseeching me to pay her maintenance by direct debit rather than via the handfuls of grubby bank notes I sometimes pushed through her letter box on the way home from the pub. And when I say ‘late’, I don’t mean that Patricia had departed this mortal coil. No, absolutely not. Patricia was too stubborn to depart from anywhere until she was good and ready. By ‘late’ I mean that she was no longer officially Mrs Starkey. Following two years of separation, friendly negotiation and internecine warfare, our divorce had finally come through, which made everyone happy, with the exception of the late Mrs Starkey, and yours truly.

But I was fine.

Really.

I was footloose and fancy free.

I had my apartment, I had my office, I had the deep regard of my lover, Pamela Hand, and I had the boundless optimism that comes with middle age. Things couldn’t be better. Honestly. And I had Fatima, at least I did have her until I made the devastating discovery that Mrs Abd-Al-Hamid was not being entirely faithful to me, and had been offering her riches to at least one other of my Facebook friends – that is to say, a complete stranger who had friended me because we were both called Dan, and I was that desperate I accepted. And then, the more I looked into it, the more suitors to her fortune were revealed and it began to dawn on me that Mrs Abd-Al-Hamid was being unfaithful to me not just with my friends but with many thousands of other poor lonely souls. There was even the possibility that, not only was she being free with her cancer-ridden charms, she might even have been attempting to scam me out of my non-existent savings. Shocked and horrified as I was, I still retained enough composure to draft a dignified email to her which not only gave her notice of my intention to withdraw from our arrangement, but which also made it absolutely clear that my feelings had been badly hurt by her deceit. I wasn’t the first and I wouldn’t be the last, but at least I was letting my feelings be known. I was standing up for all men who had been led astray by the attentions of a beautiful woman with a master plan.

Don’t get me wrong. I may have had a problem with the late Mrs Starkey, and I very definitely had issues with Fatimah Abd-Al-Hamid, but generally I love women. Always have. I love beautiful, mischievous women; I love women with raucous laughs and withering put-downs; I love the way their eyes dance when they’re happy and their smiles are so alive they jump around like mackerel in a net, how they can make you forget everything and remember everything simultaneously, how they make you want to stand up and be counted. Women are the difference between life and living, they give a reason to be, a reason to endure and they give me hope. I hate to disappoint them, but I always will. I was poor and unemployed, and neither of the women I loved wanted anything to do with me; beyond Fat and Trish, I had enjoyed several affairs in the past year which had ended badly. Another man, in a similarly singular situation, had told me, when I had most recently split up with Trish, that there were thousands of similarly middle-aged women out there who were dying to meet someone new and shag them senseless; he had failed to inform me that most of them were as mad as a box of frogs and came with more baggage than Dumbo’s circus train.

As I checked over what was sure to be my final email to Fatimah Abd-Al-Hamid, I began to sing to myself, quietly at first, but then gradually building: Motown hits with delicate hip movements on my swivel chair. I should have been miserable and lonely, but it was such a rare and glorious day that my sadness was hiding behind a parasol and I felt unaccountably happy. I intended to shut up the office, pick up my regular sandwich across the road and adjourn to the Botanic Gardens with a six-pack. I would call up a couple of old friends and we would lie in the sun and discuss football and music and marriage, and burn ourselves in the sun in a way that only the Northern Irish can: red raw. I smiled at the thought of it while continuing to blast out my memories of taking the ‘Midnight Train to Georgia’; though strictly speaking it wasn’t Motown, it felt like one of their finest tales of heartbreak and hope … I was singing so loud, in fact, that I wasn’t even aware that the office door had opened, or that there was a tall man in a smart suit standing there, at least not until he cleared his throat – and Gladys died in mine while still considerably short of Georgia – and he gave me a nod and said, ‘It’s good to see someone happy in their work.’

‘Never knowingly happy,’ I responded, ‘and never heard of knocking?’

He said, ‘I did.’

His accent was Belfast, but he spoke with the clarity of someone who’d spent a lot of time in England, wanting to be understood.

I said, ‘But I didn’t buzz you in, downstairs. I have a system.’

‘Can’t say I noticed,’ he said.

‘You have to press the buzzer before the system kicks in,’ I said. ‘I suspect you outfoxed it by waiting for someone to come out, and then slipping in before the door closed properly.’

He said, ‘Correct, though I wasn’t waiting, the fact that someone was leaving was fortuitous.’

‘And with that,’ I said, ‘the Maginot Line was breached and millions died.’

‘Hopefully not,’ he said, and stepped fully into my office. His eyes flitted around it, taking in the desk and my comfy leather swivel chair and the two white plastic efforts from Homebase I kept for clients, although they were sometimes one too many, and often two too many. Business had not been good of late. He noted my laptop and filing cabinet and the skylight, which I occasionally propped open in our Ulster summer and through which it had once, rather memorably, snowed. Today it was actually boiling, and the little air that was getting in was doing nothing to relieve the heat. His gaze lingered for a moment on the rubber plant in one corner, which had neither thrived nor foundered since Patricia had presented it to me as a peace offering six months previously, and about which I was coming to the inescapable conclusion that it was in fact a rubber plant made of rubber. Apparently satisfied with our surroundings, my visitor then reached across the desk to shake my hand. We were both firm and manly about it.

‘Michael Finn,’ he said.

‘Dan Starkey. But then you probably know that.’

He smiled. He had good teeth set in a good face, with a good complexion. When he faced himself in the mirror in the morning he probably felt pretty good about how he looked. He was maybe fifty-five years old. I hoped I looked that good when I got to fifty-five – ah, who am I kidding? I’ll never get to fifty-five. His face was the kind you see in adverts for BUPA health care, gated communities and SAGA holidays: it glowed with robust good health, with vim and vigour, and displayed no hints of the doom which awaits all of us. His features were sharp, his skin smooth and his hair immaculate. When I indicated for him to sit, and he slipped into his chair, I caught the slightest hint of aftershave off him and a sharper whiff of recently consumed coffee. He had a small leather satchel with him, which was somewhere between a briefcase and a man-bag. There was a logo on the side, which I had a brief glimpse of before he set it at his feet, and which looked familiar – probably one of the designer labels that my late wife would have liked to have become more familiar with.

He said, ‘I should have called ahead. But I was on the way to the airport when someone suggested you as a last resort, and I thought I would take the chance. You’re some kind of private investigator.’

‘Some kind,’ I agreed.

‘I mean no disrespect.’

‘None taken. A last resort is still a resort. You’re just leaving the best till last.’

‘I mean, you don’t have “Private Investigator” on the door, or downstairs on the buzzer. In fact, there’s no name at all down there.’

‘That’s the way I like it,’ I said. ‘Last time I had my name out front, someone blew the door off with a bomb.’

He studied my face for some indication of humour, but there was none to be found. He gave a sad shake of his head. ‘For a long time I thought this place had changed,’ he said, ‘and I told everyone at home it was safe to come here. This last year, it’s gone to the dogs.’

‘Bad as it ever was,’ I said.

We both pondered that for a bit. He had slumped a little in his chair – pondering Ulster’s Troubles can do that to you – but he became aware of it and straightened himself.

‘You don’t have a website,’ he said, ‘and, as far as I can determine, you’re not in the phone book and, if someone goes pressing on the only buzzer downstairs that does have a name attached to it, they’re not going to get you, they’re going to end up with a Thai massage.’

‘It says “Thai”,’ I said, ‘but I’d say the closest they’ve been to Bangkok is the curry house on the corner. And I’d add, by way of caution, that if you were looking for anything other than your Wee Willie Winkie stretched, you’re probably pressing the wrong buzzer.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind,’ he said.

‘Long gone?’ I asked.

‘Thirty years. I understand you—’

‘I offer a boutique, bespoke service for important people with difficult problems.’

‘That’s what I heard. And also that you sometimes piss people off. Enough to want to blow you up, it would seem.’

‘I try not to encourage that,’ I said, ‘though with mixed results.’

‘The man I work for admires individuality, but demands discretion.’

‘The man I work for provides both.’

‘You are Dan Starkey?’

‘If you’re wearing a suicide vest, I’d have to say no.’

‘The man I work for has a good sense of humour, but not in this case.’

‘It’s my experience that anyone who says they have a good sense of humour hasn’t actually much of one at all.’

Mr Finn clasped his hands. ‘You get results,’ he said.

‘Not always the ones you’re looking for,’ I said, ‘but usually some approximation of the truth.’

‘That’s all he’s looking for,’ said Finn.

‘That’s what they all say,’ I said.

He had been reaching down for his bag when I said it, and it caused him to hesitate. He pursed his lips and then nodded to himself, clearly coming to some decision. He lifted the bag on to his lap and unzipped it. He took out an iPad, tapped the screen and then placed it on the desk and pushed it across to me.

‘This is our standard confidentiality agreement,’ he said, ‘I need your electronic signature before we can continue.’

‘No,’ I said, without looking at it.

‘No?’

I raised an eyebrow.

‘Mr Starkey,’ he said, ‘we—’

‘Before you get into it, can we save ourselves some time by jumping to the point where I say no again?’

‘My client,’ said Finn, ‘is a very rich and important man.’

‘I’m very happy for him.’

‘He—’

‘Confidentiality comes as standard,’ I said, ‘unless you count my Facebook updates. I don’t charge extra for it. Now you’ve already said you don’t have anywhere else to go, so do you think we could stop fannying around and get to the point?’

I said it with a smile, which usually defuses the impact. Usually. Finn took the tablet back. He studied the screen, though I could see that his pupils weren’t moving, so he wasn’t reading it, but again just taking a little time out to think. I glanced at my watch. It was almost one. The café across the road had a sandwich with my name on it. I had gotten to the stage of life where food had assumed a greater importance than almost everything else, including my sex life and Liverpool, although perhaps only because they were both experiencing a disappointing early-season form. There was blue August sky visible through the open skylight. I had my jacket off and the sleeves of my white shirt were rolled up. It was hotter than July. I had spent the last three months largely working on a novel, which I knew would never be finished. I had no cases, no clients and the closest I’d come to a meaningful relationship with a beautiful woman was the lovely Fatimah, who had turned out to be not so lovely after all. The rent on my office and the mortgage on my apartment were badly overdue. I needed to work. If he’d pushed it, I would have signed the damn thing.

But he didn’t.

Instead, he said, ‘I work for Thomas Wolff.’

‘The novelist?’

‘No, not the novelist.’

‘Good thing, he died in – I don’t know – 1938? A different Thomas Wolff?’ And then it clicked: I knew why the logo on his man-bag had looked familiar. The head of a wolf: the corporate logo of – ‘Thomas Wolff, as in Wolff TV, movies, newspapers, computers, games, all that …?’

‘All that. Yes.’

Wolff was an East Ender who’d gotten his start in porn – publishing and sex shops – and he still kept his finger in, so to speak, with a dozen late-night soft-core channels, and he’d built them into a media company with interests on every continent. He loved the limelight, was always pictured with a cigar and a pretty girl; he had taken over on The Apprentice, hiring and firing with a rugged charisma.

‘Very good. Very impressive. You know, when I was younger, I was convinced his first name was Billionaire, because every time—’

‘Yes,’ he said.

‘… and you’ve heard it all before.’

He nodded.

‘So, what can this private investigator of last resort do for Billionaire Barrow Boy Thomas Wolff?’

Finn tapped the iPad screen again and then turned it round to show me the photo of a very good looking young woman, possibly eighteen or nineteen, posing in what looked like the Caribbean. She had short blond hair and a wide, happy smile; she was wearing a white top, tied at the navel, and short cut-off jeans; there was a turquoise sea and a beach curving round behind her with a palm tree dipping down into the water.

‘This is Alison Wolff,’ said Finn, ‘his only daughter. She went missing in Belfast nine months ago. She hasn’t been seen since. He wants you to find her – dead or alive.’
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