
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      ROYAL SCANDAL

      AN Eamon Martini THRILLER

    

    




      
        P.M. heron

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: SIRANI PUBLISHING LIMITED]
          [image: SIRANI PUBLISHING LIMITED]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        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

      

      
        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

      

      
        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

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

      
        Chapter 68

      

      
        Chapter 69

      

      
        Chapter 70

      

      
        Chapter 71

      

      
        Chapter 72

      

      
        Chapter 73

      

      
        Chapter 74

      

      
        Chapter 75

      

      
        Chapter 76

      

      
        Chapter 77

      

      
        Chapter 78

      

      
        Chapter 79

      

      
        Chapter 80

      

      
        Chapter 81

      

      
        Chapter 82

      

      
        Chapter 83

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        FREE SAMPLE – MARTINI #3 Prologue

      

      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Lismore Castle, Lismore, Co Waterford, Ireland, June, 1982

      

      Prince George had fallen in love with Lismore Castle on his first visit as an eight-year-old child. Heir apparent to the British throne, George Albert Harold Arthur, the Prince of Wales, was the firstborn son of Her Majesty The Queen of England and her husband, His Royal Highness the Duke of Wessex. He’d returned to Lismore again and again, often feeling as though he was spending more time in Ireland than in what should have been his kingdom a few hundred miles east, across the Irish Sea.

      Unfortunately, Prince George’s life was to be steered in a completely different direction. His name would be etched into the history books not as the would-be king of England, but rather as the highest profile death between the period of 1968 and 1998, during the most recent Anglo-Irish conflict, raising tensions like never before between Britain and Ireland.

      Built on the southern banks of the River Blackwater, Lismore Castle was just eighteen miles and a thirty-minute drive from the East Irish coast and the choppy Irish Sea. Surrounded by walls armed with Cromwellian cannons, the castle had stood the test of time. Built in and around the year 1170, it had been owned by many of history’s nobility, most notably Sir Walter Raleigh, who’d influenced the first English colonies of America, beginning in what is known today as North Carolina. Raleigh was also believed to have gifted the Emerald Isle with potatoes and tobacco—the Irish people grateful for one more than the other.

      Many notorious visitors had spent a night or two within the castle walls, including Cecil Beaton, Lucian Freud, Fred Astaire and, most notably, the thirty-fifth President of the United States, John F. Kennedy.

      Prince George always felt the castle’s history seeping through his bones whenever he stayed here. This time was no different.

      The morning of 23 June was mouthwateringly beautiful. The sun shone through the windows in rays as if sent down by the powers above and the birds chirped, singing the same old melody they warbled each and every morning.

      Prince George sat at his kitchen table, reading the newspaper—the Belfast Telegraph—while stirring the stainless steel teapot and preparing to pour his first brew of the day. A creature of habit, Prince George—or “Georgie” as he was known to those closest to him—had grown accustomed to the smell of the paper as it sat just inches from his nose while he appreciated his favourite brew of Yorkshire Tea.

      But after learning what had taken place in Belfast the previous day, the prince couldn’t read any more.

      Folding the paper over, he left it on the table and got up, walking across the rustic kitchen to look down upon the river. The sky was baby blue, the summer sun bearing down on the verdant land of the Emerald Isle, causing the grass to look greener and a blinding reflection to bounce off the river’s surface.

      The prince allowed himself a moment to enjoy the landscape before reminding himself of what he’d just read. ‘Bloody ashamed to call myself British,’ he mumbled as he returned to the table, lifting the teapot and filling his cup.

      ‘Don’t let your oul ma hear you say that.’ A voice, a thick Belfast accent, came from the kitchen door.

      Prince George looked around, seeing Damien Cleary, Snr., chief of staff of the Provisional IRA, closing the door behind him. Standing next to him was his son Damien, Jnr., rising star within the republican movement, IRA intelligence director and the most wanted man in Britain. Behind Cleary was Martin Dornan, operating commander of the Falls Road Brigade.

      ‘Jesus, Damien! I’ve told you before never to come here,’ Prince George spat, speaking with his private boarding school accent.

      ‘Relax, we weren’t seen,’ Cleary, Snr. replied. He was in his late forties, with dark brown hair and piercing blue eyes. His stare was cold and intelligent. The weathered expression on his face was one of a man who’d spent the last ten years arming and directing a paramilitary organisation with a membership of 20,000 strong within its ranks.

      Cleary, Snr. had been one of the first Catholics to be burned out of his home by the loyalist Ulster Volunteer Force while the local police—the Royal Ulster Constabulary—cleared the way for the loyalists to do so. The IRA, who’d mounted mediocre attacks on the Northern Irish “Orange”, pro-Protestant State every decade since the country’s partition in 1921, had failed to protect the Catholic community, resulting in eight people dead and almost 2,000 Catholics in Belfast fleeing their homes.

      Cleary, Snr. had grown up on Bombay Street in West Belfast, which had been completely burned to the ground during the attacks. A refugee in his own country, Cleary Snr., like many other Catholics at the time, had gone to Dublin, where he’d held a meeting with the ruling Army Council of the OIRA and had accused them of failing to protect the Catholics in the north. This led to the OIRA being overthrown, and like a phoenix rising out of the ashes, came the birth of the new, more ferocious Provisional IRA, known colloquially as “the Provos”.

      After the failure of the civil rights demonstrations of the sixties, the Provos were men and women, normal Catholics, who were tired of the way the failed, sectarian state had opposed their basic human rights. Diplomatic channels and peaceful marches, which Catholics had adopted from Martin Luther King in the US, had resulted in the Stormont government and its armed forces reacting with violence instead of responding with dialogue. The peaceful approach saw Catholics battered and arrested and the burning of Bombay Street and other parts of Belfast.

      The people had asked for equal rights. They’d marched for equal rights. But all they had received was being arrested and beaten.

      Out of options and feeling the tight grip of the Stormont government around their throats silencing them, the Provos—the Catholic scum, the second-class citizens—drew up its three-stage offensive against the Northern Irish government. First: defence of the Catholic community. Second: retaliation for attacks on their community. And third: launching a guerrilla campaign against the British crown with the end goal of a thirty-two county Irish sovereignty.

      Stepping further into the room, Cleary, Snr. looked at the copy of the Belfast Telegraph that Prince George had been reading. ‘Interesting read, isn’t it?’

      ‘How can you be sure you weren’t followed?’ the prince persisted.

      Cleary ignored the question.

      Prince George looked at the paper. ‘I see your boys had a busy day yesterday.’

      ‘Three dead.’ Cleary, Snr. sat down at the table, across from the prince. Cleary, Jnr. stood at the door. Dornan went back outside to wait in the car. ‘This war isn’t going to end well for any of us. I need you to give me something. We need to hit the Brits so hard that the British public demand the Tories pull them out.’

      Prince George nervously brought his cup up to his lips, looking at Cleary over the rim of the white ceramic mug bearing the crest of the Worcestershire and Sherwood Foresters Regiment on its side.

      Cleary, Snr. Cleared his throat. ‘Look, Georgie—bombing commercial and military targets in London, Birmingham or anywhere else in England was not what we wanted. We don’t want English people suffering because your boys won’t leave Ireland.’

      ‘They’re not my boys.’

      ‘The cup you’re holding would suggest otherwise,’ Cleary, Jnr. said from the door. He looked like his father: the same dark hair, the same piercing blue eyes. His face appeared to display the same expression at all times, as if every muscle had been frozen. Like a stone-cold predator. Intimidating—and very calculating.

      ‘I’ve spent the last ten years serving the Crown, if nothing more than to please my family. But I’ve always disagreed with British methods. It was wrong to partition Ireland. You Catholics never had a fucking hope in hell. I love the Irish people as much as my own.’

      ‘That blue-eyed, freckle-faced Belfast girl didn’t have anything to do with that, did she?’ Cleary, Jnr. enquired.

      ‘Don’t bring her into it, you fucking arsehole!’ Prince George shouted, glaring across the room. Cleary, Jnr. simply glared back at him. ‘Who do you think you are?’

      Cleary, Jnr. stepped further into the kitchen, approaching the table and holding the prince’s gaze with every step. ‘You know who I am, Georgie. And I know who you are. Or should I say―what you’ve been up to.’

      ‘Back away, son,’ Cleary, Snr. warned. He looked back at the prince. ‘He meant no harm. You know what you youngsters are like these days. Very quick to fly off the handle.’

      ‘I do,’ the prince spat, still glaring at Cleary, Jnr. ‘Any more of those wisecracks and we’ll be stepping outside.’

      Cleary, Jnr. didn’t reply.

      ‘You’d fallen in love with a lady whose father was part of the IRA. Now, she’s an intelligence officer for the Provos. You secretly became sympathetic to our cause and have used your family and connections in the Ministry of Defence to help the people of this country. For that, we’re grateful.’

      ‘What do you want, Cleary?’ the prince asked with a sigh.

      ‘Like I said, I want you to give me something. One major assault on the British Army that will send so many shock waves throughout Westminster that your prime minister pulls your boys out of here and we can get on with the job of unifying this troubled land.’

      The prince grunted, then smirked. ‘Sounds very poetic.’

      ‘Our people are suffering,’ Cleary, Jnr. growled, approaching the table again. ‘Keep making snide comments and see where it gets you.’

      ‘You don’t frighten me, mate.’

      ‘The shame of what you’ve done would decimate your family. Perhaps even bring an end to the monarchy,’ Cleary, Snr. surmised.

      Prince George looked at the elder Cleary and shook his head.

      ‘Look, I’m grateful for the intel you’ve fed to our organisation, but it’s not getting us anywhere. We need more.’

      ‘How about a bloody invitation to Sunday lunch with the Queen and my father?’ the prince retorted sarcastically.

      ‘That would be an awkward dinner, son, and I don’t think the conversation would flow very well.’ Cleary, Snr. stood up and walked to the counter. Grabbing himself a cup, he returned to the table and poured himself a cup of tea. ‘All I need is for you to find out where there will be a large number of troops in one place. Somewhere many Brits will die, but away from the crowded streets of Belfast and Derry. We don’t need any more innocent casualties.’ He took a sip of his tea, then stood up. Setting the cup down, he looked towards his son. ‘Let’s go, Damien.’

      They left through the kitchen door, out into the garden, where a 1978 blue Ford Cortina sat idling in the driveway. Martin Dornan occupied the driver’s seat.

      

      Prince George stood at the kitchen sink, looking through the window and watching as the Ford drove off into the distance. He filled his cup with warm water and left it steeping in the sink.

      ‘Fuck you, Cleary,’ he said resolutely, turning and making his way towards the hall. He lifted the phone off the receiver and called his friend and mentor in the army―the man leading Operation Banner. The phone rang four times before there was an answer.

      ‘Hello? Brigadier Whiteside speaking.’

      ‘It’s Georgie, Brigadier. How’s life in the troubled city of Belfast?’

      Whiteside laughed, his voice becoming less formal and more friendly. ‘You know what Belfast’s like: one half of the population is trying to kill us and the other half is trying to be a part of us.’

      ‘Better you than me.’

      ‘How can I help you, Your Highness?’

      ‘Less of the formalities, please. It’s Georgie.’

      ‘You’ll one day be king of England, and you expect me to call you Georgie?’

      The prince laughed. ‘I’m growing tired of the idea already.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Reading the news in Belfast, I thought about you and our old days together in the early seventies. I thought perhaps we could meet up. For old time’s sake, you know?’

      ‘You’re still on tour?’

      ‘Fourth tour finished last month, hence I’m currently enjoying the spectacular views of Lismore Castle.’

      Whiteside grunted his understanding. ‘I’ll see you in two days.’

      Prince George ended the call and went into the living room. Sitting down at his writing bureau, he began to write in his journal.

      

      After four and a half hours and 108 miles, Cleary’s journey north via the M11 and M1 came to an end as the Ford pulled up alongside Cassidy’s pub on North Belfast’s Antrim Road.

      Dornan put the car in neutral and lit a cigarette, watching as an armoured police Land Rover raced by, blue lights flashing on the roof. ‘Wonder where those bastards are going?’ Dornan commented.

      ‘God knows. As long as they’re not interested in us, I don’t care,’ Cleary, Snr. replied.

      Dornan looked across at the younger Cleary. ‘We still on for tonight?’

      Cleary, Jnr. blew out smoke through the window, then looked across at him. ‘The operation goes ahead as planned. Call your men. Make sure they’re all ready to go.’ He looked back at his father. ‘You and I are meeting with the rest of the Army Council at eight tonight. The only topic on the table will be stepping up the attacks.’

      ‘What about our boys inside?’ Dornan asked. ‘Those prison conditions are still fuckin’ awful.’

      Cleary, Jnr. looked out the window, watching a young boy, perhaps ten, kicking a football against the wall of Cassidy’s. His Celtic football kit was old and worn. ‘That wee lad over there doesn’t know what’s going on around him. Wondering where his da is.’

      ‘That’s Davy Cassidy’s wee lad,’ Cleary, Snr. said.

      Dornan nodded. ‘Doesn’t know where his old man is.’

      ‘Better he doesn’t know,’ Cleary, Jnr. added.

      ‘I wouldn’t want my son knowing I was locked away in some concrete coffin, either,’ Snr. retorted.

      ‘Well, like I said, that’s what the meeting’s going to be about tonight.’ Cleary, Jnr. flicked the cigarette butt out onto the road. Dornan got out and Cleary, Jnr. took the driver’s seat. He put the car in gear. ‘I’ll give you a ring later.’

      Dornan lowered his head. He was five foot eight and wiry. He didn’t look intimidating until you held his gaze, which was almost as if he was constantly trying to stare you out. His hair was light brown but appeared blond in the sunlight, and his eyes were an uncommon shade of grey. He was Cleary, Jnr.’s right-hand man and spent a lot of time overseas in the US, purchasing weapons. ‘Speak to you lads later.’ He tapped on the roof of the car as Cleary, Snr. got out of the back and took the now vacant front passenger’s seat.

      The Cortina pulled away from the kerb, heading further north along the Antrim Road.

      

      Two days later, Prince George welcomed Brigadier Whiteside into his home.

      ‘God, you haven’t changed, have you?’ Whiteside said, approaching the prince at the entrance to the castle.

      Prince George was six foot three and thin. He’d been a cross-country runner, and his build reflected it. At twenty-nine, he looked like most royals in history—like he’d live to see one hundred and five. He had hazel eyes and matching hair that was permanently combed into a solid side-shade and held in place with some sort of gel. Even when not in public, the prince was dressed in a suit, charcoal tweed being his favourite.

      The prince offered a warm hand to his old friend and commander, patting him on the shoulder with the other. ‘A life that consists of exercise and a healthy diet will allow any man to age gracefully.’ He stood to the side, allowing Whiteside to enter the opulent house.

      ‘You’re only  a young man, sir. Wait until you’re my age.’

      Whiteside was in his early fifties. He stood a few inches shorter than the prince and was fifty pounds heavier, much of it being around the waist. He had pale blue eyes and receding black hair, with one-inch-thick black eyebrows that met in the middle.

      Prince George laughed off the comment, closing the door as he followed the brigadier towards the kitchen.

      Whiteside sat down at the table. ‘How is the Queen? And your father?’

      ‘They’re well, thanks,’ the prince replied. He lifted the kettle, checking it was full, then put it on to boil. ‘Tea or coffee?’

      ‘Tea, please,’ Whiteside said.

      Prince George sat down at the table, facing Whiteside. ‘How’s Belfast?’

      ‘Explosive.’

      The prince nodded. ‘You think our boys are going to be on the streets for much longer?’

      ‘God, I hope not—but who knows? These republican bastards are growing more sophisticated by the day.’

      ‘I guess you can thank Gaddafi for that—and not to mention the fucking Yanks. Always sympathising with their Irish cousins.’ Prince George cleared his throat. ‘I’d like to spend a day with the troops, if I may?’

      ‘Why? You’ve just retired from duty.’

      ‘I want to offer them my support. A morale boost, perhaps. They’ve taken a real tanking from the Provos these past few months, and with the new Tory leader being the menacing bitch that she is, it’s not doing much for them.’

      Whiteside laughed, nodding his head. ‘The PM’s definitely an acquired taste, and not one which many of our lads have managed to acquire yet.’

      The prince nodded. ‘I get the impression Mummy doesn’t like her very much, but, of course, she is the person the British public voted for.’

      ‘Well, I think she’s upset as many English as she has Irish.’ Whiteside laughed. ‘But we’ll just keep on doing the job we’re paid to do.’

      ‘I’ve got a call scheduled with Mummy this evening. I’m going to suggest a visit from her and my father. I think some recognition from their Queen would hopefully give our boys the boost they need. Can’t be easy for them under the current climate. It appears that every time we take out a couple of theirs, the IRA get us back.’

      Whiteside’s expression turned more serious. ‘Yes, it’s a war that nobody seems to be winning.’ The brigadier cleared his throat. ‘When were you thinking of visiting the troops?’

      ‘Perhaps in the next couple of weeks? Mid July, I expect.’

      ‘I’ll organise something.’

      ‘Make it a good gathering, will you? The more, the better.’

      The kettle boiled.

      Prince George got up and set about making the tea.

      ‘Have you been north of the border recently?’

      ‘Only to Londonderry to visit her.’ The prince grabbed two cups from the cupboard above the kettle.

      ‘Has Her Majesty ever found out?’

      ‘What? That I met, fell in love with and had children in secret with a lady whose family is knee-deep in the blood of British soldiers?’ The prince sniggered as he brought a tray bearing cups, sugar, milk, and a teapot over to the table.

      ‘Why’d you tell me, then?’

      Prince George sat down, lifted the lid of the stainless steel pot and began to stir, pressing the two teabags within against the inside. ‘You’re one of my oldest friends. And we both know this is a war. Mummy doesn’t. Neither does the new PM. They see the Provisional IRA as little more than terrorists, but they’re fighting for their people. Christ, if I were born here, I perhaps would have called it “Derry” and fought on their side, too.’ He closed the lid of the pot and poured the tea. ‘But as it stands, my duty is to offer support to our lads.’

      

      The next day, Prince George stood in the doorway, watching as Whiteside’s green Land Rover moved further and further down the driveway. He turned and walked back inside.

      Going straight to the phone, he produced Cleary, Snr.’s telephone number from where he’d written on the edge of the Belfast Telegraph’s front page. He lifted the phone off the receiver, pressed it to his left ear and dialled. The moment the receiver started to ring in his ear, his heart started to race. He felt the blood rushing in his right ear, his palms starting to sweat.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘I need to meet with you, Damien. I’ve got more for you.’

      ‘Can you come to Belfast?’

      ‘No, but I’m due in Londonderry …’

      ‘You mean Derry?’

      Prince George shook his head. ‘Whatever. I’m visiting Grainne on the weekend …’

      ‘Are you sure it’s wise for you to go there?’

      ‘Aine is four years old now, and I haven’t seen her half as much as I would have liked. I need to see her.’

      ‘Okay. We’ll meet at the Free Derry wall, midnight on Saturday.’

      ‘See you then.’

      Prince George hung up and went into the living room. He sat down, crossed his legs and picked up a framed photograph of Aine, one of the twins. Her sibling, James, was in London, being raised as the first child of his farce of a marriage. His wife Janice, Duchess of York had been happy to go along with the charade. Steering clear of formal duties and the paparazzi for ten months, the story they had told was that the princess wanted to have the child out of the public eye. Less stress for the child, they’d said.

      Grainne was left heartbroken. Aine would grow up in Derry believing she was an only child, and James would grow up heir to the British throne, never realising he had a twin sister.

      The prince looked at the Telegraph next to him. The front page was a scene of devastation in Belfast, where six British troops had been ambushed by a handful of snipers on the Falls Road. The heading said that the Provisional IRA’s death count of British troops was on the rise.

      He felt a wave of guilt wash over him. ‘May God forgive me.’
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      Donegal, Ireland, June 26th, Present Day

      

      The wind on the beach carried with it a chill, along with the salty sea spray, brought in off the Atlantic Ocean, the 3,000-mile stretch of water that separated the west coast of Ireland from the east coast of America. Paddy Lyttle allowed himself a moment of quiet reflection, wondering if he’d ever go back there. Born and raised in the United States, he’d spent more of his life in Ireland, first as a researcher, then, after his assistant and friend had been killed by the UDA, joining the IRA, taking part in the fight that had raged on for over three decades.

      With retirement age slowly creeping in, Lyttle’s daily ritual of walking his Irish setter along Bundoran Beach before breakfast was interrupted by a call he’d been expecting. He sat down, sinking into the sand, and answered. ‘Commander Falkner. You’ve located them?’

      ‘I have.’ Commander James Falkner, a highly decorated British soldier who’d served in Northern Ireland, had recently retired from his post as the director of MI6. Once on opposite sides of the Irish conflict, the two men had now found themselves facing a common enemy: Eamon Martini. ‘They’re in the south of France.’

      ‘This can’t come back to us, James. If the Americans get wind of us taking Martini out, we’ll be fucked. And using his sister to draw him in is going to piss Martini off, and we both know how dangerous he is. Going after his family is worse than going straight for him, so we need to make sure this is flawless.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Paddy. I’m sending the right men to France.’

      ‘Did you manage to talk Greenwood around?’

      ‘I suspect she knows what we’re doing, but as long as it doesn’t cause her any problems in her new post, she’ll just pretend it’s not happening. Don’t forget, I made her the woman she is. Victoria wouldn’t go against her old mentor; I’m like a second father to the girl. She knows Martini deserves to die. It just can’t be by her hand.’

      

      Harper Black, one of MI6’s newest recruits, sat on the edge of the new director’s desk. She’d just played the recording of the conversation between Falkner and Lyttle. ‘They’re going after his sister.’

      MI6 Director Victoria Greenwood clenched her jaw, her nostrils flaring. ‘I fucking told them to leave Martini alone.’

      ‘What do you want to do?’

      Greenwood lifted her phone and made a call. She activated loudspeaker and slammed it down on the desk, listening to it ring.

      ‘Goodall?’ Teresa Goodall, Greenwood’s opposite number in the Central Intelligence Agency, was yet to have any dealings with the new chief of MI6, and this wasn’t going to be an easy conversation.

      Greenwood knew Goodall was aware of her recent attempt to kill Martini in Berlin, and as such, she didn’t expect a warm reception. ‘Director Goodall, this is Victoria Greenwood of MI6. We haven’t yet had the pleasure.’

      There was a pause, then the sound of a door closing before Goodall came back on the line. ‘Director Greenwood. What can I do for you?’ Her response was civil at best.

      ‘Eamon Martini.’

      ‘What about him?’

      Greenwood sighed. ‘I’m going to cut to the chase and address the elephant in the room. We both know the situation regarding Martini’s recent visit to Berlin. And you’re aware of my role in those events.’ Goodall didn’t reply. ‘This is a courtesy call and nothing more.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘Commander James Falkner and Paddy Lyttle have just become aware of the whereabouts of Martini’s sister. They plan to use her to get to him.’

      ‘How do you know this?’

      ‘Because Falkner came to me for support. I declined.’

      ‘And why would you do that?’

      Greenwood was growing tired of the hostility. ‘They know Elizabeth Cleary is in the south of France. The information is yours―do what you want with it. I just wanted to make you aware.’

      ‘I appreciate that.’ The American’s feeble attempt at diplomacy came through. ‘I’ll pass this on to Eamon.’

      ‘Goodbye.’ Greenwood ended the call.

      ‘So now Martini will go after them,’ Black surmised.

      Greenwood nodded. ‘Whatever happens, happens. I told them to leave it alone.’

      ‘What would you like me to do?’

      ‘Find out who they’re sending to France, in case Goodall calls back, wanting to know more.’

      Black left the office.

      Greenwood stood up, shoved her hands inside the pockets of her grey trousers and sauntered over to the window, which looked out over the Thames. She’d come a long way. Now in arguably the highest seat in British intelligence, she had only Falkner to thank. The retired commander had guided her throughout her career. Once his most lethal assassin, racking up a body count of over one hundred, Greenwood had never thought she’d be where she was. But she was getting restless. At thirty-nine, she was still in her prime, and she feared the new job would only slow her down. She felt like she needed to be out there again; to sharpen her reflexes. She was a killer at heart.

      How did she feel about passing on information that could get her old mentor and father figure killed? Indifferent, truth be told. On the outside, she was five foot nine and athletically built, with an unexpectedly soft facial expression, wide brown eyes and straight black hair that cascaded down the sides of her face before curling beneath her chin. She was easy to look at—beautiful, even. But on the inside, she was the female equivalent of Eamon Martini.

      What did she think of him? Was she indifferent to him, too? Greenwood thought about it as she turned back to her desk. She couldn’t put her finger on it.

      

      The early morning sun bled through the high rises along Times Square as Eamon Martini made his way north along one of Manhattan’s most visited streets. West 42nd St was bustling, and Martini couldn’t decipher tourist from local.

      It felt good to be home. To just blend in with the crowd. Here he was, no different to everyone else around him―not Eamon Martini, son of the last boss of the Martini crime family, one of the five families that made up La Cosa Nostra.

      Passing the window of a Starbucks, Martini looked at his reflection, taking in his six foot, athletic frame draped in one of Milan’s finest fabrics. Beyond the reflection was the person he was there to meet.

      He’d made Teresa Goodall aware that he wanted to keep his distance from Langley when she’d called.

      He opened the door and went in, listening to the clatter of crockery and the mumbled conversations taking place all around the room. He noted the two cups  already in place on the table before the CIA director.

      Goodall slid one of the cups towards him as Martini moved to take his seat. ‘Cappuccino. Just the way you like it.’

      Martini sat down and pulled the chair in closer. ‘Hello, Teresa. I’ve got to say, I was surprised to get your call. I thought I’d made it clear I’m not with the Agency anymore. Last time was just to help the president.’

      He was referring to President Bill Sheeran’s eight-year-old grandson Enda being kidnapped. Martini had been the first person POTUS had wanted to see. An old friend of the president, from long before he’d taken office, Martini didn’t hesitate to go to his friend’s aid and work alongside Goodall to get the boy back.

      ‘This isn’t CIA business.’

      Martini lifted his cappuccino, brought it up to his lips and looked at her over the rim. ‘Go on.’

      ‘I’ve had a call from the new director of MI6, Victoria Greenwood.’

      Martini took a drink, then set the cup down again. ‘What about?’

      ‘Commander James Falkner and Paddy Lyttle have located your sister in the south of France.’

      ‘Now, why would they go and do a thing like that?’

      ‘You know why.’

      ‘And Greenwood? Why’d she hand over this intel?’

      ‘That’s what concerns me, Eamon.’

      ‘You think it’s a trap?’

      ‘You were top of British Intelligence’s hitlist for a long time. What do you think?’

      ‘I don’t think they want to lose any more good agents.’

      ‘You’re not invincible, Eamon.’

      Martini took another sip of his coffee. ‘You’re worried about me?’ His mouth curled into a slight grin, looking at her across the table, his piercing blue eyes cutting right through her.

      ‘I’m more worried about what the president will say if something happens to you and he finds out I had prior knowledge.’

      ‘The president knows I can look after myself. And now it looks like I’m on my way back to Europe.’
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      Commander James Falkner had been sat in his car for just over thirty minutes, waiting for the two men to arrive. Both former SAS soldiers now working in the security industry for a London-based firm, the men were old friends who’d worked alongside Falkner in Belfast.

      Before returning to civvy street, fifty-six-year-old Tony Willow and fifty-seven-year-old Jack Host had taken part in many off-the-books jobs with Falkner in Northern Ireland. Both men had been young, fresh-faced soldiers when Falkner had first recruited them into his unit. One thing the three all shared was losing brothers in arms to the republican movement. Both Willow and Host were at the Ballymena ambush—one of the single biggest losses of life to the British Army by the Provos— and had sworn that one day, they would take their revenge.

      Willow had struggled with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder since leaving the army. He’d hit the bottle, eventually driving his wife and two sons away. Host had brought Willow into the security business, thinking a steady job amongst friends would keep him off the booze and straighten him out. His plan had worked: Willow was now celebrating his eleventh year of sobriety.

      Both men had been reluctant to listen to what Falkner had had to say when he’d made contact, but their respect for their old commander was enough to at least hear the man out.

      Folding his six foot three frame and two hundred and forty pounds of muscle, Willow opened the passenger door of Falkner’s car and got in. ‘Commander Falkner, it’s been a long time.’

      ‘It has, Tony, mate,’ Falkner replied. The retired commander looked through the rear windscreen, seeing the six foot eight, thin and wiry Host approaching the rear driver’s side door.

      Host got in and tapped Falkner on the shoulder. ‘What’s with all the cloak and dagger, Commander? I thought you’d left MI6 and were enjoying retirement. Could we not have just met in the Archers?’

      Falkner smiled and nodded, thinking about the pub where he used to assemble his unit to discuss the logistics of clandestine operations over a few pints of lager. ‘I have retired, but I’ve got a job you both won’t say no to. I didn’t say much on the phone because I think my replacement might be listening in. She’s already expressed her opposition to the job.’

      ‘Who’s taken over at MI6, then?’ Willow asked.

      ‘Victoria Greenwood.’

      ‘Greenwood?’ Host said, sounding surprised. ‘Is she not still in school?’

      Falkner laughed. ‘She might be young, Jack, but we all know how capable she is. Perhaps being in the director’s chair might allow her to live a little longer. Between us, I’ve been starting to worry she’s losing her touch. She managed to get herself captured in Berlin alongside some ass-kisser, someone who I wouldn’t trust as far as I could throw.’

      ‘What was Greenwood doing in Berlin?’

      ‘Victoria and Agent Harper Black, had been sent there to take out Eamon Martini.’ He paused for a moment, knowing both of the former soldiers’ eyes would widen once he’d spoken the name.

      ‘How many of our men have we lost in pursuit of that wanker?’ Willow said, his tone deepening.

      Falkner ignored the question. ‘Martini’s the reason you’re both here. We had the opportunity to take him out, but it didn’t work out that way. He had someone feeding him intel at the time.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Remember my driver, Karl?’

      ‘How the fuck did Martini get him on side?’

      ‘It gets better. Guess who Karl’s been married to ever since he left the Regiment?’ They both looked at him, shaking their heads. ‘Elizabeth Cleary.’

      Willow furrowed his brow. ‘Cleary, as in Damien Cleary?’

      Falkner nodded, seeing the expression on their faces change. ‘Martini will not allow those he loves to take the fall for the life he’s involved himself in.’

      Host scratched the three-inch scar that rested just above the right side of his mouth. ‘So, we kidnap Karl and Martini’s sister to bring him in?’

      ‘That’s it,’ Falkner confirmed. ‘You lads pull this off and we might even bring Cleary, Jnr. out from the shadows. If he’s still alive. Bastard hasn’t been seen for years.’

      

      From behind the wheel of her Land Rover, Harper Black listened to the three men constructing their plan to get Martini.

      She’d heard enough.

      Putting the vehicle in gear, she took off back to MI6 headquarters, the drive plagued by the tenderness of the bullet wound she’d received in Berlin when she’d accompanied Greenwood in pursuit of Martini.

      Black replayed the recording, paying specific attention to Falkner’s description of her. The man was held in the highest regard in British Intelligence, his reputation so crisp that he had enough sway to have Victoria Greenwood appointed to the director’s position with minimal consideration. But to hear the way he referred to both Black and Greenwood, it was clear he’d walk over anyone who’d get in his way in pursuit of Martini. It appeared even Greenwood, who was considered his prodigy, his secret weapon, wasn’t exempt from Falkner’s wrath when it came to getting his hands on the CIA’s own secret weapon.

      From what Black had heard, both she and Greenwood would not get in Falkner’s way.

      We’ll fucking see about that.

      She called Greenwood, connecting the call through the Land Rover’s sound system.

      ‘Harper, what have you got?’

      ‘Host and Willow, two of the commander’s men, have just met with him. I’m on my way back to HQ now.’

      ‘Don’t forget to remove the bug from his car. He’ll know to check for one. Especially after the conversation we had with him.’

      ‘You know Martini will kill him for going after his family.’

      ‘Falkner should have thought about that before going against us. What’s your ETA?’

      ‘See you in fifteen minutes.’
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      The flight from New York’s JFK Airport was long, becoming quite lively halfway across the Atlantic Ocean. Martini had managed an hour’s sleep during the first half of the journey, but after he was awoken by the turbulence, he’d struggled to get back off again, instead deciding to entertain himself with a book he’d purchased in the departures lounge. He’d eaten a chicken burger with fries, washing it down with a pot of tea.

      Martini put his restlessness down to feeling uneasy about the developing relationship between himself and Teresa Goodall. The CIA director was, until recently, not someone he had a good relationship with. When young Enda Sheeran had been snatched from his mother’s arms, Martini had been twelve months into his retirement from the Agency. Learning of the commander-in-chief’s plight, Martini had had no objections to getting involved in the rescue mission to retrieve the president’s grandson. The silver lining to the kidnapping, he supposed, was that it had forced Goodall and Martini to work together, dissolving most of the existing animosity between the two.

      And when he’d spotted Goodall’s name flash across the screen of his phone, he knew his time in retirement was over.

      CIA Station Chief Joseph Mag was to pick him up from the airport in Paris and provide him with everything he’d need to deliver a message to Falkner and Lyttle―a clear, reminder not to fuck with a guy’s family. As Martini saw it, he’d tried to bury the hatchet, but that hadn’t been enough for the two men. Now, they would die―and he wouldn’t lose an ounce of sleep over it.

      The evening was crisp, and cool enough for Martini to feel comfortable in just his grey suit jacket. His eyes were heavy after the long haul in the air, and from being woken from his sleep. He emerged from the doors of Paris Charles de Gaulle Airport, cradling two cups of coffee he’d purchased from the Starbucks inside the terminal. Mag, another old friend and the newest station chief in France, was leaning against the bonnet of a black Audi Q7, his arms folded, the bulges beneath his shirt showing signs that he’d not given up his dedicated gym routine since taking up the post.

      ‘Americano, one sugar,’ Martini said, handing Mag one of the paper cups. ‘Just the way you like it, if my memory serves me correctly.’

      Mag took the drink appreciatively. ‘Good to see you, buddy.’ He slapped Martini across the upper arm. ‘I’m just off the phone to the director. She said to remind you not to create any waves over here.’

      ‘Don’t worry, they’re not going to see me coming. But the people who sent them will certainly know who’s behind it.’

      ‘Have you made contact with your sister?’

      Martini shook his head as he walked to the rear of the vehicle and opened the boot. ‘Lizzy doesn’t need to worry. Once I’m done here, Falkner and Lyttle won’t be a danger to anyone ever again.’ He set his bag on the ground and reached into the boot, opening a black holdall. Three Desert Eagles and a handful of magazines rested at the bottom.

      Mag moved to join him. ‘Just in case you want to look them in the eye.’ He lifted the bag and removed a coat, revealing a rifle case. He opened it, then smiled at Martini. The case contained a disassembled Barrett M82 sniper rifle.

      Martini nodded. ‘The M82 will do for now. It’ll be Falkner and Lyttle who get to see me coming.’ He lifted his bag from the ground and deposited it in the boot beside the weapons.

      They got into the car, Martini joining Mag up front in the passenger seat. Mag put the vehicle in first and took off.

      As the station chief drove, Martini fished his phone from his pocket and made a call.

      

      Dorian Chance was in his apartment on the south side of Washington DC, waiting for the call.

      Once the most famous cybercriminal in the United States, Chance had had his rap sheet quashed by decree of the president for his role in helping the CIA find the president’s grandson.

      When Martini had gone to Europe, pretending to meet the kidnappers’ demands, Director Goodall had been forced to outsource. Someone within the Agency had leaked intel on the whereabouts of President Sheeran’s daughter and grandson, which meant Goodall was unable to trust her own people. To stay ahead of the kidnappers, she’d needed to recruit an outsider.

      And Dorian Chance had more than measured up to that.

      Goodall and Chance had temporarily moved into the Executive Residence, POTUS not caring about the hacker’s past. If he was good and Goodall believed the man could be of use, then that was all the commander-in-chief had needed to know.

      His capability proven, Chance’s skills had impressed those in the know, Eamon Martini included—which was why the veteran assassin had brought the hacker in on the events unfolding in Paris.

      Chance had been tracking Willow and Host for twelve hours, ever since they’d boarded their flight from London Stansted to Paris. For the last hour, the two men had been travelling south towards the coast, as Goodall had predicted. According to intel received from MI6, they had booked into a hotel for an overnight stay before making their way to Elizabeth Cleary’s home. MI6 had previously expressed their intention to eliminate her husband Karl, but given his personal involvement with Martini and the real reason that had brought Martini to Europe, they were willing to stand down. Had Karl not kept Martini one step ahead of Greenwood, she would have killed him, which would have severed any chance President Sheeran had of getting his grandson back.

      It appeared more positives came out of those events: MI6 didn’t have to deal with a furious president; US/British intelligence relations had remained intact; and Martini was—unbelievably—given support from British Intelligence. Which was hard for many to believe, given his father’s part to play in the Troubles.

      Turns out, the kidnapping paved the way for more than one second chance.

      As Chance took a drink from his white LA Galaxy soccer mug, he found himself surprisingly grateful for being given gainful employment by the Agency.

      He set the mug down next to his phone just as the device rang. He lifted it and answered the call. ‘Mr Martini.’

      ‘Call me Eamon.’

      ‘Copy that.’

      ‘Are they in place?’

      ‘Almost. They’re about thirty minutes out from the hotel.’

      ‘Stay connected until this is over. And call me if anything changes.’

      ‘You got it.’

      The call ended.

      Chance stood up, feeling the adrenaline rushing through his veins. He looked at himself in the mirror above the fireplace, fixing his messy black hair, repositioning his thick-rimmed glasses and tugging on the collar of his navy shirt.

      If truth be told, he couldn’t wait to hear back from Martini. The man had a colourful history—and that was putting it mildly. Now, Chance found himself being a part of it all.

      He allowed himself a grin, then returned to his seat. He received a notification from the mobile dating app he’d been glued to for the past three months—a notification reminding him that his profile was only seventy percent complete. He wondered could he include the job he was doing. Perhaps not. ‘It would certainly help,’ he mumbled to himself, then conceded that the director would have his balls for doing something so stupid.

      

      The hotel was quiet when the two men arrived.

      Their plan was to get an early night, then make their way to Elizabeth Cleary’s house before sunrise. They were to enter the property before the family awoke, snatching them from their sleep when they’d be disoriented, semi-conscious—and staring down the barrel of a gun.

      The operation would be like taking candy from a baby. Karl wasn’t a career soldier; he had been on civvy street most of his adult life, having left the Regiment in his early twenties. Elizabeth Cleary was a ph.D student who’d had to end her studies early in the aftermath of her husband’s involvement with Eamon Martini’s apparent attempt to assassinate the British Prime Minister.

      Willow parked their French rental in the pre-paid car park, the Renault humming from beneath the bonnet. ‘Lucky we made it in this heap of shit,’ he commented sceptically as he killed the engine and reached into the back, retrieving his bag from the back seat.

      Host lifted his jacket and put it on. ‘Falkner’s always been a stingy bastard. No chance he’d splash out.’ He lifted the backpack resting at his feet and got out.

      They made their way inside and approached the reception desk. Willow greeted the receptionist in French but hoped she could speak better English than his attempt at French as he passed her his credentials.

      The woman scrutinised his passport for a moment, then tapped a few keys on the keyboard in front of her. She looked up at him and smiled, then looked at Host. ‘Room number forty-one. Booked under Falkner?’

      ‘That’s correct,’ Willow said, pocketing his passport.

      The receptionist turned and sauntered to the silver cabinet that ran the length of the wall behind the reception. Pulling open a large drawer that ran on smooth casters, she scanned the inside with a well-manicured fingertip, then reached in and retrieved an envelope. She turned to the two men, offered a pleasant smile, pulled two access cards from the envelope and handed one to each of them. ‘Enjoy your stay.’

      Host smiled. ‘Thank you.’

      Willow offered the same.

      The receptionist pointed to her right. ‘The lift and stairs are just around there.’

      The two men made their way towards the lift and entered the awaiting car. The place was an attempt at luxury. It didn’t quite reach it, but the ex-squaddies had stayed in worse. The room was a considerable size, with twin double beds and a decent view of the surrounding area. They weren’t exactly happy, but they also didn’t complain. Before retiring to civvy street, they had bunked down in some of the most inhospitable places in the world. They’d both had their first taste of war firing their first shots on West Belfast’s Falls Road. They’d killed as many IRA gunmen as they’d lost. The bastards were good, and the bastard leading them was the father of the man they were now going after.

      Both Willow and Host were keen to send news back to London that Eamon Martini was dead.

      After leaving their bags, the two men left the hotel to familiarise themselves with the lay of the land, ensuring that the journey to and from the target’s house was unobstructed.

      

      Martini was quiet during the drive.

      He didn’t like his family being brought into his world. Elizabeth had had a good life in England with her husband and two kids. Eoghan and Lucy had never heard a gunshot or a bomb detonating. Never knew the difference between Catholic and Protestant, republican and loyalist. The kids had normal upbringings. They’d deserved that, at least.

      Unlike their mother, who’d grown up in the middle of the Irish conflict, with her father and grandfather at the centre of it all.

      Against all odds, Elizabeth had somehow managed to raise her kids without them having to endure any of it.

      As Martini sat there, unconsciously clenching his jaw, he realised how easily that could change. Eoghan and Lucy would be in the house when Host and Willow went in. And from what Martini remembered of the pair, they weren’t the most tactful operatives under Falkner’s command.

      Regardless of their tactics, the two men weren’t going to get near his family. It was Martini they wanted, and it was him they were going to get.

      The Audi passed the sign for Marseille. His sister had purchased a holiday home in the seaside town after she’d given birth to Eoghan, and she had always talked about retiring to the place when the kids had grown up. But with the unexpected upheaval caused by Martini’s run-in with MI6, leading to Karl and Elizabeth’s quick departure from London, they’d moved their retirement plans forward ten years.

      The house was a modern build, constructed from grey stone and surrounded by evergreens, with some oaks marking the entrance and a seventy-yard gravel-covered driveway snaking up to the porch. The rear garden kept the hillside company, looking out onto the Mediterranean. Breathtaking was an understatement.

      This was the first time Martini had been to the house. He wished it was under different circumstances, but nevertheless, for all intents and purposes, he was still a loving brother and uncle, visiting his family—save for the assortment of some of Uncle Sam’s finest arms he’d brought along with him.

      Martini allowed himself a moment to appreciate the home, feeling glad that Lizzy and Karl were in a position to give their kids the opportunity of a normal upbringing, one that wouldn’t leave them scarred. Victoria Greenwood had done the unexpected in leaving them be, and he’d have to thank her for that. But first, he was going to show their unexpected visitors what happens to people who endeavour to upset the quiet existence of the innocent.

      The car passed the house for another two hundred yards, then pulled into a layby where a lorry driver had bedded down for the night in his cab. Mag shut the Audi’s engine off and killed the lights, the interior falling into darkness.

      Martini looked at him, the moonlight offering him nothing but a silhouette next to him. ‘When was the last time you sat up all night on a job like this, Joe?’

      ‘It’s been a while.’

      ‘You can go back if you want. I can take it from here.’

      Mag was undeterred. ‘You and I both know the moment their men don’t call in to say they’ve got your family, Falkner and Lyttle will know it hasn’t gone according to plan. If you want to get your hands on those two bastards, you’ll need to be airborne before they realise something’s up.’

      Martini accepted Mag intended to remain with him for the duration. He’d become accustomed to working alone, but he was happy to have his old friend there as back-up. The targets were not Boy Scouts; they were seasoned killers. Although on in years, they still had SAS training embedded in their DNA. Martini’s intervention wouldn’t be like taking out a couple of career criminals; they were most likely expecting hostile action and would have a counterattack up their sleeve. Mag’s support would be useful if something were to go wrong.

      Martini settled back into his seat when his phone rang. It was Chance. ‘What do you have?’

      ‘I’m tracking our two friends. They’ve left the hotel and are heading in your direction. They’re about thirty minutes out.’

      Martini looked across at Mag’s silhouette beside him. ‘They’re doing a little recce. Scoping the place out before they make their attempt tomorrow.’

      ‘What are you thinking?’ Mag asked.

      ‘No point in sitting here all night if we can get the job done tonight.’

      Mag shrugged indifferently. ‘If it means sparing me a sore ass, I’m all for it.’

      ‘Dorian, call me back when they’re five minutes out.’

      ‘Copy that.’

      Martini ended the call and shook his head, allowing himself a smile. ‘I like that kid.’

      ‘Okay, what’s the plan?’

      ‘They’ll want to have eyes on Lizzy’s house. It won’t be just a drive-by; Falkner will want confirmation they’re at the right house. He’ll probably have obtained a vehicle registration or something for them to reference.’

      ‘And where do we come in?’

      Martini pointed across the road towards the trees that lined his sister’s property. ‘I’m going into those trees. From there, I’ll be able to take out the driver while you block their car in. Then, we’ll have a word with the passenger. We can use his phone to feed back to Falkner that everything’s fine. Which should give me more time to go after Lyttle and Falkner.’
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      The trees swayed slowly in the gentle breeze that crept in off the Mediterranean. Martini was lying on his front, his M82 taking aim in the direction the enemy vehicle would be approaching. With his current line of sight, the driver would find himself directly in Martini’s crosshairs. He wouldn’t even know what had happened. It would simply be lights out.

      The passenger, on the other hand, would spend their last few moments on this Earth realising that attacking a man’s family was their biggest―and last―mistake.

      It had been twenty-nine minutes since he’d spoken to Chance. Martini knew the hacker operated with the same precision as the weapon resting just inches from his face, so it came as no surprise that he was able to time his alert call down to the minute.

      The silenced phone rested against the M82’s stock. ‘Dorian?’

      ‘They’re three minutes from your location.’

      Martini ended the call, lifted the phone and transferred it to his pocket. A moment later, he could hear the metallic rattle of a diesel engine struggling to negotiate the steep hill climb needed to reach the house. He double-tapped his ear piece. ‘We’re one minute to showtime.’

      ‘Copy that.’

      Martini looked through the rifle’s scope. A set of headlights drew lines along the road, like two long, bony fingers crawling closer. He removed the safety, placed the pad of his left index finger on the cold metal of the trigger and waited.

      The approaching vehicle slowed, almost to a dead stop. The crunching of gears as the driver downshifted suggested that the vehicle wasn’t recently driven off the forecourt. Martini watched as it turned into the opening and moved slowly along the access road.

      Fifty yards from where he lay, he clocked the driver. Tony Willow looked much older than Martini’s first meeting with him. The vehicle slowed to about 10 mph, continuing its approach, the sound of tyres crunching over loose gravel and stones piercing the silence.

      Martini judged the shot, timing it perfectly until Willow was going to move right into the bullet’s trajectory. Martini held his breath, his blue eyes focused on the cross of the reticle.

      The target’s face kissed the cross.

      Martini pulled the trigger.

      The bullet flew through the air and penetrated the windscreen, passing straight through Willow’s right eye and spraying the glass with blood.

      Martini jumped up from his position and emerged from the trees, approaching the vehicle while he still maintained the element of surprise.

      As expected, the car slammed into reverse.

      The tyres skidded, struggling to find purchase until the rubber finally bit into the ground and the Renault shot back the way it came. With near military precision, Mag’s Audi crossed the entrance, blocking the vehicle in.

      The Renault’s passenger door was thrown open and Jack Host emerged, running for the road. Martini took aim and fired a shot from the M82 into the rear of the man’s right thigh.

      Host fell forward, his hands and face skidding along the gravel.

      The ageing soldier struggled to his feet and limped towards the main road. With cold efficiency, Martini took aim and put another bullet in Host’s left leg, incapacitating him.

      Martini took cautious steps past the car, casting a quick glance inside. What remained of Willow’s head was more than proof that he didn’t need another bullet to finish the job. He stepped up behind Host and placed his foot on the centre of the wounded man’s back, pressing his torso into the ground. ‘My family. Where were you taking them to?’

      ‘Fuck you, Martini,’ Host mumbled, writhing beneath the sole of the American assassin’s boot.

      Martini slung the M82 over his shoulder, crouched down and felt the left side of Host’s jeans. He reached to the other side, located his phone, pulled the device from the pocket and deposited it in his own.

      Mag approached from the waiting Audi. ‘Eamon, might I suggest not leaving them here? Not something you want your sister to drive past when she’s taking the kids to school.’

      Martini nodded, looking back along the path towards the entrance gate to his sister’s house. He clenched his jaw, removed his pistol from the hip holster, tightened the suppressor, pressed the end into the back of Host’s head and fired.

      He stood up straight and holstered the weapon. ‘Help me get him into the boot of their car.’

      Martini rushed towards the driver’s door, opened it, released the boot and returned to Host. They bundled the man’s body into the boot, then did the same with Willow.

      Slamming the boot closed, Martini made eye contact with the station chief. ‘Any suggestions as to where we can dispose of them? You know these parts better than I do.’

      Mag nodded. ‘Follow me.’

      Martini got behind the wheel of the rental, waited for Mag to clear the way, slammed the Renault into reverse and then emerged from the path, closely following the Audi.

      Two minutes along the coastal road, Martini watched as Mag indicated to turn off the road. He followed. The wind was violent at the cliff edge as Martini put the vehicle in park and got out, following Mag across the grass towards the edge. They both peered over, looking down the two-hundred-foot drop to the jagged rocks below.

      Martini looked at Mag. ‘Help me push it.’

      He rushed back to the vehicle, drove it onto the grass and slowly guided it towards the edge. Five feet from where gravity would do the rest of the work, Martini got out, leaving the car in neutral. Mag joined him at the rear, and the two men put their shoulders to the bodywork to propel the Renault over the edge.

      They returned to Mag’s vehicle, listening to the crash at the bottom. Mag got back behind the wheel.

      Martini deposited the M82 on the rear seat, clambered into the passenger seat and said, ‘Get me to the airport. I want to be in Ireland before Lizzy takes the kids to school.’

      ‘What about Falkner?’

      ‘I’ll deal with him last. I want to see Lyttle first.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Falkner had been awake since five thirty. He’d spotted something on the news that had given him cause for concern: footage of the house believed to have been owned by the late Prince George. The heir apparent to the British throne was the most high profile killing during the three decades long Troubles. Falkner’s unit had uncovered rumblings of the would-be king being more than friendly with the republican movement, supplying intel to the Provisional IRA that had directly led to British troops losing their lives. Falkner had been a young man at the time, but there was believed to have been very incriminating evidence that would have seen the prince spending the rest of his life in prison. It was rumoured that Prince George had left evidence of both his treachery and his suspicions that he had been compromised by Falkner’s clandestine unit. Falkner had made it his mission to see that harm came to all those who had conspired against the British during the Troubles.

      There was only one man still alive known to have dealt directly with the prince: Damien Cleary, Snr., Eamon Martini’s grandfather. But Cleary, Snr., still living in Belfast, was protected. A former member of the Provos’ Army Council, there was no chance of getting close to him.

      Cleary, Snr. would have to come to him.

      Martini, my boy, you may be of more value to me alive than dead.

      The retired commander lifted his phone and made a call.

      ‘Do you realise what time it is?’ Paddy Lyttle complained.

      ‘Quit your whining, Paddy. In a couple of hours, courtesy of Host and Willow, we’ll be one step closer to getting our hands on Martini. But before we get ahead of ourselves, we might have something else to factor in.’

      ‘Prince George’s holiday home?’

      ‘How d’you know about that?’

      ‘I know the people who’ve made the purchase.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘James Barr. Retired member of the southern Irish police force and former gunman for the Provos.’

      ‘Christ.’

      ‘What’s got you so worried?’

      ‘There’s evidence somewhere of the prince’s relationship with Grainne Dornan. Evidence that may well suggest I knew all about it—and could possibly prove it wasn’t the IRA who killed him.’

      ‘Jesus, Jim.’

      ‘That’s only half the battle. The only person close enough to Grainne Dornan to know who has the evidence is Marty Dornan …’

      Lyttle snorted derisively. ‘He’ll not tell you anything.’

      ‘Then the only other option available is the Cleary family.’

      ‘So, getting your hands on Eamon might help encourage Damien Cleary, Snr. to give over whatever he knows.’

      ‘My thoughts exactly.’

      ‘Why don’t you just ask Greenwood to do some digging?’

      The retired commander laughed. ‘Not a chance. Victoria might be the deadliest assassin I ever employed, but she’s got morals. Her reaction to our request for help with drawing Martini out is proof of that.’

      ‘Well, I’m going back to sleep for an hour. Call me when you’ve heard from Willow and Host.’

      Falkner ended the call and looked off into space, feeling like he’d just been transported back in time.
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      The morning walk had been refreshing, the coastal winds sweeping in off the Atlantic Ocean clearing his mind. The dog was happy, her tail wagging hysterically and her tongue dangling, dripping with well-earned saliva from darting up and down the beach. But Lyttle’s mind was on the job in France. He was reaching the point of no return. He knew Eamon Martini came from a dangerous family. The Italians were still as powerful as they were when Martini’s mother, Maria, had taken control of the family business and became the last acting boss of one fifth of New York’s La Cosa Nostra. They were not to be crossed.

      And they were the ones Lyttle feared the least.

      The Clearys were another story. Still armed with plenty of their arsenal, and still with the structures of the Provisional IRA in place, the Clearys were a clear and present threat. Although the PIRA had been stood down since 2005, when the Provos had told the world that their war was entering the political realm, that didn’t mean they’d just roll over and allow anything happen to one of their own. And no matter the direction he’d taken since those days back among his kin in the republican movement, Eamon Martini was the son and grandson of two of its most influential leaders. Trouble would come from all directions―least of which, from the White House.

      Lyttle had worked up quite a sweat during the walk. Having woken after an hour’s sleep following the call from Falkner, he’d pulled on his boots and grabbed the dog’s lead before sitting down to watch the news. The old saying “no news is good news” rang true for him, as he’d still not heard back from Falkner. The time was five to eight―five minutes to nine, French time―meaning the kids would be getting dropped off at school, and Lizzy Cleary would now be on her way home from the school run.

      The dog raced past him, reaching the back door, and sat looking at him as he crossed the pathway that cut through his rear garden. The early morning sun had disappeared behind some grey clouds and Lyttle found himself shivering.

      Stepping up onto the concrete step beside the dog, he fished the key from his pocket and unlocked the door, the dog charging in first. He stepped inside, took off his boots and beat the sand from them. Closing the door on the outside world, Lyttle lifted the kettle, filled it with water and put it on to boil.

      At random, the dog began to bark. Postman must be early today.

      Lyttle made his way into the living room, crossed the room and stepped out into the hallway. The dog was barking at the letter box, a couple of envelopes now scattered across the floor. He lifted the post from the floor and told the dog to shut up.

      Making his way back into the living room, Lyttle tossed the envelopes onto his recliner and turned on the TV. Once he heard the click of the kettle, he got up and made his way back into the kitchen, but stopped at the door, looking back at the TV. The news broadcast was dominated by footage of a tragic car accident on the southern coast of France. Lyttle watched the programme, not making out what type of car it was. He turned and entered the kitchen, where Eamon Martini stood at the door, a silenced Desert Eagle clasped tightly in his left hand.

      ‘You couldn’t just let it go, could you?’

      Lyttle swallowed hard, maintaining his composure. He wasn’t going to let the little prick know he was frightened. He cocked his head towards the living room. ‘No prizes for guessing they’re talking about Host and Willow?’

      Martini nodded. ‘Why, Paddy?’

      Lyttle shook his head. ‘Just get it over with.’

      ‘I wish it hadn’t come to this, Paddy, but you went after my family.’ Martini sighed reluctantly. ‘Not like you to involve kids.’

      ‘It was Falkner’s idea.’

      ‘At least go with some dignity. You chose to be involved.’

      ‘I’ve got something for you, Eamon. Information that might bring your father out from wherever he is.’

      Martini regarded him for a moment, then shook his head.

      ‘Prince George. You know he was shagging Grainne Dornan, right?’

      ‘You’re not telling me anything new, Paddy.’

      ‘Falkner’s picked up on something about the house over here on the west coast.

      He wants to use you to squeeze information from your grandfather.’

      ‘Thought Falkner wanted me dead?’

      ‘He does, but not before he’s made use of you first.’

      Martini took aim. ‘I’ll be sure to ask that bastard about it.’ He pulled the trigger, hitting Lyttle in the left eye, spraying the room with blood and brain matter. He was dead before he’d hit the floor.

      Martini looked down at the body and shook his head. He took no pleasure in what he’d just done, but Lyttle had crossed the line. Family was family.

      And involving young kids was a line you couldn’t cross and come back over again.

      

      After leaving food and water out for the dog, Martini sat on the back doorstep, taking in the view of the sea and watching the seagulls swoop along the back garden. He fished his phone from his pocket and called Teresa Goodall.

      It rang for about ten seconds before the call was finally answered. ‘You realise the time, Eamon?’

      ‘Paddy Lyttle’s dead. Send me Greenwood’s number. I want to speak with her about finding out where I can get my hands on Falkner. When the bastard realises none of his three accomplices are answering their phones, he’ll split. He knows how to disappear. I need to get him before that happens.’

      ‘Sending it across.’

      A few seconds later, his phone vibrated in his hand. ‘Received. Go back to sleep. Sorry for waking you.’

      ‘Watch your back over there.’

      Martini ended the call, saved Greenwood’s number to his contacts and made the call.

      ‘Greenwood speaking.’

      ‘Thank you for the intel.’

      There was a pause, then she came back. ‘They’re all dead?’

      ‘Just one left.’

      ‘You know he’ll be expecting you, Martini, once he doesn’t hear back from the others. You’ll be walking into a trap.’

      ‘What would you suggest?’

      ‘Let us track him. When the time’s right, you can go after him.’

      ‘I might have something for you. Perhaps return the favour.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Lyttle just told me Falkner’s sweating about something to do with Prince George.’

      ‘The man who should have become our king had your father not directed his men to assassinate him.’

      Martini didn’t bite. He didn’t take it personally; he’d heard similar comments most of his life. He knew more than he was willing to let on. ‘Thanks again for your help.’
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      Victoria Greenwood sat in her office in MI6 headquarters in London’s Vauxhall Cross. She’d taken the temporary post of Director of MI6, stepping in for her former boss and mentor, Commander Falkner, but, in all honesty, she still wasn’t sold on the job in a permanent capacity. She did, however, like the old commander’s office. Located on the third floor, the window offered a spectacular view of the River Thames.

      It was shortly after six thirty in the evening and she was scanning through a collection of emails from Prime Minister Michelle Pears when her phone vibrated next to her. She picked it up and looked at the name flashing across the screen.

      PM Pears.

      ‘Yes, ma’am?’

      ‘Victoria, where are you?’ The PM sounded lively for the time of day.

      ‘Still in the office, ma’am.’

      ‘Have you watched the news?’

      ‘No, ma’am. Why?’

      ‘I’d suggest you check the news from Europe. Specifically, France.’ The call ended.

      Greenwood closed the email she’d been reading, then Google-searched BBC News Europe. She clicked on the drop-down bar and selected France. The top of the page described the killing of two former SAS men, shot dead before their vehicle careered over a cliff edge.

      The headline: A Gruesome End For Two Elite Soldiers.

      Her phone rang again. She sighed and answered. ‘Commander?’

      ‘Victoria, tell me you didn’t leak information that led to the death of my men in France?’

      ‘My advice to you, Commander, is run. Eamon Martini is coming for you, and I can’t help you. I’m telling you to run out of respect for everything you’ve done for me. You should be grateful; I didn’t offer the same courtesy to Paddy Lyttle.’

      ‘I won’t run from that bastard.’

      ‘Good evening, Commander.’ She ended the call.

      The eerie silence that followed was broken by the sporadic rapping of the blinds in the adjoining office knocking against the window. Greenwood felt like she was the last person in the building.

      She closed her emails, shut her laptop and shoved it into its case. Lifting her coat from the hook next to her desk, she draped it over the crook of her arm and made her way for the door.

      Greenwood got to the lift but decided to take the stairs; after sitting down all day, she needed the exercise. All those years as a field agent had kept her fit, with a fast enough metabolism to keep her hips and waistline in check. Descending the steps, she called her favourite Italian takeaway, L’Italiano Buono, and ordered a sixteen-inch pepperoni pizza with a side of fries. She had never been one for comfort-eating when she’d been operational, but now she was firmly behind a desk, it was a habit she’d begrudgingly picked up. Perhaps Falkner’s old job really wasn’t for her.

      Her elevated heart rate any time the prime minister called was something Greenwood had never experienced in the field. Killing scores of people for Queen and country was easy. It was cold. No attachment. Research, plan and execute. A three-step mantra that had given her the title of Falkner’s number one ‘cleaner.’ Killing had never bothered her; as long as the target was beyond saving, as long as the mark’s death meant saving innocent people, she slept well at night, no matter which bed, which room, or whichever country she was in. But taking on her mentor’s job was something Greenwood wasn’t entirely sure she’d ever get used to. The responsibility was a whole other level of stress; a sabre-toothed tiger she’d never faced before. And her body was screaming for her to run.

      The idea of rejecting a permanent posting if it was offered and going back to being a field agent was getting more and more appealing.

      Greenwood stopped at her car and sent a text to the PM, saying she felt she wasn’t ready for Falkner’s role and that she wanted to step down.

      The text was received and opened by the PM.
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      James Barr, a retired member of An Garda Síochána―the Irish police―had spent twenty-seven years on the force, reaching the rank of Chief Superintendent. He’d led the Irish police, known locally as “Gardaí” or “guards”, through the most violent years on the island since the birth of the free state Irish Republic in December 1921.

      After sweating bullets during the Anderson Tribunal in 2013, where it had been discovered that the Irish police had colluded with the Provisional IRA, Barr had decided to cut loose and let the younger men have a go. The tribunal had published a report that found members of the Irish police had assisted the IRA in the 1989 assassination of Superintendent Desmond Long and Chief Superintendent George Hall of the Royal Ulster Constabulary, the Northern Irish police.

      Since stepping down, Barr had been living a quieter existence than he had during his working life. At six foot three inches tall and an obstacle course runner, he looked half his age, and his build reflected it. He had a youthful face for a man of fifty-nine. His hair was grey, but that was the only thing that reflected his age. His skin was unmarked and without wrinkles. Barr always said it was his healthy diet and Sunday morning Gaelic football matches that kept him young.

      He lived with his wife, Sinead, and two Irish Wolfhounds, Ronnie and Reggie, on the west coast of Ireland. Kinnagoe Bay, on the northeastern coast of County Donegal, was said to be one of the country’s most beautiful beaches, and the house was a ten-minute walk down a semi-private country road to the beach. The views from the living room looked out across the Atlantic Ocean.

      What Barr liked most about the location was its privacy. Cut off from the rest of the country, there was no public transport to the area. And, like its previous owner, Barr was fascinated by maritime, remembering a visit to the beach in the early seventies when the Spanish Armada ship, La Trinidad Valencera, was discovered, its remains having lain beneath the water since suffering defeat to a powerful storm in 1588.

      Walking the dogs along the beach or renovating the new house was, to Barr, the perfect way to spend his slower years. He knew it was going to take almost as long as his working life to get the house the way they wanted it, but it was something both he and Sinead had always dreamed of. And when the couple had spotted that this particular house was on the market, they knew they had to go for it.

      The house was a former holiday home of His Royal Highness Prince George, who was assassinated by the Provos in a bomb attack on the same day the IRA had taken out twenty-eight British soldiers at the Royal British Legion in Ballymena, a small town thirty miles north of Belfast which leaned heavily towards the loyalist persuasion. The house was a part of Irish history. It was the last place the future king of England had stayed before his untimely death.

      After his morning walk along the beach, Barr entered his kitchen, embracing the warmth, his face and hands red and clammy and the navy jumper he wore beneath his raincoat stuck to his sweaty back like cling film stretched across cooked chicken. His empty stomach welcomed the smell of fried eggs, sausages, bacon and mushrooms. Sinead stood at the hob, her back to him, preparing their breakfast.

      ‘That smells lovely! I’m starving.’

      He turned and called the dogs to come in behind him, then closed the door, shutting away the terse coastal winds coming in off the Atlantic.

      ‘Morning, love. Nice walk?’ his wife asked, dropping two slices of potato bread into the frying pan and making the oil spit in every direction.

      ‘Aye, was lovely.’ Barr took off his jacket and gave her a kiss on the back of the head. He hung his jacket up next to the door that led out into the dining area. ‘You need a hand before I go up for a shower?’

      ‘No, love, but don’t be long. This is nearly ready.’

      ‘Okay. I’ll be five minutes.’

      Barr crossed the living room. The wall-mounted-TV directly above the old-fashioned fireplace showed RTE One, broadcasting the morning show, where the hosts were discussing the increase in social issues putting a strain on An Garda Síochána. The Gardaí were not like the PSNI across the border; it was not equipped to deal with any real issues, and the officers on the ground often found themselves struggling, their resources stretched to the brink, often relying on the support of the Police Service of Northern Ireland.

      ‘Glad I’m not involved anymore,’ he said, washing his hands of it and making his way through the living area towards the stairs. As he made his way up the stairs, Barr felt himself overcome with nostalgia, the memories tugging at him. The quarter century on the force, and all the memories that came with it, flooded his mind.

      Stepping into the bedroom, Barr went to the wardrobe to look for the retirement present he’d been given by the colleagues he’d left behind: a gold watch with ‘27 YEARS’ engraved on the reverse. He pulled open the drawer where the watch was kept. It was there, but the pistol he kept for protection wasn’t. He shifted the items in the drawer to confirm its absence.

      It wasn’t there.

      He checked the remaining two drawers.

      No sign of it.

      Standing at the top of the stairs, he shouted down. ‘Sinead?’ He waited for a second but got no reply. ‘Sinead?’ He shouted louder this time.

      The kitchen door opened, the sound of the radio spilling out. ‘Did you call me, love?’

      ‘Where’s the Sig?’ he said, trying to keep the panic from his voice. ‘It’s not in the drawer.’

      ‘Oh, I put that thing away. Didn’t think you’d mind.’

      ‘Where is it?’

      ‘The old basement under the stairs. Way at the back.’

      ‘We have it for a reason, love,’ he complained as he descended the stairs again. He followed the hallway towards the kitchen to the door that led into the basement. It was to his right, next to the laundry store.

      His wife peered through the glass in the kitchen door at him, the frying pan in her hand. ‘You haven’t time for your shower, love. This is nearly ready.’

      ‘I’ll get one after breakfast,’ he mumbled, pulling the door open. ‘You should have told me you’d moved the gun, love. What if something were to happen and we needed it?’

      ‘Awk! Don’t be so paranoid, Jim.’

      Barr ignored her, peering down into the basement. He switched on the light, Ronnie joining him, while Reggie stayed in the kitchen watching the food. The wooden stairs were steep―eight in total, each one creaking when stepped on. As he got to the bottom, Barr looked around. It was only the second time he had been down there since moving in. The room was a twenty-by-twenty-foot bunker that could almost have been converted into another room had it not been for the low ceiling and smell of damp wood.

      Scanning the area, his eyes landed on the black plastic, impact-resistant case with the Sig Sauer logo indented along the side. He dusted the loose cobwebs and dirt from it with his sleeve. Opening it, he removed the weapon, clasping it, feeling like the pistol was an extension of himself. He felt powerful―unstoppable, even; a feeling that had never left him since he’d first held a firearm. But this one was his favourite. A silver Sig Sauer. Not standard issue for the Irish police force, but he loved it nonetheless.

      Barr returned the gun to the box and closed it again. As he turned, the corner of his eye caught a tiny fragment of sunlight coming through the wall. Sunlight where sunlight shouldn’t have been. Approaching the wall, he noticed a couple of the bricks were loose. Were the house’s foundations compromised? Why hadn’t they been shown this by the estate agent? Ronnie barked up the stairs from the bottom as a shadow was cast from the top.

      ‘Did you find it? Your breakfast’s ready,’ Sinead called down.

      ‘Aye, love. I’ll be up in a second.’ Looking closer at the wall, hesitant to touch it and worried it could topple, Barr finally removed a brick, then a second. An old metal box rested between the two walls where the insulation should have been. ‘What the hell’s this?’ he asked himself. The box was padlocked.

      ‘Jim?’ his wife called again insistently. ‘This’ll get cold!’

      ‘Okay, love. Coming now.’ He replaced the bricks, grabbed the box and the gun case, then made his way up into the house, waiting for the dog before switching off the light and closing the door.

      Stepping into the kitchen, Barr was now less interested in his breakfast and more on what he’d just found.

      Sitting at the table, already eating, Sinead looked up at him approaching her with the gun case stacked on top of the rusted old box. She looked at him, her eyebrows meeting, chewing with her mouth closed. She swallowed. ‘What’s that?’

      Barr set both cases down on the table beside them as if setting a place for a third person at the table. ‘Not sure, love, but it was stashed in the foundations.’ He lifted his knife and fork, still looking at the metal box. ‘Whatever it is, it’s been there for a while.’

      ‘What’s in it?’

      He spun the box around, showing her the padlock.

      Her expression lifted. ‘Can you get that off? What if it’s something valuable.’

      ‘I’m guessing it’s important to someone.’ Barr cleared his throat, spearing his fork through one of the sausages. ‘Who leaves a box hidden in a wall?’

      His wife shrugged. ‘Someone who wants to pass on a message.’

      He looked at her, smiling. ‘I wonder whether it might be something to do with Prince George.’

      ‘God, right enough, Jim,’ she gasped. ‘Maybe we should hand it in?’

      He shook his head. ‘Let’s see what we find first.’ He smiled at her, then lifted the teapot. ‘A royal treasure could be worth millions, love. We may have cashed in.’

      She laughed, tossing a cut of bacon to Ronnie, then another to Reggie. ‘Don’t get too excited.’

      Barr stirred the tea, then poured them both a cup. ‘I’ve got some cutters in the garden shed somewhere. I’ll soon get this lock off.’ He tossed the dogs a slice of soda bread each, then looked at Sinead. ‘Turns out you were right to move that gun after all.’
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      After finishing his breakfast, Barr returned his pistol to its rightful place in the bedroom wardrobe, then had a shower. Putting on a grey hoodie and matching bottoms for lounging around in, he grabbed the mysterious box, wedged it under his arm, grabbed a cup of tea and made his way down the garden path towards the shed, the metallic rattle of the padlock bouncing off the lid with every step. The shed wasn’t just storage for their various garden utensils: in addition to the lawnmower, hedge clippers, sun loungers and other universal tools found in any garden shed, Barr had set himself up a corner to sit and read. Spending countless evenings engrossed in a novel or listening to his favourite podcast on his iPod, Barr had made this his own little spot to get away and be by himself.

      He sat down on the armchair and set the box down on the desk in front of him, studying it like it were a chessboard, looking to make his move. Was he opening Pandora’s Box by removing the lock? The case was obviously locked for a reason. Then he thought about the life he’d led, the friends and family that had gone before him and the promises he’d made himself that he’d never live a life of “what ifs”.

      He grinned. Screw it.

      A pair of 14-inch, 350mm carbon steel bolt cutters hung from the wall behind his tool cabinet. Barr lifted them down, eyeing the padlock with steely determination. The cutters weighed a hefty and awkward five kilos, but the leverage and sharpened edges would make snipping the lock like cutting through warm butter.

      A construction grade, pressure-treated timber workbench sat in the corner below the window. Bolted to the edge was an Irwin Professional Engineer’s Vice. Barr set the box in the vice and wound it tight. Once gripped and held in place, he lined the cutters up and put all his force into bringing the tool’s two arms together, eventually shearing through the metal like a butcher’s knife through a noodle. The padlock fell to the ground with a low clunk and rolled beneath the bench.

      Barr took the box back to the desk and sat down. Lifting the lid, he allowed a fusty smell to escape from the inside: the fragrance of old, damp paper, taking Barr back to the days he’d spent in the old library as a younger man.

      Inside was a diary. The date on the front, “1982”, immediately jumped out at him. That was the year Prince George became just another casualty of war, assassinated in a bomb attack ruthlessly claimed by the Provisional IRA.

      Barr opened the diary to find the contact details of the prince scribbled inside, including his contact telephone number and the address to the house now legally owned by the Barrs. He flipped through the pages, each of which were filled with tiny paragraphs, documented and signed on each day by the prince himself―until the eleventh of July, when the last entry was noted. The rest of the book was blank. A dramatic cessation of journaling. The entire diary filled right up until the last entry―then nothing. An abrupt stop.

      Barr pulled his phone from his pocket and searched Prince George on Google. According to the information he found, 11 July 1982 was the last full day of Prince George’s life. He had been assassinated on the twelfth.

      ‘Christ,’ Barr mumbled to himself, skipping back to the eleventh. It read:

      Today was an unfortunate day. I have done something unforgivable. My dearest Mummy, the Queen, doesn’t know the things I have done to our nation to keep this secret from getting out. I fear that if I tell her, if this gets out, the family―the entire British monarchy―will be in jeopardy. God knows the suits at the House of Parliament have wished for such an event before, and with the new tyrant leading the country, I fear it would be the thing that gives the PM what I suspect she wants. All because my love for a woman involved in the republican movement cannot be ignored.

      When is this bloody war going to end? When will it give the people of this country some of the normality we, the British people, have been so privileged to experience? God forgive me, I wish I could scrap the twenty-eighth of June from my life forever. Damn Damien Cleary, Snr. and his hateful son! Damn them both to hell!

      And to all who perish tomorrow―please forgive me.

      Georgie.

      Barr flicked back to the twenty-eighth of June. The entry read:

      Today, I had a visit from the chief of staff of the Provisional IRA, Damien Cleary, Snr., along with Martin Dornan and that obnoxious bastard Cleary, Jnr. Their presence almost gave me a bloody heart attack! It appears they don’t realise the danger it puts on themselves―and on me―just by coming here. Now, it feels like the love of my life has put me in a terrible situation. May God forgive me for agreeing to it.

      Georgie.

      Barr could barely lift his eyes from the page. ‘Jesus.’ His phone vibrated on the table next to him, startling him. He looked at it. “Sinead” flashed across the screen. He answered the call. ‘What’s wrong, love?’

      ‘I’m just heading down to the village to get a few things. You need anything?’

      ‘I’m okay, thanks, love.’ His vocal chords danced with every word.

      ‘Did you manage to get the lock off that box?’

      ‘I did. Hold on a second―I’m coming up to the house now to see you.’

      Barr ended the call, grabbed the box and rushed out of the shed, closing the door behind him. He marched along the garden path, Ronnie and Reggie running towards him, their tails wagging excitedly. Sinead stood at the patio doors, watching him while she fastened her raincoat, her purple umbrella dangling from her left wrist.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked, holding the door open for him to come inside.

      He entered. ‘What if I told you Prince George was a supporter of the Provos and may even have helped in their operations?’

      ‘I’d say you’ve been reading too many thriller novels,’ she joked. Her eyes drifted to the diary clasped tightly in his hand, then she closed the patio doors, leaving the dogs on the outside, crying to get in. ‘That’s what was in the box?’

      He nodded. ‘The personal diary of the prince himself. Fully documented and signed, right up until the day the Provos assassinated him. Although, reading this, I’m not so sure now it was the work of the IRA.’ He handed her the diary. ‘Have a look on the twenty-eighth of June, then go to the last page he filled in―the eleventh of July.’

      Sinead took the diary and skipped through. Reading from the twenty-eighth of June, then the eleventh of July, she gasped. She looked at him, her eyes wide. ‘This could ruffle a lot of feathers.’

      Barr went to the fridge. ‘I know.’ He grabbed a bottle of water and returned to her, retrieving the diary. ‘This would do more than ruffle a few feathers, love. It’ll be a bloody royal scandal if it gets out.’ He opened the bottle and took a long swig, grinning smugly.

      ‘Why don’t we just put it back and forget we found it? It’s not as if it’ll benefit us by making the contents public.’

      ‘This could be worth a lot of money, love.’

      ‘Who cares, Jim? It’s only money. We’ve got the house we’ve always wanted. What else do we need?’

      ‘Yes, but that same house has perhaps given us the greatest gift of our lives,’ he protested. ‘And besides, if the prince was working with the Provos, then who killed him? The royals? The British government? That bomb didn’t plant itself. And maybe the IRA just claimed it as a morale boost for their volunteers. Either way, we’ve got a responsibility to set history straight.’

      ‘You think the royal family had him assassinated?’

      ‘I don’t know, love. Maybe. Or maybe someone within the British Army found out and killed him?’

      All colour now drained from her face, Sinead sat down at the table. ‘What’s to stop people from wanting to silence us if we start talking?’

      ‘Well, I’m obviously not going to tell the world about it, but I am going to speak to an old friend north of the border.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The current deputy first minister of Northern Ireland. If there’s anyone who would know about this, whether there’s any truth in a link between Prince George and some female Provo, it’ll be Declan Meehan.’

      Sinead sighed and stood up, lifting her umbrella. ‘Just be careful, love.’ She crouched down and kissed her husband on the cheek. ‘I’m getting us mince from the butchers. It’ll be shepherd’s pie for dinner tonight.’ She made her way out through the back door, the dogs passing her on their way inside.

      Barr watched as his wife crossed the backyard, passing each window with her head down, looking thoughtful. His attention once again turned to the diary.

      Maybe she’s right.

      He opened it, reading the last entry again. The revelations were big. He couldn’t just lock the book away again and pretend it didn’t exist.

      He got up and went to make himself a cup of coffee. Waiting on the kettle to boil, he searched his contacts list on his iPhone. Declan Meehan was the thirteenth entry in the small list of people Barr had given his number to. Meehan, a former Operating Commander of the IRA’s West Belfast Brigade and current president of Sinn Fein, now acted as Northern Ireland’s co-leader in the Stormont power-sharing executive.

      Barr pressed the call icon. He heard the dial tone twice before the call was answered.

      ‘Jimbo, getting bored in retirement already?’ Meehan’s Belfast accent was as strong as ever.

      ‘I wish, Declan,’ Barr replied, preparing his coffee. ‘How’s life in Stormont treating you? You and the first minister finally starting to get along?’

      Meehan laughed. ‘How long do you have? Because that discussion could go on for quite a while.’

      ‘How about you tell me all about it over breakfast in the morning? I’ve got something I’d like to talk to you about.’

      Meehan’s interest was piqued. ‘Sounds serious.’

      ‘I’ve found something in the house related to the Prince George hit. Something that could be very damaging.’

      Meehan’s voice took on a hardened edge. ‘Don’t talk any more over the phone. Wait until you come up.’

      ‘I’ll be in Belfast around nine in the morning. Enjoy the rest of your day.’

      Barr ended the call and took his coffee out into the garden, grabbing the dogs’ leads from the hook beside the door.

      

      Grant Downing, a retired member of Commander Falkner’s clandestine unit, sat in his car just beyond the house, listening in on Barr’s conversation with Meehan. At fifty-eight, Downing had been retired from MI6 for ten years, enjoying the world of private security in London. But his loyalty to his former commander had never wavered, and he was only too happy to help him when Falkner had called. Performing a little surveillance was like taking candy from a baby, a boring job, but something involving the assassination of Prince George was enough to hold his attention.

      He reached across to his phone, fixed to the vent on the dashboard, and made a call.

      ‘Grant, what have you got?’ Falkner sounded agitated.

      ‘You were right. There is something here. Barr’s just made a call to Northern Ireland’s deputy first minister.’

      ‘Fuck.’

      ‘What do you want me to do?’

      ‘How did the call with Meehan go?’

      ‘Barr’s going to Belfast to meet with him tomorrow. Meehan told him not to say anything over the phone. You want me to cancel his trip?’

      ‘No, let him go. It’ll look suspect if he doesn’t turn up now. Report back anything else you find out.’

      Downing ended the call, started the car and took off back to the bed and breakfast Falkner had booked him into.
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      Deputy First Minister Declan Meehan lived just off the Stewartstown Road in West Belfast. Number sixteen Mount Eagle’s Walk was a four bedroom detached house, surrounded by white pebbledash walls and well-kept gardens on all four sides. The front porch was draped in coco-lined hanging baskets filled with exotic-looking fuchsias, petunias, bacopa and lobelia. A keen gardener, Meehan had grown up on West Belfast’s Falls Road, where he hadn’t had a blade of grass on any side of his house, apart from weeds.

      At the youthful age of eighteen, in 1970, Meehan had been one of the first to defend St Matthew’s Catholic Chapel from desecration during the Orangemen’s attempted invasion of the tightly knit Catholic enclave of the Short Strand, over on the eastern side of the city. What became known as ‘The Battle of St Matthews’ was a pitched gun battle on the streets between the Royal Ulster Constabulary and the Ulster Volunteer Force on one side and a handful of heavily outnumbered IRA men on the other. The RUC and the UVF had planned to attack the chapel in the mainly Protestant part of the city but had been met with armed resistance from the few dusty old rifles of the OIRA, testing the IRA’s capability to protect the Catholics from the Orange Protestant state. This event not only contributed to the surge in sectarian violence in the city, but further divided the two communities who had, for the most part, learned to live in harmony.

      At the time, Meehan had wanted nothing more than to go to Queens University and study law and politics, not knowing that the latter was a subject that was about to reshape not only his life, but the lives of everyone in Ireland and, to a lesser extent, overseas in England.

      Politics was an arena Meehan became extremely knowledgeable in; not just through reading books, but by getting his hands dirty on the streets. As an active member of the Provisional IRA, he rose through the ranks during the early seventies, quickly displaying his leadership skills to Damien Cleary, Snr. and other higher-ups within the movement. But it was Meehan’s sharp mind, intellect and polished speech that quickly began to prove to the British that the republican movement was not an army of thugs. They were an ever-increasingly sophisticated armed group with some of the most gifted minds in Irish society taking a leading role—minds that would have otherwise gone to Queens to study law, medicine or any other high level academia.

      It wasn’t long before Meehan became one of the conflict’s chief negotiators, sent to London for secret talks between the PIRA and the British government. The prime minister at the time had once said in an interview that the first thing that surprised him about this young Belfast lad was the fact that he and his fellow negotiators were as intelligent and gifted as any Oxford or Cambridge graduate. Had he been born in a different time or place, the PM had believed Meehan would have excelled at whatever he put his mind to.

      Forty years on and now in his late sixties, Meehan preferred to spend his days pulling weeds and sweeping the driveway rather than debating the hostilities that had plagued his country for far too long.

      He had just finished up his work in the garden when the sound of an unfamiliar diesel engine ascended the slight gradient to his house.

      Meehan looked around to find a white Mercedes S Class slowly approaching. His old friend James Barr grinned at him from behind the wheel.

      Meehan waved as he approached the car, a yard broom clasped tightly in his hand. Barr took his sunglasses off and got out of the car.

      ‘How was the drive, Jimbo?’

      Barr locked the car and offered his hand to Meehan. ‘In this thing? Any more comfortable and I would have fallen asleep.’ The former police officer looked around the garden. ‘Still getting your hands dirty, then?’

      ‘It’s the only peace and quiet I get.’ Meehan cast a glance of appreciation around the fruits of his labour. ‘Come on in and I’ll put the kettle on.’

      ‘Where’s Sharon?’

      ‘She’s gone out for the day.’ Meehan wiped his feet and stepped inside, waiting for Barr to follow, then closed the door. ‘Go on into the kitchen. Make yourself at home. I’m just going up to get a quick wash, then we can head over to the Antrim Road for the best breakfast in Belfast.’

      ‘You want a cup of tea first?’

      ‘Aye, help yourself. You remember how I take it?’

      ‘Milk, no sugar.’

      ‘Good to see your memory hasn’t deteriorated in your retirement.’

      ‘Piss off.’ Barr laughed and made his way into the kitchen.
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      On North Belfast’s Antrim Road, Mary’s Breakfast Bar sat directly facing the Waterworks, a local outdoor waterpark that had been built in the middle of the nineteenth century as a reservoir to supply water to the city. Today, the park provides a home to a myriad of wildlife, from swans and seagulls to geese and ducks. Located halfway between the city centre and Belfast Castle, it was a hotspot for tourists and locals alike, bringing Mary’s plenty of business as a result.

      Barr parked his Mercedes in one of the kerbside bays just fifty yards from the restaurant. The morning rush hour was finally beginning to thin out, the steady flow of cars, taxis and buses mostly heading south towards the centre of the province’s capital.

      ‘Belfast’s changed a lot since I was last here,’ Barr observed. He and Meehan got out and Barr locked the car, looking around absentmindedly. ‘It’s much nicer without the roadblocks and burned-out buses and lorries.’

      Meehan smiled and nodded as he stepped onto the footpath, buttoning his navy suit jacket closed. ‘Aye. Armoured tanks patrolling, Brits on the streets—it’s better leaving that all in the past.’ The deputy first minister fixed his gaze on the Sinn Fein banner affixed to the nearby lampposts with white cable in each corner. ‘It’s a much brighter future for Ireland. And long may it last.’

      As the two men entered Mary’s, a lady of similar age with jet black hair and piercing blue eyes, noticeable even from a distance, stood at the serving side of the counter, partially stooped as she polished the inside window of the display cabinet. Each section was lined with sausage rolls, fried food, salad, sandwiches and soft drinks.

      ‘Morning, Mary, love,’ Meehan said warmly. ‘Business still good?’

      Mary stopped, looked at them through the gleaming glass pane, then stood up, her full height not much greater than the counter itself. She tossed the cleaning rag down next to the till. ‘Awk, Declan! Haven’t seen you in ages, love. How’s it going?’

      ‘Nothing changes, Mary. Same thing every day.’

      She looked across the room, past a cluster of already occupied oak effect tables and chairs, towards a free corner table. ‘Go and sit down and I’ll be over in a wee minute.’

      ‘Just grab my usual, Mary, but make it two.’ Meehan looked at Barr, who nodded his agreement.

      ‘No problem. Be ready in ten minutes.’

      As they took their seats, Barr set about eyeing everyone up, as was habitual for all retired policemen. An elderly couple sat at the table nearest to them, the man reading the Belfast Telegraph while his wife gazed out onto the Antrim Road, people watching. A much younger lady, who looked no older than her early twenties, sat wheeling a pram back and forward, rocking her baby to sleep with one hand while her other clasped her phone. A handful of suits occupied the tables closest to the door, their laptops out in front of them, and three paramedics who looked like they were coming off the night shift had just entered the shop as Barr had pulled up outside. None of them paid him any attention, but some had noticed his company. Many of them had probably voted Meehan into Stormont.

      ‘You look a bit on edge, Jimbo,’ Meehan said, his eyes flicking casually to his friend. He took off his jacket and hung it over his seat, sizing Barr up as he unbuttoned his cuffs. ‘You all right?’

      ‘The last time I was on the Antrim Road, there was a shootout with the RUC.’

      Meehan smiled, showing every tooth in his mouth. ‘A crazy life we’ve lived. You, a member of the Irish police and part-time gunman for the Provos.’

      Barr smiled, then shook his head. ‘A dirty war, wasn’t it?’ He looked over Meehan’s shoulder towards where the proprietor was busy preparing their breakfast. ‘Who is she, by the way? I know her face.’

      Meehan quickly glanced over his shoulder, then back to Barr. ‘That’s Mary Cleary.’

      ‘Damien Cleary’s sister?’

      The deputy first minister nodded his head. ‘The very same. The Ghost.’

      ‘He was one crazy bastard.’ Barr looked over at Mary. ‘Smart as hell, but crazy.’

      Meehan’s expression hardened, then he cleared his throat. ‘He led from the front back at the height of the conflict. He had some balls on him.’ He took his phone out. ‘And you’re right. A clever bastard, too.’

      A couple of minutes later, Mary came over to their table, a plate in each hand. ‘Here you go, lads. I’ll be over with the drinks in a second.’

      Barr looked up at her and offered her a smile. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Thanks, Mary, love,’ Meehan said politely, then waited for her to potter off back towards the kitchen before continuing their conversation. ‘So, Jim, what’s brought you all the way to Belfast? What could possibly take you away from that beautiful home over on the west coast?’

      ‘You know whose house that used to be?’ Barr began to tuck into his food, leaving the question hanging in the air.

      Meehan shook his head, lifting the bottle of ketchup from its place in the centre of the table.

      ‘Prince George.’

      ‘Can’t say I was sorry to see him go.’ Meehan poured some sauce over the potato bread as he looked around the room.

      Barr was about to continue when Mary brought their cups over.

      ‘Here you go,’ she interjected warmly. ‘Enjoy.’

      Barr waited for her to create some distance before continuing. ‘I found a diary, kept by the prince himself. Last entry was the day before the assassination.’

      Meehan’s bushy brows furrowed, gazing into Barr’s steely eyes.

      ‘Was it our lads that carried out the hit, Declan? Or was it someone within his own establishment that offed him?’

      Meehan almost choked on his bread. He cleared his throat and reached for his tea. He took a sip, then cleared his throat again. ‘That would be quite a theory, but a bit far-fetched, Jimbo.’

      ‘According to his diary entry, the prince was afraid of his relationship with the rest of the royals deteriorating because some republican bird he was seeing to.’ Barr watched Meehan closely for any sign of surprise, but the deputy first minister had always been one for playing his cards close to his chest. ‘On 28 June, he documented that none other than the Ghost and Marty Dornan paid him a visit.’

      ‘This diary. I’m guessing you have it with you?’

      Barr pulled the book from his bag and handed it across the table. ‘Have a read while I tuck into this food.’ He took a sip of his tea, then lifted his knife and fork. ‘You weren’t wrong, Declan. This has to be one of the best breakfasts in Belfast.’

      ‘Belfast? All of Ireland, you mean.’ Meehan opened the diary and began skipping through its pages. ‘He was killed on the twelfth of July,’ he said, speaking to himself as if refreshing his own memory. Then he went quiet, his eyes scanning the pages. A temporary silence fell across the table as he read, his expression changing, becoming more serious, then settling on shocked. Meehan closed the book and looked up at Barr. ‘Jesus, Jim.’

      Barr smirked. ‘Exactly my reaction.’

      ‘I never knew anything about this.’

      Barr looked at him, tilting his head slightly. ‘Declan, I’ve always respected you—God, we’re like brothers—so don’t take the piss. A guy in your position, so high up in the ranks of the Provos back then―there’s no way something like this could have gone on without you knowing.’

      Meehan set the diary back down on the table. ‘Why would I lie? I’ve no reason to. Besides, this was the early eighties. By then, the Provos were split into Active Service Units, remember? To stop informers giving away anything outside their own ASU. It was only the Army Council who knew what the entire army was doing.’

      ‘Well, why would Cleary have kept this a secret from you? You were part of a negotiating team sent to London. Do you not think you had a need to know?’

      ‘Some woman shagging a member of the royal family?’ Meehan’s suspicious eyes scanned the dining room, looking for any ears. ‘Maybe Cleary, Snr. knew she’d be executed. Deemed a traitor.’

      ‘You think they hid it because they didn’t want anything to happen to her? Maybe she was a Cleary? Part of the family.’

      ‘Judging from what the late prince wrote in here, on the twenty-eighth, Cleary, Snr. and Marty Dornan visited him with a proposition.’ Meehan looked down at the diary again. ‘Cleary had him for whatever he wanted? The prince would have been of more value alive than dead―to the IRA, at least.’

      Barr took the diary back. ‘You know what this could do?’

      Meehan nodded. ‘It could upset a lot of people and rewrite recent Irish history.’

      ‘And British history. A tainted monarchy. Them or their government, killing their own.’ Barr looked up as Mary Cleary carried a tray of food over to one of the suits. ‘Where’s Cleary, Snr. living these days?’

      ‘No idea. He’s dropped off the face of the earth―but sure, the Clearys are good at that. Old Marty Dornan’s still floating about, though. He’s down along the coast. Close to the border.’

      ‘Fancy joining me on a trip for a little reunion?’

      ‘I’m deputy king of the hill, Jimbo. I’ve got to be in the office this morning for meetings.’ Meehan looked around the restaurant again. ‘But I’ll leave early this afternoon so we can go down and see him. You can spend the day in the city, exploring. Meet me back at my house this afternoon.’

      Meehan lifted a piece of potato bread and dipped it into his egg yolk.
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      After spending the day roaming the city―visiting the Falls Road, the Shankill Road and touring the Crumlin Road Prison, which was now a visitor’s centre dubbed Ireland’s own Alcatraz―Barr picked Meehan up from his house, and the two men made their way south on the M1 motorway towards the border with the Republic.

      ‘So, why’d he leave Belfast and move closer to the border?’ Barr asked as they passed a sign for the seaside town of Newcastle, County Down.

      ‘Marty Dornan’s a guy who never liked the limelight, nor to be among crowds of people,’ Meehan replied. ‘He always preferred to fly below the radar. Not just because of the movement and his role during the war―I think even long before he knew anything about the IRA or he’d experienced anything sectarian, he was just a quiet guy who preferred his own company. We kept a lot of arms on the land, too, so it was handy for him doing stock checks. Especially since it was him and the Ghost who spent most of their time overseas shopping and bringing the arms in. A quiet man, but with a definite purpose in the movement.’

      Barr glanced across at him. ‘Not like you, then. You’ve always loved being in the spotlight.’

      Meehan nodded, lowering the window. ‘We all had our own role to play. I was good at talking, representing Sinn Fein and being a spokesperson for the IRA. I love speaking on behalf of the Catholic community.’ The deputy first minister struggled out of his grey suit jacket and tossed it onto the back seat. ‘Whereas Dornan was a lot like Cleary, Jnr. More of a strategic planner; a military tactician that would have shot up the ranks of any armed group in the world, paramilitary or otherwise. He and the Ghost became the two people that led from the front, taking the war to the Brits.’

      ‘You ever thought about writing a book?’

      ‘I think we could all write our own version of what took place.’

      ‘Best leaving those stories where they are. In our own heads.’

      ‘Agreed, Jim.’

      The next twenty minutes passed by with the two men trading old stories, sharing memories of their younger days, times long gone, debating whether or not it was a waste and if they would do anything differently if they could go back. Both were happy with their choices, albeit regretting the innocent people that had been dragged into the conflict. But what was their journey to Dornan’s going to uncover? Not only the prospect of a secret affair by a member of the royal family, but potentially the truth behind the assassination of the future king. Perhaps the idea would do more than sell a few newspapers.

      Hitting the headlines in the evening news would be the least of the royal family’s worries, however. If the monarchy were to be brought into disrepute, perhaps seen as a scandal-tarnished pillar of British society, could it bring an end to their reign and change the lives and culture of the British people?

      Barr indicated left, then steered the Mercedes off the M1 onto the slip road, following the signs for Rostrevor. ‘I take it you called ahead? Does Dornan know the reason for our visit?’

      Meehan shook his head. ‘I just told him I fancied a trip out of the city and a taste of some of Newry’s best fish and chips.’ He stroked his chin, looking out the window absentmindedly. ‘It’s true, to be fair. I do need this trip. God, you don’t see the days, weeks and months going in. All the work we’re doing up in Stormont. It’s draining.’

      ‘You should have moved across the border. Got yourself a job with the Gardaí, like myself.’

      Meehan smiled. ‘Could you really see me in a peeler’s uniform?’

      Barr shook his head, then laughed. ‘No, actually.’

      ‘Neither could I,’ Meehan agreed. ‘No, my place was meant to be where it is: trying to build some kind of bridge with the unionist population. It’s hard at times, but it’s all worth it when you see the difference in Belfast now, compared to the way it was when we were growing up.’

      ‘True enough, Declan. Don’t want the next generation to go through a repeat of what we did.’

      Meehan shook his head. ‘Certainly not, Jim. And this bloody diary, and whatever truth there is in it, could very easily make a lot of people nervous.’

      ‘If any of it’s true.’

      ‘What I find harder to believe is the fact that nobody has ever found it before. It’s not like this stuff happened yesterday. Take a right here. Follow that sign for Rostrevor. It’s not far now.’

      Set in the heart of County Down, the village of Rostrevor sits on the coast of Carlingford Lough, at the foot of Slieve Martin, a 485-metre steep climb that forms part of the Mourne Mountains, just a short drive from Warrenpoint and the border with the Irish Republic. This border, or imaginary line, separating the north from the south, often only differentiates itself by the change from miles to kilometres on the road signs since the Republic of Ireland changed to the metric system in 2005, causing some 58,000 road signs to be updated. Being close to the border was, often during the Troubles, a place where active members of the IRA sought refuge. It was widely known that many active members of the IRA were born and bred in the southern part of the country, perhaps many of them feeling an obligation to go north of the border and take up the fight again, simply picking up where their great grandfathers, alongside the likes of Michael Collins, Eamon de Valera, James Connolly and other Irish revolutionaries, had left off during the earlier part of the century. Despite the fact the battleground for the most recent war was, in the majority, the six counties of the north, the IRA was still an all-Ireland army and therefore found members within its ranks coming from as far as Cork and other parts of the southern Irish coastline.

      Dornan had always been known to be a strategical genius when it came to keeping himself out of the grip of the occupying forces, so it was no surprise to either Meehan or Barr that he’d chosen this location so close to the border.

      Approaching a steep gradient, Meehan pointed towards a tractor clipping hedges fifty yards ahead. ‘That’s him,’ he spoke through a laugh. ‘Hit the horn there. Shock the oul bastard.’

      As he approached the tractor, Barr honked twice.

      The driver of the tractor wore a pair of navy overalls, a black woollen hat and bright orange gloves.

      Meehan lowered the window and shouted, ‘Jesus, Marty! Do you really need to wear all that? Sure, all you’re doing is driving a bloody tractor―as slow as my granny walks.’

      ‘Your granny’s been dead for years, you buck eejit,’ Dornan shouted back.

      ‘Exactly my point,’ Meehan responded.

      Typical Irish humour being one of offensive affection, a “slagging” or “taking the piss” was the most common form of good craic or a clear way of showing if someone was comfortable enough with another to say something softly offensive without fear of causing offence. ‘We’ll be up at the house. Hurry up.’

      Dornan waved them on past.

      Barr guided the Merc further up the hill for another half a mile, the car bumping over and swerving to avoid potholes that appeared to have spread across the country road like unruly spots on a teenager’s face. Each side of the road was lined with three-foot-high stone walls, skirted by towering evergreens. The smell of pine took Barr and Meehan back to their younger days, being trained in the use of small and heavy firearms in the countryside, away from prying eyes.

      Dornan’s house was set back from the road, hidden behind the forestry; a natural training ground for both urban and rural offensives. Now, it was the perfect place to spend the latter part of his stay on the planet. The house was modern, constructed from grey brick. A double garage extended out from the right side. Barr led the car towards the garage but then followed the driveway further on past, circling around the house towards the rear. The land extended out further than expected. A large green agricultural shed sat two hundred yards further on down, the large rolling door raised enough to allow a vehicle to pass comfortably in and out.

      Barr parked the car just to the rear of the house, next to where a set of patio doors were propped open by two tiny leprechaun gnomes. Meehan was the first to get out, Barr slightly more hesitant. Meehan ducked his head in the window. ‘You just going to sit there, Jimbo? Come on in. Let’s go and see what the craic is.’ He made his way towards the back door.

      Barr reached into the back of the car and lifted the diary from the seat. Opening the door, he got out and followed Meehan. They entered the kitchen, the smell of Irish stew brewing in a pot as large as a cauldron. Meehan, acting as if it were his own house, put the kettle on and prepared a pot of tea. Barr strolled across the kitchen, the diary clasped tightly in his hand, pressed against his chest as if shielding it. He admired the Irish bodhrán, with “Guinness” across the skin. Judging by the faded lettering, it had been drummed on long into many cold nights sat by the fire.

      ‘Thinks he’s bloody Christy Moore, thon’ lad,’ Meehan joked as he followed Barr into the dining area. Standing shoulder to shoulder with Barr, they both studied the instrument as if they’d been cast back to a different time in their lives. ‘I remember him playing this bloody thing for hours.’

      ‘Aye, and you couldn’t play it to save your life, could you?’ Dornan said, entering through the back door. He took off his gloves and hat. His wispy hair was chin-length and grey, sweat-soaked and glued to his head. He was short, perhaps five foot five, and of thin build. His face was as youthful as a man half his age, his brown eyes intelligent and filled with knowledge. ‘What’s this? A reunion? When are the rest of the boys getting here?’ He smiled, approaching them, his expression light and full of excitement. He offered his hand to Barr. ‘God, James! I haven’t seen you in years, mate.’

      Barr shook his hand. ‘Think it was around ’94, around the time of the first ceasefire.’

      ‘Aye, that’s probably about right.’ Dornan looked at Meehan and shook his hand. ‘I don’t think any of us believed the ceasefire would last.’

      ‘Thank God it did,’ Meehan replied. ‘The war was going nowhere fast.’ He patted Dornan on the shoulder and moved past him. ‘I’ll make the tea. You two have a seat.’ His voice sounded pleasant, but overdramatised, as if he were overcompensating for what was truly going on.

      Barr sat down at the table and looked back up at the bodhrán. ‘You still playing?’

      Dornan sat facing him, looking up at the wall. ‘Aye. Since Cassandra passed away, I’ve been playing more. Can be lonely old nights in here by myself. Got to do something to keep myself occupied.’

      ‘How’re the boys, Marty?’ Meehan asked as he approached the table with a tray carrying three cups and a stainless steel teapot.

      ‘Seamus is working down in Dublin. Married with two kids. Dominic’s in Australia.’ Dornan looked at the diary positioned next to Barr’s phone. He looked closer, crossing his eyes. ‘’82? That’s an old diary.’

      Barr took his cup and held it up while Meehan poured tea into it. He blew on it before taking a drink, then set the cup down again. ‘This is the reason we’re here, Martin.’

      Dornan looked at Barr, then at Meehan.

      Meehan cleared his throat. ‘Marty, that diary there belonged to Prince George, and you’re mentioned in it.’

      Barr opened it. ‘Something about a secret love between the prince and a woman involved in the movement.’

      Dornan’s eyes glazed over and he dropped his head. ‘Christ, I knew it would come back to bite me in the arse. I’d only hoped I’d be long dead before it came to light.’ He looked at the diary. ‘What does it say?’

      ‘That you and the Clearys paid the prince a visit on 28 June 1982,’ Barr said, flicking through the pages. Landing on the date in question, he handed the book over for Dornan to read himself.

      Meehan and Barr both watched as their host’s previously light-hearted expression changed from a man about to sit down and reminisce with two old friends to someone about to undergo an interrogation.

      Dornan set the diary back down on the table and reached for his cup, a slight tremble to his hand.

      ‘Who was she, Marty?’ Meehan asked, his tone remaining the same: one of a friend, and not an interrogating officer.

      ‘Our Grainne,’ he said, clearing his throat before taking a sip of his tea. ‘Where’d you find it?’

      ‘Buried inside the wall of the house.’

      ‘What house?’ Dornan looked at Meehan, then back at Barr.

      ‘My house,’ Barr replied. ‘Well, our new house. The house was previously owned by Prince George.’

      ‘You mean Lismore Castle?’ Dornan asked. ‘You and the wife have bought the castle?’

      Barr shook his head. ‘He had a house over on the west coast, too. A wee holiday home.’

      ‘What are the chances of that?’ Meehan observed humorously. ‘A retired Guard and Provo buying the home of a member of the royal family, who just happened to be killed by the Provos.’ He lifted his cup, looking entertained.

      ‘Was it the Provos who actually carried out the hit?’ Barr enquired, his investigative ways from all those years as an officer coming to the fore. ‘Was it really our lads, or was it the work of the family he was about to bring unimaginable shame to? Or the British Army? With what we know now, if he was working with the IRA, it’d be less likely he was killed by them. Which means someone else is to blame for it.’

      ‘Okay,’ Dornan said, taking a deep breath and brushing a loose strand of his oily hair from his eyes. ‘Grainne came to me, worried―bloody terrified, actually. She knew what she was doing would get her killed. Me being close to Cleary, Snr. and the other leaders gave me a chance to talk to them about it, but I knew Cleary, Snr. was a hard-ass, old school republican and would have had her executed without thinking. I had to do something to keep her alive. So, while the Ghost and I were in New York at a NORIAD fundraiser’―the Irish Northern Aid Committee, supportive financiers of the PIRA―‘I took the matter to him, knowing he would at least have thought about a way out before becoming judge, jury and executioner.’ Dornan sounded like he was pleading for his life. ‘If it were either of your sisters, both of you would have done the same. You’re right―the Provos didn’t kill him. It came from someone within the British government―and there might have been royal involvement, too.’

      Meehan nodded. ‘Is that why Grainne left Belfast in the early eighties? I remember her just disappearing.’

      Dornan nodded. ‘We got her set up with a place over in Derry. But she spent more time at a house he bought her.’

      ‘“He”, as in Prince George?’

      Dornan nodded.

      Meehan looked at Barr. ‘What are we going to do about this? The fucking Brits carrying out an assassination of one of their own? And not just their own, but the next in line to the throne? We can’t just pretend this diary doesn’t exist. And what else is out there?’

      ‘Why not just forget about it?’ Dornan encouraged. ‘Who’s it going to help by bringing it up?’

      ‘Did the PM at the time know about this?’

      ‘Why’s that important?’

      ‘Because if ten of our soldiers starved themselves to death while being made to look like bloody criminals by a government that would allow something like this to happen …’ Meehan’s nostrils flared, his usual composure out the door. ‘We need to get these bastards, Marty.’

      ‘He’s right, Martin,’ Barr added. ‘We can’t let this go. Too many people died. Too many people were labelled criminals and terrorists. This information contradicts everything they ever said about us.’

      Dornan swallowed, his cup still in his hand, his shoulders raised and his back arched. ‘Okay. So, what do you suggest?’

      ‘Where’s Grainne?’ Meehan asked. ‘She still living up in the Falls?’

      ‘Grainne died a few years ago. The big “C.”’ Dornan finished his tea and stood up. ‘Think I need something stronger.’ He went to the glass cabinet next to the fridge and lifted out three glasses. He grabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels and returned, pouring them all a drink. ‘She did nothing wrong, lads.’ He looked at them both, his eyes becoming glassy, even before his first sip of the hard stuff.

      ‘Christ, we know that, Marty,’ Meehan said reassuringly, pushing his whiskey away. ‘I’ll stick to tea. So, was it the royals who ordered him dead?’

      Dornan paused for a moment. ‘I honestly don’t know. One thing’s for sure: it wasn’t sanctioned by the IRA Army Council, but we were happy to take the credit.’

      Meehan looked at Barr. ‘Christ. Sneaky bastards.’

      ‘Do we have any other evidence that supports this being true?’ Barr asked.

      ‘Aine might be able to tell us more, but we haven’t spoken about it in years.’

      ‘Who’s Aine?’

      ‘Their daughter. Lives in Belfast. Works on the reception at the Falls Leisure Centre, I think.’

      Meehan’s eyes expanded. ‘Aine Dornan? God, I’ve known that wee girl for years! She’s always helped out leafletting for us, organising the annual Ard-Fheis. I never thought to ask if she was related.’

      Dornan nodded. ‘I told her never to mention it. If she were to be asked, never admit the fact …’ He swallowed. ‘That she’s got royal blood flowing through her veins.’

      ‘Royal blood?’ Meehan scoffed. ‘If she’s Prince George’s first daughter, she’d be next in line for the fucking throne, Marty.’ He shook his head and took a sip of his tea. ‘Looks like we’re going to see Aine, then.’
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      Aine Dornan lived just off the main Falls Road, in the same house she’d lived in for the past nineteen years. After growing tired of her native Derry, where she’d been raised by her mother, she’d decided to move 80 miles southeast to Belfast, finding herself a lifeguarding job at the Falls Leisure Centre while studying Business Administration at Millfield College. After fifteen years standing poolside and covering duty management shifts, Aine had taken a step back and, for the last five years, had assumed a role behind the reception. She’d watched almost as many foreigners stroll up and down the road as the locals, courtesy of the bus tours taking groups of people from all walks of life and from every corner of the world to see sites such as the Irish Republican Memorial Garden and the Bobby Sands mural. Many gun battles had taken place on the Falls Road between the British Army and the PIRA, most notably the infamous Falls Road Curfew, which had helped to stoke the fire of hatred within the bellies of the Falls’ residents and had led to a communal mistrust of the occupying British force.

      Formerly the Falls Road Baths, the leisure centre became notorious on 16 April 1941 after the Belfast Blitz, when much of North and West Belfast had been bombed by the Luftwaffe. To accommodate the dead, the public baths had been turned into an emergency makeshift morgue. Now run by the city council, many of Sinn Fein’s conventions were held in the venue’s indoor football hall.

      Aine was no stranger to the faces of local politics, especially that of the MP for the area and current deputy first minister for the recently hostile province. Therefore, she wasn’t surprised when, as she was coming off her afternoon shift, she bumped into Declan Meehan, stood outside the entrance beside a Mercedes. She was surprised, however, to see her Uncle Marty getting out of his own vehicle.

      ‘What’s this? A dummy’s meeting?’ she joked as she approached them. The sun was shining brightly and she used her left hand to shield her eyes, her right hand clasping her bag, jacket and umbrella.

      ‘Hope we don’t get the weather you’re expecting, Aine, love!’ Meehan joked, looking at the contents of her hand. He looked towards a man Aine didn’t recognise. ‘Hopefully Jimbo here hasn’t brought the rain over from Donegal.’

      “Jimbo” just smiled.

      ‘You never know in this country,’ Aine replied. ‘Better to have it and not need it, than need it and not have it.’

      ‘Very true,’ Dornan said. ‘You got time for a chat, love?’

      Aine looked at her uncle. He looked slightly under the weather, his face a slight shade of pink and coated with a clammy film of sweat. Her eyebrows met in the middle, sizing up the three men. ‘Sounds serious.’

      ‘It is, Aine, love,’ Meehan said. He looked at Barr. ‘Jim here recently bought a new house over on the west coast. He found a diary there from 1982. They were both owned by an old friend of your mum. Prince George.’

      Aine looked at the diary, clasped tightly in Jim’s hand. Her expression unsure, she looked to her uncle. He silently agreed with a simple nod of the head.

      ‘You’re not in any trouble, Aine,’ Dornan assured her. ‘These gents just want to know if there’s anything else you can tell us about him.’

      She sighed. ‘Let me see the diary.’

      The stranger handed it over. Aine opened it while looking at the three of them, each of them staring at her expectantly as if she were opening a birthday present; one she wasn’t sure she wanted.

      ‘Last entry is the eleventh of July. Twelfth was …’

      ‘I know the date he died.’ She interrupted the man, skipping to the last entry. The three watched her as her expression tightened, her eyes glazing over as they scanned the passage. Closing the book, she tossed it back to Barr. ‘Well, I guess you’ll have to come back to mine and we can talk about it some more.’ She looked over her shoulder. ‘Can’t stand here all day without looking dodgy.’

      ‘We’ll see you back at your house,’ Meehan said, placing his hand on her shoulder, almost as if he were offering her some kind of condolence.

      ‘I’ll go with you, Aine,’ Dornan said. ‘You know the house?’

      ‘Aye.’ Meehan nodded, getting back into the front passenger seat of Barr’s Mercedes. Barr got in behind the wheel. ‘Right, James, continue straight up the Falls until you get to the traffic lights at the Royal Victoria Hospital, then take a right. We’re just up the Springfield Road.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      The B38 Springfield Road is a smaller road, little more than a traffic thoroughfare adjacent to the Falls, branching off from the larger road. Whereas the Falls is a larger artery connecting West Belfast’s suburbs with the city centre, the Springfield Road is more residential than industrial, and just as republican as it once was, with just as many scars. A society still licking its wounds, grateful to have normality back, but still fragile. Perhaps as stable as the peace deal between the Taliban and the Afghan government.

      ‘Turn right here, just after this shop, Jim,’ Meehan said. ‘Aine’s is the wee one down in the corner with the white railings.’

      Barr did as he was told, guiding the Mercedes along the red brick road, passing a tiny grass-filled roundabout with a blue BMX left at the centre of it, the rear wheel still spinning as if a kid had just jumped off it. Parking half on the kerb and half on the road, he shut the engine off and opened the door, letting cool air flood in. Before they had a chance to speak, the sound of Aine’s grey Range Rover could be heard flying up the street behind them. Barr looked at Meehan, who was grinning, showing that toothy grin of his again.

      ‘She always did drive like a menace,’ Meehan joked, getting out of the car. Looking at the poster of himself attached to a nearby lamppost, he winced. ‘Could have taken a better picture than that.’

      Barr laughed as he closed the driver’s door and locked the car. ‘Look like a sociopath in that.’

      Meehan stared hard across the roof of the Merc. ‘Piss off.’ He turned to Dornan and Aine as they approached.

      ‘You’ve got my vote, don’t worry.’ Aine passed him, her keys rattling in her hand, and led the way along the cobbled path that cut a swerving line through her front garden. She opened the door. ‘Come on in.’

      Dornan was the first inside, followed by Meehan, then Barr, who closed the door behind him. The hallway was bright and broad, with a high ceiling, and the staircase to the right was lined with a white wooden banister that curled from right to left at the final three steps to the top. A door on the left led them into the living room, which extended out into a dining area. Pictures of an elderly couple were everywhere; whichever direction they looked, there they were.

      Barr spotted one in particular and walked closer to it. Dornan was in this one, alongside the elderly couple. ‘Your ma and da?’

      Dornan nodded. ‘Aye. Must’ve been taken in the early eighties.’ He walked closer to it, grinning. ‘Christ, look at the hair on my head.’ The three shared a laugh until Aine walked in.

      ‘Okay, let’s get this over with.’ She sat down on the sofa. ‘So, my mother had a wee thing with Prince George. Got herself knocked up, and they had me. His family were … let’s just say, less than enthusiastic. He had heated words with them many times.’ She looked across at Dornan. ‘And my uncle here decided he could use the prince for gathering intel on the Brits, which just so happened to provide the information that caused the single biggest loss of life to the British Army during the conflict. On the same day he was murdered.’

      Meehan, for the first time, looked serious, like an interrogating officer ready to pour on the questions. ‘So, Prince George was responsible for the IRA attack on the Royal British Legion? The same day as his assassination?’

      ‘That’s what my mother told me.’

      ‘Who else knew about this, Aine?’ Meehan enquired.

      ‘Some guy named Whiteside. Can’t remember his title, but he was a close friend of my father. Apparently, he was a mentor when George enlisted. From what my dad told my mother, Whiteside was the only person who knew about their relationship. But she always believed George had told him too much.’

      Meehan leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. ‘Did your ma say who on our side knew about it?’

      She looked across the room at Dornan.

      ‘Just us, Declan,’ Dornan said. ‘And the Clearys.’

      ‘Did Whiteside find out you were getting info on the Brits? Info that was going to lead to the slaughter of his men?’

      Dornan’s face was drenched in sweat.

      Meehan looked at Aine. ‘Do you have any evidence that would support this?’

      She lowered her gaze, looking at the ground. ‘I do.’

      ‘And?’ Meehan pressed.

      She didn’t reply.

      ‘Aine?’ he repeated.

      She looked up at him, the pain clear in her eyes. ‘I’m sorry. I promised her I’d never speak of this ever again. It would tarnish his name and the name of the royal family.’

      ‘Fuck the royal family! We could destroy these bastards,’ Meehan protested. ‘Or the British government. Whoever was responsible for killing their prince would hang for this. Either way, the Brits would be made to look like the tyrants they are, and we could even bring an end to the whole fucking monarchy.’

      Aine scoffed in disgust. ‘Your last dig at anything British before you retire from office?’

      Meehan’s expression hardened, his eyes darting from left to right. ‘Aine, love, you don’t remember the height of the Troubles, when we were all fighting them. But your ma would have. Being dragged out of our beds at four in the mornin’. Taken away from our families for months, even years.’ He looked across at Dornan. ‘Marty, back me up here.’

      Dornan looked as uncomfortable as his niece, the tension in the air palpable. ‘Maybe it’s time we let the past go, Declan. Come on, mate―we’ve done the boys proud just by getting to where we are. All our fallen comrades didn’t die in vain. And having a dig at the Brits when there’s peace would be a waste of energy.’

      Meehan shook his head. ‘A waste of energy, Marty? You see that mural of Bobby Sands down the road? Have you forgotten that he, as a fucking elected MP, starved himself to death? Because the Brits said he was a criminal?’ He shook his head. ‘Christ, Marty! Bobby and the other nine deserve for this to be public ―more so than the rest of us.’

      Dornan said nothing.

      Meehan looked at Barr, then down at the diary. ‘Where do you sit with all this, Jimbo?’

      Barr took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly. ‘I think we should leave the past where it is. Burn this bloody diary and forget it existed.’ He made eye contact with Aine. ‘You sure this is what you want, Aine?’

      Her eyes were glazed, filling up like tiny glasses of water. She nodded her head.

      Meehan sighed, his head dropping as if in defeat. ‘That’s dead on.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Come on, Jim. Drop me back at the house. I need to get down to Stormont. Got a meeting with the first minister in two hours.’ He stood up and buttoned his suit jacket closed. ‘Thanks for your time, Aine.’ He squeezed her hand, then pulled her in, giving her a peck on the cheek.

      ‘All the best, Declan,’ she replied.

      Meehan looked at Dornan. ‘You staying or coming with us?’

      ‘I’ll stay for a while.’ He looked at his niece, who nodded her agreement.

      ‘Okay.’ Meehan stepped around the table. Passing behind Aine, he gently touched her on the shoulder, then patted Dornan on the shoulder.

      As they stepped outside, they were welcomed by a light drizzle and patchy black clouds that had just been dragged slowly across the city by the wind. The Mercedes was already gleaming with the free wash from above.

      ‘Well, guess that’s the end of that,’ Barr said, looking over the roof of the car as he unlocked it.
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      Victoria Greenwood sat in her office, eating the remains of her previous night’s dinner. As she twirled her day-old spaghetti bolognese onto her fork, she skimmed the documents her people held on Eamon Martini. The man’s basic history was all British Intelligence had on him, with “history” being the key word. The files contained nothing fresher than the late nineties, when Martini had exposed several corrupt high-ranking members of British Intelligence, including Greenwood’s old mentor Commander Falkner. His actions had highlighted government collusion with the Ulster Defence Association, bringing into question why the UDA had been allowed to operate as a legal organisation up until ’92 when they’d been linked to many murder campaigns against the Irish Catholic population.

      Cooperation with other intelligence agencies across the world, including the CIA, had collated little more on the man. Martini was more like the bogeyman. But a bogeyman he wasn’t, as she’d seen him firsthand in Germany.

      Greenwood found herself consumed by the image of the man that had become the biggest pain in the British government’s backside since the formation of the free Irish state. But despite everything her superiors had told her about the man who had outsmarted them all, she had seen not that man, but the attractive, charming, mysterious man whose heart appeared to be in the right place. Everything Martini had become was thanks to the society and family he grew up in. The old “product of the environment” description rang true.

      Greenwood halted her current train of thoughts, preventing them from going any further. Did she have a thing for him? Her mind was consumed, not by the desire to take him down but to see him again; to talk to him and get to know more about him. Staring at a recent surveillance photo of him in London, she felt herself lusting after him. She was developing an attraction to him.

      Her heart rate increased slightly. She felt on edge, but welcomed the sensation, like a drug addict finally getting their fix.

      Her phone vibrated next to her, causing Greenwood to flinch and automatically close the photograph, as if she had been caught doing something she shouldn’t have been. She cleared her throat and lifted the device. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Victoria Greenwood?’ a thick Belfast accent asked. She’d recognise it anywhere.

      ‘Mr. Meehan?’ she asked with a sigh.

      ‘How’s life in London?’

      ‘With all due respect, you didn’t just call me for a general chinwag. I don’t mean to be rude, but what is it?’

      ‘Something has come to light over here in Belfast. Something that has the potential to upset quite a few British and Irish people.’

      She cleared her throat. ‘How big is this thing?’

      ‘Let’s just say people would probably offer a lot of money or kill a lot of people for it. A potential embarrassment for your monarchy. Powerful people would have to be silenced to keep it secret. And if I’m not mistaken, the most powerful people in your country have already been silenced because of it.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘I don’t like talking over the phone; you never know who’s listening in. Perhaps you should come to Belfast.’

      She laughed at the man’s audacity. ‘You called me, Mr. Meehan. You can come to London if you want to discuss the matter further.’

      There was a momentary pause.

      ‘Mr. Meehan?’

      ‘I’ll see you tomorrow evening. This is my private number; save it to your contacts. What I have to tell you might very well save a lot of lives.’

      ‘Text me your ETA. I’ll have someone pick you up from the airport.’

      Greenwood ended the call, set her phone down and lifted the fork from her plate to continue her dinner.
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      The next day, Meehan landed at London Stansted shortly after five thirty in the afternoon, after a two-hour delay. Glad to have eventually reached the other side, he stretched as he rose from his seat to disembark the EasyJet-operated Airbus A319-100. Being the last in a line of fifty-six passengers disembarking via the front door, he smiled at the female flight attendant as she wished him a lovely evening.

      Descending the steps onto the runway, Meehan extricated his phone from his inner jacket pocket and called Greenwood.

      ‘Mr. Meehan. You’ve arrived?’

      ‘Aye, that’s me just stepped off the plane.’ He had to shout over the wind, the gale powerful enough to knock him off balance while he followed the queue towards the terminal. ‘There was a delay, but I’m here now.’

      ‘I have a driver waiting for you nearby. He’ll be in the pick-up area in the next ten minutes.’

      ‘Perfect.’ Meehan ended the call and dropped the phone back into his inner jacket pocket before buttoning it closed.

      The line of passengers filed inside, approaching a security checkpoint. In England, Meehan’s face was as recognisable as the Pope or the American president. Known as the face of the Irish republican movement during the conflict, Meehan and the rest of the Sinn Fein party had had their voices dubbed until the ’94 ceasefire, their voices forbidden to be heard on any British broadcast, as if that would have had any impact on him getting his message across to the people he wanted to communicate with.

      Still, he found it hilarious.

      He offered a polite nod to one of security guards, expecting to be let on through, but a clammy hand stopped him from proceeding.

      ‘Can I see your ID, please, mate?’ The guard spoke with a thick London accent. He wore navy trousers, shiny black shoes and a blue shirt with “S-JET AVIATION SECURITY” emblazoned on the left breast. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, with short, cropped hair and deep-set brown eyes. Meehan studied the guard’s shoes, noting the effort he’d put into polishing them. His careful presentation meant either he was new to the job or was there to impress. Perhaps a promotion was around the corner. In stark contrast, the lady alongside him looked ten years his senior, a bronze badge marked “SUPERVISOR” pinned to her shirt at an angle directly below the company logo. She was busy playing a game on her iPhone. Perhaps she was the one the guard was hoping to secure the promotion from. By the look of her, she was more interested in getting the time in and collecting her salary at the end of the month than catching any would-be terrorist or security risk coming into the country.

      Meehan stopped, watching the rest of the passengers stroll on through without even a second glance. He pulled his driving license out of his card holder and slid it across the desk.

      The guard looked at it, scrutinising the photocard as if he was looking for the world’s most wanted man.

      ‘Come on, mate,’ Meehan protested impatiently. ‘How long does it take to check someone’s ID?’

      The guard offered Meehan a sombre expression. After studying his face for a moment, he handed the ID back. ‘Go on ahead, Mr. Meehan.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Meehan smiled. ‘Have a nice evening, mate.’ He slid the licence back into his card holder, gripped his bag and overcoat, then made his way past the motion sensors, the double doors parting and presenting him with the baggage area and a large sign saying “EXIT THIS WAY.”

      Meehan caught another security guard watching him, following him with suspicious eyes as he talked into a device in his ear, perhaps having received comms from the gate of Meehan’s arrival. The deputy first minister had always been good at holding his temper and making himself appear to be a civilised man of thought rather than a loud-mouthed thug. He’d learned from Damien Cleary, Snr. and, to a lesser extent, a man ten years his junior: Cleary, Jnr. The younger Cleary was a thinking man, and Meehan had witnessed firsthand the assurance his way of conducting himself in front of others had inspired confidence in many of the other volunteers. Meehan had replicated that with much success. Both Cleary, Jnr. and Meehan had been integral to the republican movement’s negotiating team, flown backwards and forwards from Belfast to London during the Troubles, hopeful of agreeing to a ceasefire and devising a peace strategy that was never to materialise until 1998, culminating in the Good Friday Agreement.

      As he exited the baggage area through another set of double doors past a sign saying “NO RETURN BEYOND THIS POINT”, Meehan’s phone vibrated in his trouser pocket. He pulled it out and flipped open the leather cover. “Marty Dornan” flashed across the screen. He answered as he walked through the arrival’s terminal, stopping off at a Costa. ‘You okay there, Marty?’

      ‘Declan, where are you?’

      ‘Just in the office at the moment. Why, what’s up?’ Meehan joined the queue of five trailing before the counter, all waiting for their caffeine fix after travelling. He didn’t like lying to his old friend, the guilt knotting his stomach, but he didn’t really have a choice.

      ‘How long have we known each other?’

      ‘Too long.’ Meehan cleared his throat. ‘What’s with all the questions? And the tone, come to that?’

      ‘Aine’s worried about this news coming to light. She doesn’t want any attention on her.’

      ‘That’s understandable.’ Meehan cleared his throat again, scanning the coffee shop and receiving looks of recognition from a few of the customers in return. ‘Look, Marty, I’ll give you a call tomorrow, mate. I’ve got another call here,’ he lied, and he ended the call.

      The punch-in-the-gut feeling of guilt began to fade, replaced instead by an excited tingle. Meehan had once been a man hell-bent on getting one over on the Brits, and before his days were numbered, he’d love one last middle-finger salute. Being here, with the news he had to impart, felt like he was about to get his wish.

      After buying a caramel latte to go and a blueberry muffin, he sat down on one of the stainless steel seats, a row of functional lounging equipment that was never designed to provide comfort. As he scanned the emails from his secretary regarding the upcoming elections, Meehan found they were of no interest to him.

      While sipping from his cup, a message came through from Greenwood.

      The driver’s outside. Grey Jaguar XF.

      Meehan quickly ate the muffin and made his way out.

      As he approached the pick-up area, the driver got out of the Jag and walked around to the passenger side, opening the rear door. ‘Evening, Mr. Meehan.’

      He wore a grey suit that clung to his muscular body. A few inches taller than Meehan, his posture and stance looked military, further supported by his punctuality and the speed with which he emerged from the vehicle when his passenger appeared. His shoulders were broad, and his waist was narrow. His hands were like shovels, and Meehan assumed he was as much protection as he was her driver. With hands like that, once he got a hold of you, Meehan imagined there was little chance of getting free.

      ‘Thanks, mate,’ Meehan said as he handed his bag over and got in. From the radio came an audio book being narrated by a well-known English comedian with one of those distinctive voices, a novel whose protagonist Meehan had never heard of. The cabin smelled of a mixture of aftershave and upholstery cleaner; the carpets and floor mats had those contrasting lines left after a vacuum had been run over them, again reinforcing the care and detail the driver paid to his job. Definitely ex-military, Meehan thought. But the “ex” part seemed a little premature. The guy couldn’t have been any older than his mid-twenties.

      The XF was an elegant saloon, driven by anyone who wanted to travel in style. And Meehan enjoyed the comfort.

      The driver got in.

      ‘What’s the book, mate?’ Meehan asked breezily.

      ‘It’s an author pal of mine. It’s called Sandstorms.’ The driver smiled. ‘It’s basically about him, only fictional. We served together in the Middle East.’ He reached for the radio and pressed number three, changing it over to  some local football programme. ‘If you’re in the car a lot like I am, you need something to help pass the time. Besides, it’s a bloody good book.’

      Meehan nodded. ‘I know what you mean. One of my brothers back home in Belfast was a taxi driver, but instead of listening to audiobooks, he played nothing but pure tripe in his car.’ He lowered the window.

      The driver laughed and fastened his belt, then put the 3-litre V6 in gear and took off. ‘So, Ms. Greenwood said she’ll meet you at her house, and that she hopes you like Chinese food.’

      ‘Fair enough.’ Meehan took off his jacket and hung it on the spring-loaded hanger over the left-side window. ‘Who doesn’t like Chinese food?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      After a forty-five-minute journey, the XF arrived at Greenwood’s new house; an inner-city London home, more expensive than most could afford. The cost was perhaps easier to cope with for someone without children and a family to provide for. For a single, career-driven woman like Greenwood, she probably wouldn’t break a sweat paying for it.

      The driver put the car in neutral and activated the electronic parking brake. He got out, opened the rear door and offered his hand to Meehan. ‘Enjoy your dinner, sir.’

      The Irishman accepted. ‘Thanks, mate. Enjoy the rest of your evening. I’m guessing you’re the one taking me to my hotel later this evening?’

      The driver shook his head. ‘That’s me clocking off for the night. Ms. Greenwood said you’ll be staying with her tonight.’ He looked up towards the front of the house. The MI6 director was stood at the door, leaning against the doorframe.

      ‘Fair enough.’

      ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, though. I’ll be taking you back to the airport in the morning.’

      Meehan reached onto the back seat for his jacket and bag. As he approached the house, Greenwood stepped out onto the porch. ‘People are going to get the wrong impression, Ms. Greenwood.’

      She smiled, folding her arms as he ascended the steps. ‘People would also get the wrong idea if you were to turn up at HQ unannounced. Think it’s better to keep whatever it is you have to tell me to ourselves, then we can see where to go.’ Greenwood turned and led him into the house.

      The smell of sweet and sour and barbecue ribs wafted down the hall, coming from the direction Greenwood was headed. The first thing Meehan noticed as he stepped inside was how ordered the place was. It was clean. Too clean, if anything. Either Greenwood had a touch of OCD or she’d just moved in.

      He set his bag down next to the coat rack in the hallway and hung his jacket up. He took off his tie and unbuttoned the top two buttons on his shirt, following her towards the mouth-watering smell.

      He stepped into the kitchen. It was modern: the cupboards had a matte black finish, and the floor and walls were whiter than white; almost bright enough to strain the eyes. ‘How’s it been?’ he asked casually, sitting on one of the stools at the central island. ‘Readjusting to work again after your time in Berlin?’

      Greenwood grabbed two plates and two sets of stainless steel cutlery. ‘Like water off a duck’s back. Martini might be good, but he’s not the only one who knows how to play the game.’ She nodded towards a bottle of Fortnum & Mason that stood next to the sink. ‘Grab that. We’ll move this out into the garden. I prefer to be outside whenever I can.’

      She made her way out through the patio doors

      as Meehan grabbed the bottle and two wine glasses. As he stepped outside, he quickly realised the financial benefits one receives when they report directly to the prime minister. The garden extended surprisingly farther than any residence of inner London should have―or at least, according to the image Meehan had in his head. A water fountain in the far-right corner of the garden spewed water from the mouth of a unicorn. A flowerbed filled with flourishing aubretia royal blue, old English lavender, butterfly bush and yellow perennials outlined the entire garden and was itself neatly lined with shrubs. The clothesline was as varied and exciting as a blank sheet of paper: nothing but grey pencil skirts and matching jackets, along with an equal number of white blouses and pantyhose.

      Meehan studied her as Greenwood opened the takeaway cartons, the food steaming beneath. ‘I thought it would have been a home-cooked meal,’ he joked, setting the bottle and glasses down.

      ‘My skills do not extend much further than the office, I’m afraid.’ She offered him a smile, then handed him a plate. She took a seat next to him, lifted the bottle and poured half glasses. ‘Cheers.’ They touched glasses, then took a sip.

      Meehan set the glass down and lifted the knife and fork. ‘You’re much more accommodating than I would have imagined.’

      ‘The fact you’ve made the effort to come all the way to London, within twenty-four hours of our chat, no less, leads me to believe that the reason you’re here is not only important, but running on a timer.’

      ‘You might say that.’

      ‘So, what’s this all about?’

      Meehan laughed. ‘You don’t waste time, do you?’

      ‘Like I said: timer. And time is the one thing we all agree that we don’t get back.’

      ‘Fair enough. How much do you know about British involvement during the Troubles?’

      ‘As much as anyone with my level of security clearance. There’s a lot to know―both good and bad.’

      He shuffled in his seat. ‘What do you know about Prince George’s assassination?’

      ‘Twelfth of July, eighty-two. The Provisional IRA’s most enemy kills in one day. Twenty-eight British troops at the Ballymena massacre, shortly followed by the heir apparent.’

      ‘What if I told you there’s a possibility that the hit on Prince George wasn’t carried out by our lads, but ordered by your side?’

      ‘I’d say you shouldn’t drink any more of that wine, Mr. Meehan.’ Greenwood laughed, showing a full mouth of perfectly straight teeth. When he didn’t respond, her laughter faded. ‘Okay. Tell me more.’

      ‘A close friend of mine is a retired chief in the southern Irish police. In a former life, he was also an active member of the PIRA, commanding one of the Active Service Units in Derry. He and his wife have just spent their life savings on a house once owned by Prince George, where he found a diary from ’82 belonging to the prince. It tells of a secret relationship he was having with a woman involved in the republican movement and how this caused the IRA to exploit him. This woman was his weakness, and the Provos had him by the balls. The prince ended up giving them all sorts of intel on the Brits―troop movements; things that the IRA would have needed to know in order to plan and carry out their attacks.’

      Greenwood was all ears. ‘Any attacks in particular?’

      ‘The attack on the British Legion in Ballymena on the same day of his death.’

      Her eyes widened. ‘Jesus …’

      Meehan nodded and took another sip of wine. ‘The last diary entry made was the eleventh of July, eighty-two.’

      ‘Where is this diary?’

      ‘The old chief has it.’

      ‘And Prince George’s secret love? Where’s she?’

      ‘Dead. But I spoke with her daughter yesterday. She admits it’s true. Said she has other evidence to validate its authenticity, but she doesn’t want her name dragged through the mud.’

      Greenwood nodded. ‘Any particular reason she’s so cagey?’

      ‘She’s their child.’

      ‘Christ! Are you serious?’ She downed the rest of her glass and reached once more for the bottle.

      Meehan nodded. ‘A child in line to the throne, kept secret all these years. And with evidence to prove it.’

      ‘Well, the woman herself would be evidence. Would she hand over what she has? Has she even said what “it” is?’

      Meehan shook his head.

      Greenwood met his eyes. ‘Why have you come to me?’

      ‘I’m a good judge of character. I can tell you’re one of the few people that would do the right thing. If this can be verified, all fingers point to the Brits killing him. If the prince was feeding them info of a level that led to days like the Ballymena massacre, it wouldn’t make sense for the IRA to take him out.’ Meehan looked around the garden. ‘I’m here to ask for your help in getting to the bottom of this. You’re intelligence. I’m your contact, linking you and your people to the answers.’

      ‘You’re also a diehard Irish republican, an MP who never took your elected seat in Parliament and refused to acknowledge the Queen. Why should I trust you?’

      ‘I accept your Queen is exactly that: your Queen, not Ireland’s. And I’m not asking to work with the British government. I’m asking you to do the right thing and use your resources to find the bad apples within your own government.’ Meehan took a breath. ‘George’s assassination happened around the time ten young men starved themselves to death because they wouldn’t concede to being labelled criminals. They were prisoners of war. If the government that condemned them was itself involved in high treason, then it’s got to be brought to light.’ He swallowed, appearing emotional. ‘We’ve got to set the record straight, Victoria. And you can bring the perpetrators to justice.’

      Greenwood paused for a moment. ‘There’s one thing I don’t get. You were so influential in the republican movement. How could you not have known about the IRA’s dealing with the future king of England?’

      ‘From what Aine Dornan told us, the only people that knew about it were Damien Cleary, Snr., his son and Martin Dornan …’

      ‘Cleary? As in Eamon Martini’s father?’

      Meehan smiled. He knew her making that connection alone would secure Greenwood’s collaboration. ‘Our Eamon seems to pop up everywhere, doesn’t he?’

      She nodded. ‘And who’s this Dornan guy?’

      ‘Dornan’s sister had the affair with the prince. Her name was Grainne Dornan.’

      Greenwood ran a soothing hand across her forehead, massaging her right temple. ‘Okay. I can try and find out more about active operations in the area at the time. There will be data on the post-attack investigations. That could be our starting point. Also, I’ll have my people look into this Dornan guy and see what else we have on the two Clearys.’ She looked at her phone, checking the time. ‘We also need to approach this Aine Dornan again. The more evidence we have, the better.’

      ‘Whatever Aine has, she’s terrified of it falling into the wrong hands.’

      ‘Okay.’ Greenwood brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes and lifted her fork. ‘I’ll find out what I can. When you get back to Belfast, make sure nobody knows about this. Shut it down tight. The fewer people that know about this, the easier it’ll be for us to look into.’

      ‘Fair enough. Aine mentioned a guy by the name of Whiteside? The prince’s mentor when he was serving in the army. My money’s on him knowing something about it.’

      Greenwood nodded. ‘Okay.’

      ‘Now, after this dinner, how about you show me some of London?’

      She smiled and went back to her food.
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      The next day, Meehan arrived back in Belfast on the final flight of the day. It was shortly after nine thirty, and the flight attendants were tired, appearing ready to clock off for the day.

      ‘All the best, love,’ Meehan said to the six foot tall blonde hostess who stood at the plane’s front exit, her knee-length coat wrapped tightly around her as the wind whipped in through the door.

      The hostess smiled at him, the lids of her bright blue eyes looking heavy. ‘Thank you, sir. Enjoy the rest of your evening.’

      As he disembarked, Meehan deactivated the flight mode on his phone. Once connected to the airport Wi-Fi, a stream of incoming messages bombarded the device. One was from Greenwood, informing him of her meeting with the PM in the morning: an emergency discussion to bring Pears up to speed about Prince George. Another was from Barr, who was back at his house, the diary now stowed somewhere more discreet.

      ‘We might need to get our hands on that again soon, Jimbo,’ Meehan mumbled to himself. ‘Need to know what else old Prince Charming has written in there.’

      As the deputy first minister approached the electronic access doors, the final message was received from his driver and chief security officer, Conor Hasson, telling Meehan he was outside and asking him to let him know when he was back on Irish soil. Meehan pressed the call symbol at the top of Hasson’s text.

      After three rings, it was answered. ‘Declan, you’re here?’

      ‘All right, Hassy? Yes, mate. Just coming through now.’

      ‘I’ll see you in the pick-up area in ten minutes.’

      Meehan ended the call.

      

      Ten minutes later, Meehan stood in the pick-up area, scanning his emails, when Hasson hit the horn. Meehan went straight for the vehicle, a black Audi A8 with all-around bulletproof protection and tinted windows. The deputy first minister had had many attempts on his life over the years and therefore required the highest security precautions when travelling around Belfast. He’d been shot by the UDA in North Belfast in the early nineties and since then had had his own handpicked twenty-four-hour security rotation. All of his security had served in the Provisional IRA, and some were on the Sinn Fein register. All were close friends; brothers, even. But Hasson wasn’t just another comrade: he was with Meehan when he’d been shot. He was also hit in the incident, but not severely. Hasson had managed to get them both to the Mater Hospital in the north of the city before Meehan had a chance to bleed out.

      Hasson was a few years younger than Meehan, at fifty-eight, six inches taller and fifty pounds heavier. He looked half his age. Apart from the salt and pepper hair, Hasson could have passed for someone in their mid-forties instead of his late fifties.

      Meehan pulled the rear passenger door open and dropped his bag on the seat, then got in the front. ‘All right, Hassy?’

      ‘Well, how was your trip?’ Hasson put the Audi in drive and moved away from the kerb, overtaking an idling taxi-bus, towards the barrier.

      ‘Not sure if I’ve made the right decision or not.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Greenwood’s an intelligent lady, but she’s quite cunning―and, like it or not, we’ll always be in opposition.’

      ‘So, you wouldn’t trust her, then?’ Hasson laughed. ‘Would you expect her to trust you?’

      Meehan looked across at Hasson and smiled. ‘Not in the slightest.’ He lowered the window. ‘Did you keep an eye on our friends today?’

      Hasson nodded. ‘Wee Aine Dornan went to work as normal. It’s a good thing I swim in the leisure centre every morning. She thought nothing of it.’

      ‘How’d she appear?’

      Hasson quickly glanced at Meehan. ‘What do you mean?’ He pulled out of the car park onto the bypass that led into the city centre.

      ‘Was she her usual chatty self?’

      ‘Aine’s worked in that place for the last quarter century or so. She’s as comfortable there as she is at home. Didn’t seem any different.’

      ‘She didn’t seem off at all? Distant? Like she had something on her mind?’

      Hasson’s tone deepened. ‘What? Like the fact her oul ma was shagging a royal during the day while, at night, we took part in a war on the streets with her man’s occupying force?’ He cleared his throat, then shook his head. ‘She looked all right.’

      Hasson was bitter, living in the past regarding the Troubles. He’d lived through it all and was one of the active members who’d initially opposed the ceasefire, calling the leaders of the republican movement nothing but a modern-day Michael Collins―sell-outs. But his love for Meehan and his diehard loyalty to the man meant Hasson was going to follow Meehan’s lead, regardless of the direction.

      ‘Don’t tell anyone about this, Hassy.’ Meehan’s tone was slow and precise, emphasising every word. ‘Let’s wait and see what the Brits over in London find out about old Prince George, then we can pay Aine another visit. See if we can talk her around into giving us what she has.’

      Meehan lowered the window, watching the streetlights fly by in a blurred orange glow as the A8 picked up speed, merging onto the M2 Motorway.
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      After dropping Meehan off at home and handing over security to the night shift, Conor Hasson made his own way home; just a fifteen-minute drive through the city, from the west to the north.

      Clifton Avenue, a minor street that connected with the heavily Catholic Cliftonville Road, was a compact squeeze of red brick Victorian houses. Unlike the west of the city, North Belfast leaned more towards the Protestant persuasion, with pockets of Catholics living amongst hard-line loyalist territory. The Cliftonville was part of the infamous “murder triangle”, which had got its name from the notorious Shankill Butchers, a gang of eleven men within the Ulster Volunteer Force’s Shankill Road Brigade who, at night, had roamed the streets of North Belfast, picking off innocent Catholic civilians. The three roads patrolled by the UVF butchers―the Crumlin Road, the Antrim Road and the Cliftonville Road―formed a triangle and were predominantly habituated by Catholics. Within the triangle, the Butchers were almost certain to abduct an innocent Catholic, usually someone stumbling home from the pub and ready for their bed, unaware that they were about to be beaten, tortured and dismembered.

      The Shankill butchers had eventually been caught, with ten out of the eleven handed forty-two life sentences, amassing the largest sentence handed down in British/Irish legal history. Despite their actions being in the past, many people still felt the legacy of such terror, exposing a darker side to the civil conflict.

      Hasson lived at number eight, an ageing four story house. He’d inherited it from his late mother. His father, Sean Hasson, had been a member of the Official IRA who’d agreed that his army had failed to protect the Catholics in the north and had swiftly moved over into the Provisional movement. He’d been shot by a UDA gunman on the doorstep of number eight while the family were inside. His death had pushed his son into the movement, angry and thirsty for blood.

      As Hasson approached the door, looking at the black tiles beneath his feet of the very step his father took his last breath on, his mind was awash with thoughts of Grainne Dornan. Slag. Traitor. Bitch. He clenched his fists, staring at the brass number eight of the towering door. He took a deep breath, realising the key was digging into his hand and almost drawing blood. Hasson released his grip, unlocked the door and entered, hanging his coat up on the hook just inside before blessing himself with the holy water from the ceramic cupped hands of the Virgin Mary.

      Stepping into the living room, Hasson switched on the TV and sat down, trying to get thoughts of Grainne out of his head and looking at the imprint the key had left on his palm.

      Dirty fucking bitch!

      He got up and went to the kitchen, getting himself a whiskey and a cigar, then trudged back into the living room, dropping himself into his chair. The local evening news was just about to end, but not before giving a quick recap of the night’s top stories. Hasson lit the cigar and turned up the volume, only half-heartedly paying attention.

      The news displayed a spray-painted wall just a few streets away. “NEW IRA” was tagged across the red brick wall of one of the shops just half a mile up the Cliftonville Road. Hasson sat there, quietly wondering how the New IRA’s Army Council would react to hearing the news he’d been told.

      The New IRA were far from fond of Hasson. Being Meehan’s top security, he’d been responsible for preventing the attempts on the deputy first minister’s life over the last couple of years, both from the Continuity IRA and the Real IRA. But since the amalgamation of all armed republican groups―the CIRA, the RIRA and Direct Action Against Drugs, who executed anyone dealing in narcotics―the New IRA had made it known to the locals and to the leaders of the country that, for them, the war still wasn’t over. They were heavily armed and supported by military and tactical sophistication carried over from the Provisional IRA. They knew how to carry out attacks, and they were every bit as deadly as the Provos had once been. They just didn’t have the support of the local Catholic community.

      Hasson sat there, pondering his choice. Meehan was a lifelong friend. He’d never bring harm to him, but at the same time, he was struggling to accept the fact that Meehan had just flown to London to conspire with the head of British Intelligence.

      Hasson finished his whiskey in one swig and decided on an early night―but not before returning to the kitchen. He needed another to help him sleep.
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      Victoria Greenwood arrived at Downing Street just before nine the next morning. She could hear Michelle Pears from outside her office in Number Ten, the PM’s strong London accent sounding livelier than normal for the time of day. It was too early for a conference call―something of a personal matter, perhaps?

      The PM’s husband, John, had wanted to book them a holiday for their twentieth wedding anniversary and, according to the tabloids, had been heard on the phone saying that the PM was focusing too much on her job and not enough on her personal life. A very personable lady, Pears had not been shy about bringing her immediate family into the public domain, both the good and the bad. She was an open book, and the story of her life was open for everyone to enjoy―even when it came to her private life.

      But this, Greenwood believed, was the reason Michelle Pears had been elected. She was a beloved leader because she was just like the people who’d voted for her. A flawed human being, just like everyone else, but with the strong, confident presence of a leader that people would look to for direction and representation on the global stage.

      When the conversation on the other side of the door ended, Greenwood knocked.

      ‘Come in.’

      She opened the door. The PM was at her desk, a slice of jam-covered toast in her hand and a cup of coffee next to her. She looked up. ‘Make yourself a coffee and then have a seat, Victoria. I’m just sending a quick email, then I’ll be with you.’

      Greenwood did so, listening to the tapping of keys and the crunching of toast.

      Greenwood’s phone vibrated incessantly while she made the coffee. She checked who the caller was while waiting for her drink to brew. ‘You want another one, ma’am?’ She looked around, the PM shaking her head with a mouthful of toast while still tapping on her keyboard.

      Greenwood took her coffee over to the PM’s desk and sat down, waiting for her to finish.

      The PM swallowed and took a sip of her coffee. ‘Sorry, Victoria. Just one second.’

      Greenwood blew on her coffee and shook her head. ‘Not at all, ma’am.’

      Just as Greenwood spoke, Pears ceased typing. ‘All done.’ She pushed her plate away and rested her forearms on the desk. ‘So, I read your message. You sure you want to step down from the director’s position?’

      ‘I do, ma’am.’

      ‘Do you want some more time to think about it? I have to say, I think you’re the best candidate for the job.’

      ‘Thank you, ma’am, but I’m not sure I want the pressure of the top job yet.’

      The PM sat back in her chair and lifted her cup. ‘I thought after what happened in Berlin, you’d be more eager to get behind a desk.’

      ‘I prefer fieldwork, ma’am.’

      ‘You get more satisfaction in being in the middle of situations likely to get you killed?’

      Greenwood smiled. ‘I do.’

      The PM sighed. Temporarily looking down, she lifted a bundle of files, shuffled them, then set them down neatly, taking her time, ensuring they were perfectly aligned. She looked up at Greenwood again. ‘If it’s what you want, Victoria, then of course. I can’t force you into the role.’

      Greenwood nodded, feeling an unexpected pinch of guilt.

      ‘I spoke with Commander Falkner last night. He’s happy to take up the role again, but he said he’ll do nothing for a few more weeks. He and I urge you to reconsider. Give the decision some time, Victoria.’

      ‘I will. Thank you, ma’am.’

      The PM took a deep breath and exhaled, airing an expression of relief. ‘That was easier than I thought―not that I’m complaining. Now, is there anything else? As you know, I have my weekly audience with the Queen this morning.’

      ‘In fact there is, ma’am.’ Greenwood shuffled in her seat and cleared her throat. ‘And it’s funny you mention Her Majesty The Queen, because something quite big has been brought to my attention.’ She crossed her legs.

      ‘How big?’

      ‘A royal scandal of the highest level.’

      The PM furrowed her brow and sat back in her chair. ‘Go on.’

      ‘I have reason to believe that Prince George may not have been killed by the Provisional IRA. From intelligence I’ve received, it would appear the prince was of more benefit to the IRA alive. A more credible story―if there’s any truth to what I’ve been told―is that our own armed forces and/or the royal family  wanted him dead.’

      Pears’s face had blanched. ‘Ridiculous! What possible reason could there be for that?’

      ‘Because the prince was compromised by his secret relationship with an Irish Catholic connected to the PIRA. My source claims he was passing on information that directly influenced republican attacks, not least of which the Ballymena massacre.’

      The PM’s eyes widened and she sat forward, not taking her eyes off Greenwood. ‘You have evidence of this?’

      ‘A holiday home in Kinnagoe Bay once owned by the prince is now occupied by a retired Irish detective, who was also an active member of the PIRA during the Troubles. A man named James Barr. Barr found a diary kept by George at the property, which apparently contains a wealth of incriminating content.’

      The PM didn’t look too sure.

      ‘I know what you’re thinking, ma’am―“it’s just a diary”. I thought the same. But apparently this secret mistress fell pregnant, and their daughter is now living in Belfast. By all accounts, she’s in possession of some very conclusive proof that suggests what we’re hearing is true.’

      The PM sat forward again. ‘Where did you hear this? Is the source credible?’

      ‘Deputy First Minister Declan Meehan flew to London and met me at my home. It was a long way for him to come for something that might just be a ruse.’

      The PM nodded. ‘I agree―but why is Meehan sharing this with us? He was once at the forefront of the republican movement. I’m curious to find out why he’s coming to us―the enemy―with this. Surely we’re the last people he’d want to find out?’

      Greenwood shrugged. ‘To shame the royal family, maybe―one final finger salute to us Brits. But he’s asked for my help to get to the bottom of it. Think it’s touched a nerve, considering it happened just a year after the hunger strikes over there.’

      ‘God, that’s true. Those men starved themselves to death because we labelled them criminals. Now I can see why Meehan feels strongly about finding out the truth. If memory serves, he was the contact between them and the outside world at the time. He spent every day with those men before they died.’

      Greenwood nodded and took a sip of her coffee. ‘Now for the elephant in the room, ma’am. We’ve also got the possibility of the heir apparent being murdered by his very own. And if not his own, the government.’

      The PM looked darkly at Greenwood. ‘You need to get to the bottom of this, Victoria―and fast. Is that why you’ve so easily accepted my request to stay in the director’s chair for a little while longer?’

      Greenwood nodded.

      The PM studied her for a moment, then said, ‘How are you really feeling after what happened in Berlin? It was quite a traumatic experience, especially when you consider how it all unfolded―to have been saved by the man you’d gone there to eliminate.’

      Greenwood took a moment, then replied, ‘Eamon Martini saved my life, ma’am. You’re right―but as traumatic as that was, I’ve still got a job to do.’

      ‘But are you ready to get involved in something that could quite easily turn nasty? Our relationship with Ireland has always been fragile, but no less than the last twenty years. There are a lot of people in Ireland who could sway towards pro-republicanism again, and having a story like this come to light would bring a new wave of hate from the Catholic community there.’

      ‘My concern is more about the level of threat posed by the New IRA. If they get wind of this, then lives are at stake. There’s no way they won’t try to exploit the situation.’

      The PM sighed, looking down at her desk for a moment as she massaged her left temple.

      Greenwood sat forward in her seat, embodying the agent she’d once been; the agent that had earned first refusal of Falkner’s seat. ‘Give me the green light to get the job done by any means necessary. If you want this to go away, we’ll make it so, ma’am.’

      ‘Just get it done,’ the PM responded. ‘Find out what we’re up against, then go from there.’

      Greenwood uncrossed her legs and stood up. ‘Yes, ma’am.’ She finished her coffee and set the cup down on the desk. ‘I’ll keep you up to date.’

      As she approached the door, the PM called out to her.

      ‘Victoria?’

      Greenwood turned around as she gripped the door handle. ‘Ma’am?’

      ‘Be careful.’

      As Greenwood stepped outside the office, she made a call to Meehan.

      He answered immediately. ‘Director Greenwood. I was just thinking about you.’

      ‘How very sweet,’ she replied sarcastically, making her way along the corridor. ‘I’ve just spoken to the prime minister. She’s keen to get this matter cleaned up. I want to see this diary and to find out what else Aine Dornan has in terms of evidence.’

      ‘Regarding the diary, I think I can manage to get my hands on it. But wee Aine will be a harder nut to crack. When I spoke with her the other day, she didn’t look like she was willing to give it up, even to us. And we’re the ones she’d trust more than anyone else with something so sensitive.’

      ‘You’ll need to work a little harder on her, then.’ Greenwood spoke bluntly. ‘Don’t dangle a carrot in front of me and then tell me it’s made from plastic.’

      ‘Leave it with me. We’ll get it sorted.’

      ‘And Mr. Meehan …? Before I go, how many people know about this?’

      ‘Apart from Barr, Aine and her uncle, just us.’

      Greenwood opened the front door to Number Ten and stepped outside. ‘Okay, keep it that way.’ She ended the call and approached her car, where the driver stood holding the door open for her. She smiled at him as she got in the back. ‘Thanks, Josh.’

      Josh Greenwood was not only her driver, but her nephew. A former corporal in the Royal Army Medical Corps, Josh was twenty-four years old and had spent the last three years serving in the Middle East, until a group of insurgents had cut short his career. A rocket attack on the Taji military camp just north of Baghdad had killed two British and three US personnel. Corporal Greenwood hadn’t been physically injured in the attack, but the psychological trauma was enough for him to be sent home. Unlike countless soldiers being discharged and sent home with missing limbs or with some other impediment, Josh’s scars were internal, but arguably more incapacitating.

      His navy suit and matching tie were immaculate. He was six foot three and athletically built. Baby-faced handsome, he looked like any healthy young man, but inside, he was battling Post Traumatic Stress Disorder―his own personal war.

      Greenwood’s choice to employ her nephew hadn’t been driven by pity, however. She needed someone she could trust. The indiscretions of her previous driver still caused her the occasional headache. At least with Josh, she knew there was no danger of him exploiting classified information for his own gain.

      And definitely no links to Eamon Martini.

      Josh got behind the wheel. ‘Where to now?’

      ‘Back to the office. I’ve got a few things I need to go over.’ She lowered the window next to her. ‘I might need to fly to Belfast soon, if you’d like to tag along?’

      Josh put the Jag in gear and pulled away from the kerb. ‘Sure.’

      ‘Great.’

      ‘You okay?’ he asked as he guided the XF past three armed police officers from the Diplomatic Protection Group and through the tall black iron gates that controlled access to the street.

      Greenwood considered the gates as they passed through them, constructed in the early nineties after the IRA mortar attack on Downing Street. She remembered the Conservative PM of the early eighties being urged to assemble something following the assassination of Prince George, but it had taken the government ten years and an attack on the Cabinet to actually get around to it.

      Greenwood shook her head. All this talk of the IRA made her thoughts turn to the one man steeped in that world: Eamon Martini.

      Where he was? Did he fit into any of this at all?

      She knew she shouldn’t give the bastard a second thought, but he’d saved her life. In the moment when he’d had the upper hand, he’d chosen to spare her. Why did he do that? She couldn’t get the thought out of her head. Martini was supposed to be a nasty piece of work, a heartless individual with no soul, but that was not the man who had stood over her in Berlin. That man had shown compassion.

      Greenwood chased the idea out of her head, then closed her eyes, resting her head against the seat.
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      During the Cabinet meeting later that morning, Michelle Pears found herself struggling to focus, mulling over the earlier discussion she’d had with Greenwood. She had no real idea of what was going to come of it—all being well, nothing.

      She decided there was no point in sharing her concerns with the others, not even the current secretary of state for defence. The Rt. Hon. Jenson Fronting MP had, since she’d known him, never had a positive word to say about Northern Ireland and even less about Commander Falkner and his clandestine group of “problem solvers”.

      Falkner had led MI6 from the shadows, secretly directing the “fixers”, a collection of assassins who killed in the name of national security. Falkner’s methods were often heavily criticised at parliamentary level, as were his operatives, who were regarded as the British government’s private army.

      Victoria Greenwood was currently considered number one on that list of assassins. She was the perfect blend of diplomat and assassin: confident enough to sit at the table with the PM and other heads of state while at the same time always ready to roll around in the mud with those deniable agents the government deemed expendable.

      Fronting would likely take Greenwood’s story as a farce and would take pride in ridiculing it. No, Pears decided, unless something more concrete were to present itself, there was no point in suffering the embarrassment. As it stood, the conversation with the temporary head of MI6 had never happened.

      Nevertheless, the topic of conversation was occupying Pears’s mind to such an extent she was getting a migraine, and she decided to bring the Cabinet meeting to an early close and get some rest before her video call with the President of the United States.

      She had half an hour to swallow a paracetamol and drink a glass of water in silence before the call.

      When President Bill Sheeran later came on the line, Pears got up from the comfortable sofa that occupied one of the corners of her office and approached her desk. ‘Hello, Bill. How are you?’

      The people’s favourite and a republican, President Sheeran was newly elected to the White House. His father, Patrick Sheeran, Jnr., and his father of the same name before him had taken up the seat in the Oval Office during their political careers and, therefore, the current POTUS was just continuing on from where his father and grandfather had left off. ‘Good morning, Prime Minister,’ Sheeran said in his thick New York accent. ‘How’s life across the pond?’

      Pears sat down in her chair. As she looked at the smiling man on the screen in front of her, the idea came to her. Bill’s father had been pivotal in the Northern Irish peace process. Perhaps the call was fortuitous. ‘The usual, Bill. A few headaches here and there. Every day, something else gets added to the pile.’

      ‘Anything I need to worry about, Michelle?’

      ‘I’ve had some news come to me this morning. I know we go back a long way, Bill, and I’ve always respected you. I wonder, can I ask for some advice?’

      ‘Of course. What’s up, darlin’?’

      She smiled. ‘Always the charmer.’ She cleared her throat and shuffled in her chair. ‘Your father played a pivotal role in the Northern Irish peace process, correct?’

      ‘Yes?’ the president replied, clearly surprised by the unexpected direction of the discussion.

      ‘Have you ever heard of the royal family being involved in the dirty war, without making anyone else aware?’

      ‘Not that I can remember. Why’d you ask?’

      ‘There’s a chance that the assassination of Prince George in the eighties was not the work of the Provisional IRA, but actually a party little closer to home.’

      Sheeran, as ever, was quick to join the dots. ‘The royals themselves?’

      The prime minister nodded. ‘If not them, then the government in power at the time. Apparently, the prince strayed a little and became a little too close for comfort to a young woman involved in the republican movement.’

      ‘Romantically?’

      ‘Yes.’ Pears massaged her temples.

      ‘I can see how that would be enough to upset a few people in Britain,’ Sheeran said. ‘Especially given the intensity of the war at that time.’

      ‘And that’s the reason for my headache.’ The prime minister poured herself a glass of sparkling water. ‘I’m sorry, Bill, I seem to have hijacked the call. Do you have anything new with regards to our meeting last week?’

      ‘Nothing. This was just going to be a quick hello and goodbye, but it sounds like you’re having a more interesting time than I am.’ She didn’t respond. ‘Are you going to bring this to the attention of Her Majesty?’

      The PM finished her glass of water. ‘No, I’ve got MI6 working on it for now. Victoria Greenwood was the one who brought me the intel, actually. But I’m afraid the more Greenwood digs into this, the more she’ll uncover. And that’s not good for anyone.’

      ‘If there’s any truth to it, the real perpetrators should be held accountable. The death of a royal ain’t nothing.’

      Pears sighed. ‘Not just any royal. The bloody heir apparent. Future king.’

      POTUS laughed. ‘You asked for this job.’

      She nodded. ‘I know. I just didn’t expect to be rewriting history.’ She paused for a moment. ‘There’s a child, too. An adult now, of course. Apparently, she’s got evidence of her royal parentage that could cause mayhem if it became common knowledge amongst certain elements over in Ireland.’

      Sheeran whistled. ‘The New IRA would love to get their hands on that. I’d be concerned for this lady’s well-being, too. Royal blood. That makes her a target for these guys.’

      The PM grunted her agreement.

      ‘Let’s see what Greenwood can find out,’ Sheeran reassured her. ‘I’d recommend you don’t mention anything to the royal family until you have a clearer understanding of what took place. And if I can help you at all, I will.’

      ‘Thanks, Bill.’

      Sheeran bit his lip and asked, ‘How’s Greenwood doing?’

      ‘You mean after she was rescued by the very guy she was sent to kill?’

      The president grunted. ‘Least we say about that, the better. But yes, Eamon does tend to get under people’s skin, doesn’t he?’ He cleared his throat, remembering that Martini was once one of the British government’s most wanted men. MI6 had sent assassins to take him out on more than one occasion before learning he was an important asset to the US. Since then, the Brits had decided not to rock the boat with their closest and most powerful ally—until it appeared that Martini was threatening the life of a former prime minister. The situation hadn’t been quite how it looked at face value, which excused Greenwood’s most recent attempt on his life, but the Brits had come close to shattering the fragile peace between the two countries when it came to Eamon Martini.

      ‘Victoria’s fine. She’s better keeping herself busy than sitting on the sidelines and churning things over in her head.’

      ‘Perhaps you’re right.’

      ‘What about your golden boy?’ Pears asked mockingly. ‘How is Martini?’

      ‘Eamon’s …’ The president paused. ‘Eamon’s just Eamon. He comes and goes as he sees fit.’

      ‘Yes—like a bloody tornado.’

      ‘He’s okay as long as he’s playing for the right side.’

      The president paused for a second.

      ‘Are you still there?’ the PM asked.

      ‘Yes. I’m just wondering if Eamon could be of any use to Greenwood?’

      ‘I suppose you could ask him. Is he available?’

      ‘Last I knew, he was active in Italy. La Camorra have been working with the Mexican cartels, bringing drugs into the US. Martini went there to meet with them as a member of the Martini mafia family and something went wrong.’

      ‘The untouchable Eamon Martini, getting bailed out by Big Brother.’

      ‘Let me see if I can get a hold of him and put him on standby. If Director Greenwood requires his assistance with the Irish problem, I’m sure he’ll be only too happy to help.’

      ‘You think he’ll say yes?’

      ‘That’s up to him, but even though he grew up in New York with his mother’s family, Eamon’s always made it clear that he’s as much an Irishman as his father was. I’m sure he wouldn’t turn down the opportunity to return to Belfast.’

      ‘Okay. Well, thank you for the offer.’

      ‘Anytime. Look, I’ve got to go. Let me know if you find anything else.’

      Pears smiled warmly. ‘I will. Take care, Bill.’
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      After attempting to get an early night, Aine Dornan had tossed and turned in bed for almost three hours, a troubled mind keeping her from drifting off. Her mother and father’s actions had resulted in serious consequences, culminating in the assassination of the heir apparent. But the legacy of those actions was threatening to  send shock waves rippling through the community. The sheer scale of it, the boldness behind the murder and the ramifications of the truth were beyond scandalous.

      It was treason.

      Aine Dornan knew that unveiling the truth behind her father’s death would come at a price—a price that would spark outrage at such an unparalleled deception. Aine didn’t want that. She’d long since accepted who she was—the daughter of the heir to the British throne. The memories of her father, both good and bad, were buried with his remains at Westminster Abbey. A faded image of him was still etched in her mind, becoming fainter with each passing day but never disappearing. The photos and videos wouldn’t allow it, and Aine would never let it. God, she’d never forgive herself! He was her dad.

      Her alarm was due to go off at five thirty, giving Aine an hour to get ready to operate the tills and turnstile for the early bird swimmers at the leisure centre.

      She rolled over and lifted her phone from the bedside cabinet, sighing as she looked at the time. It was ten to five. Aine wasn’t keen on getting up for a day’s work at the best of times; to be the approachable, pleasant face of the centre.

      ‘Screw it. I’m not going in,’ she mumbled, squinting her eyes to focus on the screen. She sent a text to her manager, telling him she wasn’t feeling well and wouldn’t be coming in. Instead, she got up and made herself a cup of tea.

      Aine had been single for the past three years, after separating from her husband. Her two boys had both grown up and flown the nest.

      After her tea, Aine climbed up into the roof space conversion, a games room made for the boys, and dug out the old bag of photos from their childhood. Beneath the stack was a box with “Canon AE-1 Vintage 35 Film” camera on the side. It was a gift from her mother. Engraved on the side, it read:

      To my darling Grainne, our memories will last forever. Happy Valentines Day, 14/02/79. Georgie.

      As she ran her thumb along the etched lettering, Aine felt a surge of emotion, barely able to hold back the urge to cry. She lifted the pack of photos her parents had taken together on the engraved date. There were hundreds: Mum and Dad together in the gardens of Lismore Castle and the house on the west coast; pictures of him posing behind the wheel of his pride and joy, his Jaguar XJ6 in British racing green; Grainne holding Aine when she was only two years old.

      Aine smiled. Next to the box was another containing a Sony DXC-1640 camcorder from the early eighties, also a gift from her mother. She opened the cardboard lid  and read the writing on the inside in thick black marker pen. It read:

      These videos have been transferred onto the memory stick in the box.

      Aine lifted out the camera. Lying at the bottom of the box, beneath a collection of leads, was a shiny metal memory stick. Pocketing the device, she grabbed all the stuff— each and every memory of her parents’ relationship—and carried it back down to the kitchen.

      She opened her laptop on the table and fired it up, inserting the memory stick into the USB port along the left side. After a few seconds, a pop-up notification appeared, and Aine clicked on the folder at the bottom of the screen. Inside were eleven files, all varying from five minutes to twenty-three minutes. She clicked on the shortest. It was a video of Prince George, Grainne and baby Aine sitting on the floor around a Christmas tree. George was wrapping a present while Grainne played with the baby.

      As the video played, Aine heard her mother ask the prince about when he was going to make their relationship public. Her father had responded that it wasn’t the right time while the British Army and the IRA were still at war. Grainne was known to the British for her ties to the PIRA, often seen in public with leading members of the republican movement, and he was sure that any public knowledge of his romance with her would result in a public outcry. When he turned to her mother and said he would eventually figure it out, that he didn’t want Aine’s twin brother to grow up separated from her, Aine paused the video.

      She missed her mum. And she missed her father, too, she supposed—but more for what she’d lost out on than the memories. Being only four years old when he died, Aine’s memories of him were few and limited.

      She couldn’t hold it in any longer. She closed her eyes as the tiny teardrops finally fell and sobbed.

      After a few moments, Aine’s attention was diverted to the vibrating of her mobile. Checking it, she saw a text message from her manager at the leisure centre, telling her he hoped she was okay and that he’d give her a call later in the day.

      She wiped her eyes with the sleeve of her robe and gathered all the evidence. She couldn’t afford to keep the photos and camera any longer; it was too dangerous. Not now people knew the truth. She decided to get moving for the day and find somewhere to stash them. The brief thought crossed her mind to destroy them, but Aine couldn’t bring herself to do so.

      No, she wasn’t going to do that. She’d find somewhere else to hide them.

      After a shower and a full Irish breakfast, Aine got dressed and left the house, heading for the place her mother and father loved the most: a secret garden in the grounds of the house in Kinnagoe Bay.
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      Eamon Martini woke aboard the Boeing 777 after a nine-hour flight from Belfast Airport. Having landed at JFK, he felt a sense of home wash over him.

      As he exited via the front of the aircraft, Angelina of Swiss International wished him a pleasant onward journey, spoken in broken English. Noticing her accent was from in and around the heel of the Italian boot, he responded in the language they both shared.

      After passing through security, Martini was now free to call himself a taxi, but the moment he deactivated airplane mode, his phone erupted into a fit of text messages, WhatsApp alerts and a handful of missed calls. All but one could wait until later: a voicemail left by one of his contacts named “Bill”—or as most people knew him, the president of the United States.

      Martini fitted his wireless earbuds and returned the president’s call.

      The call was answered almost immediately. ‘Mr. President, I’ve just stepped off the plane.’

      ‘Welcome home, Eamon. Come on over to the White House, will you? I want to fill you in on a conversation I’ve just had with Prime Minister Pears.’

      ‘You’re making me nervous, Bill. Setting me up with the British?’

      POTUS grunted. ‘Not exactly. But MI6 might need your assistance with something.’

      ‘What’s Greenwood got herself involved in now?’

      ‘Something big by the sounds of it, kid—if there’s any truth to the intel.’

      Martini made his way across the arrivals area. ‘I’ll be at the White House in the next few days.’

      ‘Make it tomorrow. I’ll send Marine One for you.’

      ‘I’ll text you my location once I get settled.’ He ended the call and made his way towards the taxi area.

      Taking one of the city cabs into the busier part of Manhattan gave Martini a strange sense of liberty; he always felt more at ease amongst large numbers of people. It made it less likely for someone to come after him. It wasn’t impossible—nothing in life was—but these assurances were the reason he could often be seen walking around with that Martini poise. He’d moved his family away from the dark underworld of New York’s organised crime, carrying out his mother’s dying wish as head of the family—one of the five families known to have controlled New York in the seventies and eighties and even into the nineties. But in doing so, he’d gone against the other four families. The inevitable had happened: a war had broken out, and blood was spilled. Martini’s mysterious father, Damien Cleary, Jnr., had sent two hundred heavily armed members of the Provisional IRA over to New York to aid the Martinis in their war with the New York mafia. The Provisionals had already called a halt to their war with the British in Ireland, the ceasefire leaving a lot of battle-hardened men and women with itchy trigger fingers, and Eamon Martini wasn’t too shy to call in a favour for support.

      He’d gone against the wishes of the rest of the family by returning to New York. There were still people in the city who would kill him on sight, but New York was his home, and as long as he wasn’t careless, he’d be able to fly in and out undetected.

      Martini ate dinner in a quiet little Italian-American pizzeria on 7th Avenue, Times Square, then checked into the high-rise Renaissance Hotel just five minutes away, on 48th St.

      The hotel was four-star, elegant and quiet. Soft music played through cleverly secreted speakers as Martini crossed the foyer. He appreciated the fact that the place was pet friendly, but he hoped the middle-aged couple with their barking dog checking in before him wouldn’t be given a room anywhere near his own.

      Arriving at room thirty-five―known as the King Guest Room, Martini tossed his bag and suit jacket down on the perfectly white bed, then turned on the fifty-inch smart TV, simply for some background noise. Feeling exhausted, all he wanted to do was take a quick shower and go to sleep. Whatever Bill Sheeran wanted to talk to him about was likely to involve him flying back across the Atlantic to resolve. He locked his Desert Eagle, watch and wallet in the room’s safe and went for a shower.

      Once he’d freshened up, Martini made himself a cup of tea and was just about to go to bed when his phone rang. He sighed, set the cup down and picked up the phone.

      Looking at the caller, he shook his head. ‘Declan Meehan, to what do I owe this pleasure?’

      Ireland’s deputy first minister wasted no time in getting straight to the point. ‘Eamon, got a question for you. Your da—did he ever mention anything about the Prince George hit back in ’82?’

      ‘That was before my time. Why’d you ask?’

      ‘I don’t have all the details yet, Eamon, but I may have stumbled across something that will shock a lot of people if it gets out.’

      Feeling tired and not really interested in carrying on the conversation, Martini tried to shut it down. ‘Well, let me know how you get on.’

      ‘You alright, kid? You sound a bit preoccupied.’

      ‘Just tired. Been a long day. Listen, I’ve got a meeting first thing in the morning. I’ll give you a shout the next time I’m in Ireland. Take it easy.’

      ‘You, too. Stay safe, kid.’
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      Having spent the entire day looking through documents on the Prince George assassination, it looked as if Greenwood’s time had been wasted. All the evidence pointed straight to the IRA. They were more than happy to claim responsibility for the attack at the time, but if it wasn’t carried out by the Provos, who could have managed it? The Irish National Liberation Army, perhaps?

      Despite being much smaller in size and capability, the INLA had proven themselves successful in targeting high-profile members of the British establishment, most notably with the assassination of Airey Neave, a British spy turned politician who was a close friend and advisor to the then prime minister.

      Another theory flooded her mind: had the loyalist paramilitaries got wind of their future king’s treachery? Aiding the IRA with their armed struggle to bring Northern Ireland under Dublin’s rule, thus unifying the thirty-two counties? The IRA would have wanted to keep Prince George alive for information gathering, so, strategically, it made no sense for them to kill him. The prince’s betrayal had gifted them the intel to commit the Ballymena massacre, after all.

      ‘Who the hell did it?’ Greenwood mumbled to herself, scratching her head. ‘The UDA or one of the other loyalist groups? Or could it have been our lads, colluding with the loyalists?’ She shook her head. ‘God help us when this comes to light.’

      If the murder had been the work of the royal family, they would have needed someone close to them to carry it out, someone trustworthy, to keep the truth in-house. The same went for sourcing the materials needed for the job itself. It wasn’t as if the Queen’s husband, Prince George’s father, would have rolled his sleeves up and fitted the bomb himself. No, it had to be someone with specialist knowledge; the know-how to carry it out. Greenwood sat there, looking at the screen, coming up with nothing.

      Eventually, she sat back in her chair and blew out her cheeks. ‘I need to get my hands on that diary,’ she concluded. ‘And the daughter.’

      She lifted her phone from the desk, ignoring the coffee that had gone cold beside it. Searching her recent call list, Greenwood found Meehan’s number and pressed the call icon, putting the device on loudspeaker and setting it back down on the desktop. Listening to the dial tone, she dropped her head back onto the chair’s headrest and closed her eyes, massaging her temples.

      ‘Director Greenwood. I wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon,’ Meehan said by way of greeting. ‘Don’t suppose you’ve found anything?’

      ‘No,’ she said sharply. ‘And it’s starting to get on my nerves. I need that diary, and whatever evidence this Dornan woman has.’

      ‘I told you—the diary, I can get, but Aine Dornan’s cooperation will be more difficult.’

      ‘That diary contains the clearest picture of the prince’s life in the days leading up to his murder. In his own words. It might tell us who he met with, and perhaps even their motivations for turning on him. The evidence it contains is vital. You need to figure out a way to get her to talk.’

      Meehan paused for a moment. ‘You’re saying you can’t find anything?’

      ‘Everything points to the IRA.’

      ‘Maybe the evidence you have was arranged that way to point the finger at the Provos? That would suggest interference from London.’

      Greenwood sighed. ‘Nothing’s been ruled out.’ She cleared her throat. ‘Now, can you get her to talk to us?’

      ‘Leave it with me.’

      ‘I’m coming to Belfast. I’ll be there tomorrow.’

      She ended the call, then sent text messages to Josh and Harper Black, alerting them of their trip to Ireland. She closed her laptop, rubbed her left temple against the onset of a migraine and went for a shower.

      After she’d freshened up, Greenwood made herself a cup of hot chocolate and got into bed, taking her laptop with her. After securing an RAF air taxi to Belfast, she closed it down and sent a text to the prime minister.

      I’ve spent all day looking for more information around the royal scandal. Nothing found on record, but we both know how easily things that people want to keep quiet can disappear. I’m heading to Belfast for a few days. I want to get to the bottom of this—don’t want it becoming an issue. And I think a face to face with this supposed daughter of Prince George is the only way to get anywhere.

      The PM replied almost immediately:

      Be careful, Victoria. And yes, you’re right, it’s probably better to nip this in the bud before anything escalates. British and Irish relations are better now than they’ve been for a long time; the Stormont executive is up and running, and we don’t need something to bring it crashing down. We all know how bloody unstable that place can be. Find out what you can and then square it away, quietly. Keep me updated. Goodnight.

      Greenwood read the text, then put her phone on charge. She finished her drink and set her alarm for five thirty. Her eyes were heavy, the negative effects of sitting at her screen all day weighing down on her, and she felt a wave of relief when she finally closed them.
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      From behind the wheel of his rental, Grant Downing watched James Barr return from Belfast. He was parked down a quiet track just off the main road one hundred yards from the Kinnagoe house, waiting on further instructions from Commander Falkner.

      Killing was never difficult for Downing; he’d built a career out of armed combat and was very accomplished at it. Only the best ever won Falkner’s attention, and even fewer were invited into his group of off-the-books killers. Downing had quickly become one of his best. Despite years having gone by since he’d left Falkner’s employ, that ingrained killer instinct was still there; Downing could feel it as he twisted the suppressor onto the end of his loaded pistol. Falkner wasn’t just a former leader and mentor, but a friend. They were brothers.

      The call came through, cutting out the sound of RTE Radio One.

      ‘Commander.’

      ‘Barr’s back home?’

      ‘He is. I’ve scoped the place. It’s just him and the wife in there.’

      ‘Go and find out what he knows. Retrieve whatever he’s found.’

      ‘And what about them?’

      ‘No loose ends. Call me when it’s done.’

      Downing ended the call, holstered the weapon and exited the car.

      

      James Barr sat in his back garden, waiting for Sinead to bring him out a cup of tea and some cheese on toast before settling down for the night. He mindlessly played on his phone, skipping through his Facebook newsfeed and smiling at the photos of his boys enjoying a normal life, off doing their own thing, grateful that the life he, Meehan and Dornan had been forced into wasn’t going to be theirs. Thankfully, the younger generation had been dealt a better hand—a more peaceful, prosperous hand.

      ‘Something on your mind, love?’ Sinead snatched his attention away from the device.

      He looked up at her and smiled, watching as she approached the garden table, carrying a tray. ‘Just looking at photos of the boys.’

      She set the tray down and handed him a plate and cup across. Lifting a slice of cheese on toast from her plate, she took a bite, smiling at him around the crust as she allowed her eyes to scan the garden. She washed the toast down with her tea and realised he was studying her. ‘So, the diary?’

      Barr took a deep breath, as if preparing to deliver a progress report to his superior. ‘Dornan knew about it. Meehan didn’t, which is surprising.’ He grabbed a slice of toast. ‘You’ll never guess who Prince George’s secret lover was.’

      Sinead took another sip of her tea and shook her head.

      ‘Dornan’s wee sister.’

      His wife’s eyes widened. ‘Grainne?’

      Barr nodded. ‘Couldn’t believe it.’

      ‘And she admits to it?’

      ‘She’s dead.’

      ‘Awk, really, James? When?’

      ‘A couple of years ago. Cancer.’ Barr took a sip of tea. ‘Spoke to Grainne’s daughter, Aine. The prince was her father. She’s confirmed it all.’

      Sinead’s eyes widened, then she gasped, first at the news, then as a result of her attention being snatched away by the snap of a twig.

      Something moved across the garden.

      Sinead looked over her husband’s shoulder. Someone dressed all in black— from the black boots on their feet to the black balaclava covering their face—was heading their way, brandishing a pistol that gleamed under the security lights. The figure approached them, emerging from the shadows that lined the garden’s outer perimeter.

      Barr dropped his slice of toast and turned, following her gaze until his eyes located the end of the pistol’s suppressor twenty yards away.

      ‘I’m going to need the evidence that sent you to Belfast.’ The man spoke with a cold, calm English accent.

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Barr said indignantly. ‘Who the fuck are you? Do you know who I am?’

      ‘I know exactly who you are, James.’ The man stepped around Barr and pressed the gun to Sinead’s head. ‘Nobody has to die here. I just need whatever you found and then you can both carry on with your evening.’

      ‘I don’t have it,’ Barr replied, his mind racing.

      A dog out on the main road barked, causing the man to momentarily turn his attention away from the Barrs. Barr leapt up from the chair, making an attempt for the gun. The man was too quick, sidestepping and firing one shot. The weapon coughed and a slight wisp of air caught Barr in the temple, spraying Sinead and the nearby table with blood. The former policeman fell back into his chair, toppling it to the ground, dead instantly.

      Sinead screamed. Jumping up from her seat, she dropped to her knees next to her husband, her hands trembling. Now hysterical, she grabbed him by the face and shook him, as if trying to shake the life back into his eyes.

      A long shadow cast over her from behind as the assassin stepped up close behind her. A second report ended their evening.
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      Eamon Martini’s alarm went off at six thirty the next morning.

      He rolled over and reached for his phone, his eyes still heavy and barely able to open. Grabbing the device, he silenced it and then set it back down, rolling onto his back again. He’d not slept as well in a long time. The king-sized bed had an added foam mattress that fitted to the outline of his body, and he’d simply sunk into it. As he lay there studying the spotlights on the ceiling above, he didn’t feel in any great hurry to leave it.

      Instead, Martini thought about his brief chat on the phone with Bill Sheeran. The prospect of going back to Belfast wasn’t as exciting as it should have been. He’d had other plans: plans that involved a Colombian island and white sandy beaches. Martini was a man who lived in an ordered world. He had to. It was drilled into him, from his days living under the strict paramilitary regime of his father and grandfather in Belfast to his military days in the US Marines fighting in Afghanistan and his subsequent employment with the Secret Service.

      The idea of Belfast had knocked him off his stride.

      Heading there wasn’t just a change of plans for a man who liked an ordered world; the city was equally as dangerous for him as returning to New York. Which meant he’d be exchanging his swimming shorts, flip-flops and sunglasses for his Desert Eagle.

      But the more he pondered the idea, the more it came to him, slowly creeping its way into his stomach, like the morning sunlight coming in through the blinds of the room’s tall, arching windows: that tingling sensation he’d first felt in Belfast at the age of seventeen, not even a high school graduate at the time, taking the decision to save his father’s life. The British government had been plotting to assassinate him on account of his influence in the republican movement. Martini had felt the buzz back then; an addictive adrenaline rush. Back then, his father had been in danger. Eamon Martini―a teenager, an unknown on the streets of Belfast―had been in possession of deadly information and had a chance to save him. What else was he going to do? Let his father die?

      Whatever that feeling once was, it was back.

      Martini seemed to thrive on the excitement, finding himself at his happiest while living on the edge, looking over his shoulder, wondering if the next person that brushed past him had been sent to kill him.

      Martini’s thoughts switched from his father to his sister. Elizabeth had always been the sensible one. She’d wanted a normal life; to grow old and die peacefully in her bed. After their recent meeting in London, she’d put the idea of a quiet life into her younger brother’s head.

      ‘Isn’t that what Daddy would want for us?’ she’d asked him at the time.

      It was a question he, too, battled with. What was he supposed to do? Buy a house in the suburbs and get a job working in the local charity shop? Perhaps he could, but Martini knew himself well enough; it wouldn’t even take three months before he got bored and began to look for the adrenaline rush he’d first felt in Belfast, fighting the loyalist paramilitaries. He wasn’t going to kid himself.

      He’d fallen asleep with the television on. The forty-inch smart TV mounted to the wall facing him didn’t have its inactivity timer enabled and had instead displayed the Sky News channel throughout the night. Now, the discussion turned to the British prime minister’s upcoming trip to the United States to meet with POTUS about a new trade deal. Martini changed the channel, landing on Radio New York’s morning show as it played the last few songs of its eighties hitlist.

      He sat up, the duvet falling from his shirtless torso and the fresh breeze coming in from the open window hitting his skin. He rotated off the bed and stood up as Nirvana began to play; one of their more successful ballads from the early nineties and a track he remembered having the cassette for, living inside his Alba Walkman. He trudged across the room towards the dining area and got himself a bottle of water from the mini-fridge. Feeling dehydrated, he downed the bottle in no time, instantly feeling refreshed, then made a pot of coffee and left it to sit while he headed for a shower.

      Ten minutes later, Martini stepped out of the shower, cutting through the thick clouds of steam that had filled the room. He wrapped one of the hotel’s thick towels around his waist and went to the window. Opening it further, he embraced the cool air coming in from outside and the sounds of life on the streets below: that sound of cabs honking their horns mixed with the muffled voices of pedestrians was something he’d heard and enjoyed all his life, growing up in the inner city. He loved New York, no more or less than Belfast. He felt at home in both places, but nowhere else had he ever felt such a sense of belonging.

      After having a shave, trimming back his thick black beard to nothing more than stubble, and brushing his teeth, Martini returned to the bedroom and pulled a grey suit out of the wardrobe. Sliding the door closed, he caught a glimpse of himself in the full-length mirror and studied the scars he’d accumulated over the years: the knife wound on the central abdominal area; the bullet wound to his left shoulder and a second on the inside of his left bicep. He was lucky to be alive.

      After he finished dressing, he called the president. Bill Sheeran answered the call almost immediately.

      ‘Morning, Eamon. Did you sleep well?’

      ‘Like a baby,’ Martini replied, pouring himself a coffee. ‘You still want me to help MI6?’

      ‘I’ve already told Prime Minister Pears that I’d speak to you. It’s up to you, but I’d like to break bread with you regardless. I haven’t really thanked you for what you did in Berlin.’

      ‘Your eight-year-old grandson should never have been used as a bargaining chip, Bill. President or not, I would have done it for you.’

      ‘Still, I can’t thank you enough. Where are you?’

      ‘Renaissance Hotel, midtown Manhattan.’

      ‘I’ll send Larry Steel to pick you up outside. He’ll take you to the chopper. Jim Sword will fly you to the White House. I’ll have a dinner prepared.’

      ‘See you later.’

      Martini ended the call and lifted his coffee. He sat down on the edge of the bed and turned the TV back to the news channel. Sky News was still focusing on the same story he’d watched on repeat before falling asleep. He switched the TV off and checked the BBC News app on his phone. The UK’s drop-down bar divided the kingdom into the four nations, and he selected Northern Ireland. There was his old mate and the man he’d spoken with last night, Declan Meehan, giving an interview to the BBC’s political correspondent, sat comfortably in his office at Stormont as Northern Ireland’s deputy “King of the Hill”. The second story was about a man and a woman found dead in the house of the late Prince George. The victims had been a retired member of the Garda Síochána, James Barr, and his wife, Sinead.

      With the help of the  caffeine, Martini was now fully awake. He’d known Barr for years. Barr had not been only a member of the Irish free state police, but an active member of the Provisional IRA―an Irishman in the truest sense, to Martini. He’d been a man of the law south of the border, but unable to turn a blind eye to the suffering being subjected to Irish Catholics in the north. He’d done what his father and father’s father had done before them: joined the struggle against oppressive imperialism. And to get to retirement age and be taken out like that, shot in his back garden beside his wife, was all wrong.

      Martini felt a knot in the pit of his stomach. His instincts firing, he suspected their deaths were linked to the call he’d received from Meehan and whatever MI6 would be in Ireland searching for.

      Looks like it’s settled, then. I’m going back across the Atlantic.

      He fired off a text to Bill Sheeran sharing a link to the story, echoing the sentiment,

      finished his coffee and went down to the hotel’s restaurant for a spot of breakfast.
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      Deputy First Minister Declan Meehan was finishing up some paperwork in his office before going home for the day when Greenwood walked in, unannounced, her expression furious. She didn’t ask to come in; she simply marched into the room, looking as if she was ready to tear into him.

      Meehan, however, was unfazed. If nothing else, she was easy on the eye. ‘Victoria, have a seat. Would you like a drink?’ He pointed to the coffee machine on top of the filing cabinet behind him.

      ‘I’d rather know if whoever killed Barr and his wife has the diary and what they’re planning to do with it.’

      ‘I’m making myself a coffee, so I’ll just make you one anyway.’ Meehan’s words were casual, refusing to match her serious tone.

      ‘What the hell happened?’ Her tone hadn’t softened. ‘Who the hell knew about the diary? I told you to keep this to yourself.’

      ‘I did.’ The deputy first minister spoke calmly as he turned to face her, preparing her coffee. ‘The only people who knew about this were us, Marty Dornan and wee Aine.’ He handed her the cup and then went back to making himself one. ‘So, it’s got to be one of them.’

      ‘Well, our position hasn’t changed. We need to get our hands on that diary―and the Dornan woman, too.’

      ‘Aine’s not at home. I had my driver go and check on her. He said he’s driven past a few times, but her car’s not been there. He’s checked her place of work, too. Nothing there, either. I’m almost sure she’ll be down at her uncle’s. She’s bound to be scared shitless if she’s heard what’s happened to James and Sinead.’

      Greenwood appeared impatient. ‘Well, let’s finish up here and go. This can’t get any further out of hand.’ She pulled out her phone and looked across the desk, glaring at Meehan as she dialled and waited for the call to be answered. ‘Josh, start the car. We’ll be down in a few minutes.’ She ended the call and picked up her coffee.

      ‘What did the PM say?’ Meehan asked as he rolled down his shirt sleeves and buttoned the cuffs.

      ‘She wants me to keep this out of the eyes of the media as much as possible.’ She took another sip of her coffee, then set the cup down. ‘Right …’ She stood up. ‘Let’s go.’

      She turned and made her way towards the door. ‘Are you sure she’ll be at her uncle’s place?’

      ‘There’s nowhere else she’d go. It’d be better to show up unannounced. Might walk into a nice wee surprise.’ He closed his emails and shut down the computer, then rose and grabbed his suit jacket.

      Harper Black waited just beyond the door as they stepped out of the office.

      Meehan looked at her. ‘Who’s this?’

      ‘Harper Black, sir.’

      ‘Christ,’ Meehan scoffed. He could sense the inexperience emanating off her.

      They walked along the marble floor of Stormont Estate’s parliament building. One of the junior Sinn Fein MPs stood at the building’s entrance, being interviewed on camera by a BBC News reporter. Greenwood, Black and Meehan tried to stay out of camera shot as much as they could, but it was next to impossible.

      ‘Looks like we’re going to be on the news later tonight,’ Meehan drawled sarcastically.

      ‘Not your first time. You’ll be fine.’ Greenwood spoke out of the side of her mouth. Her car was waiting at the bottom of the steps. ‘How long until we reach Dornan’s house?’

      ‘Within the hour.’
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      Aine Dornan was behind the wheel of her Range Rover, the vehicle idling at the rear of her uncle’s house, waiting on him to come back. He’d said he would only be ten minutes on the phone. He wasn’t expecting any visits, so he’d taken himself off for a spot of fishing; fortunately for her, by the time Aine had made the call, he was already on his way home.

      Her face was soaked with sweat and tears, and the trembling of her hands still hadn’t ceased.

      The last time she’d looked down on a dead body was twenty years ago. Three years after the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, tensions in Belfast had threatened to bring an end to peace when loyalist intimidation of the St Mary’s Catholic Primary School in North Belfast’s Ardoyne area had escalated, with pipe bombs and pistols being brought onto the streets. Parents and schoolchildren at St Mary’s had received abuse for having to walk past Protestant homes in the north of the city. The aggression quickly escalated; schoolchildren and parents were soon pelted with bricks, balloons filled with urine and, finally, pipe bombs.

      News of the dispute had echoed around the world, with people wondering if Northern Ireland was regressing. At the time, a gun battle developed between members of the UDA and the Real IRA, and on the interface between the Catholic Falls and Protestant Shankill roads, three UDA and two IRA men had been killed.

      Aine had found it easier to see those dead bodies than the ones she’d just been exposed to. She’d never lost a wink of sleep over seeing the bodies of those UDA and IRA men. They were soldiers, engaged in a longstanding war. But the Barrs? They were innocent civilians gunned down at their home. Cold-blooded murder.

      And Aine knew this had changed her. She was distraught, more so because she’d known the Barrs. Her mother had fought alongside them in many gun battles in Derry when she was a youngster.

      But the way she currently felt, sitting in the car, was something she’d never experienced before. She knew sleepless nights were ahead of her.

      Aine looked down at the stack of old photos resting on the passenger seat―snaps of her father and mother. She’d decided to bring everything that would prove her mother’s relationship with Prince George while she deliberated what to do with it, her initial idea of leaving it at the Barrs’ house abandoned. It was only a matter of time before the grounds were forensically searched.

      Aine was snatched from her daze by the sound of her uncle’s Land Rover Defender approaching from the side of the house. She felt a surge of relief as she watched him pull up beside her, smiling softly through the mud-splattered window.

      She shut off the engine and got out.

      ‘You okay?’ Dornan asked as he got out, holding a shopping bag.

      Her lip trembled. She fought to contain her emotions, but that only made it worse. Eventually, she erupted in a fit of tears.

      Her uncle took her hand and pulled her in for a hug, allowing her to cry into his shoulder. ‘For God’s sake, Aine! What’s happened, love?’ She was too hysterical to get a word out. ‘Come on, let’s get you inside.’

      He walked her through the back door and sat her down at the kitchen table. He lifted the kettle, made his way to the sink and quickly glanced over his shoulder as he waited for the kettle to fill. ‘You look terrible, love.’

      ‘Haven’t slept.’ Aine looked up at him, vulnerability lurking in her eyes. ‘I went to their house on the west coast. They’re dead.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘God, Martin―don’t you ever watch the news?’

      He shook his head. ‘I make a point of not listening to that mindless dribble. Barr, I take it?’

      She nodded. ‘And his wife.’

      Dornan ran his hand across the top of his head. ‘Christ.’

      ‘I know! What am I going to do? If the police find out what we know, they’ll think it was me.’

      ‘Well, then we need to hide all the evidence you have―anything that proves you’d have any reason for going there.’

      ‘I didn’t kill them!’ she protested. ‘They were dead when I got there.’

      ‘Was the house turned over?’

      ‘What? Why?’

      ‘If it was turned over, it’s likely whoever was there was searching for something.’

      ‘The house was wrecked, but they were both executed in the garden.’

      ‘So, whoever killed them must have found what they were looking for and then executed them. Otherwise, they would have been tortured. And I don’t suppose there’s any prizes for guessing what they were looking for.’

      ‘Uncle Martin, what are we going to do?’

      ‘Aine, love, we need to keep you hidden. That arsehole Meehan has one big mouth, so he does. Who knows how many others have got wind of this?’

      Hearing a car parking next to his own, Dornan looked through the kitchen window.

      ‘Talk of the devil.’

      Aine jumped up from her seat and joined him at the window. ‘Who the hell’s that with him?’

      ‘I don’t know, but they look like government.’ He pushed her gently away from the window. ‘Go upstairs and stay there until I find out what the hell he’s up to.’ She looked at him, her expression terrified. ‘Go on. Hide.’

      Aine rushed across the room, through the door into the hallway.

      Dornan opened the back door. Trying to sound casual, he said, ‘Wasn’t expecting you, Declan.’

      ‘All right, Marty,’ Meehan said jovially, as if he were just calling around for a cup of tea and a biscuit. ‘You heard about James and Sinead?’

      Dornan’s eyes narrowed and he shook his head. ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘Both dead.’

      One of the two women with Meehan stepped forward. ‘Mr. Dornan, my name’s Greenwood. British Intelligence.’ She turned and looked towards the other, who stood behind her.

      ‘Black, sir,’ the younger woman said. ‘Can we come in? We’d like to speak to your niece, if you don’t mind?’

      Dornan felt himself seizing up. ‘You’re bringing the Brits here after all these years, Declan? The fucking boys will be turning in their graves.’

      Meehan smiled at his companions. ‘Told you he’d be welcoming.’

      Greenwood ignored the comment. ‘Mr. Dornan, I know all about your sister’s relationship with Prince George and the discovery of a diary found by the late James Barr. We know your sister’s daughter, Aine, might be able to fill in some of the blanks. Is she here?’

      Dornan immediately jumped on the defensive. ‘Aine didn’t do it―and she’s not here. I haven’t heard from her.’

      Meehan turned and looked at Aine’s car. ‘Come on, Marty.’

      ‘Mr. Dornan, your niece could be in a lot of danger if the wrong people find out about this.’

      ‘Including the royal family,’ Dornan said, silently praying that Aine had been eavesdropping and had managed to get out of the house. He stepped aside. ‘Come on in, then. I’ve only just arrived back from the shops. Her car was parked there when I got here. She’s probably gone for a walk, kill time until I got back.’

      ‘So, you don’t mind if we wait on her, then?’ Greenwood stepped inside, and Meehan and Black followed. ‘Harper, can you tell Josh to wait in the car and let us know if anyone comes?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Black left, closing the door behind her.

      Meehan took a seat at the table, Greenwood next to him. He was looking at the bodhrán again, about to make a joke, when the sound of a car over-revving dragged their attention outside. They got up and rushed to the back door. The rental that Greenwood had taken out for the day flew past their line of sight.

      ‘Fuck!’ Greenwood shouted. ‘You okay, Harper? What happened?’

      ‘I’m fine, ma’am. Got whacked in the back of the head. Didn’t see who it was.’

      Greenwood looked at Dornan’s car, then back at him. ‘Hand over your keys. Now!’ She stopped in her tracks, spotting flat tyres on both Dornan’s car and Aine’s. ‘Fuck!’

      ‘I’ll call Hassy,’ Meehan said. ‘Tell him what’s happened. She’ll not get away.’

      Greenwood reached for her own phone. ‘You’re damn right she won’t. I’ll have the rental company track the car.’
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      Hasson had informed Meehan he was going to spend the evening scoping out Aine Dornan’s house, hoping the woman would make an appearance. After forcing entry, he’d set about searching the place. All of her clothes were there, as were all the items she would need if she were planning on disappearing.  Hasson had been hopeful that she’d been in so much of a rush the last time she was home, it might have caused her to leave something behind she wouldn’t want to be found, but that didn’t appear to be the case.

      The place was clean.

      He’d parked outside the local Sinn Fein office at the edge of Sevastopol Street, sandwiched between a grey Ford van and a white Renault seven-seater at the junction with the Falls. He had a clear view of Aine Dornan’s front door, painted green with a brass number sixteen above the knocker. If she was to make a return, he’d be there.

      But there was more to Hasson’s actions than Declan Meehan knew.

      Despite their animosity towards him, he had taken it upon himself to let Dominic Irvine and the other members of the New IRA’s Army Council know about the rumour surrounding Aine Dornan. He’d tried, but he couldn’t let it go. Meehan was his brother in arms–but so, too, were scores of others who’d died. Meehan had changed. He’d gone soft when it came to British involvement in Ireland.

      He’d sold out.

      It was time to go against him.

      Looking through the front passenger window of his Audi, Hasson studied the imposing mural of Bobby Sands on the wall. Sands, the first of ten republicans to die from hunger strikes, was, on the forty-first day of his strike, elected as the MP for Fermanagh and South Tyrone, winning by two percent and a 30,000 majority vote. A democratically elected member of parliament dying for his desire to win Ireland’s freedom was, to Hasson, a hero. Many in Ireland thought the same.

      Sands was one of ten heroes Meehan appeared to have turned his back on.

      He’ll pay for it, Hasson thought, clenching his jaw.

      As he listened to Belfast’s local radio station, Cool FM, Hasson’s phone cut the music off and automatically activated Bluetooth for the incoming call. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hassy, where are you?’ Meehan asked.

      ‘Outside her house. There’s no sign of her yet.’

      ‘She’s just made a run for it from Marty Dornan’s house. She’s taken a car and a member of MI6.’

      Hasson felt a surge of excitement run through his veins. He cleared his throat and composed himself. ‘Where’s she going?’

      ‘Not sure, but if she gets back to her house anytime soon, she’ll have a hostage. I’m guessing she’s making a run for it. Maybe she had something to do with the killings of Jim and Sinead Barr.’

      ‘What do you want me to do?’ Hasson kept his eyes on the mural, Bobby Sands and his last sixty-six days. He had no intention of following any more of Meehan’s directives.

      ‘Let me know when she appears. They left here in a blue Mercedes E-Class.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’

      ‘I’m going to keep Marty company for a wee while. See if there’s anything else he remembers.’

      ‘Does the woman have the evidence about Grainne’s relationship with Prince George?’

      ‘I’m guessing she does.’

      ‘I’ll let you know if she turns up.’ Hasson ended the call, then made one of his own to Dominic Irvine. The call rang twice before it was answered. ‘Dom?’

      ‘Who’s this?’

      ‘It’s Hassy. I’ve got an interesting update for you.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘Meehan’s just off the phone. He said wee Aine Dornan’s just legged it from Marty Dornan’s house down near the border. And she’s taken a hostage. A member of British Intelligence.’

      ‘What the fuck are those bastards doing sniffing around with Meehan?’

      ‘My guess is, they’ve come here to try and retrieve the diary and whatever evidence Aine Dornan has of her ma’s relationship with the dead prince.’

      ‘We’ll soon see about that. Where are you now?’

      ‘On the Springfield Road. Eyes on her front door. Meehan’s told me to scope the place out and let him know if she comes back.’

      ‘Can you do me a favour, mate? Before you call that piece of shit Meehan, call me and I’ll have a couple of men down to help you out. These fuckers aren’t getting their hands on this diary. It’ll be just another cover-up.’

      ‘Keep your phone free in case I need to call you.’

      ‘I’m sending Aidan Jones and Barney Letters down to see you. Keep an eye out for them.’

      Hassan ended the call, and the radio came back on. The seven o’clock evening news update was about to get underway. He lowered the driver’s window, dropped his head back against the headrest and closed his eyes.
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      After an eighty-eight-minute flight, Martini’s air-taxi arrived in DC, the aircraft hovering above the South Lawn as the pilot carefully lowered the helo onto the landing pad, all the while complaining that the job of landing in the grounds of the White House never got any easier.

      As he stepped out onto the well-maintained grass, four-foot-long Xs on the ground marking out the touchdown points, Martini shouted his thanks back into the cockpit and buttoned his suit jacket closed. He could see Bill Sheeran standing at the edge of the Rose Garden, flanked by six Secret Service personnel, all of them imposing men dressed in expensive suits and wearing sunglasses, despite the fact it was a cloudy day.

      As he approached the president, Martini could see the excitement on his friend’s face.

      Sheeran offered his hand. ‘How was your flight, Eamon?’

      Martini accepted. ‘Comfortable, Mr. President.’ He looked around the gardens, then watched as the chopper took off again.

      ‘Give us some space, would you, guys?’ the president said to his security detail.

      Martini walked with him. ‘Call me Bill, Eamon, for Christ’s sake. I’m tired of being called “Mr. President” all day.’

      ‘I call you Bill when there are no ears around. I need to show you the proper respect in public.’

      They entered the Oval Office.

      ‘How’s your grandson?’

      ‘Enda’s fine. Taking a bit to settle down.’ POTUS took a seat. ‘I think he’s trying to act tough. Bottle everything up.’

      Martini sat down on the opposite side of the president’s desk and crossed his legs. ‘He was pretty shaken up, as I remember. Only to be expected he might be struggling with it.’

      Sheeran reached into the top drawer to his right and lifted out a bottle of Irish whiskey and two glasses. ‘Let’s have a toast.’ He set the two glasses down and half-filled them. Picking them up, he rose from his seat, walked around the desk and handed one to Martini. He sat on the edge of the desk. ‘Cheers.’

      ‘Sláinte,’ Martini said.

      ‘I need to learn Irish, you know.’

      ‘We can just say “salute.”’

      The president laughed. ‘Fucking smart-ass.’

      Martini stood up and set the tumbler down on the desk. ‘I’m going to say no, but I’ll celebrate our success in Germany over a coffee, if you’ve got any?’

      POTUS looked taken aback. ‘You won’t even toast a job well done over a glass of Irish whiskey?’

      ‘I’ve decided to stay away from the stuff.’

      ‘Why? You got a problem with it now?’

      ‘Let’s just say, I don’t like what it does to people.’

      The president set his glass back down, too. ‘Okay. Coffee it is, then.’ He went over to his coffee machine.

      ‘So, you got my text about the news from the other side of the Atlantic?’

      ‘I did.’ Sheeran started the machine, then returned to his seat. ‘And your instincts are good; it’s connected. Prime Minister Pears seems to think this could be a problem. She’s worried, Eamon. If it’s true, it could be the end of the British monarchy.’

      Martini went to the machine and started making the drinks. He looked over his shoulder. ‘Two sugars?’

      The president shook his head. ‘You’ve given up the grog; I’ve given up sugar. Katherine said she’ll chop my balls off if I go back on it again.’

      Martini continued preparing the drinks, nodding as he listened. ‘And you told Prime Minister Pears you’d send me over to Belfast to lend a hand?’

      ‘She didn’t sound overly enthusiastic, given your history.’ Sheeran cleared his throat. ‘But even she can’t ignore the fact you’re good at what you do, Eamon.’

      ‘Just lucky, that’s all.’

      ‘Humility doesn’t suit you, kid. It’s your confidence and cockiness that’s kept you alive.’

      ‘That, and having good teachers. My mother and father.’

      ‘Ah, yes―the Queen of New York. May she rest in peace. She’d be very proud of you, kid.’

      Martini didn’t seem to want to carry on with the topic as he brought the coffees over to the desk and sat down again. ‘So, once I reach Belfast, what do you want me to do?’

      ‘Find out the truth behind these rumours and make your own decision. Judge whether it’s worth opening that can of worms or not, then go from there.’

      Martini blew into his cup, then took a sip, looking over the rim of the cup at the president with a slight grin on his face.

      ‘What’s on your mind, Eamon?’

      He cleared his throat and shuffled in his seat. ‘You mentioned Victoria Greenwood? There’s something about her. She’s not like any other British agent I’ve ever come across.’ He took another drink. ‘She’s firm but fair. Very smart. Something tells me she won’t need my help.’

      POTUS took a drink. ‘She needed you the last time.’ He set his cup down and leaned forward, resting his forearms on the desk. ‘Are you worried about her turning on you?’

      Martini shook his head. ‘I think we both know the answer to that. But there is something about her.’

      ‘You got the hots for her, Eamon?’ The president sat back in his chair, laughing. ‘The stone-cold globetrotter Eamon Martini, loved by women, envied by men, has found his weak spot for the head of British Intelligence.’

      ‘Piss off,’ Martini smirked, getting up out of his chair. He walked across the office, his eyes drawn to the stars and stripes adorning the wall. ‘You know, if this news about Prince George is true and were to fall into dissident hands, they’ll use it to their advantage.’

      ‘Do you know anyone in the New IRA?’

      Martini shook his head. ‘But I can soon open up a few lines of enquiry.’

      ‘Watch your back.’

      ‘I’ll be fine.’ Martini turned and looked at his friend. ‘Just make sure the British government isn’t planning on raking up stories from the past and bringing me in because of it. They need to know I’m out of bounds. I’m only there to lend Greenwood a hand―if she needs it. And, as I said, I’m not entirely sure she does.’

      ‘I’ve taken the liberty of booking you a flight for this evening. We can have dinner before you leave.’
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      Aine Dornan arrived back at her house, her nerves wrecked and her mind racing. Josh Greenwood lay across the back seat of the car, his mouth bound with tape and his hands and ankles bound together with black cable ties. He looked up at her helplessly, and she shook her head. ‘I’m sorry. I really am.’

      He mouthed something to her. Aine wasn’t sure what he’d said, but she’d taken it as a “fuck you”.

      ‘I’m not going to hurt you. I just can’t be taken in.’ She grabbed the photos and the man’s Glock 17 from the front passenger seat, then looked back at him. ‘I’ll be back in two minutes. After that, I’ll leave you somewhere safe where you can be found, okay?’

      He just looked at her, his breathing short and rapid, a layer of sweat across his face.

      Aine got out of the Mercedes, feeling dizzy, her hands trembling as she fumbled around looking for her front door key. She hurried down the driveway and up the steps to the front door, her legs feeling heavy. Glaring at the number sixteen, she inserted the key and unlocked the door.

      As she stepped inside, Aine was hit with the smell of scented candles―black cherry, the smell of home. She worried she was about to lose it: her home, her livelihood, her life. It all looked as if, from out of nowhere, it was slipping away from her. She rushed across the hallway, into the living room and put her phone on charge. She went up the stairs, straight into her room.

      Grabbing her suitcase from under the bed, she laid it out flat on the bed, then went to the wardrobe. Pulling clothes from their hangers, she tossed them hurriedly into the case. Rushing around the bed, she opened the top drawer of the bedside cabinet, grabbed her passport and two bank cards, along with her jewellery, and tossed it all into the front pocket of the suitcase. She rushed back to the wardrobe, grabbed two pairs of flat shoes and her bag of toiletries and deposited them into the case.

      Zipping the case closed, Aine wheeled it out of the room and down the stairs. Leaving the case at the front door, she hurried back into the living room and grabbed her phone and charger. As she went back out into the hallway, she walked face first into the end of a black Beretta’s suppressor.

      Conor Hasson looked down at the suitcase. ‘Off anywhere nice, Aine?’

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I’ve heard some stories about you, girl. About your ma’s little relationship with the heir to the British throne. God, you kept that secret well hidden, didn’t you?’

      She swiped the gun out of her face. ‘Get the fuck out of here now.’

      Hasson swung the gun at her, hitting her across the face. She stumbled, falling into the wall and knocking the mirror off its hook, sending it crashing to the ground. He hit her a second time, this time with more force, splitting her lip.

      With her hand pressed against the cut, blood seeping through her fingers, Aine looked at him. ‘You’ve just signed your own death warrant. Mark my words, you’ll be shot for that.’

      ‘I’ll take my chances. Right now, there are a few people who would like to have a wee word with you about your da.’

      The back door closed with a recognisable click. Aine looked over her shoulder as a pair of shoes clicked off the kitchen tiles, getting louder.

      Standing in the kitchen doorway was Aidan Jones, one of the New IRA’s power-hungry new recruits. In his mid-thirties, he was about five eleven and of medium build, dressed in a navy suit with a light blue shirt and navy tie. He had cropped brown hair that extended down the side of his face into a beard and a sneer that made him look psychotic. Approaching her with a black pillowcase in his hand, he tossed it to her. ‘Put this over your head, Aine. We’re going for a wee spin―and you don’t need to know where.’

      Her hands trembled as she pulled the case over her head. Jones grabbed her by the left wrist, wrapped a cable tie around it, then did the same with the right, finally binding the two together.

      Jones looked at Hasson. ‘Is the van out there?’

      ‘Ready to go.’

      ‘Okay, let’s move. We’ll take her out the back.’

      ‘Aidan!’ a voice shouted from the front door.

      Jones turned and looked down the hallway. Barney Letters, fellow IRA gunman, stood at the door, grinning from ear to ear. He wore a grey suit with a pink shirt and brown shoes. He looked a little older, perhaps early forties, with a shaved head that suited his broad shoulders and made him look like a real hardman. He had a silver Desert Eagle clasped in his right hand.

      ‘What is it, Barney?’

      ‘We’ve got the twat from the back of the car.’

      Jones smirked. ‘Christmas has come early this year, boys.’ He looked at Hasson, then back at Letters. ‘Get them in the van, Barney. We’ll take the car with us, too.’

      ‘No, leave the car,’ Hasson instructed. ‘It could have a tracker. Leave any devices they have, too.’

      ‘Okay, you heard the man,’ Jones said. He dragged Aine through the kitchen and out into the back garden towards the little cul-de-sac where the van was parked.
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      Meehan tried for the third time to call Hasson, but was again directed to voicemail. ‘Fuck’s sake!’ He stood at the back door, looking down the full length of Dornan’s garden, shaking his head. ‘Where are you, Hassy?’

      He thought for a moment and then decided to call Sean White, owner of White’s Taxis on the lower Antrim Road. The phone rang for a moment before being answered.

      ‘Hello, White’s?’

      ‘Sean, it’s Declan.’ Meehan turned and looked through the window, back into the kitchen. Greenwood and Black sat at the table, talking to Dornan. All of them had their eyes on him.

      ‘Well, well, well, if it isn’t the deputy first minister.’ White sounded amused.

      ‘Sean, can you get one of your drivers to pick me up, mate? I’m at old Marty Dornan’s house, down near the border. Bit of car trouble.’

      ‘Aye. I’ll have our David come down for you. It’s quiet tonight, so he’ll be on his way in two minutes. Text me the address.’

      ‘Cheers, Sean. I’ll speak to you later.’ Meehan hung up and sent the address before returning to the kitchen. ‘Lift’s on the way.’

      ‘How the hell did our Aine of all people manage to outsmart a British agent and an ex-soldier in his mid-twenties?’ Dornan taunted.

      ‘Doesn’t matter how skilled you are if you’ve got a gun pointed at your head,’ Greenwood said, her eyes fixed on her device.

      ‘Who are you talking to?’ Meehan sat down at the table.

      ‘Prime Minister Pears. And she’s going to be pretty pissed off when she hears what’s happened.’ Her phone rang. She put it on loudspeaker. ‘Ma’am.’

      ‘Don’t “ma’am” me, Victoria. What the hell’s happened over there?’

      Greenwood looked at Black and rolled her eyes. ‘We tracked down Aine Dornan. Turns out she’s not as sweet as she looks. She took our car. Josh, too.’

      ‘Is he alive?’

      ‘Christ, I don’t even want to think about that.’

      ‘Well, you bloody well might have to. Why didn’t you detain her? I’m sending additional support.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘I’ve spoken with the President of the United States. He’s offered to send someone who knows the streets of Belfast better than us.’

      ‘Who?’ Greenwood paused for a moment, then shook her head at Black. She already knew the answer. ‘You can’t be serious.’

      ‘It sounds to me like you need all the help you can get.’ Greenwood didn’t respond. ‘Can you think of a better person for the job, Victoria?’

      ‘But, ma’am, he’s …’

      ‘Unfortunately, he’s our best shot at tidying up this mess. What’s the alternative here? We can’t involve any more people without this going public―and I’m not going to bring this to the attention of the royal family unless it’s absolutely the last straw. Which means we need to be off-book with this one. Outsource.’

      Greenwood gritted her teeth. ‘Fuck.’

      ‘Yes, fuck indeed, Victoria. Call me when you have any more updates.’
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      Martini sat at the dining table in the Executive Residence, waiting on the president to come out of a meeting, when his phone buzzed next to him. It was Sheeran, telling him he was sorry for the delay and that he’d be out in a moment. He suggested Martini order himself food and make it a double: he’d be happy to eat whatever he was having. ‘Easily pleased as always, Mr. President,’ Martini mumbled to himself.

      He ordered two chicken and leek soups as a starter, a beef roast for the main and chocolate sundae for dessert. He’d also ordered a tumbler of whiskey for POTUS and a bottle of coke for himself.

      He was halfway down the bowl of soup when Sheeran finally joined him.

      ‘Sorry to keep you waiting, Eamon. Just as I’d gotten off the phone with the governor of New York, I received a call from our friends across the pond.’

      ‘No need to apologise, Bill.’ Martini was more interested in his soup than he was in the president’s late arrival.

      POTUS sat down. ‘Great choice of soup.’ He grabbed a bread roll and ripped it in half, dipping one end into the soup. ‘So, it seems this lady you’re carrying a secret flame for …’

      ‘I don’t carry a “secret flame” for Victoria,’ Martini interrupted. ‘She interests me, that’s all.’

      POTUS smirked and shook his head. ‘Well, whatever. Director Greenwood’s in Belfast now. She’s just lost the woman suspected of being the Prince George’s secret love child―one Aine Dornan.’

      Martini looked up from his soup, his eyes wide. ‘Wait, Aine? Surely not Grainne’s daughter?’

      ‘You know her?’

      ‘Of course. I’ve known Aine since I first visited Belfast. You’re saying Aine’s Prince George’s daughter?’

      POTUS nodded. ‘Just repeating what I heard.’

      ‘And she’s gone missing?’

      ‘Along with one of the MI6 agents accompanying Greenwood to Belfast.’

      ‘Who’s the agent?’

      ‘Greenwood’s nephew. A discharged British soldier. Served in the Middle East. He’s recently taken up employment with Royalty and Specialist Protection. He’s been acting as the director’s driver since she returned from her little trip to Germany.’

      Martini shook his head. ‘This isn’t good, Bill. This could turn very nasty, with Aine in the middle of it.’

      POTUS regarded him.

      ‘If the New IRA realise that Aine Dornan is the prince’s daughter, not to mention that she’s with a British agent and former serviceman on the streets of Belfast, they’ll hunt them down and kill them both.’

      Sheeran reached for his whiskey. He took a drink, his enthusiasm for the topic dissolving. ‘You can’t allow that to happen. Northern Ireland’s always been politically unstable. This getting out would be like opening Pandora’s box.’

      Martini nodded. ‘People will want to know what the prince was doing there, and this will be the part of the story the dissidents will be happy to get creative with. They’ll cook up some bullshit to create a feeling of mistrust in the Catholic community again. Sinn Fein will walk out of the Stormont assembly, and we both know where that’ll lead. The power-sharing executive will collapse, along with the Good Friday Agreement.’

      ‘You need any backup?’

      Martini shook his head. ‘The fewer people involved in this, the better.’

      ‘You could be walking into a confrontation with a lot of bloodthirsty republicans.’

      Martini’s eyes darkened. ‘Nothing new for me there. But if any of them lay a hand on Aine, I’ll become their worst fucking nightmare.’
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      Martini arrived at John F. Kennedy International Airport at six thirty the next evening, with three hours to kill before his flight was due to make the first trip to London Heathrow. He had twelve hours of travelling with a three-hour layover in England before continuing the second leg of his journey to Belfast International. Being an avid reader, he purchased three books on his Kindle, bought a double espresso and a bottle of water and sat down at one of the window seats in Starbucks.

      Before starting the first book, A Very British Jihad, he made a call to Belfast. Her voice wasn’t one he’d expected to hear again, but as it stood, they’d be working together―at least until they got her agent back and secured whatever information Aine Dornan possessed. Word on the street in Belfast was, after his father had accepted life without Maria Martini, Damien Cleary, Jnr. was known to have fallen for a Protestant woman, so Eamon could appreciate what the love of a woman could do to a man and vice versa, dissolving all social, theological and political boundaries.

      The call rang once before being answered. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Director Greenwood.’ He tried to sound causal, but he didn’t really pull it off.

      ‘Eamon Martini.’

      ‘I thought we were never going to see each other again, but it appears fate has brought us together for the second time.’

      ‘Where are you?’ Greenwood asked bluntly.

      ‘New York. I’ll be in Belfast by lunchtime tomorrow.’ He took a sip of his coffee. ‘Where are you? And more importantly, who are you with?’

      ‘Black and I are at Martin Dornan’s place, near Rostrevor.’

      ‘Anybody else?’

      

      ‘The deputy first minister.’

      ‘God, you went right to the top with this one, didn’t you?’

      ‘Meehan actually brought the story to me, Mr. Martini.’

      ‘

      Well, that’s Declan―the gift that keeps on giving. Except this time, he’s dragging you into a whole world of shit. Your nephew, too, so I hear.’

      Martini could hear the strain in her voice as Greenwood said, ‘I’ve got very few people, if any, in this country I can trust, but I’m not leaving here without him.’

      ‘Okay, well, you’re going to have to trust me when I tell you that …’ Martini paused for a moment. ‘Can anyone else hear this conversation?’

      ‘No. I stepped outside to take the call.’

      ‘Good. Keep it that way. Don’t tell anyone it’s me you’ve been talking to. I’m not sure about how trustworthy Meehan is, but his driver, Hasson, has always been a bit suspect. My father and grandfather didn’t trust him back in the day. Hasson opposed the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, but he still went along with it. It’s no secret he has friends in the New IRA. We need to find out whether he’s been talking to them about it.’

      ‘It’s funny you should mention Mr. Hasson. He’s gone AWOL. Meehan’s been trying to contact him, but he’s not been picking up his phone. He was our ride.’

      ‘Is someone else coming for you?’

      ‘A driver from White’s Taxis.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘So, how would you like to proceed?’ she asked.

      ‘What has Meehan suggested?’

      ‘That I stay with Dornan until Aine turns up. The car she took off with was a rental of ours. We’ve tracked it to her house in Belfast, but nobody was with the vehicle when the company rep went to collect it. Both her phone and Josh’s phone were found in the car.’

      Martini made a fist. ‘Someone’s talked. No phones means they’ve been taken against their will. My money’s on it being Hasson, but we can’t be sure. Whoever’s taken them was smart enough to leave behind anything we could use to track their location.’

      ‘I need to talk to Meehan. It’ll be easier for him to get to Hasson.’

      ‘Yeah, but like I said, I’m not sure if Meehan’s involved or not. You can’t be sure with him. It’s better we play stupid for now. Don’t let him know what you’re thinking.’ His phone beeped. The red light was on, warning Martini only five percent of battery charge remained. ‘Look, my phone’s about to die. I’ll see you in Belfast tomorrow.’
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      Aine Dornan was bound to a chair in a dimly lit room in a house on the southern side of the city. Number three Newforge Lane, built just off Belfast’s outer ring, was tucked away in a leafy suburb, part of the city’s more affluent area―the Malone Road. The exclusive BT9 private lane was perfectly isolated, away from prying eyes. A stone’s throw from Shawsbridge and the bustling Lisburn Road, the street offered total seclusion whilst still being a five-minute walk from the hustle and bustle of the inner city.

      Aine looked around the room. It was a large study on the ground floor, with a twelve-foot-high ceiling and fixtures and fittings probably worth more than the price of her car. White and cream staggered tiles dressed the floor and walls. The wooden blinds were closed, but the melody of countless birds just beyond the window gave Aine the feeling of being in a forest.

      The British driver, Josh, sat facing her. He, too, was bound with cable ties. Their mouths were gagged. She looked into his eyes. His face was youthful, but with a world-weariness, like his short time on the planet had exposed him to far too much already. She’d seen his kind before, when she was at St Katherine’s Primary School: her older cousins and other IRA men his age―and younger― battle-worn from fighting an urban war against trained, mature men as the British troops descended on their streets in their armoured tanks.

      ‘Didn’t think this is how I’d be spending my bloody day,’ she mumbled behind the gag. She shook her head, looking at him, her eyes glazing over. ‘Sorry.’

      The door opened, and Dominic Irvine walked in. In his mid-fifties, Irvine was tall and thin, with short wavy hair, a salt-and-pepper beard and a pinkish complexion. He wore a black suit with a white open collar shirt beneath. A cup of coffee was clasped tightly in his left hand.

      With him came a younger man, perhaps a volunteer in the newly formed paramilitary group. The guy had short fair hair that lined a baby face. His Republic of Ireland jersey only enhanced his appearance of immaturity.

      Irvine stood over the two, looking down on them like a judge glaring down over the top of the bench at a pair of defendants. The light directly above his head caused dark shadows to fall over his face, making him look sinister. He addressed the driver first. ‘So, what brings you to Belfast then?’ He laughed at Josh’s inability to respond and then looked at the lad accompanying him, who’d retrieved himself a bottle of water from the cooler he’d just carried into the room. ‘Offer them a drink, John,’ he said, smirking at his captives. ‘Forgive my son. Where are his manners?’

      ‘Sorry, folks,’ John said sarcastically. His long muscular arms disappeared into the cooler, pulling out a can of Harp and a bottle of blue alcopop. ‘A nice wee alcopop for the lady.’ He set the drinks down at their feet.

      Irvine laughed, looking at his son, then cast a glance down at Aine. ‘This one here’s certainly not the type of lady to drink that piss.’ He gestured towards the bottle. ‘And she’d split you with the bottle just for thinking otherwise.’ He looked at his son. ‘Remove their gags. Nothing worse than a one-sided conversation.’

      John did as he was told, first with Aine and then with Josh.

      ‘So,’ Irvine said, looking at Aine. ‘What were you planning on doing with this one, then?’

      ‘Hadn’t thought that far ahead, Dominic. But I don’t think it would be wise for you to do anything stupid with him, either.’

      ‘You speak with a bitterness to your tongue, Aine Dornan. That same venom used to be directed at his kind. And from what I’ve been hearing―your father’s kind, too.’ He took a drink of his coffee, keeping his cold, brown eyes fixed on her. ‘Couldn’t believe it when old Hassy gave me the call, telling me Meehan had found out who your ma had been shaggin’.’ He approached her slowly, like a predator toying with its prey. ‘Now you’ve taken a liking for the younger Brit.’

      John laughed, egging his father on.

      ‘Fuck you,’ Josh said, glaring up at him. ‘Fuck the both of you.’

      ‘Watch your mouth, mate,’ John warned.

      Irvine looked back at his son. ‘That’s not very hospitable, now is it, John?’ His words were drenched in sarcasm. ‘Do you have any fegs?’

      John nodded, pulling a box of twenty out of his pocket. He put one in his mouth, lit it and took a smoke, then handed it over.

      Irvine took a drag, then blew the smoke into Josh’s face. ‘You know, back in the eighties and nineties, people like you used to put cigarettes out on IRA men like me.’

      John joined his father on Josh’s other side, wrapping his chunky bicep around his head like a boa constrictor. Josh struggled and roared from behind the bicep being pressed against his mouth, his head flailing around like a fish out of water, fighting for his life. Irvine used his left hand to separate Josh’s right eyelids, then looked at Aine.

      He brought the glowing tip of the cigarette closer to Josh’s eye.

      Josh’s body went into a state of frantic shock―jerking, shaking, the muffled screams―his face red as his heart rate and blood pressure shot through the roof. A few inches from the cornea, Irvine stopped and moved away. ‘But I’m not going to lower myself. We’re not going to harm you, kid. You can relax.’

      ‘You might not, but I will,’ John said, punching Josh on the mouth. He followed up with a second, then a third.

      ‘That’s enough, John,’ Irvine instructed.

      His son stepped away from Josh, caressing his knuckles, as the Englishman spat blood onto the floor.

      ‘For fuck’s sake, leave him alone!’ Aine shouted, struggling to remain calm. ‘What good is beating him going to do? What fucking cause does that represent?’ She glared at Irvine, shaking her head. ‘Your son’s a thug, Irvine. You can’t just move on, can you? The war’s over! But here you arseholes are, beating a lad your boy’s age who probably doesn’t know any more about the Troubles than he would about the Battle of the bloody Boyne.’

      John grabbed her by the hair, pulling downwards, forcing her face to align with his. ‘You’re lucky you don’t get the same, love.’ He threw her head forward.

      ‘Leave her alone, John,’ Irvine said. ‘Now, where’s this evidence Hasson told us about?’

      ‘You might as well just kill me,’ Aine spat defiantly. ‘You’ve more chance of the New IRA winning the support of the Catholic population as you do of getting that information.’

      ‘I wouldn’t be so sure about that.’ Irvine rounded her chair, facing her square on as he took another drink of his coffee. ‘You see, back in the days when the Provos actually had some chance of winning the war, we weren’t just skilled in urban warfare―we were also skilled in the art of torture. Getting vital information out of our detainees, especially our own turncoats.’

      Aine laughed, which appeared to do nothing than wind Irvine up even more, his face turning a slightly darker shade of red.

      Irvine looked up at his son. ‘John, take the van down to the petrol station and fill it up. This might take some time, and we’ll need to keep them somewhere neutral.’ His eyes flashed. ‘Somewhere much easier to dispose of their bodies, if needs be.’
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      Declan Meehan arrived back at his house just after eight in the evening. Thanking the taxi driver for the lift, he went straight inside and, for the first time in years, put the thick steel bar across the front door. He also quickly did the same with the back door.

      He’d had many attempts on his life over the years―a loyalist death squad being fed intel from British Army Intelligence, M15 and RUC Special Branch had gunned him down in the early eighties, and the Loyalist Volunteer Force had taken another pop in 1999, just after the signing of the Good Friday Agreement. The LVF believed the IRA had bombed their way to the negotiating table at Stormont, leaving loyalists fearful that they were losing control of their pro-Protestant, anti-Catholic Orange State. At the time of the LVF’s statement, Meehan had spoken publicly, in front of the world, saying that Catholics had tried to have their voices heard back in the sixties, asking for nothing more than equality, but what they’d got was nothing more than a police baton to the face and burned out of their homes for their trouble. Catholics had been attacked―some killed―by the state forces, the people that should have protected them. The IRA’s armed struggle was justified by the burning of Bombay Street and other events considered “a Belfast pogrom”. This speech was seen by many unionists as a poor choice of words from a leading republican politician, but was considered by hardline loyalists as a verbal middle finger salute to them, thus bringing Meehan more trouble than he’d have wanted during a ceasefire.

      Checking all the windows were locked, bars were fixed and nobody could get in without smashing their way inside and making a hell of a racket in the process, Meehan put a pizza in the oven and went for a shower.

      Ten minutes later, he returned to the kitchen in his pyjamas, slippers and robe. He’d grown fond of the comfortable life; being able to come and go as he pleased, with nobody else in the house to annoy. Recently divorced from Sorcha after thirty-two years of marriage, he was ready for nothing more than putting his feet up and spending his latter years at a slower pace. He was coming close to retirement, and he didn’t need any more aggravation. But something was niggling at him; he was wrestling with the idea of sending a final “fuck you” to the British establishment, the people he’d spent his life in opposition to, trying to get out of Ireland. What would the lads have wanted? He thought of Bobby and the nine other brave men who’d offered themselves up so they could win back their previously acclaimed Special Category Status. They’d endured sixty-six days of torture and suffering in opposition to the Tory government’s criminalisation policy, only for those bastards in London to commit a worse crime– killing their own future king. The truth infuriated him.

      As he retrieved his pizza from the oven, Meehan’s phone rang. He let it ring, his hunger overriding whatever and whoever it was. The caller, however, was persistent, and the sound quickly began to irritate him. Setting the plate down, he lifted the phone.

      “Hassy” flashed across the screen.

      ‘Hassy, where the hell have you been? I thought you were supposed to be watching Aine Dornan’s place?’

      ‘Sorry, Declan, I’d been up late, having a few beers and watching the football. Think I had one too many. I was up half the night.’

      Meehan put the phone on loudspeaker and set it down next to his plate. Lifting the pizza cutter, he began slicing. ‘You need to knock that stuff on the head, Hassy. It’s not good for you.’

      ‘How’s your day been?’

      ‘Fantastic. We found out where Aine was―down at Marty’s house. Crazy bitch disappeared. Took a young Brit with her, too.’

      ‘Jesus, Declan. Where’s she gone?’

      ‘No bloody idea.’ Meehan was more interested in the twelve-inch pepperoni in front of him. ‘But tomorrow, we’ve got more Brits coming over.’ He lied, trying to feel out Hasson’s response. ‘The prime minister knows about what’s kicked off and wants this matter cleaned up.’ It felt like a low moment: Hasson was his comrade, but he’d just lied to him. His driver and head of security’s loyalties now lay on the other side, with Irvine and the New IRA. ‘Hassy, we need that evidence. We need the world to know.’ He lifted a slice of pizza. ‘The bastards had the audacity to label us terrorists, when they were doing far worse behind closed doors. At least we had the balls to be upfront about it.’ Meehan fetched himself a glass from the wooden stand next to the microwave and filled it with water. He took a bite of pizza and washed it down with the water. ‘If I were to die tomorrow, I’d die happy knowing I made the world aware of what the craic was over there.’

      ‘What time do you want me to pick you up tomorrow?’

      ‘Usual time, mate. About half seven.’

      ‘And we just act as normal for now?’

      ‘We’ve got to. I’ve a couple of meetings in the morning with the DUP over this bloody flag dispute.’ The deputy first minister sighed. ‘If I could sail off into the sunset and put this entire country behind me, I’d be bloody tempted to do so.’

      Hasson laughed. ‘Man of the people, losing his will.’

      ‘We lost the political will of the people a long time ago, Hassy. We’ve settled for much less than we fought for.’

      ‘And much less than what our boys died for.’ Hasson spoke with an exasperated tone. ‘I’ll see you at half seven. You want something bringing in from Mary’s?’

      Meehan smiled. ‘Mary’s on the Antrim Road? Best breakfast in Belfast. And the best tea. Not only in Belfast, but all Ireland.’

      ‘See you tomorrow.’
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      Martini arrived in Belfast shortly after ten the next morning. It was his first time in Ireland since he’d returned in search of the president’s grandson, but as always, it never changed. Despite the fact it now had fewer police on the streets, zero British Army patrols and checkpoints and no Westland Lynx helicopters chopping through the thick grey clouds, Belfast still had that character that couldn’t be found in a lot of other cities around the world―a certain edge to it.

      Having grown up in New York, Martini had often debated with his school buddies why Belfast was a more exciting city. Of course, his peers hadn’t been willing to accept that Belfast could even come close to the “Big Apple”. But as he stood there, looking at the front of Belfast City Hall, with no sign of the Union Jack flag―it was only to be flown on certain days of the year now―he smirked, remembering why the debate about the two cities had carried strengths for both. He loved New York—all his childhood memories  had been made there—but from the age of seventeen to his mid-twenties, his time in Belfast had been an adrenaline-rushed blur. His father had been marked for death by the British government, declared an enemy of the British state, hated by half the Irish population and loved and respected by the other. Young Eamon Martini couldn’t have found a more intoxicating buzz had he shot up with a needle—fighting for his family and for his country—and all this while his school buddies in New York were sitting their exams.

      Before meeting Greenwood, he needed to put his head down, rest for a short while, have a shower and change his clothes.

      Martini made his way on foot towards the rear of City Hall. He passed the council offices, turned right onto Donegall Square, passed Upper Queen Street, then turned left onto Great Victoria Street and entered the Europa Hotel. Checking into number twenty-nine’s Junior Suite, he threw his stuff down on the bed, then went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. He went back into the room and sent a text to Greenwood, telling her he’d arrived in Belfast and would meet with her in the next few hours. She responded almost immediately with an address and nothing more. He smiled at her swift and “to the point” response.

      No small talk. We’re going to get along just fine.

      He set the phone down on the bedside cabinet, connecting it to the charger and went to the bathroom. He was in the middle of unbuttoning his shirt when the sound of his phone ringing dragged his attention back into the room.

      He rushed out.

      It was Greenwood.

      ‘I told you, I’ll be a while before I get to you.’

      ‘Apart from my sidearm, I’m naked over here. Can you get your hands on anything?’

      ‘Should be able to, but it’s likely to involve people on the other side of the law.’

      She sniggered. ‘If there’s any truth to this story between Grainne Dornan and Prince George, then the law’s flexible with regards to what we need done.’

      ‘Director Greenwood, are you telling me the head of MI6 now realises there are as many dodgy dealings on your side of the law as there are on the other?’

      ‘Perhaps.’ She sighed. ‘And I’m not going to be the head of MI6 for much longer—I’ve rejected the offer of a permanent position. Fieldwork is more my thing..’

      Martini grunted his understanding. ‘You’re still with Martin Dornan?’

      ‘Yes, I stayed here. But I haven’t slept. I don’t trust him.’

      ‘Meehan left last night?’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘Let me know if he shows up unannounced, would you? I don’t want to arrive at Dornan’s house if Meehan’s there. If he knows I’m in Belfast, God knows who will find out by the end of the day.’

      ‘I’m not sure whether Meehan’s working with us or against us, but he seems like he’s on our side.’

      ‘“Seems like” isn’t good enough. We need to be sure. Until then, what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.’

      ‘Okay.’ Greenwood cleared her throat. ‘I’ve spoken with the PM. She wants to keep this job under the radar, even within the intelligence services. So, it looks like it’s just us for the moment.’

      ‘Good. Wouldn’t have it any other way. I work better alone. And I’d prefer fewer people knew about this.’ Martini looked back towards the bathroom and the thick clouds of steam pouring out through the door. ‘I’m just jumping in the shower. After that, I need to get my head down for an hour, then I should be good to go. I’ll text you when I’m leaving, but should be around one or two.’

      He ended the call and went for his shower.
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      After her call with Martini, Greenwood went back into the house. Dornan was sitting at the kitchen table, bags below his eyes and a black Snickers mug clasped tightly in his two hands, steam rising from it. He looked at her. ‘There’s more tea in the pot, love, if you want to pour yourself one.’

      Greenwood looked at Black. ‘Harper, you fancy a brew?’

      ‘Please, ma’am.’ She got up off her chair. ‘I’ll get it.’

      ‘I’ll get it. You sit down.’ Greenwood approached the countertop where the stainless steel pot sat on one of the rings. She looked over her shoulder at Black. ‘You okay?’

      ‘I’m fine, ma’am. I’ve been knocked out before.’ She smiled. ‘Mostly in the ring, though.’

      ‘You were a boxer?’ Dornan asked.

      ‘In the army, sir, yes.’

      ‘Black here has quite a CV,’ Greenwood said.

      She went to the wooden cup rack that sat next to the hob, lifted a green and white mug bearing the Celtic Football Club badge on both sides and a Republic of Ireland mug and filled both with tea. Adding a dash of milk to each, she made her way over to the table, taking the seat on the opposite side to Dornan, next to Black. It was almost as if they were preparing to interview him.

      Greenwood looked at Black. ‘We’re being picked up from here in the next few hours. My contact has told me to trust you and nobody else, so if Meehan makes his return, they’re not to be mentioned.’

      Dornan smiled. ‘You mean to tell me your British contact has advised you not to trust Meehan?’ He took a sip of his tea. ‘That’s nothing new. Meehan has never been trusted by you lot. But you’re right―he’s not to be trusted. For all I know, he’s got something to do with the murder of James Barr and his wife.’ His gaze fell to the table and he blessed himself. ‘God rest them. Bet they died wishing they’d never mentioned that bloody diary now.’

      ‘Well, there’s no point in worrying about the past,’ Greenwood said coldly. ‘What’s done is done.’ She looked across the table at him, his face pale, looking tired. ‘Did you get any sleep last night?’

      ‘Not a wink.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry you’ve been dragged into this. And your driver. I hope he’ll be okay.’

      ‘With all due respect, Mr. Dornan, I don’t give a shit about wishful thinking. The person who has them, your niece or otherwise, will pay if anything happens to him. And he’s not just my driver―he’s my nephew.’ Her gaze dropped for a moment as she thought about him and she shook her head. ‘Josh was medically discharged from the army after an ambush in the Middle East. How fucked up would it be if he were to get caught up in the old war between us and the IRA?’ She took a drink of her tea. ‘So, you’d better be sure Aine doesn’t harm him.’

      ‘Our Aine has a good heart. She’s not a murderer. She’s just like her mother: strong-minded.’

      Greenwood studied him for a moment. ‘Tell me about Grainne.’

      He took a deep breath. ‘She was a great combatant in her day. She wasn’t afraid to pick up an AK and start shooting when things got hairy. She trained a lot of men to defend the Catholics against the UDA and the UVF. However, she’d always loved and respected Protestants, too. She knew we had to learn to live together. When she met and fell for Prince George, she was still supportive of the republican cause.

      ‘Aine’s her double―in looks and in attitude. She’s not a heartless bitch; she wouldn’t bring any harm to your nephew. She’s acted completely out of fear. That’s why she made a run for it. You’ve got to understand, we grew up in a time when you were our enemy, and you had a shoot to kill policy over here. Her actions aren’t malicious, simply fearful. Our basic human instinct for survival.’ He took another drink of his tea. ‘Christ, she has sons around Josh’s age.’ He set his cup down, got up and went across the kitchen, putting the kettle on again.

      ‘How did she manage to keep this whole story a secret all these years?’

      ‘Apart from a few others within the movement who were close to Grainne, I was the only person who knew the truth. She loved him, and he loved her just as much.’ His facial muscles tightened, fighting to keep his emotions in check. ‘It was my idea to take advantage of him.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘To use him to gather information on British troops. And it was the intel he passed on to me, then forwarded to the Army Council, that led to the deaths of many British soldiers.’ His lower lip quivered. ‘I’m to blame for his death. All because I wanted to blow your soldiers off the streets of Ireland once and for all.’

      ‘And it was the royals who ordered his execution?’

      Dornan nodded. ‘Of course, we were going to claim responsibility for that. Killing a member of the royal family was the IRA’s biggest coup.’

      ‘Does Aine know it was the royals that killed her father? Did Grainne?’

      He nodded. ‘Both Grainne and I lived with that secret for the past thirty years. She buried the secret with him, and I buried the secret knowing no good would ever come from it being known. Can you imagine how many of our boys would have taken advantage of such information?’

      ‘With all the best intentions in the world, Martin, your fear of the truth coming out might just be what’s happened. The best we can hope for is damage control. That means finding Aine and whatever evidence she has that proves this is all true.’

      Dornan’s phone went off on the table―an unknown mobile number. He answered and put in on loudspeaker. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Marty Dornan, it’s been a long time.’

      Dornan looked at the two women, his face reddening. ‘Domenic Irvine. You’re not wrong.’

      Irvine laughed. ‘I believe I have a bone to pick with you.’

      ‘And what might that be?’

      ‘Okay, let’s stop all this bollocks,’ Irvine said. ‘We’ve got your niece, and we’ve also been given a nice little gift in the form of a British agent. A former soldier, still with his tags around his neck.’ His tone was mocking. ‘I mean, is this the kind of intelligent people that are working within the occupying forces nowadays?’

      ‘Okay, so you’ve got Aine and some young Brit.’ He looked at Greenwood apologetically. ‘What do you want for their safe return?’

      ‘Well, first of all, I want to know what an undercover British agent is doing on the streets of Belfast? And secondly―and more importantly―where’s the proof your sister, the turncoat bitch, was shagging a member of the royal family right in the middle of our war? Talk about sleeping with the enemy.’

      ‘Our deputy first minister got the British involved. They’re here at his request.’ Dornan cleared his throat, looking at Greenwood as he spoke. ‘They’ve been discussing the discovery of a diary found at Prince George’s old place. The British were in a meeting with Meehan when Aine snatched their driver, fearing they were coming after her.’

      ‘This diary is now in the capable hands of the New IRA. We’ve retrieved it from James Barr’s house.’

      ‘You killed them?’

      ‘We didn’t. And we wouldn’t have. James Barr was a good man. We watched someone go in. A few minutes later they came out with it. They killed  the Barrs and left with the diary. So the New IRA killed the bastard and intercepted the diary. It makes for a very good read. Something else that would make for a good read is our wee hostage. Why hasn’t this lad’s disappearance become the top story of the evening news?’

      ‘Well, that’s a question you’re going to have to figure out yourself. That’s all I know.’

      Irvine laughed. ‘Well, you’re definitely something. I just don’t know what yet.’

      ‘You’re scum, Dominic. Our boys, our fallen comrades, would be turning in their bloody graves now if they saw the way you lot were acting. Do you remember what it was like to be a proud member of the Provisionals? You remember having the Catholic people of Ireland look up to us? When the Northern Irish police force sent the loyalist death squads into our neighbourhoods to burn us out and stood by as it all happened?’ He paused for a moment. ‘Be grateful we’ve all survived. Those days are long gone, mate. I’d advise you to lay down your weapons and accept that the war’s over, for Christ’s sake. I once had respect for you. But the people don’t want you.’

      Irvine remained quiet, a tense silence hovering for a moment, then the call ended.
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      After a much-needed nap, Martini’s alarm woke him at quarter past one. Despite only sleeping for an hour and a half, he felt fresh―or at least as fresh as he could without a solid seven hours. But he was used to it: his lifestyle wasn’t one where he’d regularly get to bed at a set time and get up after an uninterrupted night. He slept as and when his lifestyle and personal security demanded. He wasn’t a family man. He didn’t go to work for the day, then go home to dinner and a family in the evening. Much of his life was spent on jets, cutting through the sky, taking him to places of heightened hostility, usually to deal with people that would do him harm. Hence his holstered Desert Eagle was as much a part of his wardrobe as his watch or his belt.

      He’d moved away from the CIA just two years prior and had taken the role as POTUS’s head of security within the Secret Service. After taking some time out from all forms of employment and hitting the road across Europe, he was pulled back into the world he once lived in when his old friend’s eight-year-old grandson was kidnapped. Making a comeback wasn’t ideal, but the current commander-in-chief had been Martini’s friend long before he was in office; and despite how powerful a friend he was, an eight-year-old kid had been dragged into the dangerous world people like Martini operated in. Helping to get him back had been without question.

      After silencing his smartphone’s alarm, Martini read a text from Sheeran, reminding him he was there to lend a hand and not to get himself killed. They’d still had that fishing trip to take in upstate New York and Martini wasn’t allowed to die until at least the president was satisfied he’d caught the bigger fish.

      Still, after everything, you have so little faith in my ability to keep myself alive, Bill.

      He set the phone down and got up. He went to his travel bag and lifted out a pair of dark blue jeans, a white t-shirt and a grey tweed jacket and got dressed. Stepping into his sandy-coloured boots, he felt the same sense of security on his feet as he always did. Not only was he two inches taller than his normal six foot, Martini also felt he could climb Mount Everest without the slightest pinch of discomfort.

      He brushed his teeth and splashed some aftershave on his neck and, without even thinking, a fingertip of the stuff behind each earlobe―a trick an old school buddy had taught him when trying to impress a woman.

      Then he caught himself.

      He realised he was making an effort. An effort to impress.

      He’d never been short of female attention. Perhaps that was why he’d never settled down―because he was enjoying a variety of the finer sex that only being single provided. Yet, as much as he’d tried to hide the idea, he couldn’t ignore it.

      He was trying to make himself look and smell presentable on the off chance he’d have a private moment with a woman who’d almost gotten herself killed just to end his life.

      His life was as complex as a nuclear coding sequence.

      Martini shook his head and cleared his throat, looking at himself in the mirror.

      You don’t like to make things easy for yourself, Eamon, do you?

      Using the hotel room’s facilities, he made himself a quick cup of coffee and turned on the TV. Sky News was showing his fishing partner, Bill, giving a press conference in the Rose Garden. Martini sat and watched, a spectator just like anyone else, as the president addressed the world about a meeting later that day regarding a trade deal with the Chinese that could bring billions of dollars into the US economy.

      He switched channels to BBC News. Nothing interesting. He stopped at RTE One, Ireland’s national television broadcast. A reporter was talking about the recent murders of retired Irish Guard James Barr and his wife. The murderers were said to have trashed the house first. Initial reports showed there was no reason for the attack. Barr and his wife had lived a quiet existence, keeping to themselves, allowing only family and close friends into their lives.

      ‘You’re not looking hard enough,’ Martini said to the TV. ‘Maybe it’s the previous homeowners you should be looking into.’

      He finished his coffee, then turned off the TV.

      He made his way downstairs and wished the lady behind the reception a nice day. Stepping outside, he called Greenwood, but she didn’t answer.

      He tried again. No answer.

      He sighed. This better not be my first obstacle of the day.

      Looking at himself in the reflection of the hotel’s entrance window, he analysed his appearance, scrutinising what he saw. He was about to call her again, but she beat him to it.

      ‘Victoria?’

      ‘Sorry, Eamon. I was in the shower. Is everything all right?’

      ‘I’m just leaving the hotel now. I’ll see you shortly.’

      ‘Can you make it quick? As nice as Mr. Dornan is, I feel very much out in the open here. The longer I stay here, the more chance there is of someone hostile making an appearance.’

      ‘Have you heard from them?’

      ‘Yes. Dominic Irvine of the New IRA. He said he’s got the diary, which suggests they killed the Barrs for it. And he didn’t like the words Dornan used to describe them. The New IRA, I mean.’

      ‘So, it is them,’ Martini concluded. ‘Okay, I’m leaving Belfast now.’ He ended the call.

      He caught the bus: the number seventeen, towards the Antrim Road. Getting off where the Antrim Road merged with the Cliftonville Road, Martini looked towards North Belfast Cabs, seeing two saloons parked outside. One was a blue Mercedes E-Class hybrid, the other a silver Audi A4. He shouldn’t have known the owners of the vehicles, but BNY RBL was, he guessed, owned by Barney Rubble, as he was known in Belfast.

      Martini approached the depot, painted a thick dark green and with IRA graffiti across the shutters. It was secure, courtesy of a heavily reinforced bulletproof door that had been installed due to continuous attacks from the UDA and other loyalist paramilitaries. He knocked on the door, sending a metallic rumble through the inside.  He could hear a voice inside shouting in an overexaggerated Italian-American accent.

      ‘Mamma Mia, it’s Eamon Martini!’ the voice shouted as the door opened. A short man in his mid-sixties with white receding hair and a face as red as a tomato looked through thick rimmed glasses at him. ‘Ciao!’ The universal Italian hand gestures only accentuated his greeting.

      ‘Let me guess, you’re sitting in there watching Goodfellas or The Godfather?’

      The guy laughed.

      Martini offered him his hand. ‘Good to see you, Barney. How’s life treating you?’

      Barney shook his hand, gripping it tightly and tapping it with the other hand. ‘Awk, I’m all right, Eamon, son. Come on in.’ He turned and led the way inside. ‘Close the door behind you, kid.’

      Martini did as he was told, feeling like he’d just stepped into a bunker preparing for the Blitz. He walked into the office, where Barney was already putting the kettle on. ‘This is just a quick visit, Barney. I haven’t got time for a cup of tea, but maybe later? I need a car. Just for a couple of hours.’

      ‘Should I ask what for?’

      ‘Probably best to wait until I actually know what’s going on, but I’ll fill you in as to why I’m in Belfast when I know more.’

      ‘Why do I get the feeling it’s got something to do with an old comrade being murdered alongside his wife in their back garden?’

      Martini smiled. ‘You always were clued in.’

      Barney sat down on his seat, swivelling from left to right. ‘You can borrow my car, but is it going to be marked by you using it?’

      ‘Don’t want to risk it. I can buy my own, but I just need something to get me down the coast.’

      ‘There’s an old Renault Clio out the back. Will that do you for now?’

      ‘It won’t be traced back to you?’

      Barney shook his head, then reached into the black mug housing pens and bright markers on a nearby desk. He pulled a key out and tossed it over. ‘You decide whether it’s worth bringing back or not.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Martini turned and made his way towards the door. ‘How’s the family?’

      ‘Dead on, son. Sure, nothing changes. Any sign of your old man?’

      He shook his head. ‘God knows where he is, Barney.’

      ‘He’s out there somewhere, kid.’

      ‘I’ll speak to you later.’

      ‘Eamon!’ Barney shouted out the door. ‘If you need protection, check inside the spare wheel. Should be something there.’

      Martini smiled. ‘Sláinte!’

      ‘Salute!’ Barney responded in an overdramatic New York accent.

      Martini shook his head, grinning as he stepped back outside.

      The rear of the depot comprised a run-down collection of old cars, washing machines and anything someone could sell parts from. The Clio, despite the fact it was fifteen years old, looked like a diamond in the rough. The metallic black paint had been well looked after, apart from some impact damage to the passenger side rear wheel arch, where some rust was setting in.

      Martini got in the car and started the engine, grateful to see the fuel gauge jump from left to right. He turned the air conditioning on and put both front windows down, hoping to get rid of the fusty smell. God knew how long it had been sitting there.

      He set his phone’s Google Maps app to the address sent by Greenwood, then set it down on the passenger seat. Before he drove off, Martini jumped out and went to the boot. Opening it, he lifted the carpet-lined floor and reached into the spare wheel, feeling a plastic bag with a pistol inside. He pulled it out and unwrapped the bag, revealing a Glock 17 and a box of ammo.

      He checked the magazine in the pistol―it was loaded―shoved the Glock down into the back of his jeans and closed the boot back down again. He got behind the wheel and changed the radio to Cool FM, taking him back to his younger days in Belfast.

      Martini put the car in first and took off, heading back down the Antrim Road towards the M1 motorway.
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      Meehan was just finishing up a meeting with Greg Shields, the Sinn Fein MP for Derry, when his phone vibrated.

      Guess who I’ve just spotted getting off the bus on the Antrim Road?

      Tired of the mounting pressure that had plagued him with a migraine throughout the entire meeting with Shields, he didn’t bother replying with the expected “Who?”. He pressed the call button as he descended the steps, leading out into the entrance to the estate. ‘Micky Mooney, how’s tricks?’

      ‘Declan, the guy who outsmarted British Intelligence is in Belfast.’

      Meehan stopped on the steps, feeling himself become more awake. ‘Eamon Martini? What was he doing?’

      ‘Don’t know. I was driving past, heading south on the Antrim Road, just off the Carlisle Circus roundabout. I circled the roundabout to see if I could see where he went, but he’d disappeared.’

      Meehan didn’t know whether to be excited or scared, but the news certainly took his mind off his headache. ‘Okay. Thanks, Micky. I’ll give you a bell sometime and we’ll grab a drink.’ He ended the call, then immediately called Martini. The phone just rang continuously. No answer.

      Meehan made his way towards the car, where Hasson sat behind the wheel, smoking a cigarette. ‘What the fuck are you up to, Eamon?’ he mumbled to himself as he passed the driver’s window.

      ‘What’s that?’ Hasson asked.

      Meehan got in the back and pulled the door shut. ‘I’ve just heard Eamon Martini’s back in Belfast.’

      Hasson looked at Meehan in the rearview mirror. ‘The fuck’s he doing back here?’

      Meehan shook his head. ‘I don’t know, but I’d bet my life it’s got something to do with that diary.’

      Lowering his door’s window, Meehan tried to ring Martini again, but for the second time, he got nothing but constant ringing. He gave up and tossed the phone down on the seat.

      Meehan had to play this right to help Martini. He couldn’t risk Hasson knowing he was keeping any secrets from him; he needed him to think he was going to side with him and the New IRA. If it turned out Martini was here to help Aine Dornan, it meant he was going to be against them.

      Meehan knew of Martini’s feelings for Aine. He’d not let anything happen to her. She was Grainne’s daughter, and Grainne had been there for him when the notorious Queen of New York had died. Martini had been left broken, and Grainne Dornan was the one person there for him more than anyone else.

      And now, if her daughter needs his help, God help anyone who lays a finger on her.

      Meehan knew whose side he wanted to be on. He forced a smile on his face. ‘You fancy something from the Chinese, Hassy? I’m starving.’

      ‘Already eaten, mate.’ Hasson put the car in gear and pulled away. ‘Where to?’

      ‘Straight down to Marty Dornan’s house. I need to know whether they’ve heard anything from wee Aine.’
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      Martini arrived at Dornan’s house shortly after three. The mid-afternoon was cloudy and windy, the coastal winds rocking the Clio as if it were nothing more than a cardboard box. Apart from the sporadic wisps of sea spray being tossed onto the windscreen, the day was dry.

      Dornan was riding his Mountfield compact ride-on mower up and down the front garden, enjoying his own company. Martin had never been one to partake in small talk if he could help it and perhaps felt more comfortable leaving the two loyal British subjects to talk amongst themselves in the kitchen. Martini found amusement at the thought of Greenwood trying to get information out of him. The old bastard was stubborn; as stubborn as any old-school Irish republican, not willing to concede his principals and collaborate with the enemy.

      Dornan watched the approaching unknown vehicle suspiciously, perhaps not believing that it was a car Martini, the flash bastard, the mafioso, would be arriving in―until the man himself waved at him and shouted hello, accentuating his New York-Italian accent.

      Martini parked the car around the back of the house, next to Dornan’s JCB. As he got out, his eyes scanned the grounds. He felt the back of his waistband, ensuring the Glock was still there, closed the door and made his way towards the house, where Greenwood leant against the back door, her arms folded.

      As he got closer, she said, ‘You know that’s a dead giveaway you’re carrying?’

      ‘What?’

      She reenacted the adjustment he’d just performed as he got out of the car.

      ‘Very observant.’ He ascended the steps and offered her his hand. ‘Nice to see you again, Victoria.’

      ‘And you, Eamon.’ She accepted his hand. Looking over his shoulder, her eyes scanned the gardens. ‘Now, as lovely as Mr. Dornan is, can we just get the hell out of here?’

      ‘Let’s go. I’ve had two missed calls from Meehan during my drive down here, which means he’s got wind that I’m here.’ He looked over her shoulder into the kitchen, where Harper Black was approaching them. ‘Ms. Black, hope you’re feeling better than the last time we met?’

      ‘Fully healed, thanks.’ Her tone was more civil, less friendly. Martini was, until recently, wanted by the British government, stamped for elimination, and a number of agents in Black’s position had died trying to take him out.

      ‘Good.’ He turned and descended the steps again. ‘Let’s get moving.’

      As they approached the Clio, the full-throated and resonant rumble of the four-stroke petrol mower grew louder as it rounded the side of the house. ‘You’re not going anywhere until I get five minutes with you, Eamon, son,’ Dornan bellowed as he rode the mower right up to them, parking it next to the Renault. Getting off, he looked at the car, then at Martini. ‘I would’ve expected something fancy―and Italian.’

      ‘Not had time to get myself something to drive. Just borrowed this off a friend to get me here in a hurry.’

      ‘I think you should get yourself down to Charles Hurst’s on the Boucher Road.’

      ‘You’re right,’ Martini said. ‘I could use something a little faster. Heard anything from Aine?’

      Dornan shook his head. ‘But I’ve assured Director Greenwood here that no harm will come to her nephew if he’s with her.’

      ‘He might be fine with your niece, but this guy Irvine sounds like he’ll take great pleasure in making an example out of him,’ Greenwood replied.

      ‘Nice little propaganda tool to rev up his dissident following,’ Black added. ‘Perhaps gain more support and recruits.’

      ‘Tell me more about Irvine?’ Martini asked Dornan.

      ‘He called last night,’ Dornan said. ‘He wants whatever evidence Aine has about her mother’s relationship with Prince George. Anything that suggests the British were behind his assassination and not our boys.’

      Martini looked at Greenwood. ‘Do you know anything about this evidence? Or is there anything in the British archives?’

      Greenwood shook her head. ‘I’ve checked. Nothing. If this was ordered by the royal family, it stands to reason they would have acquired someone outside the establishment to carry it out.’ She looked at Black. ‘Harper, go back to HQ and look around. See what you can find.’

      ‘Of course, ma’am.’

      Martini looked at Dornan, whose face was pale, almost gaunt. ‘We’ll get Aine back, Martin. Don’t worry.’ He looked at Greenwood, then at Black. ‘Let’s go.’

      Greenwood got into the front passenger seat. Black got in the back, behind the driver’s seat.

      Martini started the engine and put the car in gear, watching as Dornan sat himself on the doorstep to light up a cigarette. As he slowly passed, staying in first gear, Martini lowered the window and shouted over. ‘What does Meehan know about all this?’

      Dornan stood up and walked over to the car, the cigarette dangling between his lips. He took a drag and shook his head. ‘I don’t know what the bastard knows, but I wouldn’t trust him with our Aine’s life.’

      ‘Yet you’d trust me?’

      Dornan reached in the window and gently tapped Martini on the cheek. ‘You’d know better, kid.’

      He nodded. ‘Don’t tell him anything he doesn’t need to know. He might already know I’m in Belfast, so he’ll be looking to find out why I’m here.’

      ‘Okay, Eamon. You watch your back, son, and if you need anything, give me a call.’

      Martini took off down the driveway and turned right onto the coastal road, heading north towards Belfast. He looked at Greenwood. ‘This nephew of yours―what’s his story?’

      Greenwood sighed. ‘Josh passed through into the Army from cadets. Been a soldier all his adult life. Medically discharged. Became part of my security team and my driver.’ She paused for a moment, looking across at him. ‘After your brother in-law was found to be feeding you information that kept you ahead of me all the time.’

      Martini didn’t reply.

      ‘You know, Falkner despised you because you embarrassed him all those years ago. You were the one blemish in an otherwise perfect career for him.’

      Martini nodded. ‘I learned the hard way the British government was just as dirty as any of the paramilitaries in this depressing war. All I did was call them out on it.’

      ‘Yet you’re trusting me?’

      ‘Who said I do? I’m here because someone I care about might need my help. And I’ve been asked by an old friend.’

      ‘Yes, the president of the United States, no less. You do have some powerful friends, Eamon.’

      ‘Bill and I were friends long before he became president, even before he ran for the New York governor’s seat.’ Martini stopped at a set of traffic lights and quickly glanced at her. ‘Why don’t we put our differences aside and you let me take you out for dinner tonight? I know a nice little place overlooking the water. I think you’d love it.’

      ‘Sounds a little romantic to me, Mr. Martini.’ She smiled, turning away from him.

      ‘What happened to Eamon?’ He put the car in gear as the lights changed to green. ‘Is that your way of pulling back into a more official standing?’

      ‘Read into it whatever way you want,’ she said.

      ‘Great, dinner it is.’ He looked in the rearview mirror. ‘We’ll get you to the airport first, Harper.’

      Black grunted as she gazed out the window.

      A vehicle flew past them. Martini looked over his shoulder, out through the window. ‘I know that car. You have Marty Dornan’s number?’

      ‘Yes, why?’ She looked over her shoulder. ‘Who was that?’

      ‘Call him and tell him I’ve just seen Meehan. Hasson’s driving.’ He looked down at the Renault symbol in the centre of the steering wheel. ‘We definitely need a faster car than this.’
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      Hasson approached an opening in the endless line of hedgerows and fencing for Dornan’s house. Looking at Meehan in the rearview, he said, ‘Did you see that black Clio back there?’

      Meehan raised his eyes from his phone and shook his head. ‘No, why? Who was it?’

      ‘Martini―and I could have sworn it was the British woman in the passenger seat.’

      ‘You’re joking, Hassy?’ Meehan turned his head, looking through the rear window.

      ‘It’s long gone,’ Hasson said, his mind reeling. He needed to get word to Irvine and the other leaders of the New IRA that Martini was in-country, and it was likely he wasn’t there to be of any help to the dissidents. They all knew Martini and his father had been close to Grainne Dornan. It didn’t take a genius to realise whose side he was going to be on.

      Hasson guided the vehicle around to the rear of Dornan’s house, parking beside the man’s mower.

      ‘Just you wait here, Hassy, and keep the engine running,’ Meehan said. He got out of the car and lowered his head into the cabin again. ‘Be two minutes.’

      Hasson nodded and watched as Meehan approached the house. He quickly pulled out his phone and tried to call Irvine. After fifteen seconds of constant ringing and no option of leaving a voicemail, he ended the call, then began typing a text message:

      Eamon Martini is in Belfast. Declan and I have just driven past him with the British, not far from Dornan’s house. They’re headed towards Belfast along the coastal road in a black Renault Clio. A rusted old banger. Get a carload down to that road and wait for them. Follow them, wherever they go, and don’t fucking lose them.

      Hasson looked out through the windscreen and sighed, shaking his head. ‘Fuck’s sake, Eamon! What are you doing, kid? Tell me you’re not working with them now.’

      Meehan stood on the back doorstep, waving for Hasson to come, signalling under his jacket for him to bring protection. Hasson got out and approached.

      ‘You wait here, Hassy. I’ll go in and have a wee yarn with Marty,’ Meehan said. ‘Be out in a minute.’ He opened the door just as Dornan approached, zipping his raincoat up, his dog alongside him. ‘You off for a walk, Marty?’

      ‘Need my bloody head cleared, Declan. Head’s up my arse, mate. Martini’s just been. Taken Greenwood with him. Still no word about our Aine yet.’

      ‘Martini?’

      Dornan nodded, motioning for Meehan to step back outside. He followed him and pulled the door closed. ‘He’s going into Belfast to meet with someone, but he didn’t say much. I don’t know if I can trust the wee bastard. He’s too cocky. Thinks he’s untouchable.’

      ‘We’ll see about that, Marty.’

      ‘You coming for a walk down the track? A bit of a wander would do you good, Declan.’

      ‘Nah. Next time, though, Marty. Definitely. We’ll make a proper trip out of it. I came here looking for Greenwood. I need to know how many people know about what’s going on. This could very well boil over into something none of us want.’

      Dornan looked down at his dog. ‘I just want to spend the rest of my days exploring and appreciating this beautiful country we all fought for.’

      ‘Isn’t that what we all want, Marty?’ He patted Dornan on the shoulder. ‘I’ll speak to you later.’ Meehan nodded for Hasson to get back to the car.

      ‘You believe what he’s saying?’ Hasson asked.

      ‘Marty doesn’t know what Martini’s up to, and it’s not as if he’s in a position to stop the wee prick. But he agrees that Martini’s a cocky little bastard and needs putting in his place.’

      Before Hasson could respond, he checked his phone. He’d received a missed call and a text message from Irvine. He set the phone back down again and said, ‘Declan, you sure Marty’s not left something important?’

      Meehan looked at him.

      ‘Better give the house a quick once-over before we go.’

      ‘Great thinking, Hassy. Go for it. I’ll keep a lookout for you.’

      Hasson got out and rushed back towards the house, removing his Beretta from his shoulder holster, not knowing what he was about to walk into. The moment he stepped inside the house, he made the call, all the while casting his eyes over the place.

      ‘Hassy.’ Irvine was quick to answer. ‘What’s Dornan been saying?’

      ‘Not a lot, but don’t worry about him. Did you send a welcome party down to wait for Martini?’

      ‘Sent three lads down. Should be there by now. We might need Dornan as well. This Aine one isn’t saying a lot.’

      Hasson nodded. ‘She’s a tough wee cookie, isn’t she? I don’t think Dornan’s going to be any use. Think he’s as ashamed about the whole thing as any of us are―or at least, he should be. I think deep down he’s just washed his hands of his sister and sees Aine as a scumbag love child. Just you get your hands on Martini and the others in that car. They’re complications we need to get rid of, then we can get back to squeezing the information out of Aine. She’ll talk eventually. We just need to find her weakness.’ He paused for a second, feeling a lightbulb come on.

      ‘What’s the one thing a woman in Aine’s position would give in to more than losing her own life?’

      Irvine laughed. ‘You nasty bastard. Her kids. But aren’t her two boys living away?’

      ‘Think one’s in Australia, but the other’s down south. Dublin, I think, but I’m sure we can find out.’

      ‘Okay, leave it with me. I’ll go and see if the thought loosens her lips a little.’

      ‘Keep me posted.’ Hasson ended the call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            43

          

        

      

    

    
      After they left Black at the airport, Martini and Greenwood made their way through the city centre. The traffic on University Road slowed them to a stop/start pace for a couple of miles. Queens University had around 25,000 students on its register, with many of them living in the immediate vicinity, providing on-the-doorstep convenience for students, but hectic travel conditions for drivers trying to pass through.

      Immediately after the traffic lights, joining Queens with the student union on the right, Martini took the next right, cutting through the tree-lined Elmwood Avenue and onto the Lisburn Road, which then brought them onto the Boucher Road, one of the city’s central business districts.

      Martini turned into Charles Hurst’s luxury car dealers, where he’d find a vast selection of the most exotic cars in the world: Ferrari, Maserati, Aston Martin, Audi, Jaguar, BMW, Porsche―and one of his personal favourites: Chevrolet Corvettes.

      As they entered through the industrial style gating system, adhering to the carefully designed and directed one way system, they followed the well-kept asphalt past a handful of vendors, each unit representing a different brand. Martini stopped at the Ferrari garage.

      ‘Who do you think you are―Magnum, P.I.?’ Greenwood joked. ‘You want a fast car―that’s understandable―but perhaps something a little more discreet than a car that sticks out like King Kong on top of the Eiffel Tower.’

      Martini shook his head and opened the door. ‘Don’t forget, I’m half Italian. I’ve got to stay true to my roots.’ He closed the door and approached a black 458 Italia.

      ‘At least you didn’t go straight for the red one. A black one’s a little more discreet.’ She approached the car behind him.

      ‘In our world, it’s important to remain elusive if you hope to live to see an old age.’

      Greenwood turned and pointed towards the Aston Martin unit sandwiched between the Ferrari and Maserati dealers. ‘How about one of those?’

      ‘You’re right. They’re a little more discreet than the Ferrari.’ He approached a row of five Astons: two grey, one black, one blue and one a horrible looking green.

      As he turned to ask her opinion on one of the grey ones, Martini spotted a white BMW 3 Series drive into the estate. The car contained three men: two in the back, with just the driver in the front―and all acting shifty. He couldn’t recognise their faces given the distance, but his gut told him they weren’t in the area to shop for a new car. Driving past a selection of dream cars, not one of them allowed themselves even a quick glance. Instead, all looked straight ahead―in the direction of Martini and Greenwood. One of the passengers held their phone up, facing the Clio, looking as if they were taking a photo.

      ‘Don’t look back,’ Martini said, turning back to the Aston. ‘We’re being followed. A white Beamer. Two passengers in the back. One of them has just taken a photo of the Clio.’ He watched in the reflection on the Aston’s window. Greenwood played along, approaching him as if genuinely interested in the car.

      ‘Do you recognise any of them?’

      Martini shook his head, trying to open the driver’s door, but it was locked and set the alarm off. He looked around as a tall, thin guy came out of the unit. He looked to be in his mid-thirties. ‘Sorry, buddy. Usually, the dealers at home leave the doors open.’

      The guy laughed. ‘No problem at all.’ He pointed a key at the car, silencing the alarm, then unlocked it. ‘There you go. Help yourself.’

      Martini got in behind the wheel.

      The dealer crouched down, looking into the cabin. ‘Where’s home? America?’

      He nodded as he looked around the car. ‘New York.’

      ‘You’re a long way from home. What brings you over here?’

      ‘I’m half Irish. My father’s from Belfast. I’ve been living over here for a few years.’

      The dealer grunted his understanding. ‘Not long enough to lose the accent, then,’ he joked, offering his hand to Martini. ‘I’m David, the sales manager here.’

      ‘Eamon.’

      David straightened himself up and reached across to Greenwood.

      ‘Victoria.’

      ‘Pleasure.’ The manager shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘You guys thinking of buying today or just looking?’

      ‘Buying,’ Martini replied. ‘But not sure what.’ He looked past the dealer at Greenwood. ‘She doesn’t want anything too flashy, so probably not a Ferrari.’

      David laughed. ‘What’s your price range?’

      ‘Don’t really have one,’ Martini was quick to say.

      ‘Here he goes …’ Greenwood sighed.

      ‘What’s your business?’

      ‘My pop owns O’Hagan’s Concrete.’

      ‘You’re an O’Hagan?’

      ‘Well, by blood, yes, but my mother’s Martini, so I grew up with that surname.’

      ‘Okay, that’s great. Now I know that price isn’t an object, let me go and make you both a cup of tea or coffee and leave you to browse.’ He looked at Greenwood. ‘What would you like, love?’

      ‘I’ll have a cappuccino, please. No sugar.’

      David nodded, rubbing his hands together. ‘And you, Eamon?’

      ‘I’ll have a cup of English Breakfast, please. Just a dash of milk. No sugar.’

      ‘No problem. I’ll give you guys a shout in ten minutes. Give me a wave if you need anything.’

      ‘Will do, thanks,’ Martini said, watching him as he headed back inside. He looked over at Greenwood. ‘You want to have a seat behind the wheel?’

      She shook her head. ‘A car’s a car.’ She looked across the yard at the Range Rover unit. ‘I like that black one. And it would be better than this.’

      Martini followed her line of sight and agreed.

      ‘And they can shift, too. Top of the range could beat almost any car in Belfast.’

      ‘Looks like you’re a fan.’

      ‘I’d feel a lot safer in one of those than this.’ She gestured towards the Aston. ‘And it’ll cost a lot less to repair when you wreck it.’

      ‘I’ll bring it back to him tomorrow. I’ll lose a few grand, but it’ll give us what we need to get Josh and Aine.’ Martini pulled out his phone and began taking photos of the car from all angles, catching the BMW in the background. ‘It’s moving off, but I imagine it won’t be too far away. It’ll be outside when we come out.’

      ‘Okay. Well, we have the advantage of knowing they’re following us. I think we should take the opportunity to introduce ourselves to them, don’t you?’

      ‘Absolutely,’ Martini agreed. ‘And without making it too obvious.’

      ‘What’s your suggestion?’

      ‘We need to split up. One of us leaves with the Clio and the other with the Range Rover.’

      ‘I’ll take the Clio. You take the SUV.’

      ‘And you’re letting me take you out to a nice Chinese restaurant this evening?’

      Greenwood shook her head, smiling, then nodded. ‘As a professional courtesy―sure, why not? But nothing more than that.’
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      Darren Begley, Aaron Maloney and Francie Gillen were all members of the New IRA.

      They’d joined the ranks of the Real IRA in the late nineties, which had been formed after members of the Provisional IRA disagreed with the ceasefire in ’94. After twenty-five years of war, the PIRA and the British conceded that neither was going to win the war by force. It could have gone on for another twenty-five years with the same result. Reaching a stalemate, the PIRA’s Army Council decided that dialogue and the ballot were the way to a united Ireland. Much of the republican movement agreed that enough was enough; they didn’t want the next generation to carry on the war. But a handful of members believed the war needed to continue. Their argument centred around too many lives having already been lost to stop now.

      Begley, Maloney and Gillen were three men of that mindset. The trio helped form a splinter group, the Real IRA, in 1997 and were responsible for the Omagh bombing in ’98. They’d later carry out successful assassinations including the 2009 shootings of British soldiers just outside Antrim Town. The RIRA were in competition with the Continuity IRA, both separate groups but with the same agenda. The CIRA had formed in 1986 after some members of the Provos became dissatisfied with the direction the PIRA were taking, but they didn’t fire a bullet until after the ceasefire.

      In 2012, the New IRA was born from an amalgamation of the RIRA and CIRA, along with another armed republican group in Derry: Republican Action Against Drugs. RAAD were solely interested in targeting drug dealers. No matter the size of the dealer’s operations, no matter how vast their distribution network was, RAAD hunted them down and executed them, deeming them an incurable cancer that was plaguing Ireland’s youth. Nobody making a living in the drugs trade was safe.

      Begley was in his early forties and had once been a close friend of Eamon Martini. He was thin and pale, with ginger hair that gave him the nickname of Rusty Roof Begley. He was the driver of the BMW.

      Maloney had chin-length mousy brown hair, mahogany eyes and was around medium build. He was six foot and of muscular stature, which made him quite good on the Gaelic football pitch. He didn’t know Martini personally, but of course he had heard the stories.

      Gillen was the louder of the three and was often described as being like an Irish Joe Pesci on account of his short stature and larger-than-life persona. Gillen was five foot six and into bodybuilding. He walked around Belfast like he actually was Pesci, reminiscent of the character he played in the mafia movie Goodfellas.

      In contrast to Begley and Maloney, Gillen had joined the Real IRA simply for the hardman image and a sense of belonging to something. His head had only grown bigger after the consolidation of the three groups. A united Ireland meant nothing to him: hand him a UDA flag or a Union Jack and he’d probably wave it with just as much enthusiasm.

      Gillen sat in the back of the car, itching to do something. He was eager to impress Irvine, who was, to all three in the car, their hero. A former member of the Provisional IRA, Irvine had taken part in numerous gun battles on the streets of Belfast and had killed countless British soldiers.

      The one thing they all shared were their thoughts on Eamon Martini. He was formerly involved in the movement because of his father. But since Damien Cleary, Snr. and Jnr. both opted for the ceasefire, the men of the New IRA had been left with a bitter taste in their mouths. None of them had any loyalty to Martini. He was a sellout to them, just like his father and grandfather, and all of them would enjoy the feather in their cap for being the one to take Martini out. Some were jealous that the notorious stranger from New York had thrown the heaviest punch at the British when they’d colluded with the loyalists to assassinate his father.

      ‘Can’t wait to have that fucking wannabe gangster begging for his life,’ Gillen snarled, lifting a box of twenty Marlborough from the seat next to him and pulling out two cigarettes. He handed one to Maloney and lit it, then lit his own. ‘Who does he think he is? Coming back to Belfast, helping out some dirty Brit?’

      Begley looked at him in the rearview mirror. ‘Just you take it easy. We’ve been told to bring them both back to the house alive.’

      ‘Aye,’ Maloney said. ‘So we’re not going to be shooting anyone.’

      ‘Not now, but we’ll see when this is over,’ Gillen said. ‘You think Dominic’s just going to let some Brit and a turncoat like Martini walk away after he gets what he wants? Don’t think so.’

      ‘We don’t need either of them. They’re both useless,’ Maloney said. ‘It’s Aine Dornan we should be focusing on. She’s the valuable one. It was her ma that was shagging the Queen’s first son. She’s the one that’s going to give us the information about the royal scandal.’ He took a drag of his cigarette, then lowered the rear window and flicked it out. He pulled a cigarette tin out of his inner jacket pocket and removed a joint from inside. He lit it, took a puff, then handed it up front to Begley.

      ‘Driving around in a shitty wee Clio,’ Gillen joked. ‘What’s he like? Supposed to be some New York gangster.’

      ‘Shut the fuck up, Gillen!’ Begley shouted from the front, exhaling a lungful of smoke at the same time. ‘I swear, you talk too much. Why don’t you go up to him and tell him what you think of him?’

      ‘Fuck you, Begley.’ Gillen pushed the back of Begley’s seat. ‘You think I won’t?’

      ‘I know you won’t,’ Begley said. ‘Now, shut up and just sit there. We need your eyes and ears, not your mouth.’ His Samsung chimed. He connected it through the car’s sound system and answered. ‘Begley.’

      ‘How’s it going?’ It was Irvine.

      ‘Seems like Martini’s shopping for a new car. He’s down at Hurst’s, looking at Aston Martins, Ferraris, Range Rovers―you name it. He’s having great craic.’

      Irvine laughed. ‘Must think he’s 007. Fucking calls himself an Irishman.’

      ‘Well, technically he’s half ….’

      ‘All right, smart arse,’ Irvine chided. ‘Follow them―and when you get a chance, take them both down. I don’t want them dead, mind. Just take them off the road so they don’t interfere with what we’re doing.’

      ‘Anything from the “princess” yet?’ Gillen asked.

      There was a pause, then Irvine replied, ‘Christ, Begley, I told you to be a group of three, but I wasn’t expecting one of the three to be Gillen, for fuck’s sake.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Gillen, you’d better be on your best behaviour. This isn’t the Wild West.’

      Gillen’s face reddened slightly as the other two in the car sniggered. ‘Not a problem, but if Martini tries to be a hero, I’ll …’

      ‘You’ll not do a fucking thing, is that understood?’ Irvine shouted.

      ‘You’ve nothing to worry about. Martini and Little Miss British Agent will be bound and on the floor of your garage by this evening, I can promise you that,’ Maloney replied, keen to defuse the situation.

      ‘I’ve got to go. Give me a shout when you’ve got them.’

      ‘Boss, before you go …’ Begley said. ‘What if they both leave in separate cars? One of them will need to take this shitheap Clio with them. Who do we go after?’

      Irvine paused for a moment. ‘Good question. Go for the bitch. She’s worth more to the British than he is. If Martini comes after us, we’ll just put a bullet in him and be done with it.’

      ‘Fair enough.’

      ‘Keep me updated.’ Irvine ended the call.
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      David was pleasantly surprised when Martini’s checks came back clear. The American even offered him a bonus if he got the deal done quickly.

      After a pasta and pesto lunch with the salesman and their second coffee, Martini was given the keys and paperwork to the Range Rover. David was shocked at the deal being done so quickly, but certainly wasn’t complaining.

      With the deal done,

      Martini got behind the wheel and started the engine. Pulling the door closed, he lowered the window and called out to Greenwood, ‘You’re sure you want to take the Clio? You can take this one, if you’d prefer.’

      ‘I’ll be fine. Just call me as soon as I get in the car―and stay connected.’ She turned and made her way towards the old Renault.

      ‘Victoria?’ he shouted after her.

      She turned.

      ‘Here, take this.’ Martini reached out through the window, the Glock slipped inside the car manual’s pocket. ‘Hopefully you won’t need it.’

      She shook her head. ‘I’ve got my own.’

      He brought the weapon back into the car and set it on the front passenger seat. He took his jacket off and turned the radio on, quickly familiarising himself with the controls.

      Greenwood pulled up alongside him and lowered her window.

      ‘We’re going towards the M2, heading northbound, then we can go for a romantic walk up at Belfast Castle. A lot of nature; nice and quiet. No stress.’

      ‘Don’t forget this is a 1.2 litre car and that’s 4- or 5-litre, so don’t be showing off. I know you’ve got a bigger dick than me, so no need to try and prove it.’

      Martini smiled and led the way out of the industrial estate, turning left back onto the Boucher Road. His phone rang next to him and he answered it, connecting it through the Range Rover’s sound system.

      ‘The Beamer’s parked across the street on your right, just as you come out,’ he said, locating the car almost immediately. He watched in the rearview mirror as the Clio emerged, then turned left.

      He got to the end of the road before the Clio was quickly overtaken by the BMW. As Greenwood tried to increase the hatchback’s speed, the Beamer side-swiped the Renault, ramming it into a nearby bus stop.

      ‘Christ.’ Martini hit the accelerator, pulling the steering wheel left in a full lock and spinning the car around in front of an oncoming bus. Greenwood was out of the Clio, her gun pointed at the BMW’s three occupants, who also had guns trained on her.

      Martini hit the accelerator and drove straight for the driver, who was closest to Greenwood.

      As the Range Rover approached, the three IRA men all looked in his direction, training their guns on Martini. He ploughed the front of the SUV straight into Begley’s legs, pushing him up against the BMW. Sandwiched, his torso came to rest face first on the bonnet.

      Martini threw open the door and got out, walking around the front of the car. ‘Victoria, get in the car!’

      He grabbed the weapon that had fallen from Begley’s hand, bounced along the bonnet and landed by the front wheel: a Beretta. After temporarily losing consciousness, Begley came to again, yelling for Martini to pull the car back, blood coming from his mouth.

      Martini interlocked his fingers with Begley’s hair, pulling his head back. ‘I always knew you wouldn’t amount to much, Darren.’

      ‘Fuck you, Martini! You’re dead.’

      ‘I’m not the one sandwiched between two cars.’ Martini looked at the other side of the BMW, where Maloney and Gillen both stood, their jaws wide open. ‘You two need to put those weapons down before you get hurt.’

      ‘You’re interfering with a government investigation,’ Greenwood added.

      ‘Whose government?’ Gillen shouted, waving a knife in the air. ‘Fuck you, sweet cheeks! I’ll gut you with this knife and leave you to bleed out in the street.’

      ‘Everyone, just calm down!’ Maloney shouted. ‘Look, I’m putting my gun down.’ He set his weapon on the roof of the BMW and stepped back, his hands raised.

      Gillen set his knife on the roof next to Maloney’s weapon but kept his Glock pointed at Greenwood. He quickly cast a glance at Maloney. ‘Pick your gun up, you dick! Where are your balls?’

      Martini used the moment of distraction to his advantage. He took aim at Gillen and shot the man in the shoulder, causing him to drop his gun as he instinctively brought his hands up to the wound, blood seeping through his fingertips.

      Greenwood ran around the BMW, her pistol pointed at Gillen. She reached down and grabbed the Irishman’s gun. ‘Right, Eamon, we’re taking them with us. We’ll see who talks first.’

      She clocked Gillen across the temple with the butt of his gun, knocking him out. Reaching down, she pulled a handful of cable ties out of his back pocket. ‘Guess these were for us, anyway.’ She looked up at Maloney. ‘Here, make yourself useful.’ She tossed the ties to him. ‘Get busy. Tie his hands and feet together.’

      Maloney did as he was told. Begley had passed out again.

      Martini took Begley’s Beretta and, along with his own gun, tossed them onto the front passenger seat of the Range Rover. He got behind the wheel and reversed the SUV, listening to the crack of the bumper and then the sound of Begley hitting the ground. He got back out and looked at Begley’s legs, gushing with blood and mangled like strings of spaghetti. He reached into Begley’s back pocket, also finding cable ties, and bound the man’s wrists. Not seeing much point in doing the same to his ankles, Martini lifted the injured man up and tossed him into the boot of the BMW. He then tossed Gillen onto the back seat.

      ‘We’ll let you go, Maloney, but only because we want you to tell Irvine that we’re coming for him,’ Martini said. ‘Aine Dornan and the English kid are to be released, unharmed. We’ll be in touch.’ He looked at Greenwood. ‘You take the SUV. I’ll take their car.’

      He got behind the wheel of the BMW and sped away.
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      The B39, known colloquially in Ireland as the “Seven Mile Straight”, is an arrow-straight country road and the most direct classified route between Belfast City and Antrim Town; a single carriageway that cuts an almost perfectly straight line through surrounding fields lined with hedgerows made up of shrubs, hawthorn, blackthorn, holly and wild privet.

      Martini knew of a house on an agricultural plot, measuring around ten acres, that was owned by his father but was the home of Cleary, Jnr.’s brother-in-law. He drove almost three miles along the road coming out of Belfast, indicating right at number one hundred and twenty-three and turning off the road onto a gravel driveway. Through a pair of white pebbledash pillars with the black gates open, the driveway ran three hundred yards down a slight slope, leading to the side of the house.

      Martini drove around to the rear of the house, out of view from the main road. Apart from a select few, nobody knew about this house. Martini’s father had made sure that only the right people ever knew of its existence. Any other passers-by wouldn’t give it a second thought.

      He shut off the BMW’s engine and got out. Opening the rear driver side door, he dragged Gillen from the back seat, then opened the boot and pulled Begley out, leaving them both on the ground.

      ‘You’d better just kill me, Martini, because if you don’t, I’m going to kill you.’

      Martini ignored Gillen’s threat and looked at Greenwood as she approached from the other car, shaking his head. ‘This guy’s something else, isn’t he?’ He turned his attention to Gillen. ‘I’ve got to admire your balls, Gillen. You’re not the smartest, but I’ll give you that―you’ve got balls.’

      Martini pulled the bound man up off the ground, tossed him over his shoulder and carried him towards the kitchen.

      ‘What are we doing here?’ Greenwood said.

      ‘This is one of one my father’s houses. His brother-in-law lives here, but it doesn’t look like he’s here. Spends most of his time down in Galway.’ Martini opened the back door. ‘Don’t worry, even if he comes back, Billy’s a fool, but loyal with it.’

      He carried Gillen towards the island in the luxury fitted kitchen and dropped him down on the cold tiles. He went out and brought Begley in, leaving him on the floor beside his mate.

      Reaching into the cupboard below the sink, Martini pulled out a first aid kit. He carried the box back over to the table, his eyes fixed on Gillen the entire way. ‘This might sting a little.’

      ‘Piss off, Nurse Ratched.’

      ‘Do you ever shut the fuck up, Gillen?’ Begley complained. ‘Why the fuck did Maloney decide to bring you? You’re nothing but a headcase.’

      Martini set the first aid kit down on the table in front of them. ‘You boys are going to talk. We need to know where Aine Dornan and the English kid are being kept before things get nasty.’

      He went to the walk-in cupboard next to the fridge. Opening it, he pulled out a bag of ropes and smiled as he strolled towards the window, closing the blinds. He went to the back door and locked it, then pulled the blinds down over the window, leaving the room in darkness. He switched on the light.

      ‘Fancy a cup of tea, Victoria?’ Martini asked casually, looking at both Begley and Gillen.

      ‘I’ll make it,’ she replied, making her way towards the kettle. ‘You secure those two.’

      Martini went to the dining table at the far end of the room, grabbed a chair and carried it across the room, setting it down next to Gillen. He pulled Gillen up off the ground, sat him down on the chair and began wrapping one of the ropes around his legs. ‘Make sure there’s enough boiling water to wash this pair down with.’ He smiled at Gillen, whose barrage of insults had quietened down.

      ‘Either of you remember where Irvine’s holding two innocent people yet?’

      He looked over his shoulder at Begley as he continued to cinch Gillen’s legs to the legs of the chair. Begley shook his head. He looked at Gillen, who also shook his head, smirking. He started to laugh.

      Martini smiled, then laughed along with him. He stood up, dusting off his hands. ‘I’ve got to hand it to you―you’ve definitely got balls.’

      Martini stepped around to the rear of the chair. Grabbing the backrest, he tilted it backwards onto its rear legs and dragged it across the room to a door next to the fridge. Opening the door, he looked into the garage, feeling the cool air creeping in. He dragged Gillen out into the garage, stopping next to a workstation with white skirting boards laid across it, rusted old nails sticking through the edges.

      He scanned the garage. It looked like Billy had turned it into a gym. A weight bench sat next to a treadmill and a punchbag hung from the ceiling in the opposite corner. Next to a wall-mounted speedball hung a chain with a padlock dangling from one end. Martini grabbed the chain and fed it through the back of the chair, fixing it to the steel legs of the workstation. He engaged the padlock with a satisfying click.

      ‘Here you go, tough guy. If you get free from that, I’ll let you go. You’d deserve it.’

      Martini made his way back to the door, stepped back into the kitchen and closed the door, leaving Gillen on his own.

      He sat down, facing Begley. Greenwood handed him a cup of tea. ‘Thanks.’ He blew on his cup. ‘So, what were you planning on doing with us?’

      ‘Come on, Eamon. You know the craic. You’re not stupid,’ Begley scoffed. ‘Or are you?’

      Greenwood sat down next to Martini, a cup of tea clasped in her hand. ‘He’s not the one bound to a chair right now with his legs mangled. I mean, you need a hospital, not a first aid kit. You tell us where Irvine’s holding the people we’re looking for and we’ll drop you off at the hospital on our way.’

      ‘Dominic didn’t say where he was taking them.’

      ‘Look,’ Martini said, ‘are you really willing to do this? The New IRA―really? Who are you fighting for?’

      No reply.

      ‘You’ve got no support from the Catholic people―and if you do, it’s a tiny amount. You’ll never get the same support the Provos had.’

      Begley scoffed. ‘You know nothing! You’re a wannabe Irishman.’

      ‘It’s funny you say that. New Yorkers often called me a wannabe Italian, too. Suppose both Italians and Irish could call me a half-breed.’ Martini took another sip from his cup. ‘But I’m not here to talk about me. I’m here to talk about Aine Dornan. You know about her mother’s secret relationship with Prince George. That’s the only reason you’ve taken her. It’s also been alleged that the prince was assassinated by his own family or someone within the British government for helping the Provos with attacks against the British Army―our enemy of the day. You want to prove that, to rally support for your cause. But before you call me a wannabe Irishman, you might want to remember I’ve shot more British troops on the streets of Belfast than you’ve fired pellets. We were at war―“were” being the key word. It’s over―and you bunch of clowns aren’t going to get anywhere. All you’re doing is raking over old ground, and I’m sure as shit not going to allow you to harm Aine Dornan when all she did was be born out of an affair between a republican and a royal.’ Martini cleared his throat. ‘Now, wise up, Begley―there’s a reason I’m talking to you and not that clown in the garage. You’ve always had some common sense.’

      Begley’s phone rang, and Greenwood fished it out of his pocket. She presented Martini with the handset: “Irvine” flashed across the screen of the iPhone. She answered it, activating loudspeaker. ‘This is Greenwood. I’m sure you’ve heard the name. I’m afraid Mr. Begley is a bit tied up at the moment.’

      They listened for a reply, but all they could hear was suppressed swearing in the background, then a throat clearing.

      ‘Are you there?’ she asked, setting the device down on the table.

      The caller finally spoke. ‘This colleague of yours, Director Greenwood, has already lost two fingers and an eye. It appears Aine Dornan is not at all bothered about how many digits he loses, so, once he runs out, it’ll be her fault. But don’t worry―she’ll be next.’

      Before Greenwood had a chance to respond, the line went dead. She scowled at Begley, her nostrils flaring. ‘You’d better start talking before I go and boil the kettle again.’

      Begley shook his head. ‘I don’t know where they are. They were at a safehouse, but they’ve moved on since then.’

      ‘Give me the phone,’ Martini said. Greenwood slid it across the table to him. ‘What’s the passcode?’

      Begley sighed, then shook his head.

      Martini kicked one of his wounded legs below the table. ‘It’s not going to be hard to inflict pain, Darren, and you know where I’m going to start.’ When Begley didn’t speak. Martini tapped his leg again, and Begley erupted into screams. ‘What is it?’

      ‘One-nine-two-one.’

      ‘Good man.’ Martini thumbed the code into the phone and began to scroll through the text messages.

      ‘What are you looking for?’ Greenwood asked.

      ‘Anything that might suggest the location of where they’re being held.’ Martini scanned the list of texts. Nothing. ‘WhatsApp, maybe?’

      He opened the app, and Irvine was there at the top of the list of messages. Martini clicked on them and scanned through the thread. He read the messages back and forwards between the two and then looked up at Begley. ‘Apparently, you were going to bring us to the same place as last night. But you were complaining because you had to use your own car, your precious BMW, to do the job.’

      ‘I’m more concerned about what you did to that Range Rover,’ Begley joked.

      ‘Check Google Maps, Eamon,’ Greenwood said.

      He opened the app and went to the recent locations. ‘Okay. So, you’ve used GPS to go to two different places in the past three days.’ He looked at Greenwood. ‘What are the chances one of these is going to be the location they’re holding Aine and Josh?’

      She nodded. ‘Always a chance.’

      ‘Great.’ Martini set the phone down and stood up. ‘I’m going for a shower and to get changed into something else.’ He looked at Greenwood. ‘There should be something for you to change into up in the spare room. Where would you like to go for dinner?’

      She smirked, shaking her head. ‘You’re confident, Eamon, that’s for sure.’

      He smiled. ‘I’ll take you somewhere nice and quiet. There’s a country hotel just up the road from here. We’ll go there, and once it gets dark, we can visit these places.’
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      Irvine sat on the sofa in his office in a warehouse on West Belfast’s Andersonstown Road, staring out the window into the front car park. His eyes drifted upward to the Irish tricolour flag at the top of a lamppost, flapping in the wind. He took a deep breath, reached into his pocket and pulled out his box of cigarettes. He pulled one out and lit it, taking one long draw, and thoughtfully watched the line of smoke that escaped his mouth during the exhale.

      ‘Fuck!’

      He got up, walked across the room towards the door and stepped out into the hallway, following the cool air along the narrow corridor. He grabbed himself a cup of coffee from the vending machine next to the old docking station, then stepped out onto the main warehouse floor. In the far left corner, next to the “Goods In” area, sat a small security hut, an enclosed section of the warehouse. Irvine made his way towards it, the heels of his shoes clicking on the concrete, sending echoes around the large empty space. Getting to the door, he could hear muffled voices coming from inside. He pulled the door open and stepped inside. Josh Greenwood and Aine Dornan both sat along the wall to the left, bound to chairs.

      ‘It appears your colleague has gone back to England and forgotten all about you, kid,’ Irvine lied, smirking as he pulled the door closed. He sipped from his plastic disposable cup, wincing at the taste. ‘Vending machine coffee. Why is it always like drinking warm piss?’

      Josh’s right eye was starting to bruise and swell.

      Irvine looked at Aine. ‘He’s not much older than your boys. Does it not bother you to watch him suffer?’

      She didn’t reply, instead just fixing her gaze on the ground and shaking her head.

      Irvine’s phone rang. It was Maloney. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Just outside the warehouse. Let me in.’

      Irvine stepped outside again and closed the door. The warehouse had two main doors which provided access from the outside. One was a normal-sized door painted in green, for staff access; the other was a large blood red rolling door for LGV access. He approached the wall-mounted console next to the phone and emergency alarm and pressed the large green button with the arrow pointing upwards. The large metallic door started to lift off the ground, creaking and rattling, until Maloney came into view. He was behind the wheel of a black Ford Transit. When the door was high enough for the vehicle to pass through, he entered. Irvine was about to lower the door again when a black Audi A6 pulled up behind the van.

      William McNeill was behind the wheel. Darren Farrell was in the front passenger seat and Stephen James was in the back. Maloney got out of the van and approached Irvine as the Audi entered and the door was lowered again.

      Irvine looked at Maloney. ‘What the fuck happened?’

      ‘That bastard, Martini! Crazy fucker drove a Range Rover straight into the BMW, hitting Begley in the process.’

      Irvine laughed cynically. ‘He always was a crazy bastard.’ He looked at the three men getting out of the Audi. ‘What did you call them in for?’

      ‘Martini and the English bitch have taken Gillen and Begley.’

      ‘We’re here to help with the collection of Aine Dornan’s son from Dublin,’ McNeill said. ‘We’ll soon have an idea of where he’s living.’

      Irvine nodded to McNeill. ‘Welcome aboard, lads.’ He turned back to Maloney. ‘Answer me this: how the hell did Martini and some bitch Brit get away with two of our men when all three of you had guns? The maths doesn’t add up.’

      ‘Wise up, man! We’re not going to open fire in the middle of the day on the Boucher Road,’ Maloney said. He looked at the other three and sniggered.

      Irvine pulled a Sig Sauer P320 from his waistband and raised it, waiting for Maloney to turn back towards him again. The moment he did, Maloney’s eyes widened as a crack sent a bullet through the centre of his forehead.

      ‘Then you’re no fucking good to me,’ Irvine said coldly.

      Maloney’s body dropped to the ground.

      Irvine looked at McNeill. ‘You three, get rid of his body, then come back to me with some fucking good news!’
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      Meehan arrived back at his house. He’d offered Hasson a drink inside, but the man had  refused, saying he had a migraine and wanted to get his head down. Meehan assumed he had other plans that he wanted to keep secret, so he let him carry on.

      He stepped inside and looked at his watch: it was just after six. He ignored his dinner and turned on the TV for the evening news. A reporter was still down on the Boucher Road, reporting from the scene outside Hurst’s. A bus driver passing along the Boucher Road on the 92A from Ladybrook to the city centre during the incident described the scene as something out of an action movie. He said that on approach, he thought it was simply a collision between a white BMW and a Range Rover until he saw guns, at which point he simply put his head down and increased the speed of the bus. A few screams from the commuters on board, he said, only added to the drama.

      Meehan jeered and shook his head. ‘Eamon Martini.’ Just as he reached for the remote control, his phone rang. He answered. ‘Speak of the devil and he shall appear.’

      ‘Declan, what the hell have you got yourself involved in?’ Martini said. ‘I thought you’d have more sense than to get involved with the dissidents?’

      ‘Come on, Eamon, lad.’ Meehan shuffled in his seat, still watching the news. ‘I’m not stupid enough to mix with that lot. But you’ve got to admit, this is the scandal of a lifetime. This is bigger than anything we’ve ever come across. The heir apparent, living right under our noses―a member of the royal family sleeping with a staunch Irish republican and having a baby, which turned out to be wee Aine Dornan of all people.’

      ‘Christ, it happened forty years ago, mate,’ Martini said exasperatedly. ‘If Aine wanted to make it known to the world, that would be fair enough, but she doesn’t. I don’t see the point in trying to beat it out of her.’

      ‘Who said anything about beating it out of her?’

      ‘Come on, Declan.’ Martini sighed. ‘I’m not stupid. The New IRA’s got her and a former British soldier. Irvine sent a couple of clowns after me. It’s on the news now.’

      ‘That was you down on the Boucher Road, then?’ Meehan laughed. ‘I can’t believe you’re actually working with the British now.’

      ‘I’m here as a favour to the American president. It’s got nothing to do with the Brits. And that’s rich coming from you―from what Greenwood tells me, you flew all the way to London to bring it to her.’

      Meehan didn’t reply.

      ‘Do you not have anything to say?’

      Meehan cleared his throat. He wanted to tell Martini he was on his side, but he didn’t know if the conversation was being listened to or not. He knew Martini himself would be okay; he didn’t need Meehan to help him. With the ever-developing world of intelligence, walls had ears and conversations were rarely private, at least for a man in his position. Meehan knew he had to keep his cards close to his chest and avoid disclosing his real intentions to anyone. He played along. He was happy for Martini to think what he wanted―for now.

      ‘Okay, Deputy First Minister,’ Martini spoke slowly. ‘Aine Dornan isn’t getting punished for a romance forty years ago. If you’re controlling Irvine and the rest of the New IRA, you need to tell them to let her and the soldier go. If not, I’ll be coming.’

      ‘You threatening me, Eamon?’

      The call ended, leaving Meehan feeling on edge, as if a bullet was about to come through his window at any moment. He called Hasson. ‘Hassy?’

      ‘What’s wrong, Declan?’

      ‘Just had a call from Eamon Martini. Says if something happens to Aine and the Brit, he’s going to pay me a visit.’

      Hasson laughed. ‘He’s got balls, that kid, but he’s not invincible.’

      ‘Better double up on security tonight anyway.’

      ‘I’ll let the boys know.’
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      Martini sat in the living room at the front of the house, waiting for Greenwood to finish freshening up. He stood up and looked at himself in the mirror, checking his grey suit was neat and uncreased, his jet black hair was tidy and the collar of his blue shirt was sitting correctly. Again, for the second time, he caught himself, acknowledging that he was making an effort to impress Greenwood.

      The door opened and she walked in, the sound of her heels clicking off the floor. ‘Your father must have had a lot of women here. There’s sizes for ten different women up there.’ Greenwood wore a dark blue backless dress that complimented her toned figure. ‘Don’t you scrub up well.’

      ‘Well, this is the first date I’ve been on in a long time, so I thought I’d make the effort.’

      ‘This isn’t a “date”, Eamon,’ she protested. ‘This is two people going out for something to eat.’

      Martini made his way across the room towards her. ‘Well, whatever it is, let’s go, then. I’ve booked us a table for eight o’clock at the Seven Mile Country Hotel, just a few miles up the road.’ He passed her, exiting through the door, catching a whiff of expensive aroma. He looked back at her.

      ‘I found a bottle of Calvin Klein perfume up there, too.’

      ‘Looks like I’m not the only one making a lot of effort for something that’s not a date.’

      She smiled, brushing a loose strand of hair out of her eyes. ‘What about our two guests?’

      ‘They’ll be all right. I’ve patched up their wounds, stopped the bleeding and listened to Gillen tire himself out while you were getting ready. They’ll not be going anywhere.’

      Martini opened the back door and made his way over to the three-garage block that sat separate from the main building. Lifting the door, he saw a grey Mercedes E-Class, part of the EQ range.

      ‘An electric car? You sure you want to trust one of those?’

      He shrugged. ‘Guess these are a thing of the future. Besides, they’re surprisingly fast.’

      Greenwood stood just outside the garage. ‘Do you have the key?’

      He showed her the keyfob in his hand, then unlocked the car and got in, starting the motor. Greenwood climbed into the passenger seat, pulling her dress down to her knees as she shuffled into a comfortable position. ‘You seem to have all this well planned out.’

      ‘My father’s known for being organised.’ Martini put the car in drive and took off, the vehicle moving with a ghostly silence: nothing but the crunches of tiny stones beneath the tyres. ‘Some say he was overly paranoid. I’d say he was always just thinking ahead. Either way, I’m making use of it now.’

      ‘Where is your father?’

      ‘No bloody idea. He disappeared years ago.’

      ‘Is he alive?’

      ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’ He spoke bluntly, turning right onto the Seven Mile Straight. He put his foot down, and the vehicle quickly built up speed.

      He lowered the window to let air in, the interior cabin being treated to an aroma of freshly cut grass mixed with the furze that had come into bloom, painting the surrounding landscape in an eye-watering shade of yellow. He glanced across at her. ‘So, Director Greenwood, how much do you know about my time here in Belfast?’

      She lowered her window just a crack. ‘You created bloody mayhem in Belfast back in the nineties by uncovering the truth between the Force Research Unit’s collusion with loyalist paramilitaries.’

      ‘Had I not uncovered the plot to assassinate my father and the PIRA Army Council, the republican movement would have ceased peace talks and gone back to war.’

      Greenwood cleared her throat. ‘Not catching you was the only thing Falkner ever regretted. I remember seeing you on the news, way back when you exposed his involvement. We all watched that as part of our lectures at university.’

      Martini shook his head. ‘I’m glad I was an interesting subject for your studies.’ He quickly glanced at her, then focused back on the road. ‘Did you study Irish history?’

      ‘British Politics.’

      ‘Same thing, just a different title.’

      Greenwood shook her head, biting her lower lip. ‘And now, I’m going out to dinner with you, dressed in a way that would lead anyone to believe it was a date.’ She looked down at her dress. ‘I mean, I can’t remember the last time I was dressed like this.’

      ‘It suits you,’ he said seriously.

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Here we are.’

      Martini gestured towards two towering white pillars coming up on the left. Slowing down, he indicated, then turned into the car park, slowly passing a security hut that extended out from the pillar on the right. He offered a polite nod in response to the on-shift guard’s gesture to carry on through.

      The hotel was a grand white building, built on the site of an ancient fort. The natural structure was steeped in Irish history, the peach tree in its grounds made famous as a symbol of peace following the signing of the Good Friday Agreement. The grounds were surrounded by tall oaks and evergreens, the tranquil sound of the flowing Six Mile River that passed through the estate adding to the feeling of being enveloped in serenity. As Martini slowly guided the vehicle towards the imposing black front doors, the sounds of birds chirping and leaves rustling in the gentle breeze were in stark contrast to the life he’d lived. The bustling cities of New York and Belfast were almost another planet away from where they found themselves.

      The hotel, despite its age, had been brought into the twenty-first century with a recent four-million-pound investment, bringing the interior back to life whilst maintaining the natural integrity of the build.

      A base of six vehicle charging ports fixed to the wall closest to the reception would allow him to re-juice the saloon’s battery.

      He turned off the motor and looked at Greenwood. She was smirking. ‘What?’ he asked.

      She shook her head. ‘You’re just not what I imagined you to be like.’

      He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Yeah, the Eamon Martini the world imagines is usually different.’ He opened the door. ‘Don’t believe everything you see on the news.’ He went to the boot, found a charging cable and connected the vehicle to the charging port. Ninety-eight percent fully charged already, the vehicle appeared economical with its energy.

      ‘Are you familiar with the addresses from Begley’s phone?’ she asked.

      ‘I know the area.’ Martini locked the car. ‘Let’s have dinner first, then we can talk about where we go from here.’
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      After waiting for their table to be ready―they’d arrived almost an hour early―Martini and Greenwood were eventually shown to their seats by the waiter. As they crossed the room towards table eight, he stopped, turned on his heel and swept his arm in the direction of their seats.

      ‘Can I get you anything to drink?’

      Martini looked at Greenwood. ‘Can I just have a sparkling water?’ she asked.

      ‘Of course.’ The waiter jotted down her order on his notepad, then looked at Martini. ‘And what about you, sir?’

      ‘Diet Coke, please.’

      ‘Is Pepsi Max okay?’

      ‘Fine.’

      ‘I’ll be back in a moment with your drinks and the menus.’

      ‘Oh, I already know what I’m having,’ Martini said. ‘I saw the day’s special on the board as we came in. Can I have that, please?’

      ‘Of course.’ The waiter scribbled again on his pad. ‘And for you, ma’am?’

      ‘I’ll have the same, please, but can I have chips instead of mashed potatoes?’

      ‘Of course. I’ll be back with your drinks in a moment.’

      ‘A professional young man,’ Greenwood observed, watching him walk away towards the bar.

      Martini noticed her scrutiny. ‘You’re thinking about Josh?’

      Greenwood pulled her eyes away from the waiter as he disappeared into the kitchen. ‘I brought him here.’

      ‘And after dinner, we’ll go about getting him back.’

      A jug of water sat in the middle of the table, three slices of lemon floating at the top. He lifted it and indicated for Greenwood to pass her glass over, but she shook her head. He filled his own glass, then set the jug back down. ‘So, you never thought of having kids?’

      She shook her head. ‘In my line of work? Kind of puts me off the idea of bringing kids into it. Or at least, the world I’ve found myself in.’ She cast her eyes around the room, exploring everything and nothing, then looked back at him. ‘What about you?’

      Martini took a sip of his water, then set the glass down, holding her gaze. ‘Same as you. Besides, my life isn’t one for having a child. I wouldn’t be able to stay in one place for too long. It wouldn’t be a life for anyone who didn’t choose it.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Looks like we have something in common.’

      Greenwood shuffled in her seat, then rubbed the side of her neck. ‘So, what do you think about this whole thing? Aine Dornan being Prince George’s secret love child and information being passed on to the IRA to be used against the British.’

      ‘It’s quite a story. But Prince George being used for information is no different than James Bianco handing over information to MI5 and FRU, which led to the execution of many IRA men. This being made public helps nobody―not least the one person who’d be impacted the most.’

      ‘Do you believe it?’

      ‘Do I believe that a member of the royal family could have done the same thing the British government did?’ He shrugged. ‘Of course. That’s why it became known as the “dirty war.”’

      Greenwood dropped her gaze from his momentarily, then looked back up at him. ‘So, why were you brought into it? Why did your mother allow it?’

      ‘You know who my mother was?’

      ‘Maria Martini. The Queen of New York. Took over from your grandfather as the head of one of the New York five families. She met and fell in love with your father―Damien Cleary, Jnr.―who sat, along with his father of the same name, on the Provisional IRA’s ruling Army Council.’ She shook her head. ‘You have quite a notorious family history.’

      ‘My mother knew she couldn’t keep me sheltered from it forever, therefore she raised me to be smart. She made sure I was intellectual, educated, and knew what all the fighting was about in Ireland. When I was a kid and I got into trouble, she used to punish me by making me sit down and read the New York Times out loud while she made the dinner. I hated it, but looking back on it, I can see why she did it.’ He trailed off, then cleared his throat. ‘She wanted me to go into the US Army to learn discipline. When I moved back to New York after a few years in Belfast, I joined the army, eventually making it into Delta. After a few years with them, I was approached by the CIA. They said that with my experience in the special forces and being able to speak quite a few languages, I’d be a good operative, so they made me an offer I didn’t refuse.’ He took another drink of his water. ‘But even before my training in the US Army, my father had trained me in urban guerrilla warfare. Not a lot of people know your government blackmailed him into working for MI5, thinking he could bring down the IRA. They even sent him off to train with the SAS. Apparently, he excelled, and when he was put back on the streets of Belfast, his handlers in MI5 never heard from him again.’

      ‘He became a hitman?’

      Martini smiled and shook his head. ‘He became a problem solver.’

      ‘A hitman,’ Greenwood persisted. ‘And he wanted you to do the same.’

      ‘He knew the world I was born into was a dangerous one, with a short life expectancy, so he wanted me to have the tools to keep me alive. He trained me in armed and unarmed combat. He knew my mother had developed my intellect; all he needed to do was hone my survival instinct. It was him who made me the man that, whenever all the thinking in the world can’t get me out of something, the need to survive will.’ He took another drink of his water. ‘My parents had no control over the world they’d brought me into, so they wanted to equip me to deal with it as best as possible.’ He rubbed his eyes. ‘How about you? What’s your story?’

      Greenwood cleared her throat. ‘I had more of a normal childhood. One sister, five years older than me―Josh’s mother. My father was a chief inspector in the London Met. Mother was an accountant. Both are retired now.’

      ‘So, your job’s your life. Has the sacrifice been worth it?’

      ‘I don’t know anything else. I got quite good at it early on, so I decided to pursue it. And it was Falkner who recommended me for his job when he stepped away.’ She cleared her throat. ‘I like to think my work has saved many innocent lives. That helps me sleep at night.’

      Martini studied her, nodding his head, listening intently.

      The waiter came over with their drinks, setting them down with the same ease and grace that vibrated throughout the room. Soft piano music sounded from the surrounding speakers, and apart from the odd clink of silverware, they were pretty much left undisturbed. ‘Your food will be here in the next fifteen minutes,’ he announced.

      ‘Thanks,’ Martini said.

      ‘Thank you, love.’ Greenwood smiled at the guy as he walked away, tossing a brilliant white dishcloth over his shoulder.

      Martini watched her again. ‘We’ll get him back, don’t worry.’

      She looked at him, a steely determination in those otherwise soft eyes. ‘But it’s the state he’ll be in that worries me.’ She opened her bottle of sparkling water and filled her glass. ‘He’s been through enough.’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘He was discharged from the army on medical grounds.’

      Martini shook his head. ‘Doesn’t have much luck, does he?’
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      Dominic Irvine and his son John went to watch the mid-week Cliftonville Football Club game against Newry City A.F.C. It was the semi-final of the Irish Cup. Being played at home in the grounds of Solitude, just off the main Cliftonville Road, it was a short walk from Irvine’s house. The game ended in a draw, each side putting three goals into the other’s net. The atmosphere was great craic, with both sets of fans leaving the stadium in good spirits.

      Irvine had managed to enjoy the game, despite everything that was going on in the back of his mind. Meehan had told him he’d be waiting outside the stadium for him. He’d said they needed to talk. Irvine would be hitching a ride home in the back of Hasson’s car, after a quick chat with the deputy first minister. And from the feeling he was getting in his gut, Irvine knew Meehan was there with something to say about the Dornan situation. Unsure whether it was news that would improve his evening or make it worse, he spotted Hasson’s car on the corner of Cliftonville Road and Oldpark Avenue.

      ‘You coming down to the pub, Da?’ John asked.

      Irvine looked across at the Audi waiting for him. ‘No, son, you go on ahead. I’ve got a meeting with Hassy and Declan Meehan.’

      ‘You think they know something about where this evidence is?’

      Irvine gripped his son by the upper arm, pulling him in close. ‘Keep your voice down! Don’t mention this to anyone, for Christ’s sake.’

      ‘Sorry, Da.’ John was a little unsteady on his feet after a few bottles of lager in the stadium. ‘Let me know how it goes.’

      ‘I’ll see you back at the house.’ Irvine approached the car. The rear door opened before he could reach it.

      ‘Jump in, Dom,’ Meehan said, sliding across the cream leather. ‘Let’s go for a wee spin.’

      Irvine got in and pulled the door closed. Hasson took off, indicating left, out onto the Cliftonville Road.

      ‘Good game?’ Meehan asked.

      ‘Three each.’

      ‘Fucking hate draws,’ Hasson said from the front.

      ‘Any more news on this fucker Martini?’ Irvine asked.

      ‘I’ve spoken to him.’ Meehan sighed. ‘The problem with Eamon Martini is, he’s too big a problem to just let go.’

      ‘You saying you want him dead?’ Irvine looked across at Meehan, who was giving a thumbs up to a crowd of drunken supporters who’d all recognised him as the face of Irish republicanism.

      ‘I’m saying we can’t afford to let him roam free out there. Not with something like this on the line.’

      ‘We need to kill him,’ Hasson stated clinically as he reached the T-junction at the bottom of the Cliftonville Road where it merged with the Antrim Road. Stopping at the red lights, he looked in the rearview. ‘You lads have already kidnapped a British agent. There’s no coming back from it now.’

      ‘The Brit’s getting a bullet in the head as soon as he’s no more use to us, as is that bitch Aine Dornan. That’s a promise. And I’ll be happy to pull the trigger.’ He looked across at Meehan. ‘But we can’t kill them yet. We need them alive until we get our hands on this evidence.’ He offered Meehan a cigarette, but the politician refused. Irvine lit one for himself. ‘Aine’s a stubborn bitch. She’s not speaking at all. I’ve sent a crew down to Dublin to get her son. I think having him in front of her will help loosen her lips.’

      ‘Good call,’ Meehan said. He looked down at his phone and raised an eyebrow. Prime Minister Pears was calling him. ‘This should be good.’ He answered the call, activating loudspeaker. ‘Good evening, Prime Minister. How are we this evening?’

      Pears was abrupt. ‘We need to talk. Can you come to London tomorrow?’

      ‘Sorry, no can do. Have a few meetings at Stormont tomorrow, Prime Minister. But I can have a Skype meeting, if that’s any good?’

      ‘Not really. I’ll come to you. We’ll see you in the next forty-eight hours.’

      ‘Who’s “we?”’

      ‘Sir Raymond Flank, the Queen’s private secretary.’

      The call ended.

      Meehan cleared his throat and dropped his phone into his inside jacket pocket. He looked across at Irvine. ‘PM Pears is coming here with her Queen’s secretary. It would be nice to have something to present to them. Maybe they’re wanting to make a deal; sweep the matter under the rug. At a cost.’

      Irvine’s expression lifted. ‘Looks like they’re worried.’

      ‘It does, Dom. It definitely does.’ He looked at Hasson in the mirror. ‘Hassy, let’s take Dom here back home. He’s got plenty of work to do this evening.’
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      Shortly after nine thirty, Martin Dornan had finished his dinner and was heading to bed with a cup of tea, the dog charging up the stairs ahead of him. He’d spent the evening alone, thinking of the years that had gone by spent with Margaret, his late wife, who’d courageously fought her battle with cancer until two years ago. He was alone, but he wasn’t lonely. People could never understand that he was happy the way he was: spending his evenings locked up in the house with the dog.

      Living with his late sister’s secret all these years, he’d put it all behind him. James Barr just had to go and open that can of fucking worms. And his niece―the product of that secret. Truth be told, his sister had been selfish in doing what she did. He cursed her for it many times.

      As he sat on the edge of the bed, the dog clawed at his feet to get at something: a plastic shopping bag left under his bed. He crouched down to see what the dog was making all the fuss about. He pulled out the bag and lifted it. He was instantly shocked; without opening the contents, he knew what it was.

      Aine had left the photos of her as a baby, along with Grainne and Prince George.

      Dornan skipped through the photos. They all looked happy, like a normal family. But normal – far from it.

      Looking at his sister’s beaming smile, Dornan felt a pang of guilt over not taking better care of Aine. He knew his sister would have been furious if she were still alive. He shook his head, the irony of the motivations of Aine’s captors not lost on him. She had been taken by men that her mother would once have stood alongside.

      Grainne had been one of the Provisional IRA’s top snipers and recruiters. She’d turned many young volunteers into world-class snipers―even taking seventeen-year-old Eamon Martini under her wing, training him to shoot while Cleary, Jnr. was off negotiating arms deals in the US.

      Grainne had taken Martini in, and he’d lived with her for a year around the time Cleary, Jnr. had had an MI5 target on his chest and a two-million-pound bounty on his head. They’d grown fond of each other. She had been like family to him.

      And Aine, like a sister.

      Dornan knew Martini would stop at nothing to help his niece.

      He should have been grateful for that, but he wasn’t. He didn’t want any harm to come to his niece―he’d accepted her as the bastard child of the future king of England and his turncoat sister―but he couldn’t forgive her mother’s mistakes.

      He now had the evidence that would buy Aine’s freedom, but it would also incriminate him for his involvement in the assassination. And he wasn’t going to spend the rest of his life in prison.

      Where was the honour in that?
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      After they finished eating, Greenwood and Martini spent another two and a half hours drinking coffee and sitting comfortably next to the open fire in the clubhouse’s lounge. The evening had quickly got away from them, and it wasn’t until the waiter told them that the bar would be closing soon that they left the hotel and went back to the car. The time was twenty minutes to midnight, and the cloudless sky above was responsible for both the low temperature and breathtaking view, the blackness above with stars like spilled diamonds across a black velvet tablecloth.

      Getting behind the wheel of the Mercedes, Martini quickly started the motor and turned the heating on. Greenwood fastened her seatbelt and pulled Begley’s phone out of her handbag. ‘Here, unlock his phone. I’ll set the coordinates for our first location.’

      Martini put the car in drive and set off. ‘One of them isn’t too far from here. In fact, I think I could take us there without using the directions.’

      ‘It says Belfast International Airport?’ She sounded confused. ‘It can’t possibly be there.’

      Martini looked at the device and nodded. ‘It is.’ He crossed the car park, passed the security hut and turned left, continuing north on the Seven Mile Straight. ‘It’s not actually the airport. It’s across the road from the arrivals terminal.’ He lowered the temperature as the windows began to fog. ‘It’s a short and long stay car park. Irvine’s Driveway.’

      Greenwood laughed. ‘Sounds lovely. So, Irvine’s using his own business as a place to hold two hostages.’

      Martini shook his head. ‘Not necessarily. There are two places, remember? But Begley went there for something, and it’s only fifteen minutes up this road, so we might as well check it out while we’re in the area.’ He looked at her, the orange streetlights causing shadows to dance off her face with every passing. ‘How was your dinner?’

      She smiled. ‘Nice, thank you.’ She cleared her throat, still trying to adopt a more professional tone, but it wasn’t working.

      ‘How about when this is over, you and I go on a proper date?’

      ‘We’ll see. Let’s just get this done.’ She went quiet, looking at her phone. ‘Shit.’

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘My phone’s dead.’ She sighed. ‘God knows when it ran out of charge.’

      ‘What kind of phone is it?’

      ‘Galaxy.’

      ‘Here.’ Martini lifted the storage compartment between the two seats and handed her a charging cable.

      ‘You’re like a bloody Boy Scout, aren’t you?’ She connected the cable to the bottom of the phone, then the other end to the USB port on the central console, watching as the green light flashed to indicate the phone was charging. She switched it on. A few seconds later, a stream of text messages came through, followed by three missed calls and one voicemail.

      ‘You’re popular.’

      ‘All from the PM.’ Greenwood returned the call.

      After three rings, the prime minister answered. ‘Victoria, where the hell have you been?’

      ‘Sorry, ma’am. My battery was dead. I’m just following up a lead. Martini and I are close to finding out if there’s any truth to what’s been said.’

      ‘I’m planning a trip to Belfast in the next forty-eight hours. Sooner the better. Along with the Queen’s private secretary.’

      ‘Ma’am …’ Greenwood sounded concerned. ‘I thought you weren’t going to inform the royals until I found out whether or not there was any truth to these claims. No point in worrying them over something that might not carry any weight.’

      ‘If the royal family were to find out we’d been acting in secret trying to confirm something that could bring their reputation into question, it’d be all our heads, Victoria. We’ll be meeting with Deputy First Minister Meehan. Have you got any closer to finding out where these documents are? Or the woman?’

      ‘That’s what we’re working on tonight.’

      ‘Keep me posted. And keep your phone on.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Greenwood ended the call.

      ‘Such a lovely lady,’ Martini said sarcastically.

      He approached the end of the country road, coming to a small roundabout. Straight ahead was the airport; to the left, Irvine’s. He indicated left and swung the steering wheel. ‘What did she say?’

      ‘She’s coming to Belfast with the Queen’s private secretary. A meeting with Declan Meehan.’

      ‘For some reason, I don’t think the Queen’s secretary’s going to be the only person sent by the royals …’

      Greenwood looked at him.

      ‘The PM’s accompanying the Queen’s secretary to Belfast, I’m guessing, with the hope of solving this matter through diplomatic means. If diplomacy fails …’

      Greenwood connected the dots. ‘They’ll eliminate anyone involved.’

      Martini shook his head. ‘Not Aine, over my fucking dead body.’

      Arriving at Irvine’s car park, Martini slowly guided the Mercedes through the rows of vehicles, looking into the offices. The night shift staff looked more interested in what he was watching on his iPad than any cars coming in. ‘It’s not here. They’re not here.’

      ‘How can you be sure? We’ve only just arrived.’

      Martini drove slowly around the building towards the valeting area. ‘Because from what I can tell of him, Irvine’s a nasty bastard, and if he had Aine and your nephew here, he’d at least have the guys on the front desk being more vigilant. I just drove right past the reception’s windows, and he didn’t even look up.’

      Martini turned and navigated the Mercedes back out the way he came in. Slowly creeping past the front office, they saw the guy was now sitting back in his chair, his feet up on the desk and his hands behind his head.

      Martini shook his head. ‘He’s definitely not looking after Josh and Aine.’

      He pulled over and accessed Begley’s phone, confirming the other location. ‘This one’s an industrial estate in West Belfast. That sounds more like it.’ He took off again, planting his foot down on the accelerator and picking up speed with ease. He looked at the map on Begley’s phone. ‘And I know the place.’
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      Irvine sat in his kitchen, finishing his third cigarette in a row, waiting on a confirmation call from the lads he’d sent to Dublin. Aine Dornan wasn’t going to talk; she’d die before she gave up the information, and she knew she’d be dead even if she told them. The only thing she was in control of was how long she’d live for. As the chips lay, they couldn’t kill her, at least until she’d given them what they wanted. But if her son were to be bleeding in front of her?

      Irvine was banking on that quickly changing the balance of control.

      What mother wouldn’t give anything to ease their child’s suffering? Irvine was pretty sure that would be enough to get her to talk. He knew every second was crucial if he was to get at least photographic evidence Meehan could pass to Her Majesty’s private secretary to take back to Buckingham Palace. His thin lips curling at the edges, he allowed himself a slight sneer at the idea of the New IRA having the British government and the royal family by the balls.

      He flinched with shock as John fell through the door, laughing, singing Hail, Hail, The Celts are Here, a song sang by supporters of his beloved Celtic Football Club. ‘Jesus Christ, look at the state of you!’ He stood up. ‘Get you to your bed!’

      John staggered across the kitchen, still singing, slurring his words. Irvine tried not to smile, but he couldn’t help it; his son was a clown when he was drunk. Not aggressive, just stupid. Falling into his father, he gave him a hug and said, ‘Up the RA!’

      Irvine laughed. ‘Ya fuckin’ balloon! Sit down and I’ll make you a cup of coffee. Need to sober you up a bit, son.’

      ‘Any news about that little job you told me to keep quiet about?’

      ‘Waiting on a call from Dublin. The boys have gone down there for some incentive.’ He lifted the kettle, filled it with water, then turned it on.

      ‘Aine Dornan’s wee lad? What are you planning on doing with him?’

      ‘Whatever it takes to get her to talk. The British prime minister called Meehan this evening; she’s coming over here with an assistant working for her Queen. I think they’re going to try and make this little problem disappear.’

      ‘We can cash in on this, ya know, Da.’ John slurred his words, one eye half-closed.

      ‘I know, son. That’s why we need to get that bitch talking.’ He began preparing two cups of coffee. ‘And Eamon fucking Martini needs to stay out of it.’

      John fell into his chair. ‘Eamon Martini! I’ll punch him up and down the street.’

      ‘I know you would, son,’ Irvine said proudly, bringing the drinks over to the table. ‘Here, get that down ye. Try and sober ya up a wee bit.’ He sat down and faced his son. Watching him slurp, he laughed. ‘I can see how Aine’s son being in front of her, ready to be set on fire, would make her give us anything.’
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      Martin Dornan sat in the kitchen, staring up at the bodhrán that Meehan and Barr had shared a laugh with him about just the other day. He paused for a moment, then sighed.

      ‘When did it all go wrong, lads?’ he asked, as if the other two were at the table.

      Instead, Barr was dead, and Meehan was probably foaming at the mouth with what he’d learned.

      ‘Remember when it was all about the war, fighting for the good people of Ireland? Not about money, or high positions, or power―just our freedom. God rest all the boys that have died. Their sacrifices won’t have been in vain.’

      Dornan looked at the dog, lying at his feet, staring up at him with lively eyes. ‘When does life stop being so simple?’ The dog tilted its head, its ears pointing upwards.

      He got up, retrieved a bottle of whiskey and a glass from the cupboard, then returned to the table. Sitting down, he filled the glass. ‘Sláinte, lads.’

      As he took a shot, his phone buzzed beside him. Looking at the screen, he saw it was Mark, Aine’s son. He answered it. ‘Mark, it’s a bit late, son. Everything okay?’

      ‘I’ve just finished work. I’ve had a voicemail from me ma. She sounded a bit upset. Tried to call her there, but her phone’s not connecting. Have you heard anything from her?’

      Dornan was about to lie, just to stop the kid from worrying, but he went against it, realising Mark wasn’t a kid anymore and deserved to know what his mother was involved in. ‘I’m not going to lie to you, son …’

      He continued to tell the story.

      It wasn’t long before Mark responded, ‘I’m on my way up. For Christ’s sake, Martin, why am I only finding out about this now? You should have called me.’

      ‘Sorry, son. I’ve been waiting on a call back from Martini and the MI6 woman.’

      ‘Well, I should have been told.’ Mark sounded pissed, perhaps more at the situation than at the fact he’d had to find out the way he did. ‘I’m packing my bags. I’ll be at yours in a couple of hours. And if you hear back from this Eamon Martini fella, tell him not to do anything until I get there.’ He ended the call.

      Dornan poured himself another drink and looked at the dog again. ‘Sláinte.’
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      Martini guided the Mercedes along the Falls Road, past the Royal Victoria Hospital for another mile and a half, then turned right onto Cavendish Industrial Estate. GPS directed him to take the first left, then the second right. Following the road for another half mile, he came to a processing plant next to O’Neill’s Gaelic Athletic Store. McGreevy’s Logistics looked busier than it should have given the time of the night. The reception and front offices were in darkness, but the lights around the back of the building were on. Three cars and a van were parked in the far right corner of the car park.

      Martini looked at Greenwood. ‘This looks a little more promising.’ He drove on past the grounds, to the end of the estate, then made a U-turn. He parked against the kerb and switched the ignition off. ‘I’m going to have a look. You want to wait behind the wheel in case we need to leave in a hurry or …’

      ‘You must be joking,’ Greenwood interrupted, reaching into the back of the car to grab her bag off the seat. She took out her pistol and screwed the suppressor on, then opened her door. ‘Let’s go.’

      Martini grabbed his Glock from beneath the seat and got out. They walked back towards McGreevy’s, looking for a discreet entry point. The unit before it was a recycled paper producing company called Nature’s Friend.

      ‘We can sneak up through here,’ he said, leading the way. Greenwood followed.

      Following the ten-foot-high mesh fencing that separated the two units, they slowly approached the rear of the building. Two guys sat on a bench beneath a smoking shelter. From the smell, it wasn’t just cigarette smoke carrying on the wind.

      The two smokers jumped to alert as a car’s headlights illuminated the grounds from the front.

      ‘That’s the boss now,’ one of them hissed. ‘Quick, get rid of that! He’ll go fucking mad if he knows we’ve been smoking on the job.’

      Martini and Greenwood both crept back towards the front of the unit, watching through the fencing as Irvine exited his black Mercedes and made his way around the back. The stoners made their way around the side of the building, meeting Irvine on his approach.

      ‘Have they said anything yet?’

      ‘Nothing yet, Dominic,’ one replied. ‘She’s a stubborn bitch, that one. Hasn’t opened her mouth once. The Brit’s either acting stupid or he’s honestly in the dark about what they’re doing over here. Maybe he is just a driver.’

      ‘Yeah, nobody can take that pain for that length of time.’

      Martini looked at Greenwood. She was staring through the fence, looking ready to scale it. ‘They could have a lot of men in there,’ he warned, ‘and we don’t know exactly where Josh and Aine are. It won’t do them any good if we rush this.’

      ‘I know.’

      They turned their attention back to Irvine.

      ‘They won’t stay quiet for long,’ Irvine said. ‘We’ve sent Farrell, James and McNeill down to Dublin to fetch something to persuade her to talk―or should I say, someone.’

      ‘Who’s that?’

      ‘Her son, Mark. I’m pretty sure if we start cutting off body parts, she’ll soon give us what we want. Meehan said the prime minister’s coming to Belfast with the Queen’s private secretary. They’re holding a meeting with Meehan to discuss the matter.’

      The two stoners laughed.

      ‘So, they are taking this seriously.’

      ‘We need some evidence to produce; something to prove the claim,’ Irvine said.

      ‘What about her? She’s got the Queen’s blood flowing through her veins.’

      ‘She’s our bargaining chip. We hold all the cards.’

      ‘What do you need us to do, Dominic?’

      ‘Just keep the two of them inside, alive and locked away. I’m sending more men down to support you. I’m also sending a group to hunt for Martini. Meehan’s orders.’

      Martini looked at Greenwood and smiled. ‘Let’s go.’ He quietly led the way back to the car. They both got in. ‘I knew that piece of shit Meehan couldn’t be trusted. I’ll deal with him when the time’s right. But at least Aine’s not talking.’

      He started the motor, keeping the lights off, and moved away, going in the opposite direction so as to avoid passing the front of the unit. ‘If Aine’s son is in danger, there’s nothing she won’t give them.’ He put his foot down, making use of all of the vehicle’s horsepower. ‘Call Martin Dornan. Tell him we’re on our way now. Tell him he needs to get a message to the kid that Irvine’s sent three men down to Dublin for him. He needs to be away from there before they get to him.’
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      Mark Dornan had just stepped out of the shower when his girlfriend entered the bathroom of their shared house. Rona Scullion was a final year physiotherapy student at Dublin University. A medical brain, but a Gaelic sports fanatic at heart, her true passion was sport, and that was how the two of them had met. Mark was the captain of the university Gaelic football team, and Rona had fancied him since he’d first introduced himself during one of those awkward icebreakers in their shared sports development lecture. They’d hit it off instantly and had been inseparable ever since. Their plans were to graduate, then spend a year travelling Europe, catering to one of Rona’s other interests―languages―before returning to the Emerald Isle to become fully fledged adults in the world of work. Mark also had aspirations of studying for a PhD part-time, but for now, the young couple were just enjoying each other’s company and getting to know more about one another.

      ‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you,’ he said, drying himself down.

      She groaned, her eyes tiny slits, still trying to adjust to the lighting. ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘Gotta get to Belfast. My mummy’s in trouble.’

      ‘What do you mean, “trouble?” How?’ Rona rubbed her eyes with her knuckles, slowly massaging them. ‘Is she okay?’

      ‘Not sure, but I need to get up there.’ Mark stepped into his boxer shorts and then jumped into a pair of County Antrim GAA tracksuit bottoms. He rushed past her into the bedroom, grabbing a can of deodorant, covering his shirtless torso before grabbing a Republic of Ireland jersey and pulling it on.

      ‘Mark?’ she groaned. ‘What’s going on? Is it really that urgent that you need to leave in the middle of the night?’

      ‘It is, Rona. I’m sorry. I’ll call you when I get up there. I’ve got to get to my Uncle Martin’s and find out more.’

      ‘I’ll come with you. Sure I’ve no lectures tomorrow anyway.’

      ‘No. Just you stay here. I’ll call you when I know more about what’s happening.’ He went back into the bathroom to get his phone.

      ‘Okay, well, I’ll make you a cup of coffee before you go.’ She left the room. ‘I’ll be down in the kitchen,’ she shouted back as she disappeared onto the landing.

      Mark returned to the bedroom, went to the wardrobe and grabbed his jacket and hurling stick. He grabbed his kit bag and quickly piled some clothes inside. It looked as if he’d be up north for at least a couple of days. He grabbed his shaving kit from the wardrobe and tossed it into the bag, then went to his desk and unplugged his laptop and phone charger. He rushed out of the room and along the landing.

      ‘Just going to brush my teeth, then I’ll be down,’ he called down the stairs.

      He set his bag at the top of the stairs and went back into the bathroom. While he was brushing his teeth, he heard the front door slam shut. Rona must have been letting her cat, Misty, back inside. Once he’d finished brushing his teeth, he quickly swirled a drop of mouthwash around his gums and spat it out.

      Grabbing the bag, he descended the stairs, expecting the cat to be making her way up to bed. ‘Rona, you can come if you want to. You haven’t been up north, so it might be a good idea for you to come up.’

      ‘Well, she’s definitely not staying here, kid,’ a man with a Belfast accent said. He was wearing dark jeans, black boots, a navy hoodie and a black balaclava. Rona was gagged and bound on the floor.

      The man approached the stairs. ‘Mark Dornan, your ma needs to cough up some information the New IRA deems vital to our cause.’ He held a black Beretta in his right hand and a collection of cable ties in his left. ‘Don’t worry, you’re not going to be harmed, and neither is she. We’re all on the same side. I just hope Aine realises that and doesn’t cause us any problems.’ He tossed him the cable ties.

      Mark looked across at Rona, her face white, her eyes wide and fearful, her breathing laboured. ‘You okay, Rona?’

      She yelled something, but it was nothing more than muffled groans.

      ‘I told you, she’s fine. Now, get a move on. We need to get moving.’

      Mark fastened a cable tie to each wrist, then the guy linked them both together with a third.

      ‘Nice top,’ he said, indicating Mark’s jersey. ‘Think we’ll win against Italy next month?’

      ‘Where’s my ma and what’s she involved with?’

      ‘She’s safe for now. Let’s go.’
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      On the way to Dornan’s house, Greenwood, after a handful of attempts, finally got through to him.

      ‘Victoria. Sorry I’ve missed your calls, love. Passed out on the sofa.’ Dornan sounded groggy. ‘Is everything okay?’

      ‘Aine’s son, Mark, is in danger. Irvine’s sent a couple of his men down to Dublin to get him. He plans to use him to get Aine talking.’

      ‘Mark’s fine. I spoke to him a couple of hours ago. He said he’d received a missed call from his mother and wanted to know what was going on, so I told him.’

      ‘Call him. Confirm he’s fine. We’re not far from your house. Make the call and we’ll see you soon.’ She ended the call, looking across at Martini. ‘He said the kid’s fine, but he knows about his mother.’

      ‘Great, that’s going to make things simpler,’ Martini said caustically. ‘If the kid knows they’ve got Aine, good luck to any of us trying to keep him out of it.’ He lowered the window, allowing some fresh air in as he flew along the country road towards Dornan’s house. Turning right and racing up the driveway, the front of the house was in complete darkness, but to the rear, the kitchen light was on.

      Martini switched off the ignition and they both got out, meeting Dornan at the door, a tiny red glow in his right hand.

      ‘I think you should give that up,’ Martini said, watching Dornan sit down on the back doorstep, puffing of his cigarette, the tip glowing brighter as it was dragged back towards his lips.

      ‘I’ll give them up again when this sorry mess has been sorted out.’ He coughed as he exhaled. ‘Mark’s not answering his phone.’

      Martini shook his head. ‘This is bad. Do you have any old weapons stashed around? I mean, heavy duty weapons.’ He looked at Greenwood. ‘We’re going to have to go back to the factory and wait for them to show up with the kid.’

      Dornan looked at Martini, then inclined his head towards Greenwood as if to say they weren’t in the right company.

      ‘For Christ’s sake, Martin!’ Greenwood shouted. ‘Now’s not the time to be all cloak and dagger about your stash. We’ve known for years you’ve got a cache of PIRA weapons on your land. We don’t give a shit as long as you lot keep to your peace agreement and don’t allow the weapons to fall into the wrong hands.’

      ‘Like the sons of bitches that have our Aine and your nephew?’ Dornan stood up. ‘What are you thinking of, Eamon?’

      ‘Well, there’s going to be a handful of those bastards at the warehouse. If they’ve all got weapons, it’ll be handguns. I want something a little more aggressive.’

      Dornan took one last drag of his cigarette and flicked it away. ‘Follow me.’ He jumped into his tractor, his dog jumping in next to him, started it up and led the way down the muddy path towards a rusty old barn that sat two hundred yards from the house.

      Martini and Greenwood got back into the Mercedes and followed.

      Inside the barn was a thirty-foot-high stack of wooden pallets. Next to the pallets, in the corner, was a collection of five hay bales.

      Martini parked the car beside the tractor. They both got out and joined him.

      ‘Give me a hand with these bales, Eamon,’ Dornan shouted.

      They found a steel trapdoor beneath, caked in a three-inch layer of dirt, loose straw and hay.

      ‘The last time I bent over to open this, I almost didn’t come back up again.’ Dornan handed Martini his tractor keys. ‘The bronze one’s for the padlock.’

      Martini crouched down and removed the lock, then pulled the door open. A flight of seven wooden steps led down into an underground storage bunker. Martini handed the keys back and took out his phone, activating the torch.

      ‘You won’t need that, Eamon. Reach in underneath, you’ll feel a switch.’

      Martini pocketed his phone, hit the switch and activated the light. He went in. The collection of weapons was enough to start the conflict all over again. ‘You sure you have enough?’ he joked.

      Greenwood followed him into the bunker and gasped. ‘Jesus. You’re sitting on quite the arsenal here, Martin.’

      Martini grabbed an M16 rifle and a handful of twenty-round 5.56mm magazines. He handed Greenwood the rifle.

      She studied the weapon, then said, ‘Grab yourself one and let’s go.’

      They both exited the bunker.

      Martini padlocked it again before piling the bales back down on top of it. He looked at Dornan. ‘Thanks for these.’

      ‘You know I’d come with you, but I’m an old man now, Eamon. I once made a promise to myself I’d never hold a gun again.’

      ‘Not even for your niece?’

      ‘If I were her only hope, then I’d clear that bunker out and go to war for her, but I’ve got faith in you. You’re half my age, kid.’

      ‘And a better shot.’

      Dornan tapped him affectionately on the face. ‘You always were a cocky little bastard.’

      Martini put the weapons in the boot of the car, got in and started the motor. Greenwood climbed into the passenger seat. Dornan waved at them as they turned and left.

      ‘You know him well?’ she asked as she lowered the window, then checked her phone.

      Martini nodded. ‘I was only seventeen when I met him. But I spent more time with Grainne. A lady with a great deal of integrity. And strength.’

      ‘You cared for her?’ Greenwood put her phone down on the central console. ‘I can tell you’re not only doing this as a favour to the president.’

      ‘I wanted to help you out, too.’ He glanced quickly across at her, then back to the road. ‘But you’re right―Grainne meant a great deal to me. She was the first person to call me and see how I was when my father disappeared. She kept ringing to make sure I was okay. When my mother passed, she flew over to New York and stayed with me.’ He paused for a second. ‘I’ll never forget that.’ He glanced across at her again. ‘She didn’t have to do that. She gained nothing from it.’

      ‘Only to see that you were okay.’

      ‘And now I’m going to make sure her daughter’s okay.’ Martini cleared his throat. ‘Even if I have to shoot every last one of these bastards.’

      Half a mile down the road, a set of blue flashing lights illuminated the night. As Martini approached a police roadblock, a grey Vauxhall Insignia was waved through, then the officer put up his hand, motioning for him to slow down. Martini did as instructed, lowering the window. ‘What’s happened, officer?’

      The officer approached.

      From the corner of his eye, Martini caught the police vehicle’s passenger door flinging open and an officer jumping out, armed with an automatic rifle. He looked at Greenwood and shouted, ‘Get down!’

      The officer ahead of him pulled out a Beretta and pointed it at Martini. Martini lowered his head and drove straight for him. One shot was fired, piercing the windscreen, before the officer connected with the bumper and tumbled onto the bonnet. Martini swerved sharply to the right, throwing him off, then progressed through the barrier. The passenger side of the car was peppered with bullets from the other officer as Martini made use of all the vehicle’s horses.

      ‘Who the fuck was that?’ Greenwood shouted, whipping her head over her shoulder to look through the rear window.

      ‘Dominic Irvine’s men,’ Martini shouted, performing an emergency stop. He reached into the back seat, lifted the M16 and handed it to Greenwood. ‘I’m reversing back up to them. When I spin this car around, I want you to empty that magazine in their direction.’

      He put the car in reverse. The wheels spun until the tyres bit into the ground and the vehicle shot backwards. Lying a few feet from the police vehicle, the officer previously struck by the Mercedes was shouting for his colleague to help him, but his cries were being ignored as the other officer reloaded his weapon.

      ‘You ready?’ Martini shouted, activating the handbrake, simultaneously pulling down on the steering wheel, causing the Mercedes to spin around forty-five degrees.

      Greenwood lowered her window, took aim and sprayed the road with bullets, hitting both officers. Martini reached into the back and grabbed the other rifle, then jumped out, training his weapon on the officers as he approached them. Greenwood followed.

      The officer with the rifle attempted to take aim.

      ‘Don’t fucking move!’ Greenwood shouted. ‘Drop it.’

      The guy ignored the warning. She put three bullets in his chest, then one in his head. He was dead before his gun hit the ground.

      Martini stepped up to the officer he’d hit with the car, his legs mangled, blood coming from his nose and mouth. He crouched down. ‘Who told you we were here?’

      The guy didn’t respond, instead just continuing to choke on his blood. He tried to whisper something and Martini crouched down, putting his ear next to the guy’s mouth.

      ‘Eamon!’ Greenwood shouted.

      Martini watched as the officer’s body shuddered, peppered with bullets. Martini stood up, a Beretta skating along the ground towards his foot, the officer’s arm lifelessly hitting the ground.

      Martini lifted the Beretta and slid it into the back of his trousers, then looked back at Greenwood. ‘Thanks.’ He looked at the two dead officers. ‘We need to move. You take my car, and I’ll take the police car.’ He crouched down and pulled the officer’s phone from the pocket of his trousers. ‘Go. We need to move.’

      Martini ran to the other officer and took his phone, then lifted his rifle: another M16. He jumped in the car, drove up alongside Greenwood and shouted out the window, ‘Follow me.’

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘Back to the warehouse.’
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      As they arrived back at the industrial estate, Martini parked in the same place they’d parked before. Greenwood parked beside him as he checked the boot of the patrol car. ‘Looks like we’ve got plenty of ammo.’

      ‘Looks like it,’ she agreed, peering inside, the compartment full of weapons. She lifted out a Desert Eagle .50 cradled inside a black leather holster, then grabbed a knife also housed in a brown leather sheath and leg holster. She slid her dress up a few inches and strapped the knife to her upper thigh. ‘The things you’ve done for the US and Ireland, I’ve done for my country, Eamon.’

      He shook his head. ‘I’m starting to realise that.’

      He looked around the boot, finding the yellow top of a Stanley tool bag, wedged in behind a box of ammo. He grabbed the handle and yanked it out. The contents resembled a torture kit more than that of the universal construction worker. A blood-stained hacksaw sat at the top, along with a rusty screwdriver, two clawhammers, a cordless drill, a set of clippers and a pair of pliers. He found a tooth still with the root rolling around in the bottom, next to the pliers. He looked at her and winced.

      Greenwood looked inside the bag and shook her head. ‘Dirty bastards. Let’s hope for their sake that tooth doesn’t belong to either Aine or Josh.’

      Martini grabbed the clippers, then slowly closed the boot back down again.

      Greenwood led the way towards the warehouse, both stepping slowly. Rain had arrived, starting off as a drizzle that became heavier by the time they reached the rear of the warehouse.

      Martini whispere‘I think it’s best one of us goes in and the other stays here,’ Martini whispered. ‘I’ll go. These guys aren’t special forces, but they know how to handle a weapon.’

      ‘Okay,’ Greenwood whispered, pulling her phone out and connecting her ear pods. She reached into her jacket and pulled out a second set. ‘Here.’ She handed them over. ‘Put these in your ears. I’m going to call you. Stay connected. I want to know exactly what goes on in there.’

      Martini did as he was told, then pulled the clippers out, cutting through the PVC chain-link fence. A hole eight links squared was enough for him to get through. He checked the pods were in place, then connected to Greenwood. ‘You know what to do if anyone comes.’

      He crouched down and climbed through the fence, quietly following it closer to the building and hoping he didn’t activate the security lights.

      He got to within twenty feet of the building when the rear door opened, causing light to spill out. One of the stoneheads they’d observed earlier emerged, closing the door behind him.

      In the darkness, Martini stood quietly behind one of three industrial bins, watching the guy strike a light. With the light extinguished, a red glow bobbed around in the darkness, approaching Martini, then the LED light from the guy’s phone illuminated his face, bringing with it the standard melody of a universal ringtone.

      ‘Hello?’ Listening to whatever was being said from the other end of the call, the guy approached the smoking hut and sat down. From what Martini was smelling, he was enjoying another joint. And if the rest of Irvine’s men were taking their jobs just as seriously, then Martini had no reason to worry.

      ‘There’s been no sign of anybody yet,’ the stoner said through a strained voice, as if he were about to choke. He coughed. ‘I’ll let you know.’ The call ended and he mumbled to himself, ‘Arsehole.’

      Martini slowly approached, mindful of where he was stepping. He got to within five feet of the guy and stood for a moment, watching the silhouette in front of him, sizing him up. He didn’t need his weapon. He gently set the M16 down, slowly stepped forward, then rushed the last few steps, grabbing the guy from behind.

      Martini’s left hand slammed across the guy’s mouth, from the chin upwards, clamping the jaw closed. His right arm wrapped around the guy’s throat, tightening around the airway like a boa constrictor. The guy struggled as he tried to fight free, like a fish out of water, fighting for its life.

      After thirty seconds of intense, unexpected struggle, the stoner began to weaken, tiring out. After another thirty seconds, his body eventually went limp. He was out cold.

      Martini dragged the dead weight towards the fence. Dropping the unconscious body, he quickly cable-tied the guy’s wrists and ankles, then secured him to the fence. He waved Greenwood over.

      ‘Watch him. If he wakes up, make sure he stays quiet.’

      Martini quickly retrieved his M16 and made his way towards the rear door of the warehouse.

      He gripped the door handle, listening for anything on the inside. Nothing. He slowly lowered the handle and pulled the door open. He quickly stepped inside and pulled the door closed behind him again.

      ‘Victoria, just stepped inside,’ he whispered.

      ‘Be careful, Eamon.’

      He crept along the corridor, the rifle pointed straight ahead, ready to shoot. Grey plastered walls matched the cold, gritty ground and ceiling. The place was lifeless, and Martini had no doubt that “lifeless” was the way many people had left the place. Voices could be heard from the first room to the left, towards the end of the corridor. He approached the door, then stopped against it.

      Listening, he could hear two voices on the other side: one male and one female. The male said something about coming out to grab a smoke off “Dessy”, who Martini guessed was the unconscious guy he’d just left with Greenwood. The man’s voice got louder as he approached the door.

      Martini took a step backwards, away from the door, pointing the weapon at average head height. As the door opened, the guy walked into the end of the rifle. He was around a similar height to Martini, perhaps an inch or two taller, thin and wiry. He had a youthful expression, not yet weathered by the world he was involved in. His head was shaved. He wore grey jeans and a navy jumper beneath a leather jacket. His brown eyes were now wide and full of shock.

      ‘Turn around,’ Martini hissed.

      The youth did as he was told. Once he faced the other way, Martini used the end of the rifle to push him back into the room, then followed him inside.

      ‘What the fuck?’ a woman around a similar age to the lad shouted. She was sitting on a dusty old sofa that ran along the wall beneath the window. She jumped up and reached for a pistol on the table. Martini fired a shot into the wall.

      ‘The next one goes in your head, love.’

      She froze.

      She was attractive: dark features, well-trimmed eyebrows, full red lips and short black hair that ran straight down the sides of her oval face and curled beneath her chin. She wore black leggings that clung to her shapely legs and a white t-shirt with an imprint of Michael Collins across the chest, in a failed attempt to divert attention from the big breasts beneath.

      Martini forced the guy down onto the sofa and told her to take her seat again.

      ‘Where are they?’ he said.

      ‘Haven’t arrived back from Dublin yet,’ the woman replied.

      ‘I’m not talking about Mark Dornan. I’m talking about his mother and the Brit.’

      ‘They were moved earlier,’ the guy said.

      ‘Yeah, Dominic was told not to keep all the eggs in one basket.’

      A camera was set up on a tripod in the centre of the room, pointing at a wooden seat in the corner. ‘So, what’s the plan here? You torture Mark Dornan while his mother watches from the other end of the feed, eventually giving up the location of the evidence?’

      ‘Exactly,’ the guy confirmed.

      Martini fired two rounds into the sofa directly between the pair. ‘Wrong fucking answer. Victoria, are we still okay outside?’

      ‘Nobody around out here. What’s happening in there?’

      ‘We have two guards: one male, one female. They’re waiting for Mark Dornan to be brought here. They’re planning on torturing him. Got recording equipment set up. A good way to get Aine to sing like a bird.’

      ‘I’m coming in.’

      ‘No, wait out there. I’m going to tie this pair up, then I’ll come out to you.’ Martini looked at the guy and tossed him a couple of cable ties from his pocket. ‘You know what to do.’
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      Irvine was in his kitchen, reading an old BBC news report online about the assassination of Prince George, when his phone rang. “Farrell” flashed across the screen. ‘About fuckin’ time. Did you get him?’

      ‘He’s in the back of the van,’ Farrell confirmed. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Never mind where I am―just get him to the warehouse so we can get what we need from Aine before the Queen’s secretary gets here tomorrow.’

      ‘Have you not heard?’

      ‘Heard what?’

      ‘Jesus, boss, there’s been two people shot dead down on the coastal road. Not far from old man Dornan’s house. The news is saying it’s two of ours.’

      Irvine got up and went into the living room. He grabbed the remote control for the TV and switched it on. BBC News Northern Ireland was live at the scene, the area cordoned off. Over the reporter’s shoulder, about thirty yards away, two body bags lay on the ground. The reporter said that two males, dressed in PSNI uniforms, were found dead at the side of the road, trails of blood suggesting that they were gunned down in the middle of the road, then dragged to the side. Next to them was a grey Vauxhall Insignia that was riddled with bullets. Up to thirteen casings, thought to be from high velocity 5.56 NATO bullets and usually fired from a US-manufactured M16 automatic rifle, had been found at the scene. A neighbour living in a nearby farm described being awoken from their sleep by the sharp cracks of automatic gunfire. They tried to describe the sound but said it was hard to really articulate it unless you had been there.

      ‘Christ,’ Irvine said. He lifted the phone. ‘Are you still there? Who do you know drives a grey Insignia?’

      ‘Malachy Kelly drives one, from what I can remember.’

      ‘Try and get in touch with him, then call me back.’ Irvine ended the call, then called Meehan, getting an answer almost immediately, as if the deputy first minister was watching the same programme. ‘You watching the news?’

      ‘Was that your boys?’

      ‘It wasn’t us, Declan.’

      ‘Well, someone seems to think it’s the work of the New IRA. And it has to be something to do with what we’re involved in. It’s too close to Marty Dornan’s house to just be a coincidence.’

      ‘What do you want me to do?’

      ‘You got the kid yet?’

      ‘The lads are on their way to the warehouse over on the west side of the city.’

      ‘Aine and the Brit are secure?’

      ‘Taken to the other location.’

      ‘Good.’ Meehan paused for a moment, then said, ‘Any word from Martini?’

      Irvine shook his head, keeping his eyes on the news. ‘No, but this shooting down on the coastal road has his name written all over it.’

      ‘Tomorrow’s going to be a big day for us all. If we can get this Queen’s secretary to go back to Buckingham Palace with confirmation of what we have, we’ll have the bastards eating out of our hands. But we need that evidence. We need Aine to open her mouth and start talking.’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ Irvine said, standing up. ‘She’ll be singing like a bird in the next two hours.’

      He ended the call and grabbed his keys.
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      Aine and Josh both woke at the same time as the van they were in bounced over a deep pothole, almost certainly damaging the vehicle’s struts and shock absorbers. Sat in the back, with no windows and being blocked off from the front cabin, they were almost in complete darkness except for a faded light on the roof, offering minimal illumination. They rocked about on the cold, hard floor as the vehicle made a couple of sharp turns and then came to a halt.

      Josh looked in Aine’s direction. She stared back at him.

      ‘It’s going to be all right.’

      He shook his head. ‘Not so sure about that.’

      The sound of muffled voices from the driver’s cabin was followed by the front doors opening, then came the crunch of boots over gravel. The locking mechanism on the side door disengaged and it slid open, allowing the cool wind to blow in. A balaclava-clad figure, dressed in army fatigues and latex gloves, got in and pulled Josh out first, standing him up and helping him to steady himself on his feet. Another, dressed the same, grabbed Aine and pulled her out.

      She looked into her handler’s brown eyes, the only thing on their face she could see, then gestured towards the sign for Belfast International Airport. ‘We going anywhere nice?’

      ‘Somewhere nice,’ he replied, his accent local.

      ‘Very exciting.’

      They were led towards the rear of Irvine’s Driveway.

      ‘God, it’s been a long time since I was up here,’ she commented. ‘Is this still Dominic’s business?’

      ‘Will you shut up?’ Josh shouted. ‘These bastards are going to kill us, even if you give them what they’re looking for.’

      They were led inside, through the valeting garage and into the old run-down staff quarters. Forced to take a seat at the table, they were then both bound to the chairs. ‘Would either of you like a drink?’ Josh’s handler said.

      ‘Fuck you,’ the ex-serviceman spat.

      The guy punched him on the jaw, drawing blood from his lower lip. ‘Don’t bite the hand that feeds you, lad. It’s not good for your health.’

      ‘Fuck you! My granny punches harder, and she’s been dead for ten years.’

      Aine smiled and shook her head. ‘You know, I’m starting to like this guy.’

      The guy swung his open hand towards Aine’s face, hitting her with as much force as he’d given Josh.

      ‘Let them go hungry, then,’ the other handler shouted from the door. ‘We’ll have what we need soon.’

      The handler dishing out the blows stepped outside and closed the door behind him.

      Josh leaned over the side of his chair and spat a mouthful of blood onto the floor. He looked across the table at Aine. ‘Okay. Have you got any ideas on what they plan on doing with us?’

      ‘They can’t do anything to us until they’ve got what they need.’

      He shook his head and smirked at her. ‘I’ve got to hand it to you, you’re one tough bitch. Most people would have given it up by now.’

      Aine broke his stare, looking down at the table. ‘You never know.’

      ‘Okay.’ He spat another mouthful of blood. ‘I think I deserve to hear from the horse’s mouth exactly what all this is about. Why did my aunt bring me over here on a trip that nobody else within the British government knows about?’

      Aine shrugged. ‘Look, Josh, I’m sorry you’ve been dragged into this.’ She clenched her jaw and looked up at the door as the sound of footsteps grew closer, then trailed off again. ‘I’m not giving in to these bastards. The moment I do, we’re both dead. I don’t care what they do to me, but you’re …’ She paused, looking at him. ‘What age are you?’

      ‘Twenty-five.’

      ‘Jesus! One of my sons is just a few years off your age.’

      ‘Where is he?’

      ‘Far away from this place.’ She cleared her throat. ‘But still, not far enough.’
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      Mark and Rona were both stiff by the time they reached Belfast, rocking about in the back of the van. They’d travelled 120 miles via the M1 and A1 to reach Belfast in just under two hours, all the while huddled on the cold, damp floor. McNeill drove, while Farrell and James harped on about their favourite cheat food, talking themselves into an appetite.

      The moment McNeill indicated to come off the M1 motorway, taking the slip road into the city centre, they decided to stop at one of Shaftsbury Square’s busiest kebab shops. Turkish Delight was known as the place to go for the city’s best kebabs. McNeill remained behind the wheel with the engine idling, keeping an eye on the hostages in the back while Farrell and James went in for the food.

      McNeill’s phone trilled, vibrating on the dashboard. It was Irvine. ‘Dominic, we’re just grabbing some food. We’ll be there in fifteen minutes.’

      ‘Where are you?’ His response was sharp.

      ‘Shaftsbury Square.’ McNeill looked out the window, seeing how the other two were getting on in the shop.

      ‘What?’ Irvine sounded astonished. ‘You’ve got two hostages with you and you’re sitting in one of the busiest streets in Belfast? Are you fucking stupid?’

      ‘Keep your hair on! We’re leaving now.’ He hit the horn, and both Farrell and James looked around. He waved for them to hurry up, and judging by their expressions, they knew who he was on the phone to. ‘We’ll see you in a few minutes.’

      ‘Hurry up, you stupid bastard. And don’t get seen.’

      The line went dead.

      McNeill sat there, feeling restless in his seat.

      A minute later, Farrell and James came back with a bag full of food and faces full of excitement.

      ‘Who was that on the phone?’ James asked as he slid across the seat.

      ‘Dominic. He’s complaining about us stopping off with that pair in the back.’

      ‘He needs to wind his neck in,’ Farrell said, pulling the front passenger door closed. ‘We’re the ones doing all the running around.’

      ‘You know what he’s like. The supreme commander.’

      Mark Dornan laughed from the back. ‘Supreme commander of what?’

      ‘The New IRA,’ McNeill shouted back, glaring at Dornan through the rearview mirror. ‘And I suggest you speak with a little more respect.’

      Mark laughed. ‘Aye, you and your army of what―sixty people? Piss off.’

      ‘I’m going to enjoy torturing this little bastard,’ McNeill said coldly, ‘wait until we get you seated in front of the camera, big man. Your ma will open her mouth when she watches me saw your fucking ear off with a rusty blade. She’s lucky we don’t just kill the both of you.’

      Rona looked at Mark. ‘What’s he talking about?’

      Mark shook his head. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

      ‘You’ve been shagging the grandson of an old Provo. Not only was she one of the top snipers in the PIRA during the Troubles, but it’s just come to light she had a child with the fucking Queen’s son.’

      ‘What?’ Mark shouted. ‘What a load of bollocks! She would have told me.’

      ‘It was long before you were born, kid,’ McNeill said. ‘But don’t worry, your ma will soon cough up the truth.’
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      Martini and Greenwood both stood outside the room where Mark Dornan was due to be tortured, their two captives still bound on the sofa. Having taken the guy’s Samsung and the girl’s iPhone, along with the four-digit passcodes needed to unlock the devices, he expected something to come through at any moment.

      The Samsung started to buzz with a message from Irvine.

      I’m on my way over now. Aine’s kid’s in Belfast. They’ll be there in the next fifteen minutes. I’ll be there in five.

      Martini read the message, then looked at Greenwood, passing on the information.

      ‘What do you want to do, Eamon?’

      ‘We get Irvine and squeeze Aine’s location out of him.’

      ‘He’ll be hard to control. I’ve read his file. He’s a die-hard republican.’

      ‘You let me worry about that piece of shit.’ Martini walked over to the door where the youths were being held and opened it. ‘Where have they taken Aine and Josh?’

      ‘Airport,’ the guy was quick to say.

      Martini looked at Greenwood. ‘So, they were planning on using that place.’

      She nodded. ‘But why does Irvine have access to aircraft?’

      ‘It’s a bit beyond his pay grade, I’d think.’

      ‘Unless he’s got someone willing to fly them somewhere safe. Like Meehan.’

      Martini shook his head. ‘It’s a bit above his pay grade, too.’

      Greenwood shook her head. ‘Perhaps someone within government is supporting them? Meehan has a direct line to the PM. God knows who else he has contact with.’

      ‘You think he’s got someone else in England lending a hand?’

      ‘You tell me. There’s a lot of people who would like to get their hands on that evidence. It would shatter the integrity of the Crown. Could even be the end of the monarchy.’

      A set of headlights illuminated the room from outside. ‘That’ll be Irvine. Wait in here with this pair. I’ll get him as he’s coming in.’

      Martini closed the door behind him and went to wait at the exit. He switched off the lights and positioned himself behind the door to listen as Irvine approached. He could hear the man whistling something.

      Whatever the tune was, it was about to end the moment he stepped inside.

      The door opened. Martini silently stalked Irvine in the darkness. His whistle changed to a hum as the door closed behind him. Martini gripped the M16 and pressed the end of the barrel against the back of Irvine’s head. ‘Domenic Irvine.’

      Irvine froze, then, as Martini expected, he turned and tried to make a move for the weapon.

      Martini swung the rifle around and buried it into the side of Irvine’s head, sending him stumbling into the wall.

      Irvine fell to the ground, then immediately fought to get back to his feet, stumbling into Martini. Martini hit him a second time, this strike sending him straight to the ground. ‘You’re lucky you haven’t got a bullet in the head yet. Keep it up, Dominic, and I’ll happily put you to sleep.’

      He crouched down, grabbing Irvine by the shirt collar, dragging him back to his feet. ‘Face the wall.’ He pushed the barrel of the rifle into the back of Irvine’s head.

      ‘You’ve got nothing on me, Eamon.’

      ‘I don’t need anything on you. You really think I’m going to hand you over to the police?’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t trust the PSNI any more than my father trusted the RUC.’

      Irvine stepped up against the wall. ‘No change there, comrade. Same loyalist police force, just with a different name.’

      ‘“Comrade”? I’m not your comrade. You should know better, Irvine. The war’s over.’

      ‘Come on, Eamon. A member of the royal family feeding the Provos intel to target the Brits? Then the royals bump the fucker off? They’re crooks! They’ve always been fucking crooks! The only thing they’ve been able to do is control the media; make us look like a bunch of murdering bastards while they preside over us like saints. This is our chance to finally show the world what the fuck we were dealing with.’

      ‘If there’s any truth in it, then we’ll deal with it when the time’s right. But taking Aine Dornan?’ Martini clenched his jaw, gripping the M16 tighter. ‘Grainne’s daughter, one of our own! And some innocent guy, a fucking driver. And now you’ve sent your lads down to Dublin to get her son so you can tie him down to that chair in there and force him to talk in front of that fucking camera?’ He whacked Irvine on the side of the head again, sending him tumbling back to the ground. ‘What if that were your kid?’

      ‘I’ll kill anyone who puts a hand on my son.’ Irvine stood back up again, rubbing his head.

      ‘Yet you’re about to do the same to someone else’s?’ Martini took a step back. The sound of a diesel engine could be heard outside. ‘Speak of the devil.’ He motioned towards the door where Greenwood waited with the two youths. ‘Get in there.’

      Irvine did as he was told. He opened the door and stepped inside. Greenwood had her weapon trained on the other two. Martini followed him in and closed the door.

      Irvine looked at the two youngsters on the sofa, bound and gagged, and shook his head. ‘Useless bastards. Where’s the other one?’

      ‘If you mean “Dessy”, he’s outside,’ Greenwood said. ‘But given the amount of weed that guy smokes, I wouldn’t be surprised if he were sleeping.’

      The outer door opened, followed by the clatter of boots off the cold concrete floor, getting louder with every step. Martini pushed Irvine down on the sofa next to the others, then moved towards the door.

      ‘Got some extra food if anybody’s hungry?’ McNeill called out, without realising what he’d just walked in to.

      ‘I’m starving, actually,’ Martini replied. He pointed the M16 at the newcomer. ‘Get in.’

      Mark Dornan was next to enter, with Rona quickly behind him.

      ‘We’ve got company, lads,’ Irvine shouted in Gaelic Irish.

      Greenwood clocked him across the head.

      ‘You forget I can speak Irish?’ Martini shouted as he ran out of the room. James stood at the exit door, taking aim with a pistol. He fired a shot. Martini dove back into the room, the bullet splitting the wooden doorframe, sending splinters into the air. He waited for a second until he heard the sound of the outer door slamming shut and peered out.

      James and Farrell were gone.

      Martini ran out, hearing the van’s engine roar to life. He pulled open the door as the van steered into a U-turn. He dropped to one knee, took aim and fired three shots through the windscreen, hitting Farrell at the wheel, splattering blood across the glass. He fired another two shots, then approached the van from the rear as it slewed diagonally, slowing to a stop.

      ‘Okay, okay! Don’t shoot!’ James shouted from the passenger window.

      ‘Get out of the fucking van, now!’ Martini stayed put, not moving any closer. The passenger door slowly opened. ‘Hands first.’

      ‘Okay, just don’t shoot.’ One hand came out first, then the second, followed by the rest of him.

      ‘Slowly make your way towards me. One wrong move and a bullet goes straight through your head.’

      James slowly approached, keeping his hands raised. Once he was within ten feet of him, Martini lowered his line of sight and shot the man in the knee, dropping him to the ground. ‘That’s for nearly taking my head off.’  He approached him. ‘Now, get on your fucking front! Move!’

      Martini crouched down and pulled James up from the ground, dragging him into the building. Stepping into the makeshift torture room, he pushed him over beside Irvine. ‘You’re getting these guys involved in this shit, making them think there’s something patriotic about it? Now, someone has a hole in his head in that van outside because of the shit you’re telling them.’

      Irvine clenched his fists. ‘You forget, Eamon …’

      Martini put a bullet in his leg.

      Irvine dropped to the ground, his hands clenched around the wound. Martini pointed the gun at his temple, then called out to Mark and Rona, ‘You two okay?’

      The young couple nodded. ‘What the fuck’s going on?’ Mark asked.

      ‘I’m guessing you know your mother’s been dragged into …’

      ‘She’s the love child of that turncoat bitch, Grainne, and a member of the British fucking royals!’ Irvine spat.

      Greenwood walloped him in the face with the butt of her M16, drawing blood from his lip. ‘Keep that shut.’ She took over. ‘Mark, my name is Victoria Greenwood, MI6. Your mother has been kidnapped.’ She gestured towards the camera. ‘This room was set up to send her a live feed of you being tortured to get her to talk. To give up evidence that would prove the claims about her parentage are true.’

      Mark’s eyes darting all around the room, like he was trying to process what he’d been told. His breathing deepened, his face gaunt. ‘Can’t believe any of this is true. She never mentioned anything to anyone.’

      Martini stepped in. ‘She wouldn’t have, would she? It’s not something you’d want getting out, especially over here. It was a different time back then―but Irvine here can’t seem to separate the present from the past.’

      ‘And why’s a Yank and a Brit bringing me this news?’

      Martini looked at Greenwood and smiled. ‘Definitely Aine’s son.’ He turned to Mark. ‘I was close to your mother and grandmother a long time ago, before you were born. My father was from Belfast. Damien Cleary.’

      ‘I’ve heard of that guy,’ Mark said.

      ‘Everyone in Ireland has,’ Rona concurred.

      Greenwood nodded. ‘Well, Eamon here is his son. I’ve been sent here by the British government to make sure this situation doesn’t get out of hand. It’ll help nobody, least of all your mother, if this were to become public knowledge.’ She placed her hand on Mark’s shoulder. ‘We can keep you both safe. We’ll place you in protective custody until we find Aine.’

      ‘Bullshit!’ Mark erupted. ‘If someone’s got my mother, I’m not sitting around waiting until you get her back.’

      Martini smiled. ‘I’d do the same if I were you, kid, but this is dangerous. Had we not got here in time, I wouldn’t like to think about what would have happened to you.’

      ‘You’ll not find her,’ McNeill snarled.

      ‘Well, you’re going to have to think long and hard about which is more important to you: living, or dying for nothing,’ Martini told him. ‘And if anything happens to Aine or that kid, I’ll be making you pay first.’

      McNeill sniggered. ‘You’ll have Meehan to deal with, then. It was that old bastard who set it up.’

      Martini offered the guy a quick glance. ‘I’ll deal with that piece of shit, too, don’t you worry.’ He looked at Greenwood. ‘Anything from Black?’

      She shook her head. ‘I’ll give her a call once we’re done here.’

      Martini turned to Mark. ‘When was the last time you spoke with Aine?’

      ‘Couple of weeks ago,’ Mark replied. ‘But she left me a voicemail last night, saying she needed to talk ASAP. I called her back but didn’t get an answer.’ He glared down at Irvine. ‘Now I know why.’ He lifted a knife that rested on the coffee table, crouched down and put the blade to the wounded man’s throat. ‘Where is she?’

      Irvine laughed. ‘You haven’t got the balls, kid.’

      Martini put a hand on Mark’s shoulder. ‘Leave it, Mark. He’ll get his, trust me.’

      ‘How can I trust you? I don’t even know you.’

      ‘Ouch,’ Irvine taunted, mocking Martini.

      Martini snatched the knife from Mark and swiped Irvine’s face, drawing a line of blood down his right cheek. ‘Next time, this runs through your eye.’

      ‘Eamon!’ Greenwood interjected forcefully.

      Martini straightened himself up and tossed the knife back onto the tabletop.

      He took Mark by the arm. ‘Come on outside.’ He looked at Rona. ‘You, too.’

      As they stepped out into the corridor, Martini closed the door and focused his attention on Mark. ‘Your mother and I go back a long way. Her mother and my father were both heavily involved in the republican movement’―he cocked his head towards the door―‘along with that wanker in there. But he was one of the few Provos opposed to the Good Friday Agreement. Your mum and I spent a lot of time together during the last few years of the conflict. She’s like family to me, so when I tell you I’ll do whatever I can to make sure she comes back unharmed, you can bet your life that’s what’ll happen.’

      Mark sighed and nodded his understanding. ‘I called Ma’s Uncle Martin to see where she was, and he told me to come to his. Warned me not to talk to anybody. He just said something bad had happened and he didn’t want to tell me more over the phone. I was just packing my stuff and was about to leave when those bastards came into ours.’ He looked at Rona, then back at Martini. ‘I don’t know what the fuck’s happened. I thought it was something to do with my Uncle James.’

      Martini looked at him, shaking his head. ‘James?’

      ‘Mum’s twin brother.’

      Martini looked at him, unsure of what to say. ‘I’ve known your mother a long time, son. She doesn’t have a twin.’

      Mark nodded emphatically. ‘I think you’ll find she has. But I can’t tell you too much about him―I’ve only ever known him as Uncle James. He used to visit around Mum’s birthday. He’s got an English accent; very posh. Talks like he went to a private boarding school.’

      ‘What does he look like?’ Greenwood asked.

      Mark shrugged. ‘Tall. About an inch or two taller than you,’ he said to Martini. ‘Thin, but not wiry, you know―athletic. Fair hair, clean-shaven, brown eyes. Always wore a suit. We were at Lismore Castle the last time I saw him, the year I moved to Dublin. It was weird because we always had to meet in secret at the castle. Nobody ever knew we were there, and Ma always said we weren’t to speak of it to anyone. She said some very bad people were after him, which is why he had to grow up in England.’

      Greenwood nodded. ‘So, when you thought something bad happened to your mum, you linked it to him.’

      Mark looked at her and nodded.

      ‘He always wore a fancy looking gold ring with a blue stone in it. I remember asking him if could I have one, but he told me I’d have to get into the university first.’

      ‘Which university?’ Martini enquired.

      ‘Cambridge, I think.’

      Martini massaged the two-day old stubble on his face and looked at Greenwood. ‘You’re shitting me. It’s him …’

      Greenwood looked at him. ‘Who?’

      Martini pulled out his phone and Google-searched the Duke of Cambridge. He selected the images of the Duke at the top of the page. ‘Is it this guy?’ He handed the phone to Mark.

      The youth looked at the screen, his eyes widening. ‘That’s him.’

      Martini took the device back and passed it to Greenwood. ‘Wait a minute,’ she said. ‘This is your uncle?’ Mark nodded. ‘The Duke of Cambridge, heir apparent to the British throne.’

      ‘Didn’t you once tell me your uncle was your mother’s younger brother?’ Rona asked.

      Mark nodded. ‘Yeah, by a couple of minutes.’

      Greenwood handed the phone back to Martini. ‘Well, Mark, with the Duke as your uncle, that makes you and your mother very close to the future King of England.’

      Mark shook his head. ‘This is far too much to take in.’ He walked in a circle, looking at the ground, as if trying to get his head around it.

      ‘Mark, Rona, neither of you breath a word of this to anyone,’ Martini said. ‘Rona, maybe we should get you back to Dublin before things get any more dangerous.’

      She shook her head. ‘No, I want to stay with Mark.’

      Martini looked at the pair and shrugged. ‘Okay. In that case, I think we need to pay Martin Dornan a visit.’
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      The prime minister’s armoured Jaguar XJ pulled up outside the entrance to Buckingham Palace shortly after nine thirty the next morning. Michelle Pears took a deep breath. Her short journey in the custom-built ministerial sentinel allowed her a little time to focus on the sole topic she wanted to discuss with the Queen: the assassination of Prince George.

      As always, Sir Raymond Flank, the Queen’s private secretary, was waiting on the PM. At sixty-one, Flank had spent the second half of his life working for the royal family, in one of many capacities. Before his recent three-year posting as direct contact between Her Majesty and anyone wishing to speak with her, he’d spent the previous thirteen years as the assistant to Colonel Lawrence, who’d been the Queen’s longest serving private secretary.

      Flank and the PM walked in silence as they progressed through the palace towards the reception room where the meeting with Her Majesty would take place. As they approached the eight-foot-tall white doors that led into the room, they came across the Queen’s husband in the hall, admiring a painting on the wall. The Duke of Wessex slowly turned and offered the PM a warm smile and nod. She responded with the ceremonial greeting of any monarch.

      Flank opened the doors, stepped inside, made the formal introduction to Her Majesty and then left.

      ‘Your Majesty,’ Pears said as she bent her knee and offered a slight bow of the head.

      ‘Good morning, Prime Minister.’ The Queen offered her hand to the PM, then sat down. She gestured for her to take a seat.

      ‘Thank you, ma’am.’ Pears sat down, facing the Queen.

      ‘So, your proposed trip to Belfast this week is quite out of the blue.’

      ‘It is, ma’am, and I’m afraid it’s not entirely a political matter.’

      The Queen gave her an inquisitive look, unsure as to what the PM meant. ‘Go on.’

      Pears cleared her throat. She knew she needed to approach the subject with care. ‘Something has been brought to my attention, ma’am, about Prince George.’

      The Queen looked at her and shook her head, her expression immediately defensive. ‘What about him?’

      ‘The Provisional IRA was responsible for his assassination, correct?’

      ‘Get to the point, Prime Minister.’

      ‘It appears there is evidence that would suggest otherwise in Belfast, and before I fly there, I thought it best to consult you first.’ Pears brushed a loose strand of hair out of her eyes. ‘A diary has been found at your son’s old house in Kinnagoe Bay. His diary, ma’am. The prince documented each day right up until the day before his assassination. He alleges that he had fallen out of favour with your family over a secret relationship he was having with an Irishwoman involved in the republican Movement. The prince also confesses to feeding information to the Provisional IRA, directly leading to many of our soldiers being killed over there.’

      The PM paused for a moment, allowing the Queen to reflect on what she’d just heard.

      The Queen sighed, but her upright posture and neutral expression didn’t change. ‘Nothing would surprise me with Georgie. That charm of his spread far and wide.’

      ‘So, this is not news to you, then, Your Majesty?’

      ‘I didn’t say that,’ the Queen replied sharply. ‘I said it wouldn’t be surprising. I knew his marriage was not without scandal. But the world knows about his transgressions.’ The monarch cleared her throat.

      ‘I wanted to bring it to you first, ma’am, before we look into this further.’

      ‘Tell me more about this evidence?’

      The PM shuffled in her seat. ‘Well, the diary also reveals the birth of a child with this woman. A daughter, currently living in Belfast, by the name of Aine Dornan. Apparently, she has further evidence confirming her parentage.’

      The Queen’s eyes opened wider now. ‘I think you should find this Aine Dornan and learn what she has.’

      ‘It gets a little more complicated, ma’am.’

      The Queen sighed. ‘When is any Irish issue not complicated?’

      ‘This woman has gone missing. Apparently, the New IRA have heard the rumour and will …’

      ‘Look for any bloody reason to make the British government and the Crown look bad.’ The Queen was steadily losing her composure.

      The PM nodded. ‘I have our best operative over there now. She’s keeping me informed of any developments.’

      ‘Greenwood?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      ‘She was the operative caught up in that trouble in Berlin?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      ‘Is she up to it after Berlin?’

      ‘I wouldn’t send her if I thought otherwise.’

      ‘She’s alone?’

      ‘One of her agents went with her, but has recently returned.’ The PM cleared her throat. ‘There is another person accompanying Greenwood. Someone who knows the story of the IRA more intimately.’

      She studied her for a moment. ‘Eamon Martini?’

      ‘Yes, ma’am. President Sheeran wanted to offer his support. He thought Martini could prove useful.’

      The Queen shook her head. ‘I’m sure Brigadier Falkner is livid. I can remember spending many weekly audiences over the years listening to more than one of your predecessors complain about Falkner and his pursuit of that man. Martini, and his father.’ She shook her head. ‘Anyway, are there any other matters you wish to discuss with me today?’

      ‘No, Your Majesty.’

      The Queen stood and took a step forward, offering her hand to the PM. ‘I believe from our brief chat last night that you requested Raymond to accompany you to Belfast?’

      ‘If at all possible, ma’am.’

      ‘Very well.’ She shook her hand. ‘Thank you for informing me of this matter. I trust you will keep me updated.’

      The PM bowed. ‘Of course, Your Majesty.’

      The Queen pressed the bell next to her seat, calling Flank back into the room. ‘Raymond, I believe you’ve been made aware of your trip to Belfast with Prime Minister Pears on a matter relating to the Crown?’

      Flank, standing five eight and slightly overweight, with receding grey hair, smiled and bowed, dusting down the left leg of his navy suit. ‘Of course, Your Majesty.

      

      After seeing the prime minister out of the palace, Flank went to his car, the only place he knew he could have a conversation without being heard. He sat in the driver’s seat, feeling his heart pounding against his chest. His right hand trembled as he reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved his phone. He went to his recent call list, finding the person who’d brought him the news responsible for the elevated levels of cortisol running through his veins. He pressed call and waited.

      ‘Raymond?’

      ‘Commander Falkner, the Queen has agreed to sending me to Belfast to accompany the PM. This situation is getting out of hand. You need to fix it. We could all be in a lot of shit if we don’t put a stop to this quickly.’

      ‘You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know. Don’t panic, Raymond. I’ve sent a message to the New IRA. Their compliance can be bought.’

      ‘And Martini and Greenwood?’

      ‘They won’t make it back from Belfast.’

      ‘You’d better be sure about this.’ Flank ended the call but remained in his seat, trying to settle his nerves before going back inside.
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      Arriving at Martin Dornan’s house, Martini drove around the building to the rear. As usual, Dornan was sitting on the back doorstep, tossing a tennis ball for the dog, a cigarette resting between his lips. As he approached the back door, Martini lowered the window and shouted, ‘Package delivery.’ He cocked his head towards the back seat.

      Dornan stood up, taking a drag of the cigarette, his eyes straining as he peered into the back of the car.

      Martini turned off the ignition and got out. ‘Intercepted them from Irvine.’

      Mark got out of the car, with Rona right behind him. ‘What the hell’s happened?’

      Dornan took another drag, then flicked his cigarette to the ground and turned, making his way towards the house. ‘Let’s get inside. I’ve got something you all need to see.’

      They all followed him into the kitchen.

      ‘Have a seat,’ Dornan said. ‘I’ll be back in a second. I’ve found something.’

      He left through the kitchen door that led out into the hallway as Martini, Mark, Rona and Greenword positioned themselves around the table.

      Martini looked at Greenwood. ‘Anything from Black?’

      Greenwood shook her head. ‘She’s checked in at HQ. Nothing. But I’ve been thinking, Eamon―I’d be very surprised if we find any intelligence on a scandal of this scale. If there was anything, it would have been picked up a long time ago.’

      Martini nodded. ‘You’re right. How many governments over the years would have jumped at the chance to challenge the royal family? The government in the eighties, especially, would have loved a reason to bring the monarchy into disrepute. Everyone knows the PM then and the Queen didn’t get along. And there’s no way something like this could have been kept a secret from MI5 or Army Intelligence, especially if the royal family ordered the killing. Who would they have given the job to?’ He frowned. ‘There is another theory …’

      ‘What?’ Greenwood said.

      ‘The British government killed Prince George without the royal family ever knowing.’

      ‘It may be a theory.’

      ‘That’s all it is for now.’

      Dornan entered the room again. ‘Your theory isn’t completely without merit, kid.’ He approached the table and set a box down in front of them. He sat down beside Rona, looking past her to Mark. ‘Mark, your mum left these here just before she ran out the door. She wanted me to find them, but I’m guessing she didn’t exactly know what to do with them.’

      The box was an old Quality Street tin, rusted and dented. Perhaps it hadn’t seen the light of day since the prince’s death. Dornan slid the box over to Mark.

      Mark pulled it closer, tore the lid from the container and, after the initial whiff of fusty air, pulled out a stack of photos and a plastic docket contained baby name-lets and two birth certificates. He immediately recognised the date on the first birth certificate: his mother’s birthday―16 March 1978. The document showed Aine had been born in the Mater Hospital, Belfast, his grandmother, Grainne, named as the mother. The father’s name had been left blank.

      Mark looked at the second certificate. It carried the same date and was also signed by Grainne, again the father left blank.

      He shook his head and passed the documents over to Martini.

      Martini took the birth certificates, quickly scanned them, then said, ‘Pass me the box, Mark.’ The kid slid it over to him and got up to walk across the room.

      Martini fished out the stack of photos within. Flicking through them, he was introduced to the secret life Prince George had been living: colour Kodaks of him and a very young but still recognisable Grainne Dornan, perhaps in her early twenties. One of the photos showed the prince and Grainne holding a baby each. Twins.

      Martini shook his head. He looked at Dornan. ‘So, it’s true Aine has a twin?’

      Dornan nodded. ‘Forget the photos, Eamon. I think you need to look at the diary. Look at the entry dated 23rd of March.’

      Martini did so. His eyes scanned the pages. ‘Who’s Whiteside?’

      Greenwood shook her head.

      ‘It says here Whiteside was the only person who Prince George trusted enough to tell about the relationship.’

      ‘Whiteside was the head of the British Army in Ireland,’ Dornan said. He looked at Greenwood. ‘He was also your mentor’s commander when Falkner headed up the FRU.’

      ‘That’s right. Whiteside,’ Martini said, realisation dawning on him. ‘He was one of the bastards I exposed for conspiring to assassinate my father.’

      Dornan nodded. ‘That’s right, kid.’ He snorted derisively. ‘If the prince was stupid enough to tell him about his relationship with our Grainne, I’d bet my right arm he’s got something to do with the assassination.’

      ‘Jesus. If that’s the case, Falkner might be involved, too,’ Greenwood surmised.

      ‘I hate to break it to you, Victoria,’ Martini said, ‘but I could have told you he was a bent bastard a long time ago.’

      Greenwood cleared her throat. ‘And only a few months ago, he sent me to Berlin to kill you.’

      Martini put the diary back in the box. ‘Martin, you hold onto this stuff until we get Aine back. Is there anything else?’

      Dornan nodded, pulling a USB memory stick out of his pocket. ‘This was in there as well.’

      ‘What’s on it?’ Greenwood asked.

      ‘Haven’t checked, but I’m guessing very incriminating evidence.’

      ‘Okay,’ Martini said. ‘Keep this, too. It’ll be safer here with you. Now, do you know of a way we can get Prince James’s attention without raising any eyebrows? He deserves to know his sister’s in trouble.’
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      Despite the curious expression on his face as he entered the meeting room at Buckingham Palace, Prince James already had a good idea why his grandmother had summoned him. The Queen stood to receive him, and he bowed and shook her hand. ‘Before you say anything, I know why you’ve asked me here.’

      The Queen sat back down and gestured for him to do the same. ‘Your sister.’

      ‘Yes, Your Majesty. Aine. I received a call from her yesterday.’

      ‘And what had she to say?’

      ‘That a secret diary had been found by the current owners of the house previously owned by our father. According to Aine, the diary mentions how your relationship with your first son would undoubtedly become difficult as a result of his … involvement with my mother and her family. In this diary, Father also confessed to feeding intelligence to the PIRA, which led to many successful IRA ambushes, including the one at the Royal British Legion in Ballymena.’

      The Queen shook her head. ‘Go on.’

      ‘Aine also has photographs and video recordings that would support the accusation his children came from an Irish republican family, and they even contain confirmation of his betrayal of the armed forces, to whom he was a hero. So, who did kill him then?’

      The Queen paused, her line of sight dropping to the floor and her eyes darting from side to side as she tried to think of what to say next. ‘It was too much of a mess for us to clean up after he was killed. It wasn’t the IRA. But of course, they were only too happy to claim responsibility.’

      The prince smiled. ‘If I’d have wanted a politician’s answer, Granny, I would have requested a meeting with Prime Minister Pears.’

      The Queen smiled ruefully. ‘I knew this day would come. You know all we did for you―it was out of love for Georgie. We’ve always treated you like the rest. Your title as Duke of Cambridge; raising you well; providing you with an education.’

      The prince nodded. ‘I know.’ He cleared his throat. ‘But what about Aine? The world believes I am heir apparent to the throne. But after you’d changed the succession laws in 2011, giving females in the blood line as much right at males, we both know she’s the real heir. And she’d be just like you―the next queen of England.’

      ‘Aine had been approached many times. And your mother, too. Neither of them wanted the spotlight that life as a royal would bring. We could have taken them both in, made it work―but they chose to stay in Belfast.’

      ‘Well, that decision has now put her in danger. I hear MI6 are currently active in Belfast, looking into this, but bodies have already fallen since this diary was discovered―which can only be the republicans. If this gets out … I don’t care if those bastards fight amongst themselves, as long as my sister doesn’t get dragged into it.’

      ‘If you’re thinking of doing what I’m expecting you to do, can you extend me one courtesy, please?’

      ‘Of course, Your Majesty?’

      ‘Make sure the right people are punished for this―and do it quietly.’

      He stood and buttoned his suit jacket closed.

      ‘The prime minister is making her way to Belfast to meet with Deputy First Minister Meehan. She’s being accompanied by Raymond.’

      ‘Will you survive a day or two without him?’ the Duke of Cambridge joked.

      The Queen smiled. ‘Actually, I’m in the process of choosing his replacement. You will receive an email. The encrypted documents attached to that email are for your eyes only, James. Nobody else. I have recently come into knowledge that will help you understand why Raymond should not return from Ireland.’ She cleared her throat, momentarily emotional. ‘Please get Aine back safely. The government would have a wonderful time making a story like this public.’
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      Aine Dornan woke up in the back of the van. The vehicle halted abruptly, causing her to bang her head against the metallic side she’d been resting against. She slumped against the rear wheelbase, her wrists and ankles bound and a gag forced between her teeth. Her hair clung to her head and face, glued in place with sweat and dirt. She looked at Josh, who lay facing her, his stare vacant, as if he’d lost all hope.

      She heard the front doors of the van opening, then slamming shut, followed by the crunch of boots on stones. A gruff voice said, ‘Go and open the house. We’ll bring them in and call Declan. Shouldn’t take him too long to get here.’

      The side door slid open.

      ‘Right, wake up, folks! Time to move.’

      The guy giving the orders wore a black balaclava, army fatigues, latex gloves and black boots. He stepped up into the cabin, his boots thumping down on the floor as if he’d put weights in the bottom of them, causing the vehicle to rock. Ignoring Aine, he went straight for Josh, who was glaring up at him, his stare intense, almost intimidating, despite the fact he was the one bound. ‘What the fuck are you staring at? You’re lucky you’re still alive.’ Their captor sunk the toe of his left boot into Josh’s stomach. ‘Get up!’

      He reached down, grabbed Josh by the shirt and dragged him up from the floor. He tossed Josh out through the side door, sending him face first onto the driveway.

      ‘Watch the merchandise!’ the one giving the orders warned. ‘English here isn’t worth a penny to us dead.’

      The man still in the back laughed and turned towards Aine. ‘Don’t worry, love. You’re not going to get a kick. You’re the real merchandise, aren’t ya?’

      He reached down, wrapped her hair around his fist and dragged her to her feet. She squealed and he pulled her in close to him, the tip of his wool-covered nose pressed against hers, and said, ‘You make a noise like that again and a boot in the stomach will be the least of your worries.’ He pushed her out onto the ground.

      Aine fell forward, colliding savagely with the ground. The man jumped out, grabbed her by the hair again and pulled her back to her feet, marching her towards the house.

      Surrounded by rolling hills, Aine knew where they were. The house sat in the middle of the majority flatland, green fields, but in the distance, just a couple of miles away, was the overgrown pimple on the face of County Antrim: Slemish Mountain. They were no more than forty minutes and as many miles from Belfast. Located in the village of Broughshane, Slemish was thought to have been the first home of Saint Patrick when he’d worked as a shepherd. It sat around 1,500 feet above the surrounding grasslands.

      But none of that was useful to Aine. What was useful to her was she now knew the reason they were at the location―and who to expect.

      Apart from his beloved, troubled Belfast, Northern Ireland’s deputy first minister had always talked about how Slemish was his favourite place in the world bar none. And when she spotted the welcome mat at the front door reading “Fáilte roimh, mo chara”―Irish for “Welcome, my friend”―she knew the property belonged to him.

      The house was a new build: modern styling, with grey brick walls, bare to the elements and no plaster on top. The solid oak twin front doors stood eight foot high and led into an open plan area lined with mahogany floors and a spiral staircase at its centre that led up to the next floor.

      The second door on the right took them into a sitting room. White leather sofas lined the three walls. A glass table in the middle had been dragged to the side of the fireplace, replaced by two chairs that looked like they’d been borrowed from the dining room.

      Josh and Aine were forced onto the chairs, their ankles bound to the legs and their wrists to the panelled back.

      The guy who’d tossed them out of the van grabbed a knife from the hearth and proceeded to cut their mouth gags. ‘You’ll not be heard by anyone up here, so scream all you like. It’ll only cost you a digit each time.’ He grazed the blade along Aine’s thumb.

      ‘So, when should we expect him, then?’ Aine asked.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Our beloved deputy first minister.’

      An awkward silence filled the room until another two men entered.

      ‘Who gives a shit whether she knows who lives here? He won’t be much longer.’

      The sound of the front door opening brought a halt to the conversation, followed by the busy clicks of hard heels getting louder as whoever it was approached the room.

      Declan Meehan stepped into the room, accompanied by Hasson.
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      Harper Black had just returned to MI6 HQ in London after meeting with the former chief of Bedfordshire Police, Jeff Carson, who’d acted as the senior investigating officer for the killings during the Troubles. Collusion between the security services and loyalist paramilitaries had left many families with unanswered questions over the deaths of their loved ones. The Historical Enquiries Team had been set up in 2005, the year the Provisional IRA had officially called its armed campaign to an end and had put its arsenal out of use. The goal of the HET was to look into almost four thousand unsolved killings during the conflict. It had been commissioned by the chief constable of the PSNI at the time, who’d believed closure was imperative for society to move on. For this to be achieved, in his words, the PSNI needed to give the families of those four thousand dead the dignity of a proper investigation. Truth and closure were a must if peace was to progress.

      However, in 2014, following budget cuts within the PSNI, the HET was closed and all cases were shelved. In 2019, Mr. Carson had been appointed the task of leading the revived investigation, and the families of those killed were given a glimmer of hope once again.

      Carson had been reluctant to hand over any data to Black, but when she’d explained that she was acting on orders from the director of MI6 and deemed it a matter of national security, the former police chief was only too happy to oblige.

      As Black sat at her desk in her new office, next to Greenwood’s, she fired up her computer and entered the security passcodes. She inserted the pen drive into the USB port, and an encrypted file icon popped up at the bottom of the screen. She clicked on it and entered the six-digit passcode.

      Black cracked her knuckles and rubbed her hands, ready to get busy. A collection of folders came up, each compiled from countless files―all evidence relating to 3,976 conflict related deaths in Northern Ireland. The folders were arranged in chronological order, and the files contained photographs, interviews, witness statements, arrests, recommendations to the Public Prosecution Service and cross-references to other deaths. The information came from all security services active in the war: MI5, MI6, British Army Intelligence, inclusive of the Military Reaction Force, the Force Research Unit, and RUC Special Branch.

      Black rubbed her eyes and went out to the vending machine, where she chose a latte and hit the “Make Drink” button. She pulled out her phone and made a call to Greenwood while she waited.

      ‘Harper.’ Greenwood’s greeting was taut. ‘What have you found?’

      ‘I’ve just decrypted the files, ma’am. There’s an awful lot to go through. Are there any dates in particular you want me to look through?’

      ‘Start with 1982―the assassination of Prince George and the Ballymena massacre that occurred on the same day, then look into any other notable murders. Find out more about the FRU and its predecessor, the MRF. Flag anything that hit the headlines with accusations of collusion.’

      ‘You’re thinking people on our side know more about the attack on Prince George than was made public, ma’am?’

      ‘I can’t be sure, but it’s better to eliminate the possibility. What we do know now is that Aine Dornan has a twin brother―Prince James, the Duke of Cambridge, who’s next in line to the throne. After the death of Prince George, Prince James was raised within the royal family by George’s brother, the Queen’s second son.’

      ‘Jesus, ma’am! This is heavy stuff.’

      ‘It is, Harper. And it may upset a lot of people we serve. But if our once future king was murdered by our own, then the bastards need to be brought to account for it.’

      Black lifted the cup the vending machine now offered her and tested the drink. She winced. ‘Fucking machine coffee!’

      ‘Didn’t catch that.’

      ‘Never mind, ma’am. I’ll let you know what we’ve got here.’

      She ended the call and returned to her desk.

      Taking her seat, Black went straight into it. Clicking on the folder labelled “The Assassination of Prince George”, she scanned through the files, clicking on a joint investigation led by Garda Síochána and the Royal Ulster Constabulary. The Libyan Semtex plastic explosive used in the assassination had been traced back to the PIRA’s arsenal. A search of the immediate area had found nothing. A search of Prince George’s holiday home in Kinnagoe Bay had uncovered nothing that could identify the people behind the attack.

      Another file stamped by MI5 caught her eye. It read: “Not to be shown to the investigating officers”. Black clicked on the file.

      MI5 stated that a Mr. Bianco, an Irish-Italian who’d led the IRA’s Internal Security Unit, responsible for sniffing out and executing its own informers, had been their source regarding Prince George’s regular meetings with senior members of the PIRA.

      Black paused, taking a sip of her coffee. It also stated, in bold red writing, that the only other people who were to know about the meetings between the Provisional IRA and the prince were the heads of Army Intelligence, MI5 and RUC Special Branch.

      The next file she came across was the Walker Report of 1983. The prime minister at the time had asked a retired MI6 chief to serve as an aid to the ever-growing conflict in Ireland. The report centred around the prince’s assassination and the Ballymena massacre. Two names that popped up again and again in the report were Commander James Falkner and Brigadier Whiteside. Whiteside was the head of the British Army in Ireland during the conflict, while Falkner, the recently retired head of MI6, led the Force Research Unit during his service in Northern Ireland.

      The FRU under Falkner was a direct descendent of its predecessor, the Military Reaction Force. The MRF had operated in Northern Ireland in the 1970s until it was found to be heavily involved with supplying loyalist paramilitaries with intelligence and weapons intended to target Catholics. Some of its members had even been known to have been actively involved in carrying out attacks. One of Whiteside’s MRF soldiers had once gone on record describing it as “a legalised killing machine”.

      ‘Falkner led these animals?’ Black shook her head. She’d only ever heard good things about her boss’s mentor.

      She read on. Another file displayed a photograph of Falkner―a young man at the time―meeting with Brigadier Whiteside. According to the report, Whiteside had just returned from a meeting with Prince George at Lismore Castle. Whiteside was considered not only a mentor to the young prince, but a close friend.  Whiteside had given Prince George information that was later to be fed to the IRA.

      Intel that sparked the Ballymena massacre.

      The file suggested that Falkner and the rest of the MRF had known Prince George was leaking information to the PIRA and had therefore known beforehand it was going to take place.

      Yet the bastard didn’t stop it? Why? Why would he have allowed it to go ahead?

      Black’s eyes were drawn to her phone, as if willing it to start ringing. She lifted it and called Greenwood again.

      ‘That was quick.’

      ‘I think I’ve found something, ma’am. Have you spoken to Commander Falkner about what we’re doing?’

      ‘No, why?’

      ‘From what I can tell here, it’s possible he knew about the ambush at Ballymena before it happened. He’s just as much to blame for those deaths as the IRA.’

      ‘That’s not possible, Black …’

      ‘I’m sorry, ma’am, but it is,’ Black insisted. She cleared her throat. ‘I know the commander was your mentor, but I’m building this picture from the official files.’

      ‘Send over what you have.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’
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      ‘You mean to tell me Aine’s twin brother has been living under everyone’s nose since the death of Prince George?’ Martini said. ‘Why were they separated?’

      Dornan cleared his throat and shook his head. ‘You’d need to ask Grainne that.’

      ‘Well, that might be a bit tricky given the fact she’s dead. But I can’t imagine her allowing it to happen. A mother separating twins at birth? I know the kind of person Grainne was.’ He looked at Greenwood. ‘I felt that maternal instinct she radiated when she came to New York when my mother passed.’ His eyebrows met in the middle. ‘There’s no way she’d have let one of her babies go to England to be raised by the royal family.’

      ‘She still had Aine, Eamon,’ Dornan said. ‘She still had one of them.’

      ‘Maternal instinct wouldn’t have allowed it,’ Greenwood interjected. She shook her head. ‘I agree with Eamon―the twins’ separation had to have been out of Grainne’s control. But if the royal family did know about Prince George leaking information to the IRA, colluding with the opposition in a war that saw almost four thousand people lose their lives, then it marks the end of the royal family.’

      Her phone buzzed with the email from Black, and she stood up. ‘Eamon, can you join me outside a moment, please?’ She made her way towards the back door.

      Martini got up and followed.

      Greenwood quickly glanced at the phone, then turned and looked at him as he shut the door. ‘Eamon, as much as it pains me to say it, Black has picked up on something I don’t want to admit.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Falkner. According to the files she’s gone through, my old mentor was not the hero I’ve always believed he was. If what Harper’s found is true, then not only was he ruthless to Irish Catholics during the conflict, but he’s also committed unforgivable crimes to his own, tainting the very uniform he wore with pride.’

      ‘What’s she found?’

      ‘Falkner knew of the information Prince George handed to the IRA about Ballymena.’

      ‘He could have prevented the deaths of his own troops?’ Martini shook his head. ‘I know it was a dirty war, but this just takes the piss. Does he know what’s going on now?’

      Greenwood shook her head. ‘I’m still in charge of MI6.’

      ‘Good. Let’s keep it that way.’

      The back door opened and Dornan stepped outside, a cigarette dangling from his lips. His phone was pressed to his ear. ‘He’s here.’ He handed the phone to Martini. ‘Someone on the phone wants to speak to you.’

      Martini took the phone. ‘Who’s this?’

      ‘Mr. Martini, this is the Duke of Cambridge. Having spoken with my grandmother, Her Majesty has informed me that you have learned who I am and my connection to Aine Dornan. I’ve been made aware of what’s happening over there and I’m on my way to lend a hand.’

      ‘And how do you propose to do that?’

      ‘I want you to contact the people holding my sister. Tell them that the royal family is willing to exchange five million pounds sterling for Aine’s safe return, along with all the evidence they’ve collated.’

      ‘You’re going to give an organisation like the New IRA five million pounds?’ Martini looked at Greenwood, shaking his head. ‘I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Your Royal Highness.’

      ‘That’s why I’m asking for your help. I don’t plan on giving the bastards a penny, but we’ll need to offer something to agree a meeting. I was hoping you would be willing to help retrieve my sister, and I’m happy to pay you for your services.’

      ‘I’m not doing this for the money. Aine’s a friend. So was your mother.’

      ‘Then I’ve called the right man. I’m just about to board a plane to Belfast―can you pick me up from the airport when I arrive? It should be around one hour from now.’

      ‘Will do.’

      ‘Save this number to your phone. It’s my private number.’

      Martini looked at Greenwood. ‘Before you go, Sir―when did you speak to the Queen about this?’

      ‘Earlier today, following the prime minister’s private audience with Her Majesty.’

      ‘Thank you. I’ll see you in an hour.’

      The call ended.

      Martini pasted the number into a message and texted it to his own phone, then handed the device back to Dornan.

      ‘What’s with the curious expression?’ Greenwood asked.

      ‘The Duke of Cambridge is en route to us. He spoke with the Queen earlier today regarding his sister and wants us to call a meeting with the New IRA. The PM has now officially informed the palace.’

      ‘That might muddy the waters a little.’

      ‘You’re not wrong. And now the PM’s feeling chatty, my worry is who else she might be speaking to about this.’

      ‘Christ―Falkner?’

      ‘If Falkner knows about this, he’s going to know we’ll find out he had something to do with it―and he won’t want it being brought to light. My guess is, Falkner would rather die than be hailed a traitor to the armed forces. And for his prodigy to find out the truth, well … I can imagine it would be something he’d go to dangerous lengths to ensure its secrecy.’

      His phone vibrated: it was the message he’d sent himself with Prince James’s number. He saved it to his contacts list.

      ‘We’ve got to get to Aldergrove in one hour. Call the prime minister and find out …’ He stopped himself. ‘Actually, don’t ask Pears if she’s spoken to Falkner.’ He looked at Dornan. ‘Get me the number for Emmett Byrne. We’ve got a proposition for the New IRA.’

      As one of the senior members of the New IRA’s ruling Army Council, Martini considered Byrne the best point of contact for addressing the prince’s proposition.

      ‘Eamon, don’t you be playing G.I. fucking Joe and getting people killed …’ Dornan warned.

      ‘The only people at risk will be those fuckers that have taken Aine and Josh.’

      Martini got into the car and started the motor. Just as he put the car into drive, Mark Dornan came running out, crossing the front of the vehicle towards the driver’s door. Martini lowered the window and shook his head; he knew what the kid was going to say. He couldn’t blame him; he would have done exactly the same thing. ‘Sorry, kid. Can’t let you come. You’ve gotta stay here.’

      ‘Bollocks, Eamon! This is my mother we’re talking about. I’m coming with you.’

      Martini activated the vehicle’s central locking, the locks on each of the doors engaging with a metallic click. ‘Sorry, kid. She’d kill me if she found out I brought you along. Stay here with your uncle.’ He looked at Dornan, who was lighting yet another cigarette. ‘Keep them safe, Martin. Think about getting them out of here. This place is known by too many people.’

      Dornan took a long drag and blew a thick plume of smoke into the air. ‘I’m staying right here, Eamon. If anyone comes here, they’ll get a bullet in the head.’

      Martini nodded and pressed his foot on the accelerator, leading the Mercedes around the side of the house towards the gate.

      He indicated right onto the country road, towards the city. He cast a quick glance over at Greenwood as the vehicle picked up speed. ‘You okay about Falkner?’

      She looked at him dolefully and shook her head. She was clearly not taking any pleasure in what she’d just learned. Commander Falkner had taught her everything she knew. And now he was perhaps going to be a man she needed to kill. She cleared her throat. ‘I knew the government had played as many dirty tricks in the war against the IRA as the other side, but being implicated in the murder of our future king is beyond abhorrent.’

      Martini lowered his window, letting the cool wind play across his face. ‘I always knew that bastard’s medals, all that great recognition for his part in it all, was a load of bollocks.’

      She paused for a moment, then laughed. ‘Funny, isn’t it?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘How things have quickly gone in the opposite direction. It wasn’t that long ago you were the one I was going after. And now, Falkner may just have taken your place.’

      ‘You don’t need to have any part in it. I’ll deal with Falkner.’
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      Falkner waited outside the house of former police chief Carson.

      This wasn’t his first visit to Carson’s home, but he was almost certain it would be the last. He’d known Carson for many years: they’d sat in numerous meetings on joint intelligence gathering operations. Carson was, as far as Falkner was concerned, a good man with a genuine desire to do the right thing. His idea of police work remaining within the boundaries of the law brought him respect from his peers, and in a world where corruption was becoming increasingly common, Carson was one of the good ones. His report on the legacy of the Troubles would be as impartial as anyone Irish or British would deserve.

      But the report would not be good for the former commander’s legacy. For Falkner, impartiality was not the order of the day. It was silence.

      His phone vibrated in his pocket. He looked at the headline of the BBC News report: Two men dressed as officers of the PSNI gunned down on the coastal road between Belfast and Bangor. He sighed. ‘For fuck’s sake.’ He searched his contact list, found Carson and pressed the call button.

      After a couple of rings, the call was answered. ‘Commander Falkner, it’s been too long! How the hell’s it going?’

      ‘Very good, thanks, pal. Look, I’ll get to the point―I’m outside your house. Sorry to interrupt and put you out like this, but do you think I can have a quick word? It’s pretty urgent.’

      Carson laughed. ‘What is it with you intelligence guys?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I had a visit from someone at MI6 only yesterday. Black, I think her name was.’

      ‘Really? What did she want?’

      ‘Files that I’d picked up from the shelf of the Historical Enquiry Team. She said it was part of an ongoing investigation. I was reluctant to cooperate at first― her turning up out of the blue like that―but her credentials were satisfactory, and she suggested I call the new head of MI6 to confirm. In the end, I just handed them over.’

      Falkner grunted, trying to hide his true feelings. ‘I’m not long off the phone with the PM. It’s my understanding that Black isn’t entirely who she says she is. But let’s talk about it over a cup of tea instead. It’ll be good to have a catch up.’

      ‘Of course, I’ll open the gates. Just drive on in. I’ll come to the door.’

      Falkner ended the call and set his phone down on the passenger seat. Removing a Glock from the shoulder holster beneath his jacket, he released the magazine, checked it was full, then slid it back home. He reached across the cabin to open the glove compartment. He pulled out a suppressor, fitted it to the pistol and then returned it to the holster.

      The electronic gates began to open. Falkner put the vehicle into drive and made his way towards the front of the house, where a classic British racing green Jaguar was parked at the front door. Carson stood on the porch, leaning against the doorframe. He smiled and waved at Falkner as he pulled up alongside the Jag.

      Falkner turned the ignition off and got out. He made a show of peering inside the Jag. ‘Lovely car.’

      ‘A sixtieth birthday present from Melissa.’ Carson descended the two steps onto the driveway and approached the car as Falkner remained next to it, casting his eyes over it.

      ‘What year is she?’

      ‘’63.’ Carson offered his hand to Falkner. ‘I thought you’d have retired by now.’

      Falkner accepted the hand and said, ‘I’m bloody well trying to, my friend.’

      Carson gave him an affectionate squeeze on the shoulder. ‘Come on in, I’ll put the kettle on.’

      As they entered the house, Falkner took off his overcoat and hung it up on the coat rack next to the door. As he unbuttoned his suit jacket, he cast his eyes around the entrance. The white marble floors and walls projected an air of elegance, and the shiny black grand piano in the corner beneath the spiral staircase added to the feeling of being in the company of impeccable taste.

      ‘I guess Melissa decorated the house?’ Falkner said, his tone light.

      ‘She did, and for that, I’m grateful. Had it been my way, we would have stayed in the little terraced house with the worn old carpets and aged wallpaper. Never been one for fancy things.’

      Falkner nodded as he followed Carson into the kitchen. ‘Some food in the fridge, the feel of a nice suit and a warm bed to sleep in is all you really need.’

      Carson lifted the kettle and went to the sink. ‘Sit yourself down.’ He nodded towards the central island.

      Falkner crossed the room, noticing an Apple Mac open on the island. He pulled out a stool and sat down. ‘Did I distract you from something?’

      Carson put the kettle on and grabbed two cups. ‘Just doing a little reading through the HET files.’ He lifted a couple of teabags and dropped them into the cups. ‘God, it was one messy affair over in Northern Ireland, wasn’t it?’ He looked back at Falkner. ‘And you, Commander Falkner, were right in the middle of it all.’

      Falkner sighed and nodded his head. ‘Unfortunately.’

      ‘What age were you over there?’

      ‘At the beginning of the conflict, I would have been twenty. Forty-five when the ceasefire was negotiated.’

      Carson shook his head. ‘Jesus. A long war.’

      Falkner nodded. ‘Yes, and in Her Majesty’s back garden.’

      ‘Speaking of the royal family, did you ever catch the bastards who blew up Prince George?’

      Falkner nodded. ‘We sent an SAS hit squad after them.’

      ‘And you got them all?’ Carson filled the cups with water and set them on a tray. He grabbed a bowl of sugar from the cupboard next to the sink then got a jug of milk from the fridge.

      ‘Why the sudden interest?’

      ‘This MI6 agent was especially interested in the case.’

      Falkner lifted his cup, pressed the teabag against the inside with a spoon, getting the full strength from the tea, then lifted the bag out and set it aside on the saucer. ‘Really? Why that case?’

      ‘She didn’t say, but I’ve been looking into the case myself.’ Carson copied Falkner with the teabag and lifted the milk. ‘It’s quite an interesting case.’

      ‘Yes, I remember the day like it was yesterday.’ Falkner blew into his cup before taking a sip. ‘Nice tea.’

      ‘Nothing beats Yorkshire Tea.’ Carson lifted his cup. ‘Cheers.’

      Falkner nodded and smiled, lifting his cup. ‘You haven’t disclosed these documents to anyone else, have you?’

      Carson looked at him, a look of astonishment on his face. ‘Come on, James, I’m not stupid.’

      Falkner smiled, taking a sip of his tea, his gaze falling to the laptop. ‘Mind if I make a copy? See what’s there?’

      ‘Be my guest.’

      Falkner twisted the laptop around to face him. Inserting a memory stick into the device, he looked over the screen at Carson. ‘So, how’s the wife?’

      Carson took another gulp of tea. ‘She’s all right, thanks. In fact, she’ll be down in a minute. She’s just having a shower.’

      ‘Great. I’ll just take a copy of these, then we can sit down and talk about something more interesting than work.’

      Carson stood up. ‘I’ll go up and tell her you’re here. You’re staying for dinner?’

      ‘Of course.’ Falkner watched Carson make his way out of the kitchen into the hallway, his stomach in knots. Fuck.

      He took his pistol out and set it on the table beside his cup. Hearing Carson and his wife talking in the room directly above where he sat, he checked on the folders that were being copied over onto his drive. Two percent had been copied, with the Apple Mac estimating another forty-two minutes until the transfer was complete. He finished his tea, hearing Carson shout back to his wife, telling her he’d peel the potatoes and put them on to boil while she got ready.

      Falkner swallowed what felt like a tennis ball lodged in the back of his throat as he heard Carson descend the stairs with an enthusiastically rhythmic skip. Humming as his shoes clicked across the hallway, the former police chief entered the kitchen and went straight to the cooking area.

      ‘We’re having roast beef and potatoes―roast, boiled and mashed―smothered in her homemade gravy, broccoli and carrots.’ Carson reached down into the cupboard next to the fridge and pulled out a bag of potatoes. ‘And Yorkshire puddings, of course.’ He looked over his shoulder at Falkner. ‘How does that sound?’

      Falkner smiled, although inside he was overcome by guilt. ‘Sounds great.’

      ‘I’ll set the spare room up if you’re too tired to travel home.’

      ‘That would be great, thanks.’ Falkner couldn’t maintain the act any longer. He gripped his pistol.

      ‘Perhaps you can help me with this whole HET nonsense.’ Carson spoke with his back to him, piling the spuds in the sink and turning on the tap.

      Falkner stood up off the stool, gripping his pistol tightly, his nerves causing his hands to tremble. He’d never had a problem killing someone he didn’t like, but Carson was a close friend. A good man. But he had to save his own skin.

      He took aim, pointing the weapon at the back of Carson’s head.

      ‘Drop the gun!’ a voice shouted from the back door.

      Falkner turned around. Harper Black stood in the doorway, a Glock 17 clasped tightly in her grip, pointed straight at him. Over her civilian clothing, she wore a ballistic vest, complete with body-worn video.

      ‘Drop your gun, Commander.’ He didn’t respond. ‘Now!’

      ‘You’re not going to shoot me.’

      ‘Really?’ She stepped further into the room, Carson frozen on the spot. ‘Why wouldn’t I? I’ve just caught you attempting to silence Mr. Carson before he finds out what I’ve just found out.’ She tapped the index finger of her free hand against her vest. ‘And this camera has captured it all. So, I’ll tell you again, drop the fucking gun.’

      Falkner sighed. ‘I’m an old man. Certainly too old to take part in all this cat and mouse crap.’ She approached him as he said, ‘Black, please, don’t take another step. You’ve got a red dot on the back of your head, and I promise you it’s not a laser pen.’

      She froze.

      Falkner’s mouth stretched into a thin smile. ‘You think I came here alone?’

      The red dot on the back of Black’s head slowly crossed the room, landing on Carson.

      ‘What is your primary objective in this scenario, Black: preservation of life or preventing a crime?’ Falkner’s eyes flicked to the dot on Carson’s chest. The sound of glass breaking was followed by Carson screaming. He’d been hit in the chest.

      Falkner pointed his gun at Black. ‘Drop your fucking gun.’

      Black didn’t budge. She kept her Glock trained on Falkner.

      He crossed the kitchen towards her, lifting Carson’s laptop and his case. Checking the device’s charging cable was inside, he slowly backed away towards the door. He looked at Carson on the ground, still conscious, blood pooling around him. ‘You should see to him before he bleeds out. Wouldn’t want the people back at HQ to think you left a man to die.’

      Closing the door, he ran along the hallway. Carson’s wife was stood at the top of the stairs, her face riddled with confusion.

      ‘James?’

      He looked up at her. ‘I’m sorry.’

      Falkner exited the house, jumped into the car, set the laptop on the passenger seat and sped back down the driveway, out onto the road. He quickly checked that the laptop was still transferring the data and connected the charging cable to the car’s USB port, ensuring it wasn’t going to die before completing the transfer. He put the vehicle in drive and took off.

      As he passed the house, he slowed as he watched two men returning to a blue van. He braked next to the rear of the van and lowered his window. ‘Did you see what car she came in?’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ one of the men said. He looked along the street towards a vehicle parked beside a street bin.

      ‘Make sure she can’t follow us, then get the hell out of here.’

      Falkner pressed the button to raise the window and took off, his hand trembling as he changed gear.

      Christ, what have I done?
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      Belfast International Airport was quiet for the time of day. Martini and Greenwood sat in the pick-up area, the car being buffeted by the easterly winds. An EasyJet Airbus A320 cut across the clouds above them in the distance, approaching from the east. The aircraft looked as if it were gliding in slow motion, completing its gradual descent, the landing gear slowly dropping from its housing to prepare the aircraft for touchdown and taxiing from the runway to the terminal.

      Martini’s phone rang. It was Declan Meehan.

      ‘Declan.’

      ‘Eamon. Just spoken with Marty Dornan. I’ve had contact from Emmett Byrne. He’s demanding five million in crypto currency―Bitcoin, no less―for the safe release for wee Aine Dornan and the young Brit.’

      ‘Crypto? That’d be much harder to trace. Smart.’

      Meehan grunted.

      ‘I’ll call you back soon to arrange the meet.’ Martini ended the call and pocketed his phone. He blew out his cheeks, looking across at Greenwood. ‘They want Bitcoin.’

      She modelled his look of surprise. ‘Good luck trying to trace that.’

      ‘Our first priority is getting Aine and Josh back safely.’

      ‘Agreed.’

      They both got out and made their way towards the terminal, Martini wanted a coffee while waiting for Prince James to disembark. Both weren’t sure what to expect of the prince. A member of the royal family, albeit their true identity hidden―how were they to treat them? Martini would offer the same respect and courtesy he’d offer to anyone―no better or worse than the young lady serving him his coffee. But Greenwood? He imagined that being the director of MI6, she knew the way one was meant to act around a royal.

      Martini bought a tea for Greenwood and two coffees to go and joined her at the table with the clearest view of the arrivals doors. He sat down and handed her the tea.

      She took it and had a sip. ‘Any sugar?’

      He smiled. ‘Didn’t think you took sugar.’

      ‘Haven’t slept well since we touched down in Belfast. Could do with something to pick me up.’

      He went to the self-service stall that sat centrally to the café area, surrounded by a cluster of tables and chairs. One of the baristas was emptying a tray of rubbish into the bin beneath the station. ‘Excuse me,’ he said as he reached across the lady’s line of sight, grabbing three sachets of sugar. He went back to the table just as Greenwood was retrieving her ringing phone from her handbag. He slid the sugar across the table as he sat down.

      She smiled at him and answered the call. ‘Harper, what have you got for me?’

      Martini watched as her expression changed. Her thin, trimmed eyebrows met in the middle, her jaw clenching.

      ‘Tell me you’re tracking him?’ she said, locking eyes with Martini as she listened to the other end of the call. ‘And Carson?’ She listened again. ‘Okay, keep me updated. And Harper? Don’t lose him.’

      She ended the call and set the phone down, lifting her tea and taking a sip.

      He looked at her. ‘Well?’

      She set the drink down. ‘Black followed Falkner to one of our potential leads: ex-chief constable Jeff Carson. It appears the commander was there to clone the documents Carson had retrieved from the Historical Enquiry Team.’ She looked down at her cup for a moment. ‘Carson was shot by a sniper covering Falkner’s back. The wife’s in shock but otherwise unharmed, and Black thinks Carson’s going to pull through. Lucky for us, she fitted a tracker to all vehicles at the property, including Falkner’s car and the sniper’s van.

      ‘It was a bold stunt, Eamon, but it will have worked if Falkner leads us to his co-conspirators in the Prince George killing. I know Falkner; he doesn’t want to be involved in any more deaths that might tarnish his image. That’s why I was sure his men wouldn’t kill Carson. They just needed to slow Harper down, to give Falkner a chance to escape.’

      ‘And now we’ll need to see where this takes us.’ He looked across the main terminal floor and nodded towards a tall man of medium build approaching them. He wore a grey slim-fit suit and carried a brown overcoat draped over the crook of his left arm. Martini stood up. Greenwood followed.

      As they approached the prince, Martini offered him his hand.

      ‘Eamon Martini. I’ve heard a lot about you.’ Prince James looked at Martini, smiling genuinely. He offered his hand to Greenwood. ‘Ms. Greenwood. Heard a lot about you, too.’ He was confident, but polite. Not arrogant. Likeable.

      ‘Nice to meet you,’ Greenwood said.

      ‘Right, shall we go and see how we can get my sister back off these bastards?’

      They returned to the car. With Martini at the wheel, Greenwood got into the front passenger seat and Prince James sat in the central seat in the back so he could see both of them up front.

      As Martini fed the ticket into the car park’s machine, the barrier lifted and they made their way out, turning right past the car rental and parking businesses across the road from the airport.

      Fifty yards down Airport Road, past a sign for Aldergrove Village and on towards the city centre, Greenwood’s phone rang again.

      ‘Harper?’

      ‘Mr. Carson’s dead, ma’am.’

      ‘Jesus. And Mrs. Carson?’

      ‘She’s … distraught, as you can imagine.’

      Greenwood looked back at Prince James. ‘Listen, Harper, make sure you’re careful.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      Greenwood ended the call and set the phone down in the central console between the two front seats. She offered Martini an update. ‘Mr. Carson’s dead. His wife’s alive but in shock.’

      Martini lowered his window, letting some fresh air into the cabin. ‘Bet a week ago, you’d never have believed Falkner was capable of something like this.’

      ‘I could say the same to you, but I guess you would have already known.’

      He laughed. ‘I always knew he was a bastard. The only reason I didn’t blow his head off in Germany was because I thought the past was in the past.’

      ‘But now …?’

      ‘He planned to assassinate my father, Victoria. He got away with that. He’s only just gone after my sister and her family. If I see him, I’m shooting him on sight.’

      She looked back at Prince James. ‘Would you have any idea who Falkner’s meeting? I believe it’s a member of the royal family he’ll be working with.’

      Prince James sat forward, clearing his throat. ‘I was brought into the royal family when I was very young. I remember being at family gatherings―Christmas, Easter. My grandfather was always arguing with the Queen’s private secretary. Only this morning, the Queen told me Sir Raymond Flank is accompanying Prime Minister Pears to Belfast to meet with Deputy First Minister Meehan. She hinted that Flank should not return to Buckingham Place for duty. She told me I’d be in receipt of a confidential email. It contained encrypted documents stating exactly why the bastard should not return.

      ‘Three people benefitted from my father’s murder: Brigadier Whiteside, Commander Falkner and Sir Raymond Flank. Apparently, businesses were set up in Prince George’s name, the profits of which have been going to Sir Raymond. The bastard’s been making money off my father’s name.’

      ‘What are these businesses?’ Martini asked.

      ‘Georgie’s Aviation Consultancy is one of them. It’s a flight school. One’s been set up close to London; another’s been set up here, in Newtownards. Flank also receive an income from Georgie’s Super Yacht Charters.’

      ‘Sounds like quite the earner he’s got going on,’ Greenwood observed.

      ‘Apparently, both companies brought in a combined total of eighteen million pounds in the last financial year.’

      ‘How much does Flank know about your sister’s kidnapping?’

      Prince James shook his head. ‘I’m not sure, but the Queen asked me to come here and avoid any negative publicity to the royal family.’ He looked at Martini. ‘I know your history, your involvement with the republican movement, but damaging the royal family’s reputation serves nobody.’

      Martini cleared his throat, casting a quick glance back at the prince. ‘All I care about is getting Aine and Josh back safely.’ He blew out his cheeks. ‘But it’s important you know the danger we’re all in. The New IRA is not just a small group of thugs and hardmen; it appears there’s a certain level of sophistication within its ranks. With advances in technology, they’re moving with the times and not being left back in the dark ages. This isn’t a game here.’

      ‘I’m not afraid of them,’ the prince replied. ‘I’ve served in the forces. I know how to fire a weapon. I’m here to get my sister back―by whatever means necessary.’
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      Meehan sat in the kitchen of his house in Slemish with Emmett Byrne, the New IRA’s Belfast Brigade commander, and Conor Hasson. Sinn Fein had long-standing ties to the IRA during the conflict, to the point where many British observers and the Irish Protestant community believed the organisations operated duel membership. But since the ’94 ceasefire and the ’98 Good Friday Agreement, Meehan had publicly been seen to oppose any actions by the dissident republican groups.

      Deep down, however, he was still sympathetic to the New IRA. The IRA and Sinn Fein both had the same goal: that Northern Ireland should be given back to the free state of Ireland. The Emerald Isle should never have been partitioned, and every dead British soldier was the result of Britain not wanting to give its remaining piece of the island back. The men who now sat around his table were men he’d openly condemned in the media. In front of the cameras, Meehan was a man of peace, trying to guide his party to a united Ireland through peaceful means―but inside reigned the heart of a die-hard republican. It hadn’t taken much for him to convince Byrne and the other members of the army council that he was on their side.

      ‘So, what’s your opinion on Martini?’ Byrne asked, twisting the diamond cuff on the left sleeve of his white shirt. His navy suit looked more expensive than the house they were in, and the Italian car he’d arrived in reinforced the suggestion that his organisation reaped many financial benefits for those sitting at the top. ‘How far’s he willing to go? Ever since he was spotted in Belfast, we’ve lost seven men, including Irvine. Every time I check, another member’s missing. Gillen, Begley and Maloney first, now those other fools that went to Dublin after Mark Dornan. The bastard’s attacking the New IRA, and for what? The daughter of a turncoat?’

      Meehan nodded his head, grunting his sympathy for Byrne’s anger. Byrne was one of the New IRA’s Army Council members that the volunteers both feared and respected more than the rest. It was a surprise that he would get himself directly involved; the man hardly left his comfortable life in his mansion on the coast, but under the circumstances, if he wanted the job done right, he’d better be around to supervise.

      ‘Eamon’s always had a soft spot for wee Aine,’ the deputy first minister said. ‘Grainne was like an auntie to him after his mother died. He’ll do whatever he needs to, to get her back safely. This could work out well for all of us. We get evidence that old Georgie was killed by his own, and the cause squeezes a couple of million out of the Duke of Cambridge, who, according to Eamon, has just arrived in Belfast with the money to make the exchange.’

      ‘We might be able to get the money from them and still make this go public. The plan is to make the people aware of what these dirty bastards are really like, whilst earning ourselves a few euro to grow our arsenal. These royal fuckwits have more money than God; a couple of million won’t hurt them. Let’s be honest, it’s not even their money.’

      ‘Blessed be the good old British taxpayer,’ Meehan said as his phone rang. He looked at the caller ID: it was Martini calling back. He looked at Byrne. ‘It’s him.’ He lifted the phone and answered the call. ‘Eamon.’

      ‘The agreed amount will be sent in Bitcoin, wired into an account of your choosing, once we have Aine and Josh Greenwood back safely.’

      Meehan looked across the table at Byrne, smiling. ‘Let’s set the meet.’
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      Martini navigated off the M2 motorway and merged onto the A12 Westlink, a throughpass connecting the M1, M2 and M3 motorways to the north, east and south of the city. Approaching junction eight, Martini came off the Westlink at the bottom of the Falls Road and turned left, making his way towards the city centre.

      The meet was arranged for 3 A.M. at Bangor Marina. Meehan had chosen Bangor, a seaside town twenty minutes east of Belfast, but Martini knew the politician ordinarily wouldn’t have set foot in the place. The town leaned heavily towards the loyalist persuasion, where a man like Meehan was considered the anti-Christ. On that basis, Martini had a pretty solid assumption that whoever was pulling Meehan’s strings had to be of the unionist persuasion.

      British, even.

      Someone on the British side must be assisting Meehan with the transfer, Martini surmised.

      Great Victoria Street was busy, as it was at any time of the day. They were headed for the Europa Hotel.

      Martini left the vehicle in the car park across the street, next to the Beaten Docket pub, still busy with punters watching the football. He, Greenwood and the prince quickly crossed the street to get out of the rain and checked in. They were debating purchasing another room for Prince James, but he was against staying anywhere other than his sister’s house. After a short debate in front of the receptionist, Martini and Greenwood eventually agreed to his stipulations and instructed him to wait in the hotel’s lobby while they both went to their respective rooms for a shower and a change of clothes.

      Martini was quick to have a shower, and even quicker to get dressed. He donned a pair of dark blue jeans and black boots, topped with a black polar neck, a grey tweed suit jacket and a matching hat.

      His phone had gone off twice, by his count, while he was in the ensuite, and as he tied his laces, he watched the green light flashing on the top corner of the device, alerting him he’d been left a voicemail. The missed calls and voicemail were from Greenwood, telling him she’d be waiting in the hotel restaurant with the prince.

      The time was shortly after nine―six hours until the meet at the marina.

      Martini grabbed his belongings, stuffed them into his bag and left the room. Stepping into the lift, he passed a young couple in their early twenties, feeling a sense of nostalgia wash over him as he regarded them. The youngsters looked very much in love, like nothing in the world would come between them―because in their world, there was only the two of them. Martini allowed himself a smile, thinking back to when he was that age.

      By his early twenties, Eamon Martini had already been in a handful of near-death situations, most of them in the US Marines. But even prior to the Marines, something he didn’t state on his application was his involvement in the Irish republican movement, in an effort to save his father’s life. The British government’s plot against Damien Cleary, Jnr., colluding with one of his own volunteers, hinged on assassinating Cleary as a self-preservation tactic, thus removing a man accredited for much of the Provos’ tactical brains. From the early seventies, Cleary, Jnr., along with his father and brothers, had helped to re-shape the Provisional IRA into a more sophisticated movement that held its own in the war on two fronts: a ground offensive and the intelligence war with Great Britain. It was thought that were he to be taken out, Cleary, Jnr. would perhaps be the greatest loss to the movement.

      Hearing about this plot, seventeen-year-old Martini had found himself cancelling his high school graduation plans and making his way to Belfast. The advantage of being unknown to the authorities, and of having a foreign accent, allowed him to mix in places of all cultures, becoming nothing more than a “Yank” visiting the country as a tourist.

      As he’d hoped those he wished to fool would believe.

      Bringing himself back to the present, he wondered whether the sacrifice had been worth it―leaving his first love, his comfortable life in New York, risking his freedom and even his life for something he knew nothing about, other than what he’d witnessed on the news. Belfast was just the war-torn city where his father lived. Martini often thought about how different his life would have been had he not gone. But then, had he stayed, his father’s life would most likely have been lost.

      He lowered his head and cleared his throat. Eamon Martini had many regrets in his life, but taking on one of the most sophisticated intelligence groups in the world, second only to the Americans, to save his father’s life was not only the right decision, but his proudest moment. Fuck what the media portrayed him as; he knew himself, and he knew his father.

      He did what anyone would have done for their father.

      The lift doors parted, presenting Martini with the quiet foyer. The place was winding down for the evening. He watched the young couple step out first and thought he had made the right decision all those years ago, as he had with every decision he’d made since. He had zero regrets in his life.

      He could smell the remnants of the evening’s dinner: chicken, steamed veg and steaks.

      He crossed the foyer, the rubber soles of his boots squeaking on the recently polished marble floor. He offered a polite smile to the receptionist and followed the wood-panelled wall towards the restaurant and lounge area.

      Greenwood sat on one of the grey sofas in the corner of the room, the seat he would have taken―the one with the best view of the restaurant’s entry points. Prince James was to her right, and both were engaged in what looked like deep conversation. Martini crossed the empty room, save for his companions and a bored-looking barman polishing glasses behind the bar.

      He looked at their cups, both empty, with nothing but foam at the bottom and a complimentary biscuit on each saucer. ‘Either of you want another before we go?’

      Greenwood shook her head and looked at Prince James, who

      stood up. ‘I’ll make us a brew when we get to Aine’s house,’ he announced. He buttoned his suit jacket closed and stepped around the table. ‘I’ll just use the facilities before we go. I’ll meet you at the front door.’

      Greenwood left a tip for the service and followed Martini out into the foyer, towards the entrance. They stepped outside, standing on the top step of a flight of six, watching the cars, buses and taxis go by in both directions.

      Martini looked at her, noting her distant expression. ‘You all right, Victoria?’

      She looked at him. ‘I will be when we catch these bastards.’

      He smirked. ‘It wasn’t that long ago your attitude was the same towards me.’

      She allowed a slight grin to stretch across her face. ‘I said worse.’

      He laughed. ‘I don’t doubt it. Falkner’s orders. I guess he’s always been a man who’s believed in what he was doing. He certainly went to war with the IRA’―he cocked an eyebrow―‘and most Irish Catholics after Bloody Sunday.’

      ‘He bloody hated you.’

      Martini smiled again. ‘And yet he would never have heard of me had he not conspired to assassinate my father. What did he expect me to do?’

      She nodded. ‘Let’s hope Harper doesn’t lose him.’ She looked over his shoulder. ‘Here he comes.’ She smirked. ‘Still can’t believe he’s Aine’s brother. The Queen’s grandchild and son of a Provo mother. Who’d have thought it?’

      Prince James exited through the door. ‘What have I missed?’

      ‘Nothing. Just small talk.’ Martini patted him on the upper arm. ‘Let’s go.’
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      It was ten minutes to ten by the time they reached the Falls Road. Knowing the streets of Belfast better than the other two, Martini was once again behind the wheel. Anticipating that Aine’s house was being watched, they parked the Mercedes on the opposite side of the street, walked down the side entry to the house and gained access through the rear.

      Prince James took the lead at the back door. ‘No need to break in. I’ve got a key,’ he said jokily, ascending the back doorstep. He inserted the key and attempted to turn it, but the lock was already disengaged. He frowned. ‘It’s already open.’

      Martini quickly drew his pistol, ascended the step and nudged Prince James to the side. ‘Move out of the way.’ He placed his hand on the door handle, slowly lowered it all the way down, then gently pushed the door open. The only sound was a slight kiss from the door’s rubber seal. As he pushed the door open further, the air escaped, bringing with it the aroma of cigarettes and coffee.

      Martini heard a low mumble coming from the living room. It wasn’t clear enough to make out what was being said, but he was almost certain he knew who it was. ‘Think it’s Martin Dornan,’ he whispered.

      ‘What’s he doing here?’ Greenwood hissed.

      ‘You two wait here. I’m about to find out.’

      He stepped inside and slowly crossed the kitchen, reaching a door that led out into the hallway. Most terraced houses in Belfast were built from a standard template; a “copy and paste” job synonymous throughout the city. From inside the kitchen, Martini was able to judge the layout of the rest of the ground floor― how long and narrow the hallway would be; a rough guestimate of the living room.

      On the other side of the door was the hallway, around twelve feet in length and six wide. From the sound of Dornan’s voice, he was on the phone―and to Martini’s ear, it was very much a one-sided conversation.

      As he stood on the other side of the door, he listened. One name was spoken which gave it all up.

      Falkner.

      ‘Don’t worry, Commander Falkner. Martini and Greenwood won’t make it out of Belfast.’

      Martini felt as if he’d just been frozen to the spot. Why hadn’t he put it together before? Nobody else had known he was at Dornan’s house when he and Greenwood had been attacked by the gunmen posing as police. But why? Why would Martin Dornan be siding with the people trying to harm Aine?

      He clenched his jaw and gripped the handle of his pistol tighter, imagining his hands were wrapped around Dornan’s throat. He waited until the call ended before making his presence known. Dornan’s phone rang again as he encouraged the hallway door open just a crack, allowing him to hear better.

      ‘Declan, I’m at Aine’s house now.’ Dornan paused, grunting, acknowledging what was being said on the other end. ‘You want me to contact Eamon or will you?’

      Martini closed the hallway door again and crept back across the kitchen to the back door. ‘Go and check the front of the house,’ he instructed Greenwood. ‘I’m going back in. He’s just called Declan Meehan. Think he’ll be calling me in a minute.’

      ‘Be careful, Eamon.’

      He felt his phone vibrating in his trouser pocket and took it out. He smiled. ‘Guess who? Quick, go and check who’s out the front.’

      ‘Sir, you stay here,’ Greenwood told the prince. ‘I’ll go.’

      Martini answered the call. ‘Martin, is everything okay?’ He turned and made his way back towards the hallway door.

      ‘Eamon, have you heard from the New IRA yet?’

      ‘No. Have you?’ Martini offered an open-ended question, hoping Dornan would continue to talk while he made his way along the hallway and into the living room, removing the need for their phones to continue the conversation.

      ‘I’ve had a call from Declan Meehan. He’s sending a couple of guys to back you up. A couple of old members of the Provisional IRA; friends of your father and grandfather.’

      ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Still at home, kid. Come to my house; we’ll meet there. I’ve just gone out for a walk across the fields for some fresh air.’

      Martini approached the door to the living room, now hearing Dornan’s voice more from the room and less from the phone. He looked through the crack in the door and confirmed Dornan was alone. He stepped into the room, his pistol raised and trained on Dornan. ‘So, Marty, if you’re lying about your location, what else are you fucking lying about?’

      Dornan’s expression changed, his eyes widening and his jaw sagging. Caught off guard, his tongue had clearly lost its stride, too.

      ‘What the fuck have you done, old man?’

      ‘When did you get here, Eamon?’

      ‘Long enough to hear your promise to Commander Falkner.’

      Dornan’s face paled. ‘Let me explain, kid.’
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      Harper Black was in her office at MI6 HQ, her eyes becoming heavy after hours of data analysis. The documents compiled by the HET were intended to be dissected by a team of investigators, perhaps amassing hundreds of hours of investigative work and analysis, not one person with only a couple of hours to spare.

      The tracking device she’d fitted to Falkner’s vehicle had begun to move. She knew she was running out of time, but so was Falkner. Making a quick call to GCHQ, she spoke to with her contact there, Ron Biggins. She’d tasked Biggins with tracking calls to and from the number she’d provided him: Falkner’s number.

      ‘Ronald Biggins speaking, how can I help?’

      ‘Ron, it’s Black. Did you …?’

      ‘I was just about to send you an email. I’ve got something for you. The number you supplied me with just spent three minutes on a call. They spoke with a member of the Queen’s …’

      ‘Ron, just locations and times, please.’ Black was quick to hurry him along.

      ‘Georgie’s Aviation Consultancy, Hangar 4A, North Weald Airfield, Epping. Meeting time: midnight tonight.’

      ‘Thanks, Ron.’ Black ended the call, then quickly tried to reach Greenwood, but there was no answer. When the call went to voicemail, she said, ‘Ma’am, Falkner has arranged a meeting with someone at a company called Georgie’s Aviation Consultancy. If I’m not mistaken, Georgie was the intimate name given to Prince George by those closest to him. I don’t believe this is a coincidence. The meet is due to take place at midnight tonight. Let me know if you want me to make my way there.’

      She ended the call, then noticed a message had just come through, sent forty-five minutes prior by Greenwood.

      Harper, it’s extremely important that you find out who Commander Falkner meets with and where he goes. Martini’s just overheard him on the phone with Martin Dornan. Dornan’s assured the commander that Martini and I are not to leave Belfast alive. He’s in this up to his neck, and we’re going to bring the bastard down.

      Black searched through Prince George’s file again for any mention of the consultancy business. ‘If this business is still being operated, then let’s see who’s on the payroll.’

      She opened another tab on her Internet browser for Companies House and entered “Georgie’s Aviation Consultancy”. A brief description of the company was displayed, founded by Prince James in 1979. In 1982, directorship of the business was then taken over by one Norman Hope.

      She searched for Hope on Google Images, locating a recent photo of a man on a yacht, wearing white shorts, a Hawaiian style flowery shirt and sunglasses, his smile as bright as the sun behind him. She thought it strange, as the man in the photograph looked no older than his early forties―and that was being unkind. Hope couldn’t possibly have been the company’s sole proprietor since the assassination―if he was even born by that point, he would have been a kid.

      Then she spotted another photograph.

      The man on the yacht was pictured this time in military uniform, with another man who looked much older―perhaps late fifties, early sixties. She recognised the man Hope was pictured with, but couldn’t put her finger on where she recognised him from. She clicked on the photograph and was directed to Norman Hope’s Facebook page.

      The photograph was from two months ago, and tagged in the photo was Brigadier Whiteside and Sir Raymond Flank. Flank had taken over the business and signed it over to Norman Hope, not linking his name to the company.

      Until now.

      Black captured a screenshot of the Companies House information, then brought up the photo of Hope with Flank on her phone and sent both to Greenwood.
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      Martini told Greenwood and Prince James to remain outside; he wouldn’t be long.

      He sat down with Dornan, wanting to know the truth. Dornan wouldn’t have handed his niece over to the New IRA―not for all the money in the world. Or so Martini would have believed. He also wouldn’t be going against someone like Martini, as Dornan knew he was doing all he could to get Aine back safely. There had to be another reason why the man was conspiring with Falkner and Meehan.

      ‘Take a seat.’ Martini nodded towards the sofa next to the fireplace. He sighed as he watched him take his seat, slower in his steps these days.

      ‘It’s a long story, kid.’

      ‘Summarise it for me.’

      ‘Aine will never forgive me.’

      ‘That won’t matter if she’s dead.’

      ‘The New IRA aren’t going to kill her; they just want the evidence of the prince’s involvement with the Provos and confirming the fact he was killed by his own.’

      ‘What happens when the New IRA get their hands on the evidence Aine has?’

      Dornan looked at him and shook his head.

      ‘Who in the British government and or the royal family was responsible for killing the heir apparent?’

      Dornan shook his head a second time.

      ‘Out of almost four thousand people that died over here during the conflict, the assassination of Prince George was the one that hit the headlines more than the rest. But where does this information lead to? Who else does it incriminate in the royal family?’

      Dornan’s shoulders sagged and he cleared his throat, still a mute.

      Martini sighed. ‘Why’d you plan on setting me and Greenwood up?’

      Dornan looked at him. ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘Stop wasting my time, Martin! I was listening to you on the phone. Heard you talking to Falkner. You’re sending us to the meet―a trap, of course?’

      Again, Dornan didn’t reply.

      ‘I don’t have a problem with putting a bullet in your head. You know that. I don’t want to, but I will if you don’t start talking.’

      ‘I’ve made a deal: hand over everything Aine has that proves who she really is, and in return, I get her and the Brit. Possession of the evidence would draw out whoever was behind the assassination.’

      ‘And what about me and Greenwood?’

      ‘I was sending you there to make the exchange, but I never planned on setting you up, kid. I swear.’

      ‘What about down the road from your house?’

      ‘That wasn’t me.’ Dornan shook his head, swallowing hard, as if he had a tennis ball lodged in his throat.

      ‘So, had I not found you here, what was supposed to happen next?’

      ‘Believe it or not, I’m waiting for Aine’s twin to get here. He’s on his way over. He should arrive in Belfast by midnight.’

      Martini shook his head. ‘When did you speak to him?’

      ‘Just ten minutes ago, before I spoke to Falkner.’

      Martini shook his head. ‘You’re still lying.’

      Dornan looked at him, his expression full of confusion and increasingly concern with everything Martini countered with.

      Martini stood up and rushed across the room. Grabbing Dornan by the shirt, he dragged him off the seat. ‘Why the fuck are you lying?’

      ‘I’m not lying, Eamon! Why would I?’

      ‘Everything that just came out of your mouth is bullshit! James is outside with Greenwood.’ He pushed Dornan back down onto the seat and pointed the pistol at his forehead. ‘Unlock your phone and give it to me.’

      He did as he was told.

      Martini took the phone. ‘How did you make contact?’

      ‘WhatsApp.’

      He thumbed the green WhatsApp icon on the home screen and scrolled through the call history. Meehan’s name was at the top, the most recent call, then Falkner, then Flank. He looked at Dornan. ‘You’ve been chatting to them all, Martin.’

      ‘Please, Eamon …’

      Martini noted a name he didn’t recognise. ‘Who’s Norman Hope?’

      ‘Eamon, please …’

      ‘Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t blow your fucking head off right now?’ He pressed the pistol into Dornan’s forehead.

      ‘Please, kid. Remember the old days. I fought by your father and grandfather’s side in the war. I was there the night your father met your mother at the fundraiser in New York.’

      Martini clenched his jaw, then clocked Dornan on the mouth with the side of the pistol, drawing blood from his lip. ‘The next time you mention my parents, you’re a dead man.’

      Dornan’s phone rang in Martini’s hand. Martini checked the caller ID: it was Meehan. He put the pistol to Dornan’s head again and said, ‘When you answer, I’m not here.’ He answered the call and put it on loudspeaker.

      ‘Marty, have you heard from Eamon?’

      Martini shook his head.

      ‘Not yet. I’ll keep trying him.’

      ‘Good. I think he and that bitch Greenwood are travelling with the Duke of Cambridge. We may need to silence another member of the royal family. Can you sleep at night knowing you helped to silence everyone involved in this?’

      Dornan looked at Martini.

      ‘I’ll get over it.’

      ‘Aine and James? Grainne’s two kids?’ Meehan pressed.

      Dornan didn’t respond.

      ‘I’ll speak to you after the meet at the marina. Don’t worry, Marty―we’ll get this mess cleared up and we can all get on with the rest of our lives.’

      The call ended.

      ‘What can I do to make this right, kid?’ Dornan pleaded.

      ‘I don’t know, Martin. I think you’ve crossed a line from which there may be no coming back.’

      Martini dragged Dornan out into the kitchen, then went to the drawers below the hob and pulled open the top drawer. In amongst the cutlery, a packet of cable ties and a role of tape sat in a little plastic box amongst a sewing kit, some knitting needles and several balls of wool. Martini handed the ties and the tape over to Dornan.

      ‘What do you need me to do with these?’

      Martini threw a right hook, hitting Dornan in the jaw and sending him into the wall, his unconscious body sliding to the ground. He crouched down, rolled Dornan over onto his front and bound his wrists behind his back.

      Dornan began to come around but was disoriented. Martini wrapped tape around his mouth and dragged him across the room towards the dining table. He lay him against the wall and bound his wrists and ankles to the pipework that ran along the top of the skirting board.

      Martini’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He took it out and looked at it. It was a text message from Greenwood.

      Eamon, I’ve just received a phone call from Black. She’s discovered something. The named proprietor of Georgie’s businesses is a Norman Hope. From what she’s gathered, Hope is Raymond Flank’s son. It’s all connected. Whiteside, Falkner and Sir Raymond Flank are responsible for the assassination.

      Martini ensured the back door was locked and then crossed back through the kitchen, along the hallway to exit through the front door.

      Greenwood and Prince James stood waiting beside Dornan’s car.

      ‘James, you can’t stay here. Your piece of shit Uncle Martin’s been caught red-handed.’

      ‘Doing what, Eamon?’ Prince James asked, his face muscles straining. ‘What’s he done?’

      ‘I’ve checked his recent call history. He’s been on the phone to Falkner, Meehan, Flank, Whiteside and Hope. They’ve been playing us the entire time.’

      ‘Where does Dornan fit in?’ Greenwood asked.

      ‘He’s assured Falkner that you and I won’t make it out of Belfast. When he spoke to Meehan, the deputy first minister asked him if he was willing to accept killing more royals.’ He looked at Prince James. ‘Meaning you and Aine are down to be executed as well, to cover this up.’

      ‘What do we do now?’ the prince asked.

      ‘We go …’ Martini paused, seeing a vehicle pull into the street from the main Springfield Road. ‘Get in.’ He dragged the prince and Greenwood into the cover of the wall. ‘I know that car,’ he hissed. ‘Both of you, go back to the car.’

      ‘Who is it?’ Greenwood hissed.

      ‘Conor Hasson.’ Martini peered around the side of the house as the car pulled up directly outside. Martini looked at the prince. ‘Do you trust me?’

      ‘Eamon, you have my sister’s best interests at heart.’

      ‘Okay.’ He looked past the prince to Greenwood. ‘Go back to the car and wait until I come back. I’m going to find out what Hasson knows about where they’ve taken Aine and Josh. He’s not just here for a social visit. The only thing we need to establish is how much of a beating he wants me to give him before he gives up the location.’

      ‘Be careful, Eamon. I’ve heard the guy’s an animal.’

      ‘I will.’

      They all made their way along the side of the house, splitting off once they reached the rear.

      Martini pulled the back door key out of his pocket and opened it again. He stepped inside, hearing Dornan mumble from the corner behind the table. He closed the door and locked it again in case Hasson tried to enter through the rear. Martini approached Dornan, reaching down and removing his gag.

      ‘Are you expecting company, Martin?’

      ‘Why?’

      Martini punched him on the mouth. ‘Answer the fucking question.’

      Dornan spat blood next to Martini’s foot. ‘I wasn’t supposed to be here when he arrived. I was supposed to be gone by the time he got here.’

      ‘Who?’

      Dornan’s phone rang. Martini stood up and grabbed it, looking at the caller ID: Hasson. He crouched down and answered the call, putting it on loudspeaker.

      ‘Martin, I’m outside Aine’s house. You got the package?’

      Dornan looked at Martini. He remained silent for a moment. Martini produced his pistol, putting it to Dornan’s head.

      ‘I’ve got the package. Come in around the back.’

      The call ended.

      Martini replaced the gag around Dornan’s mouth and stood up. ‘You’re selling out your own sister’s kids.’ Dornan shouted something that came out as mere mumbles. Martini sunk his foot into his stomach. ‘Traitors are worse than the fucking enemy.’ He crossed the room and unlocked the door again. He holstered his pistol and stepped behind the door, grateful Hasson couldn’t see through.

      He stood in silence for thirty seconds before he heard the clicks of shoes getting louder as they approached the door. Martini remembered Hasson was huge and moved slowly. He liked to say he moved at a snail’s pace because he never rushed for anybody. A street fighter and bare-knuckle boxer, Meehan’s chief of security was a man who talked with his fists from a young age, choosing a life in the republican movement instead of a bright career as a boxer.

      Hearing him ascend the entrance steps, Martini watched the black handle slowly lower. The door opened, the thin line of the outside security light was quickly overshadowed as Hasson stepped inside.

      Martini stood still as Hasson closed the door behind him. Before Hasson realised he was behind him, Martini threw a punch, hitting him on the left side of the jaw, sending the bigger man stumbling sideways. He was at least six inches taller than Martini’s six foot frame.

      Martini closed the door and locked it, putting the key in his pocket. ‘Where the fuck’s Aine and Josh?’

      Hasson straightened up, massaging his face. ‘Eamon, what are you doing, kid?’

      ‘Don’t give me that.’ Martini stepped further into the room. ‘I’m ashamed to say my family fought alongside you dirty bastards.’

      ‘Out of respect for your father and grandfather, I’m going to give you that one, kid. But hit me again and …’

      Before Hasson had a chance to say another word, Martini punched him again, this time in the gut. As he doubled over, Hasson charged straight into Martini in a rugby tackle, pinning him to the wall. Martini buried his elbow into the back of his head―once, twice, then a third time.

      Like an angry rhino, Hasson threw Martini across the kitchen into the oven. He reached inside his jacket, and Martini saw the butt of the holstered weapon as he collided with the stove. He pulled a stainless steel butcher’s knife from the knife stand next to the microwave and speared it across the room, hitting Hasson in the stomach. He quickly grabbed a second and sent it flying into the arm reaching for the gun. Hasson fell to the ground and dropped his pistol, sending it clattering across the room.

      Martini caught his breath. ‘Forgot how strong you were.’ He produced his pistol and approached Hasson, who was now leaking blood all over the kitchen floor. He kept his pistol trained on him, kicking away his gun and crouching down to inspect the knife sticking out of Hasson’s stomach. He pulled the knife out, watching as the blood gushed. ‘Now, I’ll help you stop this bleeding if you tell me where the hostages are.’

      Coughing, Hasson said, ‘Fuck you, Eamon. I’m dying anyway.’ He gasped, struggling for breath.

      ‘Well then, do yourself a favour. Make your last deed a good one.’

      Hasson didn’t respond.

      ‘Come on, Hassy. What did Aine and that kid really do to deserve what the New IRA will do with them?’

      Again, he didn’t respond.

      Martini sighed and stood up.

      ‘Wait, Eamon …’

      The wounded man gasped again. Martini crouched back down, closer to his face.

      ‘Meehan’s got a holiday home up at Slemish. Address is the last known location you’ll find on my phone’s sat nav. Marty Dornan’s handing over the documents Aine left him; that’s why I’m here. But the plan was to make Aine and the kid disappear, along with Aine’s twin. We were to lure you and Greenwood in to tie up the loose ends. The assassination is just one killing this evidence would lead to. It would bring down the royal family and ruin the credibility of many people still alive today.’ He coughed up blood. ‘Get the documents off Dornan. Meehan’s having the hostages picked up in a chopper from his house sometime between midnight and one, to be flown to your meeting place.’

      ‘Bangor Marina?’

      Hasson coughed more blood, nodding his head.

      ‘You know anything about the prince’s businesses?’

      ‘They’re operated by the Queen’s private secretary, Flank. They pull in cash for Whiteside and Falkner.’

      ‘And they’re all behind the assassination?’

      ‘Falkner and Whiteside were behind it. Flank knew about it. They also knew about the Ballymena ambush and did nothing to prevent it.’

      Martini stood up and shook his head. ‘So, it’s true, then. Members of the Crown forces assassinated their future king.’

      His phone vibrated. He fished it out of his pocket. It was a text message from Greenwood.

      Eamon, is everything all right in there?

      He quickly replied:

      Be out in five minutes.

      He looked at Dornan. ‘Right, Martin, where are these documents?’

      Dornan didn’t speak.

      ‘You know, over the years, I’ve learned a few things about how to extract information from people …’

      ‘They’re in the living room. The writing bureau. The key’s in the door.’

      Martini left the kitchen and entered the living room. In the far right corner, beyond the fireplace, sat a mahogany chest. He crossed the room and unlocked the front storage compartment. A box sat in amongst a stack of papers, none of which looked in any way appealing to Martini. He lifted out the box and sat on the sofa. Lifting the lid of the box, he found a stack of papers, photographs and notes confirming Prince George’s second family in Ireland.

      He grabbed the documents and made his way back into the kitchen. Hasson was dead. He looked at Dornan. ‘You deserve to die on this floor, too, you backstabbing old bastard.’

      ‘Leave it alone, Eamon. You walk in here like you’re whiter than white, but you’re not, kid. You’re not half the man your father was.’

      Martini pointed his pistol at Dornan’s head, slowly stepping towards him. ‘You mention his name again and I’ll blow your head off.’

      No response. Dornan went quiet. He knew Martini wasn’t joking, and Dornan’s expression suggested he knew when to push his luck and when not to. This wasn’t one of those times.

      Martini grabbed Hasson’s phone and car keys, then made his way across the room, exiting the house through the back door and locking it.

      He sent a text to Greenwood:

      Hasson’s dead. Dornan’s lucky he’s still breathing. I’ve got the documents Martin was planning to exchange. We’ve got a couple of hours before the meeting at Bangor Marina. I’ll take Hasson’s car. But before the meeting goes down, we need to find out from Black if she’s managed to find Falkner.

      He pocketed the phone, grabbed the key for Hasson’s car and unlocked the black Audi. He got in behind the wheel and started the engine. His phone vibrated in his pocket.

      Eamon, I’m going to make a call to Harper once we arrive at the marina. If we get there early, we can go through the documents. I’ll make a call, ask Harper to cross-reference what you have with the HET files.

      Martini put the vehicle into drive and took off.
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      There were only two vehicles in the car park of Georgie’s Aviation Academy, President Way, London Luton Airport. Shortly after eleven, the private flying school, which also offered more intimate charters to those who could afford to fly private, was still open. Harper Black sat strumming her fingertips on the wheel of her company-issued Mercedes just two hundred yards from the entrance gates. She sat with the window down, the air conditioning pumping cool air out of the vents. She’d followed Commander Falkner to the location and watched as he sat in his Audi, waiting for the occupant of the only other vehicle―a silver Land Rover―to get out.

      Her wheel-strumming ceased as the driver’s door of the Audi opened and Falkner got out, making his way towards the Land Rover. Norman Hope got out of the driver’s side. The Land Rover’s passenger door opened. The man she was now certain of benefitting the most from the death of Prince George disembarked: Sir Raymond Flank, the Queen’s private secretary. She wondered how the Queen would react when she found out the man closest to her was responsible for killing her first child.

      She watched as the three men made their way into the building’s reception area. She grabbed her phone and called Greenwood.

      ‘Harper?’

      ‘Ma’am, I’ve just arrived at Georgie’s Aviation at London Luton.  Falkner’s just met with the Queen’s private secretary and Hope. I imagine they’ll be in the air soon.’

      ‘We’re on our way to Bangor Marina. Can you get inside and find out if there are any travel arrangements? They will have needed to fuel their aircraft for a flight across.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am. Any other instructions?’

      ‘Not just yet. But I’m pretty sure Sir Raymond won’t be joining the PM on her trip to Belfast tomorrow. Not if I’ve got anything to do with it.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      Black ended the call. She removed her Glock from its holster, checked the magazine and returned the pistol to the holster. She reached across the cabin, opened the glove compartment and grabbed another two fully loaded magazines, fastening them to the straps on her belt.

      Hearing the sound of an engine starting from the other side of the flight school, she killed the engine of her car, got out and crossed the road. The orange glow of the overhead lighting stretched across the asphalt every twenty yards. The night was cold, after a warm day had left the sky without any cloud cover.

      The sound of the engine grew louder as she approached the unit. Black removed her pistol from the holster again and ran in through the gates, towards the side of the building. She rounded the corner, finding the airfield with only one aircraft: a white Cessna 182 Skylane. The aircraft was taxiing along the short runway, preparing for take-off. She took out her binoculars. Hope was flying; Flank and Falkner, she assumed, were in the back.

      Black crept around the corner of the building, watching as the aircraft picked up speed. The Cessna ascended into the night sky, getting smaller and quieter, until it became a tiny red dot, enveloped in the star-studded night sky.

      Her attention was pulled back from the sky by the sound of a door closing inside the building.

      Someone else was still there.

      Black crept along the wall, ducking below the window of the only illuminated room. The light extinguished. Whoever it was, was leaving.

      She sprinted back towards the front of the building, getting there before whoever was inside emerged. Staying close to the wall, she approached the front door, the light of the reception illuminating. The front door opened, and a middle-aged man stepped outside. He was overweight and balding and wore baggy jeans and a creased black shirt. He looked as if he’d just received a call and had dressed in the first thing he could find.

      Black pointed the pistol at him as she approached, emerging from the shadows into the light of the unit’s entrance.

      ‘Don’t move.’

      The guy froze on the spot.

      ‘Put your hands up and turn around.’

      The man did as he was told.

      ‘Where’s the plane going?’

      ‘I’m guessing you already know, otherwise you wouldn’t be here.’

      She fired a shot into the door, shattering the window. ‘The next smartarse comment you come out with will get you shot.’

      The man nodded his head, visibly shaken.

      ‘Belfast.’

      ‘Get back inside.’ Black pressed the pistol into the centre of his back and pushed him forwards.

      They both entered. She closed the door and locked it, walking her captive across the reception area towards the office. She forced him inside and told him to sit down. ‘Do you know what you’re involved in? You could be going away for a long time, perhaps the rest of your life. Now, if you help me, I might be able to help you.’

      ‘I’m just the manager of this place, love.’ The man spoke with a local accent.

      ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘Malcolm.’

      ‘Okay, Malcolm. I need you to tell me everything you know.’

      ‘I was told by my employer that he needed the Cessna prepared for a flight to Belfast. Newtownards Airfield.’

      ‘Newtownards Airfield?’

      ‘It’s an old army airbase just outside Belfast.’

      ‘Okay. Go on.’

      ‘They’ve also asked for a helicopter to be waiting for them at Newtownards, taking them to Bangor Marina for a meeting aboard the boss’s superyacht, the Flying Fish.’

      ‘When you say “the boss”, who do you mean?’

      ‘Norman Hope. But everyone knows his father’s the real boss.’

      ‘His father being?’

      ‘Raymond Flank.’

      She nodded. ‘Anything else you can tell me?’

      ‘I heard Falkner suggesting there needed to be fuel on the sea vessel, too, as they’d be taking it out into the Irish Sea for a private celebration.’

      ‘Do you know who they’re meeting?’

      ‘I don’t ask questions. I just manage the business.’

      ‘They didn’t mention anything about the people they were meeting over there?’

      Malcolm shook his head.

      ‘How did they seem?’

      He looked at her, his eyebrows meeting in the middle, and shook his head.

      ‘I mean, what kind of mood were they in? Stressed? Angry? In good spirits?’

      ‘Mr. Falkner seemed more on edge than the boss. Like he couldn’t seem to relax. He gave the impression he was looking over his shoulder―like someone was coming after him.’ He offered a smile. ‘Now seeing you, I guess he was right to be worried.’

      He smiled at her. She didn’t reciprocate.

      ‘What’s this about?’ he asked.

      ‘It’s a long story.’
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      Arriving at Bangor Marina, Martini reversed the Audi into one of the parking bays closest to the boardwalk. With just a narrow platform between the car park and the vast collection of moored sea vessels, he could tell a mile off which one they’d be boarding. From the small boats, fishing trawlers and pleasure yachts he could see, there was only one with the facilities for landing a helicopter.

      He switched off the engine and removed his pistol from its holster. He ejected the magazine, checked it was loaded and returned it to the butt, feeling a sense of satisfaction as it clicked home. He holstered the weapon again as he watched Greenwood reverse into the bay next to his.

      Apart from a couple of taxis parked along the high street, Martini and Greenwood’s cars were the only two in the area. The streets of Bangor were empty. A bustling seaside resort during the day, it was now nothing more than deserted land, with a few taxis keeping the street alive.

      Martini watched thoughtfully as a tattered old Union Jack flag hung lifelessly from the top of one of the many lampposts that beamed their orange glow down onto the harbour.

      Located on the southside of Belfast Lough, Bangor was known for being a commuter town for Northern Ireland’s capital city. Despite being part of the Greater Belfast Metropolitan, the town itself had avoided most of the trouble during the conflict. It was a known hotbed for loyalist paramilitaries; the majority of the 60,000 strong population was Protestant.

      Although most of the Protestant locals had opposed the conflict and any paramilitary organisation, they’d accepted the fact their neighbours were often members of the UDA, UVF, LVF and the UFF. Locals knew of the people living amongst them but all kept their mouths shut. The punishment for ratting, known locally as “touting”, would have been a bullet in the head. And who would they report to anyway? The police? The British Army? The locals knew the leaders of the paramilitary groups had colluded with the British government. MI5, Army Intelligence and the RUC Special Branch were all involved in handing intelligence over to the groups. Most of the intel handed over by the forces of the Crown targeted either known IRA members or Catholic civilians.

      Martini got out of the car. Prince James and Greenwood got out of the Mercedes and joined him behind the parking meter next to a neatly organised flowerbed, one of many dotted around the car park.

      The three of them all stepped onto the boardwalk, making their way towards the yacht. The vessel was in darkness, save for the street lighting that stretched like long orange fingers across the boardwalk onto the yacht. Nobody had arrived yet.

      Martini looked at his phone. The time was twenty minutes to two―a little over one hour until they were due to meet for the handover.

      He stepped onto the boat. Greenwood told Prince James to wait on the boardwalk while she followed Martini aboard. James’s safety, given his royal status, was paramount. Northern Ireland’s peace process was unstable, and adding the death of yet another future king into the mix would be nothing less than a political and civil disaster.

      As they walked along the front of the boat, Martini looked at Greenwood. ‘So, what’s the plan?’

      ‘It makes me nervous having this guy here, given who he is, but at the same time, he’s here to help save his twin sister. I’d be doing the same thing.’

      Martini nodded. ‘Gotta respect him for that.’ He looked back at the prince. ‘He’s the one offering up the finances as part of the transfer. We give the man the respect he deserves and ask what he wants to do.’

      Greenwood nodded her agreement as her phone buzzed in her pocket. She read the message. ‘Looks like Black’s come through for us.’ She handed him the phone.

      Martini read the text message, detailing everything the junior MI6 agent had discovered across the Irish Sea. After quickly scanning the text, he handed the phone back over. ‘Good agent you’ve got there.’

      Greenwood pocketed the device.

      ‘So, when the chopper lands on top of this floating mansion, they’ll disappear with the documents, with the hope of not giving the New IRA the money.’ He looked back at the boardwalk where James stood, looking over at them. ‘I think I know of how the exchange can go down without us actually being caught in the crossfire.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘The prince is Aine’s brother. Byrne will be expecting him here for the handover. The New IRA members that bring Aine and Josh to the exchange will be armed―quite heavily, I’d imagine.’ He looked back at the car. ‘So, we sit back and watch from a distance.’

      ‘And if he doesn’t want to risk his own life for the meet, one of us goes.’ She shuffled her stance. ‘I nominate myself. I brought Josh here, and if I find out they’ve harmed him in any way, then I’ll forget which side of the law I work on.’

      Martini smiled, shaking his head. ‘Not everyone in government is on the right side of the law.’

      ‘There’s good and bad in every agency,’ she admitted. She passed him, making her way back towards the prince. ‘Let’s see this stuff you’ve retrieved.’

      They returned to the car park. Martini grabbed the documents from the front passenger seat of Hasson’s car and joined Greenwood and the prince in the Mercedes.
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      Aine Dornan and Josh Greenwood had both been sitting in the windowless laundry room for what seemed like an eternity, time dragging on endlessly, when the sound of a key being inserted into the lock teased an air of freedom from their incarceration. The atmosphere in the room changed suddenly, if not with happiness, then at least hope. Both hostages were hooded and bound to wooden chairs borrowed from the dining room.

      ‘Right, you pair. It’s time for us to end our little adventure together,’ a voice said.

      Beneath the hood, Aine couldn’t be completely sure, but she had a suspicion the voice was that of Emmett Byrne’s son, Patrick. She felt the liberating release of the cable ties that bound her wrists to the arms of the chair. Her hands were free. She then felt the same liberation for her ankles. ‘Where are we going now?’

      Another voice spoke this time. It was more recognisable as the globally recognised face and voice of the Irish republican movement: Declan Meehan. ‘You’ll find out soon enough, Aine, love. Just keep it down. Don’t be making a nuisance of yourself and we’ll all get through this, okay?’

      ‘Would I ever be a nuisance, Declan?’ Her words had taken on an almost patronising edge.

      She heard him laugh in response. ‘For God’s sake, Aine, love. If you’re anything like your oul ma, you’ll be one of the biggest nuisances this country’s seen since Michael Collins.’

      She was pulled up from her seat in a tight grip, fingertips digging deeply into her tricep.

      ‘You go easy with her, kid,’ Meehan said to whoever was handling her.

      ‘Fuck her, the dirty bitch!’ shouted the voice right next to her.

      The stinging whine of a slap was quickly followed up by a second. Her handler stumbled, releasing her for a second.

      ‘You show that woman some fucking respect,’ Meehan shouted. ‘That’s Grainne Dornan’s wee girl. Grainne was fighting the war long before you were even out of nappies.’

      Aine was dragged out of the room, catching a whiff of Meehan’s aftershave as she brushed past him. She was taken across some wooden flooring and led outside, the smell of manure on the air.

      The metallic thrum of a van’s side door sliding open got louder as she was marched further out into the open. Despite being hooded, the fresh air and cow dung provided Aine with a strange sense of being close to freedom―or so she hoped, anyway.

      ‘Watch your step,’ warned the guy Meehan had slapped.

      Aine was assisted up the running board into the van’s rear cabin and forced down on the same wheelbase she’d rode against for the entirety of her last journey. Finally, she was cable-tied to a stainless steel bracket that was fitted to the floor.

      She sat there, listening. After a moment of silence, she could hear Josh’s failed protests for their captors to let them go growing increasingly louder as he, too, was forced into the van.

      Josh was forced to the floor and bound to the wheelbase opposite Aine. Their captor slid the door closed, got into the front cabin and started the engine.

      ‘You okay?’ Aine asked.

      ‘I’d be better if I’d never met you.’

      ‘Can’t disagree with you there.’

      She listened as Meehan’s voice could be heard in the front. ‘Make sure the marina’s empty; no peelers about before you approach. The place is a loyalist hole, but it’s the only place they’ll agree to.’

      Aine tried to make herself comfortable for the ride, but the floor was cold and hard and littered with loose gravel and stones.

      ‘How’s your eye?’

      ‘How the hell do you think?’

      ‘Just a bit of small talk.’

      ‘I don’t want to hear your fucking small talk! Had you not taken me from that house, I wouldn’t be sitting here facing death.’

      The cabin fell into an uncomfortable silence. With their heads covered, unable to see anything, Aine could only half appreciate where he was coming from. They sat there for a couple of moments, listening to the whine of the van’s engine as it continued at a constant high speed—no slowing down, no turnings, just the odd slight swerve left and right.

      ‘I’m sorry, Josh. I really am.’

      The ex-serviceman didn’t reply for a moment, then he asked, ‘Come on, Aine—what’s the truth about all this? You at least owe me that much.’

      Aine paused for a moment, listening to the upbeat, excited small talk of the two men in the cabin up front. She eventually sighed and shook her head. ‘Screw it. You do deserve to know.’ She cleared her throat and shifted slightly, feeling the prick of the tiny stones below biting into her arse cheeks. ‘My father was Prince George. My twin brother was raised in England as one of the royals—Prince James, the Duke of Cambridge—but I was raised here. My mother was, after seeing the Ballymurphy massacre and the brutal actions of your Parachute Regiment over here, a dedicated member of the Provisional IRA. She quickly rose through the ranks, knowing that the army she was at war with was also the very same army that fought in the name of the man she’d fallen in love with.’

      ‘Who was born first? You or your brother?’

      Aine smiled. ‘I was, but the world doesn’t know I exist. They don’t know James is the younger twin of a woman from Belfast. I asked to be kept out of it.’

      ‘Do you get along with him?’

      ‘James is a true Brit, a true royal, whereas I am the opposite. But we never once gave a shite about that. He’s my brother and I love him—and the feeling’s mutual.’

      ‘And what about your father’s death? How did your mother feel about the IRA killing him?’

      ‘It wasn’t the IRA who killed him. They claimed responsibility for it, but that’s as far as their actions go. My father was murdered by self-serving commanders in the British armed forces and someone close to the Queen. They knew my father was feeding the IRA intel on the British Army’s movements. Future king or not, they saw him as a traitor. But what was his alternative?He knew the British were using just as many dirty tricks. Neither side were without fault. Why do you think it was called a dirty war?’

      Josh didn’t reply. They both sat in strained silence for a moment before he spoke again. ‘Do you know for certain who killed your father?’

      ‘My mother mentioned Commander Falkner and Brigadier Whiteside by name once. She always said Georgie was too trusting of Whiteside. When Whiteside found out he’d provided the IRA with the information that led to the Ballymena ambush …’

      ‘Twenty-eight of our troops died in that gun battle.’

      ‘You know your history. Twenty-eight of your troops did die in that attack, yes, but before you point the moral finger about us Irish republicans being the bastards of the war, don’t you think it was strange that my father was killed on the same day as the attack?’

      Josh sat for a moment. ‘Our government knew about the attack at Ballymena before it even took place.’

      ‘Someone within British Intelligence knew about it—and let it go ahead. Either MI5, Army Intelligence, or RUC Special Branch knew about it. Maybe they were all in on it. And Whiteside, the most senior figure in the British Army in Ireland, knew about it.’

      ‘Jesus.’

      Aine nodded. ‘Plenty of bad men were involved—on every side.’

      ‘I don’t know what to say.’

      ‘I told you, love—it was a dirty war. A bloody mess. And more often than not, it was civilians that bore the brunt of it.’

      They sat in silence for another moment before Josh said, ‘I hope my aunt and your old friend can get us out of this.’

      She thought for a moment before speaking. ‘Who’s your aunt?’

      ‘Victoria Greenwood. Head of MI6. She gave me work as her driver and close protection when I came home from the Middle East.’

      ‘And my friend?’

      ‘Some guy with a New York accent? Eamon something?’

      Aine gasped. ‘Eamon Martini?

      Was he at our Martin’s house the other day?’

      Josh grunted in acknowledgement.

      ‘Christ, if I’d known that, I wouldn’t have made a run for it.’
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      As Martini finished scanning the documents, he felt like he’d just finished a diploma. The subject: himself and his father―from a British perspective, at least. Damien Cleary, Jnr. was notorious throughout Ireland, Britain and across the world as the young man who, in the early 1980s, had taken the war to the Northern Irish state, overthrowing the leadership of the OIRA who, in the eyes of the Catholic people of the north, had failed to protect them from the loyalist mobs and the sectarian police force. What surprised Martini the most was how much detail had been gathered on his father. The Ghost’s name even cropped up in intel involving the Prince George assassination.

      The item most damaging was not the prince’s diary itself, but the trail it led to other incriminating items. The video footage and photos, Aine and James’s birth certificates and the assorted mementos of the royal’s illicit relationship with Grainne would serve as reinforcement for the words written in the diary.

      For the diary itself, the date that stood out the most to Martini was 14 February. Martini read the entry twice to verify the content:

      After visiting Mummy at Buckingham Palace, I’m more certain than ever that my relationship with the family has become strained. They know what I’ve done, what I’ve been prepared to risk, which puts her in an awful position. Aiding the Provisional IRA in its campaign to free Northern Ireland from her rule must have cut her like a knife. And that little weasel who calls himself her loyal subject is nothing more than a snake in the grass. My god, Raymond, I wish Mummy could see in you what I see.

      My secret and truest love, Grainne, and our beautiful children will come to harm if I don’t steer her away from the movement she’s involved herself with. This young man Cleary, Jnr. devoutly believes his ragtag bunch of malcontents can defeat the might of the British Army―and his charm is beginning to work on Grainne. To make matters worse, I believe separating the twins is in terrible taste. My only hope is that it will not be for long, and the four of us can somehow be reunited. Perhaps the day of Ireland’s unification will be the day our cross-cultural family will come together and forget this whole sorry episode. My meeting with Cleary, Jnr. tomorrow is something I am not looking forward to, but I don’t know who else to turn to.

      Martini shook his head, closed the diary and then looked at his phone. The time was ten to three.

      ‘Let’s keep well back for the handover,’ he said. ‘The New IRA will undoubtedly have watchers. Your Royal Highness, are you sure you want to do this yourself?’

      ‘They might have your friend, Eamon, and your nephew, Victoria, but I shared the womb with Aine. I owe it to my sister to make the exchange―and whatever happens, I know it’s the right decision.’

      ‘Okay. Well then, option A is to get Aine and Josh back without firing a single shot. If option A isn’t available, then option B becomes necessary: we kill every single one of them.’

      ‘What kind of weaponry will the New IRA be bringing?’  the prince asked.

      Martini blew out his cheeks and scratched the back of his head. ‘I’d say heavy firepower, but I could be wrong. Like I said, you don’t have to go in there if you don’t want to.’

      ‘With all due respect, Eamon, I’m not sitting in this car while someone else bargains for her life.’

      ‘Fair enough.’ Martini pulled his pistol from its holster. ‘Okay, you go. Make the exchange and we’ll watch your back.’

      The prince didn’t reply, instead bemused by the pistol.

      ‘Take it,’ Martini insisted.

      ‘But only use it as a last resort because if bullets start flying, Aine and Josh could get caught in the crossfire.’

      Prince James cleared his throat, then took the gun.

      ‘Don’t transfer any money until Aine and Josh are safe.

      You’ll get one chance to save their lives―and if you fuck it up, the New IRA will gun you down and leave you bleeding on the boardwalk.’

      The prince clasped the pistol tightly in his hand. ‘I understand.’

      Martini opened the rear door and got out.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      Ducking his head back into the car, he said, ‘I’m taking the other car. I’ll park across the road and watch from a distance. That way, I can see who’s coming in.’ He looked at Greenwood. ‘You stay in this car. Let the prince make the exchange. If anything goes wrong, you’ll be the closest for an approach. The moment I see the New IRA enter the car park, I’ll fall in behind them. If all goes well, it’ll give me a better idea of exactly what we’re up against.’
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      Martini drove out of the marina’s car park, crossed the road and turned right at the Quay Street junction with High Street. Following the road’s slight gradient, he ascended the hill, past the Bank of Ireland building, the Bangor Post Office and an all-night McDonalds where a group of three homeless guys sat on ragged old blankets next to the automatic doors.

      Martini got to the top of the hill and performed a U-turn in the road, to face the car park below. With few cars on the road and even fewer in the marina’s car park, he had a clear view of what was going on. He pulled into one of the kerbside bays outside Sandra’s Hair Salon and turned off the engine.

      His phone had vibrated in his pocket while he was driving. Taking a moment to check it, he saw it was a message from Greenwood:

      You mind telling me what’s going on?

      He replied:

      I’ve fitted a tracking device to the prince’s jacket in case things go to shit. I doubt the three of them will even turn up. If I were Falkner or Flank, I’d send Hope and wait with the jet. Wouldn’t surprise me if that’s what happens.

      As he finished sending the text message, the repetitive chops of a helicopter up above grew louder as it flew overhead. Martini looked down towards the car park. A white van had arrived, and three men had got out. All of them were dressed in black overalls and had their faces covered by balaclavas.

      Martini’s phone rang. It was Meehan. ‘Declan …’

      ‘Eamon, the white Ford Transit Byrne’s bastards have arrived in is rigged with explosives. Wee Aine and the Brit are already on their way to the jet at Newtownards. They’ve rigged the doors so it blows upon opening. Falkner has ordered both you and Greenwood be taken out. They know you’re both here and that you’re gunning for him. Hassy should have got the documents from Marty Dornan by now. He’ll be there for the exchange.’

      Martini looked down at the harbour, where the chopper had landed on the yacht. ‘Hasson’s dead. I’ve got the documents.’

      ‘What? How?’

      ‘I bumped into him when we paid a visit to Aine’s house. Who’s in the helicopter?’

      ‘Emmett Byrne and a guy by the name of Norman Hope. Hope flew to a private plot just over the Cave Hill mountain and picked up Byrne for the exchange. So as Falkner and Flank receive the documents, they’ll be flown over the Irish Sea back to London. If they make it into the air, Eamon, you’ll not see them again.’

      ‘Why are you telling me this, Declan? You’re lucky I haven’t already blown your fucking head off.’

      There was a momentary pause before Meehan cleared his throat and replied, ‘Because, Eamon, I’ve known about my head of security’s impropriety  with the New IRA for a long time. Hasson lied to me from the moment that bloody diary was first discovered. They plan to kill everyone involved in this – Aine, yourself, you name it. The New IRA will make a lot of people disappear for this. I’m sorry, kid, but I needed to wait before playing my hand.’

      Martini shook his head, watching as Prince James made his way towards the Flying Fish. ‘Fuck, Prince James is just approaching the yacht.’

      ‘Don’t be a fuckin’ hero down there, kid.’

      Martini hung up, then called Greenwood.

      ‘Eamon, there’s activity aboard the yacht. Byrne and Hope arrived in the chopper.’

      ‘Victoria, you need to get to Newtownards. Josh and Aine aren’t in that van; they’re already on their way to the plane. That van’s rigged to blow. They’re planning on taking us out now. Don’t go anywhere near that fucking van.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’

      ‘I’ll meet you at the airbase. I’m going onto that yacht after the prince. If they find the tracker on him and we lose them, we’ll never find him again. They’ll dump his body overboard.’ Martini got out of the car, making his way on foot back down the hill towards Quay Street. ‘Go now, Victoria. I’m making my way to the marina now.’

      ‘Eamon, you’re outnumbered …’

      ‘I’ll see you at the airfield,’ he replied tersely. ‘And Victoria, don’t hesitate to shoot the bastard. I know what Falkner means to you, but people like him aren’t sentimental. He’ll shoot you if he gets a chance, so don’t give him one. It’s either you or him.’

      He ended the call and crossed High Street, walking at a brisk pace.

      As he reached the bottom of High Street, he spotted Greenwood emerging from the car park and driving in the opposite direction. He ran across the road and made his way a couple of hundred yards down Quay Street towards the opposite end of the car park.

      He climbed over the four-foot-high railings and jumped into the car park. Without his pistol, all he had to arm himself with was a blade strapped to his ankle. It would have to do.

      He ran across the car park, keeping low as he passed the public toilets and a parking meter, ensuring he wasn’t spotted. He stepped up onto the boardwalk, the heels of his shoes causing the soaked boards to creak. He doubled back on himself, towards the yacht, each step a slow, heel-to-toe movement, trying not to make too much noise. He passed thirty moored boats, all of them swamped by the overbearing Flying Fish. He crept low, then stepped down into the boat next to the yacht.

      Crouching down and taking cover behind the hull, Martini listened to the conversation taking place on deck. He could hear two voices: Prince James and Emmett Byrne. He couldn’t make out what was being said, but it sounded like a debate. Clunky, back and forward.

      Not a smooth transaction, then.

      Martini crept around the boat, staying low. Timing his movements precisely, he waited until someone began talking before moving.

      The sound of a third voice echoed through the night air, then came the sound of the yacht’s motor starting, alerting Martini to take action. He tried to think the way Falkner and Flank would be thinking. The transaction posed a significant risk: potentially incriminating documentation being handed over to a couple of New IRA men who wouldn’t think twice about emptying their weapons into anyone they deemed a threat. Hope, being in control of the yacht, would at least be smart enough to take the vessel further out into darkness, away from the marina’s lighting, before going ahead with the transaction. A quick check over the documents on Hope’s end, followed by a surprise bullet for either the IRA men or Hope’s crew. It wouldn’t happen under the lights of Bangor Marina, and certainly not within range of someone watching from the shore. If it were Martini in their position, he’d do nothing until they were a few miles out to sea. And that, he’d imagined, would be the same for anyone with an ounce of common sense.

      All but one person aboard the yacht had gone down below―perhaps a prerequisite of the transaction. Not good for the people already on board but perfect for Martini, as it gave him the opportunity to board without being noticed. The sound of the engine’s revs increased as Martini stepped over onto the ledge, right above where the “F” of “Flying” was stencilled onto the hull. Holding onto the stainless steel railings, he climbed over.

      Now on board, he crouched down and crept along the side of the captain’s house, again being sure to smother his steps. He peeked into the cabin, where Hope was guiding the vessel out into the open sea. Approaching the rear, he gripped the handle of his blade tightly, keeping his eyes open for any additional weapons. He craned his head around towards the rear of the yacht, certain as he could be that everyone else was below deck.

      Casting his eyes up onto the landing pad, he could see a silhouette in the chopper’s pilot seat. They were now fifty yards from the marina, but its lights still illuminated the deck.

      Martini waited another couple of minutes until the vessel was further out to sea and in complete darkness. Even the boat’s running lights had been extinguished. Hope had killed the engine and made his way to join the others below.

      Martini could just about make out the shape of the chopper under the glow of the moonlight above. As he squinted against the gloom, a tiny light―Martini presumed it was the pilot’s phone screen―illuminated the man and part of the cabin.

      Hearing muffled voices down below, Martini approached the chopper. Crossing the aircraft from behind, he was about to pull the door open when he heard the pilot’s phone ringing from inside. He stood rooted to the spot, peering through the door as the device’s screen illuminated the pilot’s face. He was a slim man in his late forties or early fifties. He was wearing a pair of jeans and a woollen jumper.

      Martini couldn’t hear what was being said, but he knew it wasn’t a random call. He waited for the ten-second conversation to end, noticing a handgun on the seat next to the pilot, just beyond the door Martini was at. He pulled the door open and snatched the weapon, pointing it at the pilot.

      ‘Who was that on the phone?’

      Initially surprised, the pilot blanched and raised his hands.

      ‘I’ll ask again. After that, I have to kill you.’ Martini climbed into the cabin, pulling the door closed.

      ‘Listen, mate …’ The man spoke in a heavy northern English accent that at any other time Martini would have expected to be gruff, but looking down the barrel of a pistol, his voice shook. ‘I’m just a pilot.’

      ‘So, you won’t want to die for something you don’t know anything about.’ Martini quickly glanced at the weapon―a Glock 19. He brought the knife up in front of the pilot’s throat. ‘And I wouldn’t even have to give my position away by killing you; this blade is all I need. But hopefully that’s not how this needs to go.’

      The pilot nodded his head, his hands still raised. ‘Please, I’ve got a wife and two daughters.’

      ‘Don’t we all.’ Martini sighed. ‘Now, if I have to make your wife a widow and your two daughters fatherless, I’m not going to be very happy about it. Which means I’m going to make your death slow and very unpleasant.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Now, who’s here, and who’s waiting for you to return to the jet?’

      After a moment of silence, the pilot shook his head, then shuffled in his seat. ‘I can’t. They’ll kill me.’

      ‘What’s your name?’

      ‘John.’

      ‘What’s your wife’s name, John?’

      ‘Melissa.’

      Martini nodded. ‘Nice name. And what are your daughters’ names?’

      ‘Nicole and Hunter.’

      ‘Lovely names,’ Martini replied with sincerity. ‘You got involved with people you shouldn’t have, am I right?’

      John was reluctant to respond, but he finally nodded his head and agreed.

      ‘They pay you very well? But now it’s no longer about the money. Now, you know who they are. They can’t afford to let you live. You know, John― you’ve put Melissa, Nicole and Hunter in great danger just by taking this job.’

      John didn’t reply.

      ‘You know that, right?’

      He nodded his head.

      ‘So, why are you still helping them?’

      Again, no answer.

      ‘If you help me, John, I promise you’ll not have to worry about reprisals.’

      John cleared his throat. ‘What do you want me to do?’

      ‘Tell me what you know about what you’re doing here and what comes after.’

      ‘I received a call from the boss to …’

      ‘The boss being the owner of Georgie’s?’

      John nodded. ‘Mr. Hope. He told me he needed a flight to Belfast at short notice and that I need to have the jet ready straight away. He said he was meeting someone about the sale of his yacht and the potential buyers could only do it the night before they left for another part of the world. I  was told to fly them here in the chopper, wait for the meeting and then make the return journey.’

      ‘So, the boss is below deck now?’

      John nodded. ‘I guess he’s gone downstairs to meet with the buyers and talk business.’

      ‘And who’s back at the jet?’

      ‘Mr. Hope’s silent partners.’

      ‘Do you have names?’

      ‘Commander Falkner and Raymond Flank.’

      Martini nodded. ‘Okay, John. Your boss and those two other men are not who you think they are. They’re not people you want to be working for. I would recommend, if you make it out of this alive, that you find alternative employment.’

      John swallowed what sounded like a tennis ball stuck in his throat. ‘What do you want me to do?’

      Before Martini could say another word, the sound of a gunshot rang out from below, followed by a second. Immediately thereafter, the muffled sound of voices could be heard.

      Martini opened the door and got out. He turned back to John. ‘I’ll be back in a minute. You’re going to fly me and one other person to Newtownards Airfield.’ John nodded his head, visibly shaken. ‘You seem genuine, John. If you take off while I’m down there, it’s not going to go well for you. I have people already on their way to the airfield. My guess is, they’ll have Flank and Falkner detained before you even set eyes on the jet.’

      ‘I won’t go anywhere, I swear.’

      ‘I hope for your sake, you don’t. I’ll be back in five minutes.’

      ‘You want me to call down and see what’s happened?’ John said. ‘It might be safer than you just going down there and not knowing what you’re walking into.’

      Martini thought for a moment. The guy had a point. He hadn’t seen what weapons had been stowed aboard the yacht. Walking into something in such an enclosed space was not only stupid, but bordered on suicidal. ‘Go ahead.’

      John grabbed his phone and made the call, putting it on loudspeaker so Martini could listen in. The call rang and rang, unanswered.

      ‘Keep trying,’ Martini said. ‘I’m making a move.’

      He pulled off his shoes, leaving them in the chopper’s footwell, not wanting his hard heels to give away his position. Then he removed his jacket and set it on the seat, feeling himself heating up despite being out in the middle of the Irish Sea in the early hours of the morning.

      He slowly crossed the deck towards the narrow companionway. He could hear voices―local accents, then pleading from an English accent. Martini noted it wasn’t Prince James. It had to be Hope.

      He kept low, covered by the shadows of the hull. Every step taken with the stealth of a lion hunting its prey. He heard the thuds of boots off the wooden stairs leading up onto the deck. Martini remained where he was. If the men came his way, they’d be stepping into his line of sight. If they went a different way, he’d follow them.

      He watched as their shadows appeared on the top step, stretching along the wooden boards of the decking. One of them stepped into his line of sight, wearing dark overalls and a balaclava. He had a pistol in his hand, the firearm reflecting the yacht’s lighting as he moved. Hope was dragged out by a second masked figure.

      ‘Let’s toss the bastard overboard.’ It was Emmett Byrne. ‘Falkner’s next once we board that chopper.’

      Martini wasn’t going to let Byrne get Falkner, he would be the one to kill the former MI6 chief.

      ‘Please,’ Hope cried. ‘I can pay you! More than the prince.’

      Byrne grabbed him. ‘The prince will be dead by the end of this, too. Just not yet. He’s more valuable to us alive. Thanks for letting us use your yacht and your chopper, by the way. I’m sure Falkner and your piece of shit father will get a nice surprise when we land at the airfield in your place.’

      Martini followed the IRA men as they walked Hope along the companionway towards the stern. Keeping a rough ten feet distance from them, he watched as they led Hope down the flight of eight steps to the stern, all of them disappearing as they descended.

      Martini slowly approached the steps. Looking down, he saw one of the men had a pistol pressed against the back of Hope’s head. The other stood a few steps behind them, making a call.

      After a few seconds, the call was answered. ‘Mr. Flank, Emmett Byrne here. We’ve got your son. We expected you to arrive and make the exchange, but now poor Norman is about to get a bullet in the back of the head and be dumped over the side of his lovely yacht. And from what I can tell, the Irish Sea is a cold place to serve as a final resting place.’ He paused for a moment, grunting as he listened to the reply on the other end. ‘I thought we had a deal? We were going to alter the evidence so the finger of blame would point to Whiteside, and you and Falkner would be free to go on with the rest of your lives. But when we arrived here, there’s no evidence. Your man Hasson hasn’t turned up. He’s just magically disappeared.’ Byrne paused again. ‘I don’t believe you. I think you dirty Brits have intercepted the documents, silenced Hasson and now want to silence everyone else involved. Would I be right, Raymond?’

      Martini could hear the tinny debate from the voice on the other end of the call.

      ‘Now, your son must pay for your foolish mistakes.’ Byne stepped up behind Hope and pressed the device to his ear. ‘Say goodbye to Daddy.’

      ‘Dad!’ Hope yelled like a child, like a young boy who’d fallen off his bicycle and needed his dad to stop the bleeding. ‘Please, do something! They’re going to kill …’

      His voice was blocked out by a gunshot as Byrn sent a shot into the air.

      Byrne put the phone back to his ear and created some distance between the other New IRA man and Hope. He turned and walked towards the steps again. He reached the bottom step, putting one foot on it and grabbing the rail with his free hand. ‘You’ve got one more chance. You and Falkner will be at Newtownards Airfield. We can remove any proof of your involvement in the Prince George killings if you give us the documents and …’ He must have been interrupted, as he came to an abrupt pause. He cleared his throat, then said, ‘Declan Meehan suggested it was a double-cross from you and Falkner.’ He paused again. ‘Then who the fuck has the documents?’

      ‘I have them,’ Martini said assuredly as he stepped over the edge of the drop, remaining on the top step.

      He took aim as Byrne looked up the steps towards him. Martini fired a shot, hitting Byrne in the centre of the head. His body fell lifelessly to the ground, his phone hitting the deck beside him and his pistol rolling across the floor. Without hesitation, Martini fired a second shot at the other New IRA man, hitting him in the chest and killing him with a second to the head.

      Hope jumped out of the way, preventing himself from getting hit.

      ‘Don’t fucking move or you’ll be next!’ Martini commanded.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’ Hope asked as Martini stood looking down on him.

      ‘Never mind who I am. Just turn around, face the other way and lie on your front.’ Hope froze on the spot. ‘Do it now, before I change my mind and shoot you, too.’ The man did as he was told. ‘Now, place your hands behind your head and interlock your fingers.’ He quickly executed the instruction.

      Martini climbed down, keeping his eye on Hope. Reaching the last two steps, he jumped off and grabbed Byrne’s pistol and phone. With the boat now secure, he could turn his attention back to rescuing Aine.

      An idea forming in his mind, he quickly pulled out his phone and called Greenwood.
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      Greenwood arrived at Newtownards Airfield, stopping the Mercedes just beyond an opening in the ten-foot-high steel fencing that surrounded the land. The gates were open, despite the sign on them stating the airfield’s opening times were between 6 A.M. and 10 P.M.

      Having spotted the plane on her approach, she decided to find out the situation on Martini’s end before entering the airfield and making her presence known. She positioned the vehicle out of the jet’s rough line of sight, directly behind the towering ten-by-nine-foot sign affixed to the fence that advertised “GEORGIE’S FLYING CLUB” in bold letters, welcoming visitors to the field.

      Located 9.5 miles east of Belfast, the field was edged by trees on three of its four sides, with the fourth touching the shores of Belfast Lough. She lowered her window, feeling the cool sea air touch her sleep-deprived face. She closed her eyes and rested her head against the seat’s headrest, allowing herself a moment to gather her thoughts and compose herself.

      After a moment, her phone rang next to her. She lifted it. It was Martini.

      ‘Eamon, what’s happening over there?’

      ‘Byrne and his accomplice are dead. I have Hope secured. The New IRA had struck a deal with Falkner and Flank, but because Hasson was a no-show with the documents, Byrne believed they’d been double-crossed. He planned to exchange Hope for the evidence. Falkner and Flank will be expecting him to land at the airfield; James and I will go in their place. Have Aine and Josh arrived yet?’

      ‘Not that I can see, but the airfield’s in darkness. There are only the lights coming from the jet. I’m parked just outside the gates. They’re open, so I’m guessing someone’s due to arrive shortly.’

      ‘We’re getting into the chopper now, should be there in ten minutes.’

      Greenwood ended the call and checked her weapon was loaded, feeling herself become emotional. A mix of sadness and fury flooded her mind. Her mentor and father figure, a man she’d trusted and had grown to love, had ordered her dead. And the only man she knew was on her side at that moment was Eamon Martini―the man she’d recently been assigned to kill.

      Life’s full of bitter twists, she thought. But Martini was right―she’d need to pull the trigger if it came to it. It was either her or Falkner.

      She composed herself, thinking of Josh. She had to be strong for him.

      Headlights shone in the rearview mirror. A black van was indicating to turn into the airfield. Greenwood waited for it to turn in, then she performed a three-point turn in the road, pointing towards the gates again.

      A few minutes later, the thump thump thump of a chopper overhead grew louder. There was nothing more than a red dot cutting through the darkness.

      Greenwood watched as the aircraft touched down, then got out of the car and made her way in through the gates.
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      Aine Dornan and Josh Greenwood had both rolled about in the back of the van for the better part of an hour since leaving Meehan’s house in Slemish. When the vehicle finally came to a halt, the sounds of an approaching helicopter would easily have fooled them into thinking they’d been taken back to Belfast International.

      The side door slid open and the two men who’d bundled them into the back peered inside. Both were armed with AK-47 assault rifles and wore black balaclavas, green camouflage jackets, dark jeans and black boots.

      One of them got in, crouched down and released Josh first. ‘Do exactly as we tell you and you won’t be hurt. This is almost over. Try anything and you’ll be shot. Is that understood?’

      Josh nodded.

      ‘Right, on your feet and out you go.’

      The captor dragged Josh to his feet and pushed him towards the door, where the other New IRA man stood with his rifle pointed squarely at him.

      Aine watched as Josh was dragged out. She was then cut free from her cable ties to follow him out.

      They stood in the middle of an open plot of land. To her left was a jet; to her right, about 100 yards away, the chopper was just setting itself down. The jet’s lights were illuminated, its engines already fired up. She could see two men making their way towards the door to disembark. She couldn’t be sure, but from the photos she’d seen, she thought she’d recognised one of them as Commander Falkner.

      As they passed the windows of the cabin and emerged, she clocked eyes on him. She knew it was him. And the Queen’s private secretary.

      ‘You’re not handing us over to this pair of bastards, are you?’ she asked her captors.

      ‘Just shut your mouth,’ snapped the man who had released her. He pushed her towards Josh and spoke to his accomplice. ‘You watch this pair. I’m going over to make sure these dirty fucking Brits don’t try something else.’

      Aine watched as the masked man approached the Cessna. Just beyond him, she could see Falkner and Flank walking across the tarmac to meet him.

      

      As John set the chopper down on the ground, he shut off the engine and looked back at Martini, who was now dressed in Byrne’s overalls and balaclava. Prince James sat behind them, dressed in the other New IRA man’s clothing.

      John cleared his throat, then swallowed. He hadn’t spoken a word since he lifted the bird off the yacht. ‘Is there anything else I can do to help?’

      Martini shook his head. ‘Just stay here, John. Don’t get out. Stray bullets kill, and I don’t want that for you.’ He glanced over his shoulder at the prince. Hope sat beside him, his mouth covered with duct tape. ‘You ready to go and get your sister?’

      The prince nodded.

      ‘Okay, let’s go.’ Martini offered John a nod, then opened the door, stepping out. He assisted Prince James with getting Hope out of the rear cabin and steadying him on his feet, then they made their way towards the idling van.

      Martini cast a glance around the area. Falkner and Flank were walking away from the plane, being escorted by someone dressed in New IRA army fatigues and a black balaclava, armed with an AK-47. The New IRA man led Falkner and Flank towards the van where―thankfully, Martini thought―Aine and Josh both stood, being held at gunpoint by a second IRA man.

      Martini looked at the prince. ‘Don’t do anything until I act first. Greenwood is around here somewhere, so don’t forget we’ve got her, too.’

      ‘There’s one thing I need to tell you, Eamon,’ Prince James said, clearing his throat. ‘When I met with my grandmother, she told me she was already interviewing Mr. Flank’s replacement. She doesn’t want him returning to England, so I’m not here to see he’s arrested. I’m here to make sure he pays for his crimes.’

      Martini laughed. ‘Your grandmother sounds alright.’

      ‘I’m sure your father wouldn’t be happy to hear you say that. I’ve heard stories about the Ghost.’

      Martini cleared his throat. ‘That’s a conversation for another day. Let’s get this done.’

      They made their way across the marked runway, closer to the group. Without speaking, Martini gestured for one of the New IRA men to join him before getting any closer. The man training his gun on Falkner and Flank told his comrade to cover them, then ran towards Martini, believing he was running towards Emmett Byrne and his other comrade, whose bodies now lay on the seabed.

      ‘Emmett,’ the guy said as he got to within five feet of Martini. Martini shot him in his gun arm, then in both feet. The guy dropped to the ground.

      Martini quickly crouched down and lifted the AK.

      ‘What the fuck, Emmett?’ the other New IRA man shouted, pointing his gun in Martini’s direction.

      ‘It’s not him!’ Falkner shouted. He turned and ran towards the plane.

      Martini ran after him, closing the gap to get a better shot, then, confident in his aim, took the shot, hitting Falkner in the legs.

      Flank made a similar attempt to reach the plane.

      ‘Eamon, Flank belongs to me!’ Prince James shouted.

      Martini watched the prince give chase. Admittedly, he was fast. Perhaps running after the man who’d killed your father gave a little more of an athletic edge. It certainly looked that way as James closed the distance like a cheetah snaring a gazelle. The prince didn’t even fire his pistol to slow him down; he caught up with Flank just a handful of metres away from the plane. He clocked the ageing secretary on the back of the head, sending him face first to the ground.

      Martini approached the van with Hope in his grasp. ‘Drop the fucking gun,’ he shouted at the other IRA man as he pulled his balaclava off. ‘Byrne’s dead. Now, drop it or you will be, too.’ He looked at Aine. ‘It’s been a while, Aine.’

      Aine turned and kicked the gunman in the balls. He dropped his weapon, then followed it to the ground.

      She picked up the weapon and looked at Martini. ‘Haven’t held one of these in a long time.’

      The sound of Falkner and Flank’s agonised protests from fifty yards away grabbed their attention. They approached them.

      ‘What are your plans for these bastards?’ Aine asked.

      ‘Ask your brother.’ Martini gestured towards the balaclava-clad man laying kicks into a cowering Flank. ‘No need for your balaclava now, Your Royal Highness.’

      The prince stopped and turned to look at them as they approached. He pulled off his balaclava and tossed it on the ground. ‘Thank God you’re both okay.’

      Aine approached him, smiling. ‘Balaclavas don’t suit you, James.’

      He pulled her in for a hug. ‘Suited our mother, though, didn’t it?’

      ‘What are we going to do with this lot?’ Aine asked.

      Martini looked at Flank, then at Prince James. ‘I can do it if you don’t have the stomach.’

      Without a moment’s thought, Prince James pointed his pistol at Flank and shot him in the head. Hope erupted into a fit of rage, screaming from behind the tape. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said casually. ‘You can live.’

      ‘What about him?’ Aine said, looking down at Falkner.

      ‘This man conspired to kill my father many years ago. I let him go that time,’ Martini said. ‘Then he decided to target my sister and her family just to get at me. His time is up.’

      ‘Don’t do it!’ Greenwood shouted, approaching from a distance, her gun clasped in her hand, pointed at Martini.

      Falkner laughed from the ground as his wounds continued to bleed. ‘My prodigy! I knew I could count on you.’

      Greenwood got to within ten feet, her firearm still pointed at Martini. She took two more steps, just feet from Martini. She looked him in the eye, cold and emotionless, then adjusted her aim and fired four shots into Falkner’s chest. He was dead instantly.

      Martini watched her, looking for any sign of emotion. Falkner had been an important influence in her life, moulding her into the agent she was. Of course, she loved him, and now she’d just killed him. ‘You okay?’ he asked her.

      She nodded, then looked at Flank. ‘Guess I need to call the prime minister and explain to her why Flank won’t be joining her on her trip to Belfast.’

      The sound of police sirens could be heard in the distance.

      ‘Right, all of you get on the plane,’ Martini commanded. ‘I don’t want to be spending the rest of the night explaining all this to the PSNI.’ He ran to the chopper, opened the door and said, ‘John, if the police catch you here, you’re in the shit. Come with us instead. You can finish the return trip and then we’ll all go our separate ways. But this can never be spoken of again. None of us were ever here.’

      John jumped out and both men ran towards the plane. He got the Cessna in the air just as the police swarmed the carnage at the airfield.

      The sun was just rising as the plane flew out over the Irish Sea, east towards England. Looking at Greenwood beside him, Martini couldn’t tell whether her tired expression was due to sleep deprivation or guilt over killing her predecessor.

      ‘You okay, Victoria?’ he asked delicately.

      She smiled, looking at her nephew sat across from her. ‘Like you said earlier, Eamon, it was him or us.’

      Martini took a deep breath, rested his head against the headrest and nodded. ‘Do me a favour before I go back to New York?’

      She smiled. ‘Go on.’

      ‘Let me take you on a proper date.’
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      Eamon Martini sat at the kitchen table in Greenwood’s house, watching through the window as a pigeon chased a robin around the garden. He smirked, comparing the situation to his experience with Falkner over the years. The pigeon―Falkner―was bigger, more powerful and could easily kill the robin without much effort, but the robin was smarter and more elegant, built to survive, defiant and courageous―just as Martini’s father had taught him. It was exactly how Damien Cleary, Jnr. had led the republican movement for almost three decades.

      The time was nine thirty in the morning and he’d been awake for an hour. He’d allowed himself a lie-in for the first time in months. The morning was scorching hot, not a single cloud in the sky. Even the glass table’s metallic edges were warm to the touch.

      He looked forward to a couple of days’ rest before flying to New York. While his attention remained on the garden, Greenwood’s attention was on the frying pan; making ham and mushroom omelettes for breakfast. Hearing her hum an unfamiliar melody, Martini turned his gaze towards her, watching her from across the room, regarding her with deep appreciation and admiration. Despite her relationship with Falkner, when it came down to it, she’d pulled the trigger without hesitation. Martini would have been more than happy to do it, but he was impressed she’d managed to overcome any bias she felt towards the man, simply adding him to the list of the others she’d assassinated under his direction.

      He turned his attention to the fifty-inch plasma on the wall facing him, seeing a news report from Newtownards. He lifted the remote control from the table and increased the volume. Malachy Holmes, the BBC’s Northern Ireland correspondent, said that two of the bodies of those found at the airfield were members of the New IRA, their names yet to be confirmed. One of the bodies was the former head of MI6: Commander James Falkner, a decorated British Army officer who’d served in Northern Ireland during the beginning of the Troubles before moving into the intelligence world in the mid-eighties. Holmes quickly highlighted that Falkner’s life was never without scandal, referring to the allegations of collusion between British Army Intelligence, MI5, MI6, RUC Special Branch and the UDA. Most astoundingly, the fourth body was the Queen’s private secretary, Sir Raymond Flank. A PSNI spokesman had said it was unclear what had taken place, but they were investigating and hoped to have more information in the coming days.

      ‘That’s not likely,’ Martini commented, in response to what the Assistant Chief Constable told Holmes.

      Greenwood brought the frying pan over to the table and scooped the omelette onto his plate, looking at the TV as she did so. ‘We’ve spoken to the right people to ensure this won’t come back on us. Intel has been sent to our contact in the BBC disclosing they’d been involved in some dodgy dealings. We’ve made Falkner and Flank look like the dirty bastards they were, while at the same time, Aine Dornan and Prince James’s privacy remains intact.’

      Martini smiled at her. ‘And now I’ve got an invite to dinner with the Queen at Buckingham Palace.’

      Greenwood laughed. ‘How do you feel about that, son of one of the top IRA men in Ireland during the conflict?’

      ‘Well, I suppose if Meehan could manage it a couple of years ago, I’ll survive.’ He lifted his knife and fork. ‘I’m doing it more for Aine than anyone else.’

      ‘You really care about her?’ she asked from the worktop, lifting her omelette from a plate next to the hob and bringing it to the table.

      ‘I do.’ Martini took a bite of the omelette.

      

      Aine and Prince James sat in the family dining room of Buckingham Palace, waiting on Martini’s arrival. They’d spent the last hour talking about their mother and father. They’d also shared fond memories; stories of when they were younger. Back then, they were kids who didn’t understand the gravity of the world they were born into. Like any youngster, all they’d cared about was playing games and eating sweets―it wasn’t in either of their minds that Prince James would one day be king. But now, as they talked, Aine knew her mother had made the right decision all those years ago. She didn’t want a life being a royal would have brought; she’d rather a life away from the spotlight, take an evening stroll down into the city centre without being surrounded by security. James, on the other hand, was a true royal, and Aine teased him playfully about how they’d shared the womb but had dreams and aspirations that couldn’t have been further apart.

      The door opened, and Martini was escorted in by Jonathan Stanton, the Queen’s new private secretary. Both Aine and James stood up. Martini shook the prince’s hand, then pulled Aine in for a hug.

      Stanton cleared his throat and announced, ‘Her Majesty The Queen shall be with you all in a moment.’

      ‘Thank you, Jonathan,’ Prince James replied. He looked at Martini. ‘So, Eamon, what are your plans now?’

      ‘A couple of days of R&R, then I’ll take a flight over to New York for a few days. Then on to DC, to see the president. After that, who knows.’

      ‘Thanks again for your help,’ Aine said sincerely. ‘If it wasn’t for you and Director Greenwood, we’d probably have been killed.’

      Martini met Aine’s gaze. ‘Don’t forget your younger brother.’

      The door opened and the Queen entered, along with her husband.

      ‘What are we supposed to do here?’ Martini whispered to Aine.

      She shrugged and looked at James.

      ‘Just stand and be polite. When Granny addresses you, just bow your head slightly, then wait until she sits first.’

      They all stood up. Aine and Martini both looked at each other, smirking.

      The Queen approached. Martini didn’t know what to expect. He was on a first-name basis with POTUS, but this pillar of British society made him feel self-conscious for the first time in as long as he could remember. She offered her hand to him. ‘Mr. Martini. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’

      ‘The pleasure’s all mine, Your Majesty.’ Martini bowed his head, his chin almost touching his chest, then looked at Prince James for acknowledgement that he was doing it right. The prince smiled and nodded his head.

      The Queen took her seat, then the others took theirs. She looked at Aine. ‘How are you feeling, my dear?’

      Aine cleared her throat and brushed a loose strand of hair out of her eyes. ‘Much better, Your Majesty, thank you.’

      The Queen looked at Martini. ‘So, Mr. Martini, you are one of very few people outside the Crown who knows about Georgie’s past and the truth regarding his death. I do hope the secret dies with those who know of it.’

      Martini nodded his head. ‘Bringing it into the public arena wouldn’t change my life in the slightest, ma’am.’ He looked at Aine. ‘I’ll do whatever Aine wishes. Besides, I’m hardly whiter than white. I’d have a brass neck to go spreading another family’s secrets when both the Martinis and the Clearys have their fair share.’

      The Queen laughed, humour dancing in her eyes. ‘Yes, quite. Couldn’t have put it better myself.’
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      Belfast, Northern Ireland, May 1974

      

      ‘Dublin’s only a Sunningdale away,’ Jim Brownlee, Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, grunted as he stood on the top step at the entrance to Northern Ireland’s Parliament building. Stormont estate, a lush, one hundred-and sixty-two-hectare plot, just off Belfast’s Newtownards Road, had been the seat of power for the six counties of Northern Ireland for just over fifty years. The estate dates back to 1832, with the castle being built in the 1850s when the entire island of Ireland was under British rule. The demesne, leased for the period between 1921 and 1978, played home to the province’s Parliament building – built in 1932 – had done nothing but sweat ever since partition of the country; viewed by one half of the population as a symbol of domination, and to the other half, a symbol of oppression.

      Brownlee looked down along the Prince of Wales Avenue, the arrow-straight, mile long, grass-lined entrance, towards the ornamental black iron gates that led out onto the Newtownards Road. Protestors were beginning to thin out, leaving news reporters, police officers and a handful of British Army personnel carriers. ‘This bloody place is not worth the hassle. Why don’t we just give the six counties back to the Irish and be bloody done with it?’

      ‘Come on, Jim, let’s go home and get some rest,’ his wife Martha said. She flung her leather handbag over her shoulder and crouched down, lifting a flyer off the ground. She looked at it and read aloud, repeating what her husband had just said. ‘Dublin is only a Sunningdale away.’ This would be the war cry of the loyalist majority, fearing Northern Ireland was going to be given back, and the six counties of the north would be reunited with the twenty-six of the Republic of Ireland. She crumpled it into a ball and tossed it back down with the rest. Countless flyers, saying the same, scattered all around. The unionist posters, an infamous quote that had set the tone for Northern Ireland in 1974, culminating in the Ulster Worker’s Strike, leading to power-cuts and mass economic and civil disruption across the country. Unionists opposing Sunningdale had believed that the agreement would have been the first step in Northern Ireland being governed from Dublin.

      ‘The Sunningdale Agreement is well and truly in the water, love.’ He sounded defeated, making his way past a BBC News crew towards his chauffeur driven grey Jaguar. ‘You’re right, love. Let’s go home. I’m tired.’

      Brownlee was in his mid-forties, but his jet-black hair had more white streaks in it as the days progressed. His brown eyes were intelligent, but the red rings and black bags suggested he wasn’t getting the sleep he needed. His tweed suit was tighter than it once was. He’d gained weight in the position, comfort eating and drinking almost every evening to deal with the pressure. He moved like a man thirty years on; he was a forty-a-day smoker and his fitness levels were beginning to show it.

      He got into the back of the car. The driver, a heavy-set male with receding ginger hair and a pale white face looked back at him. ‘Good day, sir?’

      ‘Not really, Matt.’ He slid across the leather seat, waving his wife to get moving. ‘Come on, Martha!’ he shouted, his Yorkshire accent sounding thick and unpolished. ‘God, you’d think she wanted all this bloody attention.’ He waved his hand again as she looked in his direction. ‘The agreement wasn’t signed off, Matt. So, it’s not been a good day at all.’

      ‘What does that mean, sir?’

      ‘God only knows, Matt. But the trouble on these streets isn’t going to settle down any time soon unless we can work out a way to establish a power-sharing executive.’

      Martha got into the car and closed the door, the sound of the nearby news crew fading out.

      ‘Take us home, Matt.’ Brownlee looked to his left, at his wife. He smiled softly at her, then reached across and held her hand. ‘I’m glad you’re here with me, duck.’

      She smiled at him. She was two years younger, but her smooth complexion and wide, enthusiastic blue eyes made her look younger. They were college sweethearts and she’d been by his side, often his rock ever since. ‘Come on, Jim, you don’t need to say that,’ she said, squeezing his hand slightly. ‘So, what happens now?’ She looked out through her window.

      A number of British troops, members of the 1st Battalion Gloucestershire Regiment, stood heavily armed alongside the ill-equipped local police force: the Royal Ulster Constabulary.

      ‘The RUC hasn’t a hope in hell of controlling the peace in this country,’ Brownlee said, looking in the direction of a young squaddie. He didn’t look a day over eighteen; thin and baby-faced. ‘Those young soldiers don’t know the danger they’re in. A sniper’s target. Many of them will be taken out on these streets before this is all over.’ He leaned forward, pulling on the back of the seat in front of him. ‘Will you take the long route, Matt, and stop off at the Sailor Town Chippy?’

      ‘At least you haven’t lost your appetite,’ Martha said.

      Brownlee sat back in his seat again. ‘I’m going to need all the energy I can muster tonight. I have a call with the prime minister at eight and another with his Irish counterpart immediately after.’

      ‘The three of you will figure it out, I’m sure, sir,’ Matt said, as the car picked up speed, moving north along the Newtownards Road, towards the city centre.

      ‘I don’t think it’s up to us, Matt.’ Brownlee shook his head, reaching into his inside jacket pocket. He pulled out a vintage cigarette tin from the 1940s, a tin his father and grandfather had both used before him. He read the lid: Ogden’s St Bruno Flake, and thought about his father as he lifted the lid and found three rolled cigarettes rolling back and forward. He put one between his lips, fished a lighter out of his pocket, struck a light and inhaled. He held his breath while winding down the window next to him then sat back in the seat and exhaled, blowing the smoke out the window as if the stress of the job was leaving with it. ‘It’s the people of this country that need to decide their future. But how can they when it’s so ferociously divided?’ A sharp rain shower came down, bringing a metallic smell, mixing in with the tobacco fumes.

      The deafening whine of a fire engine made their ears ring as it flew past them, followed by two armoured police Land Rovers.

      A moment later, an army Saracen FV603 truck followed in the direction of the police. The Alvis built six-wheeled armoured personnel carrier became globally recognisable from its role in the guerrilla war on the Irish streets with the Provisional IRA, becoming more common than a regular police vehicle.

      ‘My God,’ Martha said. ‘Why the hell do we need those ugly big things on a British street out of war time?’

      ‘Well, you see that’s the problem,’ Brownlee said, taking another smoke. ‘We are at war. With the Provisional IRA. There’s very much a need for those personnel carriers. Our troops are a legitimate target for what the PIRA and a substantial amount of an alienated Catholic population see as an occupying force. And…’ There was an explosion up ahead, their car shook, followed by the sound of automatic gunfire, metal hitting metal.

      ‘Jesus Christ!’ Brownlee shouted as the scene up ahead came into view. At the cross-junction with the A55 Hawthornden Way, three scorched buses blocked the three ways ahead. The Saracen and RUC Land Rovers that had just over-taken them were on fire, taken out by RPGs coming from the roof of a disused school on the left corner of the junction. Two of the dozen British soldiers onboard the Saracen were lying on the road. One of them was rolling around on the ground engulfed in flames, being hastily extinguished by two of the other soldiers. The other injured had lost a leg, screaming in agony, while the rest of the troops took cover behind their flaming carrier. They were under fire from different directions, bullets coming from behind one of the charred buses, more coming from the roof of St Benedict’s Catholic Grammar School.

      ‘For God’s sake, Matt, get us the hell out of here, now!’ Brownlee shouted, as another three Saracens roared up the road from behind them, almost taking the Jag out as Matt performed a U-turn.

      Just as the Jag turned in the opposite direction, another one of the Saracens was hit by an RPG, the vehicle shook as Matt put his foot down and the Jag ate up the Newtownards Road, the sound of gunfire still going. The smell of smoke was thick, first from the explosions, then from the smell of burning rubber from Matt using the vehicle as if it were on a racetrack.

      ‘The fucking IRA. I knew they were going to hit us if the Agreement didn’t go ahead,’ Brownlee shouted, putting his arm around Martha, pulling her in close, feeling her trembles vibrate through him. He looked over his shoulder through the rear window, as they left the carnage behind. The sound of a Westland Wessex HC2 thundering across the sky above shattered the developing silence as the car got further down the road.

      ‘Shouldn’t have separated the two parts of the country during partition,’ Matt said, as he indicated left, turning the vehicle onto the A2 Sydenham Bypass. The dual-carriageway was one of Northern Ireland’s most travelled roads, connecting the east of the city to the city centre. They’d hit rush-hour traffic.

      ‘That bastard Cleary.’ Brownlee clenched his jaws. ‘He must have known the Agreement wasn’t going to go ahead. That took planning.’ He looked at the city airport to his right. ‘That’s the truce dead in the water. The IRA’s ceasefire is off.’ He punched the back of the front passenger seat. ‘Fuck this country anyway. Unionists and nationalists – they can fucking kill each other for all I care, just leave us British out of it. To hell with this country.’

      ‘You need to speak to the prime minister,’ Martha said, ‘leave this bloody country and let them all kill each other.’

      ‘This place is at boiling point,’ Brownlee said, ‘And we’re leading up to the Orange parades on the twelfth of July. It’s only going to get worse. We’ve got to pull our lads out of here.’ He took his suit jacket off and hung it over his legs. ‘Damien Cleary, the bastard. I swear if I get my hands on him, I’ll kill him myself.’

      

      An hour later, at seven thirty, Brownlee had just finished his dinner and went to his study with a bottle of whiskey and a glass, trying to settle his nerves. Sitting at the desk, he listened to a special news report from BBC Radio Ulster. The BBC’s Belfast correspondent had said that three RUC police officers and five British soldiers had been killed in the ambush. Two IRA gunmen had also been killed, but the rest had gotten away. The Provisional IRA had issued a statement saying that it was in retaliation for the recent assassinations of a number of its volunteers and a number of Catholic civilians by the Military Reaction Force. The MRF was a covert intelligence gathering and counter-insurgency unit that was described by one of its members as a “legalised death squad”. Brownlee had just downed his second glass in as many minutes, paranoia beginning to kick in. Was there anywhere in Belfast that was safe? He didn’t feel far enough away.

      His house was located in one of Belfast’s more affluent districts, number twenty-three Malone Road was solely to accommodate the secretary of state. But despite the security around the house, he didn’t feel safe. He swivelled left and right in the chair, tapping anxiously on the desk when the phone rang. He flinched and cursed his nerves then downed his third whiskey. Slamming the glass down on the desk next to his glasses, he got up and stormed to the phone.

      He reached for it, momentarily reluctant to answer. He looked around the room, the mahogany furniture, the impressive Victorian-era fireplace surrounded by marble, was a reminder of the good life he had and the things he, although unfortunate at times, had to do as part of the job. He felt like he was trying to convince himself not to pack it all in. He knew he couldn’t just let it ring. He was the man responsible for Northern Ireland, and until the day the country was at peace again, or Britain was no longer involved in it, then phone calls like the one he was about to take were going to be something he’d have to face, despite the fear of what was waiting for him on the other end.

      He cleared his throat, and stood straight and proper, ‘Brownlee?’

      ‘That place is a bloody mess,’ Prime Minister Farringdon said. ‘I knew the moment I took this job that Northern Ireland would become the biggest pain in my ass. And it’s quickly proving me right. The US president has Vietnam to deal with – well, I have fucking Northern Ireland to deal with, and I tell you, Jim, it’s causing me more than just bloody heart burn.’

      ‘Prime Minister, this is going to escalate, quickly. The Unionist locals have simply pissed on the Sunningdale Agreement. They want no power-sharing executive with Catholics. This is an Orange state, and they’ll not have it any other way. The Provisional IRA’s ceasefire is off, and this bloody place is about to descend into civil war.’

      ‘Are you okay? How’s Martha? I hear you were close to what happened?’

      ‘Martha’s nerves are wrecked. I’m furious. That bastard Damien Cleary didn’t hang around to break the truce.’

      ‘There’s something I want to talk to you about. I believe it leaves us no other option, but the British public are demanding we pull our boys out of that place, we’re losing too many troops in our own back yard.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘I was called in for an audience with Her Majesty first thing this morning, and I need you to listen very carefully, Jim. This is top secret. We’re going to give Northern Ireland back to the Republic. But this wasn’t due to happen until twenty twenty-two.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘The Southern Irish government of nineteen twenty-two, after the Irish War of Independence, had secretly signed an agreement with the British at the time to allow us to rule the North of Ireland for one hundred years. In two-thousand and twenty-one it is due to expire and will be handed over. I’m thinking of perhaps moving this agreement forward a few years.’

      ‘Don’t get me excited for nothing, Prime Minister.’

      ‘It comes straight from the mouth of Her Majesty the Queen herself. We’re going to set up a referendum, an all-Ireland referendum. We’re going to manipulate the vote and the Irish get those six counties of Northern Ireland back. The Queen’s washing her hands of the place, and so are we.’

      ‘How do you know there’s any truth to this agreement?’

      ‘The Queen herself has shown me the document. Signed by King George. Apparently, Michael Collins and the pro-treaty republicans were happy to allow their Catholic brothers and sisters north of the border to live under our rule for a hundred years.’

      ‘Does the Irish government have knowledge of this?’

      Prime Minister Farringdon cleared his throat. ‘It is believed that the knowledge of this signed agreement was handed over to the overruling power in Ireland; not only Ireland, but the Catholic world.’

      ‘Rome?’

      ‘His Holiness the Pope is said to have handled this agreement at the time. He was sold the idea of the agreement saving many lives, both Catholic and Protestant, Irish and British. We take the agreement from the Pope, and we’ll draw up another one, in secret, with the Irish government; with the Pope there as our witness. Hopefully these bloody troubles can be stopped.’

      Brownlee didn’t know where to look, he needed a smoke and a drink. He shuffled where he stood and tugged on his collar. ‘What would you like me to do?’

      ‘You are going to Rome. You will meet with the Pope, alongside your Irish counterpart – Gerry O’Neill – and both of you will talk to him. They have been made aware of your visit and are, quite frankly, enthusiastic of your arrival.’

      Brownlee scratched the back of his head and blew out his cheeks. ‘When am I to leave?’

      ‘Right away.’ The prime minister was quick to answer. ‘Go to Dublin tomorrow. Meet with O’Neill and go from there.’

      ‘Very well, Prime Minister.’

      ‘Good. And come straight to London on the return trip.’

      The call ended.

      Brownlee set the phone back down on the receiver and paused for a moment. ‘Fucking state secrets.’ He trudged across the room to his desk. He lifted the bottle of whiskey, filled the glass and downed the drink.

      The door opened and Martha walked in. ‘Well, what did he say?’ She closed the door and made her way across the room towards him, a cup of tea in her hand.

      ‘I’m going to Rome,’ he answered quickly.

      ‘Rome?’

      He sighed, then told her what the PM had said.

      ‘Jesus.’

      ‘The Queen has given the prime minister the order.’ He got up from his seat, feeling slightly tipsy. ‘I’m going to bed. Then tomorrow, I’ll be meeting in Dublin with the Irish minister and we’ll be off.’

      

      In Dublin, Irish Taoiseach Michael Neeson had just gotten off the phone to British Prime Minister Farringdon, when minister Gerard O’Neill stepped into his office and took a seat on the opposite side of his desk. He looked at him, his eyes wide, as if he were waiting for an update. He knew he had an important meeting with Farringdon, and it was a conversation he wasn’t looking forward to. The topic being Northern Ireland, those six counties north of the invisible border which, for last five years had descended into a warzone. Since sixty-nine when the Troubles broke out, almost two thousand people had been killed in a population of less than one million; an incomprehensible figure that somewhere with fewer than half the population of Manhattan could lose so many.

      Neeson was middle-aged, two years shy of fifty, but youthful in looks. His hairline hadn’t receded, and his hair had remained semi-black with an elegant mix of grey. His blue eyes could be cold, but intelligent. He’d been in the role of Taoiseach just six months, and he knew the task that lay ahead of him. He’d been the leader of the Fianna Fail party since nineteen sixty-eight, and a Teachta Dala minister for the West Dublin constituency since the early sixties. He’d always wanted to be in the seat he now found himself, but it wasn’t until taking that seat that he realised just how stressful it was. And he was certain that none of the previous PM’s – since Eamon De Valera founded the post in 1937 – had as difficult a task as he did. But he was certain he was going to be the one to fix the problem that is: “Partitioned Ireland”.

      ‘So, what did Prime Minister Farringdon have to say?’ O’Neill asked. He was ten years younger than Neeson and was one who’d earned every year he’d lived. The crow’s feet lining the edges of his eyes were, at least partly, a result of being a thirty-a-day smoker. But it was more the fact that he was a man who’d never learned to take things in his stride that could be attributed to the ageing process being less kind to him than his boss on the other side of the table.

      Neeson spun around on his seat and looked up at the framed picture of Michael Collins. Collins being one of the founders of the Irish Republican Army, previously the Irish Republican Brotherhood, who’d fought alongside many Irish Catholics and a few Protestants against the Crown, winning themselves the twenty-six-county free state just fifty years earlier. Neeson studied Collins for a moment, wondering what he would do. Or De Valera. He wondered momentarily, then turned back to the table. ‘It appears Prime Minister Farringdon is insisting on us going to the Pope to ask for the Centenary Agreement of nineteen twenty-two to be cashed in forty-eight years early.’

      O’Neill sat forward in his seat. ‘You mean, the treaty? The one signed by him on the wall behind you?’ He pointed at the painting of Collins.

      Neeson stood up, forced his hands into his pockets, and walked closer to the painting. Staring up at Collins, he shook his head. ‘Why the fuck did you ever agree to partitioning this country of ours?’ His nose was almost pressed to the bottom of the frame, as if he were waiting for a reply from Collins. He turned and sat back down again. ‘You know what this will mean?’

      ‘It means that the Catholics of the north have lived up there, under those conditions, just so we could have our free state.’ He shook his head. ‘You know if this gets out, the people of Northern Ireland will be furious. Both Catholics and Protestants.’

      ‘That’s why it can’t get out,’ Neeson was quick to say. ‘It must not get out. The world must not know about this. You must obtain the document from the Pope. Tell him you want to use it to broker a deal with the British and Ulster Unionists as a peace deal, with no intention of following through. Then destroy the bloody thing.’

      ‘And the British? I imagine they’re sending someone from their side over to the Vatican?’

      ‘The Secretary of State for Northern Ireland will be arriving here tomorrow. You are both to go to Rome. Meet with His Holiness and put an end to this.’

      ‘Are the British onside?’ O’Neill began to sound on edge, his face reddening. He pulled out his cigarettes and quickly fed his habit.

      Neeson nodded. ‘Prime Minister Farringdon has agreed that this document must become something that never happened. An agreement that never took place. Then we will get down to the business of voting for Northern Ireland to come back to us.’

      ‘Do you think this is a wise move?’

      The Taoiseach was growing tired, matching O’Neill’s anxiety with some of his own. ‘Jesus Christ, Gerry, I have no bloody idea what to do.’ He paused for a moment, taking a deep breath. He closed his eyes, composing himself. He swallowed. ‘But if there’s a chance that I can go down in history as the man that unified Ireland and brought peace and stability back to the charred streets of Belfast and Derry, then it’s what we’re going to do. You could even call it the lesser of two evils.’ He opened the top drawer to his left and pulled out a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. Filling both glasses, he stood up and handed one across to O’Neill. ‘Slainte,’ he said, as he raised a glass.

      

      The next morning, at five thirty, Brownlee’s alarm went off. He groaned and swore under his breath as he rolled over to switch it off. He sat up, propped his cushion up against the backrest and sat there with his eyes closed, fighting the urge to go back to sleep. Once he was more conscious, he rotated his legs off the bed, placing his bare feet directly into his slippers and stood up. Like every morning for as far back as he could remember, he went for his shower. By the time he was dressed and ready, Martha, being the ever-supportive wife, was up and ready to give him a hand with whatever he needed.

      As he stepped out of the bathroom, straightening the knot of his tie, he followed the smell of fried eggs and soda bread down to the kitchen. Martha was frying the eggs, the last item of his breakfast.

      He approached her, looking at the work of art she was preparing for him. ‘Morning, love,’ he said, kissing her on the cheek. He sat down at the table, looking out into the garden. The sun was up, and the clear blue sky advertised it to be a good day.

      ‘There’s some fresh orange juice in the jug. Pour yourself some, these eggs are just about ready.’ She lifted the pan off the hob, turned the gas off, and brought the pan over to the table. She scooped one of the eggs onto his plate and then the other onto hers. ‘You did some snoring last night, love.’ She spoke humorously, bringing the pan over to the sink and steeping it, the water sizzling off its surface as she lowered it in. ‘I know by now you only snore when you’re nervous about something.’

      ‘Or when I have one too many whiskeys.’ He took a drink of the orange juice and nodded.

      She came back to the table with a pot of tea. ‘What time are you leaving for Dublin?’

      He lifted his knife and fork and cut one of the vegetable sausages, dipping it into the orange egg yolk. He raised the yolk-soaked piece to his mouth and before putting it in, said, ‘Farringdon wants me in Dublin by midday.’

      ‘You want me to come with you?’

      He shook his head while chewing, looking at her with a vacant expression.

      ‘It’ll be alright, love.’

      ‘We’ll see.’ He went to lift the rest of the sausage when the phone rang in the hallway. He stood up at the same time as Martha. ‘It’s okay, love. I’ll get it. You eat your breakfast.’ He sauntered out into the hallway, lifted the phone and put it to his ear. ‘Brownlee.’

      ‘Morning, Secretary Brownlee. Gerry O’Neill, here. Just a quick call to confirm our trip to the Vatican. I’ve taken the liberty of booking our flights, leaving from Dublin at five thirty this afternoon. We should arrive in Rome around eight thirty Italian time.’

      ‘Very well,’ Brownlee said. ‘I trust you’ve been briefed by the Irish PM?’

      ‘I spoke with him last night.’

      Brownlee grunted, looking at his reflection in the mirror above the phone stand. ‘I have a few things to take care of in Belfast before making my way to Dublin. I shall be there around lunchtime.’

      ‘That’ll do well. We can have lunch and you can tell me more about what’s going on up there.’

      ‘Don’t want to give you nightmares, but I guess this place is as much your concern as it is a British one.’

      ‘Have a safe trip and I’ll speak to you later.’

      Brownlee ended the call and went back into the kitchen to finish his breakfast.

      

      Dublin was busy when Brownlee arrived. Matt led the Jag through the streets with ease. The city, despite being only one hundred miles from Belfast, appeared a different world. A stark contrast to the roadblocks, burned out buses and lorries, and army checkpoints. Dublin appeared to have more in common with London – normality. The one thing Matt noticed was the fact that he didn’t have to continuously swerve the vehicle out of the way of broken glass usually from launched petrol bombs during a night of riots, or craters in the road from explosions.

      ‘God, it’s much nicer down here,’ Matt joked, as he pulled into Dublin Square where they were due to meet O’Neill.

      ‘Yes, well that could all change quite abruptly if we don’t sort out the mess up north. It’ll only be a matter of time before it spills over into this part again.’ Brownlee spotted O’Neill standing on the corner of the street looking directly at him, puffing on a pipe. He waved at O’Neill and reached forward, tapping Matt on the shoulder. ‘Enjoy the rest of your day, Matt.’

      ‘Same to you, sir. Enjoy your trip.’

      Brownlee lifted his suit jacket off the seat next to him along with his travel bag. He opened the door and got out. ‘Safe journey back to Belfast.’ He closed the door and set his luggage on the ground as he fed his arms into the sleeves of the jacket. The sun was shining and there was nothing more than a slight breeze, but he’d rather just put the thing on instead of carry it. He buttoned it closed and lifted the bag. O’Neill approached. ‘Good afternoon, Gerry.’ Brownlee passed his bag to his left hand and offered the right to O’Neill.

      O’Neill accepted. ‘Good afternoon, or should I say: Buongiorno.’

      Brownlee smiled and shook his head. ‘I hope your Italian is better than mine.’

      ‘Enough to get us by, but the Pope speaks English very well so I guess we should be okay, regardless. Let’s go and have some lunch. I’m starving and you can tell me about the craic up north.’

      

      British Prime Minister Farringdon was woken up the next day by the ringing of the telephone. It must have been urgent. Otherwise, as the clock stated on his bedside cabinet, ten minutes to six in the morning was far too early for one to be woken out of their sleep.

      ‘Who the hell is that?’ he groaned to himself. He grabbed his dressing gown and stepped into his slippers, trudging out into the hallway, cursing the bloody phone for waking him up at such a ghastly hour. He lifted the receiver. ‘Who the hell’s calling at this time?’

      An Italian accent spoke in fluent English. ‘I am sorry to wake you, Prime Minister, I forget the time difference. But I’m afraid this is of paramount importance. It is in relation to your secretary of state for Northern Ireland and his Irish counterpart.’

      The PM was now wide awake. ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘There’s been an incident, sir.’
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      New York, USA, Present Day

      

      The two men had been in New York for three days and had already grown tired of the place. Tehran was home to them both, and walking along Time’s Square was, although entertaining, becoming tiresome. The Western way of living was something nether of them could ever grow accustomed to. Ghazi Azrael and Iman Hojaji were attached to Iran’s Quds Force which made up one fifth of the Revolutionary Guard Corps. The Quds were some of the best in the world at unconventional warfare and intelligence operations. Their newly appointed commander, Brigadier General Mohammad Fallahzadeh, had chosen these men well, entrusting them the task of making Washington regret ever committing such an act of war. After the assassination of former commander, Omid Mousavi, in a drone strike outside Baghdad airport two years ago, Iranian Intelligence had vowed to avenge the murder of their slain leader – a man considered a hero to many.

      Azrael and Hojaji stepped off the bustling street, into Urban Design, a new clothing store that had formerly serviced a nightclub. In the business’s previous life, the club had been owned and frequented by Maria Martini, the last boss of the Martini family which made up one fifth of Cosa Nostra. Being the only female head of New York’s Italian mafia, she became known as the Queen of New York, beautiful, glamorous, and with more power and influence than the sitting governor. After the mafia war at the turn of the century – the explosive reaction from the other families who’d opposed the Martini family leaving New York and the life behind, the Bianco family had moved in on the newly vacated territory. Like many of the Martini family’s businesses, the Queen of New York’s former club was taken and turned into a legit money laundering hub.

      They approached the till. A man in his early twenties must have been made aware of their arrival. He cocked his head towards a set of double doors to his right. ‘He’s in the office. Through those doors.’

      The Iranians left without speaking. Hojaji went through first, Azrael right behind him. The store was a thirty by thirty room, half of which had clusters of unopened boxes and clothing lines stacked tightly together. An office was to their right, the door open.

      A tall and slim man, a few inches shorter than the door, wore a slim-fitting charcoal suit. Luca Bianco was the current consigliere to the Bianco family in New York. He was the boss’s son. A graduate from Harvard Law School, he was the man who advised the boss, an intermediary between the boss and the family’s captains. He looked at them and stood aside, indicating for them to enter. They did so.

      Luca closed the door and took a seat behind the desk. ‘Have a seat.’ They did so. ‘I’ve been told you’re offering a lot of money just for an introduction.’

      ‘You know who we are, yes?’ Hojaji said.

      ‘I do.’

      ‘And you know what we are planning?’

      ‘I do, but an attack on President Sheeran on US soil is not a good idea.’

      ‘We do not plan on attacking him here,’ Azrael said. ‘He is visiting London next week.’

      ‘So why come to me?’

      ‘You have contacts in London, yes?’

      ‘It sounds to me like you want someone else to do your dirty work for you.’

      ‘Mr Bianco, I know you are not political, but there is someone who is likely to go down with your president,’ Azrael looked around the room, ‘And from what we are led to believe, this establishment was once under their control.’

      He looked at the two Iranians, a look of consideration on his face. ‘It would be nice to see an end to that piece of shit.’

      Azrael smirked, ‘Yes, a lot of people would be happy to see Eamon Martini leave this world. So, does the idea of making a lot of money and seeing Martini join your president in hell appeal to you?’

      ‘I will contact my family in Italy. If they wish to help, we can go from there.’

      

      Special Agent Eric Jones was in his second month in charge of Counterintelligence and Cyber Division at the FBI’s New York Field Office. He was half way through a progress report for Director Daryl Winston when his phone rang next to the photo of his wife and three-year-old son.

      ‘I hope you’re calling with something I can add to this report.’

      ‘Eric, this is much bigger. I’m sending you a file across now. Get it to Director Winston ASAP!’

      

      Daryl Winston had been the FBI Director for the last three years. He’d been an agent within the Bureau since the year two thousand. Being involved in the clean-up in the aftermath of 9/11 had opened his eyes to the danger the country was in. After the Twin Towers came down, his enthusiasm for the job had multiplied. The entire world had experienced a paradigm shift after those events on that September morning. He developed an even deeper desire to, not only keep his beloved city safe, but the entire United States.

      His door knocked.

      ‘Come in.’

      His secretary opened the door. ‘Sir, Special Agent Jones is here to see you. He said it’s urgent.’

      ‘Send him in.’ Winston sat back in his chair, interlocking his fingers and resting his hands on his belly which was growing faster than he would have liked. He had been able to maintain his weight for the first six months in the director’s chair, but the politics and added stress of the job caused his fitness regime to take a back seat.

      Jones rushed in and waited for the door to be closed. ‘Excuse me, sir. I know you have a call with Washington this afternoon, but this can’t wait.’

      Winston sat forward and rested his forearms on the desk. ‘What is it?’

      ‘An assassination plot on the president during his visit to London.’

      Winston sat back in his seat, ‘You know how many of these we get every day?’

      ‘Recordings of two high ranking members of the Iranian Quds – Ghazi Azrael and Iman Hojaji – are seeking support from the Bianco family to aid them in the attack.’

      ‘What was the outcome of the conversation?’

      ‘You know the Bianco family had followed the Martini family back to Italy, with tentacles of their organisation in the UK. The Iranians are on their way to Europe. Sir, I think this needs to be taken seriously.’

      Winston sighed, then nodded. ‘If it’s Europe, it’ll be the CIA’s job to look into. Send me all the intel you’ve got. I’ll see if Director Goodall can jump into the call with POTUS this afternoon.’

      

      CIA Director Teresa Goodall had just wrapped up an hour long call with Jack Burrows, her station chief in Damascus, Syria. The United States had, over the last few months, been exploring options to open another CIA base in Libya after almost a decade since the Agency’s last station in Tripoli had been closed following the assassination of the US ambassador by Ansar Al Sharia. This was the biggest project Goodall had taken on since taking up her position as the CIA boss. She had people on the ground in the war-torn country, trying to access the risk of Ansar Al Sharia and other anti-Western groups. The political situation in the former Gaddafi-controlled country was unstable, and deciding to raise the US flag there again was something she was going to spend many hours contemplating before making the decision.

      Her phone rang next to her desk. She looked at the caller ID and sighed. She’d tried to build better working relationships with the FBI in the past, but it seemed Director Winston got his kicks out of arguing with her just for the sake of it.

      She lifted the phone and, putting on her best attempt at diplomacy, said, ‘Hello, Daryl.’

      ‘Teresa, I’ve had some intel brought to me. Can you jump into the meeting with POTUS this afternoon?’

      ‘What’s it about?’

      ‘Iranians plotting an attack on the president during his visit to London.’

      ‘Send me a link and I’ll jump into the call.’ She ended the call then quickly made another. It was answered after a few rings. ‘Eamon, where are you?’

      ‘Enjoying the Mexican sun,’ Eamon Martini was quick to answer. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘A plot to assassinate POTUS during his visit to Europe.’

      ‘That’s not uncommon, Teresa. A lot of people would like a shot at him, you know that.’

      ‘After what happened to the late brigadier general of the Qurds, I imagine these Iranians are serious.’

      ‘The threat’s Iranian?’

      ‘According to Daryl Winston, the FBI have received intel. I’m jumping into a meeting with him and the president in the next hour or two.’

      ‘I’ll be on the next flight back to DC.’
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      Ghazi Azrael arrived at Federico Bianco’s restaurant in Rome’s central district. He was waiting for Iman Hojaji to meet him before sitting down with the men he was here to see. He had left Hojaji to spend time on a video call with his family who were back in Tehran, his wife busy raising their three young children while, as she saw it, her husband was off putting himself in unnecessary danger for their Brigadier General. Azrael knew that the conversation was going to be a lengthy one, and he didn’t want to hang around the hotel.

      Bianco’s Bistro was an upmarket establishment, with a swing towards the New York Italian spin on their culture. Italians had brought their culture to the US a little over one hundred years ago, and now Italian Americans were bringing their culture back to the old country.

      Azrael stepped inside and took a seat at the bar, ordering a herbal tea. His phone vibrated in his pocket. It was a text message from the Brigadier General.

      BBC News. Check the top story. We might be able to use the top story.

      Azrael Google searched BBC News. The top story: Is Northern Ireland Becoming More Unstable – UDA Makes A Public Threat to President Sheeran. He clicked on the top story and played the video. The reporter was in London, talking about the security measures being put in place for the US President’s upcoming visit. President Sheeran was due to meet the royal family, along with Prime Minister Michelle Pears at Buckingham Palace. It would be Sheeran’s first visit to the UK since taking office.

      Azrael watched on, wetting his appetite at the prospect of having a hand in taking out the US commander-in-chief – sending the most bloody message to the Americans that if they fuck with important people in other nations, there will be severe consequences.

      The reporter sent the story back to the studio. The reader sent the story to Belfast. ‘There has been increased tension between the two communities, here in Northern Ireland,’ BBC’s Belfast correspondent said. ‘The Unionist community is beginning to feel disconnected from the United Kingdom. There are fears within the community that nationalists are getting closer to a United Ireland, severing ties with London, whilst forming a greater bond with Dublin. We are live here at Storment, the seat of government in Northern Ireland. The unionist community here in Belfast feels like their worst fear is about to become a reality. Earlier today, I spoke with James Dyson, a Loyalist representative from East Belfast, who said that too many good protestant men and women have given their lives to prevent Northern Ireland from rejoining the rest of the island of Ireland. Dyson also said that he speaks for the protestant people when he says that he feels betrayed by the British government.’ The reporter turned and looked over his shoulder, the camera swivelling slightly. A group of three men and four women, all dressed in suits, descended the steps, all smiling, looking like they’d had a victory. ‘Here we have members of Sinn Fein who’ve now been voted in as the majority party. For the first time in the state’s one hundred year history a Catholic/Nationalist party has been voted in as the majority.’ The man leading the group approaching the reporter was the newly appointed First Minister of Northern Ireland, ex-IRA commander from Belfast Declan Meehan. ‘First Minister Meehan, can we get a quick word?’

      Meehan approached the reporter.

      ‘First of all, congratulations on winning the majority vote in the elections.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Meehan said, ‘It is a new day for the people of Ireland. I wish to thank all the people who voted for us today. Sinn Fein is an all-Ireland, inclusive party and I would like to extend my hand of solidarity out to our unionist neighbours. If we are to leave the UK and reunite with the Irish Republic, the Protestant culture and way of life will not be in any way impacted.’

      ‘When do you see a referendum for the unification of Ireland coming into effect?’

      ‘Well, as you know, we have been pushing for a referendum for the last two years. We are in talks with the DUP and the leader of the Conservatives, the Prime Minister. We believe an agreement is close to being made. Sinn Fein would also like to extend our sincere gratitude to the President of the United States for his support in pushing for the referendum.’

      ‘Do you have an estimated time frame?’

      ‘The referendum will be before the end of this year.’ Meehan stepped away from camera shot.

      The reporter turned to the camera and said, ‘Back to the studio.’

      The reader at the BBC’s studio in London came back on the screen, ‘There have been posts on various social media platforms from what we believe to be Loyalist hardliners calling for the UDA to do what it was set up to do – prevent the unification of Ireland. These hardliners said that if the referendum goes ahead, there will be blood spilled on the streets. In response to these calls, a number of masked men, dressed in military fatigues, armed with automatic rifles, delivered a message to the people of Ireland saying that they will not accept a sell-out. They also stated that President Sheeran will not be welcome in Ireland during his trip to Europe. The Ulster Defence Association was armed and ready to use all means at its disposal.’

      Azrael’s phone rang. He looked at the caller ID. It was Hojaji. He answered, ‘I’m in Bianco’s Bistro.’

      ‘I’ve just had a call from the Brigadier General, he wants us to look at another group to help us with the attack on President Sheeran.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Eamon Martini stepped through the electronic exit doors of New York’s John F. Kennedy airport. The arrivals terminal was a beehive of activity. He loved the atmosphere. He felt good to be back in the Big Apple. His earliest memories were here. Growing up cocooned within the bloodline of the notorious Martini family. Son to the Queen of New York – the only female boss within the five families that made up Cosa Nostra. He stood six foot tall with a slim, athletic build. His youthful face, high-cheekbones, sun-kissed olive skin and piercing, intelligent blue eyes made him look like a man much younger than his thirty-nine years. When asked what his secret was, he often joked that it was the Mediterranean blood, handed down by his Italian ancestors; his grandfather Martini had been one of the oldest living mobsters in America, dying at the age of ninety-eight. Other times, Martini attributed his extended youth towards his happy-go-lucky Irish bloodline. In truth, it was his lifestyle. From a young boy, his mother had given her only son every chance at a happy, healthy life. After spending his late teens in Belfast with his father – Damien Cleary Jnr. – Martini had joined the US Marines, becoming one of the first boots on the ground in Afghanistan, before moving into Special Forces, then removing his Green Beret and moving into the CIA’s Special Activities Division. After working for the CIA, he’d gone into the US Secret Service, leading the president’s personal security. His mind and body were his tools, and they’d remained well-oiled and sharp. This was the real reason why he looked ten years younger.

      Standing in the shade, he set his leather laptop case down, standing it between his feet, and removed his tailored grey suit jacket, then loosened his black tie, allowing the morning breeze to kiss the sweat soaked skin below his shirt collar. Draping his jacket over the top of his laptop case, he fished his Samsung from his trouser pocket, the vibrations of the device sending tickles down his thigh. He activated Bluetooth and connected the call to his ear-pods before inserting them into his ears.

      ‘Hello, Mr. President.’

      ‘Eamon, what time will be you here?’

      ‘I’ll be with you in the next two hours.’

      ‘The First Lady is setting a place for you at the table.’

      ‘See you soon.’ He ended the call.

      After another five minutes of waiting, he spotted the familiar black Escalade pull into the pickup area. He approached it. The tinted passenger window lowered, revealing the driver. He opened the door and got in. ‘Hello, Teresa.’

      ‘How was your flight?’ Goodall asked.

      ‘Never good when you have to cut a vacation short.’

      She pulled out from the kerb and took off. ‘Are you up to date with what’s going on in Ireland?’

      He nodded. ‘Watched the BBC news report at the airport.’

      ‘There are a lot of angry Loyalists who believe the British are selling them out.’

      ‘I’m more concerned about their threat towards POTUS.’

      ‘Do you believe the UDA have the capacity to carry out an attack of that magnitude?’

      ‘The UDA, just like the IRA, didn’t give up all of their arsenal. But the threat from the Iranians definitely needs our attention.’ He looked across at her. ‘What has the FBI got on them?’

      ‘Iman Hojaji and Ghazi Azrael – two high-ranking members of the Quds spoke with Luca Bianco in New York. Bianco has set up a meeting with members of his family in Italy. From what we believe the Bianco’s are set up in London, too.’ She looked across at him. ‘Fancy a trip to Europe?’

      He nodded.

      ‘I’ve told the president I’d send you over to look into this.’
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